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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE 

 
In order to honor the inexhaustible legacy of M. DARMON’s contributions to 
the field of topology in psychoanalysis, this text has been translated in such a 
way as to conserve the author’s wit, plays of language, and practical clarity on 
the topics he addresses. As such, certain grammatical protocols have led this 
endeavor, of which the reader might benefit from having explanation. What 
remains untranslated in the body of the text is essential to the syntactic 
context of the writing (like wordplay, for example), and is therefore followed by 
a counterpart explanation in English. What is translated in the body of the 
text, but retained in French in antecedent brackets, flows logically within 
English syntax, but carries a multiplicity of meanings in the French that the 
interested reader might take up by way of further research. In this way, suffice 
it to say that the translation process always includes something of the subject; 
if I can say that there is an ostensible ‘method to my madness,’ this method is 
merely the subjective import of what is best understood for me. When 
monstration depends on wordplay in another language, especially as it relates 
to topology, we must keep in mind the bridge it necessarily invokes: poetry 
discloses the beauty of structure, and, thus, might duly be translated in some 
other tongue, but that which discloses the engine of structure is a chord 
which must be played in polyphony between tongues. 
 

PREFACE 
 
Wo Es War, soll Ich Werden. This Freudian formula gives meaning to the 
psychoanalytic endeavor. It begins with a word indicating location: Wo. The 
question of location—of one's place—is indeed essential for the subject, 
whatever imaginary form it may take: a phobia of confinement or of open 
space, an obsession with the interior, disputes with neighbors, and so on. The 
body image provides the elements for these representations, which are 
familiar in the case of the hysteric. A child’s drawing of a house reveals this 
place—this Heim—which the subject either finds or fails to find within the 
maternal Big Other with whom they are dealing; a roof that is more or less 



stable, or more or less battered, will mark the quality of this relationship to the 
Other—the great "You" [Toi]. 
 
"Where it was—or, as we would have it heard, where it had been—there I am 
to come into being." Lacan translates Freud’s phrase in this way, showing that 
this location is a location of ex-sistence. Far from the imaginary distortion 
found in the crude translation "The ego must dislodge the id," this phrase 
describes the symbolic operation by which the subject 
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It must come to lodge itself—this is an ethical imperative—within the locus of 
unconscious enunciation. It must recognize itself as being at home where its 
desire is articulated; that is to say, it must recognize, within the Other, the void 
left by the cutting away of the object. This operation entails a topology more 
subtle than the simple opposition between outside and inside: the subject 
exists within the Other in a state of internal exclusion. The "s" in the phrase 
"there, where s was" [là, où s'était] refers homophonically to the Freudian Es 
and to the initial letter of the subject; it is an anaphora—a term currently in 
vogue among linguists, alongside "trace." It is an element that points back to 
an antecedent; thus, this reflexive s’—appearing in a so-called passive 
form—refers back to the subject. Yet this subject is present only as a 
trace—"there, where s was"—leaving a void for the subject yet to come. In 
Lacan’s work, topology operates primarily within the material fabric of his 
discourse—as is the case with any discourse, for that matter—but here, that 
fabric does not hide itself. This is why reading him cannot leave one 
indifferent; the reader inevitably contributes something of their 
own—specifically, something of their desire. 
 
These Essais sur la topologie lacanienne present themselves as a reading, yet 
they are truly essays in that every reading involves an interpretation—one that 
most often takes the form of a reconstruction to be put to the test. In the 
Seminar, but also—and even more remarkably—in the Écrits, the subject of 
enunciation is powerfully present. What to make of a psychoanalytic text in 
which it was absent, or even, is foreclosed? It is the subject—not the ego 
(though the latter is by no means erased; far from it). This presence of the 
subject of enunciation is not at odds with the aim of presenting mathemes 
and a topology that the analyst can employ as they see fit—even if these are 
intended to dispense with the weight of the Author’s spoken word. In effect, 
what 
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Lacan’s topology allows the analyst not to forget precisely how the subject 
constitutes an irreducible cut. To read Lacan—and to read him by questioning 
him anew, by putting him to the test of the very real position sustained by 
psychoanalytic discourse—inevitably means committing oneself as a subject, 
getting wet (a tribute to a very witty analysand who could not attend his 
sessions on rainy days); it is not a matter of taking Lacan’s place, but of taking 
one’s own place. That place is offered to everyone, yet it inspires horror. It is 
true that, according to the logic denounced earlier, "the moi [myself] must 
dislodge the toi [you]"; as Melman put it, one imagines that being an Auteur 
[Author] means being an Oteur [an individual who "ousts" or "evicts"]. Yet this 
belongs to the realm of the imaginary dialectic—to imaginary recognition, 
which stands in contrast to symbolic recognition. 
 
These essays address a number of models, formal structures, and topological 
arrangements, bringing to light various connections, isomorphisms, or 
resonances—without, however, attempting to turn it all into a closed system. 
Lacan himself emphasized, as much as possible, the links between his formal 
notations and his topology. It is not a system because Lacan’s thought is alive 
and its paths are manifold; nor is it a mere assembly of academic theses 
linked together without contradiction. Lacan constantly moved from one 
formal elaboration to another, even if it meant revisiting earlier ones. While it 
is true that, with the Borromean knot, he felt he had come up against an 
ultimate Real, his final seminars demonstrate that this did not bring an end to 
his questioning and his research. The whole thus presents itself as an open 
structure where previous constructions do not prevent new ones from being 
invented—which is already a great deal. 
 
We propose, in a sense, to pick up a thread. Lacan 
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said that the search for a unifying thread belonged to the realm of the 
imaginary. He doubtless meant by this that historical ordering—by revealing a 
pseudo-chain of cause and effect—was illusory, whereas true determination 
stemmed from the structure. Yet the thread we are seeking here lies precisely 
within that topological structure. 
 
May these essays serve, above all, as a working tool. 
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CHAPTER 1 

TOPOLOGY OF THE SIGNIFIER 
 
The question of the location whose properties characterize the unconscious 
remained unresolved for Freud; this is the topographical problem. The term 
"depth psychology" is unsatisfactory since it suggests the image of a surface 
with underlying structures and directly steers psychoanalytic technique 
toward archaeology; healing would be linked to unveiling, which, moreover, 
was Freud's position for a long time, until he changed his conceptions of 
resistances. 
 
