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Seminar 1: Wednesday 6 November 1957 

 

This year we have taken the formations of the unconscious as the theme of our 

séminaire. 

Those of you - I think it was the majority - who were at the scientific meeting last 

night are already on the correct wavelength, in the sense that you know the questions we 

are going to ask, this time directly, about the function in the unconscious of what we have 

in previous years elaborated as being the role of the signifier. 

A certain number of you - I am only expressing myself in this way because my 

ambitions are modest - have I hope read the article in the third number of La Psychanalyse 

which I called "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious". Those who have had the 

courage to do so will be well placed, in any case better placed than the others, to follow 

what we shall be talking about. In a way it is a modest enough ambition for me to have that 

you who go to the trouble of coming to listen to me should also go to the trouble of reading 

what I write, because after all it is for you that I write it. Those who have not done so 

would all the same be well advised to consult it, especially since I am going to be 

continually referring to it. I am obliged to take as known things that have already been 

stated. 

Finally, for those who have made none of these preparations, I am going to tell you 

what I am going to limit myself to today, what is going to be the object of this introductory 

lecture to our subject matter. 

First of all I am going to recall for you in a necessarily brief, necessarily allusive 

fashion - since I cannot begin everything over again - some points that punctuate, in a way, 

what the previous years have begun or have announced regarding what I have to say to you 

about the function of the signifier in the unconscious. 

Then, in order to give some respite to those whom this brief recall may have left a 

little out of breath, I shall explain the meaning of this schema to which we shall have to 

refer for all our subsequent theoretical experience this year. 

Finally, I will take an example, the first example that Freud uses in his book on 

jokes, not to illustrate it, but to introduce it, because a joke is always something particular, 

there is no such thing as a joke occurring in a vacuum, in the abstract. And I will begin to 

demonstrate in this connection how the witticism turns out to be the best way of getting 

into our subject matter, which is the formations of the unconscious. Not only is it the best 

way of getting into the subject but I would also say that it is the most brilliant form in 

which Freud himself shows the relationship of the unconscious to the signifier and to its 

techniques. 
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Let me remind you then in the first place, since I have given you my three parts so 

that you can have a certain grasp of what I am going to explain and also economize your 

mental effort, that the first year of my séminaire consisted essentially, in the context of 

Freud's technical writings, in introducing you to the notion of the function of the symbolic 

as being the only function capable of accounting for what can be called the determination 

of meaning, this being the reality which we must hold onto as being fundamental in the 

Freudian experience. 

So that, if I may remind you, the determination of meaning in this case is nothing 

other than a rational definition. This rationality is at the foundation of the possibility of 

analysis. It is precisely because a thing has been bound to something like a word that 

discourse can unbind it. 

In this connection I stressed the distance that separates this word when it is full of 

the being of the subject from the empty discourse that drones on beneath human actions, 

that themselves are made impenetrable by the imagination of those motives which become 

irrational, precisely in so far as they have only been rationalized in the perspective of 

egoistic méconnaissance. 

That the ego itself should be a function of the symbolic relation and can be affected 

by it in its density, in its synthetic functions, which are also the products of a captivating 

mirage, is, I also recalled to you in the first year, only possible because of the gap opened 

up in the human being by the original biological presence in him of death, due to what I 

have called the prematurity of birth. 

This is the point of impact where the symbolic intrudes, and this is where we had 

arrived at the junction of my first and my second séminaire. 

Let me recall that the second séminaire highlighted the factor of repetitive 

insistence as coming from the unconscious. A repetitive consistency which we identified 

with the structure of a signifying chain. This is what I tried to help you see by giving you a 

model in the form of a syntax called in which you have a statement that despite the 

criticisms, some justified, that it has received - there are two little lacks that must be 

corrected in a future edition - seems to me to be a brief resumé of the subject matter of this 

syntax, which should be of assistance to you for a long time to come. I am even convinced 

that it will be modified as time goes by and that you will find fewer difficulties in it if you 

look at it in a few months time, or even at the end of this year, rather than now. 

I am only recalling to you what was involved in this syntax to respond also to the 

praiseworthy efforts that some of your number have made to lessen its importance. It was 

in any case an opportunity for them to test themselves against it. Indeed this is precisely all 

that I am trying to achieve, so that in the end whatever impasse they found in it, it helped 

them to do that much. It assisted the mental gymnastics that we will confront again in this 

year's work. I would like to point out that of course, as those who have given themselves 

the trouble of doing all this work have stressed to me, and have even written, each one of 

these terms ....... is marked by a fundamental ambiguity, but that it is precisely this 

ambiguity that gives the example its value. 

Moreover, we have in this way made our entry into groups, onto the path of what in 

our day makes up the speculation of the research into groups and sets, since their starting 
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point is essentially based on the principle of beginning with complex structures, within 

which simple structures only appear as particular cases. Now in fact I am not going to 

remind you how these little letters originated, but it is certain that we end up after the 

manipulations that allow us to define them, at something very simple. Each one of these 

letters being defined by the relationship between one another of two couples each having 

two terms - the couple of the symmetrical and the asymmetrical, of the asymmetrical and 

the symmetrical, and then of the couple of the similar to the dissimilar, and of the 

dissimilar to the similar. 

We have then the minimal group of four signifiers that have as a property that each 

one of them can be analysed in terms of its relations with three others. Namely, to confirm 

the path taken by analysts - Jacobson and also his own statement when I met him recently - 

that the minimal group of signifiers necessary to establish the initial elementary conditions 

for what can be called linguistic analysis.[?] But you will see that this linguistic analysis 

has the closest possible relationship with what we simply call analysis, and that they even 

overlap. They are not essentially different things, when we look at them closely enough. 

In the third year of my séminaire we spoke about psychosis in so far as it is based 

on a primordial signifying lack, and we showed how it comes about that the real is 

subverted when, drawn along by a vital invocation, it comes to take its place in that lack of 

the signifier which was spoken of last night under the name of Verwerfung, and which I 

agree is not a concept that is without its difficulties. That is why we shall have to come 

back to it this year, but I think that what you have learned in the séminaire on psychosis is, 

if not the final source, at least the essential mechanism of this reduction of the Other, the 

big Other, the Other as locus of the word, to the imaginary other; this substitution for the 

symbolic by the imaginary, and even the way that we can conceive the effect of total 

strangeness of the real that is produced in the moments of the breakdown of the delusional 

dialogue, which is the only way that the psychotic can sustain in himself what we call a 

certain intransitivity of the subject, something that appears for us to be completely natural: 

"I think, therefore I am ", we say intransitively. But of course this is the difficulty for the 

psychotic, precisely to the degree that a reduction occurs in the twofold nature of the Other 

and the other, of the Other as the locus of the word and the guarantor of the truth, and of 

the dual other who is the one before whom he discovers himself as being his own image. 

The disappearance of this duplicity is precisely what makes it so difficult for the psychotic 

to maintain himself in human reality, that is to say in symbolic reality. 

Let me finally recall that in this third year I illustrated the dimension of what I call 

dialogue in so far as it permits the subject to sustain himself, by the example of nothing 

other than the first scene of Athalia. It is a seminar that I would have liked to have gone 

back to in order to write it up, if I had had the time. Nevertheless I am sure that you have 

not forgotten the extraordinary dialogue of Abner who is put forward here as the prototype 

of the treacherous friend, the double agent. He comes as it were to sound things out in the 

first statement he makes: 

"Yes, I have come into the temple." 

This has overtones of a certain attempt at seduction. You have to admire it as 

something extraordinary. It is true of course that the reverential fashion that we have 

treated it makes us forget almost all these resonances. I stressed for you the way the high 

priest used some essential signifiers: "The gods remain faithful", "in all their threats", "the 
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promise of heaven", and "why do you give up". The term heaven and some other well-

chosen words are essentially nothing other than pure signifiers, and I stressed for you their 

absolute emptiness. You could say that he skewered his adversary, in such a way that he 

makes of him from then on nothing more than this derisory worm who goes back to take 

up his place again, as I told you, in the ranks of the procession, and to serve as a lure for 

Athalia who, as you know, will end this little game by dying. 

This relation of the signifier to the signified, so visible, so palpable in this dramatic 

dialogue, is something that I brought forward in referring to the famous schema of 

Ferdinand de Saussure: the flux, or more exactly the double parallel stream - this is how he 

represents it to us - of the signifier and the signified as being distinct and destined to slide 

perpetually one over the other. It was in this connection that I constructed the images of 

the technique of the upholsterer, of the buttoning point, since it is necessary that some 

point of the fabric of one should attach itself to the fabric of the other. So that we are able 

to grasp at least something about the possible limits of the sliding, the buttoning points 

allow some elasticity in the links between the two terms. This is the point that we will take 

up again when I have evoked for you the function served by the fourth year of the 

séminaire, when I will have shown you in a way that is parallel and symmetrical to this - 

and it was at this point that the dialogue between Joad and Abner culminated - that there is 

no true subject who can sustain himself, unless he speaks in the name of the word, in the 

name of speech. You will not have forgotten the plane on which Joad speaks: 

"Here is how God answers you through my mouth." 

There is no subject other than in a reference to that Other. This is symbolic of what 

exists in every word worthy of the name. 

In the same way in the fourth year of the séminaire, I tried to show you that there is 

no object that is not metonymical, the object of desire being the object of the desire of the 

other, and desire always being desire of something else, precisely of what is lacking in the 

object that has been primordially lost, in so far as Freud shows it as something that has 

always to be rediscovered. Likewise the only meaning that exists is metaphorical, a 

meaning that only arises from the substitution of a signifier for another signifier in the 

symbolic chain. 

This is precisely what was meant in the work that I spoke about above, and that I 

invited you to consult, "The agency of the letter in the unconscious". In the following 

symbols of metaphor and metonymy respectively, S is linked in the combination of the 

chain to S1, and the whole with reference to S2 which culminates in the fact the S, in its 

metonymical function, is in a certain metonymical relationship with s in signification 

 

Likewise, it is in the substitution of S with respect to S a relationship of substitution 

in the metaphor that we have the following which is symbolized by the relation of capital S 

to small s, which indicates here - it is easier to express in the case of metonymy - the 

function of the emergence, of the creation of meaning. 
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This then is where we are, and now we are going to approach what will be the 

object of our research for this coming year. To approach it I first of all constructed a 

schema for you, and I will now tell you what, at least for today, it will serve to connote for 

us. 

If we have to find a way of approaching more closely the relationships of the 

signifying chain with the signified chain, it is by this crude image of the buttoning point. 

But obviously, if it is to be worthwhile, we must ask where the upholsterer is. He must 

clearly be somewhere; the place where we could put him in this schema might after all be a 

little bit too infantile. 

You may be lead to the idea that since the essential aspect of the relation of the 

signifying chain in relation to the current of the signified is something like a reciprocal 

sliding, and that despite the sliding we must grasp where the liaison is, the coherence 

between these two currents, you might come to the idea that this sliding, if there is a 

sliding, is necessarily a  relative sliding; that the displacement of each one produces a 

displacement in the other and also that it must be related to a sort of ideal present, to 

something like an intersection in the opposite direction of these two lines, that we should 

be able to find some sort of schema to serve as an example. 

You can see that it is around something like this that we can organize our 

speculations. 

This notion of the present is going to be extremely important, except that discourse 

is not simply, what I might call, a series of punctuations à la Russell. A discourse is 

something which leads somewhere, has a fabric, a texture, and not only does it take time, 

not only does it have a dimension in time, a certain density which means that we cannot in 

any way be satisfied with the instantaneous present, but in addition all our experience, 

everything that we have said and everything that we are capable of making present 

immediately by experience - it is quite clear for example that if I begin a sentence you will 

not understand its meaning until I have finished, since it is after all absolutely necessary (it 

is the very definition of a sentence) that I should say its final word if you are to understand 

the relevance of the first - this shows us in the most tangible way what we can call the 

retroactive action of the signifier, precisely what I repeatedly tell you is given in the text of 

the analytic experience itself, on an infinitely greater scale in the  story of the past. 

In any case it is clear - that is one way to say it I - I think it is something that you 

have grasped, and besides I re-emphasized it in my article on the agency of the letter in the 

unconscious in a very precise fashion and I would ask you provisionally to consult it, 

something that I expressed in the form of what might be called a topological metaphor: it is 

impossible to represent the signifier, the signified and the subject on the same plane. This 

is neither mysterious nor opaque, it can be demonstrated in a very simple fashion with 

reference to the Cartesian cogito. I will refrain from going back on this now because later 

we will rediscover it in another form. This is simply to justify to you these two lines that 

we are now going to manipulate, and which are the following. The little bob means the 

beginning of a trajectory, and the tip of the arrow the end. You will recognize my first line 

here, and the other hooked on to it after having twice crossed over it. I would like to point 

out however that you cannot confuse what the two lines represent here, namely the 

signifier and the signified, with what they represent in this case which is slightly different, 

and you will see why. 
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In fact we are situating ourselves entirely on the plane of the signifier. The effects 

on the signified are elsewhere, they are not directly represented on this schema. It is a 

matter of two states, of two functions of a signifying sequence that we can apprehend. In 

the first moment of this first line, we have the signifying chain in so far as it remains 

entirely permeable to the properly signifying effects of metaphor and metonymy, and this 

implies the possible actualization of signifying effects at every level, in particular down to 

the phonematic level, to the level of the phonological element of what grounds the pun, the 

play on words, in short that which in the signifier is that something with which we analysts 

must continually operate, because I think that except for those of you who arrive here for 

the first time, you should be able to remember how all this happens in the play on words 

and in puns. Moreover it is precisely the way in which today we are going to begin our 

entry into the subject of the unconscious, by the witticism and the Witz. 

The other line is that of rational discourse into which are already integrated a 

certain number of reference points, of things that are fixed, those things which as it 

happens cannot be grasped except at the level of what is called the usages of the signifier, 

that is to say that which concretely in the use of discourse constitutes the fixed points 

which, as you know, are far from corresponding in a univocal way to a thing. There is not 

a single semanteme that corresponds to a particular thing or to things which for the most 

part are very different. We pause here at the level of the semanteme, that is to say at what 

is fixed and defined by a use. 

This other line then is that of current, everyday discourse, as it is admitted into the 

code of the discourse, of what I would call the discourse of reality which is common to us 

all. It is also the level at which the fewest creations of meaning are produced, because the 

meaning is, in a way, already given, and because most of the time this discourse only 

consists in a rehashing of what are called received ideas. It is at the level of this discourse 

that there is produced the famous empty speech from which a number of my remarks on 

the field (parente) of language began. 

You can see clearly then that this is the concrete discourse of the individual subject, 

of the person who speaks and who makes himself understood. It is the discourse that can 

be recorded on a record. The other is what all of that includes as a possibility of 

decomposition, of reinterpretation, of resonance, of metaphorical or metonymical effects. 

One goes in the opposite direction to the other for the simple reason precisely that they 

slide over one another. But they do intersect with one another, and they intersect at two 

points that are perfectly recognizable.  If we begin from the discourse, the first point at 

which the discourse meets the other chain which we shall call the properly signifying 

chain, is from the point of view of the signifier, what I have just explained to you, namely 

the collection of usages, in other words what we shall call the code; and this code must be 

somewhere if discourse is to be heard. This code is obviously in this capital 0 which is 

here, namely in the Other in so far as it is the companion of language. It is absolutely 

necessary that this Other should exist, and I would ask you to note in passing that there is 

absolutely no need to call it by the imbecilic and delusional name of "collective 

consciousness". An Other is an Other, and a single one is sufficient for a tongue to be 

alive. And it is all the more sufficient that there should be just one, that this other can all 

by itself also be the first moment. If there is one who remains and who can speak his 

tongue to himself, this is sufficient and not only an Other, but even two others, in any case 
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someone who understands him. One can continue to produce witticisms in a tongue, even 

though one is the only person who knows it. 

This then is the first encounter at the level of what we have called the code. In the 

other, the second encounter which completes the loop, which properly speaking constitutes 

the meaning, constitutes it in terms of the code which it encountered first, is the 

culminating point. You see two arrows which end here, and today I will spare myself the 

trouble of explaining the meaning of the second arrow that ends here at this point gamma; 

it is the result of the conjunction of the discourse with the signifier as a creative support of 

meaning - it is the message. 

It is here that meaning is born; the truth that is to be announced, if there is any 

truth, is there in the message. Most of the time there is no truth enunciated, for the simple 

reason that the discourse in no way passes through the signifying chain, that it is the pure 

and simple droning of mere repetitiveness, of the word-mill (moulin-à-paroles), and that it 

passes through here in a sort of short-circuit between β and β', and that the discourse says 

absolutely nothing except to indicate to you that I am a speaking animal. It is the 

commonplace discourse of speech that says nothing, but thanks to it you reassure yourself 

that you are not face to face simply with what man is in his natural state, namely a savage 

beast. 

These two points β and β
'
 being the minimal nexuses on the short-circuit of 

discourse are very easily recognizable. One is the object precisely in the sense of the 

metonymical object that I spoke to you about last year; the other is the "I" in so far as it 

indicates in the discourse itself the place of the one who is speaking. 

You should notice that in this schema you can see in a very  concrete way both 

what links and what distinguishes the truth that is perfectly and immediately accessible, 

from linguistic experience; this is something that the Freudian experience of analysis 

rejoins with the distinction that exists originally between this "I" which is nothing other 

than the place of the one who speaks in the chain of discourse, and which does not even 

need to be designated by an "I", and on the other hand the message, that is to say the thing 

that absolutely requires a minimum of the apparatus of this schema to exist. It is absolutely 

impossible to produce a message or any word whatsoever in a sort of concentric, radiating 

fashion coming from the existence of some subject or other, if there is not all this 

complexity. No word is possible for the very good reason that the word presupposes 

precisely the existence of a signifying chain, which is something whose origins are far 

from simple to discover - we spent a year trying to arrive at it - and which presupposes the 

existence of a network of uses, in other words of the usage of a tongue; and which 

presupposes besides all this mechanism which ensures that whatever you say, whether you 

think about it or not, whatever you formulate, once you've got caught in the wheel of this 

word-mill, your discourse always says more than you are saying, and very obviously 

basing itself, by the simple fact that it is speech, on the existence somewhere of this term 

of reference that is the dimension of truth; of truth in so far as it is distinct from reality and 

something that brings into play the possible emergence of new meanings being introduced 

into the world, which the truth (realité) literally introduces into it - not the meanings that 

are there, but rather the meanings that it makes emerge. 
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Here you have, radiating out from the message on the one hand and from the "I" on 

the other hand, the meaning of these little wingtips that you see here; two diverging 

directions, one that goes from the "I" to the metonymical object and towards the Other, to 

which corresponds in a symmetrical fashion the message by way of the return of the 

discourse, the direction of the message towards the metonymical object and towards the 

Other; all of this is provisional and I would ask you to take it down. On the schema you 

will see that there is something which will be of great use to us and which might seem to 

you to require no explanation, the line that goes from "I" to the Other and the line that goes 

from "I" to the metonymical object, and you will see to what these two other extremely 

interesting lines correspond which go from the message to the code on the one hand, 

because in fact this return line does exist; if it did not exist, as the schema itself indicates, 

there would not be the slightest hope for the creation of meaning. It is precisely in the 

interplay between the message and the code, and also in the return of the code to the 

message, that the essential dimension into which the witticism immediately introduces us 

will have its effect. It is here I think we will remain for a certain number of lectures in 

order to see all the extraordinarily suggestive and instructive things that can take place 

here. In addition this will give us a further opportunity to grasp the relationship of 

dependence in which the metonymical object is, this famous object that never is, that 

object which is always situated elsewhere, that is always something else, and which we 

began to concern ourselves with last year. 

Now let us approach this Witz. What does this Witz mean? It has been translated by 

le trait d'esprit and also by le mot d'esprit. I will not go into the reasons why I prefer le 

trait d'esprit. 

The Witz can also mean l'esprit. We must admit that l'esprit immediately introduces 

something that appears to be extremely ambiguous because in fact a witticism is something 

that is occasionally looked down on: it is frivolity, lack of seriousness, fantasy, 

capriciousness. But esprit by itself brings us up short, and we think twice before thinking 

of esprit in the same way. Nevertheless the spirit in the sense of un homme spirituel has 

not got an excessively good reputation. However it is around this that the centre of gravity 

of the notion of 1'esprit is to be found and it is better to allow it to keep all its ambiguities. 

This includes the spirit in the widest sense, the spirit that all too often has the stamp of 

very shoddy goods, the spirit of spiritualism. 

We can centre the notion of spirit on the witticism, that is to say on that which 

appears to be most contingent, most out of date, most open to criticism. It is really part of 

the genius of psychoanalysis to do something like this, and that is why we should not be 

surprised that it is in fact the only point in the work of Freud where he mentions the Spirit, 

this time ornamented with a capital letter. Nevertheless there still remains this relationship 

between the two poles of the term spirit, and it has always given rise to disputes about 

classification. 

It really would be fun to evoke for you the English tradition in which the term used 

is wit, which is still more ambiguous than Witz and even than 1'esprit in French - the 

discussions on the true, the genuine spirit, the good spirit to call him by his name; and then 

of the bad spirit, the one with which charlatans amuse people. How can we distinguish all 

of this? The only thing that we must really take as a reference-point is the difficulty that all 

the critics have found themselves in, and this continues after the 18th century with 

Addison, Pope, etc., up to the beginning of the 19th century. In the English Romantic 

http://www.lacaninireland.com



6.11.1957(1)                                               10 

 

school the question of wit could not but be on the agenda and in a place of first 

importance, and in this respect the writings of Hazlitt are also very significant, and 

someone else that we will have to talk about, namely Coleridge, is the one who has gone 

farthest along this path. 

