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CAN THERE BE HAPPINESS IN 
PSYCHOANALYSIS? CREON AND  
ANTIGONE IN LACAN’S SEMINAR VII

MARIA BALASKA

INTRODUCTION

Undoubtedly when people visit a psychoanalyst or train to be psy-
chotherapists or read a psychotherapy book, they are trying to 
find better ways to achieve happiness. In Seminar VII, The Ethics of 
Psychoanalysis, Lacan remarks on the centrality of such a demand: 
“What is demanded can be expressed in a simple word, bonheur or 
‘happiness,’ as they say in English. I’m not saying anything new in 
that; a demand for happiness is doubtless involved here [in analysis]” 
(1986, 292). However, as I discuss, the very discipline that people 
turn to in order to seek happiness, is also extremely critical of it, if 
not completely dismissive, and the question posed in this paper is 
whether there is a positive concept of happiness that psychoanalysis 
can offer, despite the heavy critique of it.

But let us take one step at a time and look first into the psy-
choanalytic critique of happiness. In the same seminar where Lacan 
speaks of the centrality of a demand for happiness in analysis, he 
also calls happiness a “bourgeois dream” (1986, 359), a master sig-
nifier around which today’s consumerist society is organized. His 
critique, however, extends far beyond the contemporary political 
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order; psychoanalysts, he continues, should be suspicious toward 
happiness, in general, regardless of any particular context, because 
it is and has always been an illusion, a phantasy of harmony, comple-
tion, and perfection. Given that psychoanalysis is supposed to cure 
us from such phantasies and allow us to take responsibility for what 
seems to cause a sense of alienation and dispossession in our lives, 
it comes as no surprise when Lacan says that psychoanalysis is “far 
[ . . . ] from any formulation of a discipline of happiness”1 (359).

A similarly negative attitude had already been adopted by Sig-
mund Freud who warns against the fantasy that psychoanalysis can 
bring happiness, and treats the human quest for happiness as futile 
and illusory. Already in the Studies on Hysteria he states that “much 
will be gained if we succeed in transforming [ . . . ] hysterical misery 
into common unhappiness” (Freud 2004, 306), while, much later, in 
Civilization and its Discontents, Freud questions once again the viabil-
ity of happiness: “One feels inclined to say that the intention that 
man should be ‘happy’ is not included in the plan of ‘Creation.’[ . . . ] 
What we call happiness in the strictest sense comes from the (pref-
erable sudden) satisfaction of needs which have been dammed up to 
a high degree, and it is from its nature only possible as an episodic 
phenomenon” (1961, 62).

However, Freud seems to have a more biological concept of hap-
piness as the episodic phenomenon of pleasure, of the satisfaction of 
a need or an instinct, or of a reduction in tension, which fits in with 
the more general distinction Freud draws between pleasure princi-
ple and reality principle (1991). From such perspective, striving after 
happiness belongs to the pleasure principle, the human struggle to 
avoid feelings of displeasure and pain while attempting to experience 
feelings of joy and delight. This explains why, for Freud, on a basic 
level, civilization poses a threat to happiness, given that it imposes 
sacrifices both on man’s sexuality and on his aggressivity. As he says: 
“primitive man was better off in knowing no restrictions of instinct. 
To counterbalance this, his prospects of enjoying this happiness for 
any length of time were very slender. Civilized man has exchanged 
a portion of his possibilities of happiness for a portion of security” 
(1966, 22). But this concept of happiness as the episodic phenome-
non of pleasure seems to be a very narrow and restricted one, and 
even Freud himself seems to also allow (but does not develop it suffi-
ciently)2 for a type of happiness that is closer to the reality principle 
than to the pleasure principle, the happiness involved in sublima-
tion, which this paper explores.
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In order to find a more concrete and solid version of such a notion 
of happiness that cannot be reduced to an episodic phenomenon, 
and is not based on an illusion, I will turn my focus to Lacan’s work,3 
and in particular to Seminar VII.4 I will trace the criticized version 
of happiness in (what I approach as) two problematic cases that are 
discussed by Lacan in this seminar: Creon’s and Antigone’s stance. 
For this reason, I will refer to the original Sophoclean version of the 
tragedy of Antigone (1909–14), but also sometimes to a more contem-
porary adaptation of Antigone offered by Jean Anouilh (1958). There 
is an extremely rich literature around Creon and Antigone, ranging 
from Hegel’s pivotal reading of the two heroes in terms of thesis- 
antithesis, where Creon and Antigone mark the tension between the 
divine and the human laws, and it is only in the downfall of both 
sides alike that absolute right is accomplished (1976, 472), to more 
contemporary political and feminist readings of Antigone, such as 
Judith Butler’s reading (2000).5 My paper is neither concerned with 
the political nor with the feminist aspects of the story, but regards 
Creon and Antigone in what could be regarded and perhaps criti-
cized as an a-historical way, 6 namely as two individual ways of relat-
ing to one’s desire, and hence to happiness.

This is a criticism that Butler draws against Lacan, namely that 
he de-historicizes the figures of Antigone and Creon (2000); but the 
kinds of tools one uses depend on the kinds of things one wants to 
do. I am not interested here in a historical or realistic account of 
the heroes as if there were some true picture about them that one 
can uncover by paying attention to the historical context of Ancient 
Greece. Rather, I am interested in these figures (as they appear in 
the Sophoclean but also in other texts and readings) as figures of the 
present, namely as figures that speak to us here and now.

