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on march 19th,  2016, at the National Psychological 
Association for Psychoanalysis (NPAP), on the occasion 
of the lacanian Compass’ Clinical Study Days 9: must 
Do It! New Forms of Demand in subjective experi-
ence, Pierre-Gilles Guéguen delivered a lecture on 
the concept of the superego: “The Freudian super-
ego and the lacanian one.”  The title of the lecture 
announces the problematic it addresses—there are at 
least two concepts of the superego. There are at least 
two concepts, as Guéguen highlights in his prelimi-
nary remarks, because psychoanalytic theory is an 
ongoing work produced by, and set in relation to, the 
world we live in. 

Guéguen situates the conceptualization of the su-
perego as emerging from Freud’s attempts to define 
the concept of the unconscious — “is it only the 
repressed?” Why do subjects suffer from unconscious 
guilt, self-reproaches, masochism, and melancholy? 
These questions haunted Freud and urged him 
towards a re-conceptualization of the unconscious, 
from its link to the repressed, to its link with the 
drive. Guéguen provides an account of the invention 
of the superego from these coordinates.

lacan too was haunted, haunted, as Guéguen notes, 
to the point that he proposed a new name for the 
unconscious:“le parlêtre” (the speaking-being). Le 
parlêtre, the name functions to mark the bodily effect 
of the signifier. From the prohibitive “must not do 
it!” to the prescriptive “must do it!,” the superego 
now says “enjoy!”— Guéguen historicizes lacan’s 
work in relation to the discursive effects of science 
and capitalism, and points towards the questions 

Jacques-Alain miller raises concerning the relation 
of the signifier and the body, to the ways signifiers 
enter the body to produce effects of jouissance.

Guéguen’s account raises further questions, old and 
new, to haunt the living list of crucial problems for 
psychoanalysis: What is the relationship between 
clinical practice and politics? What kind of social 
link can resist an alliance with the superego to halt 
the processes of segregation? The answers to these 
questions are not given, but the work in progress 
can offer some indications: “the unconscious is 
politics.”

John Burton Wallace V
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member of the school (Ame) of the Ėcole de la 
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the New lacanian school (Nls). He is a special 
Delegate of the Council of the World Associa-
tion of Psychoanalysis for the united states. He is 
frequently invited to teach and give conferences in 
many countries of europe and America.  He was for 
many years Associate Professor of the Department 
of Psychoanalysis, university Paris 8, France.
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Do you remember how Freud invented his concept 
of the superego? I didn’t. so I returned once more 
to the text The Ego and the Id and, as usual, I found 
it quite intricate. We all have in mind that it inau-
gurates the second topic and introduces the “Two 
Classes of Instincts” as translated askew in the 
standard edition.1 We also know that according to 
lacan, the second topic acted as a blocking screen 
for many post-Freudians who dropped the earlier 
developments of Freudian psychoanalytical theory 
and used the post 1923 Freud as the only reference 
due to the idea that Freud’s thinking has been con-
tinuously ‘progressing.’ We tend not to remember, 
and strachey underlines it in his Introduction, that 
Freud wrote this text under the pressure to redefine 
the psychoanalytical meaning of the concept of the 
unconscious: is it only the repressed? Does it co-
incide with the drive? This question haunts us and 
haunted lacan as well, to the point that he pro-
posed a new name for the unconscious: le parlêtre, 
“the speaking being.”2

one of the difficulties Freud had to deal with con-
cerns unconscious guilt, which he had discovered as 
particularly obvious in obsessive neurosis. Why do 
human beings suffer from this kind of division, as 
lacan will later call it, which prevents them from 
reaching happiness, particularly in what concerns 
the enjoyment of the drives and the practice of 

1. Freud, s. The Ego and the Id.  se Vol. XIX, Trans. James  strachey 
(london: Hogarth 1961): p 40. This quote is the title of Chapter IV.

