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Abstrakt  Autorka skupia się na idea-
łach samorealizacji promowanych przez 
współczesne społeczeństwo, a  w  szcze-
gólności przez media społecznościowe. 
Omawia transformacje kompleksu Edypa 
w  późnokapitalistycznym społeczeń-
stwie. W tak zakreślonych ramach, odwo-
łując się do pojęciowości lacanowskiej, 
przygląda się wizji samorealizacji seksu-
alnej w  perwersjach i  doświadczeniach 
transpłciowych. Przedstawia je jako spo-
soby samowytwarzania i  jako odpowie-
dzi na współczesną kondycję ludzką, za 
które jednak płaci się pewną cenę.

Słowa kluczowe  Edyp, Jacques Lacan, 
samorealizacja, perwersja, transpłcio-
wość

Abstract   The author focuses on the 
ideals of self-realization as they are pro-
moted by the contemporary society in 
general and social media in particular. 
She discusses the transformations of the 
Oedipus complex in late capitalist socie-
ty. Within this framework and referring to 
Lacanian conceptuality, she proceeds to 
explore the vissicitudes of sexual self-re-
alization in perversions and in the trans-
gender experience. She presents both as 
modes of self-production and as respon-
ses to the contemporary human conditi-
on, which, however, come with a price.
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I am always amazed at the accuracy with which sociologists and philosophers 

of the 1980s predicted the state of today’s subjects. What Christopher Lasch, 

for example (or, on the German side, Thomas Ziehe), identified at the time as 

a new kind of individuality (NST), has long since come true. By this they meant 

an individual who had become more self-determined in comparison to earlier 

forms of individuality. However, it was already apparent that this gain would not 

come without losses, notably the lack of attachment and the fleeting nature of 

object relationships, from which the apparently autonomous subject, the new 

individual, unmistakably suffered and still suffers.

As an additional burden, it soon turned out that there were only concrete 

brain facts, and the symbolic and its play with representations and appearanc-

es came to an end. This determined the subject with a push of biologization in 

the 1990s. The new era was increasingly characterized by the violent power of 

the positive, and individuals were in danger of becoming indistinguishable in 

their singularity. In this situation, social media offered help and support. As the 

sociologist Andreas Reckwitz postulated, they made the goal of self-realization 

seem achievable in a new way; whereby, as must be emphasized, a previously 

unknown, special form of individualization came to light: no new individualism 

in the sense of isolation, nor delimitation and flexibilization, as Georg Simmel 

and Richard Sennett criticized at their times, let alone the disappearance of the 

individual in the “lonely crowd” (D. Riesman). The new self-realization under dis-

cussion was, and is, inconceivable without the reassurance of others. It can only 

come about if it is permanently maintained by an audience.

Since socio-cultural changes are reflected in matters of sexual affairs, the 

sexual was now also attributed to self-realization. From now on, self-realization 

became the magic word par excellence. Everything seemed possible at any time. 

From now on, individual sexual experience and enjoyment were seen as an im-

perative: Jouis! Enjoy! “Show what you have, what you can do! Take what you 

need!”

The cultural prerequisites for this development had long been established. 

The “fatherless society,” diagnosed long before Alexander Mitscherlich, had al-

ready left its mark on the organization of the modern psyche: the psychic co-

ordinates were weakened – above all, the Freudian pleasure principle or the 

symbolic law of the psyche. As a result, alienation, irreducible alienation, i.e. the 

law of castration, had become unrecognizable. And what about the sexual re-

lationship, the so-called “rapport sexuel,” which, according to Lacan, does not 

exist in the speaking being? It was now elevated to the individual level and left 

to individuals themselves. New gender relations, new gender games, and new 



127
 2024 [4] 

Edith Seifert  ■  Sexual Self-Realization and the Unconscious

“strategies of prey behavior” thus emerged (R. Pfaller).  A post-Oedipal society 

seemed to have dawned.

	 P o s t - O e d i p a l ?

Before I examine sexual self-determination by giving a few examples, I would 

like to scrutinize the thesis of the emergence of the post-Oedipal. This requires 

a brief look at the Oedipus complex, which I generally consider to be insuffi-

ciently understood.

