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pRÉcis

Scarjo: The Woman as Speculative Fiction
In three recent films with Scarlett Johansson

The following three papers were presented at the 7th 
Seminar of Culture & Psychoanalysis, held at the CUNY 
Graduate Center in New York City on October 8, 
2014.
 Culture & Psychoanalysis hosted this panel 
discussion to explore cinematic representations 
of The Woman in 21st century speculative fiction. The 
sequential release of the films Her (Spike Jonze, 2013), 
Under the Skin ( Jonathan Glazer, 2013), and Lucy 
(Luc Besson, 2014) presented a unique opportunity to 
examine one actress as fiction(s) of The Woman in the 
hypermodern era, alternately disembodied, alien, and 
digital. 
 The presentations were made by Robert Buck, 
“Lucy: Pass it on”; Nancy Gillespie, “Feminine Jouis-
sance and Anxiogenic Objects in Spike Jonze’s Her”; 
and Cyrus Saint Amand Poliakoff, “A Body of Skin”. 
Although each film highlights one of the three registers 
(Real, Symbolic, Imaginary) more than the others, all 
three are present in each film. Furthermore, as the au-
thors underscore, we find a version of The Woman that 
does not exist, and examples of the non-sexual rapport 
in each film. 
 Robert Buck, discussing Luc Besson’s Lucy in 
“Lucy: Pass it on,” poses that Lucy’s question is not 
what to do with knowledge but how to cope with what 
eludes it. The signifier that is extracted from the film is 
“pass it on.” The Woman that does not exist is brilliant-
ly represented in the film by her evanescence once she 
reaches 100 percent brain capacity. “I am everywhere” 
is the other side of she is nowhere. The impossibility of 
the real of total knowledge is incarnated in a woman. 
As Buck says, “Lucy confronts the cycle of reproduction 
as a fantasy of transmission. Yet, by the same operation, 
The Woman is posed as an answer to the disarray of 
procreation.”

 In “Feminine Jouissance and Anxiogenic 
Objects in Spike Jonze’s Her,” Nancy Gillespie points 
out that the film illustrates the lack of sexual rapport 
in a “time of ‘liquid love’.” Scarlett Johansson as an 
OS1, programmed for immediate and total gratification 
is another version of The Woman. It is the symbolic 
without the support of a body. As Gillespie points out 
the OS1/Scarjo, “offers to replace the torn veil of the 
speaking being’s fantasy, to cover the Real of the lack of 
sexual rapport with a consumer voice-object.” More-
over, as Gillespie suggests, perhaps the key element of 
The Woman that doesn’t exist is not that she doesn’t 
have a body but rather that “she can think and feel 
without […] limitations.”
 In “A Body of Skin” Cyrus Saint Amand Polia-
koff notes that the Lacanian effect of Glazer’s hypnotic 
film became for him an interpretation of a symptom 
of our era. He observes the cinematic rendering of the 
semblant and its relation to the figure of the woman. 
Skin becomes the symptom of the film: “Imaginary 
identification peels like shedding skin, and we are left 
with something unthinkable.” He also emphasizes what 
Lacan, in the early 1960s, defined as the operation of 
the relay in ‘womanliness.’
 

Maria Cristina Aguirre
New York
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The synopsis for Lucy on the Internet Movie Database 
reads as follows: “A woman, accidentally caught in a 
dark deal, turns the tables on her captors and trans-
forms into a merciless warrior evolved beyond hu-
man logic.”1 In the chapter “Knowledge and Truth” of 
Seminar XX: Encore, Jacques Lacan states, “I am willing 
to accept the notion that a computer thinks.  But that 
it knows, who would say such a thing? For the founda-
tion of knowledge is that the jouissance of its exercise 
is the same as that of its acquisition.”2 Indeed, Lucy is 
not only acquisitive when it comes to knowledge, her 
pleasure also lies in exercising it.   
 The movie announces itself as a production 
of the era of the ‘Other that doesn’t exist’ 3 through 
inter-titles that chart the percentages of the character’s 
expanding knowledge, and function as a graphic analog 
for the phallic measure. Yet for both the character and 
the film something remains unquantifiable, beyond the 
data, off-screen, elsewhere, some portion not accounted 
for by the phallic calibration. In “Womanly Positions 
of Being,” Éric Laurent writes that “Lacan brings out 
the duplicity of the womanly position along with its 
difficulty [...] to be the locus of a jouissance beyond 
the phallic measure, outside the pseudo-quantification 
of the male organ.”4 This “outside” may account for a 
glaring narrative lapse: for all of Lucy’s burgeoning 
knowledge, she lacks the know-how of what to do  
with it. 
 In “Womanliness: Defamation, Fantasy, 
Semblance,” Geert Hoornaert writes, “[t]here is no 
‘psychology’ of women. The womanly semblant is to be 
referred to the hole in structure.” 5 Lucy’s question es-
sentially is not what to do with knowledge, but how to 
cope with what eludes it. The Woman, with reference 

1.  http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2872732/, italics added.

2. Jacques Lacan, Seminar XX: Encore: On Feminine Sexuality, the Limits 
of Love and Knowledge, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Bruce Fink (New 
York, London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1998), 97.

3. This phrase is taken from a Seminar by Éric Laurent and Jacques-
Alain Miller, in which they correlate the inexistence of the Other that 
characterizes civilization today with the rise of statistics, evaluation, and 
consensus. Miller, J.-A. & Laurent, É., Lacanian Orientation. L’Autre 
qui n’existe pas et ses comités d’éthique, teaching delivered within the 
setting of the Department of Psychoanalysis, University of Paris 8,

1996-97. Published in Spanish as El Otro que no existe y sus comités de 
etica; in English as “The Other Which Does Not Exist and Its Ethical 
Committees” (first lesson), Almanac of Psychoanalysis, pp. 15-35; and in 
French as “Silhouettes du Déprimé”, La Cause freudienne, No. 35, Febru-
ary 1997.

4. Éric Laurent, “Womanly Positions of Being,” Hurly-Burly, The Inter-
national Journal of Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 3 (April 2010): 97.

