
Precis
This essay by Ram Mandil was presented to an international audience on November 13th 
2011 as part of the ongoing 2011- 2012 video seminar series of the Lacanian Compass in 
preparation for Clinical Studies 6: The Psychoanalytic Act in the 21st Century.  CSD6 will be 
held in New York City from February 24th - 26th 2012.  In this work, Mandil identifies life in 
the 21st century as an era in which there is no place for the inconsistency of the Other. 
Under such conditions, there is a foreclosure of the act and as a result the subject returns 
in some tragic ways.  Nevertheless, through an innovative analysis of Freudʼs comments on 
the Dora case as well as an intellectually rich and nuanced framing of Lacanʼs notion of 
reading the symptom “otherwise,” Mandil gives us useful guidance on how to proceed both 
as analysts and analysands in our current social experience.

Gary S. Marshall, Co-Editor
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First of  all, I would like to thank Alicia Arenas and Thomas Svolos for the invitation to participate in 
the Lacanian Compass Video Seminar. 

It is also a pleasure to have the opportunity to speak in English, a language much more familiar to me a 
long time ago. I admire for the sound, concision, plasticity, pragmatism and precision it conveys.  It has 
been part of  my lalangue since listening to the pop songs on the radio in my childhood, pleased with 
what came to my ears, without even knowing the meaning of  the words.  It is a language to which I 
devoted a great deal of  study. It was set aside for some time, as my interest in Lacan obligated me, in a 
sense, to switch my studies to French.  In the beginning of  my experience as an analysand, I remember 
complaining that Lacan was not a native English speaker.  I thought that would have made it easier for 
me to understand his ideas. It was a sort of  trans-linguistic naiveté that I had at the time. 

My re-encounter with the English language was mediated by psychoanalysis.  Much of  my interest 
regarding Lacan’s reading of  Joyce is anchored not only in the perspectives Lacan extracts, but also 
from the possibility of  a re-encounter – special to me – of  psychoanalysis and the English language.  Of 
course, this is inasmuch as we can say that English is still the same after Joyce; as Phillip Sollers once 
noted.  

The analytical act in the XXIst century

The first thing that comes into my mind is to think about what the analytical act could be in an era of  
protocols and guidelines.  We live in an age where the unpredictable has no place within the ideal of  
human action. This ideal, as Eric Laurent points out, is the “ideal of  the calculated action” in which an 
act is thought of  as something that can be reabsorbed by reasoning, as something that comes out 
logically as a conclusion of  its premises.  

We live in an era where management is the model for the action, with its calculation of  profitability and 
its establishment and codification of  options in the name of  the well-being of  the individual or of  a 
collectivity.  In my opinion, it is important to think about the analytical act in the context of  our current 
social experience.  It is a time in which there is no place for the inconsistency of  the Other. Take for 
example, the tragic plane crash of  the Rio - Paris Air France flight.  The pilots received contradictory 
information from the plane’s computers and, according to sources, they were not sufficiently prepared 
for unscripted contingencies.  Along the same lines, we can say that there is a foreclosure of  the act in 
many areas of  our culture where a decision is supposed to be made and where there is a discontinuity 
between the act and its premises.  

As we know, the field of  so-called evidence-based medicine is built according to this logic. In a recent 
conference in Belo Horizonte, François Leguil noted that psychoanalysis, which is based on a supposed 
knowledge, is now confronted with a new form relationship to knowledge operating in contemporary 
society.  First, there is a prevalence of  “exposed” knowledge.  Patients regularly use the internet  to 
check the diagnosis and prescribed treatment they are receiving in the clinic. 
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Leguil argues that we are facing  something that goes beyond exposed knowledge. Actually, we are in a 
society of  imposed knowledge, a knowledge that presents itself  in the form of  an interrogatory 
submitted to the patient. The only place for an act, in fact, is when an evaluation takes place to 
determine if  the clinician has followed the guidelines that he is supposed to use in categorizing his 
cases. 

It is no wonder this foreclosure of  the act leaves no place for the unpredictable. Therefore the subject 
returns in some tragic ways: we all heard about the recent “suicide clusters” that triggered 
investigations of  business companies like France’s Telecom and in the China’s Foxcon.

