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In his paper, The Obsessional and The Ego, Gil Caroz 
emphasizes that in terms of meaning one case of 
an obsessional cannot contribute to the clinical 
understanding of another obsessional. The unique-
ness of a subject’s idiosyncrasies evokes the analogy 
between obsessional neurosis and religion. It’s a 
private religion according to the author. He alludes 
to the defense barriers against the unconscious and 
its manifestations. Caroz goes further,  elucidating 
that obsessional neurosis should be approached as a 
personality character instead of a pathology due to 
its ego-syntonic quality. In the course of the analy-
sis, it is recommended to encourage the analysand 
to recognize his personality traits as ego-dystonic 
elements in relation to the rigidity of the ego, point-
ing out the fragility camouflaged by the admired ego 
construction. Finally, Caroz takes the Graph of 
Desire in Lacan’s Seminar V to indicate that the 
obsessional wishes to absorb all jouissance in the 
signifier. As if everything could be put down in 
words, not leaving any jouissance residue. This im-
possible task indicates the subject’s negation of the 
lack in the Other, and consequently the unbearable 
guilt generated by the disinvestment in one’s desires.               
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Belgium. He pursued a master’s degree in Psychol-
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THE OBSESSIONAL AND THE EGO

Today, I would like to discuss some characteristics of 
the obsessive personality. 

What is an obsessional?

In order to answer to this question, we must discuss 
some structural elements. Only then can we describe 
the phenomenology attached to this clinical category. 
The reason is simple: at the level of phenomena, at the 
level of what is observed, the case of one obsessional 
person gives us no indication about the case of another 
obsessional. This is what Lacan tells us in a paper 
called, “Introduction to the German edition of the 
Écrits”: “It is conceivable that an obsessional cannot 
give the slightest meaning to the discourse of another 
obsessional.” In other words, in terms of the meaning 
that a subject gives to his structure, there is not neces-
sarily any commonality between the cases of those 
who belong to this clinical category. At the level of 
meaning, and we may say at the level of the ego, two 
obsessional persons have nothing in common. 

This partitioning of the obsessionals emphasizes the 
fact that one must take them one by one (like any 
other subject). However, it has further meanings. 
Lacan adds that this fundamental difference between 
obsessional subjects is the essential cause of religious 
wars. This remark does not only point to the affin-
ity between the obsessional and religion. Indeed, we 
know that the obsessional’s behavior often has the 
appearance of religious rituals, even though what is at 
stake is a private religion. This remark by Lacan refers 
us to a certain autonomy of the obsessional subject, 
which makes him a subject closed in on himself and 
folded in on his beliefs. The obsessional, says Lacan, 
can metaphorically be described as the kind of mili-
tary fortification called “Vauban.” The Vauban fortifi-
cation system is robust and complex. It was invented 
in Europe during the Renaissance in order to defend 
parts of cities and ports. 

Therefore we have to think of the obsessional as a ro-
bust structure whose architecture is very complex and 
whose defenses are extremely hard to dismantle. For 
this reason the awakening of the obsessional is very 
hard to achieve. In other words, it is very difficult to 
draw his attention to the unconscious. The immedi-
ate relation of the hysteric to her unconscious makes 
her lively and awakened with its manifestations and 
to its interpretation. On the other hand, the defenses 
of an obsessional patient set up a thick wall between 
him and his unconscious. Therefore the analyst must 
use cunning in order to waver him, and has to be well 
equipped to break his ramparts.

So at the level of the clinical picture, one finds ex-
treme contradictions between two obsessional sub-
jects, and sometimes even within the same individual. 
Indeed, the obsessional can be sometimes aggressive 
and menacing, sometimes oblative and generous, 
sometimes open and prolix, sometimes closed on 
himself and very secret, and so on. Nevertheless, 
the structure that is at the foundation of the clinical 
category called “obsession” has some things in com-
mon: a strong, robust structure, which is very difficult 
to pierce. Therefore, you will notice that today we 
will speak of obsessional neurosis not as a pathology, 
but as a personality character. Indeed, the obsessional 
often has a very strong personality, which sometimes 
makes it difficult to distinguish it from paranoia at the 
level of phenomena. For when a subject has a strong 
personality, when one is a “Vauban” kind of fortress, 
closed off and all alone with himself, we can assume 
he feels persecuted and has to defend himself. 