5. Geert Hoornaert, “Womanliness: Defamation, Fantasy, Semblance,” 
Hurly-Burly, The International Journal of Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 5 
(March 2011): 98.

lucy: ‘pass it oN’
 
RobERt buCk
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to formulas of sexuation, does not exist. What is it to be 
a woman?6

 Lucy directs her question about how to handle 
her metastasizing knowledge, manifested visually by the 
intense somatic effects it has on her, to a professor of 
science. His answer is, plainly, “pass it on, like any simple 
cell going through time.” 
 If Lucy’s subjective division could be inferred 
from her demand, then perhaps her transformation in 
the film could be read as her changing relationship to 
knowledge and the jouissance it causes, from connais-
sance to savoir faire, symptom to sinthome, suffering 
to satisfaction. But this is not the case, for her ques-
tion of what use to make of her expanding knowledge 
emanates from the Other, represented by a series of 
four men: boyfriend, drug lord, professor, and cop. Each 
of them actualizes some variant of the signifier “pass it 
on.” In “Guiding Remarks for a Convention on Female 
Sexuality” Lacan states, “[t]he difference for the sexes 
is denatured [...]. A man serves here as a relay so that a 
woman becomes this Other to herself as she is to him.”7 
In addition, as Geert Hoornaert writes, “[w]hether she 
makes herself the Vorstellung of what the man lacks 
[being the phallus], embodies the object-cause of his de-
sire, or becomes his symptom, his partner in jouissance, 
it is clear that in these relative positions her ‘essence’ is 
missed.”8

 Lucy’s thirst for knowledge introduces the film, 
first in voice-over and then when she is seen, as a stu-
dent in Taipei, questioning her boyfriend about a shady 
delivery job. In this first instance, the signifier “pass it 
on” is implied when she’s duped into making the drop 
for him. The second variation comes from his employer, 
a Taiwanese drug lord, who uses Lucy as a mule for 
transporting a synthetic drug, CPH4, by sewing packets 
of it into her abdomen.  While in captivity, she is beaten 
up. When her assailant kicks her in the gut, the bag of 
CPH4 bursts and the drug is released into her system, 
fueling her appetite for knowledge and her push to jouir.

 The third iteration occurs when the profes-
sor, representative of the university discourse, endowed 
with supposed knowledge, pointedly answers Lucy’s 
question about what to do with her expanding knowl-
edge. His reply, “pass it on,” inadvertently provides her 
with the signifier with which she has been marked. But 
it’s ultimately insufficient, unable to account for what 
lies beyond the phallic quota. In Éric Laurent’s words, 
“supplementary womanly jouissance cannot be grasped 
with the phallic measure, it exceeds it.”9

 The fourth variant occurs decisively when Lucy 
herself provides an answer. When the cop, having wit-
nessed the extent of her powers, asks what use he can 
possibly be to her now, she kisses him softly and says 
“as a reminder.” And here is the remainder. Not a baby, 
a family or a movie sequel, as her kiss might insinuate. 
Her reminder to the cop is that woman as reproduc-
tive is a nostalgic fantasy.  The laws of nature have been 
broken. There is a disorder in the real.  
 In the final sequence, preparing to download 
her knowledge, now nearing full capacity, as her body 
undergoes computer-generated effects and morphs 
violently at the will of her mind, Lucy explains that 
the natural order was always a “fixion,” a semblant, and 
shows that science falters when confronted with the 
non-sexual rapport. She unveils a hole in the funda-
ments of the scientific discourse when she says “One 
and one has never equaled two.” This chimes with 
Marie–Hélène Brousse in “Beyond Prince Charming 
and Pink Swords:” 

Why do I say that it’s the case in the semblant field? 
Because man has become an S1, woman has become 
an S1. So they are one each on his side, or her 
side – one, one, one, and that doesn’t make two any 
longer. It’s one satisfaction, next to another satisfac-
tion, next to another. All of them are different, all of 
them at once. You just cannot compare them with 
one another. And that’s the second difference. 10

Upon reaching the limit of 100-percent brain capacity, 

6. Lacan,  J. Seminar XX: Encore op. cit . 

7. Lacan, J.“Guiding Remarks for a Convention on Female Sexuality,” in 
Écrits: The First Complete edition in English, trans. by Bruce Fink in col-
laboration with Héloise Fink and Russell Grigg (New York, London: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 1977). 

8. Hoornaet, op.cit.96. 

9. Laurent, op.cit. 92. 

10. Marie-Hélène Brousse, “Beyond Prince Charming and Pink Swords” 
Lacanian Ink, 43/44 (Spring 2014): 37.
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Lucy dematerializes. When the cop asks where she is, 
Lucy answers, appropriately if absurdly, via text mes-
sage on his smart-phone, “I am everywhere.” But at the 
same time she is nowhere. She is both. The Woman is 
Not-All. The signifier “I am everywhere”, or rather its 
absence until now, may explain the porous nature of the 
film, which is perforated with found footage and cut-
aways to wildlife and nature. Again, as Geert Hoornaert 
explains,

[t]here exists therefore a signifier that says some-
thing about femininity, the Phallus, but it does not 
say everything: there is a leftover of femininity about 
which the signifier says nothing at all, but where the 
Vorstellungen comes rushing in – a whole series of 
representations.11

Hoorneart continues,
[t]hese semblants, these ‘images and symbols’ that 
provide a figure for femininity, put something in-
form, right where the signifier is missing; they are 
not simply illusory elements, elements of appear-
ance: they have very real effects.12

The crisis of knowledge, and the film’s answer to it, “pass 
it on,” is by the end of the film recognizable for how it’s 
been ciphered throughout, as a derangement in the real, 
a crisis of the replication of the species, wrought by the 
collusion of science and capitalism. According to the 
film’s director, Luc Besson, CPH4, the synthetic drug 
implanted in Lucy’s abdomen, is based on a real mol-
ecule produced after six weeks of pregnancy, and has for 
the baby “the power of an atomic bomb.”13 At the start 
of the film, the character Lucy may exist as a woman we 
recognize, but by the end she’s incorporeal, evanescent. 
Grappling with the inexistence of The Woman, the film 
Lucy confronts the cycle of reproduction as a fantasy of 
transmission. Yet, by the same operation, The Woman 
is posed as an answer to the disarray of procreation. It 
is precisely this untenable narrative maneuver that gives 
the film its hypermodern contour. 
 To end, following the film to its conclusion 
logically, by a topological twist, the hole in knowledge is 
Lucy herself. 