2. lacan, J.“Joyce le symptome,” Autre ecrits (Paris: seuil 2001): p 565. 

sexuality? several names exist in Freud to describe 
the phenomenon at stake: self reproaches, uncon-
scious guilt, moral masochism, not to mention his 
interest in melancholy. 

In the chapter of Civilization and its Discontents 
dedicated to the superego (not clearly distinguished 
from the ego ideal at this point in time), Freud 
constructs the superego along two dimensions. 
Firstly the superego is a special part of the ego (the 
ego being this part of the psychic apparatus where 
the satisfaction of unconscious drives is allowed or 
rejected). The part of the ego that rejects the satis-
faction of the drive, that enforces moral censorship, 
that triggers unconscious guilt upon the subject is 
the superego. But on the other hand, for Freud, the 
superego is entwined in the dynamics of the oedi-
pus complex and thus it has to do with the law of 
the Father which for Freud was at the root of any 
possible social link.3 He therefore mentions the first 
identification, which is an identification with the fa-
ther and drafts rapidly what would be the difference 
between the idealized father and the father who 
prohibits and enforces the law of the prohibition of 
incest.

In lacan‘s first seminar we can find some defini-
tions of the superego as an imperative, which is so 
severe that “it is a senseless law, going so far as to 

3. Freud,s. Civilisation and its Discontents se Vol. XXI, Trans. James 
strachey (london: Hogarth 1961). see also, Totem and Taboo se Vol. 
XIII Trans. James  strachey (london: Hogarth 1955).
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become a failure to recognise [méconnaissance] the 
law.”4 He will also describe it as a ferocious and ob-
scene figure. so Freud’s construction of the superego 
is closely linked to the dead father of the primor-
dial hoard, almighty and threatening (the father 
orang outan as lacan occasionally names it) and to 
the concept of the dead father: the father that says 
‘No’ up to a point of fostering a masochistic jouis-
sance. still the concept of the superego was going 
to be used widely by the post-Freudians. In Seminar 
I lacan quotes an important article published in 
the IJP (International Journal of Psychoanalysis) by 
strachey himself, wondering whether supporting the 
superego was a good position for the analyst to hold: 
the position of incarnating the superego. But lacan 
says, “the theory according to which the analyst is 
purely and simply the mainstay of the super-ego’s 
function cannot stand up since this function is 
precisely one of the most important sources of the 
neurosis.”5 Conversely, let us remember that lacan 
always advised analysts not to erase guilt in their 
patients but to alleviate anxiety. This only to remind 
us that the question of the direction of the treatment 
(including the questioning of the superego that is 
commanding  ‘must not do it!’ rather than ‘must do 
it’) is an ethical question.

From “must not do it” to “must do 
it” 

I would like to explain, somewhat rapidly, how 
lacan ended up describing the superego as the 
‘Voice’ that commanded ‘enjoy’ ‘Jouis!,’ even though 
he had started with the Freudian superego as the 
insane ‘Voice’ that ordered: ‘Do not enjoy.’ Do not 
put your drives at play, make of the body a desert 
of jouissance through the mortifying action of the 
signifier on the ‘thing.’

4. lacan, J. Seminar I: Freud’s Papers on Technique ed. Jacques-Alain 
miller, Trans. John Forrester (NY: Norton 1991): p 102.  

5. lacan, J. Seminar I. Op. Cit. p 111.

 But let’s not forget that both commandments (‘must 
do it’ and ‘must not do it’) can have the same effect 
of conveying death. As he noted, jouissance “begins 
with a tickle and ends in a blaze of petrol” (meaning  
suicide by setting fire to oneself ).6 

It is not enough to acknowledge that the authority 
of the father has declined and that the globalization 
of the world, due in particular to digital technology, 
has produced a liquid society ( Zygmunt Baumann) 
or a society of affects (Frederic lordon). Although 
it is true that this historic evolution has increased 
a movement of social homogenization in which the 
main difference has become measured by money 
alone, as exemplified in The Wolf of Wall Street by 
scorsese, but also by Piketty, stiglitz, Krugman. It is 
also necessary to explain the rational and the steps 
taken by lacan to modify the concepts of psycho-
analysis in order to adjust them to the world we live 
in. What may seem like a contradiction (between 
the prohibitive superego and the prescriptive one) is 
a consideration of the relationship between clini-
cal practice and politics in the wider sense, which 
explains why lacan could declare in 67 that “the 
unconscious is politics.”7

