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WHO WANTS TO BE IN RATIONAL LOVE?
Calum Neill
We couldn't perform
In the way the Other wanted
These social dreams
Put in practise in the bedroom
Is this so private
Our struggle in the bedroom?
Is this really the way it is
Or a contract in our mutual interest?

Gang of Four, Contract
Within the social sciences and, perhaps particularly, within social psychology, there is a commonplace reduction of interpersonal social, romantic and sexual relations to elements in an economy of exchange. Human relations or interactions are conceived on the paradigm of contracts (Rusbult, 1980). Such a commercial model, as with much mainstream social science, appears to articulate so neatly with our dominant understanding that it proves difficult to contest. People do engage in exchanges. People do benefit, and suffer, from their associations with others. We tend not to think of people as altruistic to the point of disregarding absolutely their own emotional or physical well-being. If person X gets nothing out of their relationship with person Y, then, both what we take to be common sense and social science would suggest, person X ought not to remain in this relationship, at least as it is currently configured. The paradigm here is rational. Moreover, it assumes rational relations between rational individuals who are both more or less free and equal. The implication, then, is that ticking along behind the scenes in any relationship is a perpetual accounting wherein both parties maintain a double entry book which tracks the extent to which the advantages one obtains balance equitably with the advantages the other obtains (Byers and Wang, 2004). Not only does such a conception appear to reduce the human subject to a homo-economicus but, in so doing, it imports two worrying assumptions. First, it assumes that such exchanges work, that moments of human connectivity inhere in successful, rational transactions (Van Yperen and Buunk, 1990). Secondly, it assumes that social existence, even or especially in what are taken to be more intimate experiences, is merely a matter of arbitration between individuals’ interests and self-evident intentions.
Behind these assumptions, we can then detect a certain perspective on what counts as a human being or social actor and how such a figure stands, in relief, against the ground of the social, always already distinct from that ground and always already individuated from other beings who may, on occasion, constitute that ground. Despite the curious insistence that gender difference, often simplified to a singular difference marked by an uncomplicated socio-legal identification, is, along with age and race, one of the key categorical factors which must be employed in sampling for psychological studies, psychology does appear to strain towards generalised norms of behaviour which would, more or less, span any gender difference. People, that is, are taken to operate on essentially self-serving bases. Within this general paradigm, the assumption that slightly more than half of the population will tend to operate in certain ways and slightly less than half will tend to operate in others is subordinated to the more general assumptions of generalised individuality and governing rationality. Men may be from Mars and women from Venus but ultimately any relational or communicative problems stemming from this difference in planetary origin can be successfully addressed through the adoption of the universal language of the Enlightenment. Or, in more contemporary terms, through the discourse of Psychology.

The circularity of such a move perhaps helps to explain the seeming banality and triviality of much of the psychological work published on interpersonal and sexual relations. But with such seemingly simple banality, is there not a more insidious banalization. The reduction of sexuality, intimacy and love to mechanisms of exchange and cost-benefit analyses not only over simplifies a key element of life but the manner in which sexual-romantic relationships are re-described by psychology runs the risk of promulgating, through both academic and popular psychology, a flattened understanding or expectation of what such relationships might be. Consider the phenomenon of the so-called ‘seduction community’ with its reduction of seduction to gimmicks and strategies which can be learned by any average frustrated chump (Strauss, 2005). Reduced to rational actors and encouraged to identify as such, our sexual relations are reduced to mechanics, a move which presupposes a generality and transparency to the sexes, to sex, to attraction and to love. Such a movement arguably entrenches existent and not necessarily terribly accurate or desirable positions and appears to subject a complex aspect of human experience to Galileo’s maxim “what is not measurable, make measurable.” 
Is there, then, an alternative? Is there another way to begin to approach sexual relations, an approach which might allow us to begin to (re)explore a key facet of social life, an approach which neither reduces the human subject to an implausibly rational agent nor to a machine without agency, an approach which perhaps begins to explain and explore the fundamental impossibilities which consist in human relations and communications? In 1970 Jacques Lacan proclaimed ‘il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel’. While at first sight such a proclamation might seem to refute the very possibility of working towards an understanding of sexual relations – if such a thing does not exist, then it surely cannot be explored. On the contrary, this paper will argue that Lacan’s statement, and the wider theory in and to which it is articulated, opens up the possibility of an exploration of sexual relations which is more nuanced, more complex and which foregrounds the irrational dimension, a dimension which we might wish to celebrate rather than suppress. But who, we might ask, wants to be in rational love?