I could equally well say this about the German tradition, and in particular about the 

link between the promotion of wit to its place of prime importance, and the literary 

Christianity which in Germany followed a strictly parallel evolution, and where the 

essential question of Witz is at the heart of all Romantic speculation in Germany. This is 

something which from a historical point of view, and also from the point of view of 

analysis, that we will have to reconsider again. 

Something that is very striking is the extent to which the criticism concerning the 

function of Witz or of „wit‟ - to which I have to say there is nothing comparable in this 

country, and whether you are aware of this or not, the only people who were seriously 

concerned with it here in France were the poets, by which I mean that in this period of the 

19th century, the question is not only alive, but is at the heart of Baudelaire and Mallarmé - 

but in any case it was never considered even in essays except from the critical point of 

view, I mean from the point of  view of an intellectual formulation of the problem. 

The decisive point is this. The fact is that whatever you read on the subject of the 

problem of Witz or of „wit‟, you will always come up against very real impasses, which I 

cannot expand on for you today due to lack of time - I will come back to it. I must omit 

this part of my lecture but it bears witness, as I will prove to you later on, to the leap 

forward, to the clear-cut difference of quality and results that is brought about by the work 

of Freud. 

Freud did not carry out this inquiry that I have just been alluding to, that which 

would embrace the whole European tradition on the subject of Witz. I left to one side 

another one, the principal one, the Spanish tradition, because it is so important that we will 

certainly have to come back to it frequently. Freud did not do this. He tells us what his 

sources are. They are clear. They are three books, very sensible, very readable books, 

written by good German professors from small universities, who had time to calmly reflect 

on things, and who produced works that were not at all pedantic. Their names are Kuno 

Fischer, Friedrich Theodore Vischer and T. Lipps, a Munich professor who certainly wrote 

the best work of the three and who goes a long way, in fact one could say that he really 

reaches out, to meet up with Freud's investigation. If only Herr Lipps had not been so 

careful about the respectability of his Witz, if he had not wanted there to be a false and a 

true Witz, he would certainly have gone much further. 

On the contrary this is something that did not hold Freud back at all. Freud was 

already in the habit of committing himself, and that is why he saw things much more 

clearly. It is also because he saw the structural relationships that exist between the Witz and 

the unconscious. 

On what plane did he see them? Exclusively on what could be called the formal 

plane. I mean formal not in the sense of pretty forms, the confused notions of everything 

that tries to swamp you in the blackest obscurantism: I am talking about form in the sense 

that it is understood, for example, in literary theory. There is still another tradition that I 

have not spoken to you about, also because we will often have to come back to it, a 
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tradition of recent birth, the Czech tradition. This is the group that formulated formalism 

which you may think is just a vague reference, not at all, it is only your ignorance that 

makes you think that; formalism is a school of literary criticism that has an extremely 

precise meaning, and that the organization of states that is situated over there in Sputnik-

land has already been persecuting for some time past. 

In any case, it is precisely at the level of this formalism, namely of a structural 

theory of the signifier as such, that Freud situates himself from the beginning. There is no 

doubt either about the results - they are absolutely convincing. This is a key that will allow 

you to make much greater progress. After having asked you from time to time to read my 

articles, I hardly need to ask you, since we are talking this year about Witz, to read Freud's 

book. This does not seem to me to be demanding too much. When you look at how it is 

organized, you will see that is based on the fact that Freud starts from the technique of the 

joke, and that he constantly comes back to it and that it takes as support the technique of 

joking. 

What does that mean for him? It means what is called verbal technique, something 

that I call more precisely the technique of the signifier. 

It is because he speaks of the technique of the signifier, and because he comes back 

to it repeatedly, that he really works out the problem. He shows its different planes, which 

means that all at once you see with the greatest clarity what must be recognized and 

distinguished in order not to get lost in the perpetual confusions of the signified, and of 

thoughts, which gives absolutely no hope of ever clarifying matters. Right away, for 

example, you see that there is a problem of wit, and a problem of the comic which is not at 

all the same thing, any more than the problem of the comic and the problem of laughter. It 

may well happen that from time to time these are found together, and indeed all three may 

become mixed up, but nevertheless it is not the same problem. 

To clarify the problem of wit, Freud starts with the signifying technique. It is also 

from there that we will begin with him, and there is the very curious fact that all of this 

takes place at a level at which there is nothing at all to indicate at first that it is at the level 

of the unconscious, and it is precisely from this, and for profound reasons that concern the 

very nature of Witz, it is precisely by considering this that we will see most about what is 

not quite there, what is to one side, which is the unconscious, and which in fact cannot be 

clarified, does not betray itself, except when you look a little to one side. 

Here you will discover also something that you will find all the time in the Witz, it 

is the nature of the Witz that appears thus when you look here, it is what allows you to look 

where it does not exist. 

Let us begin then with Freud by means of the keys of the technique of the signifier. 

Freud did not go to very much trouble to find his examples, since all the examples he gives 

us, which may appear a bit banal to you and to be not all of the same quality, are taken 

from his professors, Fischer, Vischer and Lipps, which is why I told you that I hold them 

in considerable esteem. There is however another source that Freud has really explored. It 

is Heinrich Heine. It is from this source that he takes the first example, the marvellous mot 

that is put into the mouth of Hirsch-Hyacinth, an impoverished and half-starved Jewish 

collector from Hamburg, whom he comes across at the Baths of Lucca. If you want to 

make a thorough study of the Witz you must read the Reisebilder. It is amazing that this 
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book is not a classic. You find in the Reisebilder a passage in the Italian section on the 

Baths of Lucca, and it is there that with this indescribable character Hirsch-Hyacinth, 

about whose attributes I hope I will have the time to tell you something, it is in speaking 

with him that he obtains the declaration, that he had had the honour of treating the corns of 

the great Rothschild, Nathan the Wise, and that at the time he, Hirsch-Hyacinth, thought 

himself an important man because, while he was paring his corns, he thought that Nathan 

the Wise was thinking of all the courtiers that he would be sending to kings, and that if he, 

Hirsch-Hyacinth, pared his corns a bit too closely there would result an irritation in the 

upper regions, that would make Nathan too cut more deeply into the hide of the kings. 

And, little by little, he goes on to tell us too of another Rothschild that he has 

known, Solomon Rothschild, and that one day when he announced himself as Hirsch-

Hyacinth, he received a reply in the most debonair language: "I too am a collector of 

.......... I do not wish my colleague to have to eat in the kitchen. "And", cried Hirsch-

Hyacinth, "he treated me quite famillionairely". 

It is at this point that Freud pauses and goes on to ask very acutely: What is this? A 

neologism? A slip of the tongue? A witticism? It is certainly a witticism, but the fact that I 

could ask the other two questions already introduces us into an ambiguity, into the 

signifier, into the unconscious ................ and in fact what is Freud going to tell us? We 

recognize in it the mechanism of condensation materialized in the material of the signifier, 

a sort of collision, with the help of some machine or other, between two lines of the 

signifying chain: "Solomon Rothschild treated me quite familiarly" (familiär), and then 

beneath it - Freud too constructs a signifying schema - there is "millionaire (Millionär)", 

and thus there is ar in both, and also mil. They are condensed, and in the interval there 

appears "famillionaire" (famillonär). 

Let us try to see what this gives on our schema. I must go a bit quickly, but there is 

still something to which I want to draw your attention. 

The discourse is obviously something that begins in "I", and goes to the Other. This 

can be schematized here as going towards the Other. More correctly we can also see that 

every discourse which begins from the Other, whatever we may think of it, begins and 

returns, is reflected in the "I," because it must play some part in the affair, and goes 

towards the message. This simply introduces in a second moment the invocation of the 

other originating chain of the discourse: "I was with Solomon Rothschild, quite 

familiarly", a return to the Other in a second moment. 

Nevertheless because of the mysterious property of the mil and the ar, which are in 

both one and the other as correlatives - do not forget that these two lines are after all two 

lines that are only of interest to us if things are circulating at the same time on this line. If 

something stirs that gives rise to a vibration in the elementary signifying chain as such, and 

that here at the first moment of the outline of the message is going to be reflected onto the 

metonymical object which is "my millionaire", because the metonymical object of "my 

belonging" schematized here is what concerns Hirsch-Hyacinth; it is his millionaire who at 

the same time is not his millionaire, because it is much more the millionaire who possesses 

him, so that things do not turn out as planned. It is precisely because this does not happen 

that the millionaire comes to be reflected in a second moment, that is to say at the same 

time as the other, the "quite familiarly", has arrived there.  In the third moment millionaire 
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and familiar have come to meet and to join with one another in the message, in order to 

produce fami1lionaire. 

This may seem to you to be completely puerile as a discovery, especially since I 

constructed the schema myself. However when this has had its effect on you for a year, 

you will perhaps be able to say that this schema is of some use. It has, after all, one 

interesting feature, which is that thanks to what it presents in terms of topological 

necessity, it allows us to measure the steps that we take with regard to what concerns the 

signifier, namely that because of the way it is constructed, and whatever way you go 

around it, it limits every step we take. What I mean is that every time a step is required, it 

will necessitate that we take no more than three elementary ones. 

You will see that it is towards this that the little bobs at the start and the arrow 

heads at the end tend, as well as the little ailerons that concern the segments which must 

always be in a secondary, intermediary position, the others being either initial or terminal. 

Thus, in three moments the two chains, that of the discourse and that of the 

signifier, have managed to converge at the same point, at the point of the message. This is 

why Mr. Hirsch-Hyacinth was treated quite famillionairely. This message is quite 

incongruous in the sense that it is not received, not in the code. That says it all! The 

message in principle is constructed to have a certain relationship distinguishing it from the 

code, but here it is on the plane of the signifier itself that it manifestly violates the code, 

from the definition of the witticism that I gave you, in the sense that it is a question of 

knowing what is happening, what is the nature of what is happening here, and the 

witticism is constituted by fact that the message that is produced at a certain level of 

signifying production. It contains by its difference, by its distinction from the code, it takes 

on from this difference, from this distinction, the value of a message. The message lies in 

its very difference from the code. How is this difference sanctioned? This is the second 

plane that is involved. This difference is sanctioned as a witticism by the Other. This is 

indispensable, and it is in Freud. Because there are two things in Freud's book on the 

witticism: there is the promotion of the signifying technique, and the express reference to 

the Other as a third party, which I have been drumming into you for years. It is articulated 

in an unquestionable way in Freud, very especially in the second part of his work, but it 

has to be there from the beginning. For example, Freud continually emphasises for us that 

the difference between the witticism and the comic is determined by the fact that the comic 

is dual. As I have said, the comic is a dual relationship, but this third Other is necessary for 

there to be a witticism. In fact the sanction of this third Other, whether it is supported by an 

individual or not, is absolutely essential. The Other returns the ball, that is to say ranks 

something in the code as a witticism; it says that in the code this is a witticism. This is 

essential, so that if nobody does it there is no witticism. In other words, if famillionaire is a 

slip of the tongue and nobody notices it, then it is not a witticism. The Other must codify it 

as a witticism. 

And the third element of the definition? It is inscribed in the code, through this 

intervention of the Other, that the witticism has a function that is related to something that 

is profoundly situated at the level of meaning, and that is, I will not say a truth - I shall 

illustrate for you in connection with this example that it is not so much with regard to 

famillionaire that we can make subtle allusions about the psychology of the millionaire and 

of the parasite, for example. 
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This certainly contributes a good deal to our pleasure, and we will return to it, but I 

am laying down from today that the witticism, if we wish to discover it, and discover it 

with Freud, because Freud leads us as far as possible in the direction of finding the point of 

it, because it is a question of a point and  a point exists, and its essence depends on 

something that is related to something absolutely radical in the sense of truth, namely 

something that I called elsewhere (in my article on "The Agency of the Letter") something 

that depends essentially on the truth, that is called the dimension of the alibi of the truth, 

namely in a point that may enable us, by using a sort of mental diplopia, to better 

circumscribe the witticism. 

What is in question, is what it is that expressly constructs the witticism in order to 

designate that which is always to one side, and which is seen precisely only by looking 

elsewhere. This is where we will begin again the next time. I am certainly leaving you on a 

note of suspense, with an enigma, but I think that I have at least been able to set out the 

very terms that we must necessarily hold onto, and this I hope to demonstrate in what 

follows. 
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Seminar 2: Wednesday 13 November 1957 

 

Let us take up our account at the point we left it the last time, namely at the moment 

that Hirsch-Hyacinth speaking to the author of the Reisebilder whom he met at the Baths of 

Lucca, said to him: "And as true as God shall grant me all good things, I sat down quite as an 

equal, quite famillionairely." 

This then is where we will begin, with the word famillionaire which has had its good 

fortune. It is known because Freud takes it as his starting point. 

This then is where we will recommence, and it here that I am already going to try to 

show you the way that Freud approaches the witticism. The analysis is important for our 

purposes. 

In fact, the importance of this exemplary point is to show us, because, alas, there is 

need for it, in an unmistakable fashion the importance of the signifier in what we can call 

with him the mechanisms of the unconscious. 

It is clearly very surprising to see already that the whole body of those whom their 

discipline does not especially prepare for it - I mean the neurologists - in the measure that 

they are working together on the delicate subject of aphasia, namely of speech deficits, are 

from day to day making remarkable progress in what is in question, what can be called their 

linguistic formation, while psychoanalysts whose whole art and technique is based on the use 

of the word, have not up the present taken the least account of it, even though what Freud 

shows us, is not simply a type of humanistic reference manifesting his culture and the extent 

of his reading in the field of philology, but a reference that is absolutely internal and organic. 

Because I hope that since the last day, most of you at least have opened Jokes and 

their Relation to the Unconscious, you can see for yourselves that his reference to the 

technique of the joke qua language-technique, is very precisely the point around which his 

argument always pivots; and that if what emerges in terms of meaning, in terms of 

signification in the joke is something that seems to him to deserve to be related to the 

unconscious, it is only - I want to hammer home that everything that I have to say about the 

witticism is related to this - founded on its very function of pleasure which pivots and turns 

always and uniquely because of analogies of structure that are only conceivable on the plane 

of linguistics, analogies of structure between what happens in the joke, I mean the technical 

aspect of the joke, let us call it the verbal aspect of the joke, and what happens under different 

names that Freud discovered, moments under different names, which is the mechanism 

proper to the unconscious, namely the mechanisms such as condensation and displacement. I 

limit myself to these two for today. 

Here then is where we are: Hirsch-Hyacinth speaking to Heinrich Heine; or Hirsch-

Hyacinth, a fiction of Heinrich Heine, gives an account of what happened to him. Something 

happens at the beginning, to limit ourselves to the segment that I have just isolated, 

something particularly clear, raising in a way in order to put it on a plateau, to exalt it, what is 

to follow, this invocation of the universal witness and of the personal relationship of the 

subject to this witness, namely God. "As true as God shall grant me all good things", which is 
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incontestably something that is at once significant by its meaning, and ironic because of what 

reality can show us as lacking in it, but starting from here the enunciation is made: "I was 

sitting beside Solomon Rothschild, quite as an equal." Here we have the emergence of the 

object; this „quite‟ carries with it something which is significant enough. Every time we 

invoke the „quite‟, the totality, it is because we are not altogether sure that this totality is 

really closed, and in effect this can be discovered at many levels, and indeed at every level at 

which this notion of totality is used. 

Here in effect he begins again with this „quite‟, and he says: „quite ........‟, and it is 

here that the phenomenon is produced, the unexpected thing, the scandal in the enunciation, 

namely this new message, this something that we do not even yet know what it is, that we are 

not yet able to name, and which is "....... famillionairely", something of which we do not 

know whether it is a parapraxis or a successful act, an accident or a poetic creation. We will 

see. It can be all of these at once, but it would be well to lay stress on the formation on the 

strict signifying plane, of the phenomenon of what will taken up afterwards. 

I will tell you what it is, and I already announced it the last day: in a signifying 

function which is proper to it qua signifier escaping from the code, that is from everything 

that had been accumulated up to this in terms of formations of the signifier in its functions as 

a creator of the signified, something new appears there, that can be linked to the very sources 

of what can be called the progress of a tongue, its changes. 

We must pause first of all at this something in its very formation, I mean at the point 

at which it is situated in relation to the formative mechanism of the signifier. We have to lay 

stress on it in order to be able even to continue in a valid way on what will turn out to be the 

consequences of the phenomenon, even of what accompanies it, even its sources, it reference 

points. But the essential phenomenon, is this nexus, is this point, at which appears this new 

paradoxical signifier. this famillionaire from which Freud begins, and to which he repeatedly 

returns, on which he asks us to dwell, to which, as you will see up to the end of his 

speculation on the witticism, he does not fail to return as designating the essential 

phenomenon, the technical phenomenon that specifies the joke, and that allows us to discern 

what the central phenomenon is, that by which he teaches us on the plane that is our own 

proper plane, namely the relationship with the unconscious, and that which allows us also at 

the same time to illuminate from a new perspective everything that surrounds it, everything 

that leads it towards what can be called the Tendenzen, because it is the term Tendenz that is 

employed in this work, of this phenomenon that has different spheres of influences, the 

comic, laughter, etc...; phenomena that may radiate out from it. 

Let us pause then at famillionaire. There are several ways to approach it, this is the 

aim, not just of this schema, but of this schema in so far as it is provided to allow you to 

inscribe the different planes of the signifying elaboration, the word elaboration being chosen 

here specially, because it is expressly chosen here, Freud introduces it specially. 

Let us stress this, and in order not to surprise you too much, let us begin to perceive 

the direction in which it is going. What happens when famillionaire appears? It can be said 

that something is indicated there that we experience as a perspective opening out towards 

meaning; something tends to emerge from it that is ironical, even satirical, also something 

that is less evident, but which develops we might say, in the after-effects of the phenomenon, 

in what is going to be propagated from here into the world as a consequence. It is a type of 

emergence of an object, that itself tends rather in the direction of the comical, of the absurd, 
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of the nonsensical. It is the famillionaire in so far as it derides the millionaire, by tending to 

take on the form of a figure, and it would not be difficult to indicate the direction in which in 

fact it tends to be embodied. 

Moreover, Freud mentions in passing that in another place also, Heinrich Heine 

reduplicating his joke, calls the millionaire the millionnär, which in German means the idiotic 

millionaire, and can be translated in French following on the line of the substantivation of 

millionaire that I have just spoken to you about, the „fat-millionaire‟ with a hyphen. This is to 

show you that we have here an approach which ensures that we do not remain inhuman. 

Let us not go much further, because to tell the truth this is not the time, this is just the 

type of step not to taken too quickly, namely not to be too quickly understood, because by 

understanding too quickly, one understands absolutely nothing at all. This still does not 

explain the phenomenon that has just occurred in front of him, namely how it can be 

connected with what we can call the general economy of the function of the signifier. On this 

point I must all the same insist that you get to know what I have written in what I called "The 

agency of the letter in the unconscious", namely the examples I gave in this text of two 

functions that I call the essential functions of the signifier, in so far as they are those through 

which one can say, that the ploughshare of the signifier opens up in the real what can be 

called the signified, literally evokes it, makes it emerge, manipulates it, engenders it; namely 

the functions of metaphor and metonymy. 

It appears that for certain people, it is my style that bars the entry into this article. I am 

sorry. First of all I can do nothing about it, my style is what it is. I would ask them in that 

connection to make an effort, but I would simply like to add that whatever the déficiences 

that may intervene in it because of factors that are personal to me, there are also, 

notwithstanding, in the difficulties of this style, perhaps they can glimpse it, something that 

must correspond to the very object it is dealing with. 

If it is in fact a question, in connection with the creative functions that the signifier 

exercises on the signified, of speaking about it in a worthwhile way, namely not simply of 

speaking about the word but to speak as one might say with the grain of the word, to evoke its 

very functions, perhaps the subsequent teaching this year will show you that there are internal 

necessities of style, conciseness for example, allusiveness, even some sting are perhaps the 

essential, decisive elements necessary to enter a field of which they control not only the 

avenues, but the whole texture. 

We will return to this subsequently in connection precisely with a certain style that we 

will not even hesitate to call by its name, however ambiguous it may appear, namely 

mannerism, and in connection with which I will try to show you that it has behind it, not only 

a great tradition, but an irreplaceable function. 

This is only a parenthesis in order to return to my text. In this text then you will see 

that which I call following the example of others - it is Roman Jakobson who invented it - the 

metaphorical and the metonymical function of language, are linked to something that is 

expressed very simply in the register of the signifier, the characteristics of the signifier being 

those, as I already stated several times in the course of the preceding years, of the existence 

of an articulated chain, and I added in this article, tending to form closed groups, namely 

formed from a series of rings latching on to one another to form chains, which themselves are 

http://www.lacaninireland.com



13.11.57(2)                                                 18 

 

taken up into other chains like rings, something that is also evoked somewhat by the general 

form of the schema, but is not directly represented. 

The existence of these chains in their double dimension, implies that the articulations 

or the liaisons of the signifier contain two dimensions, the one which can be called the 

combination, the continuity, the concatenation of the chain, and that of the possibilities of 

substitution always implied in each element of the chain. 

