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From Freud to Lacan, Gustavo Dessal delineates the 
trajectory of the different approaches to anxiety in 
psychoanalysis. He begins by taking different Freudian 
moments in the development of the phenomenon of 
anxiety, emphasizing the one from Inhibition, Symptom 
and Anxiety. For Freud and Lacan, anxiety is experienced 
by the ego and relates to something that can’t be repre-
sented, “something incapable of achieving an imaginary 
representation”. Along these lines, Dessal remarks the 
difficulties encountered by Freud and Lacan to con-
ceptualize anxiety, because anxiety itself hinders con-
ceptualization. In the early works of Lacan, we see how 
anxiety relates to the desire of the Other and in the later 
ones anxiety will be seen in relation to the jouissance of the 
Other. Furthermore, the subject experiences anxiety when 
confronted by the otherness of the Other. Lacan takes 
into account the proximity of the Real in the experience 
of anxiety questioning the different positions of the ob-
ject a, in relation to the structure of the phantasy and the 
structure of anxiety. Finally, Dessal carefully delineates 
how the experience of anxiety relates to the gap between 
Jouissance and our capacity to subjectivize it.

Renata Texeira

Premonition of the Real: Notes on Freudian and 
Lacanian Theory About Anxiety was a video confer-
ence for the Lacanian Compass in 2021 towards Clinical 
Study Days 14, “What Real At Stake”.

Gustavo Dessal (Buenos Aires, 1952) is a psycho-
analyst and writer. Analyst Member of the École 
(AME) of the World Association of Psychoanalysis 
(WAP) and of the Lacanian School of Psychoanalysis 
(Spain).  He is a faculty of the Institute of the Champ 
Freudienne. He teaches seminars and conferences in 
several countries and his books have been translated 
into different languages. Salient titles include, “The 
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PREMONITION OF THE REAL: NOTES ON FREUDIAN 
AND LACANIAN THEORY ABOUT ANXIETY

There are those buildings apparently empty, 
I mean those buildings that you think are 
empty, and you think that because you can ́t 
hear a single noise, but actually they are not 
empty, and you know that too, even if your 
senses, your hearing, your sight, tell you that 
they are empty. So, the anxiety is not due to 
what we believe, I mean, the fact of being in-
side an empty building, not even to the fact, 
by no means fantastic, of thinking that you ́re 
trapped or closed inside an empty building, 
but because you know, deep down you know, 
that there are no empty buildings, that in 
the fucking empty buildings there is always 
someone who stays out of your gaze and 
makes no sound, and that ́s all. We’re never 
alone, not even when everything reasonably 
seems to indicate we are.

       
              — Roberto Bolaño

I would like to highlight three main points to establish 
the context of a Lacanian theory of anxiety.

I) The first one is the apologue of the praying mantis, 
the mantis religiosa, that Lacan tells us about at the 
beginning of Seminar X, Anxiety. He had mentioned it 
two years before in Seminar VIII, The Transference.1  
But in Seminar X he exploits the story to its maximum, 
giving us an image that condensates the structure of 
anxiety. I will remind you of the fable he makes up: 

I imagined myself before you confronted with 
another animal, this one real and supposed 
to be gigantic on this occasion, that of the 

praying mantis. And moreover since I did not 
know what kind of mask I was wearing you 
can easily imagine that I had some reason not 
to be reassured, in the case where by chance 
this mask would not have been unsuitable for 
drawing my partner into some error about my 
identity, the thing being well underlined by 
the fact that I had added that in the enigmatic 
mirror of the ocular globe of the insect I did 
not see my own image.2