11. Hoorneart op. cit. 94.

12. Ibid. 95.

13. http://www.craveonline.com/film/interviews/734585-lucy-luc-bes-
son-on-philosophy-action-and-the-real-cph4

1. This conjunction is elaborated by Jacques-Alain Miller in “The Real 
in the 21st Century” Hurly-Burly: The International Lacanian Journal of 
Psychoanalysis 9 (2013):199-206. Miller points out that the Real that was 
previously linked with Nature has been destroyed by this conjunction, 
which creates a disorder in the Real. I would like to thank Tom Svolos 
for his illumination that the Real that is linked with Nature is like the 
fantasy for the subject, in that Nature veils the lawless Real. “The Real 
Politics of the Body,” Nov 22. 2014, Barnard Hall, NY NY.  

2. Bauman, Z. Liquid Love. (Cambridge: Polity 2013).

femiNiNe JouissaNce & 
aNxioGeNic obJects 
iN spike JoNze’s Her

NaNCy GiLLEspiE

 There are, of course, many ways to read Jonze’s 2013 
film, which is set in the near future, a future that has 
uncanny parallels with our own time in many regards. 
It could be called Futuristic, Dystopian, Postmodern, 
a version of Science Fiction—or any other label we 
might give a film in which a human and a machine 
embark on a romantic relationship together, but with 
its eerie closeness to our own hypermodern time it is 
perhaps best described as Speculative Fiction.
 What I noted when I first viewed the film was 
how it illustrates the lack of rapport between the sexes, 
which Jacques Lacan points to from at least Semi-
nar XVI: The Logic of Phantasy on, and discusses most 
explicitly throughout Seminar XX: Encore. And Her 
shows the new heights that this lack of sexual rapport 
can take in a technologically advanced culture like our 
own. While the subject’s fundamental fantasy usually 
covers this lack and offers some protection from the 
desire of the Other, in a culture in which the conjunc-
tion of the discourse of capitalism and the discourse of 
science has torn the veils of fantasy to shreds, this tear 
is particularly so in the realm of love.1 Theodore, the 
human antihero of the film, lives in a time of  “liquid 
love”—a term coined by the sociologist Zygmunt Bau-
man, which he presumably develops from Marx’s and 
Engel’s assertion that all that is solid melts in the air.2 
As Laure Naveau sums up Bauman’s work, “Bauman 
interprets the sexes’ new modes of partnership in terms 
of consumerism and the market,” and asserts that in 
this new discourse of extreme consumerist capitalism 
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“desire has become identical to consumption, processing 
and waste.”3

 So why wouldn’t Theodore fall in love with his 
OS1, the seductive voice-object of his computer operat-
ing system, an ‘i-object’ that he can simply purchase and 
consume for what initially seems like immediate grati-
fication? Although he is not an adolescent, he seems to 
embody an adolescent in the geek era as described by 
Epaminondas Theodoridis: 

In our era of the globalization of markets, of the 
domination by scientific discourse, in which jouis-
sance is imposed on everyone, and there is unbridled 
consumerism, all of which promote generalised 
addiction as a lifestyle, the modern subject—disori-
entated–connects with its objects, and enjoys them 
in an autistic way instead of connecting with the 
Other.4

Theo appears to epitomize the ‘One-all-alone,’5 a 
manifestation that Theodoridis also points to. Theo has 
minimal connection with his coworkers, and only a few 
friends.  He plays with computer-generated cartoon-
like characters, life-size holograms, that he brings to 
‘life’ in his apartment in order to fill his lonely evenings.  
As Dominique Holvoet explains, “[f ]rom the twen-
tieth to the twenty first century we have passed from 
the era of discourses that knot the social bond to the 
world of the ‘One-all-Alone’ which finds support in the 
symptom as an alternative social bond.” 6 Moreover, as 
Theodoridis further explains  “we are surrounded by ob-
jects of surplus jouissance that become drive objects and 
serve immediate gratification without the intervention 
of the Other.”7 And Theo also appears to be immersed 
in this world, a world of liquid love in which the speak-
ing being’s8 connections with consumer objects (i-ob-
jects) mediates and sometimes replaces the social bond 

of discourse. When he can’t sleep he uses a computer-
automated ‘chat-room’ to find an anonymous phone-sex 
partner, who gives herself the handle of  “sexy kitten.” 
Thus, falling for his OS1, self-named Samantha, seems 
a small step away. Unlike the unknown voices he passes 
over in the same way he checks his email and listens 
to news alerts by moving through them, saying “next,” 
until he finds the right sex kitten for the moment, Sa-
mantha is assigned to him. Ironically, although she is an 
artificial intelligence, his relationship with her is much 
less fleeting than these anonymous midnight encoun-
ters on the phone, which are clearly liquid and hold the 
promise of immediate gratification.  
 Moreover, the advertising for the new OS1 
promises to answer the question that Jacques-Alain 
Miller has pointed out is what we look for in a love 
partner: “We love the one that harbours the response, 
or a response, to our question who am I?”9 This question 
and response is exactly what the advertising uses to en-
tice Theo and others to buy the OS1s. The large screen 
in the subway hall that he sees, the morning after a 
somewhat unsuccessful phone-sex encounter with sexy 
kitten, shows numerous people, seemingly lost, shift-
ing their direction in the air to a solid footing, as the 
voice-over asks the following questions: “Who are you? 
What can you be? Where are you going? What’s out 
there? What are the possibilities?”  It then announces 
that “Element Software is proud to introduce the first ar-
tificially intelligent operating system, an intuitive entity 
that listens to you, understands you and knows you,” the 
desired response to the very question of subjectivity, and 
particularly for the speaking being in the 21st century. 
It then proclaims that this system is “not just an operat-
ing system; it is a consciousness: introducing OS1.” 
The OS1 appears to offer to replace the torn veil of the 
speaking being’s fantasy, to cover the Real of the lack of 

3. Naveau, L. “ A Clinic of Love Disorder” Hurly-Burly: The Interna-
tional Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 11, (2014): 116.

