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Daniel Deweese

Freud’s Compass: A Critical Defense of Oedipal
Bodies

Summary:

This article explores the enduring relevance of Freud’s Oedipus complex in contemporary psychoanalysis
and critiques the notion that we have overcome the Oedipus complex as a critical-clinical tool. The essay
argues that this illusory claim only deepens the Oedipal problem. It also examines the implications of the
diminishing role of paternal authority, as discussed by Freud, Lacan, and Weatherill. The paper concludes by
advocating for the critical recognition of the enduring utility of the Oedipal compass for psychoanalysis and
social relations.

Introduction

“Anatomy is Destiny” (Freud, 1925/1998, p. 11). As the culture wars rage, perhaps one cannot adduce a
more controversial statement. At the same time, the other quip Napoleon told Goethe is conceivably more
suitable for our times: “La politique est la fatalité” (Hegel, 1840/1956, p. 278).[1] This essay will investigate
the value of what the Irish psychoanalyst Rob Weatherill (2017) describes as the “Oedipal compass.” Are we
still navigating the same psychical sea, or have we advanced to uncharted territories? Or perhaps the winds
and seas have changed our ships (and instruments), and we no longer recognize ourselves. Following
Adorno (1970/2003, p. 95), we can risk another hypothesis: the new is the old in distress. The crucial point
for this essay is that the apparent “overcoming” of the Oedipus complex is, in fact, a deepening of the
problematic. Already in 1900, Freud warned of the consequences of the fall of the potestas patris
familias—power of a father (Verhaeghe, 2009, p. 23). Some years later, Lacan described the decline of the
paternal imago as the principal cause of modern psychopathology (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 54). Outside of
psychoanalysis, Marx and Engels (1848/2004) also described the diminution of social (patriarchal) relations:

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal [emphasis
added], idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his
“natural superiors”, and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-
interest, than callous ‘cash payment’. (Bourgeois and Proletarians section, para. 14)

The American psychoanalyst Bruce Fink (2000) describes the paternal retreat in detail, citing modifications
in family structures in terms of rising single-parent households, divorce rates, structural changes in
traditional gender roles, and anti-authoritarian child-rearing practices—a point we will return to later in the
essay. To comprehend the Oedipus Complex, we must first elucidate its conditions of possibility,
necessitating a historical excursus into the socio-cultural milieu from which it emerged.

A Complex History



Psychoanalysis, particularly its Lacanian variant, has been accused of lacking a narrative that delineates the
historical specificity of its concepts (Irigaray, 1977), especially the Oedipus Complex. Lacan’s initial foray
into the Oedipal imbroglio emerged in his 1938 article “Family Complexes in the Formation of the
Individual,” wherein he punctuates that the complex is not a transhistorical phenomenon but must be
comprehended within its “sociological relativity” and serves as his narrative of the history of the emergence
of the Oedipus Complex (Evans, 1996, p. 36). In the section of “Family Complexes” entitled, “The Complex
and Sociological Relativity,” Lacan follows the research of the anthropologist and ethnologist Bronislaw
Malinowski, the “Father of Field Research” (Cassar, 2024, para. 1), to substantiate the historical and
sociological relativity of the Oedipus Complex. Lacan adumbrates the findings of Malinowski’s research on
the Trobriand Islanders to mark the relativity of the Oedipus Complex (Evans, 1996, p. 37) and as evidence
to delineate the socio-historical relativity of the complex.

According to Lacan (1938/1997), Malinowski, guided by psychoanalysis, discovers that family authority
rests not in the father but in the maternal uncle (pp. 49-50). In the matriarchal culture of the Trobriand
Islanders, the psychical functions of the father in the Oedipus Complex exist in two familial roles: The
maternal uncle functions as the protector of the family and initiates youth into the tribal rituals, while in
contrast, the father, “freed from all repressive functions,” teaches skills and facilitates courage in arduous
endeavors (Lacan, 1936, p. 50). These two functions of the father in the Oedipus Complex are central to the
argument in this article, and we will return to them later in the essay. To further punctuate the sociological
relativity of the Oedipus Complex, Lacan (1938/1997) brings to bear Malinowski’s observations of the
social groups from northwest Melanesia, perhaps most strikingly the “absence of neurosis” amongst these
groups (p. 50). However, Lacan warns against the “mirage” this may present to the sociologist of an “earthly
paradise” (p. 50). Drawing from Malinowski, Lacan adduces that the separation of these functions results in
“social suppression” dominating “the impulse to sublimate” (p. 50). Lacan (1938/1997) argues that this
social harmony results in a trade-off: while it achieves relative social equilibrium, it comes at the cost of
individual expression in the various domains of art, morality, etc. (p. 50). What’s critical for the clinician
here and what Lacan is adumbrating is the necessity of avoiding a political and moral valuation of various
social formations, but instead tracing the historical specificity of the Oedipal Complex to substantiate the
enduring utility of Freud’s compass for the practice of psychoanalysis in the 21st century.

Lacan (1938/1997) marks the transition from matriarchal to patriarchal social formation through the
introduction of social mediation by the father, namely, “the advent of the paternal authority brought with it a
tempering of primitive social suppression” (p. 51). He relates this explicitly to the “mythical ambiguity of
the sacrifice of Abraham … expressly link[ed] to a promise,” and in the myth of Oedipus and the Sphinx that
“offers a no less ambiguous [emphasis added] representation of the emancipation from matriarchal tyranny
and the decline of the ritual of royal murder” (p. 51). For Lacan, these developments point to a precursor of
Oedipal subjectivity, which still contains and reproduces the “cruelest … phantasies of a primary
relationship with the mother (human victims dismembered or entombed alive)” (p. 51). Lacan adduces that
the Jewish people are exemplary in marking this transition insofar as their ability to maintain patriarchy
amidst the “irrepressible seduction” (p. 51) of matriarchal cults. Like Freud, the former sees “a dialectical
affirmation in society of the exigencies of the person and of the universality of ideals” (Lacan, 1938/1997, p.
51). Lacan points to these developments as an extension that resulted in the nascent formation of individual
rights, and ancient Rome carried this forward in its judicial system that extended “the moral privileges of a
patriarchy to the plebeian masses and then to the people of every race” (p. 51). Lacan sees the kernel of
modern ethical life unfolding. However, one should remember two things: first Lacan’s warning about
seeing an “earthly paradise” (p. 50), and second that the patriarchal social formation will carry new problems
and tasks with it. When a form of life attains its full realization or becomes adequate to its concept, it
paradoxically is thrown into crisis.

