
Precis
Our good friend and colleague, Alan Rowan, Member of the Irish Circle of the Lacanian 
Orientation (ICLO) and the New Lacanian School, was very kind to allow us to publish this 
paper on the Act, recently presented in Ireland and to be published in print in Lacunae, the 
journal of the Irish Association of Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy (Volume 1, Issue 2).  In his 
text, Rowan offers a description of the Act, grounded in a solid reading of several passages 
from Lacan's Seminar XV on the Psychoanalytic Act, including the reworking of the 
Pavlovian stimulus-response concept with which Lacan begins the Seminar and issues 
such as the relationship of the Act to transference and the question of the effect or product 
of the Act.  Rowan's close reading of Lacan's Seminar and elaboration of the impact of this 
notion of the Act on psychoanalytic practice, implications he articulates through a 
differential reading of Freud and Lacan as well as a tracing of the ways in which some of 
Lacan's concepts have been further developed in the work of Jacques-Alain Miller (in 
particular, the difference between the transferential and real Unconscious), will help us as 
we orient our work in preparation for our Study Days on "The Psychoanalytic Act in the 21st 
Century."
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When in 1967 Lacan introduced his seminar on “The Psychoanalytic Act”, he introduced, by way 
of this term, “psychoanalytic act” something new into psychoanalytic discourse and the seminar 
represents both an interrogation and elaboration of this concept. In session two he admits that to 
say something about the psychoanalytic act is not without difficulty, saying; “it is something like a 
knot, a knot around which many things are constructed and delegate to themselves all sorts of 
powers which is (therefore) undoubtedly something stratified and that one cannot consider as 
simple” (p.12). At the same time we can get a clear sense of what this seminar is focused on if we 
ask the question; does psychoanalysis produce something specific to itself, something new in 
relation to subjectivity – namely a difference that could be considered radical for the subject who 
goes through an analysis? Here we can immediately see that the accent is not at the level of the 
“know how” of psychoanalytic technique, but rather concerned with what orients the practice of 
psychoanalysis in terms of its aim or end point1. As Lacan states in the seminar an analyst, “may 
not register himself other than by the fruit of his act” (Session 2, p.9).  As is well known this topic 
will continue to be a focus for Lacan up to his last seminars and the answer he gives here, as well 
as elsewhere, is radically different to, for example;

• The mastery of the pleasure principle through the reality principle as advocated by “ego 
psychology”

• The alternative, namely, the subjugation of the reality principle to the pleasure principle 
( e.g. via a modification of the superego) in the name of a certain “healthypermissiveness” 
as advocated by among others Abraham, Jones and Stratchey

• The taking back of, and psychic integration of, split off projections as advocated by Klein 
and her followers via the depressive position

Turning to the seminar itself Lacan begins with what is an amusing and ironic consideration of the 
act as presented by Pavlov in terms of his behaviourist “stimulus- response” model of so-called 
“classical conditioning”. Here the notion of act is reduced to a motor response, as the animal, at 
the behest of the experimenter, learns to salivate not to food but to the sound of a bell – after the 
bell is first paired continuously with the appearance of the food. Here we are introduced to a 
model, one whereby an apparently passive and “automatic” response is produced in the animal 
which is then held up as a scientific and objective example of “learning” resulting in the 
acquisition of new behaviour.

"                   S          R
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What is amusing is how Lacan shows that this whole procedure depends on pulling the rabbit out 
of the hat only on condition of it being first put there. In other words what is silently eliminated 
from this experiment is the prior act of the experimenter who representing the subject of science 
actively introduces the very sign that he or she wants, indeed obliges the animal to respond to, 
which is why Lacan ironically refers to Pavlov as nothing less than a structuralist. The point Lacan 
is making here is that this apparently unmediated S-R relation is not only not natural but is in fact 
a mediated one, a point Lacan wants to make to show thatwhat he calls “acts”, properly 
considered, invariably are, or have, this symbolic dimension. This understanding of the act and 
the relations involved in it (between, in Lacan’s terms, the subject, the other and the big Other) 
can be illustrated as follows:

"   S - - - " " " " " " " "      - - - O

" " " " " "        O

So here we see clearly, in a move that is profound, that all human acts are mediated, and indeed 
an act can only take on its meaning and status in relation to an encounter of this sort – 
something, moreover, that cannot therefor be reduced to the naive idea of a purely dual or “inter-
subjective” relation.

