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Précis
Neus Carbonell is a practicing psychoanalyst and member of both the Escuela 
Lacaniana de Psicoanálisis and World Association of Psychoanalysis. Her latest 
book, co-authored with Iván Ruiz, is entitled No todo sobre el autismo (Not-all about 
autism). Her essay in this issue of the LCExpress provides a conceptual history of the 
Real with an emphasis on contingency. She suggests that for the 21st century, 
encounters with the Real allow the parlêtre to “use his or her style of enjoyment 
instead of suffering from it.”
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Failed Encounters with the Real 

Encounters with the Real in the Analytical Experience is the title of the 
upcoming Clinical Study Days to be held in Miami in January 2015. I was 
invited to give my presentation today around this title. When I started 
thinking about it, I realized that there were three notions worthy of further 
exploration: “the real,” “encounter” and “psychoanalytical experience.” We 
need to understand each of them separately in order to grasp the meaning of 
all of them together. 

The first one I mentioned, “the real,” is, to my understanding, the main term 
of the argument. The real, as we understand it, is a term invented by Lacan 
that becomes crucial in his teaching after Seminar VII and which acquires 
more and more importance becoming, ultimately, central in his late teachings. 
It is not easy to define the real. In the first place because, as Lacan describes 
it, the real is what escapes meaning; therefore, it is difficult to find a good 
definition of it with words. In fact, we could almost say that a definition of 
the real is an aporia, a logical paradox. In spite of this, however, there are a 
lot of things that can be said about or around this term, some of which I will 
attempt to articulate today.  

Let’s move on to the second term, “encounter.” What I think is critical about this term is the fact that 
an encounter has the connotation of a “chance meeting.” The sense, then, of chance that we need to 
retain is that of the fortuitous, the casual, the unintended, or the unplanned. In fact, this nuance in the 
definition of the word relates it to the real. As I will explain afterwards, in Lacan’s late teachings, the 
real is constructed around the idea of the contingent, the hazardous, and the unplanned. 

And with this, we come to the last term, “psychoanalytical experience.” This phrase points to the 
fact that psychoanalysis is above all an experience, not a theory, maybe not even a praxis, but an 
experience of the speaking being, of the subject that speaks.  In fact, it is only through the words 
uttered in analysis that a subject can come across the real, which is outside meaning. Therefore, we 
can conclude that there is a specific encounter – a chance meeting – of the speaking being with the 
real in the framework of psychoanalytical experience. 

Nevertheless, I have added an adjective to the title of my presentation today. I am going to speak 
about “Failed Encounters with the Real.” This title can lead us to think that there are two kinds of 
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encounters with the real: failed and successful ones. I can, however, only think of one successful 
encounter with the real and that is death. If we understand that the real consists in what is outside 
meaning and sense, outside the symbolic order, then, only through death can there be a successful 
encounter with it. All the rest of the encounters are failed since the subject will appear as the response 
of that encounter. In other words, the symbolic always interferes. It is for this reason that Jacques-
Alain Miller suggests that in psychoanalytic experience we find only bits, traces, and fragments of the 
real. However, these pieces of the real are of utmost importance. 

Let’s go back to the question that I posed at the beginning: what is the real?  More specifically, what 
is the real in Lacan’s teaching? As I already said, it is an invention by Lacan that has nothing to do 
with reality, which is the conventional meaning that we find in the dictionary. The first thing that 
helps us grasp the meaning of the term is that the real differs from the symbolic and, in fact, the real 
acquires greater importance in Lacan’s teachings as the symbolic loses its relevance. Following 
Jacques-Alain Miller’s classification of Lacan, Seminar VI on desire is the turning point.  After 
Seminar VII, on the ethics of psychoanalysis, the question of jouissance and the real starts to gain 
more and more weight. 

The symbolic is underneath the realm of the law. In the first place, it is beneath the laws of language, 
and then, under the Law of the Father, the Name of the Father. Lacanian psychoanalysis is born under 
this sign. As Miller explains in Seminar VI, Lacan takes a path against Lacan.  We could say that he 1

takes a route to explore what is outside the symbolic, outside of meaning. That is to say, the route to 
explore, to use a Freudian expression, the “dark continent” of the real. 

Thus far we have come up with a first understanding of the real as the impossible. Lacan will express 
it as follows: “what does not stop not writing itself.” Finally, the real will be the lack of sexual 
rapport, which cannot be written. Nothing leads one speaking being to another naturally. The real is 
the impossible that springs from the lack of rapport. But it is the impossible to which we can listen in 
every analytical cure that we conduct.  

The real as the impossible is also the trauma, troumatism. Trou in French means hole. In the 
neologism, troumatism, we find a pun between trou, hole, and trauma. Troumatism is the hole that 
language produces in the speaking being in relation with his or her jouissance. In Seminar VI, Lacan 
starts constructing the formula for the fantasy. The object a conveys the fact that the real is included in 
the fantasy. Even more, the fantasy is a response to the first encounter of the subject with the real. We 
can exemplify it with a Freudian case. 

 “Presentation of Book VI of the Seminar of Jacques Lacan” HurlyBurly. The International Lacanian Journal of 1

Psychoanalysis, 10, december 2013, p. 33-47.
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Emma could not go into shops. She suffered from great anxiety. She, however, recalled a souvenir as 
the beginning of her symptom. When she was 12 years old, she went into a shop and two clerks 
laughed at her. She associates a sexual content to this memory. However, in analysis, she is able to 
construct a prior memory to this one. When she was 8 years old, she went into a pastry shop and the 
baker pinched her genitals through her dress. Even though she felt bad, she went back into the shop. 
She recalls that with great sorrow and embarrassment.  