If the unconscious clearly poses topological problems, then Lacan's thesis, 
"the unconscious is structured like a language," leads us to turn to the 
signifier to resolve them. Turning to linguistics seems all the more justified 
since Saussure showed that language is sustained only by a play of pure 
differences and positions, differences that only acquire their value from the 
positions they occupy. It is therefore the symbolic order itself that introduces 
a topology. 
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Topology, indeed, deals with space—not from a quantitative or metric 
standpoint, but from a qualitative one; that is, it studies the relationship 
between different locations—relations of neighborhood, continuity, and 
connectedness, or conversely, of boundary, separation, and edge—notions 
which, as we shall see, necessarily come into play when discussing language. 
 
The driving force behind Lacan's topology lies in the oddness of the 
relationship between words and things—a relationship aptly defined by the 
English word "odd," which Lacan highlights in "The Purloined Letter." 
 
There is neither a perfect match nor a mismatch between words and things, 
for such an opposition would imply the existence of two distinct worlds that 
more or less coincide. In fact, for the speaking being, it is language that 
makes it possible—among other things—to speak about things. Outside of 
language, one would have no conception of them; even absence itself would 
be inconceivable. It is language that constitutes things and determines every 
relationship to the object; yet, grasping the object through the signifier 



proves impossible from the outset, given that the signifier is the symbol of an 
absence. 
 

IS LACAN SAUSSUREAN? 
 
The algorithm 
 
Lacan refers to Saussure as the "founder of modern linguistics" (1). This 
founding act rests upon a form of notation: the formal notation of the 
linguistic sign's algorithm, which establishes the relationship between 
signifier and signified. With this purely literal algorithm, we immediately 
depart from the order of 
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the thing. In "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious" (2), Lacan posits 
that what defines the topography of the unconscious is the very same thing 
that defines the algorithm 
 



 
 
This refers to the algorithm by which Saussure formalizes the linguistic sign: 
 

 
 



Lacan adopts it but modifies it; here, the signifier surmounts the signified, 
and the ellipse that surrounds and isolates the sign disappears. This 
modification strikes us as neither a betrayal of Saussure nor a distortion; on 
the contrary, it underscores with greater force an element present in his work 
itself—namely, the primacy of the signifier over the signified and the 
importance of the bar. 
 
Indeed, Saussure begins his analysis by critiquing the conventional 
representation of the linguistic sign when he introduces this algorithm in the 
Course in General Linguistics. A common preconception, for instance, links 
the word "tree" to the actual object represented by the image of a tree. 
Saussure grants this simplistic, erroneous representation only one merit: that 
of positing the linguistic sign as an entity with two sides. He discusses it out of 
a purely pedagogical and dialectical concern; his actual effort is focused on 
the 
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need to break free from such a conception of language as a nomenclature. 
 
In a handwritten note not directly reproduced in the Course, Saussure writes 
that this conception brings to mind "our first father Adam calling the animals 
to him and giving each one its name" (3). "Yet the substance of language is 
not constituted by names. It is an accident when the linguistic sign happens 
to correspond to an object defined for the senses—such as a horse, fire, or the 
sun—rather than to an idea like 'he placed'... But there is, implicit here, a 
tendency we cannot (ignore or) let pass regarding what language would 
(ultimately) be: namely, a nomenclature of objects (objects given beforehand). 
First the object, then the sign; hence (a view we shall always deny), an 
external basis given to the sign and a representation of language through this 
specific relationship: 
 



 
 
whereas the true representation is: a---b---c, independent of any knowledge 
of an actual relationship like x---a based on an object." In this note, we gauge 
the extent to which Saussure breaks with the conception of language as a 
nomenclature—a conception of Aristotelian origin. We also see that the 
"semantic triangle"—which establishes a causal link between aphonic symbol, 
the concept, and the thing (i.e., the referent)—is superseded by Saussure’s 
critique. As for the "actual rapport" between the name and the object, one 
might say that it is the name that performs work on the object, that 
determines it. For Saussure, the linguistic sign unites "not a thing and a name, 
but a concept 
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and a sound-image. The latter is not the material sound—a purely physical 
thing—but the psychic imprint of that sound..." Later, he would revise this 
initial approach by speaking of the signified and the signifier. 
 
In "The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious," Lacan reproduces a 
diagram from the Course, while inverting and modifying it; it is the third of 
the following drawings: 



 
which he reproduces as follows: 
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He states that he is using "the flawed illustration through which its use is 
classically introduced" (that is, the use of the S/s algorithm) and substitutes 
this other, incongruous one: 



 
This one effectively produces the surprise of an unexpected rush—or leap—to 
sense. This diagram shows "how the signifier enters the signified" to produce 
sense (4). 
 
When Lacan speaks of the "flawed illustration" of the tree, he is referring to a 
drawing actually added by the editors of the Course, which—as we 
know—was reconstructed from various notes. In his critical commentary, 
Tullio de Mauro points out that this is one of the passages "revealing the 
rather serious consequences of the editors' seemingly modest interventions." 
Only the first two figures come from manuscript sources: the third, featuring 
the drawing of the tree, was added, as were the arrows in all three figures, the 
phrase "these two elements are intimately united and call to one another" (a 
phrase that translates the arrows into words), and the use of "words" to 
designate arbor. The result of all this is that the reader gets the impression 
that, for Saussure, the 
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signifier is the spoken word, the signified is the image of a thing, and the one 
calls forth the other—as maintained by those who think that language is a 
nomenclature. "We thus drift to the very opposite of the Saussurean 



conception" (5). We readily subscribe to the idea of ​​a rupture between 
Saussure and Lacan—if such an idea were of any interest, given that 
psychoanalysis is not linguistics—but if distinctions are to be made, they 
certainly do not lie there. Indeed, we can say that in this instance, Lacan 
restores the truth of Saussure's discovery. His humorous diagram has the 
advantage of taking into account the full scope of the consequences of this 
discovery and opening it up to the Freudian field. At the level of the 
signifier—in relation to the "tree" diagram—there is a juxtaposition of two 
terms that come into play through their difference: "Men" and "Ladies." It 
turns out, then, that this juxtaposition creates a new signifier—the very one 
through which sexual difference is established. It is the intrusion of this 
signifier into the lower level—where two doors are depicted—that produces 
sense and simultaneously allows one to move beyond the moment of 
stupefaction; this concerns urinary segregation, a symbolic law that man 
shares with primitive communities. Beneath its apparent symmetry, this 
diagram refers to the signifier of sexual difference itself—that is, the Phallus. 
 