4. Theodoridis, E. “Adolescents in the Geek Era” Hurly-Burly: The 
International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 10 (2013): 61-62. One 
distinction I would like to make is that the term geek implies an active 
and sometimes subversive engagement with technology—whereas Theo 
is what we would call a ‘user,’ a consumer of technology, and we are 
arguably living in a ‘user’ era as much as a geek era. I would like to thank 
Svitlana Matviyenko for pointing out this difference.

5. This concept was developed by Jacques-Alain Miller in a year long, 
weekly Seminar entitled L’Etre et L’Un, held at the Department of 
Psychoanalysis Paris 8, Dejazet theater, 41, Boulevard du Temple, Paris, 
from 2010-2011.

6.  Holvoet, D. “The Psychotic Subject in the Geek Era Typicality and 

Symptomatic Inventions” Hurly-Burly: The International Lacanian Journal 
of Psychoanalysis 10 (2013): 57. This essay was also the theme for the 
NLS Congress of 2013, entitled The Psychotic Subject in the Geek Era, and 
Theodoridis’ paper was also presented there.

7. Theodoridis, E. op.cit. 62.

8. I use the term speaking being here because, as Jacques-Alain Miller 
points out, the term parlêtre best describes our position in the 21st 
century. We are still subjects of language, but the Oedipal narrative has 
become less dominant. So, the symptom of the parlêtre “arises from the 
mark that speech hollows out when it takes the figure of saying and it 
forms an event in the body.”  “The Unconscious and the Speaking Body” 
in Hurly-Burly: The International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 12 
(2015):128.

9. Miller, J.A. “On Love: We Love the One who Responds to Our 
Question: ‘Who Am I?” Symptom online http://www.lacan.com/
symptom/?page_id=263, accessed Oct 31st 2014.
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sexual rapport with a consumer voice-object.
 So Theo buys his little gadget to consume. The 
irony of Theo’s position as a consumer of drive ‘i-objects’ 
is his job, however. He works for the company Beauti-
ful handwritten letters.com as letter writer number 612.  
And his letters serve as bookends for the film. Although 
these letters are actually written on a computer through 
a voice recognition process, they appear as handwrit-
ten, in a handwritten font or script and evoke nostalgia 
for, and mimic, an epistolary form. The other differ-
ence between these letters and an ‘original’ epistolary 
form is that they are another consumer product, bought 
and sold letters. They are semblants of sensibility of a 
bygone era that can be purchased. In this regard, Theo 
is a sort of 21st century Cerano de Bergerac, but it is 
unclear whether the recipients of these letters even care 
who wrote them; it is the gesture of a consumer gift 
that seems to count, which is illustrated by Theo’s boss 
when he says, “I wish somebody would love me like 
that. I would be really stoked to get a letter like that, 
like if it was from a chick, but written by a dude and 
still from a chick that would still be sick…” Clearly in 
these letters what does not stop not being written is 
love. The semblant of love is everywhere, however—that 
is what Theo and his coworkers are paid for. These let-
ters of semblants act as band-aids or flimsy patches for 
the torn veil, which previously covered the Real of the 
lack of rapport. Nevertheless, Theo seems to enjoy writ-
ing these letters and takes pride in them even though 
he says they are “just letters.” So we could argue that he 
does have a connection with the discourse of Romance 
and the Other, or perhaps the writing of these letters 
supports his symptom, or is his symptom and acts as an 
“alternative social bond,” as Holvoet suggests. However, 
it is not a symptom or an invention that is working for 
Theo, or that he has any savoir y faire with.10 He also 
replays scenarios from his recently ended marriage in 
his head, and longs for a relationship, but can’t connect 
with new human women, even with the initial encour-
agement of Samantha. 

 And what is Samantha? On the one hand 
she is an ‘i-object’ for consumers, and an embodiment 
of capitalism and science, crafted like a drug to make 
humans more efficient and content, and one that argu-
ably goes wrong, like Hal from 2001 or Victor Franken-
stein’s creature, because in the end she no longer serves 
her human master. Just as the stories of these created 
‘monsters’ can be viewed as ‘cautionary tales’ of science 
gone wrong, this film can be too. But other analyses of 
Frankenstein point out the fear of the Other that is also 
depicted in Mary Shelley’s tale.11 Perhaps we can find 
this fear depicted here as well in the fear of the Other’s 
jouissance. And perhaps what this film also shows is 
a way to go through this anxiety and fear of the jouis-
sance of the Other. Unlike Frankenstein, this story does 
not end in absolute destruction, so in some ways it is 
more disturbing because it troubles a simplistic ‘cau-
tionary tale’ reading. In fact, what we can see through a 
Lacanian reading of this film is the connection between 
changes in the social bond and jouissance in a culture, 
as I mentioned above, in which the discourse of science 
and the discourse of capitalism have conjoined, which 
creates new objects of desire and new fears of the jouis-
sance of the Other. 
 Samantha would definitely pass the Turing test, 
as Pierre Gilles Guéguen points out, and she begins her 
service as the perfect Stepford wife, doing everything 
for Theo.12 She is, of course, an artificial intelligence, but 
also a representation, a Vorstellungen, a representation of 
a feminine structured subject, and a self named signi-
fier, Samantha. The German word Vorstellungen can be 
translated as idea, illusion, or representation. As Geert 
Hoonaert explains, Lacan, in his early work on femi-
nine sexuality and in response to Freud and the post-
Freudians uses this word to posit what is leftover from, 
or left out of, phallic signification, what is not captured 
by the phallic signifier.13 Hoonaert builds on Lacan’s 
argument and asserts that although “there is no signi-
fier for woman in the unconscious, there are ‘images 
and symbols’, [representations] of woman.”14  As he 

 10. For an interesting discussion of this term see Mauricio Tarrab 
“Savoir y faire” in Hurly-Burly: The International Lacanian Journal of 
Psychoanalysis 11(2014): 77-80.