There is, then, a first encounter, a fortuitous encounter, with sexuality and with jouissance, which is 
impossible to put into words. It consists of something that is impossible for the subject to understand, 
something that goes beyond meaning. After that, this contingency becomes a necessity. What is 
impossible for the subject to grasp transforms itself into a repetition of jouissance. That becomes fixed 
into the symptom – this being the fear of entering into shops – and into the fantasy of seduction. I 
want to underline that Freud underscores the responsibility of the subject in relation to her own 
jouissance. This is what is traumatic. If I may be redundant, this is what gives the encounter with the 
real its real value. 

There is a traumatic experience: the encounter with what does not stop not writing itself, and the 
symptom as the response of the subject to that impossible. It was a contingent encounter that turned 
into a necessity. The case of Emma is a good example of a failed encounter with the real. Whereas in 
the real we find the impossible, in necessity we find meaning and words.  The subject covers up the 
real with the symptom and the fantasy. We can see here why the subject is the response of the real. In 
an analysis, the analysand is expected to trace her path back and go to that first encounter in order to 
transform that impossible, not into the necessity “what does not stop writing itself,” but into the 
possible which Lacan defines as “what stops writing itself.” This would be a first “cure” in analysis: 
to go from the necessity of the symptom to the possibility of something different. 

In “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis,” Lacan writes: “the effect of 
full speech is to reorder past contingencies by conferring on them the sense of necessities to come.”  2

We can call this the success of the symbolic order over the failed encounter with the disorder of the 
real. This was Lacan at the beginning of his teaching. However, as he lost faith in the symbolic, he 
invented another kind of analysis: one that establishes that there is no truth to jouissance. In the late 
Lacan, beyond the transferential unconscious, the unconscious that relies on knowledge (savoir), on 

  Écrits. New York & London: Norton & Company, 2002, p. 257.2
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the subject supposed to know, there is a real unconscious, the one that has to do with a real that is 
impossible to reduce to meaning.  3

In this new state of affairs, contingency is privileged. The real is not so much the impossible but the 
contingent.   The real in psychoanalytical experience is what the analysand stumbles on by chance. 4

Nothing can be planned in relation to that. It is not truth that the analysand will obtain from his or her 
own experience but “to reduce the Other to its real.” We find this sentence in Miller’s presentation of 
the IXth Congress of the WAP in Buenos Aires in April 2012.  It is mentioned in relation to the 5

redefinition of the desire of the analyst for the 21st century. Nonetheless, we can attempt an 
understanding of this expression if we think that the goal of an analysis in our era is to reduce truth to 
the real. 

The encounter with the real in a psychoanalytical experience will then be the result of a contingency. 
Maybe a dream, perhaps a lapse, will all of a sudden reveal a piece of the real because the real is only 
revealed in pieces. What is at stake in the real unconscious is not an understanding of how the 
symptom becomes constructed but how the contingent encounter with the real hinges on jouissance. 
Jouissance is understood here as the style of enjoying of the subject. Hopefully, in the best of cases, 
an analysis will lead the parlêtre to be able to use his or her style of enjoyment instead of suffering 
from it. Let me exemplify this with a clinical vignette: 

A woman brings a dream to analysis. It is about a sick woman taken into a 
hospital. The hospital has a name that is a pun between the name of her analyst 
and the word “her.” She can construct in the dream her demand: to cure the 
woman through knowledge. Clearly, she knows that this is what she went 
looking for in analysis. She wanted to know what a woman is because she 
suffered from the impossible answer to this question. She thought that 
psychoanalysis had the answer. She sought the answer to the question of 
femininity in knowledge, truth, and meaning.   

But the question of femininity does not have a universal answer because it is a question about 
jouissance. It is a question that involves the singularity of this woman. How did she respond to the 
lack of sexual rapport? To the fact that THE woman does not exist? This patient went into 

  Jacques-Alain Miller has explained it in his course Sutiliezas analíticas. Buenos Aires: Paidós, 2011.3

  Sutilezas analíticas, p. 142.4

 Available via the World Association of Psychoanalysis (http://wapol.org)5
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psychoanalysis thinking that through knowledge she could find an answer to what made her suffer. 
This is transference, in the first place the transferential  unconscious.  

However, in the dream there is a great dose of anxiety. The analysand feels troubled with the sick 
body of the woman in the dream and knows that it would be impossible to heal her. Here the 
analysand stumbles on a piece of the real that points at something that goes beyond her demand for 
sense. Moreover, it points at a way of enjoyment. She suspects that her anxiety with the sick body and 
the demand to heal it reflects something of her style as a woman. It is from here that she will be able 
to discern what her own way of jouir had been.  Here she has the possibility to reduce the Other to its 
real and to be liberated from sense. 

Certainly, she has to pass through transference and meaning to go beyond it. It is only through 
meaning that she can achieve jouissance. First, she formulated the question, only to move beyond it, 
towards the question of jouissance. If she can go until the end, she may be able to articulate a 
sinthome and change what has made her suffer, her way of jouir, into something that gives her 
satisfaction. 

An analysis begins, then, with a desire for truth, but in Lacan’s late teaching it has to move towards 
the impossibility of truth and the insistence of jouissance. The real of jouissance will not be 
completely taken by meaning. That is the real in psychoanalytical experience. A real that, Lacan 
seems to suggest, has as an outcome the satisfaction of the sinthome. That is, the style of enjoyment of 
the parlêtre, of the speaking being. An analysis does not end with truth, but it has more to do with 
how the parlêtre will manage with his or her own jouissance and hopefully will be able to transform 
what makes him or her suffer into something satisfying. If the analysand manages to get to the end, he 
or she will get to know something of what is a good failed encounter with the real.  

Thanks to Azeen Khan for her review. 
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