Jacques-Alain miller tackled this issue twice in an 
interval of ten years. First in his course Les divins 
détails (Divine Details) in 1989 (the two last classes) 
then again in 1999 in his course entitled Le réel dans 
l ’expérience analytique (The experience of the Real 
in Analysis).8 What will follow is largely drawn from 
these works. We will see how this pathway leads 
logically to the concept of the ‘body event’ extracted 
from Seminar XXIII and is representative of lacan’s 
last conception of the speaking being.

lacan invites us to think of the social link starting 
from the minimal cell offered by the psychoanalytic 

6. lacan, J. Seminar XVII: The Other Side of Psychoanalysis. ed. Jacques-
Alain miller, Trans. Russell Grigg (NY: Norton 2007): p 72.

7. lacan, J. Seminar XXIV: The Logic of Fantasy (unpublished,10 may 
1967).

8. miller, J-A. “The experience of the Real in Psychoanalysis” The Symp-
tom 14 (2013). This article is not the entire course, but it is a portion that 
has been officially translated and is published in english.
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situation. This would be according to him a social 
link devoid of any obscenity. It is based on the dis-
symmetrical positions of the analyst and the analy-
sand. No empathy, no mutual recognition (although 
lacan himself fell into the trap of intersubjectivity 
in his early years), no contract: analysis is an in-
egalitarian bond. The non-reciprocal nature of the 
analytical bond implies that demand stays on the 
side of the analysand so that the transference can 
establish itself, transference being the condition for 
an analysis to become possible. It is not given read-
ily, which is often the case, and nowadays the analyst 
still must make it happen. It is the establishment of 
the transference love which permits the ‘patient sup-
ports,’ what the analysts used to call ‘the setting.’

miller underlines the fact that the theory of love 
that is commonly attributed to Freud is that love in 
its essence is narcissistic. And he contends that this 
aspect is secondary to a more secret one: he will oc-
casionally designate it as “love in the real.” meaning 
that what ultimately counts in the Freudian descrip-
tion of love is the over-evaluation of the object ac-
companied with self-depreciation. The loved one is 
endowed with all the symbolic (and imaginary) good 
qualities and the lover is very attentive to the judg-
ments emitted by the loved one as to his person or 
his thoughts. This is the condition of interpretation, 
as well as of the appearance of the ‘subject supposed 
to know’ in analysis. It accounts for strachey’s error 
in his paper published in the International Journal 
of Psychoanalysis (the idea that the analyst should 
interpret from the position of the superego).9 It is 
not the ‘authority’ of the father that is effective in 
the treatment. or if it is a father it is more a father 
that says ‘Yes’ than a father that says ‘No’: Inter-
pretation is more compatible with the position of 
the ego-ideal than with the superego father figure. 
This is why it is important to radically distinguish 
the ego-ideal and the super-ego, which Freud 

9. strachey, James. “The Nature of the Therapeutic Action of Psycho-
analysis.” Int. J Psa. 15 (1934). 

hesitated to do in Civilization and its Discontents. 
And yes the ego-ideal includes a large part of the 
imaginary which is not to be discarded. The super-
ego for its part pertains to the symbolic register only 
and thus leads to a mortification of the libido: “The 
word is the murder of the thing,” motto of lacan’s 
theory during his classical period.