This second absolutely essential element is the element which, in the linear definition 

that Freud gave of the relationship of the signifier to the signified, is omitted. In other words, 

in every act of language the diachronic dimension is essential, but there is an implied 

synchrony, evoked by the permanent possibility of substitution inherent in each of the terms 

of the signifier. In other words we have the two relationships indicated here: 

 

one giving the link of combination of the signifier's link, and the other the image of the 

relationship of substitution always implicit in every signifying articulation. 

You do not need to be extraordinarily intuitive to perceive that there must be at least 

some relationship between what we have just seen being produced, and what Freud 

schematizes for us concerning the formation of famillionaire, namely on two different lines:"I 

was sitting beside S. Rothschild in a quite familiar way", and underneath "millionaire". Freud 

completes this by asking: what does that mean? It can mean that there is something that has 

been dropped, which is eluded; in so far as one can permit it, or can realize or achieve it, a 

millionaire. Something has been dropped from the articulation of meaning, something has 

remained, the millionaire. Something is produced that has compressed, pushed together with 

one another, the familiar and the millionaire, to produce famillionaire. 

Therefore there is something here that is a kind of particular case of the function of 

substitution; a particular case whose traces remain in some way. Condensation, if you like, is 

a particular form of what can be produced at the level of the function of substitution. 

It would be good if even now you kept in mind the long development that I made 

about one metaphor, the one about Booz's sheaf: 

"His sheaf was not avaricious or spiteful" 

showing that it is the fact that "his sheaf" replaces the term "Booz", that constitutes there the 

metaphor, and that thanks to this metaphor something concerning the person of Booz emerges 

which is a meaning, the meaning of the advent of his paternity, together with all those things 

that can radiate out and spring forth from the fact that he comes to it, as you well remember, 

in an unlikely, belated, unexpected, providential, divine fashion, that it is precisely this 

metaphor that is there to show this advent of a new meaning in connection with the person of 

Booz who seemed to be excluded, foreclosed from it, and that it is also essentially in a 

relationship of substitution that we should see it, the creative source, the creative force, the 

generating force, we might even say, of the metaphor. 
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This is quite a general function, I would even say that it is in this way, that it is in this 

possibility of substitution that there can be conceived the very generation one might say, of 

the world, of meaning, that the whole history of the tongue, namely  the changes in function 

by means of which a tongue is constituted, that it is here and not elsewhere that we must 

grasp it; and that if there is any possibility of giving ourselves a type of model or example of 

what is the genesis of the appearance of a tongue in this unconstituted world that the world 

may be before speech, we must presuppose something irreducible and original which is 

certainly the minimum of signifying chains, but a certain minimum that I will not insist on 

today, even though it would be advisable to talk about it. But I have already given you 

enough indications on it, on this certain minimum, given that it is by way of metaphor, 

namely by the operation of the substitution of one signifier for another, at a certain place, that 

there is created not only the possibility of the development of the signifier, but also the 

possibility of the emergence of ever new meaning, going always in the direction of ratifying, 

of complicating and of deepening, of giving its sense of depth to what in the real, is only pure 

opacity. 

I will let you search out an example of this to illustrate for yourselves, what can be 

called what happens in the evolution of meaning, and how we always more or less find in it 

this mechanism of substitution. As usual in these cases, I wait for chance to provide me with 

an example. And sure enough an example did not fail to be provided for me in my own 

immediate entourage, by someone who, while struggling with a translation, had had to look 

up in the dictionary the meaning of the word atterré , and who was surprised at the thought 

that he had never properly understood the meaning of the word atterré, when he perceived 

that contrary to what he believed, atterré does not originally and in many of its uses, have the 

meaning of to be struck with terror, but rather of landing. 

In Bossuet atterré means literally to land, and in other texts just a little bit later, we 

see this kind of accent of terror becoming more defined. For my part, I would say 

incontestably that the purists contaminate, pervert, the meaning of the word atterré. However 

it remains true that here the purists are quite wrong, there is no contamination here of any 

sort, and even if after suddenly having had recalled for you the etymological meaning, of the 

word atterré , some of you may have the illusion that atterré is obviously nothing else than to 

turn towards the land, to make touch land, or to cast down as low as the ground, in other 

words to strike with consternation, it nevertheless remains that in current usage the word 

implies this background of terror. 

What does this mean? It means that if we begin with something that has a certain 

relationship with the original meaning by pure convention, because nowhere is there an origin 

for the word atterré, but that it is the word abattu  in so far as it evokes in fact what the word 

atterré in this supposedly pure sense, could evoke for us, the word atterré which is 

substituted for it first of all as a metaphor, a metaphor that does not appear to be one, because 

we begin from this hypothesis that originally they mean the same thing: to throw on the 

ground or to the ground, this is what I would like you to notice, that it is not in so far as 

atterré changes in any way whatsoever the meaning of abattu, that it will be fruitful, generate 

a new meaning, namely what is meant when we say that someone is atterré. In effect it is a 

new meaning, it is a nuance, it is not the same thing as abattu, and even though it does imply 

terror, it does not mean terrorize either, it is something new. 

About this new nuance of terror that this introduces into the psychological and already 

metaphorical meaning that the word abattu has, because psychologically we are neither 
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atterré nor abattu, there is something that we cannot say as long as the words do not exist, 

and these words come from a metaphor, namely what happens when a tree is abattu , or when 

a wrestler is grounded, atterré, second metaphor. 

But notice that it is not at all because originally this is what  gives the matter its 

interest, that ter which is in atterré  means terror, that terror is introduced; in other words the 

metaphor is not an injection of meaning as if that were possible, as if the meaning were 

somewhere, or as if it were in a reservoir. The word atterré does not bring about meaning 

insofar as it has a signification, but qua signifier, namely that having the phoneme ter, it has 

the same phoneme which is in terror. It is by the signifying path, it by the path of 

equivocation, by the path of homonymy, namely by the most nonsensical thing possible, that 

it comes to engender this nuance of meaning, that it is going to introduce, going to inject into 

the already metaphorical meaning of abattu, this nuance of terror. 

In other words, it is in the relationship of    s' , namely of a signifier to a signifier, that 

a certain relationship 
s
s namely of a signifier to a signified will be engendered. But the 

distinction between the two is essential, it is in the relationship of signifier to signifier, in 

something that links the signifier here to the signifier there, namely in something that is the 

purely signifying, namely homonymic relationship of ter and terror, that there will be able to 

be exercised the action that is the generation of signification, namely a nuancing by terror of 

what already existed as meaning on an already metaphorical basis. This then exemplifies for 

us what happens at the level of metaphor. I would like simply to point out to you something 

that will show you how this rejoins by a faint pathway, something that is going to be very 

interesting for us from the point of view of what we see happening in the unconscious. 

Everything, insofar as at the level of the normal phenomenon of the creation of 

meaning by way of substitution, by the metaphorical way that governs both the evolution and 

the creation of the tongue, but at the same time the creation and evolution of meaning as 

such, I mean of meaning insofar as it is not simply perceived, but that the subject includes 

himself in it, namely insofar as meaning enriches our lives. 

I want simply to point this out to you: I have already indicated that the essential 

signifying function of the hook ter, namely of something that we must consider as being 

purely signifying, from the homonymic reserve with which, whether we see it or not, the 

metaphor works. 

What also happens? I do not know whether you are going to grasp it properly right 

away, but you will grasp it better when you see the development. It is only the start of an 

essential path. It is that to the very degree that the nuance of the signification atterré is 

affirmed or is constituted, this nuance, you notice, implies a certain domination and a certain 

taming of terror.  This terror is here not only named, but is also attenuated, and it is moreover 

this that allows to be conserved, so that you can continue to maintain in your mind the 

ambiguity of the word atterré. After all you tell yourself that atterré  has really got a 

relationship with "terre", that the terror in it is not total, that abattement in the sense that it is 

unambiguous for you, keeps its prevalent value, that it is only a nuance, that to put it clearly, 

the terror is half hidden on this occasion. 

In other words, it is to the very extent that the terror is not directly noticeable, is taken 

from the intermediary angle of depression, that what is happening is completely forgotten up 
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to the moment at which, as I recalled for you, the model is itself, as such, out of commission. 

In other words, to the very extent that the nuance atterré is established in the usage in which 

it has become meaning and the usage of meaning, the signifier is presentified (présentifié) to 

it, let us say the word: the signifier is properly speaking repressed. In any case, once the 

usage of the word atterré has been established with its contemporary nuance, the model, 

unless you refer to a dictionary, to the discourse of the learned, is no longer at your disposal. 

As far as the word atterré goes, it is like terre, terra, repressed. 

I am going just a little bit too far here, because it is a style  of thinking to which you 

are not yet very accustomed, but I think it will save us the trouble of coming back on it again. 

You will see the extent to which what I call the start of something, is confirmed by the 

analysis of the phenomena. 

Let us come back to our famillionaire, to the point of metaphorical conjunction or 

condensation where we saw it being formed. 

At this level, to separate the thing from its context, namely from the fact that it is 

Hirsch-Hyacinth, namely the mind of Heinrich Heine who engendered him, later on we will 

search for it much farther back in its genesis, in the antecedents of Heinrich Heine, in the 

relations of Heinrich Heine with the Rothschild family. You would even have to read the 

whole history of the Rothschild family to be quite sure of not making a mistake, but we are 

not at that stage here. 

For the moment we are at famillionaire. Let us isolate it for a moment. Let us restrict 

as far as we can, the field of vision of the camera around this famillionaire. After all it could 

have come to birth somewhere other than in the imagination of Heinrich Heine; perhaps 

Heinrich Heine constructed it at a moment other than the moment when he was sitting in 

front of his blank page with a pen in his hand; perhaps it was on the evening of one of the 

perambulations around Paris that we shall evoke, that it came to him out of the blue. There is 

even every chance that it was at a moment of fatigue, at dusk. In fact this famillionaire might 

just as well be a slip of the tongue, this is even very likely. 

I already mentioned a slip of the tongue I picked up as it blossomed on the lips of one 

of my patients. I have others, but I return to this one because you should always come back to 

the same things until they have been well used, and then pass on to something else. It is the 

patient who, while telling his story on my couch, or in the course of his associations, evoked 

the time when with his wife whom he had finally married in the presence of the Mayor, he 

was only living maritablement. 

You have all already seen that this can be written maritalement, which means that one 

is not married, and underneath something in which the situation of the married and the 

unmarried combines perfectly, miserablement. This gives maritablement. It is not said, it is 

much better than said. You see here the degree to which the message goes beyond, not the 

one I would call the messenger, because it is really the messenger of the gods who speaks 

through the lips of this innocent, but the support of the word, the context as Freud would say, 

completely excludes the possibility that my patient might have made a joke, and in fact you 

would not know about it if I had not been on that occasion the Other with a capital 0, the 

listener, and not only the attentive listener, but the hearing listener, in the true sense of the 

word. Nevertheless, it remains true that put in its place, precisely in the Other, it is a 

particularly outstanding and brilliant joke. 
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Freud gives us innumerable examples of this rapprochement between witticisms and 

slips of the tongue in the “Psychopatholoqy of Everyday Life”, and on occasion he himself 

underlines it, and points out that it is something that is so close to the joke, that he himself is 

obliged to say, and we are obliged to take it on his word, that the context excludes that the 

male or female patient should have created it as joke. 

Somewhere in the “Psychopatholoqy of Everyday Life”, Freud gives the example of 

the woman who, speaking of the reciprocal situation of men and women, says: "Yes, a 

woman must be pretty if she is to please men," which is not she implies in her sentence 

within everybody's power. "A man is much better off, as long as he has his five straight limbs 

he needs nothing more." 

Such expressions are not always fully translatable, and I am often obliged to transpose 

them completely, that is to say to re-create the joke in French. Here you would almost have to 

use the term tout raide. The word straight is not commonly used, so little used that it is not 

current in German either.  Freud has to make a ........ between the four members and the five 

members, in order to explain the genesis of the thing which nevertheless gives you the 

slightly smutty tendency that is doubtless there. 

In any case what Freud shows us, is that the mot does not reach its target all that 

directly, any more in German than in French, where it is translated by cinq membres droits, 

and on the other hand he states textually that the context excludes that the woman should 

appear to be so crude. It is indeed a slip of the tongue, but you can see how it resembles a 

joke. 

Therefore we see, it can be a joke, it can be a slip, I would even say further: it can be 

pure and simple stupidity, a linguistic naiveté. After all when I qualify it the case of my 

patient who was a particularly nice man, it was not in his case really a slip, for him the word 

maritablement was well and truly part of his vocabulary; he did not think at all that he was 

saying anything extraordinary. There are people like that who carry on with their existence, 

who sometimes have very important jobs, and who come out with mots of this kind. A 

celebrated film producer, it appears, produced ones like this by the kilometre all day long. He 

would say for example in concluding one of his imperious sentences; "That's the way it is, it 

is signe qua non.” This was not a slip of the tongue, it arose simply from his ignorance and 

stupidity. 

I just want to show you that it is important for us to pause for a moment at the level of 

this formation, and because we have in fact spoken about a slip of the tongue, which in all of 

this is what affects us most closely, let us see a little what occurs at the level of the slip of the 

tongue. Just as we have spoken about maritablement, let us return to the slip that we have 

worked through on numerous occasions to underline precisely this essential function of the 

signifier, what I might call the original slip of the tongue, at the foundation of Freudian 

theory, the one that reinaugurates the “Psychopathblogy of Everyday Life” after having also 

been the first thing published in an earlier form, namely the forgetting of names. 

At first sight forgetting is not the same thing as the things I have just been talking to 

you about, but if what I am trying to explain to you is important, namely if it is well and truly 

the mechanism, the metabolism of the signifier that is at the source and origin of the 

formations of the unconscious, we should find them all there, and what appears to be distinct 
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at the outside should find its unity within. So that now instead of having famillionaire, we 

have the opposite, we are missing something. 

What does Freud's analysis of the forgetting of a name, of a proper, foreign, name 

demonstrate? 

These are only the beginning of things that I will be returning to, and that I will 

develop later, but I must indicate to you in passing the particularity of this case as Freud 

presents it to us. 

The proper name is a foreign name. We read the "Psychopatholoqy of Everyday Life" 

the way we read the newspaper, and we know so much about it that we think it is not worth 

our while to stop at things that were nevertheless the steps of Freud, while each one of these 

steps deserves to be retained, because each one of these steps carries lessons and is rich in 

consequences. 

I indicate to you therefore in this connection, because we will have to come back to it, 

that in the case of a name, and of a proper name, we are at the level of the message. This is 

something whose importance we will rediscover later on. I cannot say everything all at once, 

like the contemporary psychoanalysts who are so learned that they say everything at the same 

time, who speak of the "I" and the "ego" as things that have no complexity, and who mix 

everything up. 

What is important, is that we should dwell on what is happening. That it should also 

be a foreign name, is something different from the fact that it is a proper name. It is a foreign 

name in so far as its elements are foreign to Freud's native tongue, namely that Signor is not a 

word that belongs to the German tongue. But if Freud points this out, it is precisely because 

we are here in a dimension that is different to the proper name as such, which one might say, 

was absolutely not proper and particular, would seem to have no fatherland. They are all 

more or less attached to cabalistic signs, and Freud stresses that this is not unimportant. He 

does not tell us why, but the fact that he isolated it in an opening chapter, proves that he 

thought that it was a particularly sensitive point of the reality he is approaching. 

There is another thing that Freud also highlights right away, and on which we have 

become accustomed not to dwell, it is that what appeared remarkable to him in the forgetting 

of names as he begins to evoke them to approach the “Psychopatholoqy of Everyday Life”, it 

is that this forgetting is not an absolute forgetting, a hole, a gap, that something else is 

presented instead, other names. It is here that there begins what is the beginning of all 

science, namely wonder. One cannot really wonder except at something which one has 

already begun if only in some small way to accept, otherwise one does not stop at it at all 

because one sees nothing. But Freud precisely prepared by his neurotic experience, sees 

something there, sees that in the fact that substitutions are produced, there is something worth 

dwelling on. I must now go a little more quickly, and point out to you that  the whole 

economy of the analysis which is going to be made of this forgetting of a name, of this slip in 

the sense that we should give to the word slip the meaning that the name has dropped down. 

Everything is going to centre around what we can call a metonymical approximation. 

Why? Because what will re-emerge at first, are replacement words: Boltraffio, Botticelli. 
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How does Freud show us that he understands them in a metonymical fashion? We are 

going to grasp it in this fact, and this is why I am making this detour by way of the analysis of 

a forgetting, that the presence of these names, their emergence in place of the forgotten 

Signorelli, is situated at the level of a formation, it is no longer one of substitution, but of 

combination. There is no perceptible relationship between the analysis that Freud might make 

of the case between Signorelli, Boltraffio and Botticelli, except the indirect relationships 

linked solely to phenomena of the signifier. Botticelli he tells us, and I hold in the first 

instance to what he tells us. 

I should say that it is one of the clearest demonstrations that Freud ever gave of the 

mechanisms of the analysis of a phenomenon of formation or deformation, linked to the 

unconscious. As regards clarity it leaves absolutely nothing to be desired. I am obliged for the 

clarity of my account, to present it to you in an indirect fashion by saying that this is what 

Freud says. What Freud says makes its impact by its rigour, in any case what he says is of 

this order, it is namely that Botticelli is there because it is the remainder in its second half, is 

the "elli" of Signorelli left incomplete by the fact that Signor is forgotten; "bo" is the 

remainder, the something incomplete from Bosnia Herzogovina, in so far as the "Her" is 

repressed. Likewise for Boltraffio, it is the same repression of "Her" which explains that 

Boltraffio associates the "bo" of Bosnia Herzogovina with Trafoi, which is a locality 

immediately preceding the adventures of this journey, the place where he heard of the suicide 

of one of his patients for reasons of sexual impotence, namely the same term as the one 

evoked in the conversation that immediately preceded with the person who is in the train 

between Ragusa and Herzogivina, and who evokes those Turks, those Hohommadens who 

are such lovely people who, when the doctor has not succeeded in curing them, say to him: 

"Herr (sir), we know that you have done everything you could, but nevertheless etc" The 

Herr, the particular weighting, the significant accent, namely this something that is at the 

limit of the sayable, this absolute Herr which is death, this death which as La Rochefoucauld 

says, "one cannot like the sun steadily regard it", and which effectively Freud, no more than 

anybody else, cannot steadily regard. While, it makes itself present to him through his role as 

a doctor on the one hand, by a certain liaison which is also manifestly present, it, on the other 

hand with a quite personal accent. 

This liaison at this moment in an unmistakable fashion in the text, precisely between 

death and something which has a very close relationship with sexual potency, is probably not 

only in the object, namely in what is made present to him by his patient's suicide. 

It certainly goes further. What does it mean? It means that all that we discover are 

metonymical ruins connected with a pure and simple combination of signifiers: Bosnia 

Herzogovina are the metonymical ruins of the object in question which is behind the different 

particular elements that have entered into play here, and in a very recent past which is behind 

that, the absolute Herr, death. It is to the extent that the absolute Herr passes elsewhere, 

effaces itself, retreats, is pushed back, is very properly speaking unterdruckt, that there are 

two words that Freud plays with in an ambiguous fashion. This unterdruckt, I have already 

translated for you as "falling into the nether regions", in so far as the Herr" here at the level 

of the metonymical object, has gone off in that direction, and for a very good reason, that it 

was in danger of being too present after these conversations, that as an ersatz we rediscover 

the debris, the ruins of the metonymical object, namely the "bo" that succeeds here in linking 

up with the other ruin of the name that is repressed at that moment, namely "elli", so that it 

does not  appear in the other substitutive name that is given. 
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This is the trace, it is the index that we have from the metonymical level that allows 

us to rediscover the chain of the phenomenon in discourse, in what can be still made present 

in this point where, in analysis, is situated what we call free association, in so far as this free 

association allows us to track down the unconscious phenomenon. 

But that is not all, it still remains that neither the Signorelli, nor the Signor, were ever 

there where we discover the traces, the fragments of the broken metonymical object. Because 

it is metonymical it is already broken up. Everything that happens in the order of language is 

always already accomplished. If the metonymical object already breaks up so well, it is 

because already qua metonymical object it is only a fragment of the reality that it represents. 

If the Signor, itself, cannot be evoked, if it is what ensures that Freud cannot 

rediscover the name of Signorelli, it is because he is implicated. Obviously he is implicated in 

an indirect fashion, because for Freud the Herr which effectively had been pronounced at a 

particularly significant moment of the function that it can take on as absolute Herr, as the 

representative of that death which on this occasion is unterdruckt, it is because Herr can 

simply be translated as Signor. 

It is here that we rediscover the substitutive level, because substitution is the 

articulation, the signifying means in which the act of metaphor is established. But this does 

not mean that substitution is metaphor. If I teach you here to go along every path in an 

articulated fashion, it is not precisely in order that you should continually indulge in abuses of 

language. I tell you that the metaphor is produced within the level of substitution, that means 

that substitution is a way in which the signifier can be articulated, and that metaphor operates 

there with its function as creator of the signified at that place where substitution may be 

produced. They are two different things. Likewise metonomy and combination are two 

different things. 

I specify this for you in passing, because it is in these non-distinctions that what is 

called an abuse of language is introduced, that is typically characterized by this, that in what 

one can define in logical-mathematical terms as a set or a sub-set, when there is only one 

single element, the set in question, or the sub-set, must not be confused with this particular 

element. 

This may be of some use to those who have criticized my  ........ 

