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QUEERING PSYCHOANALYSIS/PSYCHOANALYSING QUEER
Eve Watson
Few would argue that the arena of sexuality is one of the most heavily invested avatars of the contemporary era. For many, this testifies to advances in the area of personal liberty and freedom and is a welcome sign of the progress of modernity and the expansion of liberality. For others, the ubiquity of sexuality in the modern socio-symbolic arena is indicative of the collapse of certain long-established values and traditions and the decline of old-fashioned patriarchal authority. What most of us can agree on is that sex is centre-stage at new and unprecedented levels in common discourse and cultural practice. Through our clinical work, we can also testify that in spite of the ubiquity of sex, anxieties and symptomatic difficulties in relation to sexuality have not dissipated but continue to cause and find expression in the suffering of our patients. For the clinician, a commitment to the continued engagement with social and cultural developments is a necessity in today’s fast-changing world of so-called late capitalism. Therefore, with the kind of consumption that is perhaps otherwise reflected in the world of consumerist capitalism, we are charged with keeping our fingers on the pulse of our symbolic world and informing ourselves of the latest popular culture trends and practices. That’s if we aspire to keep up with our patients – remembering that, as Lacan advised, the clinician is foremost a practitioner of the symbolic!                   

That’s why we shouldn’t hesitate to interrogate other schools of thought not only in order to clarify our own position in relation to our praxis, but to investigate whether the field of our knowledge can be routinely put to the test. What ought to be avoided is the death-grip of epistemological enquiry that the reification of knowledge produces. A commitment to inter- and cross-disciplinary research is one method of keeping the field of knowledge alive as an open question, as a temporary suspension of closed systems of meaning and signification. It is in just this way that I have come to be particularly interested in what the intersection between (specifically Lacanian) psychoanalysis and queer theory might produce. Given that both fields privilege sexuality, albeit in vastly different ways, it seems to me that there is room for an enquiry that proffers the potentiality to interrogate and extend the range of both fields, if by nothing else, then by a clarification of difference. In light of these considerations, my examination of the (potential) intersection(s) of queer theory and Lacanian psychoanalysis are organised into a number of general questions: 
How successful is Lacanian psychoanalysis in queering the field of sexuality? How does Lacanian psychoanalysis elaborate the field of sexuality and the notions of pleasure and desire beyond the confines of ‘self’ and the body. What is queer theory? Does Lacan’s subject of desire meet with the queer project of a radical destabilisation of (hetero)normativity? How successful is queer theory is this respect? What does an encounter between queer theory and Lacanian psychoanalysis generally offer?

Subjectivity and Desire in Psychoanalysis

Isn’t it interesting how the prospect of a discussion of sexuality immediately garners our attention and provokes our choice of perversion?  We gaze upon it, in this case the ‘it’ being the text, with an enjoyment that is likely to be voyeuristic, fetishistic or even sado-masochistic. That we ‘enjoy’ what we do, including the interrogation of a text, in a manner not unlike sexual enjoyment is undeniable, and it functions as a kind of primary directive that infuses thought, speech and action with a libidinal charge. The discourse of Lacanian psychoanalysis asserts that the accumulation of knowledge is one method of attempting to master the alienation that ensues from the acquisition of language and the loss of immediacy with the material world of objects, people and even our own bodies. In place of the Cartesian res cogitans - a thinking rational being -  Lacan posits the speaking subject as a being who does not happen by chance to speak but is constituted by ‘being spoken’ in language and whose speech must be placed within the broader discourse of the Other. ‘Language,’ Lacan says, ‘is the discourse of the other.’
 This discourse of the Other is comprised of multiple, overlapping and discrete elements - language, society, culture, parental Other, etc. It is within this discourse of the Other that a subject’s enjoyment and sexuality finds coherence and expression. 
Lacan emphasises the arena of sexuality as a site of special importance in which the critical forces of subjectivity and the Other converge in vital and complex ways. This distinguishes Lacanian psychoanalysis from any (other) kind of social understanding of sexuality. For what is rarely evinced in social renderings of sexuality is any kind of systematic unwrapping of sexuality as a multi-valenced and heavily weighted term. Modern discursive trends tend to radically oversimplify and heavily disguise the complex overlapping and competing forces from which it is derived. For the term ‘sex’ refers to several things at once: to an act; to a category of person; to a gender and to a practice. From a psychoanalytic point of view, sex refers to both conscious and unconscious knowledge and it forces a confrontation with the conceptual limits of the terms sexuality, gender and sex beyond the coordinates of the well-known and exhausted essentialist versus constructivist, and nature versus nurture debates. But just as the field of the Other is comprised of multiple elements, Lacanian psychoanalysis posits the field of sexuality as extending far beyond sex, deducing instead a field of sexuality infused by the Other such that we are neither fully defined by our erotic relations nor are they entirely personal. 

In founding the locus of speech, the Other is the preliminary site of ‘the subject of the signifier,’
 and provides the coordinates of the subjective determination and symbolic constitution of the subject. In effect, the decentring of the rational, conscious subject, identified with the ego, is an undermining of common assumptions about the intentionality and purposiveness of the speaking subject and the ‘naturalness’ of sexuality and locates the true subject of speech in the place of the Other. ‘Starting with Freud,’ Lacan tells us, ‘the unconscious becomes a chain of signifiers that repeats and insists somewhere (on another stage, or in a different scene, as he wrote), interfering in the cuts offered it by actual discourse and the cogitation it informs.’
 This explains the Lacanian dictum that it is only through speech that the subject beyond the ego can appear and is behind Lacan’s clarification that ‘it is by touching, however lightly on man’s relation to the signifier – in this case, by changing the procedures of exegesis – that one changes the course of his history by modifying the moorings of his being.’
 Analysts are practitioners of the symbolic. Consequently, the notion of sexuality is problematized by its envelopment in the intricacies of the discursive network of the Other, in its treasure trove of signifiers.     
In his conceptual framework, Lacan places desire at the heart of the speaking subject, asserting that it functions as the fundamental phenomenon of human existence. It arises out of the necessity of human subjects to establish themselves in a language that is articulated by those whose desire brought them into the world. The subject’s alienation in language or ‘submission to the signifier’ is caused by the Other’s desire.
 Alienation consists in the subject’s causation by the Other’s desire which translates as an empty place in the Other as desire and lack are commensurate. If we think of the child’s encounter with the desire of the (m)Other - the Other as desire - the child’s attempts to stitch language onto the enigmatic desire of the Other founder on the rock of the empty place upon which desire itself is founded. Desire is therefore grounded in loss, not the loss of any particular object but the loss of being itself and it is what Lacan refers to as manqué-a-étre or lack-in-being. As Lacan puts it, desire is ‘the metonymy of the lack in being.’
 This alienating loss is also an effect of language in that the subject is caused by the Other’s desire which causes language itself to be ridden with desire, and desire is inconceivable without language. The more that a subject attempts to use language to speak about desire, the more alienated he or she will become from it and the more separated he or she will be from the discourse required to forge it. This is why Lacan says, ‘you are yourself betrayed in that your desire has slept with the signifier.’
 