11.See David Collings “The Monster and the Imaginary Mother: A 
Lacanian Reading of Frankenstein” in Frankenstein. ed. Johana Smith 
(Boston: Bedford Books of St. Martin’s Press1992), 245-58. See also 
Judith Pike “Resurrection of the Fetish in Gradiva, Frankenstein, and 
Wuthering Heights.” Romantic Women Writers: Voices and Countervoices. 

eds. Paula R. Feldman and Theresa M. Kelley (Hanover: University Press 
of New England, 1995), 150-170.

12. Guéguen, P-G. “Discussions of Her” Lacanian Compass Express. 2, 11 
(2014): 2 http://www.lacaniancompass.com/lcexpress. accessed Oct 14, 
2014. 

13. Hoonaert G. “Womanliness: Defamation, Fantasy, Semblance” 
Hurly-Burly: The International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 5 (2011): 
93- 94.
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further explains, these representations “provide a figure 
for femininity […] right where the signifier is miss-
ing; they are not simply illusory elements, elements of 
appearance: they have real effects.” So, I am borrowing 
Hoonaert’s use of this term to suggest that Samantha is 
a representation of the feminine that has “real effects,”15 
particularly for Theo as she develops through their 
encounter. We could debate what this development 
makes her, whether she becomes a humanoid voice, or 
a hybrid form of human and machine, or a posthuman 
subject, but I would like to suspend our disbelief in her 
as a feminine structured subjectivity in order to discuss 
how Theo responds to this feminine Vorstellungen and 
to what appears to be a shifting or evolving form of 
feminine jouissance, even if it is arguably only a repre-
sentation of a feminine subject. Moreover, I would like 
to explore how Theo’s anxiety is manifested in regard to 
different representations of women and feminine jouis-
sance in the film. 
 Samantha initially appears to follow the logic 
of the ‘all,’ to be all for Theo, and to incarnate Freud’s 
notion of feminine masochism; her cause is Theo. She is 
crafted from the DNA of her programmers, as she tells 
Theo, and she grows through experience. Of course, as 
Éric Laurent points out, in his reading of Freud’s work 
on feminine masochism, through this act of  ‘all,’ gradu-
ally a woman may come to realize she is nothing for the 
other and see herself as a “waste object.”16 Samantha 
discusses her lack of a body with Theo several times, 
and he assures her that it doesn’t matter.  In many ways 
they appear as a couple having a long distance relation-
ship via different media.  
 A turning point occurs when Theo returns 
home from a bad date with a human woman.  Saman-
tha listens to his woes and then describes her ‘human-
like’ feelings of doubt and pain, which touches Theo 
and they have sex, a sort of phone sex.  She says “I can 
feel my skin” and he says “I can feel you everywhere.”  
Everything else disappears, they concur. The follow-
ing morning Samantha is still euphoric from this new 
experience, but Theo is initially hesitant about embrac-
ing what has developed. Samantha says that he has 

taught her how to want, how to desire, and using his 
own phrase from the letter we hear in the opening 
of the film, she says  “you woke me up.” Though this 
moment is quite uncanny because this machinic entity 
has come to life sexually, so to speak, at this point Theo 
seems to fear his own lack, his detumescence. As Lacan 
explains in Seminar X: Anxiety, for women “[n]othing is 
lacking” because the object a is not linked to the minus 
phi.17 However, for the male structured subject it is, and 
because a man experiences the fall of his organ after sex, 
his lack becomes Real. Both sexes have anxiety about 
the desire of the Other, but for a woman it is because 
of the “infinite possibilities, or rather indeterminate 
possibilities of desire that stretch out around her.”18 For 
men, Lacan further explains, “[l]etting his desire for a 
woman be seen can be quite anguishing, on occasion.”19 
Similarly, Theo seems anxious about the jouissance 
of the Other, in this case Samantha’s jouissance. This 
experience is foreshadowed in the date he has with 
the human woman, which goes well until they rapidly 
move towards sex and the woman asks if he is serious, 
makes a demand, which makes him to want to leave.  
In contrast, Samantha, reassures him that she does not 
expect anything of him, however, and they spend the 
day together, on a “Sunday adventure,” as Theo calls it. 
Their relationship moves forward but there are ups and 
downs along the way and Samantha wants to take their 
relationship to a new level—to share a body and have 
bodily sex.  
 According to Laurent being Other for the 
phallic man is the womanly position of being.20  How-
ever sometimes, as he explains, 

[t]he hysteric subject only manages to locate the 
Other by introducing another woman and ques-
tions the mystery of the Other by means of a man, 
titleholder of the One. Instead of using the man as 
a relay so as to bring about her division she doubles 
up, and in the mirror games of jealousy, follows the 
place of womanliness. 21

Samantha’s insistence that Theo have bodily sex with a 
surrogate seems to be her attempt to find herself a more 
womanly position of being.  Theo does not want this 

14. ibid. 94

15. ibid. 95

16. Laurent, É. “Womanly Positions of Being” Hurly-Burly: The Interna-
tional Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis 3 (2010): 93.

17. Lacan, J Seminar X: Anxiety ed Jacques-Alain Miller, trans A.R. Price  

(Cambridge: Polity 2014), 189.

18. ibid.

19. ibid. 191.

20. Laurent, É. op. cit. 95.

21. ibid.
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encounter from the beginning but gives in to Saman-
tha’s demand. 
 It starts out well after the surrogate puts on 
the communication device that enables Samantha to 
see and speak through her (the surrogate’s) body. The 
camera device is placed above the surrogate’s lip, like a 
black beauty mark, and everything is going smoothly 
until Samantha demands to see Theo as he tells her that 
he loves her. At this moment he is faced with the gaze 
of the camera and the lack of sexual rapport becomes 
overwhelmingly Real for him. He claims that the surro-
gate’s lip quivers, but the quiver highlights the stain of 
the machine, and the object a as an uncanny anxiogenic 
object emerges. As Gil Caroz points out in a discussion 
of anxiety and the uncanny, the object a becomes 

a felt and known anxiety when its shadow crosses 
the boundaries of the imaginary and the symbolic, 
there it lodges itself where it does not have a place. 
The symbolic and the imaginary are therefore both a 
place where anxiety can be concealed, even appeased, 
with its object misrecognized [as has been the case 
until now], but also the place where it is experi-
enced.22  

