
EXPRESSEXP
Volume 3 - Issue 4

sePTemBeR 2016

The LC EXPRESS delivers the Lacanian Compass in a new format. Its aim is to 
deliver relevant texts in a dynamic timeframe for use in the clinic and in advance of 
study days and conference meetings. The LC EXPRESS publishes works of theory 
and clinical practice and emphasizes both longstanding concepts of the Lacanian 
tradition as well as new cutting edge formulations.

Pierre-Gilles GuéGuen

lacaniancompass.com

Some remarkS on  
Civilization & itS DiSContentS 
from freuD to laCan



VoLumE 3 - ISSuE 4 SEPTEmBER 2016

Precis

This paper was presented in the lacanian Compass 
video seminar series on march 6th 2016 as a lead up to 
the 2016 Clinical study Days in NYC. In order to give 
us a little insight into the unsettling times we are living 
in, Pierre-Gilles Guéguen traces some pivotal moments 
in the work of Freud, lacan, and more recent scholar-
ship by Éric laurent and Jacques-Alain miller, which 
brings a different frame to recent discourse on suicide 
and violence. Beginning with Freud’s insights on the 
death drive and the aggressiveness that lies at the route 
of humanity, Guéguen illuminates lacan’s develop-
ments and departures from Freud’s work. He notes 
how our current historical moment has shifted, and he 
points out that although Freud became more and more 
pessimistic, he thought that man could be civilized by 
the law of the Father, while lacan was quite skeptical 
in this regard. moreover, the danger of believing in an 
ideal, as Guéguen illuminates with laurent’s work, is 
that it can lead to an internalized hatred because “your 
ego makes you believe that you want to die while in fact 
you are the one who wants to kill. Thus, you ignore that 
the other is commanding you.”  Furthermore, working 
with miller’s and laurent’s insights from lacan, Gué-
geun shows us that it may not be just belief in an ideal 
that causes ‘suicide’ bombers, and much of our contem-
porary malaise, including the turn to Trump, because 
belief can cover up something more sinister. Without a 
recognition of our own hatred, we may idealize “a God 
that fosters hope” and hope rather than despair can be 
the devil in disguise. 

Nancy Gillespie
Co-editor
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We are living through strange times. Anxiety is spread-
ing among the nations of europe and over the American 
continent notwithstanding all of the African and Asian 
countries with unending threats towards democracy 
and even to the form of the nation state itself. europe 
is afraid of the waves of immigrants coming from syria 
and other countries. In the us immigration is also a 
problem with the amount of refugees trying to escape 
from poverty and narco states. Terrorism in the name of 
IsIs, or other fundamentalist religious groups, spreads 
over the planet and as a response a sort of populism 
always susceptible to turn  into a form of totalitarian-
ism increases everywhere: Trump after the Tea Party in 
the usA, and marine le pen in France; while Hungary 
and Poland already have extremely conservative regimes 
and so on… on top of these menaces come the climate 
change predictions and already verifiable facts, and the 
impossibility of controlling of the spread of nuclear arms 
since the fall of the wall and the soviet union in 1989.

I was recently reading again a discussion between 
Éric laurent and Jacques-Alain miller during one of 
miller’s classes in 2002: they were already debating this 
topic of a gloomy future and noting that one of the 
characteristics of modern wars is that they belong to 
the lacanian logic of the ‘not all’ (pas tout).1 most wars 
are not being controlled by nations. They also empha-
sized that civilization and political actions are more 
and more formulated in moral terms. As the French 
political scientist marcel Gauchet, whom they had 
both been reading, noted again and again, the moral 
vocabulary (forgiveness, apologies, the culture of vic-
timization, pledges, promises and so on…) had recently 
been invading the sphere of politics, together with the 
spreading of a politics of ‘human rights.’

Gauchet whom laurent and miller quote, notes that 
the ideals of tradition, progress, and revolution, do not 
function anymore. These ideals that formed 19th cen-
tury politics were still more or less valid until the six-

1. miller, J-A and laurent, e. Le désenchantement de la psyhanalysis. 
Orientation lacanienne III,4. May 2002. (unpublished). Translations by 
the author. 
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ties, in spite of the Gulag, and of course the shoah, the 
Cultural Revolution in China and the imperialist wars 
that took place during the period. They were still strong 
until the aftermath of the Vietnam war and the sud-
den interest of a new generation in the political sphere 
(American civil rights movements, the ‘hippy’ genera-
tion, student revolts in France and other countries). Are 
we now in another kind of world, run by ‘the markets’? 
These questions are certainly relevant to our time and 
they occupy armies of pundits and communicators 
while the outcome remains as uncertain as ever.
 
