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I think that the psychoanalytic concepts of discontent, malaise, apathy, ennui, disaffection, 

alienation, as signs of “erasure” speaks to the current moment, speaks to something felt 

clinically across the board, squeezing all of our patients, which is only further highlighted and 

exacerbated by the pandemic. I think we are all feeling the pressure excerpted by what can only 

be called “this moment of history.” It feels strange to say that this would be the case more than 

during Freud’s time, a time of the world wars. Could one even say such a thing, imagine that a 

measurement of that kind was possible? Perhaps what is important is simply that Freud named 

the unyielding dialectic between neurosis and civilization which made him ask whether, in the 

end, the death drive might win out, and forced him to remind himself not to over-value any 

given manifestation of culture. There is no reason one should believe that anything inevitably 

leads to progress. Sober Freud. Sober and a tad pessimistic. One could say, truly analytic. Or as 

Renata named it, intelligent realism.  

 

Perhaps this place that Freud sits in 1930 in his great work Civilization and its Discontents is a 

similar place to the place the analyst finds themselves now. Meaning here we are, asking once 

again whether the death drive will win-out, watching the multiplying and complicating factors of 

life impacting the panoply of symptoms and syndromes, sometimes making them 

unrecognizable to us, sometimes disorienting us in a given treatment, all the while forcing us not 

to over-value some yesterday, some Valhalla of classical neurosis, or even of psychoanalysis, 



 

certainly as part of what was only a semblance of civilized life. If this was 

the moment that Freud was able to name something important beyond his 

classification of psychopathologies that pointed to something more 

universally shared, or the structure of any singular instance of dreams, jokes, and errors, giving 

us the truth of the unconscious, he did so in order to ask a broader sociological question of the 

nature of drives and civilization. We should remember that it did not stop at Civilization and its 

Discontents. Freud pursued this line of inquiry until the very end of his life, including in Moses 

and Monotheism, written in 1939, where he asks what functions as transmission for a given 

culture or people, what symbolic forms we are able to pass on, or not, and how.  

 

Wouldn’t this mean in this difficult moment that the same task is before us, namely to renew the 

question of psychoanalysis and to say what we learn from our work specifically as clinical 

psychoanalysts about civilization more broadly speaking, and what has been transmitted to us, 

and what me might transmit of this, in the name of psychoanalysis. This is not the question, 

however important it is, of a social or political critique of psychoanalysis. This comes the other 

way around and we have to, in this politically charged and complex moment, have the audacity 

to make a few claims given what is unique about a truly psychoanalytic form of listening. I have 

every hope, even if cautious, and hopefully sober, maybe even importantly, pessimistic, that the 

Pulsion Institute that we are here to inaugurate today will take up this challenge for the future of 

psychoanalysis.  

 

This is also the importance of the structure of today’s conference, the morning speaking to the 

drives, the clinic, moving between theory and case, some generalization beyond cases towards a 

question concerning the erasure of the feminine, Otherness, difference; and then in the 

afternoon, with Renata’s work, a turn towards the sociological. Renata shows in examples 



 

throughout her work on what she calls a “Passion for Ignorance” that this 

ignorance always has two sides, works via splitting or division, compulsive 

belief and disbelief in the form of doubt, apathy and volatility, cynicism or 

pessimism and violent phantasms, indifference and intolerance toward the other. Taken 

together, we see that we have to ask anew about the organization of the drives and jouissance 

and as Renata pointed out ask how we can take responsibility therein.  

 

Something caught my ear in Catherine Chabert’s paper “A sacrificial body: Compulsive actions 

and phantasms of desires” that I want to pull forward. It’s the word “compulsion.” She has very 

intricate way of reading this into her admittedly difficult case with its work and its surprising 

ending and I think what she has to say about it is very important for the questions we have 

today, stating that to even have a “hysterical” fantasy of seduction is an achievement that cannot 

be taken for granted. And that the compulsive investment in excitation that is increasingly 

without an object, or does not construct an object, what she calls “dis-objectalizing”, leaves the 

drives in a state of deadly diffusion, a subjugating triumph in the form of a perverse take-over, 

where the life of desire is erased. “In such situations” she writes, “one must therefore get hold of 

the remaining libidinal traces and urgently mobilize, within the therapeutic process, all impulses 

on the side of life. The aim is to contribute to a minimal narcissistic reconstruction as well as to 

the propping of the kind of phantasmatic activity likely to elicit the gradual implementation of 

displacement, condensation, and symbolization that may ensure the figurability of 

representations.” What is fascinating is that in naming this the failure of hysteria, or a defect on 

the way to hystericization—I might wonder if it’s a problem of obsessional women that Patricia 

Gherovici and I worked on— she both shows us a “new” psychoanalysis that is still absolutely 

psychoanalytic in its work and its aim.  