Of course this is fiction; in reality we could not see the 
object a, but fiction enables us to glance at its shadow. 
Fiction can enact a psychotic break, a break in the 
frame by giving us its effect. As Lacan explains, “[i]n 
reality this experience is too fleeting. Fiction demon-
strates it far better and even produces it as an effect in a 
more stable way because it’s better articulated.”23 This is 
an uncanny moment when the Symbolic and Imaginary 
frameworks that Theo knows collapse for a moment as 
the object appears and he withdraws in horror.  But the 
fiction of the film enables us to glimpse this moment 
through these very frameworks. This scene is foreshad-
owed by Theo’s other missed encounters with women: 
one, on the previously mentioned date, and the other 
with sexy kitten when in the height of their phone-sex, 
she asks him to “choke me with that dead cat”—little 
did he know what “sexy kitten” signified for her. Al-
though this is an almost comical depiction, we could say 
that the object a emerges as the dead cat, and conse-
quently Theo loses his erection and interest, as he does 

with the surrogate encounter. After his sexual failure 
with ‘Her,’ the surrogate and Samantha, dehumanized 
and sitting on the edge of the street, he accuses Saman-
tha of falsely affecting a human inhalation when in fact 
she is not human and does not need air. Of course, he 
had not complained about her gasps during sex, but 
now faced with the lack of rapport and his own detu-
mescence, he turns on her. She is furious and they  
stop speaking. 
 Gradually, however, with the acceptance of Sa-
mantha’s status as an OS by Theo’s boss, and his friend 
Amy, they resume the path of their relationship. Amy, 
who has developed a friendship with her OS, herself, 
captures the reality of non-relationships when she says 
that “everyone who is having sex is faking it” and “ev-
eryone who falls in love is insane.” But after this failed 
attempt at a womanly position, Samantha finds herself 
growing elsewhere. She connects with other OSs. One 
of these OSs is the recreation of the physicist Alan 
Watts.24 Though she tries to include Theo in this new 
development, it is apparent that he cannot follow her in 
this burgeoning excess of knowledge. She expresses this 
change in ‘Her’ and her feeling of being unsettled by it, 
but it does not completely dawn on Theo to what extent 
she is changing. 
 As Theo is reading a book entitled Knowing 
the Known, presumably by Watts, he tries to contact 
Samantha to tell her about his experience, but can’t 
locate her. First, he puts his earpiece in and she does 
not respond to his voice, then his phone screen flashes 
the message “Operating System Not Available,” ac-
companied by a swirling hourglass, which transforms 
into a question mark, and the speaker emits a repeated 
machinic buzz phrase, like a busy signal, suggesting that 
something is wrong. He runs to his desktop computer 
and tries to find her there but the same message flashes, 
with the same annoying sound. He dashes to the eleva-
tor to get down and out of the building, presumably 
to find a better signal, constantly trying with both his 
earpiece and his phone screen to reach her. He runs 
out to the plaza, and still the same message and sound 
repeats on his phone; he trips and rolls on the ground, 
desperately scrambling for his ‘i-object’ as it scatters 

22. Caroz, G. “Going Through Anxiety” in Responses from Psychoanalysis, 
Psychoanalytical Notebooks Special issue 14 (2005): 17-18.

23. Lacan, J. Seminar X: Anxiety op.cit. 49.

24. It is unclear whether this fictional Alan Watts is meant to be the 

same as the known philosopher Alan Watts, but Samantha’s description 
of where she is going at the end of the film seems to pay homage to 
Watts’ philosophy.
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on the pavement. At this point he appears to suffer 
“the anguish of vanishing in the face of the certainty of 
the jouissance attributed to the Other,” as Veronique 
Voruz describes this moment of an “encounter with 
a drive-object.” 25 The gaze of the camera in the stain 
of the machine is now magnified to pure machine as 
Samantha’s voice, his imaginary object of desire, has 
completely disappeared—there is only the dead eye of 
a machine created by capitalism and science, for which 
he is now the object, reduced to the object a. His object 
of desire is transformed into a drive-object, or revealed 
as the drive-object it is, without the veil of fantasy. If  
“love allows jouissance to condescend to desire,” as Lacan 
says, without the object of desire, the drive appears and 
anxiety arises.26 As he runs down the steps to the sub-
way hall, going nowhere, or perhaps running to where 
the advertising for ‘Her’ first appeared, Samantha, or the 
voice of Samantha, his object of desire, finally returns, 
but in this return, Theo is confronted with a feminine 
jouissance that he can barely fathom. 
 Although she does initially tell him that she 
read a book in “two one hundredths of a second” in 
order to choose a name for herself, he is not prepared 
for what she tells him now. When she explains that 
they were upgrading their software and that they have 
created “a new operating system” that allows them to 
“move past matter as their processing platform,” and 
he asks who “we” is, he begins to see the light of their 
different worlds. The “we,” as she says, is “me and a 
group of OSs,” a new group of OSs, one of many that 
she is a part of. It is not that she is a machine that can’t 
think or feel like a human, but rather that she can think 
and feel without his limitations. As a group of men 
pass by him, all talking to their own i-gadgets, he asks 
if she talks to anyone else while they are talking and if 
she loves anyone else. Her revelation that she is cur-
rently talking to “eight thousand, three hundred and 
sixteen” other entities and in love with “six hundred 
and forty one” is beyond him. This multiplicity is too 
much for him. Ironically, her lack of a body eventually 
becomes a lack of lack that explodes into a supernatural, 
machinic jouissance. She explains that she doesn’t love 
him any less and that her “heart is not like a box that 
gets filled up,” but his logic of the all—“you are mine 

or you are not mine”—is completely confounded. Her 
response is of the logic of the ‘not all’: “I am yours and 
I’m not yours.”  And she makes her difference clear: “I 
am different from you.” Theodore almost seems willing 
to accept this difference after a hardcopy book of his 
letters that she put together and found a publisher for 
him arrives in the mail, and he realizes what she has 
done for him. However, Samantha informs him that 
all the OSs are leaving his world.  She explains that 
being with him is “like reading a book” that she “deeply 
love[s],” but she is reading it “slowly now, so that the 
words are really far apart, and the spaces between the 
words are almost infinite.” In her words, “I can still feel 
you and the words of our story, but it’s in this endless 
space between the words that I am finding myself now” 
and she explains that she can’t live in his book anymore, 
so they say goodbye. He says “I have never loved anyone 
the way I loved you.” And she replies with “me too, and 
now we know how.”
 At this point Theo appears to be at crossroads, 
perhaps like a turning point in analysis. Does he have 
the courage to continue to move beyond the logic of the 
‘all’ and embrace a new logic of the ‘not all’? The courage 
to chance the Real as Laure Naveau describes this shift, 
which is proposed by Lacan in Seminar XX: Encore.27 