In order to explain why Creon and Antigone are bad examples of 
a pursuit for happiness, I give an introductory account of the Laca-
nian concept of desire, which is central for his concept of happiness. 
Even though in Lacan’s work it is an essential feature of desire that 
it has as an object the impossible, Lacan asks from us to not cede on 
our desire. The paradoxical combination of the Lacanian injunction 
to not cede on one’s desire but also to accept that there is lack and 
finitude is, I argue, what is missed in the two problematic cases of 
Creon and Antigone. Learning from these two distorted versions of 
happiness and avoiding them allows, however, for a different notion 
of happiness, expressed in what Lacan discusses as sublimation. I 
examine this in the end of the paper.
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“DO NOT CEDE ON YOUR DESIRE” AND HAPPINESS

Desire is a central concept in Lacan’s work and this centrality is also 
expressed through the Lacanian ethical injunction “Do not cede on 
your desire.” At first sight, Lacan would seem to follow Aristotle inso-
far as happiness is related to the satisfaction of the desire of a sover-
eign good (1986, 13), not just to an effect of having fun or pleasure. 
Happiness for Aristotle involves desiring and practicing a certain 
way of living, living virtuously (with arête) in a way that serves one’s 
function (one’s potential). This virtuous, flourishing life is acquired 
in Aristotle through what Lacan calls “the building of character, the 
dynamics of habits [ . . . ] training, education” (1986, 13).

However, in Lacan’s work “desire” has a very particular meaning 
that cannot be reduced to the Aristotelian account. The Lacanian 
desire is not just linked to a sovereign good but furthermore it is 
linked to a sovereign good that can never be completely shaped by 
habits, training, and education, and that resists any “science of char-
acter.”7 The Lacanian desire is not just “wish” and it is distinguished 
from both demand and need. According to Lacan, a demand is what 
results from the physical needs being inscribed into the symbolic 
medium of language. However, both the need and the demand 
always leave behind a residue which then gives rise to desire. One 
such example is the infant’s hunger, the need for food which gives 
rise to demand and, through demand, to desire. If hunger is the need 
for food, then the demand is not only for milk but also for love, for 
the experience of attention and care that breastfeeding involves, and 
the desire is the desire of the mother in her idealized form, as the 
forever satisfying object, as the breast that is always there.

As Lacan says, “desire is situated in dependence on demand—
which, by being articulated in signifiers, leaves a metonymic re-
mainder which runs under it” (1979, 154). This common origin with 
demand can explain the fact that, in Lacan’s work, desire is related 
both to the hiding of the lack of being and to its exposure. As Ed 
Pluth says:

But desire, because of its origins in the structure of demand, ends 
up playing a more ambiguous role as Lacan’s theory progresses. At 
some points, desire is understood to be something that can free one 
from determination by and subjection to the Other. Desire, then, 
would be another word for freedom. At other moments of his work, 
however, Lacan thinks of desire as something that only manages to 
strengthen one’s subjection to the Other. (Pluth 2007, 63)
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Pluth explains this gradual humbling of the notion in Lacan’s work as 
a result of this ambiguity in terms of the relation of desire to demand:

What we see over the course of the 1960s is a continuation of this 
humbling [of the notion of desire], and, in the late 1960s and 1970s 
a near absence of the concept altogether. Accounting for this would 
require a study of its own. In short, I think the concept arrived at 
something like the deadlock with demand that I have just pointed 
out. (Pluth 2007, 63)

As discussed below, this absence of the concept of desire gives way 
to a more central place for the concept of drive in Lacan, and a simi-
lar deadlock can be said to arise between desire and drive. But let us 
first offer a more detailed description of desire.

Desire is always unfulfilled, and thus it is constituted in its oppo-
sition to lack: this is the Law of desire, namely that the Other (object 
of the desire) or what the Other wants always, eludes us. For Lacan, 
all objects of desire go hand in hand with their absence or lack. It is 
the fact that the object is never completely satisfying that gives rise 
to desire. This is not an ontological claim about imperfect objects 
or nonexistent others; lack is an effect of the signifier. It is the fact 
that we are speaking beings that makes us forever distanced from 
the world, creating, according to Lacan, a myth that there is a pure 
object outside or before language. As he puts it: “The object is by 
nature a refound object. That it was lost is a consequence of that—
but after the fact. It is thus refound without our knowing, except 
through the refinding, that it was ever lost” (1986, 118). Lacan often 
refers to this as a failure to get the Thing. The “Thing” (Das Ding), 
the term which Lacan often uses to describe the maternal inces-
tuous object, is always already lost, Lacan teaches us, and desire is 
what is triggered by this very loss. He writes:

What is desire? And in this connection I can only remind you of 
what I have articulated in the past: realizing one’s desire is neces-
sarily always raised from the point of view of an absolute condition. 
It is precisely to the extent that the demand always under- or over-
shoots itself that, because it articulates itself through the signifier, it 
always demands something else; that in every satisfaction of a need, 
it insists on something else. (Lacan 1986, 295)

The absolute condition that Lacan refers to is the absence of the 
Thing, or to return to an earlier point, it is the absence of the sov-
ereign good. But how can one realize one’s desire if desire is by 
definition unfulfillable? And, furthermore, what is the point of the 
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injunction to not cede on our desire, if that is the case? If the sov-
ereign good does not exist, if desire is always unfulfilled, then our 
chances for happiness do indeed look poor, even poorer than they 
would be if happiness was a mere matter of fun or pleasure following 
the satisfaction of a need.

This seems precisely to be the problem or paradox with finding a 
sustainable version of happiness in psychoanalysis. I argue, however, 
that such a version is possible and that in order to find a way around 
the paradox, one would need a concept of happiness that arises from 
accepting that one’s desire can never be completely fulfilled. How-
ever, accepting this absence, or lack, does not mean putting an end 
to one’s desire, but it is on the contrary in the background of that 
absence, or one could say because of that absence, that one should not 
cede on one’s desire.