The choice I have made of approaching the character 
of the ego of the obsessional rather than his symptom 
corresponds to a clinical reality. The obsessional can 
live a large part of his life, and even his whole life, 
without having the slightest idea that he could live 
otherwise, that he could realize certain desires and 
fantasies, that he can love frankly here and now the 
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one he secretly loves, that he can contradict his boss, 
go from time to time on holiday, work a little bit less, 
be a little less pedantic with the others and less rigor-
ous with himself.  As long as a part of his construc-
tions does not detach itself from his Vauban fortifi-
cation. So long as he does not feel that the thought 
imposed on him is foreign to him, that his aggressive 
excesses do not correspond to his ideals, that the 
ceremonies and rituals which he is obliged to perform 
are not a necessity, so long as he does not realize that 
the theme of his guilt is totally displaced and insane, 
as long as none of these elements are detached from 
his so called “personality” in order to become strange 
to him, he will not have a proper “symptom” because 
his symptom remains incorporated in his ego. The 
symptom as such takes shape only when one of these 
elements detaches from his ego and becomes some-
thing which imposes itself and which he considers as 
not belonging to him. Thus in “Le mythe individuel 
du nevrosé,” Lacan describes the moment when the 
Rat Man hears the torture by the rats as a trigger of his 
obsessional neurosis. It is a crisis in the subject’s life 
that makes him think and behave in a way that he feels 
like a stranger to himself, and this is what leads him to 
the analyst (to Freud) after a few detours. 

So as long as this detachment of the symptom has not 
taken place, the subject feels quite adequate. He is 
even persuaded that his way of being in the world is 
the only good one and he is proud of it. “Of course, 
he says to himself, one must be rigorous. Of course, 
it is necessary to check three times if I closed the gas 
and unplugged the iron before leaving my house. Of 
course, it is always necessary to pay the bills in time 
and not give way to my wife when she lets herself go 
to her little follies.”  In other words, it is obvious that 
it is necessary to insert the whole of jouissance in the 
signifier without leaving even a small residue outside 
of it. In short, “I know how to do better than everyone 
else.” And if the obsessional prefers masturbation to 
a life with a partner, it is again because no one knows 
how to satisfy him as well as he knows himself.

Lacan summarizes this obsessional’s adoration of 
himself by a beautiful formula, which has its sources 
in his relation to his body. “He is fond of his body,” 
says Lacan in Seminar XXIII,  Le sinthome.  And he 
adds that this adoration is “of the kind of the frog who 
wants to be as big as the ox.” I choose here the word 
“adoration” because it refers to a certain religious 

relationship of the obsessional to his body. But on the 
level of the drive, this passionate affinity of the obses-
sive with his body and with his ego bears witness to 
his relation to the gaze. Lacan gives here a clinical 
indication, namely that it is “particularly difficult to 
wrest the obsessive from this hold of the gaze.”

Indeed, the obsessional not only has this jouissance 
of gazing at his own body, but also, for him, the gaze 
is linked to his ambivalent relation to love and hate 
for the father. The father is as an ideal, the point from 
which he sees himself as loved, and the father is the 
pure gaze of the superego which inhibits him. You can 
find an example of it in a compulsory behavior of the 
Rat Man, at the time that he was a student. During the 
night, as he studied, he used to open the door in order 
to encounter his father (who was actually already dead). 
Afterwards, he observed his naked penis in the mirror. 
He opened the door in order to show to his father that 
he was working, that he was a good student and hence 
should be loved by him. But he gazed at his penis in 
the mirror in order to be rumbled and hated by his 
father for this pervasive and transgressive behavior.       