Saussure opposes the conception of language as a nomenclature—"insofar as 
the latter presupposes ready-made ideas pre-existing words... and... implies 
that the link uniting a name to a thing is a simple operation, which is far from 
true" (6). We see how the Saussurean conception stands in opposition to the 
view that establishes a one-to-one correspondence between word and thing, 
even in the act of naming. This stands in contrast to appearances and to the 
role 
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presupposed by pointing with the index finger during the acquisition of one's 
native language. 
 
It is, therefore, in direct line with Saussure's discovery that Lacan writes the 
algorithm S/s—signifier over signified—where the bar simultaneously acts as a 
barrier to signification. Lacan posits that this separation of the two distinct 
orders by the bar is precisely what makes it possible to study the connections 
specific to the signifier and the function of these connections in the "genesis 
of the signified." 
 
The arbitrariness of the sign 
 



Let us recall certain general principles of this theory. Saussure emphasizes the 
arbitrariness of the sign—that is, the relationship between signifier and 
signified. He even seeks evidence for this thesis in phenomena that appear to 
contradict it: onomatopoeia and exclamations, such as the French ouaoua 
and the German wauwau. In passing, he defines the symbol—in contrast to 
the signifier—as never being entirely arbitrary; "it is not empty," he states, 
"there is a rudimentary natural link between the signifier and the 
signified"—an observation we shall revisit in the context of dreams. While 
Saussure speaks of the arbitrariness of the sign, he clarifies that this does not 
refer to the arbitrariness of any specific subject; this is why Lacan prefers the 
term "contingency." This is all the more relevant given that the unique genius 
of each language—as evidenced by etymology—organizes an entire network 
of preferential pathways, the importance of which can be gauged within 
psychoanalytic clinical practice. 
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The line 
 
The second principle Saussure enunciates is that of linearity—essential when 
considering the signifier from a topological perspective; the signifier is a 
one-dimensional expanse; it is a line (7). Saussure refers to the unfolding of 
the signifying chain over time, whether in speech or in writing. Lacan prefers 
to speak of multiple musical staves to account for the polyphony of 
discourse—something poetry manifests most clearly. Let us recall here the 
passage, written in a highly poetic style, where Lacan demonstrates the 
richness and fecundity of the simple word "tree"—to return to the example 
from the algorithm; the tree is evidently not reducible to the plant depicted 
beneath the bar—of which the word is, among other things, an anagram. 
 
One must therefore take into account, in a second dimension, everything that 
articulates itself as context at each point of punctuation along the chain. 
Thus, in his studies on anagrams, Saussure himself believes he has discovered 
a proper name hidden in encrypted form beneath Virgil’s verses—a secret 
line, in other words, running parallel to the written line (8). 
 
The unit 
 
Another feature to consider regarding the topology of the signifier is the 
nature of its entities and units. Where should the cut in the chain be 



made—at the level of words, syllables, sentences, or phonemes? Saussure 
takes as examples "Si je la prends" [if I take it/her] and "Si je l’apprends” [if I 
learn it] 
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to show that one must refer to meaning to establish the cut—whether 
between l and a, or between a and p. The "la" in the sentence is 
retroactive—something we will observe by closing the loop of the sentence, in 
one case with the words "par cœur" [by heart] and in the other with "par la 
main" [by hand]. How can one identify the meaning if other signifiers do not 
come along to close the sentence? Let us note that, in fact, this ambiguity is 
far from being a hindrance in practice, for reasons stemming from the genius 
of the language mentioned earlier. In French, there is the notion of a 
saisie—that is, the idea of ​​"taking" or "grasping" inherent in the verb 
apprendre [to learn]—not to mention the equivocation in the example itself, 
which will not escape the notice of a discerning ear. 
 
Saussure emphasizes the difficulty of defining concrete units within 
language. As in the game of chess, language is a system based entirely on the 
opposition of its concrete units. "One can neither do without knowing them 
nor take a step without recourse to them, and yet their delimitation is so 
delicate a problem that one wonders whether they are truly given." Here, 
Saussure speaks of the "strange and striking character" of language—that it is 
constituted by the interplay of units that are imperceptible at first glance. 
 
We find an echo of this problem in Lacan’s seminar Encore: "The One 
embodied in language is something that remains indeterminate—hovering 
between the phoneme, the word, the sentence, or even the entire thought. 
This is what is at stake in what I call the 'master-signifier'" (9). Indeed, the 
question of what constitutes a "One" in language cannot fail to engage the 
analyst. For the psychoanalyst, that which cuts—the unary trait, that which 
constitutes a unity—is fundamentally the phallus. Saussure’s examples, 
moreover, offer us a glimpse of this; the sexual meaning of "if I take her," for 
instance, speaks for itself, as does the drawing of the tree of 
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the algorithm itself, attributed to his students and interpreted by Lacan as is 
fitting. 
 
Identity and difference 



 
Considering identity and value allows us to make headway on the question of 
the strange element in language. First of all, the signifier can be both the 
same as and different from itself; this applies not only to homonyms but to 
any signifier whenever it is used in a different context—for instance, the 
expression "Gentlemen" and its various uses during a lecture. 
 
