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compilation of data demonstrates brilliantly that a revolution has
been going on since the 1960s in the United States in the study
young infants. This revolution constitutes a shift from consideg
the infant “a passive organism who was the object of forces
determined development” to mapping out the capabilities,
the limits, that infants do have.*

ness; memory, cognition, and ego development ar€ seen as “late” oc-
currences; and the unconscious remains largely synonymous with
the instinctual. While Klein believed that ghe infant cannot distin-
guish between fantasy and non-fantasy and while Spitz concludes
that the newborn had no faculty of pereéption, representation, or vo-
lition, Lacan has indirectly related gife actively busy and mimicking
infant of American empirical sgudies to perception and cognition
theories. He has made identjficatory fantasies, interactions with
others, and the effects of language causative in mental development
and reality conception.* ‘Phe neonate’s first response to the world is
to record representatiop$ of that world in a series of fantasmatic im-
ages that build brigdes between its “helplessness” or boundary-
lessness and the opfside world in arder to ensure its survival.** From
this perspective/an infant’s capabilities are not innate manifesta-
tions of intel}igence (a static concept), but evidence of biostructural
deficiency—<a lack of self-sufficiency—and of the infant’s consequent
dependepte on objects in its gradual mastery over inadequacies in
motordkill and identity. It is senseless, therefore, to accuse Lacan of
ignofing the outside environment, as did Melanie Klein, for he makes
ipftial dependence on that environment a permanent and enveloping
dynamic in perception and intentionality.

After the transition to the mirror stage, the infant more obviously
identifies and interacts with the primary caretaker, whose imago is
introjected as a perceptual totum. During the six- to eighteen-
month period, the child also learns to recognize an image of itself in
a mirror, often in jubilation (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 18). The identifica-
tion with a Gestalt of his own body is paralleled in the infant’s relat-
ing to the mother’s imago as if it were his own. The mother is intro-
jected as objet a [a desired object), which, in this context, Lacan
termsarepresentation of one’s own Gestalt.In Schneiderman’s words:
“He takes it upon himself. He puts the image on, or as Lacan would
say, he assumes it as his own” [Returning, p. 4). In 1949 Lacan de-
scribed “the function of the mirror stage as a particular case of the
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function of the imago . . . [its purpose] to establish a relation be-
tween the organism and its reality . . . between the Innenwelt and
the Umwelt.” The early identification with a Gestalt is a biological
(natural} phenomenon. But this early identification also constitutes
the first alienation for an infant, a split between outer form (big and
symmetrical) and an inner sense of incoherence and dissymmetry.
Lacan places this split at the heart of human knowledge {Sheridan,
Ecrits, p. s). Human beings will forever after anticipate their own
images in the images of others, a phenomenon Lacan refers to as a
sense of “thrownness” {akin to Heidegger’s theory of the human
subject).

In linking pre—mirror- and mirror-stage identifications to the de-
velopment of cognition, Lacan stresses that pre-mirror experience
submerges the infant unawares into its surroundings. Mirror-stage
identifications entail the discovery of difference, and the concomi-
tant experience of awareness or delimiting alienation. I have adapted
Lacan’s use of Gottlob Frege’s philosophical mathematical logic to
symbolize the transition to the mirror stage by designating the infant
as having passed cognitively from o to 1. The jubilation of the infant
discovering itself in the mirror—which comes from the assumption
of a kind of mastery over the preceding lack of coordination—occurs
because its mirror image is fixed like a statue, the symmetry of
which apparently reverses the baby’s form by contrast with the tur-
bulent movements that animate it (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 2, 18). The
first subjective human knowledge, therefore, comes from a fascina-
tion with the human form, which an infant perceives to be an ideal
unity. Mirror-stage identification with an external image of the hu-
man form both symbolizes the acquisition of a mental permanence
and also marks the subject’s destined alienation away from the natu-
ralness of spontanteous fusion and toward a cultural dependency.*
Society and language further widen a gap for which means must
then be devised to paper it over.