The premature emergence of sexuality in humans and its original non-coincidence with biology splits sexuality off from reality and assigns it to the domain of the imaginary which is characterised by phantasy. Sexuality therefore gains symbolisation in the image and the word but more fundamentally forms the traumatic core of the unconscious that in turn forms the contingent foundation of the subject insofar as the subject is founded upon the lost object, the object cause of desire. The o-object
, an expressly Lacanian concept, expresses the radical lack constituted at the level of the body, a causal gap that is anterior to the advent of the symbolic chain of language. It therefore falls outside of the field of representation and is literally what falls outside of the mirror-image during the first assumption by the child of the identity ‘I’ in the mirror. In exchanges between the mother and child, something is lost and the processing of this loss is formative. The child attempts to answer the Other’s desire or lack by presenting something, but this something is never enough. No organ or body part can ever answer the demand and the desire of the Other. It is here that a special importance of the so-called ‘separable’ organs, parts of the body that are infused with an element of loss can be ascribed in the conceptualisation of the ‘phallus’ and the o-object. Both the phallus and the o-object attempt to defensively elaborate a radical lack. The imaginary phallus is what the child presents in order to satisfy the demand of the other and it is already a symbolic interpretation of a more primordial lack between mother and child. It takes places in the world of symbolisation and resonates with signs and images, i.e. in the symbolic and imaginary. 
The object-cause emerges from several sources: the object appears as the effect of an action on the body; from a cut that refers to bodily borders, topologically where inside meets outside; from a ‘fall’ of an object that is primal that simultaneously produces subject and object. Thus it is figured as dynamic with diverse forms including the gaze, voice, phallus and phoneme. This sexless, genderless partial drive-ridden object is a nucleus or kernel of the real that founds the gap in which desire is constituted. Thus it is that we come into being as desiring beings in the gap of what we lack. It is precisely in an orientation to this lack, to this imperfection, that psychoanalysis is directed. Lacan’s notion of the o-object thus, in being the cause and not the aim of desire, conceptually precedes gender and sexual activity. In consequence, the psychoanalytic concept of desire, in its multivalent relation to the o-object and the three orders of the real, imaginary and symbolic, significantly broadens the field of sexuality far beyond sex, gender, sexual orientation, identification, pleasure, genitality, perversion and Oedipality.  
It seems to me that it is in relation to the twin fundamentals of Lacanian psychoanalysis, desire and subjectivity, that psychoanalysis and queer theory share a common purpose. For the Lacanian speaking subject is founded upon and motivated by desire which is originally independent of gender and thus it offers the basis for a radically non-normative and non-heterosexist account of sexuality and desire. Comprising diverse and discrete disciplines, psychoanalysis and queer theory can be said to share a similar goal: ‘…a radical questioning of social and cultural norms, notions of gender, reproductive sexuality, and the family,’
 and with ‘the promise of new meanings, new ways of thinking and acting politically – a promise sometimes realised and sometimes not.’
 Whereas queer theory approaches these ideas via sustained intellectual, political and practical engagement and psychoanalysis privileges the transferential relation between patient and analyst, the goal of delimiting a heterogenous horizon that queers subjectivity, social relations, power and knowledge in order to challenge normative knowledges, practices, beliefs, identities and the production of new social links is shared. Queer’s aim at positionality rather than identity in order to de-homogenise and decentre the discourses of liberal humanism as well as scientific and intellectual positivism, fits with the aim of psychoanalysis of a change in the subject’s position in order to interrogate truth, not on the basis of universal knowledge but on the basis of the singular truth of one subject. For the domain of psychoanalysis is not limited to the alleviation of pain and relief from symptoms, although this is an important by-product, and feelings of well-being and happiness do accord with the everyday discourse that demands that everyone be happy and successful. Rather, it is indestructible unconscious desire and the a-temporality of the subject that analysis aims at. As ‘a method based on truth and the demystification of subjective camouflage,’ Lacan’s psychoanalytic framework punctuates systems of meaning (i.e. ‘the time for understanding’) with the act of speech in order to privilege the unconscious, that chapter of personal history that is, as Lacan puts it, ‘marked by a blank or occupied by a lie.’
 This radical idea - that the truth of the subject lies in the very deceptions of the webbing and interweaving of the socio-symbolic realm offers an inviting plane of interrogation to queer theorists.    
What is Queer Theory?

‘Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers. It is an identity without an essence. ‘Queer’ then, demarcates not a positivity but a positionality vis-à-vis the normative…[Queer] describes a horizon of possibility whose precise extent and heterogeneous scope cannot in principle be delimited in advance.’

Queer theory developed in the United States as an academic and political movement in the early 1990’s deeply rooted in post-structuralism, psychoanalysis, gay and lesbian studies, and cultural theory. It emerged from dissatisfaction with the efforts of gay and lesbian studies throughout the eighties to deconstruct the discursive, social, political and historical conditions of sexually marginalised homosexualities from within the categories of identity and oppositional politics. The feminist and gay liberation movements of the United States had based their claims for political participation and equality on the civil rights movements of the 1960’s on the principle of identity – female, gay, lesbian and more recently, bisexual, transsexual and transgendered identities. By contrast, queer theory views with scepticism the minoritising conceptions of sexuality that underpin gay and women’s liberation as well as academically institutionalised gay and lesbian studies and women’s studies. Queer is critical of universalizing explanations of the subject and the world and argues that there is no objective or universal ‘truth.’ Originally adopted to mark the appearance of something or someone ‘odd’ or ‘strange’ and later exercised as a slur predominantly for gay men, the signifier queer has been reclaimed in recent decades with anger and pride to signal an activist insurgence against homophobia.
 Queer is therefore a contentious term and one that encompasses defiance, celebration and refusal within its remit and it is embraced by people both to reveal and revel in their differences. It can function as a synonym for ‘lesbian and gay’ or as shorthand for members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender community more generally.

As an intellectual model, queer theory has not simply been produced by gay and lesbian politics and theory but is inspired by historically specific knowledges that constitute late twentieth century thought and it draws its inspiration and context from the works of Sigmund Freud, Louis Althusser, Ferdinand de Saussure, Michel Foucault and Jacques Lacan. A major theoretical shift in the eighties, influenced by Foucault, engendered a critique of particular forms of knowledge and the ways of being that they sanction in culturally and historically specific ways. Defining itself against the normative and mirroring Foucault’s analysis of the deployment of alliance in the service of the deployment of sexuality, queer theory relies on identificatory alliances rather than on identification in order to broker alliances between sexual minorities and other groups whose disenfranchisement is not necessarily as a result of non-normative sexuality. Queer theory and politics thus begins from a critique of identity and identity politics, inspired primarily by Foucault’s analysis of the regulatory purposes that sexual identities often serve. Queer theory echoes Foucault’s call for defining the mechanisms and strategies of bio/power, including the deployment of sexuality and the production of discourse, as promoting the mechanisms of control and exploitation. For Foucault, marginalised sexual identities are not simply victims of regulatory power regimes – they are produced by those same mechanisms. His re-evaluation of power argues that where there is power there is resistance, and like power, it is multiple and unstable and it circulates in discourse. Even discourse itself ought to be understood as endlessly prolific, as a multiplicity of discursive elements that function in various stratagems. In support of this, he cites the rise of the homosexual as a category, as relating to structures of power and resistance and an instance of discourse as entirely within the mechanisms of power, though not entirely in their service.
 As he puts it, ‘discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting-point for an opposing strategy.
  