Let us return then to what happens at the level of Signor and Herr. Simply something 

as simple as this, it is obviously what happens in every translation: the substitutive liaison in 

question is a substitution which is called heteronymic. The translation of a term into a foreign 

language on the plane of the substitutive act, in the comparison necessitated by the existence 

at the level of the phenomenon of language of several linguistic systems, is called 

heteronymic substitution. 

You may say that this heteronymic substitution is not a metaphor. I agree, I need only 

one thing, that is that it should be a substitution. I am only following what you are forced to 

admit in reading the text. In other words, I want you to draw out of your knowledge, precisely 

this that you should know it. What is more, I am not innovating, you have to admit all of this 

if you admit Freud's text. 
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Thus if Signor is implicated in the affair, it is because there is something that links it 

to something of which the phenomenon of metonymical decomposition is a sign, at the point 

at which it is produced, and which depends on the fact that Signor is a substitute for Herr. 

I need no more in order to tell you that if the Herr has gone this way, the Signor, as 

the direction of the arrows indicates, has gone that way. Not only has it gone that way, but we 

can admit until I have come back to it, that it is here that it begins to turn, namely that it is 

sent back and forth like a ball between the code and the message, that it turns round and 

round  in what can be called - remember what I let you glimpse on another occasion 

regarding the possibility of the mechanism of forgetting, and at the same of analytic 

rememoration, as being something we should conceive of as being extremely close to the 

memory of a machine, of what is in the memory of a machine, namely of that which turns 

round and round until it reappears, until one has need of it, and that is forced to turn round 

and round in order to constitute a memory. One cannot realize in any other way the memory 

of a machine, it is very curiously something that we find an application for in the fact that if 

we can conceive Signor as turning round and round indefinitely until it is rediscovered 

between the code and the message, you see there at the same time the nuance that we can 

establish between unterdruckt on the one hand and verdrangt on the other, because if the 

unterdruckt here needs only to be done once and for all, and in conditions to which being 

cannot descend, namely to the level of its mortal condition, on the other hand it is clear that it 

is something else that is at stake, namely that if this is maintained in the circuit without being 

able to re-enter it for a certain time, we must admit as Freud admits, the existence of a special 

force that contains it there, and maintains it there, namely of what can be properly called a 

Verdrängung. 

Nevertheless, after having indicated where I want to get to on this precise, particular 

point, I would like to indicate that even though in effect there is here indeed only substitution, 

there is also metaphor. Every time there is substitution, there is a metaphorical effect or 

induction. It is not quite the same thing for a German speaker, to say Signor or to say Herr. I 

would even go further: it is altogether different that those of our patients who are bi-lingual or 

who simply know a foreign language, and who at a certain moment when they have 

something to tell us, tell it to us in a foreign language. You can be certain that it always suits 

them much better; it is never without reason that a patient passes from one register to another. 

If he is really a polyglot it has a meaning, if he knows the language he is referring to 

imperfectly, that has naturally not got the same meaning, if he is bilingual from birth that has 

not the same meaning either. But in every case it has one, and in any case here provisionally 

in the substitution of Signor for Herr, there was no metaphor but simply heteronomyic 

substitution. 

I return to this point to tell you that on this occasion Signor on the contrary, despite 

the whole ......... context that it is attached to, namely to Signorelli, namely precisely to the 

frescoes at Orvieto, namely that are as Freud himself tells us, the evocation of the last things, 

historically represent the most beautiful elaboration there is of that reality impossible to 

affront, which is death. It is very precisely by telling ourselves a thousand fictions - taking 

fiction here in its truest sense - about the last things, that we metaphorise, that we tame, that 

we make enter into language this confrontation with death. 

Therefore it is quite clear that the Signor here in so far as it is attached to the context 

of Signorelli, is something that really represents a metaphor. 

http://www.lacaninireland.com



13.11.57(2)                                                 27 

 

Here then is what we arrive at. We arrive at this that we are approaching something 

that allows us to reapply point by point, because we find they have a common topography, 

the phenomenon of Witz. At the point at which there was produced the positive production of 

famillionaire, there is a phenomenon of parapraxis, of a hole. I could take another one and 

demonstrate it for you again, I could give you as an exercise to refer for example to the next 

example given by Freud in connection with the Latin phrase evoked by one of his 

interlocutors: exoriare ex nostris ossibus. By arranging the words a little because the ex is 

between nostris and ossibus, and by dropping the second word that is indispensable for the 

scansion, aliquis, there results the fact that he cannot make aliquis emerge.  You would really 

not be able to understand it without referring it to this same framework, to this same skeleton, 

with its two levels, its combinatory level with this privileged point at which is produced the 

metonymical object as such, and to the substitutive level with this privileged point at which 

there is produced at the encounter of the two chains of the discourse on the one hand, and on 

the other hand of the signifying chain in its pure state, at the elementary level, and which 

constitutes the message. 

As we have seen, the Signor is repressed here in the message-code circuit, the Herr is 

unterdruckt at the level of the discourse, because it is the discourse that preceded, that caught 

this Herr, and what you rediscover, that which allows you to get back on the track of the lost 

signifier, are the metonymical ruins (ruses) of the object. 

This is what we are given by the analysis of the example of the forgetting of a name in 

Freud. From now on it will appear more clearly to us what we can think of famillionaire. 

The famillionaire is something which, as we have seen, has something about it that is 

ambiguous and altogether of the same order as the production of a symptom. If it can be 

referred to, superimposed on what happens in the signifying economy of the production of a 

language symptom, the forgetting of a name, we should be able to find at its level that which 

completes, what I  tried to make you understand a little while ago about its double function, 

its function of aiming in the direction of meaning, and its confusing, upsetting, neological 

function from the point of view of something that can be called a dissolution of the object, 

namely no longer: He treated me quite as his equal, quite “famillionairely", but this 

something from which emerges what we can call the famillionaire to the extent that as a 

fantastic and derisory character, it is like one of those creations in a certain poetry of fantasy 

that allows us to imagine something intermediary between the mad millionaire and the 

centipede, which would however also be a sort of human type that can be imagined as 

moving, living and growing in the interstices of things, a melkose(?) or something analogous, 

but even without going this far, might pass into the tongue in the way that for some time now 

a respectueuse means a whore. 

These sorts of creations are something that has its own value of introducing us to 

something unexplored up to then. They give rise to this thing that we could call a verbal 

being, but a verbal being is also simply a being, that tends more and more to become 

incarnated. In the same way the famillionaire is something that it seems to me plays, or has 

played a number of roles not simply in the imagination of poets, but also in history. I do not 

need to remind you that many things would go still closer than this famillionaire. 

Gide in his Prometheus Ill-bound makes the whole story revolve around what is not 

really the god, but the machine, the banker, Zeus whom he calls the miglionnaire, and I will 

show you in Freud what is its essential function in the creation of the joke. We do not know 
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whether we should pronounce Gide's miglionnaire as Italian or French, but I myself believe 

that it should be pronounced as Italian. 

In short, if we consider famillionaire we will then see in the direction I am indicating 

to you, which is not reached at the level of Heine's text at this time, that Heine does not at all 

give it its liberty, its independence, at the substantive state. If I even translated it above as 

“quite famillionairely”, it is indeed to indicate to you that we remain there at the level of the 

adverb, because one can even play with words, attract the tongue from the manner of being 

(?), and in dividing things between the two, you see the whole difference there is between the 

manner of being and what I was in the process of indicating to you as a direction, namely, a 

manner of being. 

We did not go as far as that, but you see that the two are continuous. Heine remains at 

the level of the manner of being, and he was himself careful in translating his own term, to 

translate it precisely, not as "quite as a famillionaire", but as I did above, as "quite 

famillionairely". 

What is supported by this "quite famillionairely"? Something that is, even though we 

do not in any way get to this poetical being, something that is extraordinarily rich, teeming, 

swarming, in just the way things happen in metonymical decomposition. 

Here Heinrich Heine's creation deserves to be replaced in its text, in the text of the 

Baths of Lucca, in the text of that de facto familiarity in which Hirsch-Hyacinth lives with 

Baron Cristoforo Gumpelino, who has become a very fashionable man and spends himself on 

all kinds of courtesies and attentions to beautiful women, and to which must be added the 

fabulous, astonishing familiarity of Hirsch-Hyacinth hanging on to his coat-tails. The 

function of parasite, of servant, of domestic, of commissionaire of this character, suddenly 

evokes for us another possible decomposition of the word famillionaire, without taking into 

account that behind - I do not want to go into the frightful and miserable function of women 

in the life of this caricature of a banker whom Heine produces for us here, but which certainly 

includes the aspect of craving associated with success, the hunger that is no longer the ......... 

sacra fames, but the hunger to satisfy something that until the moment of his accession to the 

highest circles of life, had been refused him.  This will allow us to follow the trace of another 

possible manner of decomposition, the possible signification of the word „fat-millionaire‟. 

The „fat-millionaire‟ is at once Hirsch-Hyacinth and Baron Cristoforo Gumpellno.... And it is 

indeed something else, because behind it there are all the relationships of the life of Heinrich 

Heine, and also his relationships with the Rothschilds, which were particularly famillionaire. 

The important thing is that you see in this joke itself the two aspects of metaphorical 

creation: in one sense, in the sense of meaning, in the sense that this joke bears, stirs up, is 

rich in psychological signification, and in this instance hits the mark and gains our attention 

by a talent that borders on a poetic creation, and on the other hand on a sort of reverse side 

that is not necessarily immediately perceived by him, the mot by virtue of the combinations 

that we could extend here indefinitely, seethes with all the teeming needs that surround an 

object on this occasion. 

I have already alluded to fames. There would also be fama, namely the need for 

brilliance and reputation which accompanies the personage of Hirsch-Hyacinth's master. 

There would also be the basic infamy of that servile familiarity that culminates in the scene at 

the Baths of Lucca, with the fact that Hirsch-Hyacinth gives his master one of those 
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purgatives of which he has the secret, and that he is in the grip of agonizing stomach cramps 

at the precise moment that he finally receives from his beloved lady the letter, that would in 

other circumstances have allowed him to realize all his dreams. 

This grossly farcical scene reveals what can be called the underpinnings of this 

infamous familiarity, and is something which really gives its weight, its meaning, its 

connections, its open and hidden side, its metaphorical aspect and it metonymical aspect, to 

this formation of the joke, and which is nevertheless not its essence, because now that we 

have seen both its aspects, all the ins and outs, the creation of meaning of famillionaire which 

also implies a loss, is something which is repressed. It must necessarily be something that 

concerns Heinrich Heine, something that will begin like the Signor above to turn round and 

round between the code and the message. When on the other hand we also have on the side of 

the metonymical thing, those losses of meaning that are all the sparks, all the spatters 

produced around the creation of the word famillionaire, and which constitute its radiation, its 

weight, that which gives it for us its literary value, it nonetheless remains that the only 

important thing is the centre of the phenomenon, namely that which appears at the level of 

signifying creation, whatever ensures that this is precisely a witticism, and not everything that 

is there which is produced all about and puts us on the path of its function qua centre of 

gravity of this whole phenomenon, what gives it its accent and its weight, should be looked 

for at  the very centre of the phenomenon, namely at the level of the conjunction of signifiers 

on the one hand, and on the other hand, as I have already indicated, at the level of the 

sanction that is given by the Other to this creation itself, through the fact that it is the Other 

who gives to this signifying creation the value of a signifier in itself, the value of a signifier 

in relation to the phenomenon of signifying creation. 

Here lies the distinction between the witticism compared to what is pure and simple 

phenomenon, the relating of a symptom, for example; it is in the passage to the second 

function that the witticism itself lies. But on the other hand if all that I have just told you 

today did not exist, namely what happens at the level of the signifying conjunction which is 

its essential phenomenon, and of what it develops as such, in so far as it participates in the 

essential dimensions of the signifier, namely metaphor and metonymy, there would be no 

sanction possible, no other distinction possible for the witticism. For example in comparison 

with the comic there would be none possible; or compared to the jest, or compared to the raw 

phenomenon of laughter. 

In order to understand what is in question in the witticism qua signifying 

phenomenon, we had to isolate its aspects, its particularities, its attachments, all its ins and 

outs at the  level of the signifier, and that the fact that the Witz (S?), something that is at such 

an elevated level of signifying elaboration, was dwelt on by Freud in order to see in it a 

particular example of the formation of the unconscious, is also something that retains us, it is 

also this whose importance you should begin to see when I have shown you in this 

connection how it allows us to advance in a rigorous fashion into a phenomenon that is itself 

psychopathological as such, namely the parapraxis. 
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Seminar 3: 20 November 1957 

 

We have approached our task then by way of the witticism, the first example of which 

we began to analyse the last day, the one that Freud made his own in the famillionaire joke, 

while at the same time attributing it to Hirsch-Hyacinth, himself a very significant poetic 

creation. It is not by chance that it is against this background of poetic creation that Freud 

chose his first example, and that we ourselves have found, as is usually the case, that this 

original example turned out to be particularly suitable to portray, to demonstrate, what we 

want to demonstrate here. 

You have no doubt perceived that this brings us to the analysis of the psychological 

phenomenon that is in question in the witticism, at the level of a signifying articulation 

which, no doubt, even though it may interest you, at least I hope a good number of you, is 

nonetheless the object, as you can well imagine, of something that might easily appear 

disturbing. I mean that without doubt this something that surprises, upsets your way of 

thinking is also at the very core of the renewal of the analytic experience that I am carrying 

on here with you, and concerns the place, I would say up to a certain point the existence, of 

the subject. Someone asked me about this, someone who is certainly far from being badly 

informed, nor indeed badly informed about the question itself, nor badly informed about what 

I am trying to contribute to it. 

Someone asked me the question: "But what then becomes of the subject? Where is 

it?" 

The reply is easy when you are dealing with philosophers, because it was a 

philosopher who asked me the question at the Philosophical Society where I was speaking. I 

was tempted to reply: "But on this point I could easily ask you to answer your own question, 

and say that I leave it to philosophers to speak about it. After all, I do not see why I should do 

all the work." 

This question of the elaboration of the notion of the subject certainly needs to be 

revised as a result of the Freudian experience. If there is something that has to be modified in 

it, this is hardly a cause for surprise. In other words, if Freud has introduced something 

essential, should we still really expect to see intelligent people, particularly psychoanalysts, 

all the more completely overwhelmed by a particular notion of the subject, embodied in a 

certain style of thinking, as being simply the ego - which is nothing but a return to what we 

can call the grammatical confusions of the problem of the subject, the identification of the 

ego with a power of synthesis that certainly no data of experience can allow us to sustain. 

You could even say that there is no need to draw on the Freudian experience. There is no 

need to refer to it since a simple, sincere inspection of the life of any one of us helps us to see 

that this so-called power of synthesis is more than held in check; and that really, unless we 

are dealing in fiction, there is nothing more common in experience than what we can call not 

just the incoherence of our motives, but even more, I would say the sentiment of their 

profound lack of motivation, of their fundamental alienation. So that if Freud puts forward a 

notion of the subject that operates beyond this, this subject that is so difficult to grasp in 

ourselves, if he shows us its sources and its action, there is something that should always 

have given us pause, namely that this subject - in so far as it introduces a hidden unity, a 

secret unity into what is apparent to us at the most banal level of experience, our profound 
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division, our profound fragmentation, our profound alienation with respect to our own 

motives - that this subject is other. 

Is it simply a kind of double, a subject that is perhaps a bad ego, as some have said, 

since in fact it conceals some rather surprising tendencies, or simply another ego, or as you 

might rather think I am saying, the true ego? Is that really what is in question? Is it simply an 

understudy, purely and simply an other whom we can conceive of as being structured like the 

ego of our experience? 

That is the question, and that is also why we approach it this year at the level and 

under the title of formations of the unconscious. 

The question is of course already present, and offers a response. It is not structured in 

the same way: in this experiential I (moi) something is presented that has its own laws. It has 

in fact an organization of its formations, and has not only a style but also a particular 

structure. Freud approaches this structure and deconstructs it at the level of neuroses, at the 

level of symptoms, at the level of dreams, at the level of parapraxes, at the level of the 

witticism. He recognizes it as being unique and homogeneous. The whole core of what he 

exposes to us at the level of the witticism, and this is the reason why I chose it as a point of 

entry, rests on this; it is his fundamental argument for making of the witticism a manifestation 

of the unconscious. 

This means that it is structured, that it is organized according to the same laws as 

those we find in the dream. He recalls these laws to us, he enumerates them, he articulates 

them, he recognizes them in the structure of the witticism. They are the laws of condensation; 

the laws of displacement; essentially and above all something of the other adheres to them; he 

also recognizes in them what I translated at the end of my article as égards aux nécessités de 

la mise en scene (tr: considerations of representability). He introduces this also as a third 

element. But naming them is not what is important. The core of what he puts forward, the key 

to his analysis is this recognition of common structural laws. This, as he says, is how you 

recognize that a process has been drawn into the unconscious. It is what is structured 

according to the laws, structured according to their types. This is what is in question when the 

unconscious is in question. 

What happens then? What happens at the level of what I am teaching you, is that we 

are now able, that is after Freud, to recognize this event that is all the more demonstrative 

because it is really extremely surprising. That these laws, this structure of the unconscious, 

that by which a phenomenon can be recognized as belonging to the formations of the 

unconscious is strictly identifiable with, overlaps, and I would even say further, overlaps in 

an exhaustive fashion what linguistic analysis allows us to detect as being the essential modes 

of the formation of meaning, in so far as this meaning is engendered by combinations of 

signifiers. 

The term signifier takes on its full meaning from a certain moment in the evolution of 

linguistics, that at which there is isolated the notion of the signifying element, a notion very 

closely linked in the actual history to the separating out of the notion of the phoneme. Since it 

is uniquely localized by its associations with this notion, the notion of signifier, in so far as it 

allows us to take language at the level of a certain elementary register, can be doubly defined, 

on the one hand as a diachronic chain, and, as a possibility within this chain, of a permanent 

possibility of substitution in the synchronic sense. This grasp at an elementary level of the 

functions of the signifier is a recognition at the level of this function of an original power 
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which is precisely that in which we can localize a certain generation of something called 

meaning, and something that in itself is very rich in psychological implications, and that 

receives a kind of complement, without even needing to push any further its own way, its 

research, to plough any further its own furrow, in what Freud himself had already prepared 

for us at this point of conjunction between the field of linguistics and the proper field of 

psychoanalysis. It is to show us that these psychological effects, that these effects of the 

generation of meaning are nothing other than this, and overlap exactly what Freud show us as 

being the formations of the unconscious. 

In other words, we are able to grasp something that remained elided up to then in 

what can be called the place of man, and it is precisely this: the relationship that there is 

between the fact that for him there exist objects of a heterogeneity, of a diversity, of a 

variability that is truly surprising compared to the biological objects that we could expect as 

corresponding to his existence as a living organism, namely something particular that 

presents a certain style, a certain superabundant and luxuriant diversity, and at the same time 

something impossible to grasp as such as a biological object, something that comes from the 

world of human objects, something that is found in this instance to be closely and 

indissolubly related to the submission, to the subduction, of the human being by the 

phenomenon of language. 

This had of course already made its appearance, but only up to a certain point and 

masked in some way; masked in so far as what is graspable at the level of discourse, of the 

concrete discourse, always presents itself with respect to this generation of meaning in an 

ambiguous position; this language, in effect, being already turned towards objects that 

include in themselves something of the creation that they have received from language itself 

and something that had already been the object precisely of a whole tradition, even of a 

whole philosophical rhetoric, that which asks the question in the most general sense of the 

critique of judgement: what is the value of language? What do these connections represent in 

relation to the connections at which they appear to culminate? That they should even put 

themselves forward as representing the connections that exist in the real order. 

It is at all of this, in fact, that there culminates a critical tradition, a philosophical 

tradition, whose high point and summit we can define by Kant, and already we can in a 

certain way interpret, think of Kant's critique as the most profound questioning of every kind 

of reality, in so far as it is submitted to à priori categories not only of aesthetics but also of 

logic. Here indeed is something that represents a pivotal point from which human meditation 

can begin again to rediscover that something that was not at all perceived in the way of 

asking the question at the level of discourse, at the level of logical discourse, at the level of 

the correspondence between a certain syntax of the intentional circle in so far as it is closed in 

each sentence, to take it up again right through this book on the critique of logical discourse, 

to reconsider again the action of the word in this creative chain in which it is always capable 

of engendering new meanings, most obviously by means of metaphor; and by way of 

metonymy in a fashion that - I will explain why in due course - has up to recent times always 

remained profoundly masked. 

This introduction is already difficult enough to make me return to my example of 

famillionaire and to make us try here to complete it. 

We only arrived at this notion in the course of an intentional discourse in which, while 

the subject presents himself as wishing to say something, something else is produced that 
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goes beyond his wish, something that presents itself as an accident, as a paradox, as a 

scandal, a neo-formation, that appears with certain features that are not at all the negative 

ones of a sort of stumbling like in a parapraxis which is what it might have been - I showed 

some equivalent things that are very like it in the order of pure and simple parapraxes - but 

which on the contrary £s found, in the conditions that the accident occurs, to be registered 

and given a value as a meaningful phenomenon; precisely of being a generation of meaning 

at the level of a Signifying neo-formation, of a sort of co-lapsing, of signifiers that in this 

instance, as Freud puts it, are compressed into one another, stuck one against the other, and 

that this created meaning, and I showed you its nuances and its enigmatic qualities. Between 

what and what? Between a certain evocation of  a properly metaphorical manner of being: 

"he treated me quite famillionairely"; and a certain evocation of a particular type of being, a 

verbal being that is ready to take on the peculiar animation whose ghost I already brandished 

before you with the famillionaire; the famillionaire in so far as he makes his entry into the 

world as the representative of something that is very likely to take on for us a much more 

consistent reality and weight than the more hidden reality and weight of the millionaire, but 

which I also showed you as having a certain something in existence that is vivid enough to 

really represent a personage characteristic of a certain historical époque. And I pointed out to 

you that Heine was not the only one to have invented it, I talked to you about Gide's 

Prometheus Ill-bound and his "miglionnaire". 