In terms of the signifier “orientation” in the title of this paper let me briefly introduce two more 
diagrams taken with a slight modification from Miller (1992).

The first concerns Freud’s account of how the pleasure principle gets established or set in 
motionwithin and by the subject. There is first, for the infant, as Freud points out, the 
experienceof energic tension and then the discovery by the baby, via initially hallucinatory 
satisfaction, of the pleasure principle, this being a satisfaction that can reduce this tension. Freud 
maintains however that this reduction is never to zero and so we have:

Amount of Tension [AT] – pleasure = remainder 

This remainder, something that is always there but ungraspable by the subject, is what Lacan 
designated as object a in its function as cause of desire. So with the pleasure principle not quite 
doing its job, in comes, so to speak, the reality principle on top of it. What we see here is that the 
reality principle is in fact an extension of the pleasure principle. Another way of putting this, in 
more Lacanian terms, would be to say that this shows us that the Other is always soaked in 
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jouissance which in turn means there is no act without this jouissance dimension. This can be 
represented as follows:

                                                           

The next diagram puts a distance between Freud and Lacan for if Freud saw the jouissance for 
the mother being treated by the Oedipal father via the acceptance of castration, which thus 
allowed access to culture, Lacan saw it differently – effectively situating Freud’s Oedipus 
Complex at the imaginary level. For Lacan what treats jouissance, or to say the same thing, 
allows satisfaction, is language, which leaves as its outcome castration andobject a, the latter 
being the irreducible residue of this erasing operation, a “want of being” that constantly fuels 
desire.

                     J! ! ! Oedipus Complex! ! ! ! castration

! ! J! ! !        Language! ! ! ! castration + a2

With this now more complex picture - whereby meaning and jouissance are always inter-
connected, for example, there is always the decipherable or re-translatable aspect of the 
symptom, but always also,the dimension of the symptom as satisfaction - we can return to 
consider the psychoanalytic act.

The first point worth making here is that there certain conditions must be met if the 
psychoanalytic act is to function. The first and most obvious one is that is that there must be an 
analysand and a psychoanalyst. In one sense entering an analysis might be seen as an act 
though Lacan here points out, one enters an analysis not as an act but with a demand. Moreover, 
it is a symptomatic demand registered in the field of “it’s not working,” in other words the following 
conditions need to apply for an analysis to function:

• one’s symptom is failing, 

• one cannot understand and questions this failure, and,

• one is suffering from it.

Moreover, Lacan in this seminar, calls the analysand a “psychoanalysand” to stress as he says 
the fact that, “psychoanalysis is a task … these people who have to follow the rule or not, 
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however you define them, must be taught their trade” (Session 5, p.8). This implies that the 
enactment of the unconscious is not the same thing as the psychoanalytic act.

Two more conditions can be stressed. In session three Lacan states “outside of transference 
there is no analytic act” (p.5) and at many points in the seminar he returns to this theme. What we 
see here teased out is the side of transference that is based on the subject supposed to know, 
which is based in turn on an elusive sense coming to inhabit the particularity of the analysands 
speech – causing desire3. The other aspect of the transference that is important to emphasise, 
concerns the analysts position as being the one that incarnates and is constituted as “object a” 
and thus as, not only object cause of desire, but also as object of jouissance for the subject. As 
Lacan points out, it is precisely this latter function that falls at the end of analysis, something he 
describes in terms of encountering the “dis-being” of the analyst. The second condition is that the 
analyst must be “operative” in the sense of being able to produce effects – something that runs 
quite contrary to merely listening to, or understanding, what an analysand says. Miller (2000) 
usefully draws attention to this aspect of clinical praxis when he describes the analyst as a “multi-
functional object,” versatile and available, able on the one hand to bear the repetition-automatism 
of the symptom and also to embody the object of the drive, and then to interpret - depending on 
the case. As Miller puts it; “If the sense is blocked up, he articulates it, liquidates it, dialecticises it. 
If the sense flows non-stop, without stopping upon any substantial signification, he introduces 
stopping points, quilting points … which give the subject a supporting armature” (p.70).