In its critical response to humanism thus, queer theory follows the Foucaultian line that resistance is inseparable from power rather than being opposed to it. And since resistance is not and cannot be external to systems of power and knowledge, oppositional strategies that attempt to replace ascendant ideologies with non-normative ones are inherently contradictory. There is no universally applicable strategy, only localised practices, the effects of which cannot be entirely predicted in advance. This follows closely Foucault’s claim that, ‘…their existence [of power relationships] depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle in power relations. These points of resistance are present everywhere in the power network. Hence there is no single locus of great Refusal…or pure law of the revolutionary. Instead there is a plurality of resistance…’
 Queer, is therefore defined as ‘whatever it at odds with the normal,’ does not refer to anything in particular nor does it strive to assume particular identity or opponent. This brings to mind the Lacanian concept, ‘there is no Other of the Other,’
 that there is no guaranteeing agency whereby the inconsistency or gap in the Other is overcome and there is no particular locus in the Other that authorises truth and knowledge. 
One of the axiomatic principles of queer theory is its resistance to definition. Jagose explains, ‘[for] part of queer theory’s semantic clout, part of its political efficacy, depends on its resistance to definition.’
 Queer is often embraced to point to fluidity in identity and recognises identity as a historically-contingent and socially-constructed fiction that prescribes and proscribes against certain feelings and actions. Queer thus denotes a resistance to identity categories or easy categorisation and marks a defiant stance in relation to the rigidity with which identity categories continue to be enforced and the belief that such categories are immovable. The taking up of a positionality rather than an innate identity potentially allows anyone who feels themselves to have been marginalised as a result of their sexual preferences, gay or straight. Rather than an identificatory position per se, queer seeks a positionality vis-à-vis the normative and attempts to offer ‘the promise of new meanings, new ways of thinking and acting politically – a promise sometimes realised, sometimes not.’
 It does so by following Foucault’s rallying cry for ‘…the counterattack against the deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasures.’
 Queer theory is thus constructed as ‘a set of vague and indefinable practices’ and political positions that has the potential to challenge normative knowledges and identities.’
 Queer theory thus shares the willingness of psychoanalysis to investigates the multifarious, multivalent and contextually specific practices that normalise ways of knowing and of being. Both share an interest in the discursive polemicisation of subjectivity and in exposing its contingent, unstable and heterogenous nature as well as the complexities and ambiguities of social relations, power and knowledge. For psychoanalysis, it is the individual’s shackling to myth and his or her disenfranchisement by generalised forms of knowledge that is undermined in order to promulgate a subject who enunciates the truth of his or her singular knowledge tied to but not necessarily dependant upon the general discourse.
            
It is hardly surprising, given its mutability, that the term queer is steeped in contentiousness. Some argue that queer’s functioning as an umbrella term works in the direction of the erasure of differences, for example, between lesbian and gay, transsexualism and cross-dressing, and ignores race, class, age and so on. This raises the question as to whether queer theory is simply reiterating, in its call for fluidity, reiterability, ambiguity, and indefinability, little more than an anachronistic social ideal or a form of libertarianism founded on democratic pluralistic principles. According to this exposition, queer theory is little different from the humanist system it claims to be attempting to resist. Some theorists and activists have accused queer theory and politics of practising the same exclusionary logic that has traditionally been associated with liberationalist politics and with second wave feminism. In support of this, Cohen for example calls for a broadened understanding of queerness, one based on wide-ranging analyses that recognise how numerous systems of oppression interact to regulate people’s lives.
 The most common accusation lobbed at queer theory is that its exclusionary approach upholds yet another dichotomy - the heterosexual/queer dichotomy, as if all heterosexuality and queer could be universally defined, and in doing do defeats its own purpose of allowing for multiple subject positions outside of sexed and gendered hierarchies. Some questions remain: can queer avoid slipping into an identity based on its exclusionary and anti-assimilationist stance and specific non-normative sexual practices? This could produce the by-product of disenfranchising and denigrating so-called conservative forms of same-sex relations, e.g. gays and lesbians who aspire for marriage equality. Second, in its stance as quintessentially resistant, can it avoid the pitfalls of positioning itself as more enlightened than the non-queer?
Delimiting Identity: Queering the Subject
It seems to me that queer theory’s discomfort with definition indicates not just a re-working of discursive strategy in order to decentre the Cartesian subject and counter homogenizing tendencies, but also a tacit recognition of the limitations and fallacies of the symbolic realm. This indicates a significant move beyond the influential work of Judith Butler, whose influence on the fields of social constructivism, cultural theory, gender studies and gay and lesbian studies has been significant. This is noteworthy, given the status of Butler’s work in revealing the cultural matrix in which gender becomes intelligible and in her argument that all forms of identity are cultural fictive and propped up by the performative effects of reiterated acts. Butler exploded the naturalisation of same-sex desire that characterised gay and lesbian theory and instead contested the term ‘gender,’ arguing that ‘gender is performatively constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results.’
 Butler, like Foucault, confines herself to the discursive realm in her identification of gender as an ongoing discourse practice and in her foregrounding of the importance of discursive strategies and their revisionist potential. This idea of gender as performance, while it undermines notions of the naturalness of gender, does play with the possibility of the performative resignification of gender, as if gender could be subverted and manipulated at will via social performance. Queer theorists, such as Nikki Sullivan, looks beyond this to question ‘why it is that identity is never radically open nor entirely self-created, and why and how it is that resistance and change is possible.’
 She advocates using Butler’s discursive strategy and Merleau-Ponty’s notion of mimesis and transitivism to explain why and how it is that we embody hegemonic culture in ways that are both subversive and affirming. In consequence, queer theory’s destabilisation of the categories of sex, gender and sexuality, which developed out of a specifically gay and lesbian reworking of the post-structuralist reconfiguring of identity as multiple and polyvalent, suggests for some that traditional models have been disrupted. The ‘charm’ of its indefineability lies in its strategy of privileging and exploiting incoherencies that stabilise (hetero)normativity that calls into question all manner of categorisation, including the terms ‘man’ and ‘woman. 

