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Through a serious of pivotal questions, Véronique 
Voruz not only illuminates the complicated relation-
ship between the ego and love in the work of Freud 
and lacan, but her incisive interventions also make 
some important clarifications of lacanian terms. 
she sets the scene of our current cultural moment 
by pointing out that the gadgets of our time, and 
the weakening of the Name-of-the-Father, appear 
to have made love even more complicated due to 
an unprecedented rise in narcissism. Then in her 
discussion around her first question, “is there logic 
to human behaviour,” she clarifies what lacan’s 
conceptualization of affect and structure are. As she 
states, affects are not, as many theorists of ‘Affect 
Theory’ purport that they are, “emotions, i.e. natural, 
biological sensations, to be trusted because they are 
supposed to be free of language and so, of lies.” In 
fact, as she explains, affects “are attached to signi-
fiers” and “the other”; they are “an effect of being 
caught in a discourse, of structure.” The only affect 
that lacan asserts does not lie is anxiety because, as 
Voruz reminds us, it has “no representative and so 
[it] cannot lie.” And emotions, as Voruz also clari-
fies, are not free either, as they are “egoic adaptation 
to one’s environment.” 

she explains how lacan uses logic and structure as 
an orientation for clinical work, just as Freud did 
before him: “they each named the logical functions 
according to which speaking beings organize and 
regulate their jouissance.” For lacan, as she contin-
ues, logic and its structures are a protection against 
a blind faith in humanity as a natural existence, “the 
truth of the organism,” which “organic psychiatry or 

neuroscience” approach when they refer to “biol-
ogy or brain patterns.” logic is also an answer to 
the “grids of intuition and common sense” used in 
psychology “to decipher human behaviour,” all of 
which fall into the model of the sphere that lacan 
challenges. lacan’s use of logic is also a strategy to 
take us out of the bubble that blinds us to the real 
that drives us.   

she then asks about the logic of love. Working with 
Seminar VIII and Seminar XX, she shows how “love 
is correlated to an enigma” in both seminars, even 
though the approach in each seminar is different. In 
Seminar VIII, as she explains, lacan shows how we 
seek out our sense of being in the agalma by loving 
the one who seems to hold the “truth of our being,” 
the one who “will give me, in the imaginary register, 
the consistency that I lack in the symbolic.” lacan 
uses the model of the Symposium because it shows 
why the “ugly socrates is attractive to the gorgeous 
Alcibiades.” However, in the clinical setting, as 
Voruz continues, the analyst has “to stop being agal-
matic for the analysand and to incarnate the object 
a as residue, as palea.”

Considering lacan’s work in Seminar XX, Voruz 
points to Jacques-Alain miller’s statement that 
“the non-sexual relation ‘is a hole in the knowledge 
included in the real.’” Although lacan says that love 
makes up for the non-sexual-rapport in this semi-
nar, Voruz explains that in our hypermodern time 
“even algorithms with an infinite number of vari-
ables can’t suture the hole in the symbolic.” Though 
there is an “omnipresence of pornography” and 
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numerous apps that people can use to ‘hook up,’ the 
“sexual relation continues to not write itself.” 

In her fourth line of questioning, “what does love 
have to do with speech and knowledge,” she dis-
cusses the “encounter” of love that Pierre Naveau 
brings forward. love is an encounter with the 
unknown, with the unknown of ourselves, with our 
unconscious and therefore is a collision with our 
symptoms. Thus things will go wrong, and love 
will fail. It is complicated, “because it taps into the 
formations of the unconscious that have crystallised 
to border the hole in the symbolic, and into the fic-
tions of being which subjects use as defences against 
the real, such as the fantasy.” Voruz thus points out 
the paradox of love: “it is because the sexual relation 
cannot be written that there is love. But because the 
sexual relation cannot be written love, in turn, trig-
gers a raft of phenomena that disrupt our defences.”
    
Finally, she asks “what does love have to do with 
transference” and consequently what are the impli-
cations for analytic work? Returning to Seminar VIII, 
she explains how the model of “socrates not giving 
any clues as to what he wants, and returning the 
subject to the logic of the signifier,” creates transfer-
ence and begins the work of analysis. However, ‘the 
desire of the analyst,’ as lacan further configured 
it in Seminar X, is for the analysand “to do the work 
of desire,” so the analyst cannot remain “the loved 
one (erastes).” Through these questions and clarifica-
tions, Voruz demonstrates how we need to specify 
the “logic of love” in each analysand, one by one, 
to enable the direction of the treatment so that the 
analysand ends up “reconciling himself with the sin-
gularity, the oddity of his constructions rather than 
opting in for the ready-made solutions peddled by 
our biopolitical bureaucracies and the human rights 
discourse, which are inefficient when it comes to the 