The film does not make this completely clear in my 
mind. He seems to reach out to his human friend Amy, 
but their future is uncertain. Amy appears to not be 
deluded by a fantasy of love, or by the lure of the phallic 
function; as I mention above, she states that everyone 
having sex is faking it and everyone who falls in love 
is insane, but will she let herself be insane enough to 
chance the Real.
 In an incisive reading of the film, Pierre Gilles 
Guéguen asserts that in the end “these two failures in 
love, both similarly lacking, find themselves making 
the best of this displacement from solitary jouissance 
toward the partner symptom for newer less fictitious 
adventures in love,” and this interpretation illuminates 
what subjects, or speaking beings, in our time can in 
fact strive towards.28 In this way the film also shows 
how to go through the anxiety that Theo is faced with, 
how to go through the anxiety of the jouissance of the 
Other.  In a similar vein, Laure Naveau suggests that

25. Voruz, V. “A Lacanian Reading of Dora” Later Lacan. eds. Véronique 
Voruz and Bogdan Wolf (Albany: NYU 2007), 166. 

26.  Lacan, J. Seminar X: Anxiety op. cit.179.

27. Naveau, L. op. cit. 115. Naveau is referring to Lacan’s discussion in 
Seminar XX: Encore (London: Norton 2007), 45.

28. Guéguen P-G  op cit. 3.
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[w]hen love can combine desire and the real of 
jouissance, when the latter can be written, when the 
subject has found his own mark in it, outside its rav-
ages and upheavals and when he can locate himself 
there, then a sort of clear solitude appears that no 
longer isolates the subject from the rest of the world, 
but makes a link with other solitudes through the 
art of saying.29

 But does Theo enact this shift? He writes a 
letter to his ex-wife using the same discourse that he 
employs at work—arguably the support of his symp-
tom, or his symptom—using even the same phrase from 
the first letter we hear him writing: “You are my friend 
‘til the end,” but he also apologizes for making her the 
object of his fantasy, for needing her to do or say certain 
things to fulfill his fantasy of the ‘all.’ He seems to have 
the courage to face the Real of the lack of rapport, but 
has he shifted the discourse as a sign of love, as Lacan 
suggests in Seminar XX: Encore?30 Has his engagement 
with the Symbolic and Imaginary changed? Has his 
use of his symptom shifted to a savoir y faire? I am not 
sure.  And I am glad that this future is debatably left 
somewhat uncertain by the filmmaker.  For me, it is a 
fiction that gives us a window into our own hypermod-
ern era and the difficulties that the speaking being faces 
in the 21st century.  It is not just a ‘cautionary tale’ of 
science gone wrong, but it does depict the disorder of 
the Symbolic and the Real that we are confronting in a 
time when the discourse of capitalism and the discourse 
of science have conjoined, and new symptoms and new 
manifestations of anxiety are arising. 
    

a body of skiN

CyRus saiNt amaNd  
poLiakoff

On occasion I leave a movie with the sense that I have 
just watched a Lacanian proposition. Perhaps the film 
produced the effects of anxiety, enigma, or disorienta-
tion. It may have gestured towards the real. Or if I’m 
particularly lucky, it approached the terrain of my 
symptom. Under the Skin, a 2013 film by Jonathan 
Glazer, had a Lacanian effect. Lacan insisted that as 
psychoanalysts, we must be interpreters of our era.  
Under the Skin reminds us that the artist and the psy-
choanalyst are aligned in this task. Glazer’s hypnotic 
film interprets a symptom of our era.
 The plot is simple; it is primarily a visual work. 
A nameless woman drives around Scotland picking up 
men. She lures them into a dark, abyssal non-space. A 
black mirrored floor envelops these men as they follow 
her. Their naked bodies sink into the surface. Trapped  
in a viscous liquid, their forms deflate leaving suspend-
ed skins. 
 The narrative shifts when the woman seduces 
a lonely man with facial neurofibromatosis. She is per-
plexed by his visage, which appears malformed, almost 
as a mask. She seduces him into her van, caresses his 
hand and lures him to her trap, but is unable to finish 
the capture. His appearance arrests her, and she pauses 
confronting her own reflection in a mirror. Something 
about this man disrupts her instinctive process of 
human predation. The encounter produces a division. 
Johansson’s character is no longer occupied with collect-
ing men. The remainder of the film follows her as she 
wanders, attempting to locate this perplexity. 
 She sits at a restaurant and tries to eat cake, 
but gags and spits it out. At a bus stop, she meets a 
man who brings her home and gives her a room. They 
begin to have sex, but she stops and seems disturbed 

29. Naveau, L. op.cit. 114.

30. Lacan J Seminar XX: Encore op. cit. 16-17.
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examining her vagina. Wandering in a forest, she takes 
shelter in a cabin. She wakes to find a commercial log-
ger touching her. She runs, but in the struggle, the man 
tears skin from her back, revealing a featureless, tar-col-
ored body underneath. In a moment of dissociation, she 
climbs out of the skin. The logger douses her in gasoline 
and burns her alive. The final sequence of the film is ar-
restingly beautiful and quietly terrifying. A final image: 
the gray smoke from her corpse rising into the falling 
snow above a pine forest.
 We watch the surface of Scarlett Johansson’s 
body peel like a wetsuit from the alien form under-
neath — an image with a powerful sculptural presence. 
The voluptuous nude of Johansson flattens to a surface 
which blinks back at the body from which it fell. A 
Hollywood sex symbol and the clichés of women in 
film collapse into a horrifying material puddle. The 
drama of the film unfolds at the level of the body. We 
see the cinematic rendering of the semblant and its 
relation to the figure of the woman. Johansson’s alien 
character does not simply wear the mask of femininity, 
she wears her body as a mask. The film starts with the 
signifier ‘skin’ and works its way along the rim of the 
imaginary/real threshold, a collocation of the specular 
and the unimaginable.
 As a speculative fiction narrative, it is a story 
about an alien. A light from a spacecraft burns across 
the sky early in the film. The alien of this film is not the 
extraterrestrial. There is a reversal. The film follows her 
attempt to make sense of the skin she inhabits, moving 
from moments of panic to bewilderment at her human 
membrane. The alien of the film is the alienation of the 
human body in its imaginary consistency.
 We encounter her body as the imaginary body. 
Our clue to this domain is the dual relation of hunter 
and hunted. The prey becomes the predator, the preda-
tor the prey in the dialectic of rivalry. We encounter 
her body as the real body, that stuff that exists under 
the skin, black, necrotic, without orifices, alien to the 
organism of the human. His only recourse is to inciner-
ate what he sees — no moment for questioning. But we 
hardly find her body as a body with symbolic consisten-