In Russell Grigg’s translation, Lacan’s phrase, put into context, is rendered “What the master’s discourse uncovers is that there is no sexual relation” (Lacan, 2007: 116). This seemingly odd claim is then repeated a few years later in the more notorious Seminar XX, On Feminine Sexuality, The Limits Of Love And Knowledge:Encore when he says, “Backing up from analytic discourse to what conditions it – namely, the truth, the only truth that can be indisputable because it is not, that there’s no such thing as a sexual relationship” (Lacan, 1998: 12). Although the translations here appear to say slightly different things, both are renditions of the same French phrase, a phrase which, left in the original, is extremely rich in meaning and one which, explored and taken seriously, might help us to begin to rethink some of the over-simplistic and restrictive ‘knowledge’ which has been built up around the question of intimate relations. 
Two immediate points perhaps need to be made here. First, the difference in translations of the phrase ‘il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel’ points immediately to the polysemic nature of Lacan’s formulation. What Grigg calls relation, Fink calls relationship and, moreover, Grigg’s simple ‘no’ becomes Fink’s seemingly stronger ‘no such thing as’. In The Lacanian Subject, Fink clarifies his choice of ‘no such thing as’, pointing out that the idea of something not existing (e.g. ‘L/a  femme n’existe pas’) should echo with ex-sistence and extimacy. So, according to Fink, where the other controversial phrase from Seminar XX, ‘L/a  femme n’existe pas’, should be understood as pointing to the impossibility of locating The woman, as an archetype, in the symbolic order, the claim that ‘il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel’ ought to be taken with a more absolute sense. The sexual relationship is not only something that cannot be brought effectively into the symbolic order, it cannot be conceived as a possibility (Fink, 1995: 122). This issue of translation can be further expanded through an exploration of the different meanings carried in the French ‘rapport’. What Fink and Grigg have translated as ‘relationship’ and ‘relation’ can also be rendered as, perhaps obviously, ‘rapport’ or, less obviously, ‘ratio’. The second immediate point is that both utterances link the notion of the impossibility or non-existence of a sexual relation / relationship / rapport / ratio to discourse.

a. No such thing as a sexual relationship
Behind the claim that ‘il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel’ there also lies a reference to One-ness. Earlier in Seminar XX we are told that “Love is impotent, though mutual, because it is not aware that it is but the desire to be One, which leads us to the impossibility of establishing the relationship between “them-two” (la relation d’eux). The relationship between them-two what? – them-two sexes” (Lacan, 1998: 6) (here the ‘between them-two’ could also be rendered ‘of them-two’).
In part, at least, there is here a question of unity.  This should perhaps remind us of the myth of the origins of love as presented in Plato’s The Symposium. Through the voice of Aristophanes, we are told of how humanity once consisted of three genders, male, female and hermaphrodite, and how each individual, of whichever gender, was complete in itself through combining what we would now understand as the attributes of two people; four hands, four legs, two faces etc. Due to these creatures’ ambition and power, they were considered a threat to the Gods who decided to split each one into two halves. The divided creatures then cling to their other halves and, if they become separated, roam the earth in search of them. The myth, as it has come to pass into popular culture (see, for example, John Cameron Mitchell’s 2001 film Hedgewick and the Angry Inch), thus has us each in restless pursuit of our true other half, that other person who would really complete us. 
It is perhaps worth pausing a moment to consider what kind of One or One-ness we are talking about here. On a simple level, we can think of One as being inclusive or exclusive. That is, one conception of One-ness might be as that which gathers together and makes One, something like a willed universal. A conception of something like human rights might give rise to such a One-ness. To recognise a category of beneficiary of human rights, we would need to conceive of a singular humanity. We are One. Clearly, as Agamben so deftly demonstrates, such a One-ness always entails an exclusion (Agamben, 1998). That which is gathered always implies that which was not gathered. Thus, such a One-ness always suggests an Otherness, although this may well be denied. The second concept of One would be what we might call a brute singularity, the One of one alone. We might understand this as the One of liberal individuality, wherein the individuus at the root of individual, the idea, that is, of indivisibility, comes to the fore. The Platonic One seems to bridge these two conceptions insofar as it both points to a gathering together, wherein two become One but also already relies upon an original unity, a division which should not have occurred. We find ourselves thus at a mid-point from which we project both the unity to come and the unity which was. The underside here would be that both projections, taken together in what we might term an overdetermination of One-ness, point to the simple fact of what is not. That is to say, we can understand there to be something slightly tautological in Lacan’s statement. If we are talking of relationships, that is, are we not already necessarily talking of two rather than One? The very idea of a relationship here already suggests that there is not One, and thus the idea that there is no relationship of One-ness could be understood as simply stating the obvious, albeit the obvious which we choose to repress.