"The linguistic mechanism," says Saussure, "turns entirely on identities and 
differences, the latter being the counterpart of the former" (10). He draws 
comparisons from "outside language," as he puts it—though, as we shall see, 
this is not actually the case. Take, for example, the "two 'Geneva-Paris, 8:45 
PM' express trains" that depart twenty-four hours apart. To our eyes (though 
we must add: because we speak), it is the same express train, and yet—in all 
likelihood—the locomotive, the carriages, and the crew are all different. In 
another example, he considers the identity of a street that is demolished and 
then entirely rebuilt; here, the issue is not material identity but an identity 
based on other conditions—"for example, its location relative to other streets." 
Conversely, the example of a suit that was stolen from me and which I find 
again at a second-hand dealer’s offers the opposite case—that of material 
identity—since another suit might look just like it without actually being 
mine. "Linguistic identity is not like that of the suit; it is like that of the express 
train and the street." Let us note that none of this makes any sense 
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outside of language; regarding the Real, it is always a matter of the same 
thing materially. 
 
Lacan highlights this particular property of the signifier—that of being 
different from itself—in certain seminars. Take the well-known example: 
"obsolete is obsolete." The word "obsolete" is itself obsolete; we see that the 
same signifier is entirely different from itself in its usage as subject and as 
attribute within the same sentence. Note that since this example began 
circulating, the word "obsolete" is no longer obsolete. There is both sameness 
and difference, written as A ≠ A. What distinguishes the signifier from the 
formalized signifier of logic and mathematics is that the latter is posited as 
identical to itself: A = A. 
 
Saussure introduces the concept of value—in relation to identity—through a 
new comparison with the game of chess. A knight, in its pure materiality 



outside the conditions of the game, is nothing to the player. But within the 
game, "invested with its value," it becomes—as Saussure puts it—a "real and 
concrete element"; one might instead say that it becomes a signifier whose 
material embodiment matters little, for it can be replaced by any object 
capable of moving across the squares that one decides to designate as a 
knight. "We see, then," says Saussure, "that in semiological systems such as 
language, where elements maintain a reciprocal equilibrium according to 
determined rules, the notion of identity merges with that of value, and vice 
versa" (11).  
 
It is here that a fundamental topological aspect of the signifier emerges: that 
of being entirely determined by relations of adjacency. 
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The Floating Realm 
 
Let us continue our reading of Saussure. In the chapter on "Linguistic Value," 
we find the famous image of the "floating realm," featuring "that series of 
contiguous subdivisions traced both across the indefinite plane of confused 
ideas (A) and across the no less indeterminate plane of sounds (B)." 
 



 
 
Saussure compares this to air in contact with water: pressure differences in 
the air produce divisions—waves—in the water. He speaks of the "coupling of 
thought with phonic matter." We must not overlook the pedagogical aspect 
of such a diagram, nor should we mistakenly see in it a return to the 
previously criticized notions of a one-to-one correspondence between 
thought and sound. 
 
In the seminar The Freudian Structures of Psychoses (1955–56), Lacan revisits 
this Saussurean diagram, placing it in a new perspective: "At the upper level, 
Saussure situates the sequence of 
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what he dubs "thoughts"—without the slightest conviction, since his theory 
consists precisely in reducing this term to that of the signified (insofar as it is 
distinguished from the signifier and the thing)—and he insists above all on its 
aspect as an amorphous mass. "This is what we, for our part, will provisionally 
call the flow of discourse—a confused mass where units appear: islets, an 
image, an object, a feeling, a cry, a call. It is a continuum, whereas beneath it, 



the signifier exists as a pure chain of discourse—a succession of words—in 
which nothing can be isolated." (12) Lacan critiques the correspondence 
Saussure attempts to establish between the two flows—illustrated by dotted 
lines—and introduces the concept of the point de capiton. He revisits this 
concept in "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious" and in the seminar 
on the Formations of the Unconscious (1957–58), where the point de capiton 
serves as the starting point for constructing the graph. It is in this capacity 
that Lacan employs it in the text "The Subversion of the Subject and the 
Dialectic of Desire" (1960). 
 
In his reading of Saussure’s diagram, Lacan highlights the reciprocal sliding of 
the two flows and their relative movement. The point de capiton—a term 
borrowed from the upholsterer's craft—functions to arrest this otherwise 
indefinite sliding of signification. In the seminar on The Psychoses, Lacan 
illustrates this using the dialogue between Abner and Joad in the first scene 
of Racine’s Athalie. He demonstrates how the High Priest turns the other 
person over "like a pancake" by using pure signifiers—specifically, in this 
instance, the "fear of God." In other words, the point de capiton is itself a 
signifier; indeed, the pinning of signification to the signifier is, in itself, 
mythical. He clarifies in Formations of the Unconscious that the only possible 
action is to pin one signifier to another signifier in order to bring forth a new 
signification (13). This anchoring point—here, the "fear of God," akin to the 
notion of the father, is a point 
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of the anchor point, the fundamental role of which Lacan emphasizes in 
psychosis—a condition where, precisely, certain anchor points fail to be 
established or come undone. In "The Subversion of the Subject and the 
Dialectic of Desire," Lacan distinguishes between a diachronic function and a 
synchronic function of the point de capiton; the former is discernible in the 
sentence structure—"insofar as it only closes its meaning with its final term, 
with each term anticipated in the construction of the others and, conversely, 
sealing their sense through its retroactive effect." This can be illustrated once 
again by the example drawn from Saussure: "Si je la prends" [If I take it/her]... 
or "si je l'apprends" [if I learn it]... One must wait for what follows—par cœur 
[by heart] or par le cœur [through the heart]—to establish the breaks and 
close the meaning. Here, the simple insertion of "le" changes everything. 
 
The synchronic function of the point de capiton involves metaphor. 



 
This is particularly the role of the paternal metaphor, since the signifier of the 
Name-of-the-Father positions itself above the signifying chain in a 
metaphorical role—"insofar as the mother makes the father the one who, 
through his presence, sanctions the existence as such of the locus of the Law" 
(14). In the graph's representation of the point de capiton—as we shall 
see—the signifying chain is depicted as a directed line (following the 
Saussurean model); this line is intersected at two points by another line 
directed in the opposite sense. The latter does not concern signifieds but 
rather rational discourse—everyday speech—where things are more or less 
fixed and refer to a code; it represents the common usage of language.  
 