What Lacan calls “not ceding on one’s desire” should not be mis-
taken for a stance of being stubborn and pretending the Thing exists. 
When Lacan asks from us to not cede on our desire, he asks from us 
to desire through the recognition of lack. This is where the Laca-
nian drive comes in as the driving force of desire. But one should be 
careful to keep both concepts alive and complementary, rather than 
turn it into an either desire/or drive case. The drive is an aimless 
endless circling around the object, instead of a force that aims at an 
object, and it is this repetitiveness that offers jouissance. However, 
we should distinguish between a creative and a destructive use of the 
drive, and the point of this paper is that it is the creative marriage 
between the recognition of an inherent lack in desire and drive’s pos-
itive insistence to desire that makes sublimation possible and thereby 
allows for a sustainable conception of happiness in Lacan.

At this point I disagree with Slavoj Žižek’s understanding of the 
drive apart from desire and lack, and I will make use of this disagree-
ment to clarify my point better. Žižek draws a distinction between 
what he calls an “idealist” problematic of desire and a “materialist” 
problematic of the drive. The first one is taken to correspond to 
what he calls an existentialist construction of over-stressing the con-
stitutive lack and the enigma of the Other’s desire, while the second 
one is taken to correspond to the ruling of the drive, the non-sub-
jectivized satisfaction that does not depend on any object (2005). 
On his account, any talk about desire pulls us back to the passive, 
pessimistic position of a running-up-against the limits of the Oth-
er’s desire, and I can see why Žižek would want to take a distance 
from what can be called a dangerous stance of endless mourning. 
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However, as I show in the paper, the injunction to not cede on our 
desire is better read as a positive, active position of creating through 
the recognition of lack, not as an injunction for despair and mourn-
ing about the loss of the object.

Furthermore, Žižek is very unclear about what the second posi-
tion he favors, the materialist problematic of the drive, amounts to. 
He gives two paradigmatic expressions of this “materialist” prob-
lematic of the drive: “the repulsive private rituals (sniffing at one’s 
own sweat, sticking one’s finger into one’s nose . . . ) which bring us 
intense satisfaction without us being aware of it” and the position 
of the saint “who is no longer bothered by the Other’s desire as its 
decentered cause” (Žižek 2016, 192). But it is hard to imagine how 
these two paradigmatic expressions are connected in any way.8 For 
in the case of the saint that Žižek discusses as an example of the 
materialist problematic of the drive, the main characteristic is not 
any private repulsive satisfaction (if it were, we would call that a 
caricature of a saint or a mad person), but rather what Žižek himself 
discusses elsewhere as the passage from Law (the law of desire) to 
Love (beyond the Law of desire) (2003, 92–121). Saints are people 
who are praised for the capacity to love, not for their compulsive 
tics, nor for their self-obsession. Love is the acceptance of lack, not 
in the suffering way of a lonely hero that Žižek criticizes, 9 but rather 
in a creative way that allows for the possibility of happiness.

I will introduce here an example to explain further what it means 
to desire through the recognition of lack and to introduce the con-
ceptual possibility of what I will call a happiness of creativity. I will 
also return to this example when I examine the two anti-examples 
of Creon and Antigone. Let us think of someone, say X, who falls 
in love for the first time, with say Y. X idealizes Y and desires her 
as a perfect being (not necessarily perfect in general, but perfect in 
the sense that she seems to fit perfectly who X is, she seems to be 
his other half, as lovers often say). A few months later, X and Y start 
arguing and X starts feeling that he is losing the sense of who Y is. Y 
now looks incomprehensible to him, too different from him, unable 
to get him, and this starts causing great frustration to X. After a few 
more arguments, X and Y decide to end their relationship and X 
feels sad and confused.

At this point Lacan would say that there are three options for 
X and his pursuit of happiness: the first one is that X maintains 
his belief that there is somewhere someone who will be his other 
half, who will understand him and fulfill his needs; in this case, X 
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insists on his desire for someone perfect, someone who does not lack 
anything. Thus, even though X preserves an aim of finding happi-
ness, he also traps himself in a constant state of unhappiness (since 
the perfect object that will make him happy is always postponed 
or missed). Hence, X is likely to keep running up against the same 
deadlock until he realizes he has to try other options. Despite ap-
pearances, this option of being stubborn or in denial is not what 
Lacan describes as not ceding on one’s desire, but a distorted version 
of it. The second option can be described as a cynical one. In this 
scenario, X starts thinking that if true love is not out there, then 
he had better start being more pragmatic and realistic. Instead of 
looking for “Hollywood-like relationships,” X is now trying to find 
a partner who he can get along with without much fuss, perhaps a 
partner who is financially secure, and who can be a good mother for 
his children and support him in his projects. This option involves 
abandoning the question of one’s desire altogether and substituting 
it for usefulness. These first two options are what I will here ex-
amine as Antigone’s and Creon’s versions of happiness, respectively. 
The third option, the one that, as I argue, Lacan puts forward, can 
be described as follows: X, perhaps after having experienced imper-
fect relationships and unsatisfying partners who do not get him, in-
stead of giving up on love and substituting it for some conventional 
useful relationship, starts thinking that perhaps love is at stake 
when/because the other person does not get us and we do not get 
them. From such a perspective, the initial idealization of the other 
is not to be thrown away, neither to be trusted completely, but rather 
used as material to create a relationship that brings the best out of 
two imperfect members.