treatment of what of jouissance eludes discourse.” 
This paper was part of a series of video seminars 
leading up to our Clinical study Days in 2018, 
CsD11 Delights of the Ego.
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When I was asked to speak in the context of this 
series of lectures on the ego, I thought it would be 
appropriate to talk about love. The rise of narcis-
sism – which Fabian Fanjwaks referred to as “the 
emblematic pathology of our times” in his talk a 
few weeks ago – comes with new modalities of 
relating to the object. We can of course think about 
the Internet and its obscene incitement to limit-
less enjoyment, its ready availability of all manners 
of images and sexual scenarios, catalogued by what 
would once have been called perversions but now 
just seem to be consumer choices. We can also 
think about smartphones and their apps grant-
ing instant access to consumable others using the 
modality of the contract, or changing social norms, 
more tolerant of homosexuality, bisexuality, trans-
gender identities or any combination thereof. The 
pluralisation of the ways in which we access the 
objects we choose to partner with has not made 
things simpler – it has even made them more dif-
ficult, in some cases, by discrediting the pathway 
of tradition which, in the lacanian orientation, we 
call the Name-of-the-Father, and leaving it up to 
each subject to invent his or her own way of dealing 
with love and sexuality. 

What remains is that the horror of the feminine is 
widespread for more contemporary subjects and for 
subjects who complain of more classical difficul-
ties in loving – men choosing porn, prostitutes and 
masturbation over sex with their wives, because it is 
easier to enjoy solitarily, relying on the fetishization 
of objects or body-parts as props, than to undergo 

the exposure of an encounter with another per-
son. It is veiled by the fetish, especially for men, as 
Freud showed in his texts on “Fetishism” and “The 
splitting of the ego,” but women can often be more 
absorbed in being or becoming mothers than with 
their male partners, thereby also eluding the ques-
tion of femininity. love, sexual jouissance, desire, 
gender, and sexuation: do they ever work as one, as 
the great fantasy of the post-Freudians would have 
it, the fantasy of ‘graduating’ to the genital stage, of 
achieving the great unification of the drives thanks 
to the mythical force of eros? 

We know how rare such a unification is, as difficul-
ties in making love work constitute the daily stuff of 
psychoanalytic practice: every day, all day, we hear 
variations on the theme of love: “I love one who 
does not love me, I don’t desire the one I love, I can 
have sex with anyone except the one I love, I can 
only have sex with him if I think about him having 
sex with her, I can only have sex with her if I think 
of a prostitute, I love him more than he loves me, 
he never says the right things, he loves me for my 
looks, she loves me for my money, I don’t believe her 
when she says she loves me, I complain about him 
all day long but I cannot do without him, I tell him 
I want x but he should know I want y…” 

There is a comic aspect to the vagaries of love, a 
sense that in matters of love a generalised misun-
derstanding prevails: impossibilities, impasses, and 
unspoken desires abound. Freud tried to account for 
the fraught dynamics of love using the concepts of 
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narcissism and libido, but with lacan love becomes 
more complex, and more interesting. let us follow 
his trajectory through a few questions. 

First question: is there logic to 
human behaviour?

spheres and bubbles 

logic has always been lacan’s tool against the ego: 
for him, the human experience is fundamentally 
skewed by the lie that the ego is, because the ego is 
an attempt at what lacan calls the scopic regulation 
of the drives (see Seminar XX): we are forever trying 
to interpret everything that occurs in the world, to 
us, etc., according to the flattening, unifying lens of 
common sense, intuition, psychology, good inten-
tions, the system of the goods, etc.: tirelessly trying 
to regulate the fragmented, nonsensical chaos of 
human existence through  “scopic regulation,” by 
means of “the good form,” as lacan calls it, which is 
also a “fact of psychological inertia.”1 Thus, in many 
places in his teaching, lacan derides the debility of 
human beings in falling for the lures of the sphere, for 
being radically blind to what does not respond to the 
bubble as form: in his 1977 text “on hysteria” lacan 
says, amusingly: “it is because we are put together 
like a bubble that we cannot have the suspicion that 
there is something other than the bubble,”2 clearly 
pointing to man’s identification with the image as 
the cause of our blindness to the real – and yet, for 
lacan, it is this real that drives us unbeknownst to 
us, like moths to a flame.  
 
on the matter of ‘spherical love,’ in Seminar VIII, 
lacan produces a very witty, entertaining reading of 
Aristophanes’ speech, who refers love to the original 
spherical form that human beings supposedly had 

1. lacan, J. Livre VIII, Le transfert (Paris: seuil 1991): p 112. Translation 
by the author. see Seminar VIII: Transference ed. Jacques-Alain miller, 
Trans. Bruce Fink (Cambridge: Polity 2015): p. 89.