With this in mind, I would like to remind you that the Oedipus complex (1) is 

the core moment of the formation of desire. It is by no means a “mommy-dad-

dy-child story,” but it represented a structural event for Freud, the legitimacy 

of which is not shaken by varying casts of position. (2) The Oedipus complex is 

a triangulation event. This refers to the introduction of separation, by which the 

small individual is distanced from the overpowering maternal enjoyment/jouis-

sance. All of this is more or less well known.

What seems new and less well known, however, is the ambiguous nature 

of the position traditionally attributed to the father as that of the third par-

ty. On the one hand, this “third position” can be occupied by various figures. 

In Freud’s time, the mother’s brother was an option for the father’s position 

(B. Malinowski); today, a woman in the father’s position or a second man in the 

mother’s position does not detract from the complex. On the other hand, there 

is an explicitly impersonal side associated with the third position: in addition to 

the personal figuration, which the father once stood for, but which, in principle, 

can also be represented by other people, the third position is above all an office, 

i.e. an impersonal authority. In my opinion, this side of the Oedipus complex is 

more problematic than the figuration side in terms of its effects on the history 

of the subject, for it is not difficult to see that the impersonal side is rarely taken 

by anyone, but is generally left vacant today.

Nevertheless, the Oedipus complex has not disappeared; on the contrary, 

there are signs proving that some of its functions continue to be effective. There 

is, for example, the “fictionality,” the semblance – called “semblant” by Lacan – 

which is a further characteristic of the classical third position. The point here is 

that the third position “father” always has some part of the aura of the mythical 

primal father attached to it. The primal father who – according to Freud’s Totem 

and Taboo – has the monopoly on all women and thus holds an exceptional po-

sition among the horde of brothers. Such an exceptional figure is not empirical; 
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on the contrary, it has something inherently unreal, untrue, even fake about it. 

In any case, the figure has a non-factual ring to it.

It does not seem far-fetched to state that, seen against this backdrop, the 

present time must be called downright arch-patriarchal, since it hardly allows 

us to distinguish between true and false. 

And yet, the Oedipus complex has undeniably perished in its taboo prohibi-

tion function. This aspect, traditionally the core of the complex, was originally 

intended to guide the loss of the drive. However, since prohibitions of any kind, 

notably the prohibitions of drives and, above all, prohibiting authorities, are 

currently seen more as disreputable than aiding development, it seems that 

nothing more can be gained from this side of the Oedipus complex.

Nevertheless, despite these limitations, I think that the complex continues 

to work in detail. It has shifted, however, not only in terms of the casting of its 

positions, but above all on the level of drive dynamics. I shall now elaborate on 

this argument. I will skip the primary case of sexual self-realization – masturba-

tion – and begin directly with the topic of perversions.

 	 P e r v e r s i o n

Perversions provide an impressive example of the persistence of Oedipal con-

figurations; nevertheless, they make it unmistakably clear that sexual behavior 

no longer appears as it did in the times of “grand neurosis.” Today, there are 

other strategies for dealing with the “general degradation of love life” (Freud). 

An operation like castration must no longer be endured in the classical way, i.e. 

as forced upon us; rather, it is now in our own hands. 

This can be seen unadorned on the public stage, where the depiction of per-

verse sexual practices in the most diverse areas is now so widely accepted that 

it has become a commercial factor. It can also be seen in the new self-image 

of practicing subjects, who now speak openly about their preferences, and it 

is particularly evident in the reformulation of clinical terms. Diagnostic criteria 

also change with fashions and – like legislation – take up the mode of the day, 

which is driven by individuals. For example, the terms “perversion” and “devi-

ant sexual behavior” used in ICD-10 until the early 1990s were first replaced by 

the title “paraphilias and identity disorders” (DSM-III), and since 2022 have been 

referred to as “gender incongruence” in ICD-11. Thus, perversions are no longer 

the subject of moral condemnation, but are denoted by neutral and non-judg-

mental terms as one sexual behavior among others.
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I would like to mention that this was not always the case. The term goes back 

to Krafft-Ebing, Schrenk-Notzing, and Havelock Ellis, and originally referred to 

the combination of sexual pleasure and cruelty, from moral humiliation to the 

physical destruction of the other. Today there are basically two clinical posi-

tions: one according to which perversions have a destructive character and are 

hostile to relationships (Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel, Masud Khan, Robert Stoller 

et al.); the other which sees self-healing, creative ego-performances at work and 

regards them as ego-syntonic phenomena. Since Kernberg at the latest, per-

versions have been treated as “paraphilias,” i.e. sexual preferences. I would 

add that, for Freud and Lacan, they are universal predispositions of the sexual 

drives, which reflect their polymorphously perverse form and are related to the 

castration of the mother, which they deny.