Not ceding on one’s desire while also recognizing that all is 
not possible can allow for the concept of happiness that this paper 
defends. But let us try to understand better what goes wrong in the 
two other positions. I will now turn my focus to them through an 
examination of Creon’s and Antigone’s cases, and then turn to the 
third option suggested, that of sublimation.

CREON’S VERSION OF HAPPINESS

In Seminar VII Lacan describes Creon as someone who has neglected 
the question of desire:

Have you acted in conformity with the desire that is in you? This is 
not an easy question to sustain. [ . . . ] That’s something I wanted to 
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make you feel by choosing the example of the antithesis of the tragic 
hero in a tragedy, an antithesis who nevertheless embodies a certain 
heroic quality, and that is Creon. With reference to this example, I 
spoke to you of the service of goods that is the position of traditional 
ethics. (Lacan 1986, 314)

Creon, according to Lacan, acts in the name of the order of goods, 
the order of what is useful and what belongs to our habits, to how 
things are normally done. Creon represents the civic and collective 
norms of what is supposed to bring happiness. In Creon’s times the 
civic norms for happiness involved serving and honoring the gods 
and the polis, as well as arriving at the golden mean.

Happiness, in Creon’s case, comes from following a moderate, 
reasonable route. This reasonable route is not to be confused with 
the Ancient Greek concept of wisdom (σοφία) nor with the Laca-
nian position of accepting lack as constitutive. Although Creon 
might at first look wise (qua reasonable), the more we enter into the 
plot the more we see that he does not represent wisdom10 but a kind 
of moralism that does not allow for the question of desire to emerge 
at all. In the following passage, Lacan criticizes Creon for hiding 
the question of desire behind the order of goods. The essential point 
is “Carry on working. Work must go on.” Which, of course, means: 
“Let it be clear to everyone that this is on no account the moment 
to express the least surge of desire.” The morality of power, of the 
service of goods (le service des biens), is as follows: “as far as desires are 
concerned, come back later. Make them wait” (Lacan 1986, 315).

At this point it is worth bringing in another very famous version 
of the Sophoclean tragedy, written by Jean Anouilh, where Antigone 
seems to be also voicing Lacan’s thoughts and wholeheartedly rejects 
Creon’s stance and describes it as mundane and commonplace: “I 
spit on your happiness! I spit on your idea of life—that life must 
go on, come what may. [ . . . ] You with your promise of a humdrum 
happiness . . . provided a person doesn’t ask too much of life” (1958, 
42). What Lacan calls the order of goods is an order of relative value, 
not in the sense that anything goes, but rather in the sense that 
nothing is good or bad in itself so as to bring happiness in its own 
right; rather, for Creon, happiness seems to be a combination of 
things, finding the right proportion, “not asking too much of life,” 
as Anouilh’s Antigone accuses him.

But we shouldn’t be too quick to dismiss Creon’s account of what 
brings happiness. In fact, his claims may seem quite plausible and 
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reasonable, and it is precisely this reasonableness that entails the 
lure but also the weakness of his position. Demanding too much 
from life is indeed likely to bring unhappiness, whereas settling for 
a more moderate life, one that stays faithful to the collective idea of 
good, serving what is considered as good by the gods and the city, is 
likely to bring more happiness not only for the individual, but also 
for the rest of the people around.

Why isn’t, then, that account of happiness enough for Lacan? 
What more does the Lacanian injunction “do not cede on your 
desire” add? Let us try to think of cases in human life where Creon’s 
version of happiness breaks down. Antigone would probably argue 
that her own case is such a case, but let us pick another example 
before we examine Antigone. Going back to the previously intro-
duced example of love, I would like to consider another tragedy 
written not by Sophocles, but much later, by William Shakespeare: 
Romeo and Juliet. Let us think of the case of these two lovers, from 
two very rich families who are sworn enemies. Romeo and Juliet 
want to be together but they also know that doing so would most 
likely deprive them of their fortune, their social status, their family 
and loved ones. Being together would leave them poor and exiled 
from Verona. “How can they ever be happy when deprived of these 
things?” Creon would perhaps ask, and he would criticize Romeo 
and Juliet, as very unreasonable, perhaps carried away from their 
youth and lack of wisdom.

We can imagine Creon trying to prevent Romeo’s and Juliet’s 
secret marriage by talking some sense to them, perhaps with the 
following words:

Don’t be silly, you will ruin all possibilities of being happy if you get 
too carried away with that plan to get married. Why not try to get 
the best of both worlds? Stay with your families and meet secretly. 
The passionate love you are experiencing now will expire either way 
in a couple of years, so it would be wiser not to act upon something 
that will expire. Happiness comes from reasonableness: keep your 
parents happy, honor your family names, offer your city the best you 
can, and if needed, you may even get married with others so as to 
have children and honor your family name, and then you can also 
still be lovers, finding ways to secretly meet which will probably help 
the fire and passion last longer!

In the Sophoclean text, Creon expresses a similar thought to his son 
Haemon, when he shows signs of being very fond of Antigone: “Lose 
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not thy reason, then, my son, o’ercome, by pleasure, for a woman’s 
sake, but know, a cold embrace is that to have at home, a worthless 
wife, the partner of thy bed” (Sophocles 1909–14, l. 740–44). What 
Creon would be missing and is missing both in the reply he gives to 
Haemon and in the above-offered imaginary reply he might have 
given to Romeo and Juliet, is that it is part of what it means to be in 
love with someone that this kind of bond is prioritized as a source 
of happiness over all other bonds and things. Shakespeare is not just 
trying to tell us something about the craziness of youth, but he is 
telling us something about the nature of human desire and of the 
human pursuit of happiness.