Lacan (1938/1997) delineates two functions of patriarchy that characterize the transition to “Modern Man
and the Conjugal Family” (p. 52), a shift which he later posits as culminating in “a psychological crisis” (p.
55). Lacan describes the first function as the tradition of privileged (i.e., arranged) forms of marriage of the
patrician classes predicated on political alliances (p. 52). He posits the second function as “the apotheotic



exaltation which Christianity brought to the exigencies of the person” (p. 52). Christianity’s function
therefore entails the elevation of individual agency in matrimonial selection, thereby integrating the
institution of marriage with Christian ethics which emphasizes the free will of individuals in choosing their
betrothed. Thus, Lacan describes this process as “the secret revolution that made marriage, and not the
family, the predominant social fact” (p. 52). The “secret revolution,” which Lacan dates to the 15th century,
occurs concomitantly and is intricately connected to the revolution that has now permeated every corner of
the globe: the rise of bourgeois society (p. 52). Lacan delineates these revolutions as “the source of … the
psychology of modern man” (p. 52), and, as we will subsequently explore, the precipitating factor for the
emergence of psychoanalysis.

However, further explication of the “secret revolution” (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 52) is necessitated to
understand the historical coordinates of the Oedipus Complex. Firstly, the transition from the traditional
patriarchal arranged marriages allows for the personal selection of spouses and, therefore, a fundamental
shift in the libidinal economy and strengthening of libidinal ties occurs. Secondly, the economic revolution
produces the cooperative, handicraft, and manufacturing period of bourgeois society before mass
industrialization (i.e., the proletarianization of society), which permits the potential for social mobility
amongst the selection of partners. Drawing from the discipline of critical theory, we can follow Max
Horkheimer’s (1938/2002) summarization in “Authority and the Family” of how the economic process
redounds upon social institutions, which is worth quoting in full here:

The process of production influences men not only in the immediate contemporary form in which they
themselves experience it in their work, but also in the form in which it has been incorporated into
relatively stable institutions which are slow to change, such as family, school, church, institutions of
worship, etc. To understand why a society functions in a certain way, why it is stable or dissolves,
demands therefore a knowledge of the contemporary psychic make-up of men in various social
groups. (p. 54)

Lacan proceeds to interrogate this “contemporary psychic make-up” and its dialectic of a society in crisis,
expressed in modern man’s psychopathology. In this section of “The Family Complexes,” Lacan
(1938/1997) decisively positions the historically contingent object of psychoanalysis, a formulation that
warrants full citation:

It is the relations the psychology of modern man has with the conjugal family that are available for
study by the psychoanalyst. This man is really the only one that he has any experience of. And even
though the psychoanalyst may discover in him the psychic reflection of the most original conditions of
man, does this mean that he can pretend to cure his psychic weaknesses without understanding him in
the culture that makes such heavy demands on him or even without understanding his own position
face to face with this man at the extreme point of the scientific attitude? (p. 52)

While the psychoanalyst may discover fundamental subjective positions in the analysand, Lacan inquires if
this insight alone is sufficient for an adequate grasp of modern subjectivity and effective treatment. He
punctuates the necessity of understanding how civilization and its discontents place significant demands on
the individual, thus challenging psychoanalysts to reflect on the conditions of possibility for their practice.
This thought punctuates the theme of this essay in testing the utility of our clinical equipment and its
adequacy for our time. Lacan (1938/1997) adumbrates the necessity of grasping the antimonial relationship
with nature that constitutes the bourgeois subject in crisis to understand the fundamental anxiety that “man
expresses in the feelings of the Promethean transgression of the conditions of life,” (p. 53) namely, the
critical self-reflection and “supreme efforts of conceptualisation [sic]” (p. 53) through which he overcomes
anxiety and, as such comprehends that “it is by dialectical creates both himself and his objects” (pp. 52-53).
The anxiety Lacan describes here is both the obstacle and catalyst for its self-overcoming; this expression is
symptomatic of the abovementioned “dialectical crisis” that calls for further interrogation.



For Lacan (1938/1997), the psychical manifestation of this crisis is the “decline of the paternal imago” (p.
55). Like Freud, the question of the father is one Lacan will return to for the rest of his life in its various
instantiations: the Name-of-the-Father, the father as “structural operator,” the Names-of-the-Father, and so
on. We will return to this crucial point later in the essay, but first, we must investigate the historical
circumstances that effectuate this crisis. Lacan (1936) only briefly outlines the conditions entangled with and
that precipitate “the social decline of the paternal imago” (p. 55):

This decline is conditioned by the worst effects of social progress on the individual. It can be seen
most clearly in our day in the collectivities that have suffered most from these effects through
economic recession and political catastrophes. Was not this fact formulated by the head of a
totalitarian state as an argument against traditional education? This decline is even more closely linked
to the dialectic of the conjugal family, since it is the result of a relative growth in matrimonial
demands—something that is very obvious, for example, in American life. (Lacan, 1936, p. 55)

Lacan adumbrates how this decline conditions and is conditioned by economic crises and political
upheavals, which are closely tied to the shift in familial responsibilities and roles most evident in America.
The crisis is also symptomatically expressed in totalitarian states’ attempts to destroy and replace traditional
education. What is implied here is that the weakening of conventional structures is ripe for exploitation by
the totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. To grasp the nature of traditional family authority structure, we
can again turn to Horkheimer (1938/2002), in his citation of the German theologian Ernst Troeltsch’s
description of the unfolding of bourgeois society through the Protestant Reformation:

The very essence of Lutheranism, which looks upon the physical superiority of man as the expression
of a superior relationship willed by God, and a stable order as the chief end of all social organizations.
The house-father represents the law, and possesses unlimited power over others; he is the
breadwinner, the pastor, and the priest of his household. (p. 100)

The representative of Law, embodied in the pater familias, undergoes a crisis and undermining that
constitutes the formation of the Oedipus Complex. The latter is not an instantiation of the patriarchy but
rather a symptom of its decline. Before returning to Lacan’s narrative, we can again draw upon the first
generation Frankfurt School to substantiate the decline of the father.