Queer as a deconstructive strategy moves it out of its potential solely as a ‘resistance to the norm’ with a nameable identity. In support of this, Sullivan advocates using queer as a verb (a set of actions) rather than as noun (an, identity, or even a nameable positionality formed in and through the practice of particular actions).
 This is similar to Michael Warner’s call for queer to not simply be a resistance to the norm but to consist of protesting against ‘the idea of normal behaviour.’
 (emphasis mine) Queer’s deconstructive approach is also available in the anti-essentialist work of Diana Fuss who emphasises the interdependence of heterosexuality with its so-called opposite, homosexuality. She argues that the two are neither discrete nor opposite and moreover, ‘each is haunted by the other.’
 This kind of deconstruction of the presumed opposition between homosexuality and heterosexuality underscores the inherent instability of the terms and enables not just an analysis of the constructedness of meaning and identity, but allows for potentially thinking of alternate ways of being and living. It also facilitates, as Sullivan puts it, a questioning of the particular cultural contexts in which being is affirmed and divided up, and who benefits from the cultural logic that reproduces these kinds of divisions.
    
Tim Dean insightfully plots out two trajectories that emerge from queer theory’s Foucaultian suspicion of identity. On the one hand, he asserts that it has inspired ‘a cautious return’ to psychoanalysis among some queer theorists who are interested in how Freud’s theory of the unconscious delineates a constitutive subjective dimension that precludes the possibility of a categorical or unproblematic identity. That being said, the cross-over between the two disciplines, psychoanalysis and queer theory constitutes a one-way traffic of knowledge and thus far, psychoanalysis has not really investigated the work of queer theorists.
 On the other hand, queer theory’s critique of identity as a regulatory norm has moved it away from psychoanalysis, as a result of Foucault’s displacement of attention from identity to practices. This has led to an affirmation, despite the view that identities are illusory, of a historicising epistemology that focuses on the investigation of discrete social and cultural practices that embrace empiricist solutions. This puts queer theory at odds with what psychoanalysis focuses on and what resists empirical verification, namely phantasy. This has led to a greater weighting of the concrete reality of sexual practices and material oppression over and against the seemingly comparative ephemerality of sexual phantasy. Dean persuasively argues that the disavowal of phantasy by queer theorists is a replication of heterosexist logic because phantasy is inextricable from perversion, and the relegation of phantasy to secondary or arbitrary zones of importance ought to be questioned. The de-emphasis of phantasy means that the object of unconscious phantasy, the o-object, the object that brings desire into existence is elided and this in turn causes the elision of unconscious desire at the expense of ‘practices.’ Without the o-object, desire is personalised, genderized and objectified. Moreover, queer theory’s rejection of phantasy has led to a kind of paradoxical impasse in which the trivialisation of phantasy and the constitution of a hierarchy of political importance has relegated phantasy to the bottom of a hierarchy that is at odds with the phantasmatic utopian ideals that phenomenologically underpin the political and sexual agendas of queering
 - utopian ideals that can be seen for example in Jagose’s aspirational assertion that queer theory ‘has the potential to be annexed profitably to any number of discussions.’
  
Still others refuse to self-identify as ‘queer,’ because, as writers such as Terry Castle claim, queer fails to take into account ‘that it is possible to use the word lesbian and be understood.’
 From a Lacanian point of view, such ‘common-sense’ and ‘reality-based’ approaches are aspects of the imaginary and function to narcissistically uphold difference. For queer theorists, the idea of ‘common-sense’ smacks of the very naturalism that it mediates against.  Anxiety that queer can never become detached from its perverse and illegitimate teleology
 is by contrast espoused by Sedgwick as a means for it to ‘cleave to that scene with a near inexhaustable source of transformational energy.’
 Opponents of the terminology, Jagose reports, argue that it is a purely semantic exercise that misrecognises a symptom for the disease and even if re-signification proves successful, little changes in the material circumstances of those affected, e.g. the successful neutralisation of the term ‘dyke’ has done little to end discrimination against lesbians.
 Queer, according to this logic, is simply a new description for an old reality and it will further alienate people sympathetic to gay and lesbian inequities. As an unbounded category, some worry that it will detract from or neutralise the efficacy of lesbian and gay as an identificatory category.
 Along the same lines, Leo Bersani questions whether queer will have a ‘de-gaying’ effect that is reminiscent of what he describes as a strongly familiar and liberal version of gay de-specification.
 Lesbians and gays who are committed to effecting social change through democratically-sanctioned structures argue that the queer position is too politically naïve and idealistic to be effective. Queer theorists and practitioners argue that gays and lesbians will eventually be swallowed up by their collaboration with the larger system. 
Nonetheless, the alacrity with which the term ‘queer’ has caught on is noteworthy: it has been adopted by nearly every group today dealing with gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered issues. It seems to me that these arguments for and against the efficaciousness of ‘queer’ are obliquely referring to something that Lacanian psychoanalysis has insisted upon – that language fails at every attempt to circumscribe the sexual. Queer theory symptomatises this in its resistance to definition and in the ubiquity of its application. Language is inherently lacking due to its distance from the order of the real, the site of traumatic cause of sex and of desire. Lacan’s subject of unconscious desire co-relates to the non-autonomous, decentred ego as a consequence of the subject’s encounter with the order of the real, which like trauma, resists assimilation to any imaginary or symbolic universe. Lacan’s concept of the real is distinguished from the philosophical designation of the real as necessary and is more akin to a designation of the real as a necessary contingency which concerns limits that have no predetermined content but that nevertheless guarantee a measure of subjectivity and hence desire. Far from this limiting the subject, this means that the subject is not fully totalisable within symbolic predicates. An unconscious kernel always remains, like the Artistolian prime mover that resists symbolic and imaginary mapping. But the point is that the symbolic, constituted by the exclusion of some traumatic Real, cannot do without it. What is outside is not some positive a priori symbolic form that would guarantee or normalise. It is, as Žižek puts it, ‘its negative founding gesture itself.’
     

That queer signifies the messiness of identity and that desire and desiring subjects cannot be placed into discrete identity categories which remain static moves it closer to the Lacanian framework of the divided subject for whom identity is a betrayal of the unconscious itself and for whom the sexual kernel of being is forever outside of representation. This traumatic real, the part of the drive that cannot be represented, takes a leaf out of the Freudian unconscious by constantly undermining all sexual and social identities. It is undetermined in the sense that it is not systematically or lawfully determined. Lacan describes it thus, ‘whenever we speak of cause, on the other hand, there is always something anti-conceptual, something indefinite…in short, there is cause only in something that doesn’t work.’
 This is a real that cannot be assimilated, mediated or represented and it implies, as cause, the idea of failure, that something does not happen forcing us to do something else in its place. One of the things we do is turn to the realm of language and the domain of meaning and knowledge. Another is the assumption of an identity.      