To put it in more philosophical terms, it is part of the grammar of 
erotic love, of enthusiasm, commitment that the beloved one occu-
pies a very special place in the pursuit of happiness. It is often said 
among lovers that nothing else, not even basic things such as food, 
is needed except for the beloved one’s presence. Denying this and 
replacing it with reasonableness would mean turning a blind eye 
to one of the human experiences that is most closely linked to the 
promise of happiness, but also to an aspect of human desire that 
makes itself manifest in these cases.

However, it may still seem that Creon does have a point and his 
point is perhaps supported by the kind of ending that Romeo’s and 
Juliet’s story has. Their love and the promise of happiness it entails 
is actually leading them to waste all their potential for happiness. 
The same holds for Antigone. She is also an example of a case where 
the bond of love (the love for her brother) seems to prevail, but in a 
way that actually turns love into a destructive force. Given that love 
is traditionally understood as a creative force, as what shows us the 
way toward creativity, then both in the case of Romeo and Juliet, and 
in the case of Antigone, love (and the happiness it promises) takes 
a distorted form, leading to death, and thus to the end of creativity.

However, the problem with Romeo and Juliet is not, as Creon 
would suggest, that they didn’t consider money, fame, and family as 
equally important sources of happiness, but rather that they failed 
to move toward a non-idealized version of togetherness. By sticking 
to their idealized fantasy of togetherness they ended up destroying 
all possibilities of creativity, and thus wasted their potential for hap-
piness. They thus failed in what I called the second Lacanian condi-
tion for happiness; they failed to acknowledge the centrality of lack. 
This failure prevails in Antigone’s case and takes the extreme form 
of wanting the impossible.
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ANTIGONE’S VERSION OF HAPPINESS

In the passage I cited earlier from Anouilh’s version of the tragedy, 
Antigone addresses Creon as follows:

I spit on your happiness! [ . . . ] I want everything of life, I do; and I 
want it now! I want it total, complete: otherwise I reject it! I will not 
be moderate. I will not be satisfied with the bit of cake you offer me, 
if I promise to be a good little girl. I want to be sure of everything 
this very day. [ . . . ]. If not, I want to die! (Anouilh 1958, 42)

Lacan indeed describes Antigone’s desire as a desire of death: “In 
effect, Antigone herself has been declaring from the beginning: ‘I 
am dead and I desire death’” (1986, 281). There is perhaps some-
thing seductive in that passion or obsession of the phrase cited 
from Anouilh’s version. I want all or nothing, Antigone seems to 
say, and indeed the lure of such a position has been made manifest 
in Lacan’s own reading of Antigone, when Lacan, perhaps allured 
himself, sometimes leaves room for some ambiguity on whether he 
sees Antigone as someone who realizes her desire or as someone who 
betrays desiring as such (280, 282).

This ambiguity has led to numerous debates11 about Antigone’s 
role in Lacan’s work, which overlap to a great extent with the debates 
regarding the kind of prioritization Lacan gave to the concept of 
drive. For example Žižek’s reading of drive in contrast to desire 
(rather than as complementary) makes him idealize Antigone’s act, 
as an act of pure drive. This reading has been criticized as a symp-
tom of neglecting the important role of desire as what embodies 
lack. As Yannis Stavrakakis critically remarks, Žižek’s reading of 
Antigone “seems to be overstressing the unlimited (real) positivity 
of human action beyond any serious registering of lack and fini-
tude. It privileges the moment [ . . . ] which transcends altogether 
the discursive (spatial) limits of the symbolic and, operating as a 
cataclysmic real creation, opens itself onto the void of eternity” 
(2007, 110).

Let me now try to show why Antigone is not a good model for the 
pursuit of happiness. I propose to understand the aforementioned 
centrality of death in Antigone’s case as a centrality of idealization. 
Death seems indeed to be very central, when Antigone herself admits 
to Ismene that her soul “long since has given itself to death, [hence] 
to the dead [she] might bring help” (Sophocles 1909–14, l. 632–36). 
Not only Antigone offers herself to death, but also offers her love 
(and the promise of happiness) to her dead brother. It is out of love 
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that Antigone does what she does, as she tells Creon in the original 
text: “My bent is fixed, I tell thee, not for hatred, but for love.” But 
the kind of love she has, Creon remarks, seems to belong more to 
the dead, than to the living. “Go, then, below,” Creon says, “and if 
thou must have love, love those thou find’st there” (l. 588–92). Lov-
ing the dead, choosing the dead over the living, is a way to cling to a 
perfect object of desire, and thus to a promise of absolute happiness. 
The dead can remain forever idealized, and completely subject to 
our own wishes; they are immune to criticism, to error or to judg-
ment. (This is the main difference with Romeo and Juliet. Romeo 
and Juliet show no sign of preferring death over life, they are led to 
death due to despair.)

In Lacanian terms, Antigone has a failed conception of the good, 
and consequently of happiness, insofar as the latter is driven by a 
belief that the Thing exists, that she can enjoy a transcendent ac-
cess to it, and this transcendent access takes no other form but that 
of preferring death to a life where the world does not conform to 
Antigone’s desire. Antigone is the extreme version of all tragic he-
roes, because she seems to desire that transcendent access from the 
beginning. In the opening scene of the Sophoclean tragedy, Ismene 
says to her, in a warning tone, as if she could predict the tragic end-
ing, that one must not go after what is impossible: Ἀρχὴν δὲ θηρᾶν 
οὐ πρέπει τἀμήχανα (1909–14, l. 102–12).