In Herbert Marcuse’s (1970) “Obsolescence of the Freudian Concept of Man,” he situates the result of the
Oedipal struggle as the formation of the ego and superego with the father as representative of the reality
principle; this situation comes to an end with the “advancement” of industrial society transpiring during the
interwar era (p. 46). The father, as the psychical mediating agent of socialization, is first undermined and
“invalidated by society’s direct management of the nascent ego through mass media, school and sports
teams, gangs, etc.” (p. 46). Secondly, directly following his comrade Horkheimer’s (1938/2002) “Authority
and the Family,” the decline is conditioned by the diminishing role of private family enterprise, where the
son becomes less dependent on the father finding and securing employment (Marcuse, 1970, p. 47). The
Marxist philosopher Herbert Marcuse (1970) describes the results of the decline, and to the surprise of
perhaps some may appear to offer a “conservative” diagnosis rather than a shallow celebration of the
destruction of the patriarchy. We should understand Marcuse simply grasping the reality of the deepening
social crises and its deleterious psychical effects, again this formulation merits full citation:

Freed from the authority of the weak father, released from the child-centered family, well equipped
with the ideas and facts of life as transmitted by the mass media, the son (and still to a lesser degree,
the daughter) enter a ready-made world in which they had to find their way. Paradoxically, the
freedom which they had enjoyed in the progressive, child-centered family turns out to be a liability
rather than a blessing: the ego that has grown without much struggle appears as a pretty weak entity,
ill equipped to become a self with and against others, to offer effective resistance to the powers that
now enforce the reality principle, and which are so very different from father (and mother). (p. 50)



He was right 54 years ago and is still. We should correct Marcuse not in his social diagnoses but in dating
this crisis to the interwar period, roughly 1914-1918. Consciousness always lags behind social being, but
Freud’s genius grasped the universal in the particular through his clinical work. Let us revisit Lacan’s text to
ascertain the precise historical juncture at which our clinical compass emerged.

Lacan (1938/1997) hypothesizes correctly, we would say, that “that the emergence of psychoanalysis itself is
linked to this very crisis” (p. 55). We offer one more extensive quote from Lacan here to describe the
confluence of historical factors that substantiate that this crisis is not simply a peripheral issue for
psychoanalysis but central to its historical foundation and practice:

The sublime hazard of genius is perhaps not sufficient in itself to explain that it was at Vienna—at that
time the centre [sic] of a state that was the melting pot of the most diverse forms of the family, from
the most archaic to the most developed, from the last agnatic grouping of Slav peasants, through
feudal and merchant paternalism, to the most reduced form of the petit bourgeois and to the most
decadent forms of marital instability—that the son of a Jewish patriarch discovered the Oedipus
complex. (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 55)

This accumulation of history demarcates the crisis of bourgeois society that unfolds as the ancient régime
yields to the nascent era of industrialization. Concurrently, the vestigial formations of the Middle Ages
adhere to this society in flux, while modern man and conjugal family emerge in tandem with neurotic
misery. The crisis of what Lacan calls the paternal imago predates the interwar period, its genesis potentially
preceding even Freud’s clinical endeavors. However, it was the confluence of Freud’s perspicacity and the
societal conditions delineated above by Lacan that engendered an acute self-conscious symptom of
civilization and its discontents: psychoanalysis.

Lacan (1938/1997) adduces that since the Freudian discovery, those neuroses have evolved into a “character
complex” (p. 56); namely, due to the “specificity of its form and its universality” (p. 56) it must be grasped
as the “great neurosis of our time” (p. 56). Furthermore, like Freud, he will diagnose its “principle [sic]
determinate in the personality of the father which is always lacking [emphases added] in some way or
another” (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 56). Lacan delineates four distinct but not exhaustive manifestations of
paternal lack: absence, humiliation, division, and fraudulence (p. 56). Having thoroughly examined the
clinical evidence and its historical underpinnings, Lacan will ultimately arrive at this conclusion: “It is this
lack which, as explained by our theory of the Oedipus complex, exhausts instinctual energy and vitiates the
dialectic of sublimation” (p. 56). Lacan diagnoses two primary consequences of the decline of the paternal
imago and thus the unresolved Oedipus complex: the exhaustion of libidinal energy, and the deterioration of
the dialectic of sublimation (p. 56). These consequences manifest as the “sinister godmothers” (p. 56) for the
neurotic in the form of impotence as the incapacity to act or create, and an unrealistic “utopian spirit” (p. 56)
leading the neurotic to suppress their creative ambition and fail to meet social expectations, and generate a
misplaced rebellion in which the neurotic fails to recognize their responsibility and activity in the objects of
their revolt (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 56).

Lacan (1938/1997) posits that the role of the paternal imago profoundly influenced the formation of men in
the “classical era of progress” (p. 54), which spans from the tragedian Pierre Corneille to the father of
anarchism, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Even “the most subversive critics of the paternalistic family” (p. 55)
were not in any way less marked by it. One should include Freud in this epoch, both as marked by the
paternal imago and as a self-conscious critic of the conditions of its decline. Both as a man and as the
founder of psychoanalysis, Freud was inextricably intertwined in this unfolding crisis. To quote Lacan
(1938/1997) one final time in this context: “Whatever its future this decline constitutes a psychological
crisis” (p. 55). To grasp psychoanalysis as both an acute symptom of and a therapeutic response to this
crisis, it is imperative that we first deepen our understanding of the paternal function and how it lacks within
the epoch of modernity. Who needs a father?

The Functions of the Father



Revisiting Lacan’s seminal text for our compass, we encounter a brief yet profound elucidation of the
paternal function and its intrinsic relationship to the Oedipus complex. Lacan (1938/1997) posits: “The very
structure of the oedipal drama designates the father to give the function of sublimation its purest and
therefore most eminent form” (p. 48). He further states that “the decisive source of its psychic effects results
from the fact that the imago of the father concentrates in itself the functions of repression and sublimation”
(p. 49). It is not difficult to discern here that Lacan is already foreshadowing the critical function of the
Name-of-the Father. Lacan further punctuates that the father’s function in this historical context is “socially
determined by the existence of the paternalistic family” (p. 49). Lacan posits that the Oedipus Complex is
productive insofar as it is invested with a dual role that manifests in two ways: 1) as an agent of what he
calls at this stage in his work of suppression, and 2) a catalyst for sublimation (p. 50). Thus, the figure of the
father, while imposing limitations and prohibitions, concurrently provides the psychical catalyst for
transforming these limitations through sublimation. Relatedly, the psychical role of the father and the
Oedipus Complex, through its functional conflict, establishes the ideal of the promise that opens new social
bonds to the child, a place in the familial lineage and the community, and the promise of the love of a new
object in the future (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 51). This socializing promise of love from the father appears to
gesture towards what, to the discerning ears of many Lacanians, might evoke a seemingly utopian
resolution: “By ensuring the most thoroughgoing differentiation of personality before the period of latency,
the complex allows the social confrontations of this period to have their greatest efficacy in the rational
formation of the individual” (Lacan, 1938/1997, p. 53).