Nevertheless, with these remarks Lacan digs out some 
cuts in the Vauban fortification, alluding to some 
frailties in the construction of the obsessive subject. 
Behind the ox, there is the frog and the fable of La 
Fontaine that tells us about the fate reserved to a frog 
who wants to be as big as the ox: it swells so much, 
that it dies. In other words, if the obsessional subject 
is so satisfied with the solidity of his ego, if he swells 
beyond measure, it is because he does not want to 
know anything about the fact that the loneliness and 
the anxiety from which he suffers are the price to pay 
for this fortress that he has built. One can understand 
why the awakening of the obsessional is so difficult, 
because it cannot be obtained without the pain related 
to the discovery of the fragility behind the robust con-
struction of the ego. In a way, in order to take place, 
this discovery involves a kind of fall from a high level 
down to the bottom of the bottom. 

As we can see, the ego of the obsessional subject is 
a very strong construction, and as such it pushes the 
unconscious and desire away. In a way, the ego of the 
obsessional is leading an incessant war against the id. 
In order to understand the characteristics of this de-
fensive, warrior ego of the obsessional, it is interesting 
to get acquainted with the main axes of its structure. 
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I would like to illustrate it starting from the third part 
of Lacan’s Seminar V: The Formations of the Uncon-
scious, whose title is “The Dialectic of Desire and 
Demand in the Clinic and in the Cure of Neuroses.” 
This part of the seminar is commented on by Jacques-
Alain Miller at the end of a small booklet entitled “... 
the New!” (“…Du nouveau!”) , which is an introduc-
tion to the entire seminar.

What is at stake in these chapters of the seminar is the 
relation of the obsessional to desire and to demand. In 
this seminar Lacan constructs what he calls his Graph 
of Desire. I am not going to present all the elements 
of this graph, which is quite complex, because it is 
not the object of this lecture. Moreover, according to 
Lacan this scheme is not to be understood, it is to be 
used. So I'm only going to use a part of this scheme. 
In fact, I will refer essentially to its two stages, and to 
the space between them. 

Let's start from the first level, the lower level. This 
stage constitutes the first event of the encounter 
between the living organism (le vivant) and language, 
when the organism is confronted with its primordial 
Other, namely, the mother. This is also the first rela-
tion of the subject to his image in the mirror. At that 
moment, the scream (le cri) of the newborn enters into 
the machine of the language of the Other to become a 
meaning in an aprés coup. Lacan speaks here in terms 
of an encounter between the need (besoin) and the sig-
nifier. The implicit idea here is that there is a possible 
absolute fit between the organism and the Other as the 
Other of language. In other words, that it is possible 
to express in words the whole of a corporeal need. 
This idea resonates with the dream of the obsessional 
as I mentioned above, namely, that of being able to 
absorb all jouissance in the signifier. It is important to 
note that when need is poured into speech, a demand 
is produced. This demand is a demand for an object 
in its concreteness, an object that can satisfy a need. 
Here lies the root of the oblative character of the 
obsessional subject. For the oblative tendency is not 
only a defense of the subject against his aggressive 
tendencies (as we often speak about it). It is also based 
on the idea that everything can be explained, that one 
can always find a peaceful arrangement with the Other 
by making use of words.

On the second level, on the upper line, we find all that, 
in humans, refers to a point that is beyond the demand 

to satisfy a need. This is because in humans every 
demand, even if it is a demand for a concrete object, is 
also a demand for love. That is to say, for the human 
being there is a satisfaction linked to the very fact that 
something is given to him, no matter what that thing 
is. It is the donation in itself that gives him satisfaction. 
This is, for example, the message of the subject of an-
orexia. Anorexia is a form of a demand addressed to the 
Other in order to get from him an absolute love, expel-
ling any possibility of satisfying a concrete need. For if 
the anorexic eats, she eats nothing, and hence transmits 
to the Other the message that only love matters to her. 
Satisfying a concrete need does not matter.

If the object of the demand on the first level is marked 
by a concreteness, on the second level the object that is 
asked for, namely love, is abstract. Another way of dis-
tinguishing the two stages is to say that the lower stage 
is that of an exposed knowledge (connaissance), as it 
appears in the ego, whereas the second (upper) stage 
is the stage of the unconscious, that is, of a knowledge 
that is unknown and also of a desire as a hole, as an 
unknown X. This transition from the concrete to the 
abstract, or from the exposed knowledge to the uncon-
scious, is guaranteed by the intervention of the father, 
while the first stage is dominated by the operation of 
the mother. In addition, the distinction between the two 
stages is guaranteed by the intermediate zone between 
the two levels, where  desire is located, desire in so far 
as it pierces a hole in the absolute match between need 
and the signifier on the first level.