2. lacan, J. "on Hysteria" Psychoanalytic Notebooks, Femininity, 21 (2008): 
p 12.

before they were split into two halves by the gods as 
a punishment, this splitting accounting for the motif 
of the quest for one’s other half in many accounts 
of love. This “fascination for the spherical form” 
amounts, for lacan, to no less than a “Verwerfung of 
castration.”3 In other words, the obsession of human 
beings with reducing the human experience to the 
model of the sphere amounts to surrendering to the 
fascination of imaginary completeness, to believ-
ing that we could master our bodies via the mediation 
of the good form, the beautiful image, that we could 
disavow the loss of jouissance necessary to enter the 
symbolic order: as lacan will later put it in his work 
on Joyce, speaking beings can have a body because 
they adore it. But this adoration is also a sign of 
debility. 

By contrast, structure and logic offer a way out of 
‘spherical’ thinking: “I follow the notion of struc-
ture solely in the hope of escaping the swindle. I 
draw out this notion of structure […] in the hope 
of reaching the real,”4 says lacan in “on Hysteria.” 
And so with love, it seems to me that lacan tried to 
get to its logical structure, for example with the idea 
of the agalma in Seminar VIII, and with the formulas 
of sexuation in Seminar XX. In any case, there is not 
much choice: either we accept that the tragi-comedy 
of love, the succession of missed encounters that 
constitute most people’s love lives, point to the com-
plete irrationality of human beings, or we try to see 
if the apparently erratic movements of lovers can be 
accounted for logically, if they are not, rather, acted 
by unseen magnets.  

3. lacan, J. Livre VIII Op. Cit. p 112.

4. lacan, J. "on Hysteria" Op. Cit. p 12.
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the unconscious is only  
comprised oF elements oF  
pure logic

At the WAP Congress in Rio in 2016, Jacques-Alain 
miller reminded the audience that on the back cover 
of the French edition of the Écrits lacan affirmed 
that the unconscious pertained to pure logic. miller 
rephrased this assertion for the translators in the 
following terms: “the unconscious is constituted only 
of elements of pure logic.” “Pure logic,” he con-
tinued, “is what explains why we speak in terms of 
the ‘subject of the unconscious’ and not in terms of 
‘man.’”5 even if lacan’s introduction of the concept 
of the parlêtre in the 70s came to inscribe some-
thing of the limits of logic in approaching speaking 
bodies, logic remains of paramount importance for 
us: the specificity of the lacanian approach is its 
insistence on the fact that speaking beings are ef-
fects of language, and so of structure, the structure 
of logos: signifying structure. It follows that affects 
are not emotions, i.e. natural, biological sensations, 
to be trusted because they are supposed to be free 
of language and so, of lies – “the guarantee of truth 
… would be the body insofar as it is affected.”6 To 
the contrary, from the first, Freud emphasised that 
the two components of the instinctual representative 
underwent distinct vicissitudes through the opera-
tion of repression: if signifiers were repressed, affects 
were displaced, and so affects, far from being clues 
to our ‘true selves,’ lie – except for anxiety, which, as 
we know, has no representative and so cannot lie. 

If affects lie, it is because they are attached to signi-
fiers – and so they have to do, not with egoic adap-
tation to one’s environment, which produces emo-
tions, but with the other. so it is with love, which 
lacan erects to the dignity of a passion. so, affects 

5. miller, J-A.“Habeas Corpus”  The Lacanian Review 3 (2017): p 95.

6. miller, J-A. “les affects dans l’expérience analytique” lCD 93 (2016): 
p 101.

are an effect of being caught in a discourse,7 of 
structure. And both Freud and lacan were staunch 
proponents of structure: to orient themselves in 
clinical work, they each named the logical functions 
according to which speaking beings organise and 
regulate their jouissance: Freud’s ego, id and super-
ego, superseded in our orientation by lacan’s i(a), A, 
barred A, and a, to name but a few. logic, an orien-
tation on structure, is a safeguard against believing 
1) in the naturality of human existence, the truth of 
the organism – as do organic psychiatry or neuro-
science, for instance, referring affects to biology or 
brain patterns – 2) and in meaning, as with psy-
chology, which tends to decipher human behaviour 
through the grids of intuition and common sense, 
unfailingly falling back on the model which lacan 
derided as that of the sphere.    

second question: what logic  
For love? 