As stated above, the idea that infant and mother seem fused during
the early months of life is far from new. The psychoanalyst Margaret
Mahler, among others, has commented at length on dependency and
separation.s’” More recently, the child development researcher Burton
L. White has said: “By the time a child is two years of age, and often
much earlier, he will have established a very elaborate and detailed
social contract with his primary caretaker. I personally believe that
contract is relatively hard to subsequently alter or modify against its
established direction. I think that what children acquire in that first
two years is the first set of social skills and attitudes they will begin
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to use with all pcoplc” (First Three Years, p. 128). White here comes
close to describing the mirror stage, but without rcally understand-
ing it. The originality of the fusion theory belongs to Klein, who
created it, and to Winnicott and others, who—in Efron’s words—
“tamed it into a psychoanalytic description of what happens in in-
fancy” {Efron, “Psychoanalytic Theory,” p. 10). The theory of fusion
with the mother is, in fact, object-relations theory. But Lacan can
never be accused of simply appropriating a theory of “two body psy-
chology,” which he considers as crroneous as a “two ego psycho-
analysis.” The infant takes the mother to be its own anchor or cen-
ter {Frege’s 1), but this fusion is not static. Lacan considers it an
ongoing source of intrasubjective, existential conflict in the here and
now. This conflict is played out around issues of presence/absence
and recognition dynamics. There is ncver a period of prefusion or de-
fusion from the (m)Other, therefore, since she is psychically repre-
sented at first {zero to six months) in relation to fragmented images
or objects of Desire, and then—as a whole object—becomes the
source of one’s own body image. At the end of the mirror stage, she is
repressed as the primordial pivot of Desire in one’s unconscious. In
this connection she acts as the mediator of Law in reference to the
Father’s Name.

In The Mermaid and the Minotaur |1976) Dorothy Dinnerstein
described an interdependence of mother and child according to which
the infant’s first self is actually the mother’s sclf. She views indi-
viduality as breaking away from the mother and neurosis as falling
back into her purview.** Lacan added the step of making the effects
of this first invasion the source of a primordial unconscious. Later
the mother’s Desires and words are transformed by the substitutive,
displacing nature of primary-process laws, and eo ipso are not di-
rectly available to consciousness. Lacan, thus, subverted the appar-
ent symmetry of the self’s double in the mirror. For underlying any
sense of mirror-stage symmetry through identification with the hu-
man totum there flows a piecemeal system, a network of fragments
and part-objects, which first served to symbolize a void during the
pre-mirror stage. To sum up so far then: infants lack physical coordi-
nation in the first six months of life despite well-developed visual
capacities. Lacan located this pre-mirror experience as the source of
the common fantasy or dream of a fragmented body. A compensatory
identification with whole forms follows in the subsequent mirror
stage [six to cighteen months), and this establishes a feeling of unity.
Such unity is, nevertheless, imposed from without and consequently
is asymmetrical, fictional, and artificial. Lacan explodes the sup-
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posed “unity” of the neo-Freudian cgo as a tenuous illusion. His mir-
ror stage must, therefore, be understood as a metaphor for the vision
of harmony of a subjcct essentially in discord.

It follows that the drama of the mirror stage moves from a sensc
of insufficiency to one of anticipation, but not ultimately to one of
unity. The mirror-stage structure will disrupt the seeming auton-
omy and control of the speaking subject later in life. Lacan theorized
that adults will always be caught up in the spatial lures of identifica-
tion with their semblables. They will perceive reality in terms of
successive pre—mirror- and mirror-stage fantasies, which extend
from the fragmented body image (recuperable in dreams, paintings,
drug experiences, or psychosis} to a Gestalt of the whole body, and
finally to the assumption of a subjective armor—the alienated iden-
tity whose rigid structure will mark a subject’s entire mental devel-
opment {Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 4}.° But though the mirror-stage experi-
ence of localization of the body signals the beginning of a sense of
identity, this unity has been found outside and, accordingly, the des-
tiny of humans is to {re-)experience themselves only in relationship
to others.