This lack that makes a hole in the demand, demon- 
strates that not everything can be said. To put it another 
way, there are not enough signifiers to signify the 
whole of need. There is a signifier missing in the Other, 
which is inscribed by the Lacanian matheme of S 
(barred A), precisely the signifier of lack in the Other. 
The obsessive subject doesn’t want to know about this 
lack of a match between the signifier and need, or we 
might also say, this inadequacy between the signifier 
and  jouissance because his dream is precisely to be 
able to reconcile these two irreconcilable elements.

We also find castration on this second level of the 
graph. This refers to the phallus as a signifier that 
comes into the place of this lack in the Other. What 
does this signifier mean: it signifies that there is 
something called a signified (signifié), that this signi-
fied is the part of the need that cannot be said and 
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that when it is situated in the Other of the signifier, it 
indicates that there is a desire. The phallus is thus in a 
way a Trojan horse that installs desire and jouissance 
as signifiers in the field of the symbolic Other. But at 
the same time, it is in itself a signifier that is foreign to 
the symbolic Other. This is why we say that the phal-
lus is the signifier of desire, and that the Other is split 
(divisé) between what can be said (“normal” signi-
fiers) and what cannot be said (the phallus, signifier 
of desire), which is expressed by the bar on the Other. 
I therefore distinguish the desire which lies between 
the two stages from the phallus, the signifier of desire, 
which is an indication in the Other, in the symbolic as 
dead, that there is a living desire.

These two stages and the desire that lies between them 
are a kind of a paradigm. It is a fundamental structure 
in the sense that it can be used for the reading of all 
the psychical structures. Let’s say that each psychic 
structure is constituted as a mode of relation to this 
paradigmatic model. 

As I said above, the dream of the obsessional to be 
able to absorb all jouissance in a signifier corresponds 
to the level of the demand in the first, lower level. Life 
could be simple for him if we stop there. But once he 
ascends the scene of the world (la scène du monde) as 
a subject that also has a relation to the Other and to the 
demand for love, things become complicated. Indeed, 
everything in the structure of the obsessional depends 
on his relation to demand ($ <> D). This relation of 
the obsessional to demand, emphasized by Lacan, is 
related to the anal erogenous zone and the anal object 
to which, according to Freud, the obsessional subject 
is fixed since his infancy. The anal impulse operates 
around the question of demand and donation. This 
is the origin of the contradictory tendencies of the 
obsessional: on the one hand, he retains the object, 
for example to keep his hatred and anger behind a 
false calm, and on the other hand, he “explodes”  with 
a non-controlled and uncontrollable aggressiveness 
when small pegs do not fit in small holes (quand les 
petites chevilles n’entrent pas dans les petits trous). 

Jacques-Alain Miller summarizes it by saying that 
demand is the object of the obsessional. In the same 
way that the hysteric subject makes herself desired by 
the Other, the obsessional makes himself the demand 
of the Other. This is because the desire of the hysteric 
is a desire of desire and not a desire of an object, and 

therefore she maintains the enigma of desire, the X 
of desire. On the other hand, the desire of the obses-
sional is a desire of the object, and this desire of the 
object colors all his relations to the little other ($ <> 
a) with a sadistic color. That is to say that he arouses 
the demand in the other in order to respond to it by a 
refusal, and besides, he does not give his own de-
mand to the other in order to avoid the confrontation 
with the refusal of this demand. This pattern is very 
important in the love life of the subject, but also in 
everyday life. Thus the obsessional will circulate in 
a foreign city and will stick to his map of the city to 
locate himself, always avoiding to address a demand 
for help to an Other. 