Where does an orientation on structure tell us of the 
logic of love?  

object-choice in freud  

If we recall how Freud constructs the question 
of object-choice as early as in the Three Essays on 
Sexuality, we see that Freud is not a great believer in 
the sexual relation, and though he does eventually 
give in to the mythical resolution of the impasses 
of psychoanalytic theory by introducing eros and 
Thanatos to account for the strange behaviour of 
human beings, and so partly giving up on logic, he 
was not a ‘spherical thinker’! In this text, Freud is 
basically opposing the polymorphous perversions of 
children – i.e. the fact that the body enjoys itself [se 
jouit] by means of the partial drives, which delineate 

7. lacan, J. Seminar XVII: The Other Side of Psychoanalysis, ed. Jacques-
Alain miller Trans. Russell Grigg (london: Norton 2007): p 150.
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and erogenize organs – eyes, ears, mouths, anus, etc., 
and so is not enjoyed as a whole – to the aim of re-
production. This is how Freud’s argument goes: “[…] 
a disposition to perversions is an original and univer-
sal disposition of the human sexual instinct.”8 If the 
sexual instinct in its emergent state is neither unified 
nor directed towards an object, as Freud argues, then 
it follows that its subordination to the primacy of the 
genital aim and its attachment to an object-choice 
only happen “as a result of organic changes and psy-
chical inhibitions occurring in the course of matura-
tion […]. Among the forces restricting the direction 
taken by the sexual instinct [are] shame, disgust, pity 
and the structures of morality and authority erected 
by society.”9 

Freud’s position was clearly set then, and it would 
never vary much. Human sexuality is irredeemably 
“polymorphously perverse,” and the unification of its 
components, if it occurs at all, occurs for reproduc-
tion – for the genital zone “takes over the function 
of combining the separate sexual activities for the 
purposes of reproduction”10 – and as an effect of 
civilisation – for there is “an inverse relation hold-
ing between civilisation and the free development of 
sexuality.”11  so Freud makes it clear that the body 
is primarily fragmented, and that unification is only 
secondary and always imperfect, a consequence of 
the demands of civilisation: as miller put it in his 
text “Biologie lacanienne” (“lacanain Biology”) the 
sexual drive, insofar as it aims at reproduction, fails 
to harness the partial sexual drives, attached to the 
various regions of the body, to its reproductive aim.”12 
It is failure, thus, that governs human sexuality, the 
failure to make one. How, then, does love happen at 
all for Freud? love, in Freud’s work, is essentially 

8. Freud, s. (1905) “Three essays on the Theory of sexuality” se 7 (lon-
don: Hogarth 1953-197): p 231. 

9. Ibid.

10. Ibid. p 237. 

11. Ibid. p 242.  

12. miller, J-A Biologie lacanienne et événement de corps (La Cause 
freudienne n°44): p.42. see “lacanian Biology and the event of the 
Body,”Lacanian Ink 18 (spring 2001): pp. 6-29.

indexed on the ego, an organ outside of the body 
and invested with libido in the manner of all other 
organs, as he describes in his paper “on Narcissism” 
– we recognize here the matrix for lacan’s mirror 
stage, which, logically, makes of the ego an image 
invested with libido. For Freud love is thus an egoic 
investment distributed symbolically according to 
the various terms of the oedipus complex: identi-
fication and object-choice being the vectors for the 
libidinal investment of the image of another, thanks 
to the mechanism of the “reversibility of ego-libido.” 
It is this investment of ego-libido in another that 
goes under the name of love. In other words, first 
we unify our partial drives by means of an invest-
ment of the ego in the same manner that an organ 
is erogenized, and second, we invest someone else’s 
ego in the manner that we have invested ours. love 
is dangerous because it means depleting the ego of 
the libidinal cathexis that it needs to survive, but 
love is necessary because it unifies the fragmented 
body through the libidinal circuit with the partner, 
whose image is always more complete than our own, 
as per the logic of the mirror stage.  

the importance oF the  
partial drive

I would like, here, to correlate Freud’s view on the 
partial drives and their need for artificial unifica-
tion, imposed from the outside, as it were, with 
lacan’s famous saying in Seminar XX: Encore: “love 
is impotent, though mutual, because it is not aware 
that it is but the desire to be one, which leads us 
to the impossibility of establishing the relation-
ship between ‘them-two’ (la relation d'eux).”13 I am 