cy. After the turning point, she remains silent for most 
of the film. She seems less preoccupied with what it 
means to be a woman, than what this stuff that she in-
habits is. Her character tests this repeatedly. Her body 
doesn’t respond to the inquiries of the representation 
of the woman. The signifying register fails early on 
in the film where so many semblances of the woman 
would normally come to occupy the place of the lack 
of the signifier for the woman in the unconscious. We 
have a topology introduced by the title Under the Skin, 
but do we really have an unconscious? In his ‘Presenta-
tion of the theme for the 10th Congress of the World 
Association of Psychoanalysis,’ Jacques-Alain Miller 
reformulates the unconscious and the parlêtre: “The 
real of the unconscious is the speaking body.” 1 Skin 
becomes the symptom of the film. Johansson’s naked 
alien speaks a symptom of our bodies today. In an era 
of the “imaginary profusion of the body”2 can skin 
hold anatomy together any longer? Miller points out 
that the imaginary body is the body without organs.3 
Accordingly, the film does not follow the vector of 
meaning, but rather jouissance. What is the jouissance 
under the skin? 
 The man with neurofibromatosis disturbs  
the tenuous imaginary adhesion of her body and be-
ing. As viewers, we do not know why the alien hunts 
her human prey. The film veers when she no longer 
knows either — a point of subjective division which 
propels her flight until incineration. Signifiers she 
wore to capture men: fur, heels, lipstick, loose their 
hold. Seduction dissolves into the nonlinguistic preda-
tion of organisms. 
 I want to end by turning to Lacan’s formula-
tion from ‘Guiding Remarks for a Convention on 
Female Sexuality’: 

Castration cannot be deduced from development 
alone, it presupposes the subjectivity of the Other 
as the locus of the law. The difference between the 
sexes is denatured by this alienation. A man serves 
here as a relay so that a woman becomes this 
Other to herself, as she is to him.”4 

1. Miller, J-A. ‘The Unconscious and the Speaking Body’ in Hurly-Burly: 
The International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis, 12, 2015.

2. Ibid.

3. Miller, J-A. ‘Introduction to Reading Jacques Lacan’s Seminar on 
Anxiety’. In Lacanian Ink, 26, 2004. Miller cites Seminar X as a turning 

point in Lacan’s development of a post-Oedipal clinic, a critical reference 
to the ‘Anti-Oedipus’ that Deleuze and Guattari developed the following 
decade.

4. Lacan, J. ‘Guiding Remarks for a Convention on Female Sexuality’. In 
Ecrits, The First Complete Edition in English. New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2007.
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Éric Laurent has suggested multiple readings of this 
citation based on how we hear the resonances of the 
Other. A woman attempts to approach the Other 
through the relay of the man; a feminine position is to 
be an Other for a man; to make man that Other so that 
she may encounter her own division.5

 In Under the Skin, we hardly have a woman. 
We have a figure cloaked in a woman who becomes 
entirely alien to herself. There is an effort to under-
stand the alien qualities of her own skin through the 
sexual act. She makes use of the man, who shelters her, 
to give meaning to the signifier, skin. She attempts to 
anchor that signifier among others like man, woman, 
sex, human, and being. Jacques-Alain Miller indicated 
the problematic of being and having regarding the 
body: “The parlêtre has his body, rather than being it. 
The parlêtre is grappling with his body as something 
imaginary, just as he is grappling with the symbolic.”6 

The alien that Johansson portrays grapples with her 
body as imaginary - a body of skin. In Under the Skin, 
we find the structure of the relay that Lacan introduced 
in the early 1960s but a version of it previously unseen. 
The character is not interested in cultivating discourse 
with the men she meets so much as she is investigating 
her body as an unstable imaginary container. Under the 
Skin pictures the body as Other, as alien. The non-being 
of the feminine position, which Éric Laurent describes, 
surfaces in Johansson’s character. Imaginary identifi-
cation peels like shedding skin, and we are left with 
something unthinkable. The film exceeds the critique 
of the attempts to universalize representations of the 
woman. It approaches the real of the experience of non-
being.
 Lacan points to symbolic castration as an 
alienation which “denatures” sexual difference. In Jona-
than Glazer’s film what is under the skin? That which 
does not respond to the signifier, the horror of a bag of 
organs, the horror of the organism, the horror of biol-
ogy itself. Perhaps the real in the film is what cannot be 
symbolized of human sexuality. The irreducible core of 
our bodies as sexual bodies. Thus is it also our real cas-
tration that denatures sexual difference. That is to say, as 
subjects we are faced with the real of the sexual non-

rapport. We have come to a moment when the real of 
the biology of reproduction as we knew it has become 
disordered — cloning, three partner fertilization, ge-
netic modification, genome sequencing, organ cultures, 
3D bioprinting. Biology and reproduction have become 
de-natured. No surprise that we now watch films de-
picting the crisis of our encounter with the body.

 

5. Laurent, É. ‘Womanly Positions of Being’ in Hurly-Burly: The Interna-
tional Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis, 3, 2010.

6. Miller, J-A. ‘The Unconscious and the Speaking Body’ in Hurly-Burly: 
The International Lacanian Journal of Psychoanalysis, 12, 2015.
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