
Precis
In her essay, Natalie Wülfing quickly crystalizes the key arguments of Seminar XX and then 
emphasizes the insights Lacan makes in Television about a social life these days. In doing so, the 
author highlights the way in which post-industrial muscular capitalism has altered our relationship to 
jouissance.  She writes: “21st century women are less subject to a fantasy that would frame, localize 
and pacify their bodies, but are rather subject to the direct satisfaction of their drives constrained 
only by the deadening effect of the image that is all around them."  The essay employs several 
cultural reference points including a discussion of the Tarentino film Deathproof and the music of 
CocoRosie and Antony and the Johnsons. This work was presented to an international audience on 
as part of the ongoing 2012- 2013 video seminar series of the Lacanian Compass in preparation for 
the upcoming WAP symposium in Miami entitled What Lacan Knew About Women.  
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What are women in the 21st century?
Can we say ʻwomenʼ at all? Is it possible to use this noun in the plural or is it rather becoming 
meaningless? These questions have always puzzled me. If the set ʻwomanʼ is not a closed set, 
but an open set, it means that there are an infinite number of ways of being a woman. No woman 
is like another. In that case there should be only singular examples of woman. Such as the clinic 
reveals. It then poses the question of the paradigm for me, the prime example, which exemplifies 
something of a template for similarities. A paradigm by definition generalises what is different to 
each one and this is to be kept in mind when we use the plural of women. I will come to this 
below.

Pierre-Gilles Gueguenʼs lecture last month, on the tables of sexuation and the subversion of the 
Aristotelian logic, showed us what the subversion itself adds to the limits of logic at play in the 
table: When there is a closed set there is also an exception. The phallic function dictates that 
there is an exception that organises the set. On the male side everybody says ʻyesʼ to the phallic 
function. Only - this totality of a set does not exist, no set is complete, no exception really exists 
and no universal statement is possible. Then, on the female side, we have the double negative. 
No woman says no to the phallic function, but some part (in her) does say ʻnoʼ to the phallic 
function – which is her feminine jouissance. This ʻsome part of herʼ makes her singular, and 
apprehendable only as one by one. Not one woman is like another, but this refers to her unique 
jouissance, it does not refer to, what of her, says ʻyesʼ to the phallic function. Nathalie Charraud1 
clarifies the Not-All by saying that it is in each woman that there is a refusal to recognise the 
exception in any other one, therefore no totality can be formed of them as a set. A whole is thus 
only possible when a point of exception is recognised by all, and this never happens. 

From the point of view of pure mathematics or pure logic, this is a very difficult idea to follow, and 
I will not try, but the questions that are opened up by this, concern the value of the signifier 
ʻwomanʼ as such. We know from Lacan, and Pierre-Gilles Gueguen made it very clear in his 
paper, we cannot speak about The woman as a whole, as a totality. The woman does not exist, in 
the same way that the Other does not exist, but this does not mean that attempts at making it 
exist are not made. 

If we cannot speak about the totality of the woman, can we speak of a woman, one particular 
one? It is not so sure either. We can only speak about feminine jouissance as that which is 
different for each one, but it is very difficult to speak about feminine jouissance in so far as we 
encounter it in the clinic, as it is defined as what cannot be said. And in the clinic this is not a 
given but a notion one has to be attuned to and be able to accommodate. This is what makes an 
analyst, in fact, someone who can accommodate and be attuned to feminine jouissance in so far 
as it emerges as a result of the clearing of the identifications that obscure it. In the Lacanian 
doctrine one is not an analyst before one has recognised this point in oneself and then 
demonstrated it through the Pass, where the signifier of the barred Other and the correlative 
feminine jouissance receive their sanction.

However, I will not be speaking about feminine jouissance so much as about general phenomena 
that relate to women of today, which I read about and observe in my own psychic reality, which 
means my environment. I will offer these phenomena up for you to corroborate, or not, as the 
case may be. These are not paradigms therefore, but patterns I have noticed, and their 
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particularity is only manifest in the difference that can be noted when compared to patterns in 
other decades.