The problem with Antigone is not that she is not being reason-
able enough or diplomatic enough with Creon. The problem is that 
she wants it all. And of course the only way one can have it all is if 
one transcends the limitations of this world, which is what Antigone 
regards herself as doing. This stance is what the early Ludwig Witt-
genstein called the bad exercise of the will, the refusal to accept that 
the world is independent from one’s will. For Wittgenstein, it is this 
refusal that leads to what he describes as the ultimate sin, one that 
Antigone also commits, namely suicide (1961, 91).

As discussed previously, the concept of happiness that Lacan puts 
forward is tied up with the notion of lack, with what the symbolic 
lacks, with our finitude. This tight connection is highlighted when 
Lacan says that the question of the realization of desire must be 
raised from the point of view of a Last Judgement:

And that is why the question of the realization of desire is necessar-
ily formulated from the point of view of a Last Judgement. Try to 
imagine what “to have realized one’s desire” might mean, if it is not 
to have realized it, so to speak, in the end. It is this trespassing of 
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death on life that gives its dynamism to any question that attempts 
to find a formulation for the subject of the realization of desire. 
(Lacan 1986, 295)

The point of view of a Last Judgement is not death itself: rather, the 
“trespassing of death” is our finitude, the lack of being which is first 
experienced as the lack of the signifier. The question of the realiza-
tion of desire can only be articulated in relation to the possibility 
that my world may come to an end. This is missing in Antigone’s 
case, because, for her, death takes the form of a transcendent access 
to the Thing, rather than a reminder of lack and finitude.

AFTER CREON AND ANTIGONE: HAPPINESS THROUGH  
SUBLIMATION, LOVE, AND WORK

Both Creon’s and Antigone’s positions are extremes that have led 
them to unhappiness, even though, in the beginning of the play, they 
both seemed to have very clear ideas about what the good way of 
living is. Creon chooses what at first appears to be the safest, most 
reasonable way to happiness, but fails, because he is unable to under-
stand what it means for his son to be in love with Antigone and what 
it means for Antigone to have a deep, loving bond with her dead 
brother. He is punished for being blind toward the complexities and 
passionate nature of human desire, and for silencing his own desire. 
On the other hand, Antigone is punished for her avoidance of lack, for 
wanting the world to be as she wills and for believing that this could 
be possible. Yet both heroes and their positions can be extremely 
helpful for us as spectators, and allow us to recognize in ourselves the 
lure and danger both of the temptation to be more cynical and reduce 
happiness to the order of goods and usefulness, and the temptation to 
equate happiness with the impossible, with the pursuit of the Thing.

Contrary to the interpretations that regard Antigone as Lacan’s 
example for an ethical act, this is how Calum Neill understands the 
importance that Lacan gives to Antigone:

Lacan’s reading of Antigone is not, then, concerned with the ethical 
status of her choice or her act. Lacan is rather concerned with Anti-
gone as artifact, as a dramatic work and with the work’s relation to 
the spectator. Within the context of the play, Antigone, the char-
acter, functions as a spectacle. It is her splendor, not her act which 
has ethical significance. This, not because her splendor is in itself 
ethical, but rather because the spectacle of Antigone forces (a poten-
tially ethical) reaction from the audience. (Neill 2005, 19)
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What is the alternative we have, after we have understood the two 
tragic cases of a failed pursuit of happiness? In Seminar VII Lacan 
proposes the notion of sublimation:12 “One thing only alludes to 
the notion of the happy satisfaction of the instinct, and that is the 
notion of sublimation” (1986, 293).

Given the earlier discussed centrality of desire for the human 
quest of happiness, a psychoanalytic route to happiness cannot but 
require that we turn the desire for the Thing into a desire for cre-
ativity through an acknowledgement of lack (of the absence of per-
fect objects). Sublimation satisfies the Lacanian injunction to not 
cede on one’s desire by bringing together the persistence of the drive 
with the requirement for recognition of lack. Sublimation involves 
a transformation of the quality of desire itself toward the quality of 
the drive as an object-less, insistent force. The result of this matur-
ing of desire can be called an adult version of desire (not the child, 
primitive version; adulthood is not a matter of physical age, but of 
psychical age). Lacan, already in his Seminar II, posits this as one of 
the psychoanalytic aims:

What’s important is to teach the subject to name, to articulate, to 
bring this desire into existence, this desire which, quite literally, 
is on the side of existence which is why it insists. If desire doesn’t 
dare to speak its name, it’s because the subject hasn’t yet caused this 
name to come forth. That the subject should come to recognize and 
to name his desire, that is the efficacious action of analysis. But it 
isn’t a question of recognizing something which would be entirely 
given, ready to be coapted. In naming it, the subject creates, brings 
forth, a new presence in the world. (Lacan 1988, 228–29)

While we tend to think of desire as a desire of a particular object, 
this more mature desire that is guided by drive is closer to what 
Heidegger (who has greatly influenced Lacan) approaches as the 
capacity (specific to the human animal) to ascribe significance to 
things, apart from their particular usefulness or purpose. It is this 
naming of desire and the bringing forth of a new presence that 
Lacan calls sublimation. Neill agrees with this connection between 
bringing desire forth and sublimation:

Desire can only be recognized by being named, which is to say that 
it can only be recognized under the condition that the subject work 
on it and that it can only be recognized within the symbolic order. 
This creative work of bringing desire forth is coterminous with the 
act of sublimation.” (Neill 2011, 244)
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In Freud’s work sublimation describes the ability to replace sex-
ual aims with non-sexual aims (1966, 187), with activities that are 
more socially acceptable and can provide a degree of satisfaction. 
Lacan broadens the meaning of the term, according to his own sys-
tem of ideas, and extends it toward the kind of desire that leads to 
creation and can raise a simple object to the dignity of the Thing; it 
is what makes something valuable and significant through the way 
of the signifier. Instead of avoiding the Thing (Creon’s example) or 
of attempting to enjoy a transcendent access to it (Antigone’s exam-
ple) there is the way of creating, and arriving to see an everyday 
thing as the Thing: “We must now, therefore, consider the notion 
of creation with all it implies, a knowledge of the creature and of 
the creator, because it is central [ . . . ] for our theme of the motive of 
sublimation [ . . . ]. I posit the following: an object, insofar as it is a 
created object, may fill the function that enables it not to avoid the 
Thing as signifier, but to represent it” (Lacan 1986, 119).