Since the object of the obsessional is demand, he has 
to avoid the emergence of desire which ensures access 
to the second level. He never succeeds to completely 
avoid desire for if he were to succeed he would not be 
a neurotic subject. But he tries to. He fights against 
desire that is located in the Other, designated by the 
signifier of desire: the phallus. In fact he does every-
thing to extinguish and to destroy this desire in the 
Other. He is conducting a real war against the desire 
of the Other, and the analyst may occasionally feel 
it. During sessions, the subject does not speak, he 
maintains long silences, when he speaks, he makes 
a great effort to keep aside all the manifestations of 
the unconscious, and when they arise in spite of his 
efforts to stifle them, he minimizes or even cancels 
their scope. And if the analyst is a little too lively, he 
responds very aggressively. In these kind of cases, 
the analyst's desire consists precisely in holding on. 
Not to let go, not to let his desire be destroyed by the 
analysand. But this is not easy to obtain. 

If all this gives the obsessional subject the appearance 
of a warrior, it is a particular warrior. For if we stick 
to the Lacan’s formula that desire is always the desire 
of the Other, once the obsessional wins his war, at 
the same time he has lost it as well, because with the 
extinction of the desire of the Other, it is his own de-
sire that he destroys. The obsessive subject then finds 
himself mortified. In theses cases, we are dealing with 
the extinguished version of the obsessive, in states of 
anxiety and trance, which is the counterpoint of the 
obsessional who can also be exalted.

This destruction of desire by the obsessional is effected 
by means of the demand. Demand is a weapon against 
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desire, for it crushes it. Lacan demonstrates it in an 
example of the child who demands with insistence 
to have a little box. The aggressive charge he puts 
into his demand is a frontal attack on the desire of the 
Other (his parents). It also arises from the fact that he 
expects his demand to be refused. This trait is often 
present in the demand or desire that the obsessional 
addresses to the Other. For him, demand is always 
linked to an anticipated refusal, while desire is always 
linked to prohibition. In fact, for the child who asks 
for the little box, it is not a question of demand, but 
of a requirement (exigence) which tames the Other, 
which harasses him. For desire, as we have seen, is 
not motivated by a concrete object. On the contrary, 
it is motivated by a lack coming in the place of the 
object. Thus, the demand, installing a concrete object 
in this place, crushes the lack on which the desire 
depends. It is for this reason that once the subject has 
obtained the object he demanded from the Other, he 
loses all interest in it. He is embraced or disoriented. 
He no longer knows why he wanted it. 

One sees it with “womanizers” (tombeurs) who 
seduce a series of women that tend to infinity. Each 
time, once the conquest is made, this kind of obses-
sional subject reduces the woman conquered to a 
waste object, and makes another phallic woman 
appear on the horizon, investing her with the neces-
sary libido in order to make her fit as a new goal to 
conquer. When I speak here of a phallic woman, I am 
not talking about a woman who would have a penis 
and would therefore be a male. It is a woman who has 
the value of the signifier of desire, and it is precisely 
for this reason that it is a question of conquering it: the 
obsessional subject conquers the woman in order to 
kill, put to death, the desire she arouses in him.

Another nuance of the same process of destroying the 
desire of the Other is the attempt of the obsessional to 
get a grip on the freedom of the Other. This is because 
the X of desire opens up to a freedom of choice. Once 
he has obtained from his partner a declaration of sub-
mission, once the woman has promised him fidelity, 
that is, she has offered him her freedom, and the obses-
sive becomes jealous. For if he dreams of being able to 
reduce the desire of the Other to zero, he also knows 
that this is not possible. Suddenly, and it is Jacques-
Alain Miller who emphasizes it, he asks himself where 
has the freedom of the desire of the other gone? It must 
be somewhere. Without any doubt, his partner enjoys 

(jouit) her freedom in secret, and consequently the 
subject begins to enjoy (jouir) his jealousy.