Related to the question of femininity is precisely the question of how one can be general in 
psychoanalysis? When itʼs general it is not psychoanalysis, in a way. This also includes the 
question whether woman is a category, collectivisable, and I think not. With Lacan we know that 
nobody knows what a woman is, and we canʼt have a category nobody knows how to define. It 
led me further to the question, hence my title ʻNo women in the 21st centuryʼ, whether women 
exist at all anymore. I say that in light of the fact that we are starting from the premise that 
something has changed in the 21st century, and that, what was once a term used by the other 
sex, namely men, to designate all that does not work in society, in sex and in themselves, thus 
making women their symptom – is now not occupying this function so much, it seems to me. It is 
as if fewer and fewer people worry about the sexual difference. 

So it is rather different now. Is there in fact still evidence of the traditional repudiation of femininity  
at work, or is there rather something else at work that does not refer itself to the signifier woman? 
The question I am asking is whether anyone is concerned with women anymore, including the 
women, because, I would say that in a way you need the opposite sex to make a symptom out of 
woman and this opposite sex, men, who make a set that is organised by the exception, this sex is 
also on its way out. No men in the 21st century. 

Are there women, are the speaking beings who position themselves at the level of their 
jouissance on the side of the Not All, are these speaking beings women? Is it not the case that 
they are only women if somebody else calls them a woman? 

My idea is that we are moving towards a world where the signifier woman is a signifier as any 
other, a part of lalangue and not of any common discourse. Much like the phallus, which is losing 
its power and its currency, woman too is entering a time where the fact that it was once a puzzle 
as to what a woman is, is now as enigmatic as any other abstract noun. Which means it is not 
enigmatic to many people anymore. This is an effect of the decline of the function of castration. 
When jouissance ensues from the fact that castration left a remainder, object a, that is henceforth 
implicated in the particular way someone enjoys – now – this surplus enjoyment links directly with 
the drive. There is no loss of enjoyment due to being in language, there is now a kind of 
enjoyment that does not recognise the limits of language, and this is the feminine side of 
sexuation, no limit is recognised, but only the one of too much, of excess.

And if feminine jouissance is a jouissance not limited by an object but infinite and in relation to the 
Other of language, then it is a jouissance that has proliferated in the last 10 years. It is by no 
means tied to the biologically female population, as we know, it is a jouissance called feminine, 
which is spreading like wildfire. Fewer and fewer speaking beings seem to be encumbered by the 
lack of jouissance in their life. This has specific consequences and manifestations. They are 
consequences for how, or if we love, consequences for knowledge and consequences for the 
body and language.

A very concise little summary of these consequences is contained in a recent speech Jacques-
Alain Miller gave before the French Senate as part of the gay marriage debate. I quote “Each little 
girl or boy has to invent their way of imagining, approaching or fleeing from their own sex or that 
of the other.” I will paraphrase the rest of his speech: This is because there is a hole in the 
programme of any sexual life as lived, for each speaking being. They cannot live their lives 
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without incessantly interpreting it, due to this hole at the centre of it regarding the sexual 
relationship. The fact is that language does not name the thing, at least not for good, because 
jouissance intrudes and never correctly. There being no programme, no so called ʻnaturalʼ plan 
and no good intention possible to organise existence – other than the unique element that is your 
particular way of enjoying and which distinguishes you from everybody else.

So we invent our way of imagining, approaching or fleeing from the other sex. This is an 
elaboration of what Lacan speaks about in Television2. I paraphrase: ʻThe question of love, 
whether morose or divine, is betrayed in those young people dedicated to relations without 
repressionʼ. So Lacan is making reference to what was very much of the time, which was to 
question the family, thought paternalistic, and to imagine another way of doing it – as if one could 
bypass the sexual impasse. The myth of ʻfamilial suppressionʼ is a necessity, Lacan goes on, 
which means it is a symptom, a symptom in the sense of there being something erected where 
something else is not working or does not exist.  While familial order is nothing but the translation 
of the fact that the Father is not the progenitor and the Mother remains the contaminator of 
woman for manʼs offspring. The mother contaminates what is of the woman in the speaking being 
who gives birth to the children of a man. 