Why does he choose this figure? On the one hand, 
it’s an insect that has the peculiarity of its anthropo-
morphic appearance, per se, something joining some 
familiar and identifiable features, and at the same 
time a totally uneasy strangeness, exactly as when 
we speak about the uncanny. On the other hand, we 
know the weird behavior of the female mantis — 
who devours the male’s head after the copula — to 
be very suitable to evoke one of the most common 
and universal fantasies of castration. Since Freud, 
anxiety is very much connected to castration. All 
throughout Seminar X, Lacan will modify this link 
between anxiety and castration. Why is there such a 
strong relation between both terms in Freud? Firstly, 
because at the beginning the main source of anxiety 
is the father figure and his castrating power, which 
disregards a little bit the problem of anxiety in the 
girl and the woman. Later on, when Freud writes 
Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, he will keep the 
association to the idea of the object loss, and we’ll 
find again castration as the core of the problem. He 
enumerates a series of losses, each one of them be-
ing a source of anxiety, even if he considers that the 
prototype of them all, the model for and distinguish-
ing mark of castration, is the loss of the penis.

1 Lacan, J., Transference, Seminar VIII. (Seminario VIII. La Transferencia, 
Paidós, Buenos Aires, 2003, pág. 242)

2 Lacan, J., Anxiety, Seminar X. (Seminario X, La Angustia. Paidós, 
Buenos Aires, 2006, pág. 14)
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I want to underline two remarkable things of Lacan’s 
apologue about the praying mantis. The first thing is the 
not-knowing: “I did not know what kind of mask I was 
wearing.” This poses from the very beginning — and 
as a radical difference from any other philosophical 
approach to the problem of anxiety— the register of the 
unconscious. The subject is prevented from knowing 
the cause of his anxiety. Paradoxically, both Freud and 
Lacan, by some reminiscences of Heidegger’s theory, 
consider this ignorance as the possibility that opens our 
way to a certain dimension of truth. Instead, when we 
focus on the perspective of fear, an affect that belongs 
to the register of knowledge, we’ll usually find some-
thing related to deceit. Lacan poses a bond between this 
not-knowing and the desire of the Other. Not knowing 
what kind of mask I’m wearing is a way of saying that 
the target of the desire of the Other is not included in 
the items that support my identity. It’s neither me, nor 
my visible semblants which seem to be the appealing 
object, but something that I ignore. What we experience 
as anxiety is precisely that opening to the unknown trig-
gered by the confrontation to the Other’s desire. So, we 
have this not-knowing of the apologue that we find in 
one of the many ways Lacan describes the anxiety, i.e., 
“not knowing what we are for the desire of the Other.”3

But now, let’s move on to the second thing, as im-
portant as the former and very much close to it, the 
not-seeing: “...in the enigmatic mirror of the ocular 
globe of the insect I did not see my own image.” What 
does this “I did not see” mean? What does this situation 
represent, reminding us of the legendary stories of the 
vampires whose images can’t be seen in mirrors? In or-
der to answer to these questions we have to remember 
that both Freud and Lacan state that anxiety is some-
thing experienced by the ego and that the ego is an im-
age, the image of our own body. And also, that anxiety 
confronts us to something that should remain invisible 
in our image, something incapable of achieving an 
imaginary representation. This is something that Lacan 
adds to his mirror stage theory. The ego image not only 
needs the symbolic assignment from the Other, but a 
sort of castration as well, an extraction of jouissance in-
dispensable in order to keep the imaginary unity. Please 
consider this quotation of Lacan from Seminar X: 

…the recognition of our own form [...] allows 
there to escape something of this primitive ca-

thexis to our being which is given by the fact 
of existing as body. [...] It is not only reason-
able but testable to say that it is this remain-
der, it is this non-imagined residue of the body 
which comes by some detour — and here we 
are able to designate this detour - to manifest 
it here at this place provided for the lack, to 
manifest it in this fashion and in a fashion 
that, since it is not specular, becomes hence-
forth unlocatable: this lack of certain reference 
points is effectively a dimension of anxiety.4

When this lack lacks, the alarm turns on. So, if we 
consider this not-knowing as a symbolic impossibility, 
and the not-seeing as an imaginary impossibility, what 
is left over is the real, the actual register that anxiety 
seems to index.