13. lacan, J. Seminar XX: Encore, On Feminine Sexuality, The limits of 
Love and Knowledge, ed. Jacques-Alain miller, Trans. Bruce Fink (lon-
don: Norton, 1998): p 6.
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insisting on this idea of the partial drives here for 
three reasons: first, because the fragmentation of 
the body in distinct erogenous zones explains why 
there is such an insistence on the need for unifica-
tion and pacification, especially in the work of the 
post-Freudians, of the partial drives for psycho-
analytic theory, and this accounts for the Freudian 
introduction of the function of love as eros, unifica-
tion, as desire to make one. second, because lacan 
will take up the function of the partial object in 
Seminar VIII to introduce a radically different logic 
for love in psychoanalysis – a logic for love that does 
not equate with the imaginary unification of eros, 
which for lacan amounts to, as we saw with Aristo-
phanes’ myth, a Verwerfung of castration. Third, the 
question of partial drives alerts us to the question 
of the body in all that: is it surprising that, given its 
primarily fragmented status, questions such as how is 
it gendered (i.e. what identification does the subject 
choose); How is it sexuated (i.e. what modes of sexual 
satisfaction does the subject seek); How does it pair 
up… should be such complicated questions? And as 
subjects we have answered these questions with the 
help of the discourses of civilisation, the more these 
discourses fragment and proliferate at the time of 
the radical relativism of truth, the more complicated 
questions of corporal identity become.     

lacan’s logic of love in seminar VIII

lacan wanted, from the start, to take psychoanaly-
sis away from both the oedipus complex and the 
imaginary register. This shift is particularly pertinent 
when it comes to relationships between little others, 
because if such relationships remain on the imagi-
nary axis, they are structured by the paranoid logic 
of the mirror-stage (i.e. the ‘you or me’ deadlock), 
and can only result in aggressiveness. As lacan puts 
it in “subversion of the subject,” the “narcissistic 
image […] becomes — in confronting his [counter-
parts] semblables — the outlet for his most intimate 

aggressiveness.”14 This is why for lacan, from the 
beginning, love cannot just implicate the small other, 
the counterpart, but must also implicate the dimen-
sion of the other. However, for a subject to incarnate 
the other for another, lacan’s thesis in Seminar VIII 
is that they must contain a precious object, modeled 
on Freud’s theory of the partial object: Freud’s idea 
of the partial object is, as you know, always the lost 
object, the object that he hypothesizes we are always 
trying to refind in the other. The loss of the object 
is what lacan renders as castration, or the fact that 
in order to speak, we have to give up a quantum of 
jouissance, symbolized with the metaphor of the 
pound of flesh.  

It is this precious object that, according to the lacan 
of Seminar VIII, is the cause of the love that we have 
for another: they have what we have lost, and be-
cause they have it, their image takes on a consistency 
that we feel ours doesn’t have. Already with this idea 
of the precious object situated in the other, some 
of the movements of lovers can be accounted for: I 
don’t love the one who is like me, or who protects 
me, as Freud would have it, limited as he is by the 
concept of ego-libido as economically central to love, 
but I love the one who contains the precious thing 
which I lack, even if they are nasty/mean/ugly etc. In 
Seminar VIII, lacan will render this precious thing 
in the register of being: if, by entering the order of 
the symbolic, I lack being – by virtue of being repre-
sented by a signifier for another signifier I am only 
ever there as represented by a signifying chain, which 
is infinite, and so I lack being – I can recoup some of 
this sense of being through object a, which will give 
me, in the imaginary register, the consistency that 
I lack in the symbolic (alienation/separation). And 
so I love the one who seems to hold the truth of my 
being. Which is why the ugly socrates is attractive to 
the gorgeous Alcibiades in the Symposium. of course 
it is a lure, and as lacan develops at the end of 

14. lacan, J. "The subversion of the subject and the Dialectic of Desire in 
Freud’s uncounscious" Écrits ed. Jacques-Alain miller, Trans. Bruce Fink 
(london: Norton 2006): p 685.
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Seminar VIII, the analyst must mourn love and “be 
consonant with the inexorable law of the drive and 
of surplus-jouissance,” as miller puts it in his com-
mentary of Seminar X: i.e. he must accept to stop 
being agalmatic for the analysand and to incarnate 
the object a as residue, as palea.15    

third question: how does love  
relate to the sexual relation? 