Having reached this point we can now ask what does the psychoanalytic act produce? One can 
answer this in a number of ways though for example, firstly, and in the negative, by saying it is 
not about producing something like a new object but rather concerns a change that is brought 
about in the subject – which is why, Lacan, in this seminar is keen to highlight what he terms 
the“incurable” aspect of the symptom. In other words if something of one’s symptom remains, 
what is changed is how it functions for, or within, the subject. Put another waythis change 
involves assuming, what Lacan elsewhere referred to asthe “you are that” that emerges at the 
end of an analysis, or in different terms one could say one concludes with “I am what I am”. 
However it is essential to recognise that this is not something simple, but rather concerns the 
particularity of how meaning and jouissance are knotted for a particular subject, the recognition of 
which allows one to achieve a “saying well” in relation to one’s symptom4 - with this in turn putting 
a full stop to analytic ciphering. Here is a quotation from session five of the seminar:

“The subject depends on this cause which makes it divided and is called object a. Here is what 
marks what it is important to underline: that the subject is not its own cause, that it is the 
consequence of loss and that it has to putitself into the consequence of the loss, the one that the 
object a constitutes, to know what he is lacking”(p.10)

Earlier in the same session Lacan evokes a few lines from a poem by Rimbaud to make the 
same point saying that, in these lines of poetry, we find the formula of the act;

“Your finger on the drum loses all the sounds and begins a new harmony

A step from you is the rising of new men and time on the march
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Your face turns aside, the new love, your face turns back, the new love” (p.4)

In this act one is literally, therefore, not the same as one was before. It is here that one can refer 
to a certain“risk” and/or“excess” the subject invariably faces at this point - for entailed in this 
notion of the specifically psychoanalytic act is the fact that one can never fully anticipate its 
consequences, in particular, the way it will change one’s symbolic co-ordinates and impact on 
one’s mode of jouissance. 

At this point, having clarified something of the nature of the psychoanalytic act, it is perhaps 
useful to look more closely at the “operation” the analyst “supports” and must be able to engage 
in, in the realisation of this act. As is well known, and in a move that highlights the problems of 
using the counter-transference in analysis, Lacan described the “desire of the analyst” as a 
specifically analytic desire, namely one that desires the “absolute particularity” of the subject. In 
order, however, for this to come into being the analyst must be able to operate with his “lack of 
being” - meaning -beyond any personal wish, desire, passion or prejudice - as he or she “reads,” 
or de-ciphers, like a text, the unconscious of his or her analysand. Moreover, this means there is 
only one “operative unconscious” in an analysis, namely that of the analysand, something that is 
possible on the basis of the analyst either being in analysis and supervision, or having undergone 
an analysis5. In the final session of this seminar6 Lacan draws attention to this when he speaks of 
the “strange exchange” that takes place in analysis whereby one“ensures that what is said by the 
subject, whatever it may be, whether he knows it or not, only becomes knowledge by being 
recognised by the Other” (p.9). It is in this respect that Miller has occasionally evoked the term 
“editor” in speaking of one aspect of the analytic function whereby the analyst’s scansion of the 
analysand’s text brings forth a revised edition of the text - implied by the text - one that distributes 
signification producing meaning effects. Here we can quote Lacan from session fourteen of the 
seminar as follows:

“In other words, it is because a subject has not been able in any way to articulate something 
primary … I would not even say meaning (or) sense, but articulation, in the sense properly that 
this articulation is made up of nothing other than a signifying sequence, which takes on a more 
precise form, the accent of consequences, starting from the moment when scansions are 
established in it” (p.2).