II) Now, the second point I want to emphasize. Lacan 
insists that anxiety is by no means a concept. On the con-
trary, anxiety is a limit to the concept itself, an experience 
that hinders conceptualization, because it’s not a signifier, 
though at the same time it’s not conceivable without the 
chain of signifiers, because the anxiety is something that 
only belongs to the reality of the speaking being.
 
III) The third point I want to emphasize is that through-
out Seminar X Lacan will keep in mind three authors: 
Freud, Sartre and Heidegger.

These three points are definitely essential to perceive 
that there is neither in Lacan nor in Freud any ini-
tial intention to heal anxiety. Quite the opposite, it’s 
something we expect the subject will produce, will 
go through in the analytical experience. Of course, I 
need to qualify this. We don’t play with our patients’ 
anxiety, and we aim to reduce it as much as we can, 
because anxiety may become an unbearable suffering 
that involves the risk of a passage to the act. But at the 
same time it is true that anxiety is part of the subjec-
tive reality, an unavoidable experience we can’t spare 
the analysand in his conquest of his unconscious. So, 
we learn to distinguish the anxiety as pure suffering, 
from the anxiety that pushes towards a desire to know, 
which isn’t a natural tendency of the speaking being.

Freud began very early to study anxiety, but Lacan took 
his time. Having stressed the need of the symbolic in 

3 Op. cit. 4 Op. cit., pág. 72
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order to give a strong foundation to the unconscious, 
he realized that this wasn’t enough to deal with the 
subject as a sexual being. His efforts to reduce the 
drive to a chain of signifiers, or to submit desire to 
the logic of the signifier had been successful in many 
ways, but in the long run turned into an obstacle to 
handling some problems concerning the Freudian 
libido, and thus to finding a theory for anxiety.

Historically, even if we can figure that anxiety is a 
phenomenon as old as mankind, it doesn’t seem to have 
played an important function in traditional philosophi-
cal thought. For example, the Greeks didn’t usually 
have a negative conception about death, or finitude. For 
many of them, to die was merely a way to get free from 
the bodily expiry. Of course, there have been important 
exceptions, such as Epicurus, but in general terms we 
can see that death and nothingness are preoccupations 
of the modern man, the man who has begun to sus-
pect there is no God and no Heaven. Hence, it’s only 
since the modern era, and very late, that philosophical 
thought will start to dwell on this subject. Anxiety is 
related to the acceptance of a tragic conception of life 
as something we have to cope with, because there is no 
real remedy for it. In fact, and just as an example, in his 
The Phenomenology of the Spirit, Hegel mentions only 
once the word Angst (anxiety). 

Lacan is convinced about the intimate relationship 
between anxiety and the desire of the Other. Inspired 
by Hegel, he first considered that desire is the desire 
of the Other, which means that desire produces 
desire. We can admit this is true, in a certain way, but 
not completely, because desire also produces anxiety. 
The seeming contradiction of both statements won’t 
be solved until some years later, when the work-in-
progress of Lacan’s theory will lead to the conclu-
sion that the desire of the Other is a name for the 
jouissance of the Other. As is the subject, the Other is 
also affected by the bar. So, anxiety is not produced 
by the signifier of the Other; we won’t perceive it 
in what the Other says or demands. Lacan names 
as desire of the Other something that is beyond, 
something I can’t identify. I only know that I am 
concerned by that otherness of the Other. So, when 
Lacan reveals the secret that the structure of anxiety 
is equivalent to the structure of the phantasy, it’s be-
cause the subject needs the object a to obliterate the 
presence of the otherness of the Other. Anxiety is the 
feeling of the proximity of the real Other.