Lacan goes on to say that sex is as impossible as it always was, no utopia, or ideal of non 
repression or free sex will solve this problem because it is a logical problem, not one based in the 
unconscious – the latter being solvable to an extent. But Lacan refers to capitalism, the societal 
structure that resided more or less over Freudʼs discovery and also over the failed attempt at de-
repressing sex by those who were young in the 60s and 70s and who wanted to create 
alternatives to the family and to the way sex was channelled. The opposite effect takes place 
when you try to free up sex - you kill it off. Sex is back to zero, Lacan says, and this was the 
starting point of capitalism – getting rid of sex. So the destiny of woman and the destiny of sex 
are correlated, or this is how I read Lacan in these pages of Television.

Like sex, woman is nothing but a question, unless you positivise the question and make it a 
substance. When you have a substance you have no question left and the thing becomes 
meaningless, or perverse. From the Freudian ʻwhat does a woman want?ʼ singled out by Lacan, 
to the notion of there being no representation of woman in the unconscious other than as mother 
– we are in the realm of an absence, a semblant. On the other side we have the fact that a man 
approaches a woman only as part object, as object a, or as detached body part, the fetish to 
name it.

What can be said of women in the 21st century when this relationship between the sexes is losing 
any symptomatic hold, if this symptomatic hold is the only thing that props up the semblant 
woman. I think it reverts to being a matter of the Zeitgeist regardless of whether semblants still 
hold. This is an exercise that does not correspond to the notion that a woman only exists as 
singular. It is an attempt at speaking of women in the plural. 

Gerard Wajcman made a very good attempt at it, with his piece called Tarantinoʼs Girls3. 
Wajcman speaks about paradigms, as opposed to categories, and he finds paradigmatic women 
in cinema, notably in those screen icons who particularise something about the times: Marilyn 
Monroe in the 50s, Brigitte Bardot in the 60s, to name the most salient. But what distinguishes a 
paradigm from any other famous, beautiful, striking image? I think it is the transgressive element, 
implicit in the fact that the feminine jouissance, as that which makes the one woman paradigmatic 
of a mood of the times regards a taste for what goes beyond what she is supposed to stand for, 
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namely a version of a male fantasy. She is more than that because she speaks, in cinema people 
speak, and she is more than an ordinary woman, because she is an excessive object that spills 
over. It is what in Marilyn or Brigitte is not all of the phallic function that propels them to another 
level. This is the level of excess, of a certain too much, or an otherness to herself and of a certain 
limitlessness.

I really recommend this Wacjmanʼs text to you, but also hope it is not too present in your mind, as 
I am going to paraphrase a few more ideas from it. The question Wajcman asks is whether the 
girls, once fetishized objects of men, have themselves become fetishists. This seems to be the 
case in Tarantinoʼs girls, who like their creator Quentin Tarantino, talk like motor mouths. Floods 
of words equalling floods of jouissance. The abundance of words has no other function than the 
enjoyment inherent in speech, in language as such. 

So for Tarantinoʼs girls speech is on the side of the drive and not so much on the side of love. For 
this reason, I think that the term ʻgirlsʼ is no accident. Unlike the screen icons, very much 
voluptuous women, who were in a relationship to a man, who voiced their disappointment, 
ravishment and general decadence with words that spoke of this relationship to the Other, the 
girls in Deathproof, the Tarantino film that Wacjman elevates to depicting a paradigm of female 
enjoyment in the 21st century, do not relate to any men other than speaking about them, and in 
particular about how they use them. It makes them girls rather than women. This speech is less 
related to a fantasy, a paradigm of which in the 19th and 20th century would have been Henrik 
Ibsenʼs Nora or Hedda, women whose jouissance was tied to a fantasy of imprisonment and in 
particular the prison of language in relation to a body that was bursting out of its constraints.

To speak of the 21st century means to realise that the 19th century fantasy that furnished 
Flaubertʼs or Ibsenʼs women is no more. The 21st century women are less subject to a fantasy 
that would frame, localise and pacify their bodies, but are rather subject to the direct satisfaction 
of their drives, constrained only by the deadening effect of the image that is all around them.