It would be very interesting to pause for an instant at the Gidean creation of 

Prometheus Ill-bound. The millionaire in Prometheus Ill-bound is the banker Zeus, and there 

is nothing more surprising than the way this character is elaborated. I do not know why in our 

memories of Gide's work, it is eclipsed perhaps by the ineffable brilliance of Palude, of 

which it is nonetheless a sort of correspondent and double. It is the same character who is 

involved in both. There are many features here that overlap: the millionaire, in any case, is 

someone who is found to have rather peculiar relationships with his fellows, because it is here 

that we see emerge the idea of the gratuitous act. Zeus, the banker, who is incapable of 

having with any other person a true and authentic interchange, since he is identified one 

might say with absolute power, with this aspect of the pure signifier that there is in money, 

that questions one might say the existence of every possible kind of significant exchange, can 

find no other way of escaping from his solitude than to proceed in the following way: as Gide 

puts it, to go out on the street with in one hand an envelope containing what at the time was 

something of value, a five hundred franc note, and in the other hand a box in the ear, if one 

can put it like that; he lets the envelope fall and, when someone obligingly picks it up, asks 

him to write a name on the envelope, in return for which he gives him a blow in the face. And 

it is not for nothing that he is Zeus. It is a tremendous blow that leaves him dazed and hurt; 

then he goes off and sends the contents of the envelope to the person whose name had been 

written by the person whom he had just treated so roughly. 

In this way he finds himself in the position of not having to make a choice, of having 

compensated, one might say for a gratuitous piece of badness by a gift that owes absolutely 

nothing to him. His choice is to restore by his action the circuit of exchange into which he 

cannot introduce himself in any way or from any angle, to participate in it in this way by 

effraction, as it were, to engender a sort of debt in which he does not participate, and all of 

whose consequences, which will develop in the rest of the novel through the fact that the two 

characters themselves never succeed in connecting what they owe to one another; one will 

become almost blind and the other will die of it. 
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This is the whole story of the novel and it seems that to a certain extent it is a very 

instructive and moral story that could be used at the level of what we want to demonstrate. 

Here then we have our Heinrich Heine who has created this character as a 

background, and this character has produced with the signifier famillionaire, the double 

dimension of metaphorical creation, and on the other hand a sort of new metonymical object, 

the famillionaire, whose position you can situate here and here. 

I showed you last day that to conceive of the existence of the signifying creation 

called the famillionaire we can find here, even though here of course attention is not drawn to 

this aspect of things, all the debris, all the ordinary waste from the reflection of a 

metaphorical creation on an object; namely, all the underlying signifiers, all the signifying 

packets into which we can break the term famillionaire, the fames, the fama, the infamy, in 

fact anything you like, the famulus, everything that Hirsen-Hyacinth effectively is for his 

caricature of a boss, Cristoforo Gumpelino. And here in this place, we should systematically 

search every time we are dealing with a formation of the unconscious as such, for what I have 

called the debris of the metonymical object which certainly, for reasons that are altogether 

clear from experience, are shown to be naturally more important when the metaphorical 

creation, one might say, has not succeeded. I mean when it has culminated in nothing, as in 

the case that I have just shown you of the forgetting of a name; when the name Signorelli is 

forgotten to rediscover the trace of this hollow, of this hole that we find at the level of 

metaphor, the metonymical debris take on all their importance. 

The fact that at the level of the disappearance of the term Herr, it is something that 

forms part of the whole metonymical context within which Herr is isolated, namely the 

context of Bosnia Herzogovina, that allows us to restore it, takes on here all its importance. 

But let us return to our famillionaire. 

Our famillionaire is produced then at the level of the message. I pointed out to you 

that we would find ourselves at the level of famillionaire when we were dealing with the 

metonymical correspondences of the paradoxical formation that is produced at the level of 

the forgetting of a name. In the case of Signorelli we should also find something 

corresponding to the concealment, to the disappearance of Signor, in the case of the 

forgetting of a name. We should also find it at the level of the witticism. 

This is where we stopped. How can we think, reflect on what happens at the level of 

famillionaire, given that the witty metaphor has succeeded in this case? There must be 

something that up to a certain point corresponds, marks in some way, the residue, the refuse 

of the metaphorical creation. 

A child would tell you right away. If we were not fascinated by the entifying aspect 

that always makes us handle the phenomenon of language as if it were an object, we would 

learn simply to say the obvious things in the way that mathematicians go about their work 

when they handle their little symbols of x, a and b, namely, without thinking of anything, 

without thinking of what they signify, because it is precisely that that we are looking for, this 

is what happens at the level of the signifier. In order to know what it signifies let us not try to 

find out what it signifies; it is absolutely clear that what is rejected,  what marks at the level 

of the metaphor the remainder, what emerges, what remains as a residue of the metaphorical 

creation, is the word familiar (familier). 
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If the word familiar did not emerge and if famillionaire came in its place, we must 

think of the word familiar as having gone somewhere, as having the same fate as that I 

designated for you the last time as being reserved for the Signor of Signorelli, that is of going 

to continue its little circuit somewhere in the unconscious memory. It is the word familiar. 

We will not be at all surprised that this should be the case for the simple reason that 

this word familiar is precisely what on this occasion effectively corresponds to the 

mechanism of repression in its most usual sense, in the sense of what we experience at the 

level of something that corresponds to a past experience, to a personal experience, to a 

previous historical experience that goes back very far and of course in this case it is no longer 

a question of the being of Hirsch-Hyacinth himself, but of that of his creator, Heinrich Heine. 

Even though the word famillionaire is particularly appropriate when spoken by 

Heinrich Heine's poetic creation, it is of little importance for us to know the circumstances in 

which he discovered it. Perhaps he found it during one of those night walks in Paris that he 

had to complete on his own, after the meetings he had around the 1830's, with Baron James 

Rothschild who treated him as an equal, and quite "famillionairely". It was perhaps then that 

he invented it, rather than having it occur to him as he was sitting at his writing table. But it 

does not matter, it is enough that he made such a successful discovery. 

In this I am saying no more than Freud. About a third of the way through the book, 

after the analysis of famillionaire, you see Freud taking up the example again at the level of 

what he calls the motives (tendances) of jokes, and identifying in this creation, in the 

formation of this witticism, identifying the ingenious invention of this creation of Heine. It is 

something that has its guarantee in his past, in his own personal family relations. 

Famillionairely is very familiar to him because behind Solomon Rothschild, whom he 

implicates in his fiction, there is another famillionaire who belongs to his own family, his 

uncle Solomon Heine, who played the most oppressive role in his life, throughout his whole 

existence, treating him extremely badly, not only refusing him what he could have expected 

from him on the practical level, but far more: by being the man who refused him, who was an 

obstacle in Heine's life to the realization of his great love, the love he had for his cousin 

whom he was not able to marry for a reason that was essentially famillionaire, because his 

uncle was a millionaire and he was not. So that Heine always considered as a betrayal, 

something that was only the consequence of this familial impasse so profoundly marked by 

"millionairedom". 

We can say that this familiar is found here to be what has the major signifying 

function in the repression that corresponds to the witty creation, it is the signifier that in the 

case of Heine the poet, the artist of language, shows us in a clear-cut fashion an underlying, 

personal meaning in relation to this witty and poetic creation. This underlay is linked to the 

word, and not to the confused accumulation of permanent meaning in Heine's life, arising 

from a dissatisfaction and from a very particularly false position vis-à-vis women in general. 

If something intervenes here, it is through the signifier familiar as such. There is no other way 

in the example referred to, to come upon the action, the incidence of the unconscious, except 

by showing here the signification that is closely linked to the presence of the signifying term 

"familiar" as such. 

Needless to say, these remarks are made to show you that when we have set out on the 

road of linking to the signifying combination the whole economy of what is registered in the 

unconscious, it has many implications, and leads us in a regression that we can consider, not 
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as being infinite, but as going to the origin of language. We should consider all human 

meanings as having been at some time metaphorically engendered by signifying 

conjunctions; and I should say that considerations like this are certainly not without interest. 

We always have a lot to learn from the examination of the history of the signifier. 

This remark that I make in passing is made simply to give you an illustration while I 

am about it, in connection with the identification of the term family as being what is 

repressed at the level of metaphorical formation, because after all, unless you have read Freud 

or unless there is a certain homogeneity between the way you think when you are in analysis 

and the way you read a text, you do not think of family in the term famillionaire as such. In 

the term atterré that I analysed for you the last day, the more the term atterré develops, the 

more it tends towards the meaning of terror, and the more terre is avoided even though it is 

the active element in the signifying introduction of the term atterré". 

In the same way here, the further you go into the meaning of famillionaire, the more 

you think of famillionaire, that is to say of the millionaire who has become transcendent, 

something that exists in being, and no longer purely and simply a sort of sign; but the more 

family itself tends to be avoided as a term that is at work in the creation of the word 

famillionaire. But if for a moment you begin to interest yourself in the term family, as I have 

done, at the level of the signifier, I mean by opening Littre's dictionary in which M. Chassé 

tells us Mallarmé got all his ideas - the joke is that he is right, but he is only right in a certain 

context, I would say that he did not get them there any more than his interlocutors; he has the 

feeling there that he has made a breakthrough. Of course he has made a breakthrough because 

it had not been said up to then. If in fact people thought about what poetry was, there would 

really be nothing surprising in perceiving that Mallarmé was extremely interested in the 

signifier. But since nobody has ever really approached what poetry really is, since they 

oscillate between some vague and confused theory about comparison, or on the other hand a 

reference to some musical terms or other, an attempt is made to explain the supposed lack of 

meaning in Mallarmé, without at all seeing that there should be a way of defining poetry as a 

function of relationships to the signifier, that there is perhaps a more rigorous formula, and 

that once one gives this formula, it is much less surprising that in his most obscure sonnets, 

Mallarme should be implicated. 

I do not think that anyone is going to discover some day that I also get all my ideas in 

Littré's dictionary. The fact that I consult it does not mean that it is there that the question 

lies. 

I open it then and I can tell you something that I suppose some of you may know, that 

in 1881 the term familial was a neologism. A careful reference to some good authors who 

have since devoted themselves to the question, allowed me to date the appearance of the word 

familial to 1865. That means that we did not possess the adjective familial before that year. 

Why not? 

Here is something very interesting. In the final analysis the definition that Littré gives 

for it, refers to the family at the level of political science. In fact the word familial is much 

more closely linked to the context of family allowances than to anything else. It is because at 

a certain moment the family could be taken, could be approached as being an important 

object at the level of political reality, because precisely it no longer had the same relationship, 

no longer had the same structural function for the subject that it had always had up to a 

certain epoch, namely that it was in some way included, grasped, in the very foundations, in 
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the very basis of the discourse of the subject without anybody thinking of isolating it, that it 

was promoted to the level of a consistent object, of an object that could be subject to a 

particular technical kind of management, that something as simple as the adjective correlative 

to the term family came to be born; and in this you can hardly fail to see that it is also perhaps 

something that is not indifferent at the level of the very usage of the signifier family. 

In any case, this remark is also made to make us think of the fact that we should not 

consider what I have just told you about the entry into the circuit of the repressed and of the 

term family in Heinrich Heine's day, as having an absolutely identical value to the one it may 

have today, because by the very fact that the term familial is not only not usable in the same 

context, but did not even exist in Heine's day is enough to change what we might call the axis 

of the signifying function linked to the term family. This is a nuance that one can consider on 

this occasion as being far from negligible. 

Besides, it is thanks to a series of oversights of this kind, that we can imagine that we 

understand ancient texts in the way their contemporaries understood them. Nevertheless 

everything points to the fact that there is every chance that a naive reading of Homer does not 

at all correspond to the true meaning of Homer, and it is certainly not for nothing that there 

are people who devote themselves with an exhaustive attention to the Homeric vocabulary as 

such, in the hope of approximately restoring to its place the dimension of meaning that is 

contained in his poems. But the fact that they keep their sense, despite the fact that in all 

probability a good part of what is inaccurately called the mental world, the world of the 

meanings of Homer's heroes escapes us completely, and very probably escapes us in a more 

and more definitive fashion, it is all the same on the plane of this distance of the signifier 

from the signified that allows us to understand that a particularly well-made concatenation, is 

precisely what characterizes poetry; these signifiers to which we can still and shall probably 

indefinitely until the end of time be able to give plausible meanings. 

Here we are then with our famillionaire, and I think that I have almost completed 

what can be said about the phenomenon of the creation of a witticism in its own order and 

register. This is perhaps something that will allow us to state more accurately the formula we 

can give for the forgetting of a name that I spoke to you about last week. 

What is the forgetting of a name? On this occasion it means that the subject has posed 

to the Other, and to the other himself qua Other, the question: "Who painted the frescoes at 

Orvieto?" And he finds nothing. 

On this occasion I would like to point out to you the importance of the care I take to 

give you a correct formulation; on the pretext that analysis discovers that if he cannot evoke 

the name of the painter of Orvieto, it is because Signor is missing you may think that it is 

Signor that is forgotten. That is not true. First of all because it is not Signor that he is looking 

for, it is Signorelli that is forgotten, and Signor is the repressed signifying waste of something 

that is happening at the place at which Signorelli is not found. 

Pay close attention to the absolutely rigorous character of what I am telling you. It is 

absolutely not the same thing to remember Signorelli and Signor. When you have given 

Signorelli the unity that it requires, that is when you have made of it the proper name of an 

artist, the designation of a particular name, you no longer think of Signor. If Signor has been 

separated out from Signorelli, isolated within Signorelli, it is because of the action of 

decomposition proper to the metaphor, and in so far as Signorelli was caught in the 
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metaphorical interplay that culminated in the forgetting of the name, a name that analysis 

allowed us to reconstitute. 

What analysis allows us to reconstitute, is the correspondence of Signor to Herr in a 

metaphorical creation that is directed towards the meaning that exists beyond Herr, the 

meaning that Herr took on in the conversation with the person who accompanied Freud at 

that time in his little trip towards the mouth of the Catarro, and that ensured that Herr became 

the symbol of something before which his medical mastery failed, of the absolute master, 

namely the illness that he does not heal, the person who commits suicide despite his 

treatment, and also the death and the impotence threatening Freud himself personally. It is in 

the metaphorical creation that there is produced this breaking up of Signorelli, that allowed 

the Signor which is in fact discovered as an element to go somewhere. You must not say that 

Signor is forgotten, it is Signorelli that is forgotten, and Signor is something that we find at 

the level of metaphorical waste in so far as the repressed is this signifying waste. Signor is 

repressed, but it is not forgotten, there is no need for it to be forgotten because it did not exist 

beforehand. Besides if it was able to fragment so easily and to detach itself from Signorelli, it 

is because Signorelli is precisely a word in a tongue that was foreign to Freud, and that it is 

very striking, remarkable and this is an experience that you can very easily perform provided 

you have some experience of a foreign tongue that you much more easily discern the 

constitutive elements of the signifier in a foreign tongue than in your own. If you begin to 

learn a tongue you perceive the constitutive elements between the words, constitutive 

relationships that you completely overlook in your own tongue. In your own tongue you do 

not think of words by decomposing them into a radical and a suffix, while you do it in the 

most spontaneous way when you learn a foreign tongue. That is why a foreign word is much 

more easily fragmentable and usable in its signifying elements and decompositions, than is 

any word in your own tongue. This is only an element assisting a process that can also occur 

with the words of your own tongue, but if Freud began with this examination of the forgetting 

of a foreign word, it is because it is particularly accessible and demonstrative. 

So what is there at the level of the place where you do not find the name Signorelli? It 

means precisely that there was an attempt at that place at a metaphorical creation. The 

forgetting of the name, what presents itself as the forgetting of a name, is what can be 

determined in place of famillionaire. Nothing at all would have happened if Heinrich Heine 

had said: "He received me quite as an equal, quite..em..em ..em." 

It is exactly what happens at the level that Freud searches for the name Signorelli, it is 

something that will not emerge, that is not created, it is here that he searches for Signorelli in 

an excessive way. Why? Because at the level that he should search for Signorelli, because of 

the preceding conversation, a metaphor is expected and summoned that concerns something 

that is destined to mediate between the subject-matter of the conversation that Freud had at 

that moment, and the part of it that he refuses, namely death. It is just this that is involved 

when he turns his thoughts towards the frescoes at Orvieto, namely to what he himself calls 

the "Four Last Things", what can be called the eschatological elaboration that is the only way 

that he can approach the sort of abhorrent term, this unthinkable term of his thoughts, this 

something on which he must nevertheless dwell. Death exists and limits his being as a man, 

limits his action as a doctor, and also provides an absolutely irrefutable limit for all his 

thoughts. 

It is because no metaphor comes to him in the sense of the elaboration of these things 

as being the last things, because Freud refuses to accept any eschatology, except in the form 
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of an admiration for the frescoes painted at Orvieto, that nothing comes, that at the place 

where he searches for the artist - because in the last analysis it is a question of the artist, of 

naming the artist - nothing is produced, because no metaphor succeeds, no equivalent can be 

given at that moment for Signorelli, because Signorelli has taken on a necessity, is called at 

that moment into a very different signifying form than that of its own name, which at that 

moment is summoned to participate in the way that atterré  plays its part by the radical ter, 

that is to say it breaks up and is elided. The existence somewhere of the term Signor is the 

result of the unsuccessful metaphor that Freud calls at that moment to his aid. That is why 

you see the same effects that I pointed out to you as existing at the level of the metonymical 

object, namely, at that moment of the object in question, the represented, painted object of the 

last things. Freud withdraws it. "Not only did I not find the name of Signorelli, but I never 

remembered better, never better visualised than at that moment the frescoes at Orvieto, even 

though I am not", and we know it through all sorts of other features, by the form of his 

dreams in particular, "I am not all that imaginative." 

If Freud made all these discoveries it is very probably because he was much more 

open, much more permeable to the interplay of symbols than to the interplay of images; and 

he himself notes this intensification of the image at the level of memory, this more intense 

reminiscence of the object in question, namely the painting, and down to the face of 

Signorelli himself who is there in the posture in which the donors, and sometimes the artist, 

appeared in paintings of that epoch. Signorelli is in the painting and Freud visualizes him. 

There is not therefore a pure and simple, massive type of forgetting; on the contrary there is a 

relationship between the revival, the intensification of certain of its elements, and the loss of 

other elements, of signifying elements at the symbolic level, and we find at that very moment 

the sign of what happens at the level of the metonymical object, just as we can now formulate 

what happens in the formula of the forgetting of a name, more or less as follows: 

 

We rediscover here the formula of the metaphor in so far as it operates through the 

mechanism of the substitution of a signifier S for another signifier S'. 

What happens as a result of this substitution of the signifier S for another signifier S'? 

What happens is this, that at the level of S' a change of meaning takes place, namely, that the 

meaning of S', let us call it s', becomes the new meaning that we call s, since it corresponds to 

the big S. 

But in order that there should remain no ambiguity in your minds, such as the idea 

that what is involved in this topology, is that s is the meaning of S, and that S must be in 

relation to S' in order for s to produce only in these conditions, what I call s''. It is the creation 

of this meaning that is the end, the function of metaphor. The metaphor is always successful 

to the degree that when this is executed, when the meaning is realized, when the meaning has 

become a function in the subject, S and s are simplified out and cancelled, exactly like in a 

formula for the multiplication of fractions. 

It is in so far as atterré ends up by signifying what it really is for us in practice, 

namely, more or less struck with terror that the ter that served as an intermediary between 

atterré and abattu on the one hand, that is properly speaking the most absolute distinction, 
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there is no reason why atterré should replace abattu , except that the ter that is here because 

it served as a homonym brought this terror with it, that ter in the two cases can be simplified 

out. It is a phenomenon of the same order that is produced at the level of the forgetting of 

names. 

If you really want to understand what is involved, it is not a question of the loss of the 

name Signorelli, it is an X that I Introduce to you here because we are going to learn to 

recognize it and to use it. This X is the summons of the significant (significative) creation 

whose place we find in the economy of other unconscious formations. I can tell you right 

away, that this is what happens at the level of what is called the desire of the dream. I will 

show you how we will find it, but here we see it in a simple fashion at the place at which 

Freud should have found Signorelli. He finds nothing, not just because Signorelli has 

disappeared, but because at that level he must create something that satisfies what is the 

question for him, namely the last things, and it is in so far as this X is present, something that 

is the metaphorical formation that tends to be produced, and we can see from this that the 

term Signor appears at the level of two opposing signifying terms, of two times the value S', 

and that it is under this heading that it undergoes repression as Signor, that at the level of X 

nothing is produced, and this is why he does not find the name, and why Herr plays the role 

from the place it occupies as metonymical object, as an object that cannot be named, as an 

object that is only named by something that is connected to it. Death is the absolute Herr. But 

when one speaks of Herr one does not speak of death because one cannot speak of death, 

because death is precisely both the limit and probably also the origin of all speech. 