Building upon Rob Weatherill’s (2017) analysis and drawing from Lacan’s third seminar, we can discern a
thread of continuity in Lacan’s theoretical trajectory, albeit with notable modifications of his terminological
apparatus. In The Anti-Oedipus Complex, Weatherill (2017) adumbrates the three functions of the father that
Lacan (1993) adduces in Seminar III (pp. 11-12): The first is the classical rivalry between father and son, as
characterized by Freud. Of course, this is the point at which Freud writes that the father as the authority is
introjected into the ego and, thus, constitutes the nucleus of the superego, which, in lieu of the father,
propagates the incest taboo. We could translate this into Lacanese: the conflict is the imaginary struggle that
serves as the context in which symbolic-social assimilation occurs. Lacan (1993) describes the second
function by way of the ethnological research of Massoni et al. (1952), namely, the couvades, the hysterical
identification of the soon-to-be father with the pregnant, soon-to-be mother. We should understand this
phenomenon as the man’s first step in assuming the paternal metaphor, namely, the role of the father as the
socio-symbolic mediator, insofar as the hysterical-conversion symptom is a ritual of initiation signaling the
father’s commitment to the child and empathy for the mother. The final function concerns the patrilineal
genealogy that positions the child firmly in a familial lineage. Weatherill (2017) reminds us that this
function carries a “spiritual” (p. 12) significance worth quoting at length. Citing Cardinal Paul Josef Cordes,
he asserts:

From the presence of the male body, something is transmitted to the “I” that makes the child blossom
… The begetting of soul, the begetting of mind—we are back with Lacan’s tender virile identification.
With the loss of fathers, the whole ecology of the social landscape changes. This “something” that is
transmitted to the child is ultimately indefinable. Without it, whatever it is, as Freud warned, a plague
descends. (p. 12)

Lacan (1938/1997) himself intimates that the developmet of the paternal function is indelibly inscribed with
“spiritual assumptions” (p.5). Furthermore, in Seminar III Lacan (1993) adduces that the father belongs to a
reality that is “sacred” (p. 215) and “more spiritual” (p. 215) because his very function transcends his
physical presence and tangible reality (p. 215).

This critical function of that father is most manifest in Lacan’s discussion of the case of President Schreber.
In his third seminar, Lacan (1993) refines the essential mechanism that could have prevented psychosis and
provided a virile form to the President, which was not “the paternal image, but of the signifier, the name of
the father” (p. 193). The importance of this signifier cannot be overstated. Its function as the veritable
quilting point between the signifier and signified (Lacan, 1993, p. 268) and its inextricable connection to the



notion of the father renders our reality coherent and stable to a greater or lesser degree. The importance of
this role for Lacan (1993) is evident insofar as he relates it to the “fear of God” (p. 268). The weight of these
spiritual assumptions becomes more evident insofar as the successful resolution of the Oedipus complex
renders the mediation of the father as the “flimsy footbridge thanks to which the subject does not feel
directly invaded—or swallowed up by the gaping hole that opens before him—when he is directly
confronted with the anxiety that death provokes” (Lacan, 2019, p. 116).

To punctuate the critical function of the role of the father, we would be remiss not to cite the psychical
protection that he provides with respect to the “absolute master”:

To put this more crudely, we know that the death of one’s father is always experienced as the
disappearance of a sort of shield, of the interposition or substitution that the father was with respect to
the absolute master, death. (Lacan, 2019, p. 116)

Following Freud and Lacan, if we take the intervention of the father as critical to psychical functioning, we
can reformulate our research questions: What happens if fathers do not live up to their role in administering
these functions? Is an immanent component of the Oedipus Complex understood as a symptom of the crisis
of patriarchy, also an attempt to shore up the paternal function?

Big Papa

Paul Verhaeghe’s (2009) New Studies of Old Villains radically reconsiders the Oedipus complex apropos
Lacan’s (2007) assertion In Seminar XVII: The Other side of Psychoanalysis, that the Oedipal drama was
Freud’s “dream” (p. 135), and ultimately, his therapeutic endorsement of the neurotic’s answer to an
“underlying problem” (p. 18). Verhaeghe argues that in Freud’s clinic, in contradistinction to Freud’s theory,
we do not find strong, threatening primordial fathers. Rather, we find weak, impotent, and often ailing
fathers. Consider Freud’s most famous case studies: Dora, the Rat Man, the Wolf Man, and Little Hans—a
field of weak fathers or, as Verhaeghe put it, “fathers-out-of-commission” (p. 16). Verhaeghe punctuates that
Little Hans stands as the first case in the clinical application of the Oedipus complex and the well-known
Lacanian interpretation of the story of how the man cannot assume the position of the father. That is, he is
unable to intervene in such a way that separates the imaginary fusion between the m(O)ther and child, thus
resulting in the localization of anxiety in a phobic object.

Verhaeghe (2009) emphasizes Freud’s single intervention with Little Hans through the professor’s story to
the boy: “Long before he [Hans] was in the world…I had known a little Hans would come” (p. 13). This
construction installs the father function for Hans and his father: “and I told his father this” (p. 13). The
intervention defines Hans’s father’s position in the family within the boy’s imaginary family constellation.
The construction obviously has its effects as adduced by Hans’s modification in the chain of signifiers:
“Yes, it is true. You’re cross. I know you are. It must be true” (p. 13) (Hans’s father is angry; the imaginary
threat of castration), and “You know everything. I didn’t know anything” (pp. 14-15) (the father’s symbolic
authority). However, Freud himself recognized the discrepancy between his theory and clinical practice, that
is, between the fathers-out-of-commission and the father as an imaginary threat and symbol of authority.
Freud sought the solution in the phylogenetic inheritance operating in the unconscious: “Whenever
experiences fail to fit in with the hereditary schema, they become remodeled in the imagination”
(Verhaeghe, 2009, p. 20). Big Papa remains the psychical inheritance of all humanity irrespective of “lived
experience.”