When Freud first published Civilization and its Discon-
tents the future was no more foreseeable than it is today 
and anxiety was also at a very high level. Although 
Austria was not invaded by the Reich before 1938, the 
world was in the midst of a terrible monetary crisis and 
in Germany the Nazi forces were already rising.

 
 
Freud’s concerns  

let’s remember his main concerns as developed in 
this somber book. The book comes after the Future of 
an Illusion (1927) and its reaffirmation that according 
to Freud, religion is nothing less than a social mani-
festation of obsessive neurosis. The book starts with 
an interrogation of beliefs: While the writer Romain 
Rolland, a French humanist, a pacifist and a Nobel prize 
winner, who had corresponded with Freud for several 
years, thought that religion had managed to channel, 
to the profit of the church, an inside energy present in 
every man as an ‘oceanic’ feeling, but that mankind was 
not ‘bad’ at the root, Freud rejected this analysis derived 
from Hindu wisdom. He could not admit the presence 
of this ‘feeling’ in the life of man. And further, he would 
not see a possible reconciliation of men neither with 
their own self nor with reality. His remarks on the ego 
and its flimsy relationship with reality are really strik-
ing, as well as his well known declaration of the impos-
sible duty assigned by Christianity: “Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself.” Freud realized that the high ideals 

of culture and civilization do not hold and that in 
order to face one’s own destiny with lucidity one has, 
through analysis, to accept getting old and the decay 
of the body (self hatred), as well as the failure of the 
ideals of universal peace (men are aggressive at their 
roots) and the nebenmensh are always a threat (basic 
paranoid state of the subject). In order to face the 
death drive at work Freud contends that humanity will 
invent defenses and ideals in order not to recognize 
the death drive at work: neuroses (anxiety and conflicts 
in the ego), toxicomania (drugs and alcohol), psychosis 
(megalomania, paranoïa).

still Freud could envisage ways of overcoming the 
death drive: knowledge and sublimation, through love, 
art, work, and technological progress for the good of 
humanity. He believed in civilization and in the law 
of the Father under the form of an introjected parental 
ideal to regulate the death drive for each of us and for 
society in general. And, on the other hand, he thought 
that the explanation for the division between love and 
hate and their impossible reconciliation in the hu-
man being was a consequence of a primordial loss of 
the completeness and security of the womb: ‘the birth 
trauma’ as Rank had named it.

so for Freud civilization was the cause of ingrained 
unhappiness but still something that can be sought af-
ter in order to save mankind from chaos and preserve a 
social link. As for him, in the treatment of his patients 
he tried endlessly to make the superego less ferocious. 
Thus attacking, by his liberal standpoint, the values of 
a Victorian society. The equilibrium between eros and 
Thanatos, the death drive, could be maintained, how-
ever, somewhere in between American individualism 
(which led to the great Depression) and the new ultra 
conservative political parties predicting dictatorships 
to come. even scientific progress according to him 
held no guarantee of reconciliation of mankind with 
itself. Yet Freud thought that the law of the Father, 
(castration and the prohibition of incest) could bring 
the ‘sought after’ 'regulation, in spite' of the dreadful 
slaughters of World War one which had been the first 



VoLumE 3 - ISSuE 4 SEPTEmBER 2016

really technologically advanced war (with airplanes, 
barbed wires, combat gazes, and tanks). In other words, 
Freud was very pessimistic as to the future of civiliza-
tion. He was by no means ready to accept the Hegelian 
aufhebung and the realization of a universal good. on 
his last days it was more and more obvious for him that 
society (culture) as well as the subject would suffer even 
more from an inner and still unavoidable division.

Lacan’s interpretations oF  
the MaLaise 
 
so much could be said that we will not envisage all 
the developments constructed on the basis of the late 
Freudian theories by lacan. He very soon abandoned 
his Hegelian theory of intersubjectivity (desire for rec-
ognition meeting a recognition for desire) and partook 
of the last Freudian thoughts on the death drive and the 
psyche of the human being. I cannot resist quoting here 
the dark passage of his text “Aggressiveness in Psycho-
analysis,” written in 1948 soon after the second World 
War and its even more frightening destructions:

In the “emancipated man” of modern society, this fracturing 
reveals that his formidable crack goes right to the very depth 
of his being. It is a self punishing neurosis, with hysteri-
cal/ hypochondriac symptoms of its functional inhibitions, 
psychasthenic forms of its derealization of other people 
and of the world, and its social consequences of failure and 
crime. It is this touching victim, this innocent escapee who 
has thrown off the shackles that condemn modern man to 
the most formidable social hell, whom we take in when he 
comes to us; it is this being of nothingness for whom, in our 
daily task, we clear anew the path to his meaning in a dis-
creet fraternity-a fraternity to which we never measure up.2

or again in the conference/conversation pronounced in 
2002 by Éric laurent at the invitation of Jacques Alain 
miller, we can find a reference to a passage in Seminar 
V related to Freud’s comments about the Christian 
Commandment “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself.” 3 laurent enhances a formula used by lacan, 

one that will disappear ever after. lacan discusses a case 
of a man whose father had been depressed all his life. 
The patient himself was depressed to the point that he 
presented a “demand for death.” Although it is clearly a 
case of melancholy, lacan sustains the idea that this de-
mand for death is virtual in each one of us. But in what 
way? laurent tells us that this return upon the patient 
of a demand for death in this case is not imaginary; 
it comes from the other and thus has been symbol-
ized and comes back to the patient under the form of 
the superego: “you must kill yourself.” It is not just an 
inner ‘tendency’ of the patient… and at this point of his 
teaching lacan follows Freud, placing the origin of self 
hatred and the division of the subject in the primordial 
loss of the mother as a totally fulfilling object. “since 
the patient is a speaking being he cannot hurt the 
other without hurting himself.” Why this quotation 
from the early lacan?4

Éric laurent takes this opportunity to teach us some-
thing very important in the clinic: “In relation to the 
other, the zone of the superego, the commandment, 
comes from the other” and from lacan this is a criti-
cism aimed at Freud. While Freud thinks of ambiva-
lence in all love relations, lacan goes further. For him 
the commandment could be completed as ‘Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself, the one whom you hate,  
at the level of speech is the demand for death because 
you ignore your hate’; your ego makes you believe  
that you want to die while in fact you are the one who  
wants to kill. Thus, you ignore that the other is  
commanding you.

This remark will take its full value concerning the ‘hu-
man bomb’ murderers and terrorists of all kinds. And 
Éric laurent, quoting Freud from “The ego and the 
Id,” underlines the fact that love and hate cannot alter-
nate or transform themselves one in another. They are 
always mingled and hate is primordial.

2. lacan, J. Ecrits: The First Complete Edition in English. Tr. Fink, B.  
london: Norton (2006) p.101. 

3. lacan, J. Le Seminaire. Livre V, Les Formations de L’inconscient ed. miller 
J-A. Paris: seuil (1993). p 147. ed.N: For english see Seminar V: The Forma-
tions of the Unconscious. Tr. Gallagher, C. (unofficial publication) p 381. 
4. laurent, e. op cit.
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From this acquired clinical point, lacan, in Seminar XX, 
will build his concept of hateloving (hainamoration). And 
according to laurent this is a true lacanian invention in 
the register of the psychoanalytic passions: lacan calls it 
hateloving and states clearly that he thinks that naming 
it ambivalence as Freud did was not appropriate. In this 
passage he mentions that the first hateloving is directed 
towards God and that religions manage to idealise God 
because he knows nothing about hatred.5  There lies the 
origin of the idealization or religion. And the source 
of all fundamentalisms. For by not recognizing one’s 
own hatred man idealizes a God that fosters hope and 
laurent notes quite sharply that lacan’s position has 
always been very skeptical concerning the idealization of 
the father. The psychology of despair, says Éric laurent, 
is far from accounting for suicides: 

one can always explain everything by despair, all the social 
disasters, all the disruptions in the world, all the nihilisms and 
all the suicides, it is a suspicious causality that lacan takes in 
reverse. In Television, for example, he mentions that it is hope 
rather than despair that leads to suicide. In those days it was 
hope for the bright new tomorrows.6

This brings us to another point that Éric laurent raised 
for us and which also dissipates a veil that masks the 
discourse on despair and terrorist behavior. Whether 
or not these attacks claim to be fostered by a religious 
belief like the November attacks in Paris or the san 
Bernardino massacre, or are apparently “unmotivated” 
as classical psychiatry would call them, like in Colum-
bine, or other murders of this type (once studied by Paul 
Guiraud and more recently by our colleague Jean Cl 
maleval): “the juxtaposition of these different forms of 
suicide shows us how the regression goes much deeper 
than a simple identification with an ideal or to a martyr-
dom. It touches our first link to the exterior world,” the 
first ‘not me’ judgment and, says laurent, “the link to 
religion is probably secondary.”7

Pierre-Gilles Guéguen

5. lacan, J. Seminar XX: Encore. ed miller, J-A. Tr. Fink, B. london: 
Norton (1998) p 90. 
6. laurent, e. op cit. 

7. Ibid
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