This creates a question about the place of  the clinical dimension in health care practices. The clinic 
from the Lacanian point of  view, refers to the real as something impossible to bear.  As we develop the 
clinical dimension of  Lacanian psychoanalysis in the US, I think we should keep this in mind. In other 
words, to increase the psychoanalytical dimension of  the clinical experience we must take into account 
that the clinical dimension itself  is under suspicion in our times. 

The analytical act and the act of  reading a symptom 

To support our discussion of  the analytical act, I would like to make reference to a clinical passage in 
the Dora case.  I know that most are familiar with various aspects of  this case. But I would like to 
discuss in a more precise way how Freud treats one of  Dora’s many symptoms, specifically her “tussis 
nervosa”, her persistent cough. 

First, Freud calls the attention to the fact that her tussis, frequently accompanied by a symptom of  
hoarseness (aphonia), had a strict relationship to the presence or absence of  Mr. K. the man whom at 
that moment she loved.  Freud notes that  Dora´s coughing fits coincide with the trips Mr. K had to 
make. However, Freud infers that it was necessary for her to find a way of  hiding the coincidence 
between her coughs and the absence of  the man she secretly loved.  In any case, according to Freud, 
the periods of  coughing should be read as a “trace of  its original meaning.”

Following this passage, Freud discusses the causes of  hysterical symptoms. Are they to be considered as 
somatic symptoms or psychic symptoms? Even if  we consider them from the somatic perspective, to 
what degree are they influenced by the mind?   Consider this discussion in light of  Jacques-Alain 
Miller’s distinction between a body phenomenon and a body event. A body event is constituted by the 
effects of  the impact of  the signifier.  It implies some trouble or a deviation of  what could be imagined 
as the jouissance of  the living body.  In other words, a body event, in the sense of  a symptom, must be 
considered as a metaphor, as the effect of  the action of  the signifier “that operates outside meaning” on 
the body. It is that metaphor that triggers the metonymy of  jouissance, which is linked to the dialectics 
of  the signification.  

It is worth citing this passage from Freud: 

“As far as I can see every hysterical symptom (…) cannot happen without the presence of  some kind of  “somatic 
complacence” (submission) offered by some sort of  normal or pathological process in one of  the body organs or related to it. 
It cannot happen more than once – and what is characteristic of  a hysterical symptom is its capacity of  repetition – unless 
it has a psychic meaning. The hysterical symptom does not have this meaning in itself. It has a meaning that was lent to it, 
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welded to it, if  we can say so; in every case meaning can be different, according the nature of  the repressed thoughts that 
are fighting for expression.” 

However, what I would like for us to consider is one of  Freud´s interpretations of  Dora’s cough.  He 
first considers this symptom from the metonymic side.  Because of  the simultaneity of  Dora’s 
complaints against her father and the coughing episodes Freud writes that he was “led to think that this 
symptom could have a meaning related to her father.” On the other hand, Freud also calls attention to 
the metaphoric aspect of  the symptom, and its relation to a sexual jouissance, i.e., the symptom as a 
substitute of  a sexual pleasure: “a symptom is a representation – a realization – of  a fantasy with sexual 
content.” 

Although it is well-known, I would like to emphasize another point in the case where Freud interprets 
Dora’s cough.  Freud points out that Dora insisted that Mrs. K was only in love with her father because 
he was “ein vermögender Mann” (a man of  wealth).  At this point it is important to follow Freud’s 
writing closely: “Certain details of  the way she expressed herself  (that I omit here, as well as most of  
the other pure technical parts of  the analysis) led me to perceive the hidden opposite meaning behind 
this sentence, in other words, that her father was  ‘ein unvermögender Mann´ (a man without wealth),” 
meaning an impotent man.  

In my opinion, the main point here is not the emergence of  an uncovered meaning, but the 
contradiction that it generated, which can be read as the signifier of  the lack in the Other.  Freud 
presents this contradiction to Dora: that she could insist on a common love affair between her father 
and Ms. K and at the same time admit that her father is impotent. We can see at this point that the lack 
in the Other points to the sexual relation, more precisely, to the lack of  a sexual rapport.  It is  
remarkable to see at this point how Dora’s fantasy comes right away to plug this hole.  She mentions 
the fact that there are many other ways to reach sexual pleasure, and admits to Freud that she was 
thinking about oral sex.  