Here then is where we are lead by the comparison, the relating term by term of the 

formation of the witticism with that unconscious formation whose form you can now detect 

more clearly since it is apparently negative. It is not negative. To forget a name is not simply 

a negation, it is a lack, but a lack - we always tend to go too quickly - of that name. It is not 

because this name cannot be grasped that it is a lack, it is the lack of this name that means 

that searching for this name, the lack at the place where this name should be exercising this 

function, where it can no longer exercise it because a new meaning is required, that demands 

a new metaphorical creation. That is why Signorelli is not found, but that on the contrary the 

fragments are found where they should be found in the analysis, where they exercise the 

function of the second term of the metaphor, namely, the term elided in the metaphor. 

This may be Chinese to you, but it does not matter if you simply allow yourselves to 

be led as things emerge. Because even though it may appear to be Chinese in a particular case 

it is very rich in consequences in that if you remember it as you should, it will permit you to 

clarify what is happening in the analysis of all sorts of unconscious formations, to account for 

them in a satisfying fashion, and on the contrary to perceive that in eliding it, in not taking it 

into account, you are lead into what are called entifications or identifications that are quite 

crude, incomplete, or even the source of errors, or at least coming together and tending to 

sustain the errors of verbal identification that play such an important role in the construction 

of a certain lazy-minded psychology. 

Let us come back once again to our witticism, and to what we must make of it. I 

would like to introduce you to another sort of distinction that brings us back in a way to that 

with which we began, namely the question of the subject. 

The question of the subject, what does that mean? If what I told you a little while ago 

is true, if it is in so far as thought always tends to make of the subject the one who designates 
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himself as such in the discourse, I would like you to notice that what distinguishes, what 

isolates, what opposes it, is something that we can define as the opposition between what I 

can call the Statement of the present and the present of the statement. 

This looks like a play on words, it is not at all a play on words. The statement of the 

present means that what calls itself 'l' in the discourse, in common besides with a series of 

other particles, with Herr we could now put here, now, and other taboo words in our 

psychoanalytic vocabulary, is the something that serves to locate in the discourse the 

presence of the speaker, that locates him in his actuality as speaker. It is enough to have the 

slightest knowledge or experience of language, to see that the present of language, of course, 

namely what is at present in the discourse, is something completely different to this 

localization of the present in the discourse. What happens at the level of the message, that is 

the present of the discourse. This can be read in all sorts of ways, on all sorts of registers, it 

has no relationship in principle to the present, in so far as it is designated in the discourse as 

the present of the one who supports it, namely something completely variable, and for whom 

besides words have really only the value of a particle. It has no more value here than in the 

here and now. The proof is that when you speak to me about the here or now, and that it is 

you my interlocutor who speaks about it, you are not speaking of the same here or now, you 

are speaking of the here or now that I am speaking of. In any case, your I is certainly not the 

same as mine. These are very simple words destined to fix the I somewhere in the discourse. 

But the present of the discourse itself is something completely different, and I will 

immediately give you an illustration of it at the level of the witticism, the shortest one that I 

know, which will also introduce us at the same time to a dimension other than the 

metaphorical dimension. 

There is another one. If the metaphorical dimension is the one corresponding to 

condensation, I spoke to you some time ago about displacement. It has to be somewhere: it is 

in the metonymical dimension. If I have not already tackled it, it is because it is much more 

difficult to grasp, but in fact this witticism will be particularly favourable to help us to 

understand it, and I shall introduce it today. 

The metonymical dimension, in so far as it can enter into the witticism, is the one that 

concerns the context and the use of the combinations of the chain, of horizontal 

combinations. It is something therefore that will operate by associating the elements that are 

already conserved in what can be called the treasury of metonymies; it is to the degree that a 

word can be linked in a different fashion, in two different contexts that will give it two 

completely different senses, that by taking it up in a certain way we are properly operating 

within the metonymical meaning. 

I shall give you the first example for it also the next day, in the form of the witticism 

that I can introduce to you so that you can meditate on it before I talk to you about it. It is the 

one that takes place when Heinrich Heine is with the poet Frederic Soulié in a salon, and 

when the latter says to him, again a propos of a very rich person, this was very important at 

the time as you see, and of whom he says, seeing him surrounded by people - it is Soulié who 

is speaking - "You see my friend that the worship of the golden calf is not over." "Oh!" 

replies Heinrich Heine, having looked at the personage, "for a calf he seems to me to be a 

little old." 

Here is an example of a metonymical joke. I shall come back to it and deconstruct it 

the next day. 
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It is in so far as the word calf is taken in two different metonymical contexts, and only 

because of this, that it is a witticism, because it adds really nothing to the signification of the 

witticism to give it its meaning, namely, that this person is an animal. It is funny to say it this 

way, but it is a joke only because one corresponds to the other, calf has been taken in two 

different contexts and used as such. 

If you are not convinced we shall come back to it the next day. This is only a way 

back to the witticism though which I want to help you to see what is at stake when I say that 

the witticism operates at the level of the interplay of the signifier, and that it can be 

demonstrated in an ultra-short form. 

A potential young lady to whom we can accord all the qualities of having had a good 

education, that which consists in not using dirty words, but in knowing them all the same, is 

asked to dance at her first surprise party by a lout who tells her after some moments of 

boredom and silence, during a far from perfect dance: "You must have noticed, 

Mademoiselle, that I am a Comte." - "Ah," she simply replies, "te!" 

I am not making this up, I think you have seen it in a special little collection, and you 

may have heard it from the lips of the author who was very proud of it. But it nevertheless 

presents some particularly exemplary characteristics, because what you see here is precisely 

the essential embodiment of what I called the present of the discourse. There is no I, the I 

does not name itself. Nothing could exemplify better the present of the statement as opposed 

to the statement of the present, than the pure and simple exclamation. The exclamation is the 

very type of the presence of discourse in so far as the person that produces it completely 

effaces her present; her present is, we might say, entirely recalled in the present of the 

discourse. 

Nevertheless at this level of creation the subject proves that she has presence of mind, 

because something like that cannot be premeditated, it comes out like that and this is how you 

recognize that a person has wit. She adds this simple modification to the code which consists 

in adding to it this little te which takes on all its value from the context, which is that she is 

not content with her Comte, except that the Comte, if he is as I say so discontenting, might 

notice nothing. It is a completely gratuitous joke. Nevertheless you see here the elementary 

mechanism of the witticism, namely, that this slight transgression of the code is taken by 

itself as a new value permitting the instantaneous generation of the meaning that one needs. 

What is this meaning? It may seem to you to be certain, but after all the well brought-

up young lady did not tell her Comte that he was what he was minus the te, she told him 

nothing of the kind. The meaning that is to be created is precisely what is situated somewhere 

in suspense between the ego and the Other. It is an indication that there is something lacking 

at least for the moment. On the other hand you see that the text is not transposable: if the 

individual had said that he was a marquis the creation would not have been possible. 

It is evident that in the good old formula that our forefathers of the last century used 

to enjoy: "Comment vas-tu?" you were asked, and you were meant to reply "et toile à 

matelas", it was better not to reply "et toile à édredon". You will tell me that it was a time 

when they were satisfied with simple pleasures. 

This Ah! Te! you grasp it here in its shortest form, in what is incontestably a 

phonematic form, because it is the shortest way of composing a phoneme. There have to be 

two distinctive features, the shortest form of the phoneme being: C V; a consonant supported 
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by a vowel or a vowel supported by a consonant, but a consonant supported by a vowel is the 

classic formulation. Here it is a consonant supported by a vowel, and this is amply sufficient 

to constitute its message as having the value of a message, in so far as it is a paradoxical 

reference to the current use of words and directs the thought of the Other to something that is 

essentially the instantaneous grasp of meaning. 

This is what is meant by being witty, it is also what for you initiates the properly 

combinatory element on which all metaphor rests, because if today I have spoken to you a 

good deal about metaphor, it is on the plane once again of the location of the substitutive 

mechanism, which is a mechanism with four terms, the four terms in the formula that I gave 

you in the "Agency of the Letter", and in which you sometimes see so singularly what is the 

essential operation of intelligence at least in its form, namely, to formulate the correlative of 

what is established with the X of a proportion. 

When you do intelligence tests this is what you are doing. Only it is not enough to 

say, all the same, that man is distinguished from animals by his intelligence as crudely as 

that. He is perhaps distinguished from the animal by his intelligence, but perhaps in the fact 

that he is distinguished by his intelligence, the essential introduction of signifying 

formulations is primordial. 

In other words to formulate things still better, to put in its place the question of the so-

called intelligence of man as being the source of his reality plus X, we have to begin by 

asking intelligence of what? What is there to understand? With the real, is it so much a 

question of understanding? If it is purely and simply a question of relationship to the real, our 

discourse should surely succeed in restoring it to its existence in the real, that is to say, should 

end up with nothing. Which is what discourse does in general. If we end up with something 

else, if one can even speak of history as ending in a certain knowledge, it is in so far as 

discourse has brought an essential transformation to it. 

This indeed is what it is all about, and perhaps it is about these four little terms linked 

in a certain fashion, that are called proportional relationships. These proportional 

relationships we tend once again to entify, that is to believe that we find them in objects; but 

where in the objects are these proportional relationships if we do not introduce them by 

means of our little signifiers? It remains that for any metaphorical interplay to be possible, it 

must be founded on something where there is something to substitute, on something that acts 

as a base, namely the signifying chain, the signifying chain as base, as principle of 

combination, as the locus of metonymy. This is what we will try to tackle the next day. 
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Seminar 4: Wednesday 27 November 1957 

 

We left things the last day at the point at which in the analysis of the witticism having 

in a first approach shown you one of its aspects, one of its forms, in what I called here the 

metaphorical function - we were going to take up a second aspect, which is the one 

introduced here in the register of the metonymical function. 

You may be surprised at a way of proceeding that consists in starting from an 

example and developing successively functional relationships, which because of this seem at 

first not to be linked with our subject in a general way. This comes from a necessity proper to 

our subject, and you will see moreover that we will have the opportunity of showing its key 

element. 

We can say that with regard to anything that is of the order of the unconscious in so 

far as it is structured by language, we find ourselves confronted by the phenomenon that it is 

not simply the particular genus or class, but the particular example itself that allows us to 

grasp its most significant properties. 

We have here a sort of inversion of our usual analytic perspective, I mean analytic not 

in the sense of psychoanalytic but in the sense of the analysis of mental functions. There is 

here, if I may put it this way, something that can be called the failure of the concept in the 

abstract sense of the term, or more exactly, the necessity of going through a form other than 

that of the conceptual grasp. That was what I was alluding to the day I spoke about 

Mannerism, and I would say that this feature is something very relevant to our field, to the 

area that we move about in; that it is rather by the usage of the concept, by the usage of the 

concetto that we are obliged to proceed in this field. This is precisely because of the 

dimension in which the structures we are talking about operate. 

The term pre-logical is one that will only lead to confusion, and X would advise you 

to eliminate it in advance from your categories, given what has been made of it, namely a 

psychological property. It is rather a question of structural properties of language in so far as 

they are antecedent to any question that we can pose to language on the legitimacy of what 

language itself proposes to us as an aim. As you know, it is nothing other than what in itself 

has been the object of anxious interrogation by philosophers, thanks to which we have arrived 

at a sort of compromise which is more or less the following: that if language shows us that we 

cannot say an awful lot about it, except that it is a being of language, it is certainly because in 

this perspective there is going to be realized for us a "for us" that is called objectivity. 

This is no doubt a rather hasty way of summarizing for you the whole adventure that 

goes from formal logic to transcendental logic. But it is simply to situate, to tell you right 

away that we place ourselves in another field, and to indicate to you that Freud does not tell 

us when he speaks of the unconscious, that this unconscious is structured in a certain way. He 

tells it to us in a way that is at once discourse and verbal, in so far as the laws that he 

advances, the laws of composition, of articulation of this unconscious reflect, exactly overlap, 

certain of the most fundamental laws of the composition of discourse. That on the other hand, 

in this mode of articulating the unconscious, all sorts of elements are lacking, which are also 

the ones involved in our common discourse; the link of causality he tells us in connection 
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with the dream, negation, and immediately after he goes on to show us that it is expressed in 

some way or other in the dream. It is this, it is this field that has already been explored, in as 

much as it has already been staked out, defined, circumscribed, even ploughed up by Freud. 

This is what we are trying to return to in order to formulate, I would go further, in order to 

formalize more exactly what we have just called the primordial structural laws of language, 

since if there is anything that the Freudian experience has contributed, it is that we are 

determined by these structural laws to what, rightly or wrongly, can be called the condition of 

the most profound image of ourselves that can be signified, or more simply, that something in 

ourselves that lies beyond our grasp of ourselves, beyond the idea that we can construct of 

ourselves, on which we base ourselves, more or less hold on to, and which we sometimes 

forced a little too prematurely to make of it the synthesis, the totality, of the person. All 

terms, let us not forget, that precisely because of the Freudian experience, are objects of 

controversy. 

In fact Freud teaches us - and I should, after all, put it here as a signed frontispiece - 

about something that we can call the distance, even the gulf, that exists between the 

structuring of desire and the structuring of our needs; because, even if the Freudian 

experience does precisely come to be referred in the last analysis to a metapsychology of 

needs, there is assuredly nothing obvious in this, it could even be said to be completely 

unexpected in relation to what appeared at first sight to be the case. 

It is in function of this progress, of the detours that the experience instituted and 

defined by Freud forces us to, and shows us the extent to which the structure of desires is 

determined by something other than need; the extent to which these needs only come to us in 

a way that is refracted, broken, fragmented, structured, precisely by all those mechanisms 

called condensation, called displacement, called according to their poems, the manifestations 

of the psychic life in which they are reflected, which suppose other intermediaries and 

mechanisms, and  in which we recognize, precisely, a certain number of laws which are the 

ones we are going to get to at the end of this year of seminars, and which we will call the 

laws of the signifier. 

These laws are the laws that dominate here, and in the witticism we learn how they 

operate: a jeu d'esprit, with the question mark that the introduction of the term here requires. 

What is the spirit? What is inqenium? What is inqenio in Spanish, since I referred above to 

concetto? What is this something or other that intervenes here and is something other than the 

function of judgement? We can only situate it when we have properly carried out our 

procedures and elucidated it at the level of these procedures. What is in question here? What 

are these procedures? What is their fundamental aim? 

We have already seen, in connection with the ambiguity between the witticism and 

the slip of the tongue, the kind of fundamental ambiguity that emerges and is in a way 

constitutive of it, which means that what is produced according to the particular case, can be 

seen as a slip of the tongue, a sort of psychological accident that still perplexes us without 

Freudian analysis, or on the contrary, taken up, assumed by a certain way of listening by the 

Other, by ratifying it in a certain way at the level of signifying value, that which precisely on 

a particular occasion was assumed by the neological, paradoxical, scandalous term 

"famillionairely"; a particular signifying function that consists in designating something that 

is not simply this or that, but a sort of beyond, a certain relationship that has failed in this 

case. And this beyond is not just linked to the impasses of the relationship of the subject to 

the protecting millionaire, but to something that is signified here as fundamental. So that 
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something is introduced into the consistency of human relationships, a type of essential 

impasse based on the following: that no desire can in fact be received, can be admitted by the 

Other, except by all sorts of arrangements that refract it, make it something other than it is, 

make it an object of exchange, and to speak plainly, already submit the processes of demand 

at their very origin to a sort of necessity of refusal. 

Let me explain, and in a way because we are talking about the witticism I will allow 

myself, in order to introduce the real level at which there is posed this question of the 

translation of a demand into something that produces an effect, to introduce it by a story 

which even though not very witty has a perspective, a register that does not limit it to the 

little spasmodic laugh. 

It is the story that no doubt you all know, the story of the masochist and the sadist: 

"Hurt me," says the former to the latter; to which the latter replies severely: "No". 

I can see that it does not make you laugh. It does not matter, a few people are 

laughing all the same. This story is not there in the final analysis to make you laugh; I would 

like simply to point out to you that in this story something is suggested to us which develops 

to a level that no longer has anything witty about it, and is precisely this: who are better made 

to get on together than the masochist and the sadist? Yes. But, as you see in this story, 

provided they do not speak. 

It is not out of badness that the sadist replies "no". It is in function of his quality as 

sadist, once he replies, and he is obliged to reply once speech has been used, at the level of 

the word. Therefore it is in so far as we have passed to the level of the word that this 

something that should culminate, provided nothing is said, at the most profound agreement, 

ends up precisely at what I called above the dialectic of refusal, the dialectic of refusal in so 

far as it is essential in order to sustain in its essence as demand, what is manifested by way of 

the word. 

In other words, if you can see, it is here that there appears, I am not saying in the 

circle of the discourse, but in a way, at this dividing point, this switch point, that the subject 

expresses that something looping back on itself and which is an articulated sentence, a ring of 

discourse. If it is here at the point delta that we situate need, need encounters by a sort of 

necessity of the Other the sort of response that we call for the moment refusal, namely, 

betrays the essential asymmetry between these two elements of the circuit, the closed loop 

and the open loop, which means that to directly take the circuit from his need towards the 

object of his desire, namely, following this trajectory, what is presented here as a demand 

ends up here with a no. 

No doubt it would be worth investigating more fully what appears here only as a sort 

of paradox that our schema simply serves to situate. This is where we will take up again our 

sequence of propositions on the different phases of the witticism, and where today I shall 

introduce what I have called one of its metonymical manifestations. I have already pinpointed 

the idea, the example of it, in a form in which you can see the total difference there is 

between it and famillionaire. 

It is the story of the dialogue between Heinrich Heine and the poet Frederic Soulié, 

who is more or less his contemporary, a dialogue that is reported in Kuno Fischer's book 

which, I believe, was rather well-known at the time: "Look," says Frederic Soulié to the man 

who was only a little older, and whom he admired so much, "Look how the 19th century 
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adores the golden calf" - this in connection with the crowd gathered around an old gentleman 

who was no doubt basking in the reflected glory of his financial power. To which Heine, 

casting a disdainful eye on the object to which his attention had been drawn, replies: "Yes, 

but he seems to me to be too old for that." 

What does this joke mean? Where does it get its spice and its power? You know that 

with respect to the joke Freud right away puts us immediately on the following plane: we 

shall look for the witticism where it is, namely in its text. There is nothing more striking in 

the work of this man to whom all sorts of psychological hypostases have been attributed than 

the way in which on the contrary it is always from the opposite end, from the materiality of 

the signifier that he begins, treating it as a datum that exists in itself, and on the other hand 

we have a clear example of this only in his analysis of the witticism. Not only does he begin 

each time with the technique but he depends on these technical elements to discover the 

source of its power. 

What does he do then? What he calls "an attempt at reduction". By this he shows us at 

the level of the famillionaire joke, that by translating it into what might be called its 

developed meaning, the whole witty aspect vanishes, showing thus that it is in some way in 

the fundamentally ambiguous relationship that is proper to the metaphor, namely that it is in 

the fact that a signifier F S (
s
/s1

 ) , namely that the function takes a signifier in so far as it is 

substituted for another one latent in the chain, that it is in this relationship of ambiguity on 

top of a sort of positional similarity or simultaneity, that we can see what is involved. 

If we decompose what is involved, and if we then read it as follows, namely if we say 

"as familiar as one can be with a millionaire", all the wit disappears. 

Freud then approached the witticism at the level of one of its metaphorical 

manifestations. Here he finds himself confronted with something that is palpably different, 

but for a moment - because Freud is not one to spare us the detours of his approach towards a 

phenomenon - he hesitates, and qualifies this new variety as a conceptual joke as opposed to 

a verbal joke. But he very quickly perceives that this distinction is completely insufficient, 

that assuredly it is to something that can be called the "form", namely to the signifying 

articulation, that he must here have recourse; and once again he will try to subject this 

example to a technical reduction, in order to make it answer for what underlies in it the 

questionable form given by the subjective agreement that this is a joke. And we shall see that 

there he encounters something different. 

First of all, it seems to him that there must be something metaphorical here. I repeat, 

we must follow all the approaches of his thinking. That is why he pauses for a moment at the 

protasis, at what was contributed by the person who is speaking to Heinrich Heine, namely 

Frederic Souli4. Besides in this he is only following Kuno Fischer who in fact remains at this 

level. There is in this golden calf something metaphorical, certainly the golden calf has a sort 

of double value: on the one hand it is the symbol of intrigue, and on the other hand the 

symbol of the reign of the power of money. 

Does this mean that the gentleman receives all this homage because he is 

unquestionably rich? Do we not find here something that in a way reduces and causes to 

disappear the source of what is involved. But Freud quickly notices that after all this is only 

something quite fallacious. This means that it is worth looking much more closely at the 

details to discover the  wealth of this example. 
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It is quite certain that there is something already involved in these first elements of the 

coming into play of the golden calf, something that can be called the material. Without 

exploring completely the way the verbal usage of an undoubtedly metaphorical term is 

established, it must be observed that if the golden calf is already something that in itself has 

the closest connection with the relationship of the signifier to the image, which is effectively 

the aspect on which idolatry is installed, it is in the last analysis in connection with a 

perspective that demands, one might say, in the recognition of the one who presents himself 

as: "I am who I am", namely the God of the Jews, that something particularly exigent sets its 

face against anything that poses itself as the origin of the signifier itself, the nomination par 

excellence of any imaged hypostases, because we have of course gone a little further than the 

idolatry that is purely and simply the adoration of a statue. It too is something that searches 

for its beyond, and it is precisely to the extent that this mode of searching for its essential 

beyond is refused in a certain perspective, that this golden calf takes on its value, and it is 

only by means of something that is already a sliding that this golden calf takes on a 

metaphorical usage: that what exists in the religious perspective of what can be called in 

idolatry a topical regression, a substitution of the imaginary for the symbolic, here takes on 

secondarily a metaphorical value to express something else, something that can also be 

referred to the level of the signifier, namely something that people other than myself have 

called the fetichistic value of gold, namely something that also makes us touch on a certain 

signifying concatenation. 