One might wonder whether the concept of the point de capiton only 
becomes more clearly defined later on, thanks to the topology of the 
Borromean knot, which allows the Real, the Symbolic, and the Imaginary to 
link together without 
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being linked in pairs. From a topological standpoint, when Lacan discusses 
Saussure’s diagram of the "floating realm," he introduces—at the top—the 
"sentimental mass of the stream of discourse," in which we can recognize the 
register of the Imaginary. Below lies the signifying chain. Lacan notes that the 
upper level is "continuous," whereas the lower level is "the chain of 
discourse—a succession of words where nothing can be isolated," as he 
specifies. This term "chain," borrowed from Saussure, becomes a strictly 
topological concept in Lacan’s work. In "The Agency of the Letter," he clarifies 
that this represents an approximation of the "topological substrate" required 
for the signifier: "links whose chain is sealed within the link of another chain 
made of links." This is how the units are structured in relation to the 
higher-level unit. 
 
Much later, in the Encore seminar (1972)—contemporaneous with the 
introduction of the topology of Borromean knots and chains—Lacan 
illustrates the unit "the One incarnate in language"—whose character, as we 
have already noted, is "undecided between phoneme, word, sentence, or even 
an entire thought" using a loop of string. The chain of discourse becomes a 
Borromean chain formed from such folded loops. We see that, in this chain, 
nothing can indeed be isolated by a cut without altering or destroying the 
entire chain. 
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The Saussurean topology of the sheet of paper 
 
After discussing the "floating realm," Saussure compares language to a sheet 
of paper where "thought is on the front and sound is on the back." 
Consequently, any division of the front side inevitably entails a division of the 
back side. He thus situates linguistics at the level where the two orders 
combine, noting that "this combination produces a form, not a substance." 
Saussure demonstrates how the arbitrary nature of the sign explains that only 
a social fact can create a linguistic system; usage and general consent are 
required, and it is the collective alone that establishes values. This 
corresponds, in Lacan’s terms, to the agency of the Other—the locus of the 
code. The term "code" is, of course, problematic, as it seems to reintroduce the 
very illusion one seeks to shed. Lacan would replace it with the "Treasure of 
Signifiers"; this refers, in fact, to the network of signifiers—the open, 
modifiable system of the relationships between them. Lacan observes that 
the Other exists even if only a single subject remains who speaks that 
language. It is in this context that one must also understand Lacan’s more 
recent formulations regarding the unconscious as the social. 
 
In a highly significant remark, Saussure states that the concept of value 
reveals "it is a great illusion to consider a term simply as the union of a specific 
sound and a specific concept. To define it in this way," he says, "would be to 
isolate it from the system to which it belongs; it would be to believe that one 
can start with the terms and construct the system by summing them up, 
whereas, on the contrary, one must begin with the interdependent whole in 
order to derive, through analysis, the elements it contains" (15). Topologically, 
the sheet model introduces, on the one hand, the distinction between the 



front and the back and, on the other, assigns an edge function to the 
algorithm's bar. Signifier and signified 
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are separated by an edge. The sheet of paper is continuous; there is no prior 
cutting—the cutting is arbitrary. We shall see later that this topology 
resembles Lacan’s but differs from it in a fundamental way. 
 
Let us note right away that, regarding the topology of the signifier, we cannot 
settle for the one that intuitively seems to impose itself—that is, a discrete 
topology made up of separate elements, such as points spaced apart from 
one another. But this will be clarified later. When Saussure ultimately chooses 
to work with words, he does so because—as he puts it—he is unable to grasp 
the units of language directly this is a rough approximation. To address the 
value of a word in its conceptual aspect, he places his algorithm on the sheet 
of paper mentioned earlier. 

 



He then poses the following problem: "Since language is a system in which all 
terms are interdependent and where the value of one arises solely from the 
simultaneous presence of the others—according to the schema: 
 

 
 
—how is it that the value defined in this way merges with signification—that 
is, with the counterpart of the sound image? It seems impossible to equate 
the relationships depicted here by horizontal arrows with those represented 
by vertical arrows." 
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In other words—to return to the analogy of the sheet of paper being cut 
up—it is not immediately apparent why the relationship observed between 
various pieces (A, B, C, D, etc.) should not be distinct from the relationship 
existing between the front and back of a single piece (i.e., A/A', B/B', etc.) (16). 
Saussure then compares language to the monetary system. To determine the 
value of a coin, one can either exchange it for something different—such as 
bread—or compare it to other coins of the same currency or of a foreign 
currency. "A word can therefore be exchanged for something dissimilar: an 
idea; "furthermore, it can be compared with something of the same nature: 
another word" (17). In fact, here too, the entirety of Saussure’s argument and 
the examples he provides demonstrate this: "in every case, then, instead of 
pre-existing ideas, we encounter values ​​emanating from the system." The 
concepts themselves are "purely differential, defined not positively by their 
content but negatively by their relationship with the other terms of the 
system." 
 



The algorithms laid out on the page, along with the horizontal and vertical 
arrows, foreshadow the way Lacan formalizes the operations of metonymy 
and metaphor—topics we will address later. 
 
When Saussure examines value in its material aspect, he reaches the same 
conclusion. The signifier’s essence is defined not as phonic but as 
"incorporeal." It is constituted "not by its material substance, but solely by the 
differences separating its acoustic image from all the others." 
And—surprisingly—this holds true for the phoneme itself. These phonemes 
do indeed constitute a system comprising a specific number of clearly 
delimited elements. "Yet what characterizes them is not, as one might 
suppose, their own positive quality, but simply the 
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the fact that they are not confused with one another. Phonemes are above all 
oppositional, relative, and negative entities."  
 
The comparison with writing is illuminating, since letters are arbitrary and 
their value is purely negative and differential. Saussure takes the example of 
the letter T, which bears no relation to the sound it designates and can be 
written in multiple variations; the only essential thing is that this sign not be 
confused with other letters. Finally, values ​​depend solely on reciprocal 
oppositions within a defined system. Saussure concludes from all this that "in 
language, there are only differences. Moreover: a difference generally 
presupposes positive terms between which it is established; "...but in 
language there are only differences without positive terms." (18) He thus 
compares language to "an algebra consisting solely of complex terms" (19). 
Saussure considers that only complete signs—combining signifier and 
signified—constitute positive terms; between them, there is no longer merely 
a difference, but an opposition. It is the linguistic institution that maintains 
the parallelism between these two orders of differences. Here again, these 
positive terms should not be viewed as a substance, but rather as the effect of 
juxtaposing two orders of pure differences. 
 