The conversation that follows is one that we must read carefully, as it introduces two dimensions of  the 
symptom, one that flows with meaning and--it is remarkable to see--that Freud also leaves room for 
another dimension of  the symptom that is opaque to meaning

At this point I must recall a passage from Miller’s most recent seminar..  He draws a distinction between 
a jouissance of  the symptom that flows with meaning and a jouissance that is meaningless, a jouissance 
that remains. We can say that the jouissance that flows with meaning is the one framed by fantasy.  In 
the Dora case Freud notes the following: “But the inevitable conclusion is that with her spasmodic 
cough she painted for herself  a scene of  sexual satisfaction per os between the two people whose love 
affair was in her mind.” 

Even though Dora’s symptom disappeared a short time after his interpretation and that his thesis was 
that once the meaning of  a symptom is revealed it tends to disappear; Freud also leaves room for what 
is meaningless in a symptom.  In fact, according to Freud, a symptom is something that cannot be 
entirely clear for the subject, otherwise it would not be recognized as such.  On the other hand, as this 
symptom had been shown to be intermittent, Freud leaves room for another explanation for the 
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disappearance of  this symptom. Actually, it is quite clear that he believes that this symptom was in fact 
dissolved by the consequences of  the interpretation.   

In fact, it is interesting to recall the way Freud further argues about the relation between Dora´s 
symptom of  coughing and her body. Besides being a form of  identification with her father through his 
short breath and phlegm--all of  them having a sexual connotation--Dora’s cough, according to Freud, 
may be recognized in what Miller calls the two levels of  jouissance: the jouissance of  the living body, in 
its auto-erotic dimension, and the jouissance marked by the signifier. Freud gives a nice image of  the 
relation between the two.  First, the autoerotic dimension of  her symptom is described as “the presence 
of  a real and organic irritation in her throat.”  It has worked, and I quote Freud:  “as a grain of  sand 
around which the oyster forms its pearl.”  He states: “This irritation was susceptible of  fixation, as it 
was related to a part of  Dora’s body that has highly preserved its importance as an erogenous zone.”   
Therefore, this irritation was suitable to express all the different states of  her libido’s excitement.  
Around this grain of  sand we can see the formation of  a jouissance related to the symptom: the one 
that flows with meaning, the jouissance in relation to the Other.  Or, as Freud states in this case, Dora’s 
cough as a sign of  identification with her father, or the cough as a representation of  Dora’s relation 
with Mr. K (her suffering coming from her father’s absence or her desire to be a better wife to him), or 
the symptom as the representation/realization of  a sexual relation with the father through an 
identification with Ms. K.  

What we can infer from this point is that Dora’s symptom can be read from two dimensions: we can 
read it as an expression of  a polyphony of  senses or - as we can deduce from Miller’s line of  argument -
our reading must be oriented such that we are able to read it separated from all its meanings.  From this  
perspective, we can say that reading a symptom is to make an effort to read the grain of  sand inside the 
pearl, the grain of  sand around which the pearl was formed. 

The metaphor of  the grain of  sand is very suggestive here, as we consider the metaphor that Lacan 
created about the letter as a “littoral”, as a coast: a coast in the sense that it is different from a frontier.  
A coast articulates two heterogeneous places both land and sea.  In other words, the letter as a symbolic 
element is a receptacle of  jouissance wherein jouissance can be circumscribed without reference to 
meaning. 

To read a symptom, to read the unconscious

At this point it might be useful to examine the relation between reading a symptom and reading the 
unconscious.  We can consider both the overlap between them and that which sets them apart. One 
difference between them has recently been stressed by Miller.  On the one hand, we may consider the 
symptom as something that is fixed, something that does not run away, which is a sign of  its relation to 
the real.   On the other hand, from the perspective of  its fleeting phenomena or from its formations, the 
unconscious is much more than the symptom. 