Verhaeghe’s (2009) assessment, again following Lacan’s, points out that Freud’s Oedipal theory is a
measure to safeguard the position of the father for the psychical well-being of his analysands:

The message that Freud passes to his analysands via his interpretations—that they are anxious for their
almighty father, who forbids them access to their mother—is precisely what they need. Through the
myth of the primal horde, he endorses the typically neurotic solution (the authoritarian father) by



elevating this solution to a supposedly historical reality. (p. 22)

A fundamental question arises: what is the “underlying problem” to which Big Papa is the solution?
Verhaeghe (2007) adduces that the late Lacan posits that the threat of jouissance or antagonism emerges
from the subject’s own body (p. 37). The first part of the solution is a displacement of this inherent impasse
of the subject onto the Other, eloquently summarized by Verhaeghe (2007) in his article “Enjoyment and
Impossibility: Lacan’s Revision of the Oedipus Complex”:

From the point of the introduction of the Other’s signs onward … the original internal division and
internal impossibility can be externalized onto the Other. It is she who carries the enjoyment in her
with the result that it is to her that the demand will be addressed and upon whom the prohibition will
be put. (p. 38)

In other words, the m(O)ther provokes and stimulates the erogenous zones of the child’s body via oral
satisfaction through feeding, a loving gaze, and the caress of sweet words. Such pleasure becomes associated
with the m(O)ther, whose presence evokes the demand for the repetition of this enjoyment but must be
prohibited due to the threat of being overwhelmed by the excess of enjoyment. The point is that the excess
and the impossibility of accounting for it are inherent to the subject, and are only associated with the Other
via interactions with the child. Logically, with Lacan’s reformulation of the Oedipal theory through the four
discourses, he would also re- conceptualize castration. Verhaeghe (2009) asserts that Freud laid the
groundwork for this revision in what he calls Freud’s sequel to Totem and Taboo (1913/1990): Moses and
Monotheism (1939/1964). In this work, he suggests that Freud initiates the Lacanian modification of
castration by deciphering the practice of circumcision (i.e., castration) as a pact with the father rather than a
punishment (p. 31).

In his 17th seminar, The Other Side of Psychoanalysis, Lacan (2007) posits that the father of the primordial
horde is simply a structural operator, a function. Albeit the father of the primordial horde does not exist, he
ex-sists (p. 143). That is, he persists in the unconscious of the subject while never being completely
integrated into the symbolic order. Namely, Big Papa is Real. To substantiate this claim, we can turn to
Bruce Fink’s (1995) discussion of the formulas of sexuation and warrants quoting at length to elucidate the
implications of this postulation:

Does this primal father, seemingly asserted to exist in Lacan’s upper formula or masculine structure,
exist in the usual sense? No, he ex-sists: the phallic function is not simply negated in some mild sense
in his case; it is foreclosed (Lacan indicates that the bar of negation over the quantifier stands for
discordance, whereas the bar of negation over the phallic function stands for foreclosure), and
foreclosure implies the utter and complete exclusion of something from the symbolic register. As it is
only that which is not foreclosed from the symbolic order that can be said to exist, existence going
hand in hand with language, the primal father-implying such a foreclosure must ex-sist, standing
outside of symbolic castration. (p. 110)

To put a fine point on it, let’s turn to Lacan (2007) himself on the Real father and his place in the Freudian
field, something that is essential to this essay: “In effect, there beyond the Oedipus myth we recognize an
operator, a structural operator, which is called the real father … is also the promotion, at the heart of the
Freudian system” (p. 123). Lacan goes on to say that this term represents the impossible at the center of
Freud’s “utterance” (p. 123). Therefore, Verhaeghe (2007) discerns that we should understand Real with all
its Lacanian implications; Real as impossible, the biological father can never coincide with the function of
the dead father as a structural operator. The primordial father must be dead to execute his function, which is
precisely that of symbolic castration (the separation of the Imaginary fusion between the child and the Other)
(p. 43). The Real dead father is simply an agent for the discourse of the master, a pawn in what Lacan (2007)
designates as “social cunning,” (p. 107) the function that introduces the S1—the master signifier—which
conceals the fundamental division of the subject (Verhaeghe, 2007, pp. 34-35). In the game of social
cunning, it is the father who protects the child from the threatening jaws of the crocodile, that is, Big Mama.



At this point, Lacan (1973/1996) unmasks the primordial father, or opens his sepulcher: “No doubt a corpse
is a signifier, but Moses’ tomb is as empty for Freud as Christ’s was for Hegel” (p. 693). What is it that
Lacan is getting at with this enigmatic statement? The people are not only deprived of Moses but also of the
primordial father. The Freudian dead father’s tomb is empty because he was never there in the first place,
but there remains a corpse, a signifier operating as a function.

Verhaeghe (2009), following Lacan, asserts that the father of the primordial horde conceals the fundamental
division, or lack in the big Other, to maintain a homeostatic mode of organizing a constellation of signifiers
for the distribution of surplus jouissance. The father is the corporeal ideal of culture, or to put it in Lacanese:
the structural operator within social cunning organizes the drives in such a way that renders the dialectic of
civilization and neurosis (Webster, 2022), namely, that makes the demands of civilization and of our own
libidinal drives bearable. The body and its drives are necessarily put to work and neutralized. Verhaeghe’s
(2009) assertion that Freud’s interpretations reinforce the primordial father in order to shore up the weak
fathers ensures that the latter can accomplish the threefold task mentioned above. Two consequences follow:
1) The function of the father could be replaced by a new myth or Names-of the-Father, which would perform
just as well; 2) The Oedipus complex is not the patriarchy at its finest hour but rather a symptom of its crisis.

Freud’s Father and Ours

Weatherill (2017) reminds us that Freud’s (1900/1953) masterpiece, The Interpretation of Dreams, was a
product of his father’s death. Freud movingly writes:

For this book has a further subjective significance for me personally – a significance which I grasped
after I had completed it. It was, I found, a portion of my own self-analysis, my reaction to my own
father’s death – that is to say, to the most important event, the most poignant loss, of a man’s life. (pp.
8-9)

Weatherill (2017) avers that against Lacan, for Freud, the death of his father was not simply the loss of the
socializing structural operator but of a man that Freud loved: “Somethings [sic] are real (even if they have a
fantastical overlay)!” (p. 9), or as Freud articulated: “I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the
need for a father’s protection” (as cited in Weatherill, 2017, p. 72). The function of the father as a structural
operator appears evident in the clinic, but can we reduce the father to that role, even for our clinical work? I
am struck by the numerous examples from my clinical work with all the young people seemingly dying from
the lack of an encouraging word from a parent. I wonder if they would be comforted, or if the treatment
would advance, if I asserted that they are “liberated” from the Papa-mummy-me regime. I doubt it.

Weatherill recalls that Lacan said that the Oedipal show cannot run forever, especially in societies where we
are losing the sense of tragedy (pp. 12-13). Yet, tragedy abounds even if we are losing our sense of it.