In 1936 Lacan gave a paper entitled “The Mirror Stage” at the four-
teenth International Psychoanalytic Congress in Marienbad, Czech-
oslovakia. Taking this alleged bibliographical ghost as her starting
point, psychoanalytic critic Janc Gallop has written an essay “Lacan’s
‘Mirror Stage’: Where to Begin?” (see note 33, above). Indeed one
might well “begin” with Lacan’s 1932 dissertation and its study of
feminine paranoia and narcissism, and then proceed to the obvious
influence of object-relations theory on Lacan’s thought. One might
even imagine this “unseen” paper describing the fusion between in-
fant and mother as a “looking-glass phase” of development.® From a
bibliographical point of view, however, Lacan’s first paper on the mir-
ror stage is thought to pose a problem. In Sheridan’s translation of
Lacan’s Ecrits one reads in a bibliographical note that an English
translation of the 1936 mirror-stage paper appeared in the Interna-
tional Journal of Psychoanalysis 18 {January 1937}, under the title
“The Looking-glass Phase” (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. xiii). Upon looking
in the journal in question, Gallop found under the title “The Looking-
glass Phase” simply the words “]. Lacan [Paris), The Looking-glass
Phase.” “There is no version, not even a summary of the paper,” says
Gallop, “although the other papers from the Congress are summa-
rized” (Gallop, ““Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage,’” p. 119).

Carrying her researches further, Gallop discovered in Lacan’s 1966
edition of the Ecrits a footnote in the introductory essay to part Il
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(“De nos antécédents”), where Lacan says that he did not deliver the
mirror-stage text for the report of the 1936 Congress (p. 67n). Gallop
concludes that there is no published version of the original article on
the mirror stage and follows this deduction with an analogy to the
difficulties of beginning to work on Lacan’s teachings. “Now my
point is not really or not simply to be fastidious about chronological
order, but rather to point to some difficulty around the question of
where to begin, some slight confusion about the ‘beginning’ of the
Ecrits, some trouble about where {(and how) to begin reading Lacan”
{Gallop, “Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage,’” p. 119). The answer is to be found,
however, in the same passage ( Ecrits, 1966, p. 67n).

The note on page 67 of the Ecrits refers the reader to pages 184—-85
of the same edition.*' In 1946 Lacan opened a conference on “psycho-
genesis,” recounting his psychiatric days at the hospital Bonneval. In
the report entitled “Propos sur la causalité psychique’” he spoke of
his mirror stage, saying it would be better to call it the “mirror
phase.” He then recounts a story of having given a paper on this
topic to the 1936 Congress in Marienbad, at least up to the point co-
inciding with the beginning of the tenth minute of his presentation
when Ernest Jones, presiding, interrupted him. The implication is
that Lacan was not permitted to continue, or chose not to go on. He
does say, however, that some Viennese colleagues gave his ideas a
warm welcome. Later, in his 1966 introduction to part II of the
Ecrits, Lacan referred to the Marienbad experience as having taken
him, and those accompanying him, to the heart of a technical and
theoretical resistance within international psychoanalysis. The in-
vention of the mirror stage constituted a problem that would be-
come more and more evident { Ecrits, 1966, p. 67). Earlier, in 1946,
Lacan had told those attending the conference on psychogenesis that
the essence of his mirror-stage paper {that he had not given to the
Marienbad Congress for publication) was to be found in some lines
of his article on the family, which had appeared in 1938 in the En-
cyclopédie francaise. Henri Wallon, whose own work on the family
had helped Lacan shape his mirror-stage ideas, was the director of
the volume in which Lacan’s article appeared (Ecrits, 1966, pp. 184—
85). This probably explains why Lacan chose to unveil his mirror-
stage theory in this particular publication, instead of with the Mar-
ienbad collection. It also explains a bibliographical riddle that has
stymied successive commentators.