I would like to refer to Lacan’s ideas on the act of  reading from the perspective of  the analytical 
discourse.  The final passage of  the lesson “The function of  writing” which is in Seminar XX, discusses 
the work of   James Joyce.  Lacan compares the act of  reading in psychoanalysis to the effort we make in 
order to read Finnegans Wake.  We can only read a formation of  the unconscious, or a lapsus, the way we 
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read Finnegans Wake, in the sense that both can be read in an infinite number of  ways.  Moreover, they 
both can be read sideways and/or badly. 

As Lacan observes: “That is what the analytical discourse is about--of  what is stated from the signifier--
you always read it otherwise than what it means.”  In a sense, this is what we can infer from Freud´s act 
of  reading Dora’s symptom of  the cough.  The main point, in my opinion, is not the second meaning 
Freud discloses, but the very fact that what Dora says, as a signifier, could have an infinite number of  
meanings. Therefore it has no special meaning, or, in a sense, it has no meaning at all. 

However in these same pages Lacan introduces a new dimension in the act of  reading the unconscious: 
the dimension of  self-reading.  The allegory here comes from the observation of  birds.  If  we see a 
group of  birds flying at a low-level we can read that a storm is on the horizon. To some extent, we can 
compare this to  reading the unconscious in a meaningful way.  However, Lacan wants to know if  we 
can consider that the birds too are reading that their special manner of  flying is related to the coming 
storm.   According to Lacan, that is the real question of  reading the unconscious.  Or, as Miller has 
already pointed out, the question is to know if  we can consider the unconscious itself  as a reader, as an 
interpreter.  This gives rise to the question of  how to read the unconscious if  it in itself  is a reader. 

Lacan remarks that in the analytical discourse we suppose that the subject of  the unconscious is one 
who knows how to read. Not only that, we also suppose that it can learn how to read. Nevertheless, 
Lacan ends this lesson in an enigmatic way, by stating that what the subject of  the unconscious can 
learn about reading has nothing to do “with what you can write about.”  

One conclusion we can derive from this last sentence is that what the unconscious can really learn 
reading throughout an analytical experience is something that cannot be written.  According to Lacan, 
that which cannot be written is, in fact, the sexual rapport among speaking beings, or as he puts it, a 
rapport that never ceases not writing.  

The written not to be read

One week before this very lesson on the function of  writing in the analytical discourse, Lacan wrote a 
Postscript to Seminar XI. It is a text that, in my opinion, should be studied together with this lesson on 
the function of  writing. 

In this Postscript Lacan continues his thoughts about writing and also about the relationship between 
speaking and writing.  It is important to note that in this text he considers the function of  writing as 
“another mode of  the speaker in language.” In other words, writing itself  should not be considered a 
mere instrument or representation of  speech. On the other hand, Lacan criticizes the method of  
alphabetization as a stupid way to teach the connection between a phoneme and a letter.  It seems to 
him that in order to have a good understanding of  what connects a letter to a phoneme, one should 
have in mind the idea of  bricolage, an assemblage of  heterogeneous elements. 

It is also in this text that we find another reference to James Joyce as the one who has introduced the 
dimension of  the writing not made to be read (l’écrit comme pas-à-lire), as a kind of  precursor to Lacan’s 
own Écrits. 
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There is a balance here that we should take into account. In the end of  the lesson on the function of  
writing Lacan emphasizes a reading of  what cannot be written.  The question I would like to introduce 
here is that what cannot be written--the sexual rapport as impossible--somehow leaves a mark, a trace, 
that opens to the dimension of  the letter.  In my opinion this was foreseen by Lacan when he  
introduced his matheme S (A), the signifier of  the lack in the Other. Here we can infer that this signifier 
should, in fact, be reconsidered as a letter, that it should be read as a “grain of  sand” instead of  a 
signifier calling for a meaning. 

I would like to close this text with a passage of  James Joyce’s A portrait of  the artist as a young man in which, 
as far as I can see, one can realize how in Joyce’s writing the letter comes to the foreground whenever 
the subject is faced with the inconsistency of  the Other. 