 Indeed, strictly speaking, one can say that without its “editor”, the unconscious would not appear. 
In other words one can say that without psychoanalysis the unconscious exists - but as unknown 
- its specificity emerging only with transference. As Lacan nicely puts it, in the final session of this 
seminar, the pivotal presence of the “subject supposed to know” is “in effect what we suppose the 
subject to know” (p.11).

However at this point we have only described one side of the analytic operation linked to what 
Miller has termed the “transferential unconscious”, meaning the unconscious made of 
meanings,which have a certain truth value, linked to the subject’s history and that, in turn, give 
form to the specifics of his or her desire. This aspect of an analysis eventually leads to a fall in 
ideals whereby once important points of identification no longer have the same hold over the 
subject. What Millerhas referred to as the “real unconscious” designates something quite different 
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in that it captures the way in which a subject’s mode of jouissance is fixed in relation to object a 
as lack, or to put it another way, in relation to this always missing object. Here the analyst’s 
position of being the “cause of desire” for the subject acts to evoke the subject’s mode of 
jouissance beyond the words that are spoken – words which literally can continue forever in an 
endless narrative7. To get a better idea of what is at stake here one can say that the analyst 
seeks to “produce” in the subject their mode of jouissance in relation to this object, which is object 
a. It is in this respect that Lacan, in this seminar, says the analyst is defined as “I am not thinking” 
meaning that, in this latter sense, one is a placeholder for the object, which for the analysand 
functions as the limit point of an analysis.  It is one reason why Lacan, in dealing with this 
enjoying aspect of the unconscious, introduced the “cut”as a punctuation of the session. This 
analytic technique operates precisely via this isolating function of the cut that allows the analyst to 
operate on the beyond of language, or against, one could say, the tendency to always respond to 
one signifier with another signifier – forever, therefore, adding meaning. Thus the cut isolates for 
the subject an S1 in its “outside meaning” dimension. Lacan, particularlyin his later seminars, 
continuously elaborated on this “outside meaning” aspect of language, for example, by evoking 
the term “lalangue”, by pointing to the “enjoyment” inside meaning  or speech (“juis-sens”) and by 
focussing on what he termed “the letter”.  Here we can read the letter asthat unary signifier that 
points to the pure contingency of the material encounter of the signifier with the body which 
produces an elementary jouissance – the body as enjoying substance -which, only subsequently 
gets articulated - taken up one could say - within the various formations of the unconscious. Miller 
in “Interpretation in Reverse” (1999) sums up the implication of this point for analytic practice as 
follows;

“Either the session is a semantic unity, in which S2 comes to punctuate the elaboration … (as 
many sessions are), or the analytic session is an a-semantic unit returning the subject to the 
opacity of his jouissance” (p.15).

What is to be emphasised here is that either way, and despite the radical divide here presented 
by Miller, psychoanalysis remains a “language effect” something that operates on and with the 
signifier within its Real, Symbolic and Imaginary dimensions which are all present for what Lacan 
termed the “speaking-being”.

In session thirteen of the seminar Lacan writes:

“… to go into the field of the unconscious is properly to find oneself at the level of what can be 
best defined as language-effect … (though) that knowledge is incarnated without the subject who 
is holding his discourse being conscious of it … being conscious of his knowledge … is to be 
complicit in it” (p.3).

