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“Lacan refers to the fact that there is no pre-established program between two speaking 

bodies as a sexual non-rapport.”1 If there is no sexual relation, then what is there? Jacques-

Alain Miller has a response: “Not being able to rely on a signifying rapport at the sexual level, 

the couple relies on a relation at the level of jouissance.”2 What is this relation at the level of 

jouissance? There are couples, and we hear about them often in our clinical practice. If there is 

no sexual relation, in other words, if each one of us is alone in our jouissance, how do these 

couples work? 

 

This thing that is not written – the sexual non-relation – allows for something: for contingency. 

Another name for this contingency is love. Love is not a direct, instinctive experience. It is 

mediated by the symptom. This is why Lacan could define love as, “nothing but encounter, the 

encounter in the partner of symptoms and affects, of everything that marks in each of us the 

trace of his exile […] his exile from the sexual [relation].”3 Exile is this place of jouissance 

constructed from the signifying apparatus in my intimate heart, and at the same time is outside 

the signified – in a way, interdicted. It’s what we call extimate. What is interesting here is that 

love is not only about “there is no sexual relation,” but also about in what intimate way do I 

encounter this sexual non-relation, how has it been articulated to the drive, in my case? When 

it comes to love, we can ask the question, how is the trace of this exile marked in me? What 

symptoms and affects do I encounter? Love can be defined as the encountering of the symptoms 

and affects that trace my exile.  

 

Rooted in the fundamental exile of the parlêtre, love clearly has its share of pain. Despair, 

passion and misunderstanding play their part. With love, everyone is touched in their most 

intimate self, because it comes as a supplementation to an unbearable real. 
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Interestingly, the word “intimacy” is often mentioned by young patients as something to be 

avoided. For example, “going all the way” was once the expression of a woman’s most ardent 

love; today, it’s often an act performed under the injunction, Enjoy! And yet, whether it’s a fear 

of intimacy, a refusal to be dominated or a fight for equality – new norms of discourse showing 

“a politicization of the intimate […] attacking a patriarchy already in decline”4 – the question 

for each one remains in what intimate (extimate) way she encounters the non-relation. 

 

The paradox is that this exile from the sexual relation is the basis for the very possibility of the 

encounter. It’s the new factor5 that makes it possible to reconsider love as something not just 

narcissistic, not necessarily doomed to failure, but as a supplementation to be invented on the 

basis of the symptom. 
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