Psychoanalysis and the Queering of Sexuality
Curiously, both psychoanalysis and queer theory owe a foundational debt to homosexuality. Both disciplines take homosexuality as their starting-point for the generation of their conceptual work in relation to sexuality. Psychoanalysis, beginning with Freud, who as Teresa de Lauretis puts it, was the first to put the quotation marks around the ‘normal’ in matters sexual,
 places homosexuality at the heart of sexuality and sexuality at the heart of the unconscious. For Freud, sexuality encompasses an astonishingly varied field far from simple as everyday discourse would have us believe. For him, sexuality is a system that encompasses the field of knowledge in both known and unknown ways, i.e. it is comprised of conscious and unconscious human fantasies involving diverse excitations and activities that produce pleasure beyond the satisfaction of sexual need. The drive, which Freud posited is neither instinctual nor psychical, but operates on the frontiers of both and is what links sexuality to the field of the Other by bringing it into the field of representations. In asserting that sexuality is a variation of the drive which in childhood is comprised of component or partial drives whose primary aim is the pursuit of pleasure, he exploded the myth that sexuality is an ‘essence’ or a ‘natural’ attribute. In the absence of a natural ordination of (hetero)sexuality, Freud theorised, there cannot be sexual differentiation or genderized sex at the outset. Therefore in the world of psychic reality, male and female do not exist but must be brought into being through the auspices of the child’s development, the familial discourse and the structuring work of the Oedipus complex which organises the chaos of the infantile period. 

 
Freud’s early theory of sexuality, elaborated in his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, begins with a consideration of homosexuality in the aetiology of perversion and more generally in the aetiology of sexuality. Freud uses homosexuality and perversion to demonstrate that there is no naturally determined object or aim of the drive and there is no automatic attraction between the sexes. He asserts that all human beings ‘are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact made one in their unconscious’
 and exclusive reproductive heterosexuality is constituted as just as much of a question as the origins of homosexuality.
 Furthermore, he stresses that there is no necessary link between homosexuality and psychopathology.
 Freud, as he himself acknowledged in the preface to the third and fourth editions, aimed to enlarge the field of sexuality and he did so by citing homosexuality as a component feature of human sexuality that is on the continuum of psychosexual development of all human beings.
 He argues that ‘the sexual instinct is in the first instance independent of its object; nor is its origin likely to be due to its object’s attractions.’
 The idea that we must divorce the question of object-choice from a consideration of the subjective import of desire is perhaps one of the most important and progressive aspects of his theory of sexuality. This idea was also taken up by Lacan in his assertion that as far as love is concerned, gender is irrelevant.
 When taken in conjunction with his conclusion that ‘all human beings are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact made one in their unconscious,’
 Freud’s stance cannot be taken as one that defends the normative
Homosexuality continued to inflect Freud’s thinking throughout his work and the later period of his thought is characterised by the centrality of female homosexuality to his elaboration of femininity and the importance of homosexuality in men to the formation of the social ‘group.’ In ‘Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego,’ (1921) Freud argues that homosexual drives are essential to group identification, creating a unifying herd instinct among social ‘brothers,’ transforming homosexual object-choice into the ‘love of mankind’ in general and distinguishing of the social orientation of the group from its pre-social homosexual origins. This is effected by the process of sublimation and the substitution of creative production in place of sexual activity.
 The resistance therefore to homosexual desire, as Lane points out in his evaluation of ‘Group Psychology,’ is neither accidental nor superficial but structural. Homosexuality is socially foundational as long as it is sublimated and psychically inadmissable. The ‘homosexual’ represents the un-sublimated enjoying other who has not sacrificed what others have and whose sexual activity is antithetical to the work and creative advancements of civilisation. This work represents two-sides of Freud’s position on homosexuality: he accords it a vital status as socially foundational and he is uncomfortable with its full erotic expression. As an aspect of the drive, same-sex eroticism is inevitable and is psychically and socially foundational. But nowhere does Freud accord a pathological status to homosexuality. Lane argues that at the level of the group, the precarious balance between homosexuality and homophobia, translated as the demand for the boy to like his father but not like him too much produces a social body replete with eroticism on condition that homosexual desire be irreducible to a single object, and the one who fails to sublimate appropriately, the homosexual, be pathologised.
   
That there was something radical, disturbing even, in Freud’s centring of perversion and homosexuality at the heart of human sexuality is evidenced in the repudiation of these ideas by his successors. In contrast to Freud, many of the post- and neo-Freudians took the view that homosexuality in men and woman was a pathological revelation of an underlying disposition to perversion.
 In particular, the psychiatrisation of psychoanalysis in the United States was guilty not just of pathologising homosexuality but of attempting to eradicate the unconscious out of existence. In contradistinction to Freud, for whom the unconscious is replete with same-sex desire and the unification of the drive into what can loosely called the adult sexual drive and its orientation to an opposite-sexed object is ‘…a problem that needs elucidating and is not a self-evident fact based upon an attraction that is ultimately of a chemical nature,’
 these approaches, based on adaptation to idealised models of the ego and analyses of resistance, refute Freud’s thesis of the existence of the tendency to perversion in all neurotic subjects. For Freud, what pathologises a perversion is simply the accrual of the characteristics of ‘fixation’ and ‘exclusiveness.’
 These developments demonstrate that psychoanalysis has not been immune from the normativising tendencies of the Other. Some regressive therapies and curative practices remain in operation and until recently gays and lesbians were actively excluded from membership in psychoanalytic training organisations.
 This institutional fear of homosexuality in the field of psychoanalysis, in particular across the British and American traditions, has had several effects: theories and practices long considered outmoded have flourished in relation to the ‘treatment’ of homosexuality, and gays and lesbians have been turned away from training organisations. Another legacy of these regressive approaches is gay and lesbian distrust of psychoanalysis. All in all, the domain of psychoanalysis is characterised by an absence of gay and lesbian voices. It is hardly surprising that queer theory’s relationship to psychoanalysis has been tentative.        
Lacan, for his part, makes same-sex desire independent of perversion by conceiving of perversion in terms of desire rather than in terms of its phenomenological manifestations or symptomatic attributes. By defining perversion in terms of structure rather than sexual behaviour, Lacan overturned the regressive approaches of the post-Freudians and adopted an approach closer to Freud’s. For Lacan, homosexuality is not naturally perverse; it is a question of its infringement of the normative requirements of the Oedipus complex whatever they are for an individual subject. According to him, the categories of heterosexuality and homosexuality are equally a mis-apprehension on the part of the ego of the dynamic unconscious that eludes all signification and recognition. The art of psychoanalysis, he asserts, lies in suspending the subject’s certainties ‘until their last mirages have been consumed.’
 He argues that the subject’s truth is outside of the network of certainties by which the human recognises her/his ego. The ‘I’ that is enunciated is not the emission of a unitary ego but is instead a ‘shifter,’ characterized by dynamic possibilities that have yet to be said and which are irreducible to a single, synchronic fixed identity. Whereas the identifications we take on are necessary and emerge as a solution to the enigmas and traumatic nature of childhood, they are profoundly narcissistic and disloyal to the unconscious. Ultimately, there is no single identity that can definitively tell us what it is to be man or a woman or gay or straight, etc. 