Lacan also uses the term “encircle” to describe the relation 
between works of art and objects, and to show a relation of cap-
turing without reducing. One example Lacan gives for this creative 
approach of an object is Cezanne’s apples, a very mundane, everyday 
thing that becomes elevated to a Thing, and bears a relation to the 
perfect object of desire without pretending to be one; in the end of 
the day these are still just apples (1986, 141).

Sublimation, however, is not restricted to the domain of art. Art 
is just one way of being creative; creativity penetrates our whole 
human existence insofar as things can be good or bad, beautiful or 
ugly. One can be creative with one’s words and acts, with one’s rela-
tions to others. In order to understand sublimation more broadly 
and extend it to our relation to the world and others, we should bring 
in the concepts of work, love, and sacrifice. Erik Erikson says that 
for Freud the important tasks of adulthood are “to love and to work” 
(1950, 265), and Freud describes that “the communal life of human 
beings [has] a two-fold foundation: the compulsion to work [ . . . ] 
and the power of love” (1961, 55). Love and work are complementary 
concepts: we cannot love unless we work (on ourselves, on our rela-
tions with others) and we cannot learn to work unless we learn to 
care and love our object of work.

To return to our initial example of a couple, for the couple to 
pursue happiness via sublimation they need to avoid the dangerous 
lure of an imaginary perfect togetherness (of two becoming One), 
and acknowledge that happiness begins when the limitations of that 
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imaginary unit are used as material for creation, through hard work. 
This could be the creation of a child as a product of two lacking 
creatures, the creation of a project, the creation of a relationship 
that brings the best out of two lacking creatures. In other words, 
happiness starts when we start working, using the initial passion 
(that can lead to the illusion of perfection) as material.

To offer a last example, in the opening shot of Andrei Tarkovsky’s 
Sacrifice, Alexander (the main character of the film) tells his young 
child, Little Man, the story of Ioann Kolov, pupil of an Orthodox 
monk, who was ordered by his master to climb a mountain every 
day, to water a dead tree he had planted until the tree came back to 
life, which, after three years, it did. There is some significance in the 
fact that this is the opening scene for a film that explores the impor-
tance of sacrifice. This story would make no sense to either Creon or 
Antigone. Creon would probably find it too unreasonable, Antigone 
would probably find it too mundane. In order to water the dead tree, 
Ioann Kolov needs to exhibit a particular type of desiring, one that 
can insist despite an imperfect object. Ioann Kolov does not climb 
a mountain to water a strong tree, not even a living one. He is not 
trying to make the tree even stronger or to prove to the rest of the 
monks how well he does his task. Rather, he is asked to insist despite 
imperfection and sacrifice his time and effort for something dead. 
However, it is the very process of caring for that dead tree and the 
very process of work that makes this tree alive again, without him 
having any guarantee that the tree will be brought back to life.

In the same scene, Alexander continues with saying that perhaps 
if every single day, at exactly the same stroke of the clock, one were 
to perform the same single act, like a ritual, the world would be 
changed, or, to rephrase him, for the present purposes, if every sin-
gle day, at exactly the same stroke of the clock, we were to perform 
the same single act, like a ritual, we would stand a better chance of 
happiness. It is the attitude of sacrificing the lure of perfection (the 
lure of the Thing), and bringing forth a desire through the recog-
nition of lack, expressed in an attitude of work and sacrifice, that 
allows us to become happier.

CONCLUSION

This paper has taken a critical distance from the idea that happiness is 
an illusion which psychoanalysis tries to free us from. It is true that for 
psychoanalysis there can be no final solutions, no Edenic situations, 



Maria Balaska | ESSAYS 325

no access to the Thing, but it is exactly this acknowledgment of our 
finitude and lack, I argued, that allows us to be happy. Being happy 
neither means having a world where things go as one desires, nor can 
it be reduced to usefulness and pleasure. These two illusions were 
examined in the form of Creon’s and Antigone’s cases. Creon did not 
ask himself anything about desire as such, but inscribed his actions in 
the order of goods, through the care for what is useful, while Antigone 
desires the impossible, and thus condemns herself to unhappiness.

I argued that psychoanalysis tries to help us avoid these two 
temptations that emerge in the human pursuit of happiness, by 
underlining both the impossibility to have a complete satisfaction 
of desire, and the importance of a persistent motivational force to 
invest in others and the world (through the recognition of lack). 
These two conditions are met by a notion of happiness that is 
achievable through sublimation, the kind of happiness that cannot 
be reduced to an episodic phenomenon of pleasure but can only be 
pursued through hard work, love, and creation.
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.1.01/0.0/0.0/15_003/0000425, co-financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund and the state budget of the Czech Republic.