So inspired by Wajcmanʼs observations of Tarantinoʼs girls, I sometimes observe and listen to 
groups of teenagers –– one comes across them on the bus and in the street, after school - and it 
has struck me that when I compare their styles of enjoying themselves and their talk to the time I 
was a teenager in – well, a lot has changed. I donʼt have the impression that these girl teenagers 
pay much attention to boys. They talk about boys – a lot – but they talk about them in a way that 
does not have any real concern with them. As Wajcman put it: the man, much like an object such 
as the fetishized car in the film Deathproof, is nothing but the exact equivalent to a sex toy. We 
are speaking of a different kind of fetishism, the capitalist fetishism of consumption, and not the 
fetishism that veils the hole. With these young and usually loud motor mouths of teenage girls 
there is more talk than action, and there is no concern for seeking the encounter with the object 
of their chatter. This would precisely be an encounter with castration and with a loss of jouissance 
and there is little incentive to try it.

In our times, taking Tarantinoʼs girls and the London teenagers as examples, there is no evidence 
of what used to pass as penis envy, which was steeped in the idea of ʻnot havingʼ. Not having is 
not a question anymore, it has been solved (but not all, of course), with the gadget and the 
image. As a consequence, little veiling takes place as the fetish is not anymore an object derived 
from veiling what does not exist, the phallus of the mother. There is instead a taste for unveiling 
and for the real as we see in the proliferation of reality TV or extreme sports, both attesting to the 
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prevalence of experience over sublimation. Experience is thus a by word for direct access to an 
object of consumption. The cause of desire is obliterated.

To go back to Lacanʼs predictions or rather his reading of contemporary structures that are taking 
over society – capitalism and its incessant command to enjoy has at its starting point to get rid of 
sex. We have to stop here and ask how, why, can you get rid of sex. I think that we see the effect 
today. The teenagers mentioned above, those poor British teenagers who carry the brunt of the 
capitalist excess, are taught in school about everything the market has already thrown at them – 
without any concern for their protection or their happiness. In a perverse project the excesses of 
the market are exponentially increased by teaching children about the dangers of this excess, 
which does nothing but sanction it. So they are taught about the ʻdangers of the internetʼ. There 
are special classes dedicated to all the ills of the world. Nice and not so nice educational 
psychologists are hired by the school, extra curricular and within the curriculum as well, to teach 
our children about pornography – but also about its consequences, although they are not 
recognised for this, namely depression, anorexia, self harm and sexual assault, to name but a 
few.  The ferocious appetite of the market breeds and proliferates its own symptoms, responds 
with a massive new industry, that of mental health, and goes to indoctrinate the young. 

ʻNo repressionʼ has become the norm, not as an ideal, when new family structures were being 
negotiated in the name of ʻfree loveʼ in the 60s, but in the form of getting rid of sex.
As one columnist in The Guardian put it, people now have scheduled and frantically pressured 
sex as they are always caught in some external demand on their intimacy or another – frequently 
they are in a cycle of In Vitro Fertilisation or some other form of instrumentalising what used to go 
as ʻmaking loveʼ. And here, in Television, Lacan predicts even more things that we see fulfilled in 
our world today. The image, important in perversion as well as capitalism, as what we observe 
crossing our senses, will not lead to new ways of love. But God, God is something we are coming 
back to. Well, God, the other side of feminine jouissance, is another subject. 

The psychotic ʻpush to the womanʼ can be observed in much of popular culture and derivatives of 
it – what used to be called sub-culture. Is this the destiny of The woman, made to exist? I refer 
you to the pop group CocoRosie or Antony and the Johnsons, whose music I like very much, 
entirely concerned as it is with the question of The woman, who does not exist. CocoRosie are 
sisters whose lyrics and music is soft and otherworldly, who sing about spirits and god and 
whimsical images involving fairly tale sensibilities. They also both sport beards, in pictures, on 
their album covers and in their videos. Nothing resembling the hystericʼs question appears here 
though, rather an utterly unique expression of fluid gender and fluid sexual identification. While 
Antony and the Johnsons sings about becoming a beautiful woman and about another spiritual 
promise in the beyond. It is a concern that regards an obliteration of the split between the mother 
and woman, and a god who will make him a woman. 

So our teenage girls endure on one side the effects of generalised perversion, no new ways of 
love, but capitalism getting rid of sex, and on the other side they listen to music that resists the 
consumer onslaught with perfectly singular responses that recognise no common factor in sex or 
the sexual difference. In light of these observations in todayʼs culture, are there still women in the 
21st century?
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