Weatherill (2017) outlines ten consequences of what he refers to as the Anti-Oedipus complex that are worth
citing in full:

1) Excess of hate over love often turned against the self. 2) Retreat from Otherness of the other sex
and the other generation, in favour of the self and the Same. 3) Rejection of and hatred for authority of
any kind. 4) Predisposition to pre-Oedipal aims, infantile, demanding, “relating” to part objects. 5)
The imaginary and the virtual displace the Symbolic register. 6) Implied by the notion of “complex,” a
certain pseudo-stability, even an intense resistance to change. 7) Disavowal of reality, leading to
borderline phenomena. 8) The replacement of the Ego Ideal and social values in favour of the
tyrannical and narcissistic Ideal Ego on the one hand and archaic superego on the other. 9) Failure to
initiate and/or maintain relationships and the social bond. 10) Indifference to these developments. (p.
xii)

For an appropriate diagnostic intervention that may substantiate the features of the “Anti-Oedipus complex”
(Weatherill, 2017, p. xii), instead of turning to a psychoanalyst, philosopher and great reader of Lacan Alain



Badiou offers a substantial assessment of (post) modern subjectivity in (post) neoliberalism. In The True
Life, Badiou (2017) examines the weakened position of the father via the contemporary fate of boys and
girls. In a reversal of Freud’s myth, it is the father who—in a culture of narcissism which adulates youthful
countenance—envies the son’s access to jouissance and whose symbolic position as the representative of the
Law is debilitated by the contradiction of use and exchange value as embodied by the icy Law of the market.
This phenomenon is characterized, Badiou writes, “by equating everything with everything else, by being an
anonymous law, with the result that the figure of the father has been cut off from it, and any control of the
sons is it-self asymbolic” (p. 55). The subtraction of the symbolic father as a constitutive figure of social
initiation in particular institutions (i.e., compulsory military service) renders what Badiou designates as a
“fatherless horde” (p. 55); a horde or gang with “murderous intention” (p. 55) without an institution to
facilitate the symbolic repetition of the murder/reconciliation with the primal father in order to end the
mimetic violence between brothers resulting in a symbolic pact.

The traditional dialectical initiation of the son passes through three phases: the immediate stage of violent
aggression, the symbolic stage of submission to the Law, and the final stage of mutual love (Badiou, 2017,
p. 53), an initiation that marks the body. Badiou (2017) cites the eminent Christian example of such an
initiation: “The son’s crucified body is the radical figure of the infinite God’s initiation into terrifying
finitude” (p. 53). This dialectic is exactly what Freud attempted to prosecute with the installation of the
father and the working through of libidinal aggressivity necessary for socialization and psychical health.
Badiou notes that the constitutive figures of the dialectic (father and son) remain active in the negative
reality of modernity. However, the aforementioned anonymous Law separates the figures from any
meaningful symbolic pact. In the absence of any foundational act, the aggressivity of the son remains caught
in a perpetual repetition compulsion known as the Freudian death drive. There is, however, what Badiou
calls an “initiation without an initiation” (p. 59) that offers three alternatives for marking the boy’s body in
the absence of the foundational act.

Badiou (2017) adumbrates three typologies of initiation without initiation with the “perverted body” (p. 59).
This body bears a superficial semblance to the initiation rites of so-called traditional societies. In other
words, while contemporary Western societies lack initiation rituals into conventional roles of adulthood (i.e.,
childbearing for women and war for men), the practices of piercing, tattooing, use of psychoactive
substances, and “deadening with ear-splitting music” (p. 60) continue the attempt to fulfill similar purposes,
albeit without the context and collective action of said rituals. Rather the subject is consigned to the “inertia
of eternal adolescence” (p. 60). This is a sexual position Badiou terms as “pornographic” (p. 60), an
asubjective sexuality exemplified by gang rape, sexual deprivation predicated on resentment (i.e., incels), or
the inundation of pornographic images all indicative of a separation or absence of a meaningful relationship
with the Other. Badiou refers to this body as a “depressing construct without ideas” (p. 60), which is
perverted insofar as it has been diverted from becoming a subject. The perverted body constrained to
perpetual adolescence in pursuit of pleasure is unable to conceive of any initiation capable of transforming
the child into an adult.

The second typology appears to react to the perverted body and embodies the reactionary position. It is the
“sacrificed body” (Badiou, 2017, p. 61), the position desperately attempting to reinstall the Law and place of
the primordial father. This body is motivated to keep the perverted body and its jouissance at a distance.
Consider the fundamentalists and Puritanism in the form of sexual purity and purification rituals.
Submission to the “immutable law” (Badiou, 2017, p. 61) and the “Father’s absoluteness” (Badiou, 2017, p.
61) resulting in martyrdom is this body’s subjectivation. Badiou (2017) refers to this body as the “figure of
the young man as a terrorist” (p. 61). Weatherill (2017) asserts that in the absence of a symbolic father, big
papa is back “and can hardly believe his luck” (p. 13). As noted above, the crisis of bourgeois society did
more to subvert the symbolic father’s power than any feminist or deconstructionist ever did.

The final typology is the so-called moderate position. Badiou (2017) (referencing Sarkozy) designates this
third position as the deserving body (p. 61). This body submits itself to “the only acceptable law, that of the
‘general equivalent,’ as Marx called it long ago. The deserving body positions itself on the market at the best



price” (Badiou, 2017, pp. 61-62). However, in order to accomplish this, Badiou asserts, the police and
military must protect this “deserving body” (p. 64) against the other two bodies. The deserving body pursues
a career that functions as nothing less than a “hole-plugger of meaninglessness” (Badiou, 2017, p. 64). This
triad of the contemporary fate of boys, precisely, constitutes an a-subjective position Badiou describes as
follows: “A becoming-subject wholly subservient to the circulation of commodities and the sterile
communications of signs and images is imposed on individuals who are vulnerable conformists, as everyone
is at that age” (p. 59).

The appeal to the position of the primordial father is an attempt to attenuate the socio-psychical antagonism
of our time. Perhaps Freud’s old compass can assist us with navigating these a-subjective positions that must
be reincorporated and transformed. However, before discussing any tentative guiding instruments, we must
confront the fact that these troubles are not exclusive to the boy’s club.

Badiou (2017) initiates his diagnosis of the contemporary fate of girls by contrasting their lot in the
traditional world. The role she inhabited was limited to her transition from the “attractive virgin” (Badiou,
2017, p. 73) to the “overburdened mother” (Badiou, 2017, p. 73), highlighting the conflated and oft-despised
roles of the unwed mother and the old maid. In terms of socio-symbolic mediation, what divided the girl
from the woman was the man as opposed to the boy, and man was the separation marked by the Law,
namely, the father as the bearer of the Law. The “woman-mother” (Badiou, 2017, p. 80) gave her body to the
bearer of the Law. Badiou notes that by becoming Mrs. X, she could remain apart from salaried employment
and assume the role of the dutiful mother (p. 77). However, she was also subject to whims of possible abuse
by her father, husband, etc. Through wage labor and, in particular, the industrial revolution, with advanced
machinery suited to women (and children), the possibility of escaping abusive men and creating new lives
emerged. While new problems and forms of exploitation followed, bourgeois society and its crisis in the
industrial revolution permitted the unfolding of the liberation of women from forms of domestic abuse. It
was not utopia, but it was emancipatory. There would be psychical consequences as the crisis of the man-
father as the bearer of the Law deepened and women entered the workforce en mass, both of which threw the
role of the woman-mother into flux. Therefore, Badiou asks what socio-symbolic form of mediation would
now separate the girl from the woman.