By 1949 Lacan’s ideas on the mirror stage were fully recorded in
the essay “The mirror stage as formative of the function of the I as
revealed in psychoanalytic experience” (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 1-7).
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In other words, the mirror stage plays a major role in forming the
basis of mentality. When a child stops trying to possess or be the ob-
ject in the mirror at around eighteen months of age, the specular
subject of identification has turned into a social one. Or, to quote
Schneiderman, the mirror stage ends when the child can recognize
that its parents are not entirely responsive to inarticulate demands
{Returning, pp. 4—5). I would suggest an additional reason that eigh-
teen months marks an epiphanic developmental moment. Having
mastered motor coordination, infants are no longer preoccupied
with spatial location of the body. It seems logical that their psychic
energy could better be placed in coping with the next sequential
task required by their surroundings: that of mastering the “foreign”
language that has pervaded their ethos for eighteen months, but in
whose social “communications” they do not truly participate. In
Chapter s we shall consider Lacan’s hypothesis that the mirror stage
comes to a close with the entry of the Oedipal conflict and gradually
gives rise to the coherent use of language. Instead of treating images
as if they were real, the post-mirror child begins to represent them in
words and so passes from a state of “nature” to one of culture and
language {Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 98). Symbolic (i.e., differential) ele-
ments—the ability to name things—replace Imaginary ones (i.e.,
images) in an identificatory reshaping of the subject. The imagistic
and fantasmatic subject of identifications continues, nonetheless, to
coexist (in a double inscription) with the subject of language and
cultural codes throughout life.

Lacan’s mirror stage has been misconstrued by literalist attempts
to render it inseparable from the experience thereby implied: an in-
fant’s recognition of its own shape in the apparatus of a mirror.
Lacan never intended to link the appearance of a human ego to a
looking glass, nor even to the fact that—like Narcissus—an infant

“could see its reflection on the surface of a body of water. The sce-

nario of the infant at the mirror is the index of something that has
always occurred, with or without that apparatus: The mirror serves
as a metaphor and a structural concept at the same time that it
points to a crucial experience in psychic development. The Lacanian
commentator Anika Lemaire says that by viewing the process of hu-
manization in mirror-metaphor terms Lacan eschews the problem of
ethnological and historical relativity in favor of a formalizable math-
ematics of the subject.®® Our identity evolves in a paradoxical con-
text, then, out of a feeling of Oneness, which is really made up
of two beings (le trait unaire).** Nevertheless, Lacan said that this
“little reality” (ce peu de réalité), the spatial captivation or fixation
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by the mother’s imago, determines humans as already alienated
from other beings in all later endcavors {Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 3—4}.

A feature that distinguishcs the end of the mirror-stage drama is
that “Cain and Abel” jealousy by which the infant identified with its
mother is envious to the death of anyone or anything that threatens
the union (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. ). Many commentators including St.
Augustinc have provided support for Lacan’s description of primordial
jealousy. In the French analyst’s view, when the infant symbiotically
bound to its mother wishes away the threat to this symbiosis (Frege’s
1) and yet angrily blames the intruder, the confusion of the two mo-
ments gives rise to the paranoiac structure of the ego. Henceforth,
aggressiveness is basic to the makeup of the ego and reappears as re-
sentment, feelings of inferiority, and in other manifestations. Ernest
Becker has described the exhibition of jealousy in sibling rivalry as
“all-absorbing, relentless, a critical problem which reflects the basic
human condition.”* His observation that sibling rivalry extends
beyond childhood is not new, nor are Lacan’s theories on interde-
pendency. Lacan’s originality lics in his claim that the dynamic of
mirror-relation identification is the intrasubjective route not only to
personal conflict and misunderstandings but also to an organized,
unconscious mode of perception, to adult fixations, Desire, a reality
discourse, and human bonding. Lacan need not seek prototypes for
human behavior in turn-of-the-century myths such as mechanistic
energy, an instinctual id, collcctive archetypes, presymbolic sen-
sorimotor sequences (Jean Piaget), or the “selfish” gene. As stated
above, any infant bears traits of its biological and genetic inheri-
tance, but these characteristics are activated and developed in a pre-
existing context of images and language—in already claborated so-
cial situations—and in this sense they can only be called secondary.
The subject formed by pre—mirror- and mirror-stage identification is
so individual and personal, indeed, that Lacan has called it the moi
(the o' in Schéma L).