Freud and Lacan’s anti-normative stances have come to the attention of queer theorists who are drawn to its potential for undermining the broad span of normativity. Queer as such, while rooted in its homosexual origins, refers to anyone who adopts a political persuasion which challenges hegemonies, exclusions, norms and assumptions. The ‘queerest’ of psychoanalytic concepts, the positing of the existence of unconscious desire, while meeting with a mixed fate throughout the field of psychoanalysis offers the strongest anti-normative psychoanalytic conceptual tool to queer theorists. Lacan’s subject of desire, founded by the o-object, moves beyond Freud’s notion of object-choice by leaving gender out of it. Here is where Lacan’s theory of unconscious desire should be distinguished from a more psychological notion of the unconscious as interiority, depth and the depository of drives and complexes. Dean puts it well - what desire expresses is ‘desire’s disquieting disregard for gender and for persons.’
 In other words, desire has no essential object. In asserting that ‘when one loves it has nothing to do with sex,’
 Lacan effectively frees desire from normative heterosexuality - that is from the pervasive assumption that all desire, even same-sex desire is heterosexual by virtue of its relationality flowing across masculine and feminine positions. The possibility of describing object-choice in a gendered way, as either masculine or feminine, assumes that it is somehow identifiable as masculine or feminine, no matter how fragmented or partial the object may be. The subversive nature of this concept ought not to be underestimated. In divorcing sex from gender, Lacan can be said to foreshadow decades later, Dean asserts, the radical move in queer theory to think sexuality outside of the terms of gender.
 
The Question of ‘Normativity’ 
There is, as Paul Verhaeghe says, echoing Freud, ‘no natural norm for human psychosexuality.’
 The link between the unconscious and sexuality undermines the idea of normative or prescriptive forms of sexuality and shows up fear of same-sex desire as illogical from the standpoint of the unconscious. Freud’s work is noteworthy in that it points to the fact that heterosexuality, as a culturally and historically specific institution, may well be a socially normative but it is not something that is naturally pre-ordained. So-called ‘normal’ sexuality depends on the effective restriction of perverse desire which pre-dates ‘sexuality. Freud demonstrates that it is the impulse toward normalizing principles and not homosexuality that is behind internal conflict and neurosis in the realm of sexuality and why he argued that ‘psycho-analytic research is most decidedly opposed to any attempt at separating off homosexuals from the rest of mankind as a group of special character.’
 As Dean puts it, what is pathological is the process of normalisation itself because it ‘fixes’ desire in an exclusive way such that the mobility of desire is constrained in increasingly limited ways – first toward a person, then toward a person of the opposite sex, then towards specific acts with a person of the opposite sex, then towards specific acts with specific persons of the opposite sex.
 That homosexuality has remained as a spectre haunting the process of assuming an identity indicates that there is something in homosexuality that indicates ‘normalisation’s failure, its disorientation.’
  
Lacan was strident in his deconstruction of normativity as precisely antithetical to the aims of psychoanalysis. The analyst’s neutrality forbids him/her from taking sides with these norms. Rather than defending or attacking these norms, it is the analyst’s role to expose their incidence in the subject’s history. His vociferous criticism of ego-psychology’s analyses of resistances and its emphases on adaptation and intra-psychic harmony includes an implicit criticism of the homophobic nature of these therapies. imaginary. Regarding the analytic practices of ego-psychology, Lacan says with unmistakeably sarcasm that ‘a team of egos no doubt less than autonomous…is offered to Americans to guide them towards happiness.’ 
 There is, he remarks, ‘no other resistance to analysis than that of the analyst himself,’
 and the transference works effectively only on condition that its power is not used (emphasis mine).
 Since the ego comes into being based on internalized idealizations and by misrecognitions of images of the other, the ego is a precipitate of idealized models and it is an improper use of power to use the ego to drive an analysis. In this way, Lacan queers the transferential pitch in proposing that as long as psychoanalysis focuses on the ego, it will become enmeshed in a discourse of prescriptive norms and normativity. 
Queer theory, while deeply indebted to its gay and lesbian roots, does not designate the ‘homosexual’ a category of exclusive consideration because its theoretical stance is not in relation to heterosexuality but is rather a positionality taken up vis-à-vis (hetero)normativity. Its strategy is explicitly the exposure of systems of power and knowledge that confer legitimacy and ‘truth.’ Queer theory aims ‘to make strange, to frustrate, to counteract, to delegitimatise, to camp up – heteronormative practices and institutions, and the subjectivities and socialities that are (in)formed by them and (in)form them.’
 It seems to be that in privileging its position vis-à-vis the normative, in camping up and exploiting queer moments and discontinuities, queer theory draws closer to the psychoanalytic revelation of the unconscious as uncanny. Freud reveals the uncanny as the sudden appearance of something that ought to have remained hidden, causing anxiety or panic. What appears, according to Freud, is an instance of unconscious revelation that takes a momentarily horrifying form, e.g. the double or doppelganger or the sudden appearance of an ‘unknown’ image in a window or mirror.
 It is also the case that the quality of uncanniness can come from the repetition of something and this he argues is reminiscent of the compulsion to repeat, a repetition that goes beyond the pleasure principle and enters the death zone, the point where pleasure becomes pain and the ontological lack that is at the heart of being is revealed instead of remaining hidden. Thus the revelation of unconscious desire, which is multiple and pluralistic, indicates not the loss of an object, but the momentary appearance of the lost self-identified subject.  
In order to demonstrate some queer effects, I’d like to proffer a brief queer deconstruction of the film Orlando, based on Virginia Woolf’s book of the same name.
 From the first moment of the film, the film initiates a process of interrogating and deconstructing itself and saying more than the dialogue and speeches proffer. Orlando’s gender, everyone’s gender, is an open-ended question, it is ambiguous, funny and not definable. The definite statement, articulated by the disembodied narrator during the opening sequence – ‘and there can be no question of his gender’ – is almost immediately undone by the visual spectre of Orlando. Our comfortable position of disattached and disaffected spectator is almost violently rendered by the gaze of Orlando at the camera lens. We are presented not just with ambiguous identity on-screen but our own identities as spectators, as voyeurs are exposed. We can no longer pretend or intimate that our desiring position does not exist. We are drawn more fully into the narrative and more is expected of us than simply passive acquiescence to the trajectory of the narrative.  Work is demanded of us now that we are privy to our own voyeuristic position and desiring position. While the voyeuristic opportunity supplies knowledge and pleasure, the spectator’s delight in the unchallenged gaze at a film narrative is upended by the exposition of precisely this position. Is the viewer subject or object? Is Orlando subject or object? Is this question and answer related to whether we choose to him as masculine or feminine? Perhaps the oscillating identifications call on the viewer to be neither subject nor object but both at once? To me the film narrative reiterates, in a way that exceeds the circuit and escapes narrative containment, gendered systems of identification, as well as concepts of activity versus passivity, knowledge versus lack, etc. For as well as posing the oppositions, the oppositions are shown up for the limitations that such binarized thinking allows for. The fixity and mastery of the camera, the master discourse, is transgressed. It is a transgression therefore from within. One can also argue that the womanliness of Orlando also provides a site of mystery or elliptical gap that no narrative, no signifier can encapsulate.                            
The Non-Existence of the Sexual Relation
We are broadly-speaking divided into two anatomically distinct sexes, male and female. In addition, psychoanalysis posits that in order to assume a subjective place in the world, we must assume what it refers to as sexuated identification, delineated as either ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ and which constitutes two distinct positionalities that relate to each other. Lacan plots masculinity and femininity as asymmetrical, non-complimentary and contradictory positions signifying an antimony that does not allow for deconstruction but rather allows for possibilities and probabilities in the elaboration of responses to the traumatic unsayable real. In effect, each person’s most basic partner is not the other of the relationship, but his or her own unconscious Other. The sexual difference that is ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ is an interpretation, a distinction that allows for difference to be articulated. This is not to deny anatomical or biological differences but in order for those differences to have any meaning, the application of a symbolic interpretation organizes it by setting it up within a metaphorical framework. Consequently, all sexual relations are symbolically mediated and determined by the laws and conventions of language and discourse. Neither femininity nor masculinity is subjectively predetermined, either from a biological or social basis. Put another way, masculinity and femininity constitute two distinct responses to the way language fails to signify sex and they correspond to positions in relation to universal and singular modes of jouissance. While the theory of sexuation emphasises the importance of the body (‘corps’) in the installation of difference and the generation of relations, it retains the idea the not all of the body can be symbolized and it remains partly extimate (and therefore highly influential!) to the system of language. The Lacanian psychoanalytic approach therefore is neither exclusively ‘biologistic’ nor ‘constructivist’ but takes both into account. Lacan is thus distinct from the ‘constructivists’ who argue exclusively that the body itself can only be materialised and acquire meaning through social processes. Lacan is closer to the social constructivist Judith Butler, who artfully deconstructs the sex/gender distinction in order to argue that the so-called immutable category of biological sex is just as much a result of historically contingent processes of materalisation as is gender.
For Lacan, there are stakes involved in the assumption of sexuated identity that produce impasses in the area of human sexuality. The main impasse, he asserts, is that there is no stable basis for harmonious relations between men and women. In his oft-quoted axiomatic principle, ‘the sexual relationship does not exist,’
 he argues that oneness and harmony promised by sexual union is inherently impossible. This failure is guaranteed by the acquisition of language and the asymmetry of the initial primary relationship which is not with another person but rather with the o-object, the object cause of desire. He argues that at the level of the psychical economy it is not possible for the sexes to attain a harmony, a one-ness qua the myth of Aristophanes and culture serves as a vital prop to cover over this unpalatable truth. Lacanian psychoanalysis is one field that offers not only a deconstruction of this myth, but the possibility of operating beyond its stranglehold such that new social links can be forged and the coordinates of the symbolic (Other) can be expanded. The function of psychoanalysis therefore is to avow this principle – that the sexual relationship does not exist – and in so doing to wedge open the constitutive realm of desire beyond the levels of confinement circumscribed by the fields of cultural and individual phantasy that unquestioningly privileges heterodoxy and homogeneity.   