In Seminar VIII lacan refers to love as “this func-
tion, which is, in the end, the most profound, the 
most radical, the most mysterious of the relations 
between subjects.”16 And in Seminar XX, lacan af-
firms: “What makes up for the sexual relationship is, 
quite precisely, love.”17 Although lacan’s position in 
the two seminars is quite different, the idea is none-
theless that love is correlated to an enigma – in the 
work of the later lacan, we can even say, as Jacques-
Alain miller put it, that the non-sexual relation “is 
a hole in the knowledge included in the real,”18  and 
that love is a supplementation to the non-sexual re-
lation: there is love precisely because there is a hole 
in the knowledge included in the real, and because 
love is correlated to a hole in knowledge, there can-
not be love without speech.  
  
How does this hole manifest itself ? The online 
relationship status option it’s complicated, signals 
that, for the consumerist technophiles that we 
have by and large become, even algorithms with an 
infinite number of variables can’t suture the hole in 
the symbolic. The sexual relation continues to not 
write itself: though ‘mystery’ may have receded with 

15. miller, J-A. “Introduction à la lecture du séminaire l’angoisse,” La 
Cause freudienne no 59 (2005): p 103.

16. lacan, J. Seminar VIII op. Cit. p. 203.

17. lacan, J. Seminar XX op. Cit. p 45.

18. miller, J.-A., “A Real for the XXIst Century,” Scilicet, Collection rue 
Huysmans (2013): p 25. 

the relentless unveiling of all manners of sexual acts 
at the time of the omnipresence of pornography,19 
opacity insists in the encounter between the sexes as 
soon as speech enters the equation – it being under-
stood, here, that we are not talking about anatomical 
sexes but the modes of enjoyment that lacan speci-
fied as being masculine and feminine irrespective 
of anatomy: i.e., oriented by either fetishization (a) 
or erotomania (barred A), the two main modalities 
of love formalised by lacan in the tables of sexu-
ation – also obstacles to ‘true’ love, in the sense of 
an encounter with the alterity of the other sex, as 
lacan puts it. 

Take, for example, the kind of dating app that seeks 
to codify a sexual act prior to a physical encounter: 
there are apps you can use to geolocalise a sexual 
partner looking to perform a certain kind of act 
within a certain radius. You can then go to a given 
location, perform an act that meets the pre-set 
requirements for the sexual satisfaction of the two 
bodies involved, without there being the need to ex-
change a single word. Yet, these attempts at erasing 
the uncertainty introduced by speech in the sexual 
relation produce a type of encounter that subjects in 
analysis often complain of: they would like to fall in 
love, to be loved, to be special, to be more than an 
object for the satisfaction of another body. Further, 
let us not forget that the price of doing away with 
the uncertainty introduced by speech can be the 
certainty of being the object of the other’s enjoy-
ment, something which, if not veiled by the screen 
of the sexual fantasy, is the exact configuration of 
the emergence of anxiety, as logicised by lacan in 
Seminar X.  

19. In reference to the fading mystery of the phallus in the light of the 
omnivisibility of everything sexual: the connection between the veil 
and the phallus is elaborated by lacan in Seminar XX with reference to 
Baroque art and its scopic regulation of the body. see also J.-A. miller’s 
“The unconscious and The speaking Body” in Hurly-Burly 12 on the 
fading of the mystery of sex at the time of pornography.  
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This paradox of modern life underlines 1) the failed 
attempts of the combined discourses of science and 
capitalism to suture the subject of the unconscious 
by producing the subject evermore as an object20 
– should the subject manage to derive sufficient 
enjoyment out of his or her objectification to stay 
alive, the trajectory of one’s existence as object is 
confined to the economy of surplus-jouissance; 2) 
that love pertains to the register of speech – to say 
it otherwise, love implicates the other; 3) that love 
is a complication of the possibility of autoerotic 
satisfaction, i.e. satisfaction obtained through the 
erogenous zones of one’s own body without involv-
ing the dimension of the other. 
 

Fourth question: what does 
love have to do with speech and 
knowledge? 

love aims at the subject

From Seminar VIII onwards, lacan insists on the 
affinity between love and knowledge, more specifi-
cally on unconscious knowledge. For instance, in 
the short talk he gave in Brussels in 1977, lacan 
says: “What our practice reveals is that knowledge, 
unconscious knowledge, has something to do with 
love.”21 This matters so that love not be reduced 
to a demand addressed to the other. Further in 
Seminar XX, lacan affirms explicitly that love is 
fundamentally addressed to the subject of the un-
conscious, not to the image: “In love what is aimed 
at is the subject, the subject as such, insofar as he is 
presumed in an articulated sentence.”22 or again in 
Seminar XX: “All love is based on a certain relatio-

20. This is developed by lacan in chapter XI of Seminar XVII. 

21. lacan J. "on Hysteria" op. cit. p 14.