This might be one way of understanding Lacan’s formula of S/   <> a. The subject in relation to its objet petit a equals fantasised completion. We are, of course, from a Lacanian perspective, never complete. The very positing of the myth of original completion is never more than that; a retrospective positing. This does not, however, stop the fantasy from performing its function. Quite the opposite. In accounting for and in deferring the solution to the lack in oneself and the lack in the Other, the fantasy of unity offers a substantial answer to who I would be. I would, that is, be the other half of my other half. That this situation is not yet repaired provides a reason for my continued experience of dissatisfaction and incompleteness and, in addition, it explains why the world is not as it should be.
Crucially, the functioning logic of the fantasy is always avenir, to come. I will be. It is this logic which ensures a continuing movement but also, then, it is necessarily an unceasing movement. When you do eventually discover the man or woman of your dreams, the one who would complete you, it turns out, once the veil of fantasy has slipped, that they are not quite the incarnation of perfection you might have wished for and, moreover, it turns out that your life is not suddenly all put right. Of course, the fantasy is here left untouched. Your real other half can still be out there. In this sense then, contra the Spice Girls, Lacan is telling us that the perfect unity that popular culture promises the sexual relation will bring is not actually achievable. Two will not become one. 
So, remaining with Fink’s translation, “there is no such thing as a sexual relationship” (Lacan, 1998: 12) could be understood to mean that there is no possibility of achieving the One-ness of which we fantasise. True union, in the sense of unification, is not actually possible. There is no such thing as a sexual relationship which is actually a (full) relationship. But lest this should seem overly pessimistic, we should remember that the fantasy supports us, that it is, in a sense, through not achieving perfect union, not attaining our desire, that we carry on;

this sexual relationship, insofar as it’s not working out, works out anyway – thanks to a certain number of conventions, prohibitions, and inhibitions that are the effect of language and can only be taken from that fabric and register. (Lacan 1998, 33)

b. No direct relation between the sexes
A more nuanced interpretation might be to point to the impossibility of relating here. That is to say, moving beyond the impossibility of attaining a lost unity which never was, we can discern in the quote that the sexes do not relate directly with each other in sex. Key here is the role or position of the phallus. 
Again, in Seminar XVII, we are told; 

the entire game [of sex] revolves around the phallus.
Of course, it is not only the phallus that is present in sexual relations. However, what this organ has that is privileged is that in some way it is quite possible to isolate its jouissance. It is thinkable as excluded. To use violent words – I am not going to drown this in symbolism for you – it has, precisely, a property that, within the entire field of what constitutes sexual equipment, we may consider to be very local, very exceptional. There is not, in effect, a very large number of animals for whom the decisive organ for copulation is something as isolatable in its functions of tumescence and detumescence, determining a perfectly definable curve, called orgasmic – once it’s over, it’s over. (Lacan, 2007: 75)

On a very simple level Lacan appears here to be making the point that the sexual act, understood as ‘normal’ heterosexual copulation, is dependent, for both sexes, on the penis. If it doesn’t work, then it doesn’t happen. In differentiating humanity from animals, we could understand Lacan to be pointing to the non-natural or symbolically constructed status of this situation. That is, sex is normalised, is conventional and our convention situates the phallus in the central and determining position. There are, that is, other ways of enjoying together but our culture, our being in language, elevates this one.
This notion of sexual intercourse as socially conditioned or, we might say, Oedipally normalised, should point us towards the phallus as something other than a simple organ. In ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, we are told that;

one can indicate the structures that govern the relations between the sexes by referring simply to the phallus’ function.
These relations revolve around a being and a having which, since they refer to a signifier, the phallus, have contradictory effects: they give the subject reality in this signifier, on the one hand, but render unreal the relations to be signified, on the other.