These latter observations—regarding language as constituted solely of pure 
differences without positive terms—were strongly emphasized by Lacan. They 
allow us to understand, for instance, that the letter is not an object and does 
not behave as one—a fact demonstrated by the story of The Purloined Letter. 
From a topological standpoint, we would then need to conceive of a 



topological space defined by neighborhood relations, wherein the points 
would not be separate but intimately interconnected. Furthermore, they 
would possess the curious property of differing from themselves. 
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Let us consider the space of the letters of the alphabet; at first glance, they 
appear as signs on the surface of the page—akin to points separated by blank 
spaces. There is a void, a separating space, between two letters; this implies 
that the letters of the alphabet can naturally be divided into two sets—for 
instance, the first ten letters versus the rest. In reality, however, letters are not 
objects identical to themselves—comparable to discrete points—but rather 
parts of a differential system containing no positive terms, only pure 
differences. Although a letter is localized, what constitutes it is its difference 
from all other letters within the system. Thus, the true topological space of 
letters is not the blank page bearing signs, but the space of differential 
relations. Removing a single letter alters the entire system—not merely 
quantitatively, but qualitatively. There is no natural separation within the 
space of letters; between any two given letters, one finds not a void, but all the 
other letters. Furthermore, a letter is not identical to itself when it occupies 
different positions in the chain; it depends on the other letters within that 
sequence. These various properties will come fully into play when we examine 
the relationship between Lacan’s signifiers S₁ and S₂—drawing on set 
theory—or when we address the question of sexuation. In the course of our 
reading of Saussure, we hope to have shown how he himself struggles 
significantly to highlight the core of his discovery—distinguishing it from a 
flawed conception of language upon which he relies and from which he 
attempts to break free, yet which constantly tends to resurface. It goes 
without saying that his readers have often not failed to 
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fall back into the same errors. Throughout the Course, we see how Saussure 
cannot do without a reference to meaning, while simultaneously showing 
that meaning can only be produced through the interplay of signifiers. Thus, 
no signification is given at the outset. 
 
To our question—"Is Lacan a Saussurean?"—we can now answer in the 
affirmative, in the sense that Lacan anchored his work in the very heart of 
Saussure’s discovery. In fact, his discourse stems from a practice of language 
different from Saussure’s; that is to say, Lacan is not a linguist but an analyst. 



He approaches language through the specific experience of psychoanalysis. 
This is why he was able to speak of "linguisterie." 
 

LINGUISTERIE 
 
While Saussure—referencing the Stoics—characterizes the signifier as 
"incorporeal" to highlight the paradoxical properties distinguishing it from 
material objects, psychoanalysis invites us to consider language as precisely 
not immaterial. Lacan speaks of language as a "subtle body," certainly, but as 
a body nonetheless. "Words are caught up in all the bodily images that 
captivate the subject; they can impregnate the hysteric, identify with the 
object of the penis-neid, represent the stream of urine associated with 
urethral ambition, and the retained excrement of avaricious jouissance" (20). 
And Lacan reminds us of the symbolic lesions words can suffer, or the 
imaginary acts they can 
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accomplish. As in the case of the Wolf Man, where the Wespe—that is, the 
wasp—is castrated of its "W" to become "S.P.”, the initials of Sergei Pankejeff, 
only for that "W" to re-emerge in the very nickname "Wolf Man." Or again, 
with the Rat Man, the formula Glejisamen, which arises during masturbation 
to protect his beloved. It is composed of embedded prayer 
fragments—intended to prevent any obscene thought from intruding into its 
articulation—and the word "amen." Freud, like the Saussure of the anagrams, 
deciphers within it the name "Gisela" placed in contact with the word samen 
(seed); thus, through the ejaculation of this formula, the Rat Man "eternally 
floods the lady's name with the symbolic ejecta of his impotent desire." Yet 
these matters are familiar to Jews, who have long interrogated this great 
"subtle body" of the letter. The Bible offers a famous example of this, where 
the change of Abram to Abraham and Sarai to Sarah—an exchange of 
letters—seals the symbolic pact with God. Beyond the new meaning acquired 
through this transformation—"father of men" for Abraham and "the princess" 
for Sarah—the literal segmentation reinforces the commandment to "cut 
away the flesh of the outgrowth" (circumcision), the price of the covenant 
between God and His people. It is at this price that the divine promise of 
Isaac’s miraculous procreation is announced, along with fruitfulness for 
generations to come. These generations have learned the humor with which 
this promise was to be understood (21).  
 



The bar of the algorithm as Lacan uses it 
 
The fundamental distinction between the signifier and the signified thus 
defines "two networks... of relations that do not overlap 
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not" (22). Lacan describes these two networks as follows: the first 
network—that of the signifier—is structured synchronically at its various levels 
as pure differences. "The second network, that of the signified, is the 
diachronic aggregate of discourses actually spoken; it exerts a historical 
influence on the first, just as the structure of the latter governs the pathways 
of the former. Here, the dominant element is the unity of signification, which 
proves never to resolve into a pure indication of the real, but always points 
back to another signification. In other words, signification is realized only 
through a grasp of things that is holistic. 
 
In "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious," he formalizes the impact of 
the signifier on the signified through the two operations of metonymy and 
metaphor. 
 
Is it necessary here to recall the two canonical examples so often discussed by 
Lacan and his students? "Thirty sails"—here, regarding metonymy, the 
connection between ship and sail is what is at stake; this connection exists 
not in reality—since a ship generally has more than one sail—but within the 
signifier. "His sheaf was neither stingy nor spiteful..."—regarding metaphor, in 
this well-known line by Victor Hugo, the sheaf is substituted for Boaz "...one 
word for another...", with the occluded signifier remaining present through its 
metonymic connection to the rest of the chain. 
 