The solution appears as the premature “immanent construction of womanhood” (Badiou, 2017, p. 81),
namely, while boys and men remain in perpetual adolescence, the compulsion of adulthood consumes the
childhood of the girl. To grasp the contemporary fate of girls, Badiou (2017) reaches into the past of the
“girl-woman” (p. 83). In modern times, the latter prematurely enters adulthood, which results in the
diminution of the traditionally important “symbol of virginity” (Badiou, 2017, p. 82); that is, the girl bears
the “retroactive action” (Badiou, 2017, p. 82) of the woman that “she will only become because she already
is that woman” (Badiou, 2017, p. 82). The significance of the symbol of the girl as a virgin was crucial for
initiation into woman/motherhood, insofar as the “man-father” (Badiou, 2017, p. 84) in the Oedipal dynamic
was vital for the assumption of her socio-symbolic role; in the classical story, this happens when the girl
renounces her wish to receive a penis-child from the father. Thus, resulting in what Badiou deems as the
“traditional female square” (p. 87): Servant, Seductress, Lover, and Saint. Perhaps what is most interesting
and pertinent about this form of sociality is that the woman is always split between two figures: “the servant,
the housewife-mother, is only thinkable if she is combined with the seductress, whose lowest form is the
whore” (Badiou, 2017, p. 88). One easily discerns the Madonna-Whore complex in this configuration;
however, Badiou notes the dialectical movements and reversals that occur within the “square” (p. 87). The
power of the seductress derives from her landing on the shores of love, and thus as a lover, can manifest with
all the sublimity of a saint. The utter self-sacrifice of a mother as a servant also reflects the divinity of the
“archetypal” Madonna (Badiou, 2017, p. 89). Badiou (2017) suggests that women are always situated
between the “Two” (p. 93), but the latter possesses a power that, in traditional society, must be repressed by
the (masculine) One (p. 93). In traditional-religious communities this is why women were to be kept out of
sight or were compelled to cover their bodies, because the sight of the woman is indicative of the creative
(life-giving) power located in her as opposed to the One of monotheism; namely, for God to be alive, women
must be rendered invisible (Badiou, 2017, p. 95). However, the creative power of Two is not wholly



liberated in modernity; the subversion of One of the Father is concomitant with the One of the
aforementioned singular law of Capital. This brand of feminism encourages women to become CEOs and
CIA directors, and all the rest mobilize in service of the status quo. As mentioned above, expanding
employment opportunities can and does improve the lives of women, but we shouldn’t take a one-sided
(undialectical) view of this situation: a female director of the CIA is still the director of the CIA. As Badiou
puts it: “Contemporary woman will be the symbol of the new One, erected on the ruins of the Name-of-the-
Father” (p. 98). For boys and girls, this is a different dissolution (or demolition) of the Oedipus complex
than Freud had in mind. Is it demolished though? Are we adrift in an unknown psychical sea without
navigation?

The Oedipal Compass

To reiterate the assertion of this essay, Anti-Oedipal undertakings intensify and obscure the problem of
Oedipus. In other words, these peculiar, variegated symptoms are still navigating the Oedipal Sea, only its
waters have become more turbulent, and new storms are on the horizon: the new is the old in distress. The
positions and symptoms outlined by Weatherill (2017) and Badiou (2017) point to the orientation of our
subjectivity around the absence, subversion, and desire for the Oedipal mediating role. Rejecting the desire
of the Other is still orienting oneself to the desire of the Other. Anti-Oedipus remains oriented to Oedipus;
it’s in the name, after all. In terms of the accusation of gender essentialism, Freud (1925/1998) already
addressed the uncertainty of these constructs long ago, writing “all human individuals, as a result of their
bisexual disposition and of cross-inheritance, combine in themselves both masculine and feminine
characteristics, so that pure masculinity and femininity remain theoretical constructions of uncertain content”
(p. 273). Even with transgender and nonbinary positions, we coast the gulfs and straits of Oedipus insofar as
gender itself is more of an impasse and symptom of subjectivity than an unambiguous position. Trans-
gender and non-binary still imply an orientation to the gender binary, not an overcoming of it. They are
symptoms of the impasse that Oedipus is attempting to attenuate. Alenka Zupan?i? (2015), in her article
“Hegel and Freud: Between Aufhebung and Verneinnung,” brilliantly summarizes the stakes of Oedipus. It
is not that the latter reduces every symptom to Papa-mummy-me. Instead, the unconscious itself is
reductionist insofar as it attempts to render enjoyment-trauma into an intelligible (Oedipal) story that makes
life bearable. Drives and their part objects are combinations of differences that appear as One, ultimately
generating the conscious and unconscious division. The Freudian problematic is the consequence of
civilization and its discontents. Namely, the crisis of society is reflected in the subjectivity of individuals
constitutive of and constituted by it: the dialectic of civilization and neurosis.

Weatherill (2017) provides three poignant examples of the enduring efficacy of the Oedipal compass despite
the Anti-Oedipal subjectivities and symptoms described above. First, a hyperactive boy attempting to
evacuate his mind and body in the presence of the unbearable anxiety of his mother and desertion by his
father. He seeks a “container” to keep himself together: “No! He has a damaged brain, neuro-imaging shows
it, and he must take his Ritalin” (Weatherill, 2017, p. 122). Second, there is a middle-aged woman who
believed she was her father’s favorite out of four siblings and who presents with an enduring depression after
her father died. Despite “enjoying really special times with him especially when her mother got sick”
(Weatherill, 2017, p.122), after her father’s death, she was left nothing when his will was read. Third, in the
absence of the Oedipal compass, who can grasp the “primitive oral omnipotence involved in anorexia, the
master-slave fight to the death with the rediscovered disappointing mother” (Weatherill, 2017, p. 123) in the
face of a ravenous id and cannibalizing superego—with the father compelled to be a bystander? Perhaps
these and other clinical examples are isolated incidents of the analytic clinic. The question remains: how is
one to know without the Oedipal compass? We should reiterate, at this point, that our defense of Oedipal
bodies is critical. This is not a “conservative” Lacanian plea[2] for a return to and reinforcement of the
Name-of-the-Father. Rather, it’s the critical recognition that we are still in the Freudian story, and any
attempt to “leap into the future, clean over the conditions of the present, lands in the past” (Adorno,
1956/1993, p. 12). However, we must still examine the form and function of our instrument in light of the
conditions of the present.