This is brought out by the intervention of a seeming [paraître] that replaces the having in order to protect it, in one case, and to mask the lack thereof, in the other, and whose effect is to completely project the ideal or typical manifestations of each of the sexes’ behavior, including the act of copulation itself, into the realm of comedy. (Lacan, 2006a: 582)
The male subject is positioned in relation to a having of the phallus. Which is not the same as saying that he has it. He seems to have it or having it would be what he would strive for. The female subject, on the other hand, is positioned in relation to a being the phallus, which, again, is not the same thing as saying that she is the phallus. She is taken to be the phallus and would strive to become it. Here Lacan clarifies that by phallus what he means to indicate is “the signifier of the Other’s desire” (Lacan, 2006a: 583). The female subject is taken to be the signifier of the Other’s desire, which could be understood to mean that she is put in the position of objet petit a. As this would entail the male subject desiring something fantasmatic in or of her, something which she is not, as such, then she can be understood to relate to or with an absence, that which man sees in her but she does not have. In this sense, Lacan claims that the “the organ which is endowed with this signifying function takes on the value of a fetish” (Ibid.).
We can understand that part of what Lacan is pointing to here in his invocation of the phallus as something which cannot be reduced to a mere physical appendage is that sexual difference is never simply a matter of the difference between two complimentary entities (in the sense of ying-yang). There is always a necessary third party; the phallus. We are sexed in terms of our relation with or to this third position and, therefore, the difference between the sexes is always more than a simple difference. Rather the differences themselves are different. The phallus as a moment of the Other comes radically between the male and female subject. There is no direct relation between them but only distinct relations to a third.
c. There is no sexual ratio
This brings us to our third interpretation, that there is no sexual ratio or no ratio between the sexes. That the very difference between the sexes is never singular, that there is always a parallax involved, a difference of differences, suggests that there is no static or stable perspective to assume here. A ratio in terms of mathematics would suggest a constant. The quintessential example here might be π, the ratio between the circumference and diameter of any circle. It does not matter what circle, how big or how small, the ratio, π, is always the same. 
Mathematically speaking, that which can be expressed as a ratio of two natural numbers is rational. An example would be 1:2 or ½. √2 would be an example of an irrational number since it cannot be expressed as the ratio of two natural numbers. π, although a ratio, is not a rational number as it is the not the ratio between two natural numbers. We could say then that it is an irrational ratio. It is stable but cannot be written as a ratio. 
In saying that there is no ratio between the sexes, then, we could understand Lacan to be saying that while there clearly is a relating of some sorts between the sexes, there is a conjunction, there is no stability and there is no way of notating this; “the sexual relation cannot be written” (Lacan 1998: 35), which would be to say that it is beyond comprehension (for more on the question of ratios in Lacan see Shingu, 2004).
d. There is no sexual rapport
This brings us to the relation between the claim of no relationship and discourse which is, as noted above, the context for Lacan’s claim both in Seminar XVII and Seminar XX. The simple translation of the ‘rapport’ in ‘il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel’ might be just that; rapport, with its connotations of mutual understanding, trust, empathy or being on the same wavelength. The English term ‘rapport’ actually derives from the French, which in turn derives from the Latin re- (again) and apportare (to carry or bring). This etymology can give us a sense here of some pure transmission, where understanding or meaning is carried back and forth between the two of a couple. In stating that there is no such rapport, Lacan can be understood to be indicating that there is no such pure transmission, that there is no communication in which something is not lost. There is no saying it all.

An important question we might raise here is, if there is no saying it all, no unproblematic communication between the sexes, then does this imply that there might be such an unproblematic communication between subjects of the same sex? Clearly, the answer would be no. Language is necessarily a medium and thus mediator. So why emphasise that there is no rapport between the sexes when there is no rapport between subjects? One answer would be that in this polysemic statement we need to take all the meanings together, that Lacan is saying that there is not only no sexual union, no direct relating in sex, no stability between the sexes but also that, as with all subjects, there is no direct communication. This latter, while perhaps obvious, needs to be stated simply because it is here, in the sexual relation that we hope to find the communicative success which eludes us in other areas of life. Even here, there is no rapport. The Other is always the third party. We might hope to, in our ideal of sex, engage in a true coming together, a communication without or outwith language but such an idea is never anything more than a fantasy; 
There’s no such thing as a prediscursive reality. Every reality is founded and defined by a discourse. (Lacan, 1998: 32)