Thus for Lacan the founding principle of the cultural world is locatable in the failure of the sexes to find a guaranteed complementarity. The lack of sexual relation gives rise to speech which proves the lack of a unifying relation as a social link. What we know about the sexual relationship is limited and does not guarantee an intimate knowledge of it. Moreover, Lacan distinguishes between various forms of knowing and raises crucial questions about the nature of knowledge. He emphasises that there is a difference between every being who supposes him or herself full of knowledge (savoir) and the reality that no knowing subject exists except in terms of jouissance.  At a conscious level, the world is full of beings who can speak but who are not full of knowledge. They do not know what give rise to the words they speak. He says, ‘the unconscious evinces knowledge that, for the most part, escapes the speaking being.’
 At an unconscious level, there is a subject that exists that knows (connaître) at the level of jouissance.
  In the absence of a sexual relation, subjects appear as being and knowing but such subjects, constructed from precarious identities and limited by the spoken knowledge of the symbolic, only appear to know. By freeing sexuality from the ideological constraints of gender, psychoanalysis also frees sexuality from its bind to identity and thus to the ego.    
Gays and lesbians, by virtue of their object-choice, know that the sexual relationship doesn’t exist, that the so-called ‘naturalness’ of the relations between the sexes is a phantasy, albeit an abiding and powerful one. Leo Bersani calls for queer theorists, in their consideration of desire, to consider how ‘erotic desire for the same might have revolutionised our understanding of how the human subject is, or might be, socially implicated.’
 In questioning the activities of the U.S. based politically active group, Queer Nation, Bersani argues that in its aim of dismantling the standardising apparatus that organises all manner of sexual practice into sexual identity, Bersani cites their tactics (i.e. they parody and reconstruct mainstream ads by inflecting them sexuality and promoting homosexuality as a product) as aggressive but good natured. Bersani argues that this group, whose citizenship is ‘voluntary and consensual, democratic and universalist,’ fails to put into question the social itself and to do that may be most radical political potential of queerness.
 Bersani calls for more than simply Michael Warner’s call for queer to protest ‘the normalising methodologies of modern social knowledge.’
 He advocates instead what he argues is a more radical possibility – ‘homo-ness itself necessitates a massive redefining of relationality.’
 