It is not for nothing that I am evoking it here, because it is precisely this function of 

the fetish that we are going to touch on immediately. It is only conceivable, it can only be 

referred to, precisely in the dimension of metonymy. 

We are dealing here with something that is already charged with all the enmeshments, 

all the entanglements, of the symbolic imaginary function in connection with the golden calf, 

and is it here that the joke can or cannot be found, because Freud notes that it is not at all the 

place where it is situated. 

The joke, as he understands it, lies in Heinrich Heine's riposte. And Heinrich Heine's 

riposte consists precisely in cancelling out one might say, in subverting, all the references in 

which this golden calf is maintained as a metaphorical expression, in order to make of it 

something else, which is purely and simply to designate somebody who is suddenly brought 

back to his true worth, and this does not happen by chance, in which context he no doubt 

deserves from a certain moment on to be the calf that is worth so much a pound, if I can 

express myself in that way. The calf is suddenly taken for what it is, something alive, and in 

fact for something reduced here in the market instituted by the reign of gold, to being nothing 

but itself, sold as an animal, a calf's head, and in connection with it we have the statement: 

"Surely he does not fall within the limits of the definition given by Littré", namely a calf in its 

first year, or one that I believe a purist in butchering would define as a calf that has not yet 

stopped suckling its mother, a refinement that I have pointed out is respected only in France. 

"For a calf, he is a bit too old." There is no way of submitting to a reduction the fact that in 

this case the calf is no longer a calf, that it is a rather old calf; this remains a witticism, 

whether or not you have the background of the golden calf. 

Therefore Freud grasps here a difference between what is unanalysable and what is 

analysable, and yet both are witticisms. 
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What then can this mean, except that the experience of the witticism is doubtless to be 

referred to two different dimensions of the thing that we are trying to circumscribe more 

closely? And that what is presented as being in a way, as Freud himself says, fraudulent, a 

piece of trickery, faulty thinking, is the common feature of a whole other category of wit, in 

fact what  would be popularly described as taking a word in a different sense from the one 

intended. 

The same feature also appears in another story, the one referring to the premier vol de 

l'aigle which became a joke in connection with a rather considerable confiscation of the 

wealth of the Orleans family by Napoleon III when he came to the throne. "C'est le premier 

vol de l'aigle" he said. And everyone was delighted with this ambiguity. No need to insist. 

Here again is something that really there is no question of describing as a conceptual 

joke, it is in fact a verbal joke, in quite the same category as that presented here, taking a 

word apparently in another sense. 

It is sometimes amusing to explore what underlies such words and if Freud takes care, 

because the joke is reported in French, to underline for those who do not know French the 

ambiguity between vol as an action, the movement of birds, with vol in the sense of taking 

away, of abduction, of the theft of property, it would be well to recall here what Freud passes 

over - I am not saying that he did not know it - namely, that one of these meanings was 

historically borrowed from the other, and it is from a usage of vol that the term volerie came 

to be used about the 13th or 14th century, because the falcon steals (vole) quail,  to describe a 

sin against one of the essential laws of property, called stealing (vol). 

This is not an accident in French, I cannot say that it happens in every language, but it 

was already in Latin where volare had taken on the same meaning from the same origin, 

showing also on this occasion something not unrelated to what we are talking about, namely 

euphemistic modes of expression for what in the word must finally represent the violation of 

the word, precisely, or the violation of the contract. It is not for nothing that on this occasion 

the word viol is borrowed here from a completely different register, namely from the register 

of an abduction which has nothing to do with what we can properly and juridically call 

stealing. 

But let us stop here and take up that for which I introduced the term metonymy; and 

indeed I think that we should look beyond these fleeting ambiguities of meaning, for 

something else to serve as reference to define this second register in which the witticism is 

situated; this something else that will allow us to unify the source, the mechanism with the 

first type; to discover the common factor, the common source, the way to which is indicated 

by everything in Freud, without of course quite succeeding in formulating it. 

What would be the use of my talking about Freud if we do not attempt to draw the 

maximum profit from what he has contributed? It is for us to push forward a little bit further, 

I mean to give the necessary formalization; we will learn from experience if it is an 

appropriate formalization, if it is a correct formalization, if it is really in this direction that 

phenomena are organized. In any case it is a question that is rich in consequences, because 

assuredly for our whole way of treating things in the broadest sense, that is to say not simply 

of treating therapeutically but of conceiving the modes of the unconscious, the fact that there 

is a certain structure, and that this structure is the signifying structure in so far as it takes up, 

that it cuts across, that it imposes its grid on every human need, is something absolutely 

decisive and essential that we see when we confront metonymy. 
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I have already introduced this metonymy several times particularly in the article on 

"The agency of the letter in the unconscious". I deliberately gave you an example of it on a 

popular level taken from the experience you may recall of your studies in secondary school, 

in particular of your grammar. Metonymy is what at that time was called, in a kind of  

perspective associated with an underrated Quintilian, because it is quite clear that if you were 

stuffed with anything it was not with figures of rhetoric; there was never much attention paid 

to them until now. 

At the point that we are at in our conception of the forms of discourse I took this 

example of metonymy: "Thirty sails instead of thirty ships", noting in this connection that 

these thirty sails were not purely and simply what we were told, namely a taking of the part 

for the whole, in other words a reference to the real, because there are surely many more than 

thirty sails. It is rare for ships to have only one sail. But because here there is a literary 

background; you know that you find these thirty sails in a particular monologue of Le Cid. 

It is simply a reference point or an introduction to what is to come. 

Here we are then with our thirty sails, and we do not know what to do with them, 

because after all, either there are thirty and there are not thirty ships, or there are thirty ships 

and there  are more than thirty. Now what it means is that there are thirty ships, and it is 

certain that in indicating that it is in the word for word correspondence of what is involved 

that the direction of what can be called here the metonymical function must be sought, I am 

simply putting before you here a problematic aspect of the thing. But we must enter more 

deeply into the heart of the difference between it and metaphor, because after all, you might 

say to me that it is a metaphor. 

Why is it not one? That is the question. Moreover for some time now I hear that some 

of you, in the course of your everyday lives, are all of a sudden struck by an encounter with 

something that they no longer know how to classify in terms of metaphor or metonymy. This 

occasionally brings about disproportionate disorders in their organism, and leads to language 

that is sometimes a little strong about the starboard of metaphor and the port of metonymy 

and leaves some people a little seasick. 

Let us try then to grasp more closely what is at stake because, after all I was also told 

in connection with Booz, that "his sheaf was neither greedy nor spiteful" could also be 

metonymy. I think I showed in my article what this sheaf was, and the degree to which this 

sheaf is something other than an item he possesses, it is something that in so far as it 

precisely substitutes for the father, makes emerge the whole dimension of biological 

fecundity that here underlies the spirit of the poem, and that it is not for nothing that at the 

horizon, and even more than at the horizon, in the firmament, there also appears the sharp 

edge of  the sickle which evokes the background of castration. 

Let us return then to our thirty sails, and let ask ourselves, in the final analysis, so that 

it can be affirmed here once and for all, what is the meaning of what I call the metonymical 

function or reference. 

I think I have said often enough, although it is still enigmatic, that the structural 

mainspring of metaphor lies essentially in substitution, in the function supplied to a signifier 

S, in so far as this signifier is substituted for another in the signifying chain. 
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Here is what metonymy is: a function that takes a signifier, also S, in so far as this 

signifier is related to another signifier in the contiguity of the signifying chain: 

 

The function supplied to the sail in so far as it is related to the ship in the signifying 

chain, and not in a signifying substitution. 

 I thus transferred in the clearest fashion, and this is why the apparently formal 

representations, in so far as these formulae may naturally lead to further exigencies on your 

part. Someone reminded me recently that I had once said that what I was trying to construct 

for your use here, in order to circumscribe the things that we are concerned with, was a 

rubber logic. It was I myself who said it. It is in fact something of that kind that we are 

aiming at, a topical structuring that must sometimes necessarily leave gaps because it is 

constituted by ambiguities. But let me tell you in passing that we cannot avoid, even though 

we push this topical structuring pretty far, we will not escape from an additional requirement 

that still remains, in so far as your ideal on this occasion is that of a certain univocal 

formalization, because certain ambiguities are irreducible at the level of the structure of 

language as we are trying to define it. 

Let me also say in passing that the notion of meta-language is very often used in the 

most inadequate manner, in so far as it overlooks the following: that either meta-language has 

formal exigencies that are such that they displace entirely the phenomenon of structuring in 

which it should be situated; or else that the meta-language itself must conserve these 

ambiguities of language. In other words that there is no meta-language; there are 

formalizations either at the level of logic or at the level of that signifying structure whose 

autonomous level I am trying to separate out for you. There is no meta-language in the sense 

that it would mean for example the complete mathematization of the phenomenon of 

language; and this is the case precisely because here there is no way of formalizing beyond 

what is given as the primitive structure of language. Nevertheless this formalization is not 

only required, it is necessary. It is necessary here, for example, because after all you must see 

that this notion of the substitution of a signifier for another, is a substitution within something 

whose place must already be defined; it is a positional substitution, and position itself 

requires a signifying chain, that is to say, a combinatory succession - I am not saying that it 

requires all its features, I mean that the fact that this combinatory succession is characterized 

by elements for example that I would call intransitivity, alternation, repetition. If we go now 

to this original, minimal level of the constitution of a signifying chain, we will be drawn far 

away from today's subject. There are minimal requirements, and I do not claim that I have yet 

dealt with all of them. I have all the same given you enough to propose to you something that 

allows, I might say, a certain reflection to be supported and to begin in this connection from 

the particularity of the example which, in this domain, is something from which we should, 

for reasons that are absolutely essential, draw all our teaching. 

This is once again how we are going to proceed, and remark in connection with this 

example, that even if this seems like a play on words, these sails (voiles) given the function 

that they play on this occasion conceal (voilent) from us the living reality, in so far as they 

designate for us that these sails do not enter here with all their qualities of sails, that they do 

not enter under full sail into the usage that we make of them. These sails never grow slack; 

these sails are something reduced in their scope and in their sign. 
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This is something that can be found not only in the thirty sails but also in the village 

of thirty souls in which it soon appears that these souls are there as shadows of what they 

represent, that they are even less substantial than the term that suggests too much the 

presence of inhabitants, that these souls, as the title of a famous novel goes, may be much 

more than beings, may also be dead souls, souls that are not there. 

In the same way as thirty fires (foyers) is also a usage of the term, and surely 

represents a certain degradation, a minimalization of meaning. I mean that these fires are also 

dead fires, they are fires about which you would certainly say that there is no smoke without 

fire, and that it is not for nothing that these fires are used in a way that says metonymically 

what they have come to stand for. 

You will no doubt say that here I am relying in the final analysis on a reference to 

meaning to show the difference. I do not think so, and you should note that what I began 

with, is that metonymy is the fundamental structure within which that something new and 

creative called metaphor can be produced; that even if something with a metonymical origin 

is placed in a position of substitution as in the case of the thirty sails, it is something other in 

its nature than metaphor; so that to speak plainly there would be no metaphor if there were 

not metonymy. 

I mean that the chain with respect to which, and within which the places, the positions 

are defined in which the phenomenon of metaphor can be produced, is in this regard involved 

in a sort of sliding or equivocation. "There would be no metaphor if there were no 

metonymy", came to me as an echo, and not at all by chance because it has the closest 

possible relationship with the exclamation, the comical invocation that I am able to put on the 

lips of Père Ubu. There would be no metaphor if there were no metonymy; likewise: "Long 

live Poland because without Poland there would be no Poles," as Père Ubu also said. 

Why is this a witticism? That is precisely the core of our subject. It is a witticism, and 

it is funny precisely in so far as it is a reference to the metonymical function as such, because  

you would be on the wrong track if you thought that this was a joke for example about the 

role the Poles have played in the all too familiar miseries of Poland. It is just as funny if I say: 

long live France, because without France there would be no French! Similarly if I say long 

live Christianity, because without Christianity there would be no Christians! And even long 

live Christ! 

It is always just as funny, and one can legitimately ask why. I stress that here the 

metonymical function can absolutely not be overlooked, that every kind of relationship of 

derivation by the use of a suffix, of an affix, or of a designation in the case of inflected 

languages, is properly the utilization for signifying purposes of the dimension of the chain. 

Here there is no ego whatsoever, and I would even say that all the references cross-

check with it. The experience of the aphasic for example shows us precisely that there are 

two cases of aphasia, and that when we are dealing with the troubles that can be called 

problems of contiguity, that is of the chain, those which the subject has most difficulty in 

distinguishing concern the relationship of the word with the adjective, of bienfait with 

bienfaisant, or with bienfaire or with bienfaisance; it is in the metonymical other that 

something is produced. It is precisely this flash that on this occasion makes us consider this 

reference to be something that is not just comic, but even a piece of buffoonery. 
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I would like to stress that it is in fact important here to focus on what can be called a 

property of the signifying chain, and to grasp - I tried to find some reference points that 

would enable you to grasp it - as far as we are able, what I want to designate by this effect of 

the signifying chain, an effect essentially inherent to its nature as a signifying chain, with 

respect to what can be called meaning. 

Do not forget that last year it was with an analogous reference that may seem to you 

to be metaphorical, but which I underlined clearly was not such, that it claimed to be taken 

literally in the metonymical chain, that I placed, indicated, situated, what is the essence of 

every kind of fetichistic displacement of desire, in other words the fixation of desire 

somewhere before, after, or to one side of, in any case at the threshold of its natural object, in 

other words the institution of an absolutely fundamental phenomenon that can be called the 

radical perversion of human desires. Here I would like to indicate another dimension, what I 

would call the sliding of meaning in the metonymical chain. And I have already indicated to 

you the relationship between this and the literary technique, usage, procedure, which is 

usually described as realism. 

It is not realized that in this domain all sorts of experiments can be tried; I tried taking 

a novel from the age of realism in order to reread it to see the features that might help you to 

grasp this original something whose reference to the dimension of meaning can be linked to 

the metonymical usage as such of the signifying chain, and so amongst the novels of the age 

of realism, I turned at random to a novel by Maupassant called Bel Ami. 

In the first place it is a very pleasant read. You should try it some time. And once I 

had got into it, I was quite surprised to find in it exactly what I was looking for to designate 

as sliding, beginning at the top of rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette where we see George Duroy 

starting out. 

Taking the change for his five-franc piece from the woman behind the till, Duroy left 

he restaurant. A well set-up man, with all the swagger of an ex-cavalry N.C.O., he 

drew himself up, twirled his moustache with a familiar soldierly gesture and swiftly 

cast his eye round the room over the belated diners like a handsome young man 

looking for fish to catch. 

This is how the novel begins. It seems quite innocuous but afterwards you go from 

moment to moment, from encounter to encounter, and you witness this sort of sliding in the 

clearest and most obvious fashion. If we survey the whole progress of the novel we see 

something that ensures that a fairly basic human being, which is what I would say he has 

been reduced to at the beginning of the novel, since this five franc piece is his last, reduced to 

the most direct needs, to the immediate preoccupations of love and hunger, is progressively 

lead by a succession of chances, that are good and bad, but good in general because he is not 

only handsome but also lucky, is caught up in a circle of systems, of manifestations of 

exchange, of the metonymical subversion of these primary data, which once they are satisfied 

are alienated for him in a series of situations - for there is never any question of something in 

which he can find himself and be at rest - and carry him from success to success to an almost 

total alienation from what is his own person. 

This does not matter, it is in the detail, I mean in the way that the aim is never to go 

beyond what happens in the succession of events and of their notation in terms that are as 

concrete as possible. At every instant the novelist shows us a sort of diplopia that puts us, and 
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not just the subject of the novel, but everything around him, in a position that is always 

double with respect to what may even be the most immediate object. 

I will take the example of the meal at the restaurant, which begins to be one of the 

first moments of the upturn of the fortunes of this character: 

Succulent Ostend oysters were brought in, looking like dainty little ears enclosed in 

shells and melting between the tongue and the palate like salty tidbits. 

After the soup came a trout as pink-fleshed as a young girl; tongues began to wag. 

They had reached the stage of witty suggestiveness, of words, veiled yet revealing, 

that are like a hand lifting up a skirt, the stage of clever allusions, skilfully hidden 

impropriety, shamelessly brazen hypocrisy, cryptic words that cover naked images 

and which fill the eye and the mind with a sudden vision of what dare not be said 

openly and enables smart society to enjoy a subtle, mysterious sort of lovemaking, a 

sort of marriage of impure minds, by simultaneously conjuring up, with words as 

sensual and disturbing as a sexual embrace, the secret, shameful desire for body to 

clasp body. The roast had now appeared, partridges... 

I can tell you that the roast, the partridges, the terrine de volaille, and all the rest:  

They had eaten it all without tasting it properly, without realizing what they were 

eating, immersed in thoughts of love. 

These perpetual alibis, which bring it about that you do not know after all whether it is the 

flesh of a young girl or a trout that is on the table, and this in a perspective of what is called 

descriptive realism, are something that dispense not only with any reference to the abyss in 

any sense of the word, any transcendental meaning of any kind, whether poetic or moral or 

anything else, this is something that sufficiently illuminates, it seems to me, what I am 

indicating when I say that it is in the perspective of this perpetual sliding of meaning that any 

discourse that aims at conveying reality, is obliged to remain, and that what gives it its value, 

and what ensures that there is no literary realism, is precisely that in this effort to come to 

close quarters with reality by talking about it in the discourse, the discourse always succeeds 

in showing what the introduction of discourse adds in terms of disorganization and perversity 

to this reality. 

If some of this still seems to you to remain too much in an impressionistic mode, I 

would like to try out something else for you. You see we are trying to stay, not at the level at 

which the discourse responds to the real, when it simply claims to note it, to follow its 

relationship to the real, fulfilling the function of annalist with two n's. Look where this gets 

you. I have chosen an author of some quality, Felix Feneon, whom I do not have the time to 

present to you here, and his series "The News in Three Lines" (Nouvelles en trois liqnes) 

published in Le Matin. It is not without reason that they have been collected; there is certainly 

a particular talent to be seen here. Let us try to see what it is. 

Here are some examples of "The News in Three Lines" which at first we can take at 

random, afterwards we will try to take the most significant of them. 

"Because they threw a few stones at the police, three pious ladies ..... were obliged to 

pay a fine by the judges at Toulens-Comblebourg." 
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"Paul, a school teacher at the Ile Saint-Denis, rang the bell for the pupils to return." 

"At Clichy, an elegant young man threw himself under a rubber-tyred carriage; then, 

unhurt, under a truck which crushed him." 

"A young lady was sitting on the ground at Choisy-le-Roi. The only identifying word 

that her amnesia allowed her to say: model." 

“The body of a sixty-year-old .....  hung on a tree at Arcueil wearing the notice: too 

old to work." 

"In connection with the mystery at Luzarches, the instructing judge from Le Puy 

interrogated the prisoner...... But she is mad." 

"Behind a coffin, Mangin de Verdun-Chevigny. He did not reach the cemetry that 

day. Death surprised him en route." 

"The valet ..... installed at Neuilly, in the house of his absent master, an amusing lady, 

then disappeared taking everything except her." 

"Pretending to look for rare coins in an ugly porcelain figure, two swindlers stole a 

thousand ordinary francs from Mademoiselle ...... Ivry." 

"At ....... beach in Finistère, two ladies were drowning. A swimmer plunged in, so that 

Monsieur Etienne had to save three people." 

What makes you laugh? Here we really have the notation of facts with impersonal 

rigour the whole art of which consists, I would say, simply in their extreme reduction. It is 

said with the fewest possible words. 

If there is something comical, if we take one of the examples above, what happens 

when we hear: "Behind a coffin, Mangin de Verdun-Chevigny. He did not reach the cemetry 

that day. Death surprised him en route." 

Here is something that touches in absolutely no way the journey we are all making to 

the cemetry, whatever the different ways in which we may make that journey. There is 

absolutely nothing of the kind here, and I would say up to a certain point that this would not 

appear if things were said at greater length, I mean if it were all drowned in a flood of words. 

What I have called here the sliding of meaning, namely, something that means that we 

literally do not know where to pause at any moment in the sentence as it comes to us in its 

rigour, in order to give it its centre of gravity, its point of equilibrium - it is this that 

constitutes the whole art of editing "The news in three lines". It is what I would call here their 

decentering. There is no morality, there is a careful concealment of anything that could have 

an exemplary character; what can be called on this occasion, the art of detachment of this 

style. 

Nevertheless what is said here is something, a sequence of events, and I would even 

go further, it is the other merit that it has, it gives their coordinates quite rigorously. 

It is here then that there lies the thing that I am aiming at, that I am trying to help you 

see by showing you the degree to which the discourse in its horizontal dimension, in its chain 
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dimension, is properly a skating rink, just as useful to study as the skating patterns, on which 

this sliding of meaning occurs no doubt in a slight, tiny track that may perhaps be so slight 

that it appears to be nothing, but in any case presents itself and introduces itself in the order 

of the witticism in what we could call a derisory, a degrading, a disorganizing dimension. 