The superego father commands subjects to sacrifice 
their own jouissance, to renounce it. What is desig-
nated by the Freudian superego can be translated to 
the concept of the division of the subject, which en-
tails that the subject does not work for his/her own 
interests. A divided subject works against him/her-
self. This is the reason why Freud in his second topic 
finds it necessary to divide the libido into two parts: 
eros that replaced, in Freud, what he previously 
called the self conservation drives of the ego, and 
Thanatos, which is another name for the superego 
and also becomes the death drive. let us not forget 
that the so called death drive has been accepted 
with much difficulty by the post-Freudians because 
it puts forward arguments against the promises of 
happiness and a complete cure which were supposed 
to be brought by psychoanalysis. otto Kernberg and 
the object-relation current, not so long ago believed 
that a psychoanalytic cure would lead to reciprocal 
and oblate love (see his book on love published in 
1995).10 As for Freud he was already too well aware 
of negative therapeutic reactions to believe in such 
a naïve ending. He was the first one to declare that 
there were always symptomatic remains in an analy-
sis as prolonged as it may be. lacan will soon take 
after him and reveal that this morbid tendency is 
also a satisfaction unknown to the subject.
 

 

10. Kernberg, o. The Inseparable Nature of Love and Aggression: Clinical 
and Theoretical Perspectives (Washington: APA, APP 2013) 
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turning the impasse into  
a solution  

Thus lacan will propose to turn the impasse into 
a solution, proposing to consider the end of an 
analysis as relying on an identification with the 
symptom (the residual form of the symptom once 
its most florid manifestations have been reduced). 
so the late lacan, re-reading of Freud takes for 
granted that there is no such thing at the end of an 
analysis as a pacified identification for the subject. 
The lacanian subject remains inhabited by some-
thing that belongs to Thanatos in the form of what 
lacan will call the sinthome. The problem that the 
superego raises for the analyst is to measure how 
the drive may be civilized, i.e still permit a kind 
of social bond and prevent the extension of  ‘the 
processes of segregation’ (to draw from a lacanian 
formulation). so if psychoanalysis may be therapeu-
tic —and it is— it constitutes above all an experi-
ence in ethics.

Freud the dualist versus lacan 
the monist 

When miller returns to the same issue after ten 
years (this portion of the course has been published 
in an article under the title “lacanian Biology and 
the Body event”), he will demonstrate that lacan 
discarded the Freudian dualist theory of the drive 
and took a strong stand for a monist theory of the 
libido. once again, and very clearly, miller distin-
guishes in lacan’s reading of Freud the significant 
trends (at times contrary to Freud’s ) as well as 
contrary to earlier lacanian conceptions. miller 
finds a sentence in lacan sometimes unnoticed or 
seeming to be a diversion and he will show how it 
develops into the future theory as a crucial find-
ing (trouvaille, which becomes a brainwave). For 
example: he was struck by a sentence used by lacan 
in a rather secondary text, a presentation of the 
newly founded department of psychoanalysis in the 

university of Paris VIII from which he extracts the 
following notion and brings it to the foreground of 
the stage. As he explains, lacan’s imaginary and real 
are distinguished as two locuses of the living that 
science until now strictly separates.11 Thus meaning 
that lacan localizes the living in the image and in 
the real, while the dead and knowledge reside in the 
other and the symbolic. lacan whom most people 
still consider as the bard of the symbolic, changes 
his viewpoint completely in his post-structuralist 
era that starts in the seventies with Radiophonie,  
L’étourdit,  and “lituraterre,” not to mention Semi-
nar XX and his texts and on Joyce.

effectively, starting from a seemingly innocent 
sentence included in “Position of the unconscious,” 
“every drive is virtually a death drive,”12 miller 
shows that lacan, step by step, demonstrates in 
time that within the sexual drive there is life: a 
living body with its autistic jouissance, but also 
some “death drive” present even in sexual activities 
since there is no sexual relation.13 Through time the 
concept of ‘death drive’ will disappear while an-
other concept  ‘the non-sexual relation or rapport’ 
NsR will replace it. As miller explains, with the 
introduction of monism a whole framing of lacan’s 
teaching collapses.14 Two other monist categories 
besides the drive will develop in the post-structur-
alist lacan; one of them is the discourse such as it 
is developed in Seminar XVII, the other being the 

11. miller “lacanian Biology and the event of the Body” Lacanian Ink 
18  (2001): p 22.