Queer theorists, writing recently, have been critical of gay identity, which initially began with freedom from the family, now leads vehemently back to the institution of same-sex marriage. The contemporary mainstreaming of gay and lesbian identity, as a mass-mediated consumer lifestyle and embattled legal category, demands ‘a renewed queer studies ever-vigilant to the fact that sexuality is intersectional, not extraneous to other modes of difference.’
 What Duggan has aptly named ‘homonormativity,’ the gay and lesbian liberal platform that advocates for gay marriage, Eng and Co. argue that it collaborates with mainstream nationalist politics of identity, entitlement, inclusion, personal responsibility, in terms of privacy, domesticity and the ability to ‘consume in the free market.
 In addition, Eng and Co. call for ‘an ethical attachment to others insists that we cannot be the centre of the world or act unilaterally on its behalf.’
 Therefore epistemological and political certitude must be relinquished. This strikes me as reminiscent of the Lacanian queering of the subject of knowledge and meaning, but also of the Lacanian psychoanalytic aim of the potential for the establishment of new social links in the confrontation with the truth of the subject.              
Queer Theory Encounters Psychoanalysis
Where queer theory can meet in a fruitful encounter with psychoanalysis is in relation to a consideration of unconscious desire and its implication of multiple heterogeneous possibilities. Lacan’s conceptualisation of desire, which radically extends Freud’s conceptualisation of sexuality, emerges independently of heterosexuality and homosexuality and therefore it dismantles the normalising implications of identity and object choice. This account of sexuality ought to be attractive to anti-normative politics. Traditional queer theory has not found a home for the psychoanalytic concept of desire but the emergence of queer liberalism challenges a reconsideration of some of the canonical ideas of the field. New writers such as Halberstam, Eng, and Edelman, insist in their writing upon a continuing re-evaluation of queer in light of historical applications and contemporary contexts. Such an analysis can be seen in Eng, Halberstam and Munoz’s introduction to What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now? in which they consider the dialectic of public and counterpublic as unable to account for perverse modernities, those queer bodies and knowledges that exist outside of the boundaries of sanctioned time and space, legal status, citizen-subjecthood, and liberal humanism.
 Here Lacan’s concept of desire as that which is precisely extimate though foundational to the subject is useful. Žižek describes it as the dimension of the traumatic intractable maternal Thing, the pre-Oedipal mOther, properly sublated via symbolic castration into the system of symbolic exchange within which the real ‘appears as the elusive missing ultimate point of reference that sets in motion the infinite sliding of signifiers.’
 This is the dialectisation of desire which strictly speaking has no object. It is not fixed and does not seek its own satisfaction, but rather, its own continuance and furtherance. In this way, the traumatic unsayable real is not what ‘curves’ symbolic space, by introducing gaps and consistencies in it, but is rather the effect of these gaps and inconsistencies.
 Queer theory could gain much from a consideration of the real not as the terrifying primordial Thing that forever eludes our grasp, but as the distorting obstacle or screen that forever falsifies our relation to ‘reality.’  
Lacan’s distinction between the desire of the Other and the jouissance of the Other also has the potential to be useful to queer theorists. Desire of the Other thrives insofar as the Other remains an indecipherable and enigmatic abyss. Jouissance is a complex term that is relatively untranslatable from French and it refers to an enjoyment that is too-much, that is suffused with suffocating over-proximity. It evokes a question in relation to usufruct, i.e. the right to enjoy something. It is pleasure that goes beyond pleasure to the point of intense suffering. The Other’s enjoyment is the Other’s right to enjoy me as a sexual object and it is provokes profound anxiety.
 As Lacan puts it, “’The unconscious is not the fact that being thinks’ – though that is implied by what is said thereof in traditional science – ‘the unconscious is the fact that being, by speaking enjoys, and,’ I will add, ‘wants to know noting more about it’ I will add that that means ‘know nothing about it at all.’”
 The ‘enjoying substance’ that is jouissance is without a doubt a property of a living body, a body that enjoys itself, but which has a fundamental relation with the Other. That is because the signifier is both the cause of jouissance and is also what brings jouissance to a halt.
 Once the maternal Thing is screened through the paternal law, her terrifying desire becomes capable of being metaphorised through the various incarnations of the o-object. Each version of the o-object (turd, voice, gaze, phoneme) allows the subject, not to provide the final answer to the Other’s desire, but to pass the question into the unfolding of the symbolic domain. Jouissance is thus perhaps Lacan’s queerest idea. It calls into question the materiality of sexual practices by explicitly questioning what kind of pleasure is obtained. The real of jouissance is radically incommensurate with and heterogeneous to ‘commonsense positive reality’.   
In order to interrogate ‘commonsense positive reality’ it is important to take into consideration the impress of phantasy. Phantasy is crucial to any kind of location from where we desire certain people and not others. It seems to me that queer theory’s disavowal of phantasy in favour of a loyalty to a Foucaultian discursive archaeology of the historicisation of sexuality radically narrows its field of consideration. Nowhere are we more manipulated by unconscious desire than in our sexual choices and tastes. Whereas these choices have cultural origins and political consequences, it is at the level of phantasy that our relationality to the Other is expressed. For Lacan, phantasy describes how we are inhabited by the dimension of the Other even ostensibly at the most private levels of the subject. Lacan’s account of phantasy demonstrates that phantasy emerges from language’s effect on the body and via its symbolic operations and functions to dismantle the unities of the ego including the totality of bodily form. Unconscious phantasy should not be understood as either imaginary in the philosophical sense of the term or opposed to the rational and the logical, but rather is characterised by its adherence to the laws of substitution, association and combination, that Freud identified with the primary process. While phantasy involves the imaginary order, it is limited by the structure of language and is therefore not limitless or endlessly mobile. The Freudian dimension of unconscious phantasy circumscribes what he terms as ‘psychical reality,’ which is not a new mode of reality but is rather a new category of determination subject to the incessant production of the primary process that mediates our access to reality. It can therefore never really be separated from more material concerns and it is intrinsic to the constitution of our identity and at the centre of all beliefs, actions and thoughts.   
The question remains as to why it hasn’t been easier to articulate queer politics with Lacanian psychoanalysis. Perhaps its initial early alignment with gay and lesbian studies and politics promoted a misunderstanding that identitarian issues were to the forefront of queer theorisation and activity rather than the terms of its deconstructivism, contingency and provisionality. This would indeed have been a turnoff for Lacanians. For the operation of queer critique is as ‘continuous deconstruction of the tenets of positivism at the heart of identity politics.’
 Lacanian psychoanalysis and queer theory are not far apart in seeking to expose sexuality for its positivist assumptions. The field of psychoanalysis would benefit from attention to those structures whereby certain subjects are rendered ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ through the production of tropic perverse and pathological others. Historically the field of psychoanalysis has not been free of the imaginary prejudices of the field of the Other. Queer theory’s capacity for mobilising a broad social critique of race, gender, class, religion, nationality and sexuality ought to be of interest to psychoanalytic clinicians who must continue to engage with and challenge the wide field of normalisation through a critical engagement with intersectionality. On the other hand, queer theory could benefit significantly from incorporating the Lacanian conception of the unconscious and divided subject of desire as this would expand its potential for the explicit consideration of the critical ramifications of subject-hood, disciplinarity and knowledge production. Recently, scholars in queer studies have produced work in theories of race, on problems of trans-nationalism, on conflicts between global capitalism and labour, on issues of diaspora and immigration, and on questions of citizenship, national belonging and necropolitics. Queer diasporas have also become a sustained site for the interrogation of the nation-state, imperialism and empire. The point is to expose the contingent, even uncanny moments of narratives, figurations, and sanctioned binaries of subject and object in favour of schisms. But queer theory must refrain from falling into a neo-liberalist trap which promotes economic opportunity and similitude while disavowing the fundamental violence that underpins neo-liberalist discourses of personal responsibility. Therefore, Judith Butler’s suggestion that we take responsibility for ourselves in a democratic polity in a de-centred way, in a world marked by the differences of others,
 ought to be understood in the sense of taking account of the fact that we are desiring beings and taking responsibility for ourselves at the level of unconscious enjoyment.
A forthcoming book, Clinical Encounters: Psychoanalytic Practice and Queer Theory, (Eds. Noreen Giffney and Eve Watson) is going to address in detail what an encounter between the two fields has to offer. The aim of this book is two fold: to introduce queer theory to psychoanalytic practitioners, while exploring what the theoretical efforts of specialists in gender and sexuality might offer psychoanalysts for their clinical work. Eight queer theorists have been invited to write on themes such as body, identity, desire, normativity, jouissance, relationality, ethics and discourse. Twenty practicing psychoanalysts from various psychoanalytic orientations have agreed to respond to the queer theory essays. The intended audience for this book is wide-ranging: psychoanalytic clinicians, psychotherapists, psychologists, psychiatrists, counsellors, cultural critics, critical theorists, sociologists and specialists in gender and sexuality.     
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