It is in this dimension that the style of the "vol de l'aigle" witticism, can be situated 

and placed, at the encounter of the discourse with the signifying chain that is here at the same 

level as the famillionaire, waiting at gamma, and that is produced here simply at little further 

on. 

Here Frederic Soulié contributed something that obviously goes towards the "I" since 

the witticism is addressed to Heinrich Heine and he calls on him as a witness. There is always 

in the witticism this perspective, this appeal to the Other as locus of verification. "As true," 

begins Hirsch-Hyacinth, "as true as God shall grant me all good things." And God here in this 

reference can also be ironical. It is fundamental here. Soulié invokes Heinrich Heine, a much 

more prestigious figure than himself - without going into the history of Frederic Soulié, 

although the article on him in Larousse is very well done. Soulié says to him: "You see, my 

dear master " - something of that kind - "is it not amusing to see the 19th century" - here there 

is the appeal, the invocation, the pull towards the "I" of Heinrich Heine, who is the pivoting 

point present in this matter - "....... to see the 19th century still adoring the golden calf?" 

We therefore went along this way (see the schema), and then we came back here in 

connection with the golden calf, to the locus of uses and of metonymy, because in the last 

analysis this golden calf is a metaphor, even though a worn-out one, that has passed into the 

language. We have shown above in passing its origins, and the way it was produced, but in 

fact it has become a platitude. And he sends his commonplace remark here to the locus of the 

message by the classic alpha-gamma route. 

Here then we have two characters, and you know well that these two characters may 

also be just one, because the Other, by the very fact that the dimension of the word exists, is 

in everyone, so that as Freud remarks, if there had not already been something present in the 

mind of Soulié, something that made him qualify this character as a golden calf, it is a usage 

that for us no longer appears admissible; but I did find it in Littré. Littré tells us then that we 

describe as a golden calf, a gentleman who is very wealthy, and who because of this is the 

object of universal admiration. There is no ambiguity, nor is there any in German. 

At that moment, namely between gamma and alpha, the reference back from the 

message to the code, namely here on the line of the signifying chain, and in a kind of 

metonymical way, the term is taken up into something that is not the plane on which it was 

dispatched, is taken up in a fashion that certainly allows us to fully perceive the sense of the 

loss of meaning, the reduction of meaning, the devaluation of meaning, and to be honest, this 

is what is in question, and at the end of today's lecture, this is what I want to introduce: it is 

that metonymy is, properly speaking the locus in which we must situate this primordial 

something, this primordial and essential something in human language, in so far as we are 

going to take it here in the opposite sense, the dimension of meaning, namely in the diversity 

of objects already constituted by language into which there is introduced the magnetic field of 

the need of each person, with its contradictions, the response that I introduced above, this 

other thing that is something that will perhaps appear paradoxical, namely the dimension of 

value. 
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This dimension of value is properly something that has its dimension of meaning 

connected to it. It bases itself and imposes itself as being in contrast, as being another aspect, 

as being another register. 

If some of you are familiar enough, I will not say with the whole of Das Kapital - 

who has read Das Kapital! - but with the first book of Das Kapital that almost everyone has 

read, I would ask you to refer to the page where Marx, at the level of the formulation of what 

is called the theory of the particular form of the value of merchandise, shows himself to be a 

precursor of the mirror stage. On this page Marx makes this very fruitful remark in this 

incredible first book, which shows him to be, something rare, someone who maintains an 

articulated philosophical discourse; he makes this proposition: that before any kind of study 

of the quantitative relationships of value, it must first be laid down that nothing can be set up, 

except first of all in the form of the establishment of a sort of fundamental equivalence which 

is not simply something to do with equal measures of cloth, but with half the number of 

clothes: that there is already something that must be structured in the equivalence cloth-

clothes, namely that the clothes can represent the value of the cloth, namely that it is not in so 

far as clothes are something that you can wear, that there is something necessary at the very 

beginning of the analysis, in the fact that clothes can become the signifier of the value of the 

cloth. That in other words, the equivalence that is called value depends precisely on the 

abandonment on the part of one or of both of those terms, of what is also a very important 

part of their meaning. 

It is in this dimension that there is situated the effect of meaning of the metonymical 

line, that will subsequently allow us to discover the utility of the putting into operation of the 

effect of meaning of the two registers of metaphor and metonymy; how they relate to one 

another, through the fact of this common operation in a dimension, in a perspective that is the 

essential one that allows us to rejoin the plane of the unconscious. This is what makes it 

necessary for us to appeal precisely, and in a way centred about this, to the dimension of the 

Other in so far as it is the locus, the receiver, the necessary pivotal point of this exercise. 

This is what we will do next day. 
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Seminar 5: Wednesday 4 December 1957 

 

When he gets to the synthetic part of his book on jokes, the second part, Freud poses 

himself the question of the origin of pleasure, of the pleasure procured by the joke. 

Needless to say, it is more and more necessary - I recall it for those of you who might 

think themselves dispensed from it - that you should have at least read the text of Jokes. It is 

the only way you have of getting to know this work, unless I were to read the text for you 

here myself, and this is not I think something you would enjoy. I will choose certain pieces, 

but that brings about a noticeable lowering in the level of attention. It is the only way for you 

to realize that the formulae I put before you, or that I try to put before you, frequently follow 

line by line, I mean in the closest possible way, the questions asked by Freud. 

The questions Freud asks, he often asks them in a roundabout way, he refers to 

themes, psychological and other, which are more or less accepted; those to which he refers 

implicitly by using accepted themes, are also important, even more important than his explicit 

references. Those he refers to are the ones he has in common with his readers. The way he 

makes use of them - you would really want not to have opened the text not to see it - shows a 

dimension that was never even suggested previously. 

This dimension is precisely that of the role of the signifier. 

I would like to go straight to the subject that concerns us today, namely what is, Freud 

asks, the source of pleasure. 

Does he tell us what the source of pleasure is? It is essentially, in a language that is 

too wide-spread today, and which some people use in describing .......  The source of pleasure 

in the joke is essentially to be looked for in its formal aspect. Luckily, this is not the way 

Freud expresses himself, he expresses himself in an altogether more precise way: he goes so 

far as to say that the source of pleasure in the joke, is simply the jest. This truly is its proper 

source. 

Nevertheless of course, the pleasure that we take in telling jokes is centred elsewhere. 

Do we not perceive the direction in which this source lies, and throughout the whole of his 

analysis, the sort of ambiguity that is inherent in the very practice of joking, which means that 

we do not see where our pleasure comes from, and it requires the whole effort of his analysis 

to show it to us? It is an element, a step that is absolutely essential. 

In accordance with a system of references that will be more and more pronounced up 

to the end of the book, he refers this primitive source of pleasure back to a playful period of 

infantile activity, namely that it is something that can be referred to the first games with 

words, which in fact brings us back directly to the acquisition of language as pure signifier, 

because it is properly to verbal games, to a practice that we would say is almost purely, in 

order not just to say of transmission, purely the transmission of a verbal form, that he will 

relate pleasure, in its primitive and essential form. 

Is it thus purely and simply a question of a sort of return to an exercise of the signifier 

as such, to a period before the control that criticism and reason will progressively make 

http://www.lacaninireland.com



     4.12.57(5)                                                 60 

  

necessary through an education in all the lessons of reality, will force the subject to bring this 

control and criticism to the usage of the signifier? Is it in this difference that the principal 

source of the exercise of pleasure in joking will consist? Matters certainly appear to be very 

simple, if what Freud contributed can be resumed in this way. 

It is of course far from being what he limits himself to: he tells us that this is the 

source of pleasure, but he tells us also the way that this pleasure is utilized. This pleasure is 

used for a kind of operation that relates to the liberation of the old pathways in so far as they 

still are there in virtual potency, existing, still as it were sustaining something. And because 

of the fact that it passes along these pathways, makes them privileged compared to those 

brought into the foreground by the control of the subject's thinking in his progress towards 

the state of adulthood. 

Rediscovering these privileged pathways, is something that makes us enter right 

away, and this is where his whole previous analysis of the source and the mechanisms of the 

joke intervene, into those very structuring pathways which are those of the unconscious. 

In other words, the two aspects of the joke - it is he himself who speaks in this way - 

are on the one hand the aspect of the exercise of the signifier with that liberty that maximizes 

its possibility of fundamental ambiguity, and even more its primitive character in relation to 

meaning, the essential polyvalence it has in relation to meaning, the creative function it has 

with regard to meaning, the arbitrary accent that it brings to meaning. That is one of its 

aspects. 

The other is the fact that this exercise of itself introduces us to, directs us towards, 

evokes everything that is of the order of the unconscious; and this is sufficiently indicated to 

Freud's inspection by the fact that the structures that the joke reveals, the way its constitution, 

its crystallization function, are no different from those he himself discovered in his first 

apprehensions of the unconscious, namely at the level of the dream, at the level of those 

faulty actions that are really successful, depending on how you look at them, even at the level 

of symptoms. 

It is to this that we have tried to give a tighter, and more precise formulation, when 

under the form, under the rubric of metaphor and metonymy, we discovered their most 

general forms, in the forms that are equivalent to them in every exercise of language, and that 

we also find in anything in the unconscious that is structuring. These forms are then the most 

general forms of which condensation, displacement, and the other mechanisms that Freud 

stresses in the structures of the unconscious, are in a way only applications. 

This common measure of the unconscious with which we compare it, not just out of 

mental habit, but because there is effectively a dynamic in the relationship with desire, this 

common measure of the unconscious and of the structure of the word, in so far as it is 

regulated by the laws of the signifier, it is this that we try to approach more and more closely, 

to exemplify, to make exemplary by having recourse to Freud's work on jokes. This is what 

we are going to look at more closely today. 

If we put the accent on what we can call the autonomy of the laws of the signifier, if 

we say that they are primary with regard to the mechanism of the creation of meaning, this 

does not of course dispense us from asking ourselves the question of how we should conceive 

not just the emergence of meaning but also, to parody a rather awkward formula produced in 

the logical-positive school, the meaning of meaning; not that this has a meaning. But what do 
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we mean when we talk about meaning? Freud too evokes it in the chapter on the mechanism 

of pleasure, and refers to it continually, and he does not fail to take into account the formula 

so often mentioned in connection with the practice of joking: sense in nonsense, cited for a 

long time by the authors as the sort of formula that in some way accounts for the two 

apparent aspects of pleasure; the way that it strikes us at first by its nonsense, and then on the 

other hand proceeds to hold on to us and to repay us by the appearance of some kind of secret 

meaning, always by the way very difficult to define, if we begin from this perspective, in the 

nonsense itself, in other words a path opened up by nonsense that at that moment stuns and 

bewilders us. 

This is perhaps closer to the mechanism, and Freud is certainly much more prepared 

to concede more properties to it, namely, that nonsense has for an instant the role of 

deceiving us long enough for a meaning not grasped up to then, and which moreover also 

passes very quickly, fleetingly, in a flash, just like the bewilderment that retained us for a 

moment in the nonsense, to strike us through this grasp of the joke. 

In fact if you look at things more closely you will see that Freud goes as far as to 

repudiate the term nonsense, and it is on this that I would also like us to dwell today, because 

it is proper to these approximations that precisely allow the last term, the ultimate source of 

the mechanism that is operating to be avoided, to be content with formulae that no doubt have 

their psychological appearance and seduction, but that are not really the ones that are 

appropriate. 

I am going to propose that we should begin with something that will not be a recourse 

to children who can in fact as we know find some pleasure in verbal games, and to whom one 

can refer in order to give meaning and weight to a sort of psychogenesis of the mechanism of 

wit, but which after all if you think about it as other than a satisfaction, a routine established 

by the fact of referring to something like this primitive, far-distant, playful activity, to which 

after all one can attribute anything and everything, it is perhaps not something either that 

should satisfy us too much, because after all, it is not sure that the pleasure of wit in which a 

child only participates from a distance, is something that can be exhaustively explained by a 

recourse to fantasy (fantaisie). 

But I would to like to get to something that makes the link between the usage of the 

signifier and what we can call satisfaction or pleasure. Here it is I who will refer back to 

something that may appear elementary: that if we refer to the child it should all the same not 

be forgotten that at the beginning the signifier is made to have a particular use, it is made to 

express a demand. 

Let us dwell then for a moment on the source of the demand. It is that part of a need 

that is conveyed by means of a signifier which is addressed to another. I already told you the 

last day that it would be worth our while to investigate the different moments of this 

reference. 

These moments are so little explored that I made an allusion to the fact in one of my 

articles. An eminently representative personage of the psychoanalytic hierarchy wrote a 

whole article of a dozen or so pages, to express his wonder at the power of what he called 

"wording", a word that in English corresponds to what we call more awkwardly in French 

passage au verbal or verbalisation. It is clearly more elegant in English than in French. He is 

astonished that a patient was particularly affected by an intervention that he made telling her 

something that meant more or less: "You have very peculiar or very strong demands", which 
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in English has an even more insistent stress than in French, was literally overwhelmed as if 

by an accusation, as if by a denunciation, while when he took up the same term a few 

moments later using the word "need", that is besoin, he found her completely docile and 

ready to accept his interpretation. 

The momentous character given by the author in question to this discovery, is well 

suited to show us the primitive state in which the art of wording still is within analysis, or at 

least in a certain circle of analysis. Because in fact this is the whole point: demand is 

something that of its nature is so related to the other, that if it is the other who accentuates it, 

he finds himself immediately in the position of accusing the subject himself, and of rejecting 

him, while if he evokes need he authenticates this need, he assumes it, he ratifies it, he takes 

it to himself, he begins to recognize it, and this is an essential satisfaction. 

The natural mechanism of the demand is the fact that the other by his nature opposes 

it, or again one could say that the demand by its nature requires to be opposed, in order to be 

sustained as a demand, is linked precisely to the introduction of language into 

communication, and is illustrated at every instant by the way that the other accedes to the 

demand. 

Let us consider this carefully. It is to the degree that the dimension of language comes 

to be remodeled here, but also comes to place the system of needs within the infinite complex 

of the signifier, that the demand is essentially something that by its nature poses itself as 

something that can be exorbitant. It is not for nothing that children ask for the moon. They 

ask for the moon because it is in the nature of a need which expresses itself through the 

intermediary of a signifying system, to ask for the moon; it is also indeed why we do not 

hesitate to promise it to them; and also why we are almost on the point of getting it. 

However we do not yet have the moon, and what is essential all the same is to see 

that, and to highlight it: after all in this demand for the satisfaction of a need, what is it purely 

and simply that happens? We respond to a demand, we give our neighbour what he asks of 

us. Through what mouse-hole must he pass? What reduction of his pretensions and of himself 

must he submit to for his demand to be accepted? 

This is something that sufficiently shows the value of the phenomenon of need when 

it appears in its naked form. I would even say that to accede to it qua need we must refer 

beyond the subject to some Other called Christ who, for those who practice Christian charity, 

is identified with the poor; but even for others, for the man of desire, for Molière's Don Juan, 

he gives the beggar what he asks of him, and it is not for nothing that he adds: "for the love of 

humanity". In the last analysis it is to an Other beyond the one who is face to face with you, 

that the response to the demand, the granting of the demand is referred, and the story that is 

one of those on which Freud makes his analysis of the joke pivot, the so-called "Salmon 

Mayonnaise" story, is a splendid story to illustrate this. 

A wealthy man is outraged, when having given a beggar some money that he needs to 

deal with some debt or other, with his creditors, he sees him making use of the object of his 

generosity, in a different way to the one intended by this small-minded individual. It is a 

genuinely funny story, when he discovers him the following day in a restaurant, treating 

himself to what is considered to be a sign of lavish expenditure, namely salmon mayonnaise. 

With the little Viennese accent that gives the whole story its tone, he says to him: "Is that 

what I gave you money for? So that you could treat yourself to salmon mayonnaise!" To 

which the other, entering into the joke, replies: "But listen, I don't understand. When I have 
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no money I can't have salmon mayonnaise, and when I have money I can't have it either! 

When then am I to eat salmon mayonnaise?" 

Every example of the joke is made even more significant by the field that it takes 

place in, and it is made even more significant by the particularity that seems to be that special 

something in the story that cannot be generalized. It is by this particularity that we will come 

to the clearest source of the dimension within which we situate ourselves, and this story is no 

less pertinent than any other story and always puts us at the heart of the problem, at the 

relationship between the signifier and desire, and the fact that desire has profoundly changed 

its accent, has been subverted, has been made ambiguous, by its passage through the paths of 

the signifier. 

Let us be clear what that means. It is always in the name of a certain register that 

makes the Other intervene beyond the one making the demand, that any satisfaction is 

accorded, and precisely this profoundly perverts the system of demand and of the response to 

demand. "Clothe the naked, feed the hungry, visit the sick" I do not need to remind you of the 

seven or eight or nine works of mercy. It is striking enough in their very expression, that in 

clothing the naked, one could say that if the demand were something that should be directly 

sustained in its fullness, why not clothe the naked man or woman at Christian Dior's? This 

does happen from time to time but in general it is because one has begun by undressing them 

oneself. 

The same goes for feeding the hungry. Why not let them get drunk? That is not done, 

that would harm them, they are used to sobriety, they must not be upset. 

And as for visiting the sick, I recall Sacha Guitry's bon mot: "Paying a visit always 

gives pleasure, if it is not when one arrives, at least it will be when one leaves." 

The thematic connection of demand is at the heart of our subject today. Let us try then 

to schematize what happens at this moment in time that in a way shifts on to a sort of 

particular pathway to one side, the communication of the demand to its reception. 

It is not therefore to something that is other than mythical, but something which is 

profoundly true, that I would ask you to refer in order to make use of this little schema. It 

goes as follows: 

Let us presuppose something that after all must exist somewhere, even if only on our 

schema, a successful demand, because in the final analysis that is what it is all about. If Freud 

introduced a new dimension into our consideration of man, it is not I would say that 

nevertheless something gets through, but that this something that is destined to get through, 

the desire that should get through, leaves somewhere not just traces, but an insistent circuit. 

Let us then begin with something on the schema that might represent the demand that 

gets through. Let us imagine, since childhood exists, that the demand that gets through can 

take place then. This child who articulates something Which is still for him only an uncertain 

articulation, but an articulation that gives him pleasure, to which Freud refers. He directs his 

demand. Let us say that it starts - happily it has not yet come into play - something is 

adumbrated which leaves this point that we call delta or D, demand, and this. 

What does this describe for us? This describes the function of need: something is 

expressed which begins with the subject and which ends the line of his need. It is precisely 
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what ends the curve of what we have isolated here as discourse, and this is done with the help 

of the mobilization of something that is pre-existent. I did not invent the line of discourse, the 

coming into play of what is at this time a very limited stock, the stock of the signifier, since 

correlatively it articulates something. 

Look at the facts. If you wish to show together on the two planes of intention, 

however confused you may suppose it to be, the young subject in so far as he directs his 

appeal, the signifier no matter how disorganized you may also imagine its usage, in so far as 

it is mobilised in this effort, in this appeal that it pushes forward at the same time, and if there 

is any meaning to the notion of growth, the usefulness of which I already noted for you in 

understanding the retroactive effect of the sentence that culminates at the end of the second 

moment. Note that these two lines do not yet intersect, in other words, that the one who says 

something says at once both more and less than he should say. The reference to the tentative 

character of the first usage of the tongue by the child can be fully employed here. 

In other words, if there progresses in a parallel manner here, on these two lines, the 

completion of that something that here is called the demand, it is likewise at the end of the 

second moment that the signifier will complete its loop on something which completes here 

in as approximate a manner as you wish, the meaning of the demand which is what 

constitutes the message: that something which the Other, let us say the mother, granting that 

from time to time there are good mothers, properly speaking evokes, and which coexists with 

the completion of the message. 

Both are determined at the same time, one as message the other as Other, and in a 

third moment, from this double curve we will see something that reaches completion here, 

and also here something that we are going at least hypothetically to indicate how we are can 

name, situate them in this structuring of demand that we are trying to put right at the base, at 

the foundation of the first exercise of the signifier in the expression of desire. 

I would ask you, at least provisionally, to admit as being the most useful reference for 

what we are going to try to develop subsequently, to admit in this third moment the ideal case 

where the demand in some way encounters exactly something that prolongs it, namely the 

Other who takes it up in connection with its message. 

I think that what we should here consider, is something that cannot exactly be 

confused with satisfaction, because there is in the intervention, in the very operation of every 

signifier with respect to the manifestation of a need, something that transforms it and already 

brings to it through the contribution of the signifier, this minimum of transformations, of 

metaphors in fact, which means that what is signified is something that goes beyond raw 

need, something remodelled by the use of the signifier. 

It is here that there begins to operate, to intervene, to enter into the creation of the 

signified, something that is no longer the pure and simple translation of need, but the taking 

up, the reassumption, the remodelling of need, the creation of a desire that is something other 

than need, a desire plus a signifier. As Lenin used to say: Socialism is probably a very nice 

thing, but the perfect community has electrification as well. 

Here we have the signifier as well in the expression of need. And on the other side 

here, at the third moment, there is certainly something that corresponds to this miraculous 

apparition. We have supposed it to be miraculous, fully satisfying because of the satisfaction 

by the other of something, the something that is created here. It is this something that here 