In metonymy—which Lacan symbolizes thus: 

 
the aim is to highlight the connection of signifier to signifier. We recognize 
here what has long been identified as the referral of one signification to 



another; indeed, we can say that the signification remains elsewhere, on the 
other side of the bar—maintained here as (-) in 
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the algorithm. What is truly referred back is one signifier to another signifier. 
It is this very movement that establishes "the lack of being in the object 
relation." There is no other driving force behind desire than this metonymic 
chain. In this sense—to take up Saussure’s terms but invert them—only 
language enables, and indeed produces, an "effective relation" to the object, 
provided that this object is considered the metonymic object of desire. This is 
what Lacan would term objet a, the cause of desire. 
 
The metaphorical structure relies on the substitution of one signifier for 
another within the chain, producing "an effect of signification that is one of 
poetry or creation." Lacan symbolizes metaphor thus: 
 

 
 
The (+) sign indicates that the signifier crosses the bar and passes into the 
signified; the bar itself is crossed out, and it is this crossing that produces the 
effect of signification. This process is latent in metonymy but patent in 
metaphor. In the line by Hugo, the sheaf substitutes itself for Boaz, 
simultaneously casting him out. Lacan notes that Boaz thus finds himself on 
the outside, in the company of what the line excludes—namely, avarice and 
hatred—only to "re-emerge in that which surrounds the figure wherein he 
had been annihilated." This is the effect of sense produced by the 
metaphor—"the radiance of fecundity"—which paves the way for the 
surprising announcement of fatherhood that the old man receives in this 
sacred context. Elsewhere, in his text on psychosis, Lacan elaborates on the 
formula for substitution. 
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It involves two signifiers, S and S' (the accent is inverted compared to the first 
formula). 

 
x is the unknown signification 
 
s is the signified induced by the metaphor. 
 
The metaphor consists of the substitution of S for S'. The elision of S' is 
represented by its being crossed out. Note that Lacan locates the place of the 
subject at the moment the bar is crossed within the metaphor—when the 
signifier passes into the signified. For example, in Formations of the 
Unconscious, Lacan shows how the word atterré—which signifies "dejected" 
or "brought to the ground"—came, for some, to signify "stricken with terror"; 
this nuance was introduced through a simple homonymy. That is to say, 
through a purely signifier-based mechanism, the signifier "ter" passed into 
the background. A line of verse by Hugo illustrates this formula well, especially 
since it directly brings into play the paternal metaphor itself. Here, the subject 
Booz attains paternal—and thus phallic—signification when his proper name 
is abolished by another signifier that substitutes itself for it. In his text on 
psychosis, Lacan thus applies his formula to the metaphor of the 
Name-of-the-Father. 
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This is to say that the subject, confronted with the alternation between the 
Mother's presence and absence, identifies the unknown x—the cause of the 
Mother's desire—with the phallus, and initially identifies with that phallus. The 
paternal metaphor is the operation whereby a Name comes to substitute 
itself for this initial symbolization and to mediate the child's relationship to 
the mother's desire and to the phallus, insofar as the Father is the signifier 
representing the law and the existence of the signifying chain itself. The 
formula clearly indicates that if the phallic signifier is present in the Other,  

 
it is in a repressed state. 
 
This presence is not ordinarily accessible to the subject but manifests itself 
through its insistence on representing itself within the signified; that is to say, 
the Phallus, repressed in this way, gives meaning to the signifying chains. 
 
There is no other cause for the pansexualism of psychoanalysis. 
 
Let us note that while, in our culture, the Name-of-the-Father metaphorizes 
the Phallus from the outset, each subject must—within their own castration 
complex—reconquer this metaphor in a particular way. 
 
Let us note the evolution of Lacan's formulas regarding the use of the terms 
"sense” and "signification": in The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious, 
Lacan notes that the signifier represents no signification. Elsewhere—for 
instance, in The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire or in 
Position of the Unconscious—he specifies that "the signifier represents the 



subject for another signifier"; this is the very definition of the signifier, in 
contrast to the sign, which represents something for someone. In 
Radiophonie (1970), Lacan states that metaphor produces "an effect of sense 
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(not of signification) of a signifier that drops like a stone into the pool of the 
signified" (23). 
 
Here, Lacan draws a sharp distinction between sense and signification, 
whereas in "The Agency of the Letter" he still speaks of an "effect of 
signification"; this evolution is part of the same movement asserting the 
primacy of the signifier. 
 
The opposition between sense and signification should be compared to 
Frege's distinction between Sinn and Bedeutung; for Lacan, ultimately, there 
is no signification other than that of the Phallus—Die Bedeutung des Phallus. 
In Radiophonie, the Saussurean bar is clearly defined as "the real edge—or 
rather, the leap—from the signifier that floats to the signified that flows." 
Lacan thus opposes its hasty use as a fraction bar or a ratio, as seen in the 
famous article by Laplanche and Leclaire, "The Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic 
Study." Yet we know that Lacan himself did not refrain from using it this way 
at times; the nuance lies in the fact that he never lost sight of its true function. 
In particular, one must not treat this bar as the barrier between the 
unconscious and the preconscious. 
 
Let us highlight the topological aspect of these operations by revisiting the 
Saussurean image of the sheet of paper. In the case of metonymy, there is 
displacement on one side; the signified remains beyond the real edge. In 
metaphor, that edge is crossed, but it is a signifier that crosses it. On the 
hidden side, therefore, there is a signifier in the place of the signified; yet, as 
we see, the signified is not on the other side—it lies beyond the edge, but not 
on the other side. This is the distinction introduced here with the model of 
Saussure. 
 
What, precisely, is the status of the agency of the letter in the unconscious? In 
the mechanisms of the unconscious described by Freud, Lacan recognizes 
the very operations of  
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language, particularly metaphor and metonymy. Revisiting The Interpretation 
of Dreams, he highlights its literal structure—that of a rebus. 
 