1 The dual character of the Lacanian conception of happiness as some-
thing that is impossible but at the same time something that keeps com-
ing back as a question and asks to be addressed is also expressed in his 
late work when, in Seminar XVII, he says that “there is no happiness 
besides that of the phallus” (2007, 360), where the phallus stands for what 
cannot be obtained but cannot be evaded either.

2 Freud did not fully develop the notion of sublimation. See Laplanche and 
Pontalis (1973, 385).

3 The concept of sublimation which I argue can be the psychoanalytic sug-
gestion for happiness plays already an important role in Freud’s work, 
as the only possible way to find some kind of happiness. Lacan however 
further refines the concept.

4 An examination of the concept of happiness in the whole of Lacan’s work 
would extend far beyond the scope of this paper. However, I suggest that 
the conception of happiness that is set forth in Seminar VII can be argu-
ably found in his work as a whole.

5 For a good synopsis of the political/feminist debates in reply to the piv-
otal Hegelian reading see Hutchings and Pulkkinen (2010).
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6 Butler (2000) also criticizes Lacan for not being historical or social 
enough.

7 This distinguishes the Lacanian concept of happiness from the general 
ancient Greek version. Although the Sophoclean tragedy herein dis-
cussed has several references to happiness, at the time there had not yet 
been a systematic conceptualization of happiness as an end in itself. It 
is with Aristotle that a more systematic conceptualization of happiness 
begins, and happiness qua Eudaimonia earns a central place in philo-
sophical thinking. Before Aristotle, in Plato’s work, and around the time 
that Sophocles writes Antigone, happiness is still interchangeable with 
moral goodness or beauty (Symposium) and very tightly linked with wis-
dom. This tight link with wisdom is prominent in the Sophoclean trag-
edy summarized by the Chorus. For Lacan, as we will see later, Hegel’s 
reading might be toward that direction too.

8 A similar confusion arises when Žižek idealizes Antigone as a pure incar-
nation of the drive and fails to see that without the recognition of lack 
that desire entails this results either in madness or in death.

9 Žižek critically comments regarding the idealist reading of Lacan: “What 
we have here is a kind of heroism of the lack: the aim of psychoanalytic 
cure is to induce the subject to heroically assume his constitutive lack, 
to endure the splitting which propels desire” (2016, 191). From the per-
spective of this paper though, the injunction to not cede on one’s desire 
is not a position of heroic passive suffering from the recognition of lack 
but rather what embodies the passage from desire to drive in a way that 
can allow for a creative involvement with the world.

10 In the end of the Sophoclean version (1909–14), the Chorus makes it very 
clear that Creon’s stance was not one of wisdom, when it is said that there 
is no happiness where there is no wisdom (Πολλῷ τὸ φρονεῖν εὐδαιμονίας 
πρῶτον ὑπάρχει).

11 Lacan leaves room for some ambiguity in his seminar when he seems to 
praise Antigone for her act of pure desire, even though he calls it a desire 
of death. This has allowed for the appearance of several interpretations 
that idealize Antigone, including Žižek’s interpretation which regards 
the ethical act as a manifestation of the drive. For an examination of this 
debate see the exchange of arguments in the discussion between Yannis 
Stavrakakis and Slavoj Žižek. This discussion can be traced in the fol-
lowing texts: Žižek 1998, 2004, 2008, and Stavrakakis 2003, 2007, 2010.

12 Not all Lacanians would agree and that seems to depend on which period 
in the Lacanian work is emphasized and prioritized. This disagreement 
can be put in the following terms: Can we trust the symbolic to allow 
for a better relation to the imaginary and the real, or does the real 
always have the final word in Lacan’s work and thus we are doomed to 
unhappiness and impossibility? Carl Cederström and Rickard Grassman 
(2010) seem to follow the second idea. Even though in their paper “The 
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Unbearable Weight of Happiness” they talk about symbolic happiness in 
Lacan’s work, and gesture toward a type of happiness that comes from 
“insist[ing] on desire” while abandoning any utopian projects of com-
pletion and perfection, they fail to show how this different concept of 
happiness is articulated in Lacan’s work and they maintain a definition 
of Lacanian happiness as an impossible absolute enjoyment. But, what I 
attempt to show is that when Lacan and Freud invite us to think of subli-
mation, they also invite us to think of a different definition of happiness, 
and that there is already space for that in their work.

Cederström’s and Grassman’s choice to speak (very rightly) of the sig-
nificance of sacrifice and the gain the subject has from it, and then to 
go on insisting that happiness, for Lacan, is an uncontaminated form 
of jouissance, is at best perplexing. Here is a passage that brings for-
ward their paradoxical reading: “To begin elaborating what we wish to 
call ‘symbolic happiness,’ we must first consider the significance of this 
sacrifice, which in Lacan’s view is the sacrifice of one’s jouissance, or, 
seen from a slightly different angle, the sacrifice of phallus (castration). 
One of the cornerstones of Lacan’s work is that the subject first needs 
to sacrifice something in order to appear in the symbolic (as a signifier). 
This indeterminable something that has to be forsaken can be described 
as the idea of ‘full being’ or the signified, which both represent the illu-
sion of possessing one’s own jouissance (or enjoying direct access to one’s 
self-identity). [ . . . ] what we gain in return for this sacrifice is the signi-
fier, which makes jouissance possible in another, more circuitous, way. 
[ . . . ] If, hypothetically, we were to assume a formula for happiness in 
Lacan’s teaching it would be something like getting hold of an uncon-
taminated form of jouissance, and consequently receiving the undivided 
love and appreciation of the Other. But as we have already made clear, 
attaining this complete form of jouissance is, by definition, impossible” 
(2010, 114).
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