We stumble here over a difficulty in Lacan’s theory. 
The equivalence between the structure of phantasy and 
the structure of anxiety is due to the fact that the object 
a has a double function in this context. The function 
of the object a depends on the register from which we 
make our approach. As a real object, the a is the cause 
of anxiety, is the short form of speaking about the 
desire of the Other. It’s the object that must be hidden 
in the structure of phantasy. We need an imaginary a 
to shield the subject. This is the imaginary a that we 
seek in the Other’s field. It is the agalma that Lacan 
found in Plato’s The symposium. But that object can 
fail, and when this failure happens, the dark face of the 
desire of the Other will sooner or later show up. It’s 
easy to recognize here a dynamic that is very close to 
the logic of the uncanny, a sort of switch that flips from 
homeostasis to something that is no longer ruled by the 
pleasure principle.

Anxiety is the signal that warns us about this. That’s 
why I’ve chosen the metaphor of the premonition of the 
real. We live in the fictional scenario of phantasy. What 
does Freud say about this? That the unconscious phan-
tasy is built up with fragments of things that have been 
either seen or heard. So, we must suppose that there are 
some other things that have been left out of the scene. 
Stability is more or less guaranteed if these pieces of 
real remain banned from our fictional scenario. The 
great Borges wrote Funes the Memorious, one of the 
most startling short stories ever written, where he tells 
the life of a man who couldn’t forget anything. What 
would existence be like if the symbolic were able to 
include everything? But, at the same time, the fictional 
stability of the phantasy can be boring.

Heidegger said that one ceases to feel bored as soon as 
one starts to be connected with what is hidden. Anxi-
ety is a path open to the non-conceptualized, to what 
belongs to us the most, precisely because it has been 
rejected from the representation of our world. There 
seems to be here a huge difference between Freud and 
Lacan, as regards the way each one approaches the 
phenomenon of anxiety. So, we need to go back to 
Freud to move deeper. Despite the differences, I’ll try 
to demonstrate that both authors are not so far away 
from each other’s point of view about anxiety. Part of 
my development is based on Lacan’s own conviction 
that anxiety and the phantasy share the same structure, 
something that isn’t evident at first sight. If we are 
able to decipher what he means, then we will probably 
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reach the conclusion that Freud’s and Lacan’s ways of 
approaching the phenomenon of anxiety are not at odds 
with each other, as we are usually prone to thinking.

You know that all throughout Freud's changing theories 
on anxiety we find a common base, a very intimate re-
lation to the concept of libido. As long as Freud moves 
forward he is even more accurate, there is a very close 
and strong bond between anxiety and the drive. We 
have his famous Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, but 
we usually do not read its addenda, which are three.5 I 
will dwell specially on them, because they contain the 
core of Freud ́s final theory on anxiety, and because I’m 
convinced that it was the place where Lacan found the 
key for his own theory. I ask you to keep in your mind 
this quotation, from the addendum B of Freud ́s book, 
called “Supplementary Remarks on Anxiety”:

We have seen that the reason why there seems 
to be a specially close connection between 
anxiety and neurosis is that the ego defends 
itself against an instinctual danger with the 
help of the anxiety reaction just as it does 
against an external real danger, but that this line 
of defensive activity eventuates in a neurosis 
owing to an imperfection of the mental appara-
tus. We have also come to the conclusion than 
an instinctual demand often only becomes an 
internal danger because its satisfaction would 
bring an external danger- that is, because the 
internal danger represents an external one.6

Actually, I find these lines fascinating because Freud 
wonders where we should locate the danger, and at the 
same time he realizes that the inner danger is as real as 
the one that comes from the outside. We understand the 
need of a totally different topology, which led Lacan to 
the idea of extimacy. So, the danger is neither internal 
nor external, or maybe internal and external at the same 
time. All of a sudden, and after so many pages under-
pinning the notion of anxiety as a lack of object, Freud 
writes (same addendum), “Anxiety has an unmistakable 
relation to expectation: it is anxiety about something.”7 
The Spanish translation is much more accurate as 
regards the German vor etwas, that Lacan underlines 
in Seminar X. We’d rather say, “it is anxiety before 
something.” Anxiety deals with something that has no 

representation, an object without a signifier to name it, 
an object that cannot be said, and this is not the same 
as the lack of an object. But let’s rewind. I give you a 
very simple diagram of the supposedly main difference 
between Freud and Lacan as regards the anxiety. 