Dream images are to be considered solely for their value as signifiers, much 
like a rebus awaiting decipherment. The image, therefore, has nothing to do 
with meaning—a point illustrated by the example of Egyptian writing. While a 
hieroglyph is indeed a simplified drawing, it does not necessarily exist to 
represent, say, a vulture or a farming tool; the use of a determinative indicates 
that the drawing is actually employed for its literal value, because the name of 
the depicted object forms part of another signifier that has nothing to do 
with a bird. Consider, for instance, a series of dreams in which the letters VER 
recur repeatedly. Representation is achieved—as our language 
allows—through the most disparate images, ranging from a stemmed glass 
[verre à pied] to an earthworm [ver de terre] or the color green [verte]; 
interpretation relies not on the ever-changing meanings of these images, but 
on the letters themselves—VER—which thus return within the dream (of 
which they are, incidentally, an anagram or a reversal). 
 
Lacan demonstrates that Entstellung—that is, transposition—involves the 
sliding of the signified beneath the signifier. Verdichtung, condensation, 
functions like a metaphor, while Verschiebung, displacement, operates 
through metonymy. 
 
In the complex rebus produced by the dream, only the phallus intervenes as a 
symbol in the Saussurean sense—that is, through an evocative form—as if the 
dream failed at that point to carry out its work of encryption and stumbled 
against the phallic image. In all other formations of the 
unconscious—symptoms, slips of the tongue, and witticisms—the structure of 
language and its laws is likewise to be found. 
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In Radiophonie, Lacan specifies the relationship between metaphor and 
condensation. In poetry, the elided signifier is missing from the chain in a 
specifically metaphorical way. Poetry "is a matter of making." "Just as it was 
made, it can be unmade." In short, the elided signifier is at our disposal within 
the symbolic. The resulting effect of sense occurs "in the direction of 
nonsense." "The effect of condensation is entirely different, insofar as it stems 
from repression and involves the return of the impossible—which is to be 
conceived as the limit from which the category of the Real is established via 



the symbolic. On this point, a professor—clearly prompted by my propositions 
(which he believes he is countering, even as he leans on them to commit an 
abuse he deludes himself with, doubtless for his own pleasure)—has written 
things worth noting. Beyond the illustration of the hat to be found in the 
tree's foliage, it is through the page's layout that he beautifully materializes a 
condensation—one where the Imaginary is elided by its very typographic 
nature: the condensation that, from the folds of the flag, allows one to read 
rêve d'or [dream of gold], while the words that break apart there—when 
written out flat—spell révolution d'octobre [October Revolution]. 
 
Here, the effect of nonsense is not retroactive in time—as is the case within 
the symbolic order—but is rather actual, arising from the Real. 
 
This indicates to us that the signifier resurfaces as a glitch within the signified 
of the chain above the bar; and that if it has fallen from that position, it is 
because it belongs to another signifying chain—one that must under no 
circumstances intersect with the first, for if it were to form a discourse with it, 
that discourse would undergo a structural change." He specifies that what is 
at work here, in place of the poetic art, is a matter of reasons. Thus, revisiting 
the example of the "golden dream"—which Lyotard (24) had used specifically 
to counter him—he argues that condensation in dreams differs from poetic 
metaphor in that it brings into play the real, from which the repressed returns. 
 
There exists, then—as we have just seen—another 
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unconscious signifying chain on the reverse side of conscious discourse. 
Topologically, how is this second signifying chain to be situated? This is the 
problem of double inscription set out by Freud in his paper on The 
Unconscious, to which Laplanche and Leclaire (24) offer an erroneous solution 
by treating the metaphor formula like the arithmetic multiplication of two 
fractions. 
 



 
 
A so-called unconscious signifier S/S, supposedly characterized by 
representing itself while linking S' and s. The Saussurean bar would thus 
become the barrier of the unconscious. Yet no signifier can signify itself, since 
the signifier differs from itself. And Lacan never posited the Saussurean bar as 
the threshold of the unconscious. 
 
The Möbius Strip 
 
The problem of double inscription—that is, the inscription of a signifier in 
both the preconscious and the unconscious—is highlighted by the 
well-known fact that simply communicating a supposedly latent unconscious 
signifier to a subject is not enough to necessarily lift repression. There is a split 
between knowledge and truth. The solution to this problem is topological: a 
signifier is not the same when it is part of the chain of conscious discourse as 
when it belongs to the 
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unconscious chain; indeed, the relations it maintains with other neighboring 
signifiers are not identical. This gives Lacan the opportunity to attribute this 
"double inscription" to the topology of the Möbius strip—a strip which, as is 
well known, has only one edge, and whose front side is continuous with its 
back side. We can conceive of the unconscious chain as the reverse side of 
the conscious chain. The single-sided nature of the surface explains how 
formations of the unconscious emerge within conscious discourse without 
crossing any edge; slips of the tongue and lapses of memory occur within the 
discourse itself. 
 



What is the effect of interpretation? In Radiophonie, Lacan specifies that 
interpretation is a cut in this Möbius strip; when one cuts a Möbius strip along 
its entire length, it transforms into a two-sided strip with a front and a back. 
Thus, it is interpretation that constitutes the unconscious as a "reverse side," at 
the very moment that this unconscious is deposed. What, in fact, is the 
topology of this Möbius strip? When we make a cut along the edge of the 
Möbius strip—a cut close to the edge—it circles around twice; when it rejoins 
itself, a new, narrower Möbius strip detaches from the center of a two-sided 
strip that has two edges, and the two strips remain interlinked. If we make 
this same cut further away from the edge, the central Möbius strip becomes 
increasingly thin; at the limit—at the very center—the cut makes only a single 
circuit, and the result of the operation is a single two-sided strip. The central 
Möbius strip has disappeared—or rather, it merges with the 
 
cut itself. That is why Lacan, in L'Étourdit (26), defines the Möbius strip as the 
cut itself. The Möbius strip is thus structured not by a half-twist 
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as one might imagine, but rather through a series of "lines without points" 
[lignes sans points]. It thus offers us a topology of the pure cut. It is therefore 
suitable for accounting for the topology of the subject and the signifier. 
 
Indeed, we have noted how difficult it was to conceive of a space where 
points could account for the pure differences that signifiers are; this is 
achieved with the Möbius strip, composed of "lines without points." On this 
Möbius strip, the "said" creates a cut; the effect of this "said"—of this cut—is 
the subject. The signified of the "saying," for its part, ex-sists in relation to the 
"said"—meaning it must be situated elsewhere, beyond the edge of the strip. 
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