22. lacan, J. Seminar XX op. Cit. p 50.

ship between two unconscious knowledges.” 23 This 
affinity between love and unconscious knowledge 
was already crucial to lacan’s reading of socrates’ 
position in Plato’s Symposium – as you may know, 
for lacan, socrates is the one who cannot consent 
to the metaphor of love – i.e. he cannot consent to 
becoming the loved one of the one he loves – be-
cause he positions himself as the one who knows 
about love. let us correlate socrates’ position with 
lacan’s well-known saying according to which 
love is always reciprocal: it does not mean that it 
is enough to love someone for them to love me, 
but that if I am loved, it has to do with me, I am 
implicated in the love that the other has for me. 
If I am loved, it is because there is something in 
me that makes you love me: I love you because you 
are a cause of love for me.24 And to respond to the 
love another has for me amounts to consenting to 
being loved for something you don’t know about 
yourself and which causes the other’s love. This is 
what socrates does not consent to with Alcibiades, 
whom he loves: he cannot consent to being Alcibi-
ades’ loved one, because he is the one who knows. 
He cannot consent to the unknown, to exposing 
himself to an encounter that is not fully governed 
by the laws of the signifier, by the logic of the 
signifier, which lacan argues in Seminar VIII is at 
the core of the socratic method, is the modality of 
discourse which socrates introduces in the world. 
so, to summarise lacan’s idea: although there can 
be unrequited love of course, or courtly love, there 
can be no love encounter without consent to the 
unknown. But the unknown is a complication! 

 
 
 

23. Ibid. p 144.

24. miller, J-A. "la psychanalyse enseigne-t-elle quelque chose sur 
l’amour ?", Psychologies Magazine, octobre (2008): no278.



Volume 3 - Issue 11 JANuARY 2018

the complication of love: why does love  
trigger symptomatic reactions?

In his recent book on love as an encounter, Pierre 
Naveau understands lacan’s position on love and 
unconscious knowledge as follows: love’s correlation 
with the unconscious means that love has to do with 
the unknown, specifically what the subject does not 
know about himself, and of what of himself will be 
activated in the encounter with an other whom he 
does not know: “the condition of an encounter is 
that one does not know. In particular, one does not 
know who the other is, what he will say or do…. 
one does not know how to be with the partner….”. 
This lack of knowledge about the encounter implies, 
1) that there is no guarantee as to the unfolding of 
the relationship; 2) that because the encounter takes 
the subject out of the automaton of his homeosta-
sis, things will go wrong: love fails. And indeed, as 
Naveau puts it, the “encounter with the partner is, by 
the same token, an encounter with one’s symptoms, 
that is to say one’s difficulties in saying, and one’s af-
fects, embarrassments, anxieties, joys and sadness.”25

so when it comes to love, the subject has the choice 
between “the internal exile of solitude,” to borrow a 
phrase of Éric laurent’s, or the difficulties triggered 
by an encounter about which there is no knowledge. 
And because there is no knowledge to pre-scribe the 
unfolding of the encounter, no recipe for love, what 
comes to the fore in the love encounter is precisely 
what fails, what does not work: if love is compli-
cated, it is because it taps into the formations of 
the unconscious that have crystallised to border the 
hole in the symbolic, and into the fictions of being 
which subjects use as defences against the real, such 
as the fantasy. on the one hand, it is because the 
sexual relation cannot be written that there is love. 
But because the sexual relation cannot be writ-
ten love, in turn, triggers a raft of phenomena that 

25. Naveau, P. Ce qui de la rencontre s’écrit, editions michèle, Paris (2014): 
p 17.

disrupt our defences. This can explain why some 
people choose to stay away from love: many women, 
for example, complain that the man they love chose 
to marry someone boring, a woman who keeps the 
house in order and brings up the kids, rather than 
choosing ‘true love,’ or stay with their wives despite 
proclaiming undying love for their mistresses. To 
love someone is to be confronted with the fact that 
there is a hole in knowledge, and to consent to an-
other harbouring what we lack. As such, it involves 
a “decompletion of the narcissism of the drives,” as 
Pierre-Gilles Guéguen once put it. 

FiF th and last question: what 
does love have to do with trans-
Ference? 

is transference artificial? or is love?