Freud’s compass appears to operate under several interpretations: 1) Weatherill (2017) advocates for the
Freudian and early Lacan model of the Oedipus complex not reducible to what Lacan (2007) calls “Freud’s
dream” (p. 135) while resorting to Levinas, Derrida, and Christianity as supplements to the Oedipal model
and psychoanalytic treatment (explaining this supplementation is beyond the scope of this essay); 2) Lacan
(2007) insists on the Imaginary father as masking the function of the “Real” (pp. 124-125) structural
operator; and 3) Verhaeghe (2009) asserts Freud and the early Lacan’s complicity in reinforcing the
neurotic’s phantasmatic solution via a theory that safeguards the latter and the position of the father. We
could construe multiple configurations to render these interpretations compatible or incompatible. For our
purposes, I want to focus on the fact that each one presents a narrative about the Oedipal narrative.
Verhaeghe (2009) recalls that the Oedipus complex is a symptom, namely, an “imaginary construct” (p. 95)
that we use to cope with “the real of the drive via the Other” (p. 95). Freud was not unaware of the
constructive aspect of the Oedipus when he analogized the formation of symptoms to the way in which an
oyster addresses the “drive root” (Verhaeghe, 2009, p. 96). In other words, like an irritation caused by a
grain of sand out of which a pearl is constructed, Verhaeghe reminds us that after stripping the imaginary
significations of the Oedipal pearl, the Real of the drive remains (p. 96). Freud (1925/1998) recognized that
the Oedipus complex could not be demolished entirely; neurotic subjects are destined to wash ashore on the
rock of castration or the island of penis envy (p. 173). Lacan posits that this story displaces the structural
impossibility of a complete jouissance to that of a prohibition by the father. The kids would say that’s a lot
of “cope.”

The oft cited, but rarely understood, fundamental fantasy analogous to the neurotic’s individual myth is
perhaps “cope” par excellence, but necessary for our condition. For a cursory review of the analytic
treatment of neurotics, the reconstruction of the fundamental fantasy is that which maps the subject’s
relation to the forbidden incestual object. It’s the fantasy and not the object that sustains the desire of the
subject (Lacan, 1966/1998, p. 185). Lacan (1966/1998) further adumbrates the stakes of this process in
psychoanalytic treatment in which “the experience of the fundamental phantasy becomes the drive” (p. 273).
The opacification occurs with the elision of Lacan’s contention: “How can a subject who has traversed the
radical phantasy experience the drive? This is the beyond of analysis and has never been approached” (p.
273). A proviso emerges insofar as at the level of the analyst, the “beyond” is approachable via the traversal
of the cycles of analytic experience as a totality (Lacan, 1966/1998, p. 274). Thus, Lacan briefly gestures
here at the possibility of new myths to organize the drives, led by the experience of the analyst, but pushes
the “beyond” of the Oedipal fantasy no further, only to reiterate that the analysand should be brought back to
the plane of the unconscious—of rendering the drive “present” (Lacan, 1966/1998, p. 274). Pursuant to the
reconstruction and working-through of the fundamental fantasy, the Oedipal symptom formation is
recognized as a narrative via the unconscious’s attempt to render the contingencies of the drive coherent.
Thus, it accounts for why, at the end of an analysis, there is no “final meaning” that the analyst as Other
bestows upon the analysand to render her enjoyment-trauma intelligible. Rather, the former as Other is
discarded. However, for the analysand to ascertain the contingency of her Oedipal narrative, she must still
traverse it. The story is no less real (in the colloquial and Lacanian sense) because it is a myth.

The construction of this myth via the interpretations of the analyst and associations of the analysand is
necessary for its traversal to reach the Real of the drives. Apropos, Adrian Johnston (2019) avers the “final
Lacan” (p. 157) of Seminars XXIV and XXV adduces a sophisticated dialectic between myth and drive,
arguing that the significations of the Imaginary-Symbolic arise from the meaningless Real, but attain an
autonomy that perturbs the latter (p. 157). Johnston cites a 1978 lecture in which Lacan posits the Symbolic
(Freudian) unconscious “as impressing itself upon and shaping the Real” (p. 179). That is to say, the myths
of the individual neurotic and psychoanalysis writ large matter for the direction of treatment, including how
we (re)describe these narratives. Following Johnston, we can identify that in the absence of taking seriously
the words that latch onto the world, namely, the chain of significations that engender meaning—signifiers
falling into signified—there can be no psychoanalysis. The question posed earlier inquired if there might not
be better myths to account for the suffering and enjoyment of our time. We could render a hypothesis and
aver that since the invention of psychoanalysis, analysands continue to come and speak to us about their



fundamental ambivalence: 1) how to work through the fact that they love and hate the people they love and
hate, and 2) the way in which they seem to be too much and too little for themselves and others. From this
perspective, the four cardinal directions of our compass: the unconscious, repetition, transference, and the
drive, with Oedipus as our compass star, appear more than sufficient for navigation, able to adjust to the
needs of the vessel on course to its destination, or chart unknown territories. Weatherill (2017) thus advises
us: “Rather than resolving the Oedipus complex, the anti-Oedipal ‘solution’ is likely to end up becoming
bogged down within it or remaining pre-Oedipal. But who can detect this without the Oedipal compass?” (p.
124).

Conclusion

As many others have noted, the founding father of psychoanalysis did not have a proper psychoanalysis.
Necessarily, he could only have had a self-analysis. Freud was already out to sea when constructing his
compass. What we are left with is his desire, the desire for analysis. Freud (1912/1958) reminds us of what is
at stake and the task of the analyst to “put aside all his feelings, even his human sympathy, and concentrate
his mental forces on the single aim of performing the operation as skillfully as possible” (p. 115). In Freud’s
time and our own, Oedipus has been central to how we perform this operation and circumnavigate the
perilous circumstances in which we find ourselves. Perhaps one day, we will sail beyond, to undiscovered
seas and new lands. At that time, we may need to construct new instruments, but this requires the courage to
face our current coordinates soberly.[3]
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Notes:

[1] English translation: “Politics is fate.”

[2] Cf. Verhaeghe’s (2009) reference to the conservatism of Naouri in New Studies of Old Villains (p. 18).
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the Politics of the Family: The Crisis of Initiation, he develops similar arguments and conclusions to those
in my article. We determined that we independently reached similar conclusions, and I consider this
confirmation of my approach.
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