 



 

More than this, the word compulsion seems to name something broader 

than Clara, something that Clara taches us about, speaking to what 

civilization might be in the process of enacting, what this hysteria strives 

towards and needs the therapeutic process to finish its work, an act that would be a real act and 

not an erasure of signification. Doesn’t compulsion name something about today, our relation to 

technology, to an unending fascination with violence, compulsive doubting (fake news), and a 

tendency towards speech that humiliates, is melancholically violent in the form of endless 

meaning, and nevertheless guilt ridden and ultimately self-punishing? Is this not close to an 

excess of obsessionality in an otherwise hysteric woman? I have teenage patients who are 

interested—having watched their parents lost to compulsivity and burnout—in tackling the 

problem at all costs, finding what counts as a limit, a difference for them, and finding a way to 

sideline their relationship to new technologies, to any compulsive behavior really. Are we not, as 

perhaps only they see, immersed in a discourse that is compulsive, doing and undoing, repeating 

indefinitely, creating a revolving scene of perverse and perhaps admired others and supposedly 

innocent children. That conflict and its elaboration are difficult and in a process of being cast 

into a drift of anxiety and compulsive acts, and the tense exchange between desire and sexual 

excitement is thrown under by this configuration where there can be no loss. Wouldn’t a 

minimum of “topical circulation,” something Lacan calls the work of the signifier, be a welcome 

breath, a moment of humanity, not just in work with Clara, but for all of us? I know its 

pseudonym but Clara means bright future. Clara’s first dream in her analysis of a woman red, 

white and blue (is it the French flag?) at her piano (is the no important, the instrument) in the 

dark night on the sea (mere, mother) reminded me that Freud once called hysteria the music of 

the future.   

Some last remarks. I was thinking about Chaubert’s reading of the end of treatment pointing to 

the importance of the gaze, something that also came up in Renata’s talk about imposter 

syndrome. I recently did some work on Freud’s paper, “A Child is Being Beaten” and Lacan’s 



 

various remarks on it. He says of the title: “No commentary, no 

metalanguage will account for what is introduced into the world in such a 

formula! Nothing can either reduplicate it or explain it! The structure of 

the sentence […] is not there to be commented on, simply: it shows itself” This showing itself, is 

showing itself as impossible. Impossible to comment, impossible to theorize from the outside. 

The fantasy has to move from this near complete enclosure, pure object for the gaze, into its 

elaboration, transitional space as Christeene said, towards the impossible articulation of an I—“I 

am being beaten by my father”—that is, as Freud enigmatically said, never remembered, maybe 

doesn’t even exist as such. This articulation and reconstruction, not theorizing or commenting, 

is the force that admits pleasure, moves towards surrender, finding oneself in the position of 

being the object, allowing for a new objectality.  

 

In the masturbation fantasy, the subject Lacan says is “burst apart, multiplying into umpteen 

specimens” and signifiers are reduced to an almost pure state, meaning they lose their value as 

signifiers. In fact, Lacan says he would go so far as to say that the subject is merely,  

…an eye, that is to say, the very thing that always characterizes any kind of object at the 

limit, at the point of final reduction. To behold it, there has to be at least, not always a 

subject, but an eye, a screen upon which the subject is established (ibid., p. 110).  

 

What is allowed to emerge from an entire complex—of speech, history, memory, fantasy, and 

articulated structure—is “nothing more than something that is entirely de-subjectivised.” Lacan 

concludes his discussion of the beating phantasies: “ultimately [the masturbation fantasy] is 

enigmatic because it conserves the full charge—but this is a charge that is neither revealed, nor 

constituted, nor taken on board by the subject—of what, at the level of the Other, is the 



 

articulated structure in which the subject is engaged.” (ibid., p. 111) If we 

are almost entirely desubjectivised in a given phantasm, a mass of 

identifications and a fictional I at once, a full charge of libido liable to 

discharge, leaving what is articulated to the Other, then what is absolutely necessary is that 

someone begin to hear what is at stake? That someone make “it” speak. Of course this is the 

psychoanalyst. The psychoanalyst is put into this impossible role of saying ‘I’ where ‘I’ cannot be 

said, must be said. But then we are left with the following fascinating paradox: psychoanalysis 

has always been synonymous with hysteria whose multiplicity of forms is maddening, taking us 

to the edge of what we think we know, and psychoanalysis is also synonymous with the problem 

of the phantasm or masturbation fantasy and what in it refuses articulation, and yet, we are 

saying that this is new and that we need new ways of working with it, bringing it into the analytic 

frame. The oldest and most archaic psychoanalysis then, anew today.  

 

Thank you very much.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