That love is connected to something which remains 
mysterious to the enamoured subject is as true today 
as it was when Plato wrote his Symposium, the text 
that lacan used for guidance in order to construct 
a way out of the confusion that reigned, and still 
does in many ‘psy’ practices, as to the phenomenon 
of transference in the talking cure. The affective 
dimension of the analytic relation, condition of pos-
sibility of the treatment, can derail an analysis if it is 
not understood logically. This is copiously attested 
to throughout the history of the analytic movement 
and its psychotherapeutic avatars. It is not, however, 
because there is an opacity at the heart of love that, 
as analysts, we should give up on determining its 
coordinates – and this is precisely what lacan does 
whenever he broaches the question of love. The logic 
of love needs to be specified so that transference 
may be handled in the direction of a treatment that 
will end with the subject reconciling himself with 
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the singularity, the oddity of his constructions rather 
than opting in for the ready-made solutions peddled 
by our biopolitical bureaucracies and the human 
rights discourse, which are inefficient when it comes 
to the treatment of what of jouissance eludes dis-
course. 

Why do we claim that transference, which is artifi-
cial, has to do with love, which is supposed to occur 
spontaneously? The analytic dispositif, because of 
the presence of the subject-supposed-to-know, i.e. 
a subject supposed to hold the truth of my being, 
triggers transference-love in the analysand in the 
manner that we saw earlier: I love you because you 
hold something I lack, and this causes my desire. In 
the analytic scenario, this desire takes the form of 
a desire indexed on lack-of-being: I want to know 
something about myself, and this self-knowledge 
will make me complete. We are not far from the 
lures of the one we referred to above, and so the 
analyst must toe a thin line between lending his 
body to the agalma and returning the subject to the 
real of his fragmentation by the drives. How does 
the analyst do that? In incarnating the agalma for 
the analysand, i.e. in being – for lacan the analyst is 
not present as unconscious but as object a, i.e. with 
his being, not his lack thereof – the analyst gives the 
analysand the hope that he will be reunited with 
what he has lost, his truth, his jouissance. The ana-
lyst, through what lacan describes as the metaphor 
of love, does not remain the loved (eromenos) one but 
becomes the one who wants the loving one (erastes) 
to do the work of desire. This is a first version of 
the concept that lacan will later develop more fully 
in Seminar XI as the desire of the analyst, modelled 
in Seminar VIII on socrates’ atopia: i.e. socrates not 
giving any clues as to what he wants, and returning 
the subject to the logic of the signifier.     

lacan’s promotion of love 

As a final point, it might be worth wondering why 
lacan engaged in such a promotion of love in 
Seminar XX. According to Jacques-Alain miller, it 
is because we increasingly live at the time of the 
inexistence of the other, which produces ones-All-
Alone, i.e. subjects enjoying in an auto-erotic man-
ner and not taking the chance of love, not believing 
in the possibility of the sexual relation at all, that 
love is so important: because the current discourses 
of civilisation do everything that they can to fore-
close the unconscious, it is only love that can make 
the unconscious exist as knowledge: I quote him:    

moreover, the question of love, starting with the seminar 
Encore, has provoked special interest, because love is what 
could effect a mediation between the ones-all-alone … The 
primary unconscious does not exist as knowledge. For it to 
become knowledge, to make it exist as knowledge, love is 
necessary. And that is why lacan could say at the end of his 
seminar Les non-dupes errent: a psychoanalysis requires that 
one love one’s unconscious. It is the only way to make the 
relation, to establish a relation between s1 and s2, because 
in the primary state, we have disjoined ones, we have scat-
tered ones. so, a psychoanalysis requires that one love one’s 
unconscious in order to make, not the sexual relation, but 
the symbolic relation, exist.26 

We also find this orientation in the title of Seminar 
XXIV which can be read homophonically as saying 
that ‘the failure of the unconscious is love.’ We can 
therefore say that the ‘primary unconscious,’ at the 
time of the other that does not exist, is what Éric 
laurent has recently renamed the Un-jouissant: i.e. 
the auto-erotic enjoyment of the one who repeats 
his modality of enjoyment ad infinitum, without any 
variation or change. 

To conclude, then: love is necessary for the primary 
unconscious to resolve itself in unconscious knowl-
edge, which makes the other exist – although, of 

26. miller, J-A, “A fantasy” Lacanian Praxis 1 (2005): p. 15-16.
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course, only as fiction, until such time as the speak-
ing being is able to recognise that it is the body 
which is the other, as lacan puts it. love is what 
takes the subject away from the repetitious hell of 
the ravaging, addictive behaviours that proliferate 
today and allows for the emergence of something 
new. And psychoanalysis is a dispositif which, 
although it is out of sync with the Zeitgeist because 
it is a lengthy, costly process, and because its results 
do not fit in tick box evaluations, can instrumental-
ise love in order to take speaking beings out of the 
sometimes deathly solitude of our times.  
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