I said that if the subject really succeeded in destroy-
ing the desire that gives access to the upper level, he 
would not have been neurotic. The space between 
these two lines, the upper and the lower, assures what 
is called the split (division) of the subject. This is 
the root of the split in the male’s love life that Freud 
describes in his paper, “On the Universal Tendency 
to Debasement in the Sphere of Love.” It is a split 
between the loved woman who is associated with the 
mother and the desired woman, who is impoverished, 
belittled and associated with a prostitute. These two 
figures of the split object are presented in the paradig-
matic case of Freud's obsessional neurosis, The Rat 
Man, of which Lacan will say that it is the “Bible” in 
terms of obsessional neurosis. This doubling occurs 
in this case in the form of the “rich woman” and the 
“poor woman” for both the Rat Man and his father. 
This relation to the object gives shape to all the am-
bivalences of the obsessional neurotic. In other words, 
he  swings from one end to the other on several axes. 
He can be aggressive and tender, stingy and generous, 
stern and funny. Because, in the war which he leads 
against desire, he can succeed in reducing it, but he 
always leaves intact the place of desire, that is to say 
the space which separates the two lines. This space 
maintains the split, and Lacan adds that when the hu-
man being is not split, he is mad.

Now, let us talk about the obsessional's tendency 
towards exploits, whether in adversity with the other, 
or in the performance of a great project. One can find 
obsessive subjects who on the contrary sleep all the 
time. But the exploits of the obsessional, when there 
are any, are always marked by the split between the 
demand and the desire that settles in the Other, and 
consequently also in the subject. This split draws the 
limits and contours of the exploit.

If the obsessional is making a huge effort to accom-
plish great and perfect projects, it is in order to be no-
ticed by the Other. In fact, this effort is a camouflaged 
demand for recognition, as if he said: “I work hard 
and I do what I do because I am a good guy”. But 
behind this position of a humble worker there is an 
enormous demand for recognition, impossible to sat-
isfy. As a popular saying goes, “When you do not ask 
for money in exchange for a service rendered, what 
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you really want is to receive gold.” Except that, as 
Jacques-Alain Miller points out, most often the Other 
completely disregards the exploits of the obsessive 
subject, for the other is occupied by his own demand 
for recognition on behalf of his own Other. As a result, 
the obsessional never goes on vacation because if he 
kills himself at work it is not to deserve a vacation, in 
the same way that if he is involved in a duel with an 
opponent, the little other against whom he fights is of 
less importance to him than the third party to whom 
he addresses, without a word, a demand for recogni-
tion which is impossible to satisfy.

However, when the obsessional makes these exploits, 
which are demands that kill desire, he does not cross 
the limit that will lead him to his own destruction. The 
destruction of the desire of the Other is never absolute, 
for, as we have seen, this would lead to the destruction 
of his own desire. We were able to see such a limit 
established during the Study days of the Ecole de la 
cause freudienne in 2009. On the second day, Domi-
nique Miller and Jacques-Alain Miller interviewed 
Alain Prost, a driver of the Formula 1 who extricated 
himself at the time from a competition with another 
driver, Senna, who kept inviting him to a dangerous 
duel. In his amusing description of the rigor of his 
practice as a Formula 1 driver, Prost made us think 
of obsession (rigorous training, always getting into 
the car by the right side, and other rituals). He also 
showed how he knew to avoid conducting his exploits 
too far, to the ultimate challenge, because at the end of 
the day, the killing of his imaginary other was not es-
sential for him. So he stopped his practice just before 
the final challenge and has taken his retirement. While 
Senna, having lost his opponent (Prost) did not have 
a stopping point in his exploit, and this led him to his 
death. But this point has to be moderate. Not all obses-
sional subjects achieve stopping on time. This is how 
we can interpret what Lacan says about the Rat man 
in The Field and Function of Speech and Language 
in Psychoanalysis. There, he qualifies the death of the 
Rat Man on the battlefield after the analysis as tragic. 
One can understand that this death was not without a 
link to his analysis, which may not have been finished.
 
A slippage takes place in this description I am making 
and it is time to put things in order. The struggle of the 
obsessional is against the desire of the Other, insofar 
as it is the symbolic Other, that is, the place of the 
signifier which includes desire. But in the examples 

that I gave, namely, the loving partner, the adversary, 
the parents of the little child who demands the small 
box, I am actually speaking of a small other, that is a 
similar imaginary other. So let’s see how it goes: in-
deed the obsessional struggles against the desire of the 
big Other, the symbolic Other. But he tilts (rabattre) 
this desire of the Other towards the small other whom 
he finds on his way and with whom he maintains a 
mirror relationship, with the aggressive touch that is 
always included in this kind of relation. 