Against this background, I would now like to report from practice. I am refer-

ring to a sexual practice that some of my patients often talk about. It is the bond-

age technique of Japanese “Shibari,” which was formerly used for criminals and 

felons, and is now fashionable at SM workshops.

To satisfy any curiosity, I would like to add that the patients who told me 

about it did not have unusual CVs. They had a regular professional life, and were 

hardly antisocial, but on average quite successful people, struggling with the 

ordinary misfortunes of love. Their family background was not unusual either. 

They didn’t have a particularly despotic or violent father – sometimes the father 

was depressed or slightly confused. However, the mother was very dominant 

or an unapproachable, demanding figure. Overall, my informants had been ex-

posed to significantly more insecurity and uncertainty than others; they had 

also received less support – I truly believe this!

At a point, some of the people mentioned, all of them women, discovered 

the benefits of being tied up, of bondage, to support their sexual pleasure. The 

method (of BDSM) has its advantages, they said:

(1) It provides the opportunity to talk about sexual preferences without inhi-

bition. (2) It enables you to experience sexual pleasure without getting too close 

to the other, even without being touched by the other. (3) You can trust the other 

person completely; above all, you can rely on the other person, because they 

know your own “limit.” (4) This provides security in the relationship. “Control” 

can be relinquished and “dependence” on the other can be experienced as plea-

surable. “Devotion” has become risk-free! (5) The central point of the method, 

however, is this: it implies the fact that you now write “the script of pleasure” 

yourself, that it flows from your own pen. (6) In this script, the positions are clear 

from the outset. There is a “consensus” or unanimity about the cast. Who is dom 
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(dominating) and who is sub (subordinate/dominated). All of this is agreed from 

the start. Neither side torments the other with deceptions about what the other 

wants. Above all, everyone knows that the whole thing is a game. A game based 

on agreements and negotiated rules. To paraphrase Gilles Deleuze, we can say 

that SM strategies are based on a contract. They are consensually established 

contractual relationships that act as substitutes for symbolic relations. The 

intention is to eliminate chance and block “nasty” surprises by the real. Con-

tractually agreed and “secured,” nothing stands in the way of lust and devo-

tion, and individuals can experience sexuality without fear. Because sexuality is 

otherwise unpredictable, the partners in SM have arranged and safeguarded it 

themselves.

(7) Under these conditions, it is easy to satisfy one’s phantasm! The relief lies 

precisely in the fact that it is possible in an impersonal way, without consider-

ation of the other. (One registers how the abovementioned impersonal side of 

the third position returns here as a stimulus.) One patient stated that the imper-

sonal was important for her because she immediately lost her distance as soon 

as she became aware of the feelings of others, yet she needed this distance in 

order to experience pleasure.

(8) In addition to the redistribution of love, lust, and desire, the love strategy 

of SM is sometimes perceived as based on a redistribution of fidelity and loyalty. 

Love, lust, and desire are no longer necessarily reserved for a love object – a per-

son; they now converge in the “feeling” one experiences with the other. Instead 

of being faithful to the other person, we now practice fidelity to our own lust. By 

this move, we no longer run the risk of experiencing pleasure as alienated, i.e. 

dependent on the other. In other words, in addition to the change in symbolic 

places, there is also a change in the evaluation of affects.

 	 T h e  Tr a n s g e n d e r

A  prime example of sexual self-realization is the case of transsexuality, the 

transgender. It emphasizes what it means when the psychological condition of 

alienation par excellence, castration, is no longer implemented in the traditio-

nal way, but carried out as if by a handyman, a “bricoleur” (after Levi-Strauss), 

who invents their own way of dealing with the symbolic order. 

To introduce the transgender, I briefly cite a Lacanian definition: I under-

stand it as a phenomenon in which the sexual body image (Körpergeschlecht) 

and sexual experience (Geschlechtserleben, jouissance) do not fit together. This 
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creates an identity problem which does not, however, affect a person’s sexual 

preferences, because a trans person can love very differently, can be hetero-

sexual, homosexual, or paraphilic, perverse. The problem lies with the level of 

drives, where it has not been possible to establish a link between body image 

and drive representation. In terms of the theory of signification, no linguistic 

echo in the body has come about in the transphenomenon!