Freud: – (a): lack of object
Lacan: + (a): the presence of an object. 

We can also notice this seeming difference in the fact 
that Freud chose Hoffman’s short story called The 
Sandman as an example of the uncanny,8 whilst Lacan 
speaks about L´Horla of Guy de Maupassant.9 In The 
Sandman, Freud underlines the question of the object 
loss, represented in the protagonist terrified by the pos-
sibility that his eyes could be ripped out. On the con-
trary, Lacan uses Maupassant’s story as an example of 
anxiety as the intuition of an invisible presence (don’t 
forget that the term presence, as opposed to representa-
tion is crucial when speaking about anxiety). Neverthe-
less, we can weave some cross-connections. The gaze 
constantly appears everywhere in Hoffman’s story, and 
the protagonist of L’ Horla is all the time threatened by 
a loss of sense. 

This opposite tension between representation and 
presence is a very useful binomial which helps us to 
classify and distinguish some clinical phenomena. For 
example, in Seminar II Lacan describes the phe-
nomenology of transference this way: unexpectedly, 
the patient says “All of a sudden, I’m aware of your 
presence.”And Lacan adds at once, “The presence is 
a feeling we always try to reject from our daily life.” 
Even if he still doesn't have the concept, Lacan ad-
vances his theory of the desire of the analyst, linked to 
this feeling of his presence. Whilst the idea of repre-
sentation is linked to the signifier as creator of the lack 
and the absence, the presence is close to the lack of 
the lack. By the way, this is a big issue concerning the 
use of communicational technology in any therapeutic 
process. Is technology, including the most sophisticated 
developments of virtual reality, already capable of 
producing this phenomenon of the presence? You may 
think we’re going into science fiction, but we’re not. 
We have these tools now, and many more that won’t 
be late. If warfare or surgery can be performed at a 
long distance, what shall we do? It’s not my intention 

5 Freud, S., Inhibition, Symptom and Anxiety. (Inhibición, Síntoma y 
Angustia. Ediciones Biblioteca Nueva, Madrid 1974)
6 Op. cit., pág. 2880

7 Op. cit., pág. 2878
8 Freud, S., The Uncanny. (Lo Siniestro. Ediciones Biblioteca Nueva, Madrid).
9 Lacan, J., Anxiety, Seminar X. (Seminario X, Angustia. Paidós. Buenos 
Aires, 2006. pág 134)
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to get into this affair now. It was just a reminder of 
what sorts of new demands we have to deal with. To 
tell you the truth, I haven’t got a clear position on this 
matter. I’m dubious. 

I will briefly remind you that Freud conceived a first 
theory of anxiety, that he later dropped, but the struc-
ture of which is actually valid for us, if we read it in 
an après coup together with Lacan’s Seminar X. This 
first theory is presented in “Manuscript E,” written to 
Fliess probably in 1894.10 Freud poses the idea of a 
libido quantum, an amount of physical sexual energy. 
Pay attention that he speaks about something strictly 
physical. This amount of energy demands a dis-
charge from the organism, so the libido has to open 
its way through the system of representations that 
supports the mental apparatus. When acting so, the 
libido turns into a psychic energy, no longer physi-
cal, and is able to discharge itself and achieve a plea-
sure gain. You probably remember that Freud thinks 
that certain kinds of sexual practices are inappropri-
ate for this transformation of the physical libido into 
a psychic energy. For instance, the coitus interrup-
tus. Thus, when this metamorphosis fails there will 
remain a residue of libido not discharged, and this 
residue will generate anxiety. Of course, it's only 
from the point of view of the Lacanian orientation 
that we can say now that this is something fabulous! 
It’s the idea that there is a gap between jouissance 
and our capacity to subjectivize it, or let’s say rather, 
the capacity of the chain of signifiers to absorb the 
power of the drive. Deep down, Freud was from the 
very beginning aware of what he called in Inhibi-
tions, Symptoms and Anxiety, the “imperfection of 
the mental apparatus,” that is, the incompleteness 
of the Other, and jouissance as something always 
underflowing or overflowing the signifier, in other 
words, the strongest meaning of the term ‘misunder-
standing.’ Of course, it was Lacan who gave a more 
solid foundation to the impossibility of a harmonic 
reconciliation between language and jouissance. 

In Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety Freud numbers 
a series of objects the loss of which can trigger 
anxiety: the breast, the excrement, the penis, the 
love of parents, and the love of the superego. These 
elements, plus the function of castration,  and birth 
trauma as the matrix of all the anxieties, should 

be enough to ensure a good theory. You probably 
remember Freud’s debate with Otto Rank about the 
birth trauma. Freud employs different arguments to 
refuse Rank’s theory, because by all means he wants 
to keep the main role of the father as the agent of 
castration. Freud won’t yield his conviction that 
anxiety has to be understood within the frame of the 
Oedipus Complex. However, Lacan is more sym-
pathetic to Otto Rank, because the birth trauma is 
in some way coherent with his attempt to re-define 
castration and emancipate it from the Father. 

At the end of Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety, 
Freud doesn’t seem to be completely satisfied, and 
he writes three addenda to his book. He gives us 
the impression that he wants to begin from scratch 
once again. The fact that the subject can’t know 
the reason of his anxiety, doesn’t prevent us from 
admitting that it is produced by etwas, by something. 
This something is the drive danger. Freud reconsid-
ers his ideas, and reaches the conclusion that there 
is a dramatic displacement that makes us believe 
that the loss of an object is the cause of anxiety. We 
mistake the cause of anxiety, because the loss of 
an object is just the condition that allows the real 
object to come up. The loss of an object is a situa-
tion of helplessness that leaves us unprotected from 
the drive danger. This experience of helplessness, of 
being at the mercy of the drive demand, is what we 
call a traumatic situation. Here we have the reason 
why anxiety is the only affect that does not deceive, 
because it points out the real cause. We have plenty 
of examples, but I think that one of the clearest is the 
reaction of anxiety produced by the split of a love 
relationship. We witness this in our daily work. It’s 
quite common that a partner includes the object a, 
the loss of which leaves the subject helpless before 
the return of the repressed. What is the repressed in 
this case? Not a representation, but the drive itself, 
that sort of presence that has to be concealed in the 
structure of the phantasy. We can find a very inter-
esting and different definition of anxiety in Lacan’s 
lecture known as La troisième. There he says that 
anxiety is the experience of being seized by the feel-
ing of an overwhelming suspicion, the suspicion that 
we are reduced to our body.11 We find here a new 
way to approach the body as the utmost uncanny 
Other, the radical otherness of the Other beyond the 

10 Freud, S., Letters to Wilhelm Fliess. (Cartas a Wilhelm Fliess. Amorrotu 
Ediciones, pág, 72)

11 Lacan, J., The Third. Interventions and Texts (2). (La Tercera. Interven-
ciones y textos (2), Ediciones Manatial. Buenos Aires, 1988. pág. 102)
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veil of narcissism and beauty. Some of the hypochon-
driacal fears find in this way a certain comprehension. 

Drive danger ———————————> Object loss 
       (displacement)

Let’s move on to addendum C, entitled “Anxiety, 
Pain and Mourning.” Freud gives us three examples 
of events that can produce the outbreak of anxiety in 
a little child: 1) darkness, 2) the mother’s disappear-
ance, and 3) a stranger’s face. What do these three 
situations have in common? The loss of a familiar 
reference, and a strangeness taking over the scene. In 
these three cases we can easily perceive the function 
of the object veiling the drive, the object that ensures 
the function of repression. So, with the same logic 
applied by Lacan, we need the object to be lodged in 
the Other, we need it to stay there, because when a 
bad encounter takes it out, the real will pop up. Anxi-
ety warns us that the door to the real is ajar.

Edited by Elizabeth Rogers 
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