In this context the subject must be brought into play in the psychoanalytic task in order to produce 
what Lacan terms “subject effects” whereby as an outcome of the psychoanalytic act the subject 
becomes aware of his constitutive division which Lacan even goes so far as to say confronts the 
subject with a “passage a l’act (or) let us say an enlightened passage a l’act” (Session 13: p.4). 
Ultimately the psychoanalysand confronted with his or her division has arrived at a point where 
there is one could say a knowledge of the symptom, one knows something of what one was 
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involved in, unlike say the classical figure of the tragic hero, who Lacan evokes by way of 
contrast, as the one “… who engages himself alone in the act (and) is doomed to this destiny of 
finally being only the waste product of his enterprise” (Session 14: p.6). However, as has already 
been implied earlier, the unconscious does not disappear and psychoanalysis does not extoll the 
virtues of “appropriate repressions” nor “unrelenting freedoms” both of which in human life 
frequently have had, and continue to have, barbaric effects. Rather one arrives at a point which 
Lacan puts as follows “… of knowing that in every act, there is something which escapes him as 
subject … (and yet) what he has to accomplish from this act … being his own 
realisation” (Session 13: p.4). Another way of putting this is to say that, at this limit point of 
knowledge, one encounters the “impossible to say”, but not as something passive, but rather as 
object a – and thus precisely as “cause of desire”. Here there is no norm for all, and each subject 
must find his or her own “invention” in life in relation to his or her own particularity.

To support the psychoanalysand to this point, as Lacan frequently emphasises in this seminar, 
requires that the analyst is him of herself aware of, or even more so, suspicious in relation to the 
limitations of knowledge. As he points out in session fourteen, knowing all about carpentry may 
define a carpenter but not so with a psychoanalyst whose “know how” essentially concerns how 
to operate as “cause of desire” so as the unconscious knowledge of the analysand can be put to 
work. In order for this to be possible the main reference point for the analyst has to be not his or 
her own knowledge of but rather his or her experience of object a as, for example, that which 
does not provide any guarantee to the subject.

In now concluding it is important to say that this paper has attempted to emphasise, mainly, the 
clinical import of Lacan’s seminar on the “psychoanalytic act” and as a consequence has 
obviously not paid much attention to many other aspects of the seminar. For example, in this 
seminar Lacan spends a considerable amount of time attempting to work out what he terms “a 
logic in the intermediary zone” which would be adequate to describe the logical relations between 
the “all” as in, for example, the universal quantifier, to, the particular or existential quantifier which 
is “not of the all”precisely because this “something which is not” captures the place of the 
unconscious.

Given that the “psychoanalytic act” is also a passage to becoming an analyst and, for example, 
via “the pass” to transmitting something of this “act” a final quote from the this seminar seems 
useful:

“there is no psychoanalysand, there is someone ‘who has been a psychoanalysand’ from which 
there results only a subject who has been made aware of what he cannot think of as constituative 
of any one of his actions” (Session 14: p.12).
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End Notes

!"Of course, ultimately, these two issues cannot be radically separated, in so far as, how an 
analysis ends depends on its technique alongside a conceptualisation of the end one has in 
mind.

2 We need to note here that whereas Freud operated on the basis of a dual drive theory, namely 
libido and the death drive, Lacan unites these into one jouissance, sometimes referred to as 
“jouissance one”,which in turn is to be distinguished from “phallic jouissance” – the latter being a 
transform of the former.

3 This of course refers to symbolic transference which must be distinguished from imaginary 
transference based on feelings and affects – though importantly - the latter are, needless to say, 
always linked in any case to symbolic content.

4 Not to be confused with “symptomatic relief” which may, as an alleviation of suffering, already be 
achieved.

5 Here, strictly speaking, we are talking about “pure psychoanalysis” which does not deny, for 
example, the various levels of “applied psychoanalysis” that exist, and indeed have, moreover, 
well demonstrated therapeutic effects.

6 Presented as “Annex 1” in Gallagher’s translation as this seminar was given in a “once off” 
fashion after a break in the seminar as a result of the events taking place in Paris in 1968.

7 Obviously here I am focusing on the analysis of neurosis, as in psychosis, both the transference 
and the “direction of the treatment” are, and need to be, quite radically different.
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