One can read the following conversation between the young Stephen Dedalus and his classmate Wells 
(which according to Lacan represents “James Joyce trying to decipher his enigmas”): 

“Then he went away from the door and Wells came over to Stephen and said:

-- Tell us, Dedalus, do you kiss your mother before you go to bed?

Stephen answered:

-- I do.

Wells turned to the other fellows and said:

-- O, I say, here's a fellow says he kisses his mother every night before he goes to bed.

The other fellows stopped their game and turned round, laughing. Stephen blushed under their eyes and said:

-- I do not.

Wells said:

-- O, I say, here's a fellow says he doesn't kiss his mother before he goes to bed.

They all laughed again. Stephen tried to laugh with them. He felt his whole body hot and confused in a moment. What 
was the right answer to the question? He had given two and still Wells laughed. (…) It was Wells who had shouldered 
him into the square ditch the day before (…). It was a mean thing to do; all the fellows said it was. And how cold and 
slimy the water had been! And a fellow had once seen a big rat jump plop into the scum.

The cold slime of  the ditch covered his whole body; (…) He still tried to think what was the right answer. Was it right to 
kiss his mother or wrong to kiss his mother? What did that mean, to kiss? You put your face up like that to say good night 
and then his mother put her face down. That was to kiss. His mother put her lips on his cheek; her lips were soft and they 
wetted his cheek; and they made a tiny little noise: kiss. Why did people do that with their two face?” 

We can infer many things from this passage but I would like to call attention to the fact that Stephen 
here is confronted with the inconsistency of  the Other, or better stated, with the enigma of  the lack  in 
the Other.  What was the right answer?  What does the Other want from me?  It is worth noting that 
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this fragment is accompanied by some body events.  Stephen feels his body hot and confused. Then he 
is reminded of  the cold slime covering his whole body when he was thrown into the ditch.  

However, what gets my attention here is that Stephen moves from the question of  the right answer to 
questioning the word kiss in itself.  He does not seem much interested in the meaning of  the word kiss in 
language but rather in the relation between the word and the body, between the word and the gesture 
related to it.   The paragraph ends as Stephen connects the letters of  the word to the materiality of  the 
sound. Kiss is the writing of  the sound that comes from the mouth. And it is also the way he finds to 
cipher, to condense the jouissance he had been thrown into from his colleague’s paradoxical enigma.  

This passage may help us to understand what the act of  reading a symptom can be, when we consider 
the symptom as “the material encounter between a signifier and the body, the pure shock of  language 
on the body.”

I would like to finish by leaving two questions that came into my mind while writing this text.  On the 
one hand, as we follow the recent developments of  Miller on the status of  the unconscious, it sounded 
to me very helpful to distinguish what he calls the real unconscious from the transferential unconscious. 
This gives a double status to the unconscious, or rather it conceives the unconscious as Janus.  In this 
sense, it seems to me that the unconscious as real could be thought as a swarm of  S1 (essaim), or as 
letters that can function as receptacles to the jouissance, to a meaningless jouissance.  On the other 
hand in his text “Reading a symptom,” Miller seems to stress another direction, as he sets a clear 
distinction between the unconscious and the real, in which the real should be considered, rather, on the 
side of  the symptom. 

In this sense, our interest in reading the unconscious should move to the reading of  symptom. One can 
think, in fact, that there is a part of  the symptom that answers to the reading of  the unconscious.  
However, what is really important is how one could read the symptom as a remainder, as something 
that remains, that repeats, producing a meaningless jouissance to the subject. 

The second point this passage allows us to consider goes along with the opposition between the subject 
considered as a “manque-à-être”, a “want to be” and the subject considered as a hole.  Miller expresses 
what he feels is on the horizon of  our thoughts: “the rapport, the affiliation and therefore the difference 
between the “want to be” and the hole (trou), through which Lacan himself, in his last teaching, wanted 
to define the symbolic itself, to define it as a hole.” 

As we head towards the next Congress of  the WAP in Buenos Aires where we will have the opportunity 
to discuss the new symbolic order, perhaps we can open a new dimension here as we start to consider, 
from the analytical discourse, the balance between the symbolic considered as a chain of  signifiers and 
the symbolic defined in relation to the hole, to the trauma, to what never ceases not writing, or to the 
real as meaningless. 
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