Let me give you an example. In individual cases, it can look like this: a so-

called “biological man” desires the creation of harmony between his outer ap-

pearance and a “linguistic” outside. One explanation could be that a body part, 

the penile organ, has obviously not been marked with a symbolic lack (manque). 

In any case, the patient mentioned – a patient of Patrick Landman – had found 

a solution to the incongruence between his sexual organ and his external ap-

pearance, a solution that had become commonplace: he procured permission 

(still necessary!) for a sex-change operation, and tried to achieve his own version 

of distancing, alienation, i.e. castration, in a concrete-concretist way, namely by 

making an incision in his own body. In this way, he also hoped to gain access to 

his body and bodily organs, as well as to the experience of pleasure.

The move is significant and meaningful at the same time. First of all, it shows 

that transphenomena are not delusional symptoms; they are not psychoses, but 

like all other symptoms represent linguistic articulations, which now, however, 

bring forward a new dimension and weighing of language.

Although these are articulations in which, as I said, the truth (the real) of the 

sexual is more or less taken into one’s own hands, they are still undoubtedly 

part of the symbolic order. The order of language and signifiers is therefore not 

exploded. Or, if so, it is only to the extent that the flipside of language comes to 

light.

According to Lacan’s theory, the signifier is the phonetic part of the sign. You 

know the further definition. For the late Lacan, however, signifiers and language 

also consist of letters, of inscription, of writing (écriture). By including the di-

mension of writing, of the letter, the transphenomenon receives, in my opinion, 

the appropriate meaning. For the reference to writing highlights a dimension of 

language that must be called physical-material. And for several reasons:

 Firstly, because writing, the letter, the letter in itself is material – even if, ac-

cording to Lacan, it possesses a very special materiality, namely the (unambig-

uous and indivisible) materiality of a void, a “gap,” the dead, the hole! Secondly, 

writing is material because – not quite in the sense of Lacan but rather of Der-

rida – it needs a material basis, a base for writing. Thirdly, material instruments 

are necessary for writing. One writes, engraves, scratches – with Freud, using 
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the “stylus” on the magic notepad, the “Wunderblock”; with Lacan, one makes 

notches on mammal ribs, draws Japanese characters with a brush, writes on 

wood, parchment, or the skins of dead animals. But it is also possible to write on 

living human skin; one’s own skin can also be drawn, hollowed out by the letter.

Therefore, I interpret the phenomena of new-fangled body inscriptions as 

linguistic manifestations on the basis of writing. They do not fall out of the usual 

linguistic order; they do not even contradict the triangulation of the Oedipus 

complex. Rather, I see scratching, tattooing, piercing, and operations on one’s 

own body, which, as with Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, can go as far as cut-

ting out a “pound of flesh,” as autonomous, linguistic manifestations – under 

one’s own direction.

In other words: together with perversion/paraphilia, transphenomena are 

prime examples of sexual self-production. Their special feature is that they “per-

form” the rupture, the hole in the symbolic order of language, the hole that no 

one else digs for them. In this way, they not only represent self-realization, they 

also point to the “gap,” the emptiness, the dead, which is excluded from the cul-

tural context today and that nobody wants to take note of anymore.

To conclude, the relationship between sexuality and truth is currently being 

renegotiated. The meaning of the sexual is being questioned: What is a wom-

an? What is a man? What is sexuality anyway? Is sex (still) a question at all, i.e. 

an open question that implies unpredictability? At the moment, it seems that 

openness and uncertainty can only be experienced as insecurity and fear. Gen-

eral regulations by binding authorities are only met with suspicion. The empha-

sis is now clearly on the individual, on individual pleasure and sexual identity 

formation. However, clinical examples show that general authorities, such as 

the old father position, have not simply disappeared; they have merely become 

unrecognizable. (Keyword: singularization of the universal.) In perversion, au-

thority is privatized and transformed into consensually agreed contractual rela-

tionships. In transgender, the third-party authority is appropriated and turned 

against oneself. One could say that individuals have taken over the paternal po-

sition of the third party for themselves. They themselves give and take the pro-

hibition at the same time. In other words, they themselves have become Lacan’s 

naysaying father. The law of prohibition is thus satisfied, the position of the third 

party is saved. But at what price? A gain or a loss? Emancipation, liberation, or 

maximum punishment?
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