12. lacan, J. “Position of the unconscious” Écrits ed. Jacques-Alain 
miller, Trans Bruce Fink. (NY: Norton 2006): p 719.

13. lacan, J. “Kant with sade” Écrits ed. Jacques-Alain miller, Trans 
Bruce Fink. (NY: Norton 2006).

14. miller “lacanian Biology and the event of the Body” Op.Cit. p 
23-29.
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sinthome that will replace, in the late teaching, the 
binary symptom/fantasy, that pertains to the classical 
period of lacan.

the Body event

These constant doctrinal revisions have imposed 
themselves on lacan by changes in society as well as 
for reasons due to the reinterpretations and updating 
of Freudian concepts: the decline of the father, the 
development of a society of permissiveness and mass 
consumption marked by the “rise of the object to 
the social zenith”15 as he once said: all these reasons 
contributed to a constant updating of psychoanalysis, 
which prevents it from becoming, as it is in the IPA, 
a fossilized exegesis of Freud’s good book. In this 
context the relationship between society and psy-
choanalysis has changed drastically. Jouissance is not 
imposed on us by an internal sexual drive as much as 
it is through the unending solicitations of the market 
and the advertisement business and so on. All these 
attempts to “augment” and modify our bodies.
In the last pages of his article on “lacanian biol-
ogy” miller raises the question of the relationship of 
the signifier and the body. He mentions that in the 
classical part of lacan’s teaching the signifying order 
is purely formalist. still it has a relationship with 
the body, and we can see that in an analysis of the 
deciphering of the formations of the unconscious, 
which allow for changes in jouissance. Words can 
hurt and it is certainly important in an analysis to 
remember these words pronounced around us that 
have impressed us and changed our destiny, eventu-
ally producing traumatisms. In that sense we may say 
that the signifier ‘elevates’ some bodily parts to the 
value of signifiers. (the dance of the sea swallows, 
the fish being subtracted from the auto-conservation 
drive and elevated to the category of symbol for the 

15. lacan, J. A “A Fantasy,” presented at the IV Congress of the WAP- 
2004 - Comandatuba - Bahia. Brasil, Trans. Rivka Warshawsky. http://
www.congresoamp.com/en/template.php?file=Textos/Conferencia-de-
Jacques-Alain-miller-en-Comandatuba.html.

group of swallows)16 but the other question raised 
by the late lacan is the operation of ‘corporisation,’ 
body cathexis, which is the reverse of the elevation to 
the symbol. It concerns the way signifiers enter the 
body, become bodily parts and produce jouissance in 
the body. Knowledge can enter the body and produce 
in the body an effect of jouissance. This is probably 
the reason why miller chose to discuss Porn in his 
introduction to the Rio Congress on the speaking 
body.17 Why on earth watching people copulating 
can produce excitement and especially have an ef-
fect on the male penis? And miller, in his article on 
“lacanian Biology and the event of the Body”—and 
I will finish there— defines the body event.

According to miller, knowledge enters the body and 
it affects the body. This event supposes, in order to 
acknowledge the affect as a body event, that we 
set aside the sublimatory figure of signif icantisation 
in order to substitute it for this function of body 
cathexis (corporisation).18 The knowledge within the 
body, its own effect, is what lacan calls affect, in a 
sense that is probably extended, generalized. From 
Seminar XX on, he calls affect the bodily effect of the 
signifier, which means not the effects of the truth of 
the signifier but its effects of jouissance. This is what 
he gathers under the term affect, as something that 
disturbs the functions of the living body.

16. lacan, J. “Function and Field of speech and language” Écrits ed. 
Jacques-Alain miller, Trans. Bruce Fink. (NY: Norton 2006): p 228.

17. miller, J-A. “The unconscious and the speaking Body” Hurly-Burly: 
The International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 12 (2015).

18. miller, J-A. “lacanian Biology and the Body event” Op. Cit.
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