We may say that bringing down the great Other 
through the little other is an obsessive specialty. It 
is equivalent to the operation of reducing desire to 
a demand, and thus mortifying desire. It is the same 
operation that takes place when we want to reduce the 
relationship of the psychoanalytic duo to the relation-
ship of the psychotherapeutic duo, which is a phe-
nomenon of our time. Let me explain, Lacan situates 
transference on the upper line, as it is love articulated 
to the desire to know, while he associates the lower 
line with the suggestion as it is articulated to demand. 
The obsessional, when he is immersed in his passion 
of ignorance with respect to the unconscious and de-
sire will tend to reduce the transference to suggestion. 
The work of the obsessional consists in separating the 
desire from the Other in which it is included. Jacques-
Alain Miller writes this by the following matheme 
which he calls “the algorithm of the bureaucratic 
automatism of the obsessional”: 

	 	 									$→	d	//	O

Now let’s examine the following question: if the 
obsessional subject cancels the desire of the Other, 
and in consequence his own desire, why does he feel 
so guilty? This question, asked by Lacan, resonates 
with the paradox of the superego already identified 
and formulated by Freud. The superego is the result 
of an economy of jouissance. That is to say, once the 
subject begins to obey the requirements of the su-
perego, his ego enjoys less, but the jouissance does 
not vanish. It is not reduced to zero. It simply moves 
to the side of the superego. As a result, the superego 
becomes even more ferocious in its demands. In other 
words, the more one obeys the moral demands of the 
superego, the more one feels guilty.

Lacan, in a more logical and structural demonstra-
tion, explains things in a somewhat shifted way, but 
ultimately joins Freud’s thesis. As he says, guilt has 



VOLUME 5 – ISSUE 5
     
FEBRUARY 2021

nothing to do with the law, or the prohibition. The 
prohibition does not touch desire as such.  Prohibition 
is an operation of negation, as the famous “it is not 
my mother.”  That is, it does not cancel  desire; it only 
marks it with a negative sign: 

            - (Desire)

Guilt, says Lacan, occurs when the demand for death 
becomes a death of demand. It is understandable if one 
refers to what he will say two years later in his Semi-
nar on Ethics, namely that the only thing that one feels 
guilty about is to have given up on one’s desire. In the 
case of the obsessional, as we have described him, it 
is not a matter of yielding to his desire, but of attack-
ing his desire. And if he gets the reduction of desire to 
zero by means of the demand, if the demand operates 
as a demand for death, he reaches guilt. Guilt is there-
fore not an effect of a transgression of the law, but it is 
the very fact of the mortification of desire by demand. 
Thus the Rat man is led to think of himself as “a great 
criminal,” which Freud confirms by his interpretation.

To conclude, is it a coincidence that speaking of the 
obsessional, we use many military metaphors? We have 
spoken of the “fortification à la Vauban”, of the de-
mand as a weapon against desire, of conquests, of a will 
to destruction. To this we can add the commandment. 
The commandments play a major role in regulating the 
construction of obsessive symptoms. In the Rat Man 
the commandment manifests itself in the form of an 
internal command to pay his debt to the lady from the 
post office according to a very specific circuit. It arises 
in contradiction with a first movement expressed in the 
form of “not to pay.” In the case of Goethe that Lacan 
evokes in the “Individual Myth of the Neurotic,” it is 
the sentence of a woman which provokes a long-term 
inhibition, “Be cursed forever these lips. Let misfortune 
happen to the first who will receive its homage.” This 
phrase acts as a forbiddance that bars Goethe's way 
to love for a long time. It is a command “not to kiss” 
which fits very well with the obsessional’s tendency to 
kill desire. We can say that the commands to which the 
obsessional is submitted always concern jouissance. 
It is either a command to enjoy, or a command not to 
enjoy, which is, as we saw above, the same thing if we 
think of the paradox of the superego. 

Edited by Liliana Kruszel and Elizabeth Rogers
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