That there is no prediscursive reality of sex is to say that sex lacks meaning; there is not in fact something meaningful to be related here, there is not, in Alain Badiou’s words, “something reasonably connected in sex” (Badiou: 79), only the senseless truth that there is no sexual relation, no sexual relationship, no sexual rapport, no sexual ratio.
e. sex and the real
In pointing to the impossibility of a prediscursive reality, we should also be reminded of Lacan’s dual claims that “there is no metalanguage” (Lacan 2006b: 688) and that “there is no Universe of discourse” (Lacan, unpublished: 16.11.1966). Not only is language not capable of totalising, of capturing it all, but there is clearly no possibility of stepping outside in order to say anything about what is constituted in and through language. We can then understand il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel as pointing to the impossibility of a metalanguage of sex. There is no position outwith a sexed position and, therefore, no possibility of saying anything about sexuation from a position which is not already conditioned by the fact of sexual difference. But this is not to say that, somehow, such positions would constitute an all; “there is no Universe of discourse.” The impossibility of metalanguage combined with the impossibility of a Universe of discourse, the impossibility, that is, of a totalising discourse, clearly points to the Lacanian real and the temptation here might well be to read this as locating matters of sex or the sexual relation in the real. Against this, we should recall Fink’s point that it is not simply that the sexual relation cannot be said; it cannot even be conceived as a possibility. It is here that it is useful to turn to the graph of sexuation.
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The four logical statements presented at the top of the diagram can be read as follows:
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= there exists at least one of those in category x who is not subject to the phallic function
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= all of those in the category of x are subject to the phallic function
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= there is not one of those in category x who is not subject to the phallic function
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= not all of those in category x are subject to the phallic function

What this produces, then, are two seemingly contradictory or logically impossible statements on each side of the graph. The left side is the side of man, while the right side is the side of woman. Together they describe possible positions available to speaking beings, which is to say “Every speaking being situates itself on one side or the other” (Lacan, 1998: 79).

The logical statements on the left side can be understood to tell the story, or the logic, of the myth of the primal horde (Freud, 1950: 141-143). The one who would exist who is not subject to the phallic function, who has not undergone castration, would be the primal father. Category x in this instance would then refer to the male position and all those in this position are subject to the phallic function, that is, they have undergone castration. There is, then, one man, the primal father, who is not subject to the function of castration which is the condition of possibility for all those in the male position. The contradiction here can be understood in the sense of an exception to a rule, in that it is the exception which is the condition of possibility for the rule to be a rule.
The statements on the right side can be understood to describe something of the tension between universals and particulars. The two statements might appear to present a blunt contradiction. If none of those in the category is not subject to the phallic function, then this would seem to suggest that all those in the category are subject to the phallic function. But this is precisely what the second statement refuses. Taken separately, however, we can perhaps begin to make some sense of this. If the function of castration is the condition of possibility of entry into the symbolic order, then all speaking beings in order to be speaking beings would have to be subject to this function. We can understand this first statement, then, as referring to each member on a one-by-one basis. Each woman - for this is the side of woman - in order to be a speaking being, must be subject to the phallic function. The second statement - the universal statement - should then be understood to refer to the group. The group as a whole, as a category, is not subject to the phallic function. What would this mean? That, as a universal category, The Woman cannot be located within the symbolic order; L/a  femme n’existe pas.
If one side of the supposed relation between the sexes can be said not to exist, if one side cannot be collapsed into a signified totality, while the other side can only assume a signified position as incomplete, then clearly the model of equal partners balanced in a neutral or exteriorly moderated system of exchange becomes manifestly inappropriate. Lacan’s claim that there is no rapport between the sexes, that they cannot be composed into a ratio, that they have no relation, furnishes us with a step beyond the superficial and reductive assumptions which so apparently benignly dominate the social sciences. In reducing intersubjectivity and sexual relations to modes of economy, one not only assumes an untenable equality of status between the supposed operators, but one also misses the crucial point that the pleasure, the jouissance, which might be the currency of such an exchange is never itself so easily quantifiable. Just as actual economic exchange is problematised with the inescapable notion of surplus value, so intersubjective relations are properly rendered more complex with a notion of surplus jouissance. This surplus of jouissance, the fact that relations can never be collapsed into a whole, a oneness, or even into a two, insofar as there is always, necessarily, the insistence of objet petit a, means that the accounting we would impose on relations always already fails. Moreover, this failure is inscribed already in our attempts to know - to corral in knowledge - how the relation works, what the ratio is, what mediates the rapport. It is in stepping beyond this limit that the social sciences might begin to explore, without seeking to end in a finite knowledge, what goes on between the sexes. 
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