Narcissism and Identification

The history of psychoanalysis has becn, at least in part, the history
of efforts to uncover ever more primitive sources of psychic develop-
ment.* In his attempts to clarify Freud’s views on narcissism and
identification, Lacan has found the sources of psychic being in ear-
lier stages and in more concrete places than did Freud. Havelock
Ellis first attached a psychological sense to the word narcissicism in
1898 in reference to autoeroticism or any other form of sexual ex-
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pression excited in the absence of another person. Freud first used
the term in 1910 with reference to the Greek myth to mean psychic
encrgy dirccted toward one’s own ego. In an effort to explain the ob-
ject choice (sexual libido) of male homosexuals, he said that they in-
directly and narcissistically loved themselves as the mother had
loved them (Laplanche and Pontalis, Vocabulaire, p. 261). This ex-
planation presented more problems than solutions. What is there
that is sick or lethal in self-love? Why, in fact, did Narcissus die?

In the Daniel-Paul Schreber casc {1911) and in Totem and Taboo
(1913), Freud viewed narcissism as an intermediary stagc between
autoeroticism and object love. According to this scheme, there were
three love stages in sexual evolution: autocroticism, homosexuality,
and heterosexual or object love. In 1914 he published “On Nar-
cissism: An Introduction,” in which he described the role of li-
bidinal investments—love for self and other—in the enscmble of
psychoanalytic theory.*” By adumbrating a principle of conservation
of libidinal energy, Freud established the idea of a balance between
an ego libido {self-love or narcissism) and object libido {love for other
or sexual choice) through which the one enriched itself at the ex-
pense of the other {Laplanche and Pontalis, Vocabulaire, p. 261). But
the investment balance of narcissism’s libidinal encrgy might shift.
He saw the ego in psychosis, for example, as disinvesting the other
{object) and consuming the whole charge.® After “Mourning and
Melancholia” (1916}—in which he broadened the concept of nar-
cissism to include identification with the lost object—Freud was to
cvolve a distinction in his 1920 topology between primary and sec-
ondary narcissism. Indifferentiation of cgo and id and a total absence
of object relations werc said to characterize primary narcissism.
This was found in newborns, psychotics, or those in mourning or de-
pressed. But in sccondary narcissism, the ego was actively differ-
entiating itself from the id by its adaptive function, and through
identification with others (Laplanche and Pontalis, Vocabulaire,
p- 262}. In “Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego” {1921}, he
referred to the narcissistic investment in self as an “ideal ego,” and
the objects toward whom ego libido flows as “ego ideals.”

Having looked at love in terms of identification with the chosen
sexual partner(s) in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” {1905),
Freud had reduced it to two types: {1} narcissistic love based on self-
identification with a person one would like to be or to resemble, and
{2) anaclitic or attachment love bascd on an object choice or a person
one would like to have. Freud saw the narcissistic type as immature
or regressive, because these individuals love someone who is either
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what they once were; what they would like to be; or someone once a
part of themselves. The mature or anaclitic type is said to be geni-
tally differentiated: a man of this type loves the woman who feeds
him, while an anaclitic woman loves the man who protects her
{parental substitutes). Freud further hypothesized that—insofar as
women have ill-defined ego boundaries—they are more prone to nar-
cissistic love than men (see Chapter 5). When, in “Mourning and
Melancholia,” Freud added the idea that narcissism is a factor in de-
pression {i.e., identification with the deceased beloved could impov-
erish the ego|, he had established the Freudian principle that has
become the basis for a contemporary psychoanalytic theory of inter-
nalized object relations.

During the period of profound modification of his system around
1920, Freud did not abandon his 1914 notion of a narcissism con-
temporaneous with the formation of the ego through identification
with others. He stressed, instead, the primary and secondary differ-
ences. One of the difficulties that Lacan has found with Freud’s idea
of primary narcissism—a state which would find its prototype in in-
trauterine life and be reproduced later in sleep—is that this stand-
point implies a newborn has no perceptive opening on the exterior
world. The logical impasse is obvious: How does one bring a monad
enclosed in and upon itself to the progressive recognition of others?
Laplanche and Pontalis have also pointed out the problem of using
the term narcissism to discuss a state of nondifferentiation between
ego and id, since no specular or identificatory relationship cxists
(Vocabulaire, p. 264).

Freud’s terms describing identification are not any more constant
than those depicting narcissism. The psychoanalytic critic Jim Swan
has expressed the opinion that the development of all Freud’s theo-
ries records his struggle with the contradictions in the concept of
identification {see p. 7). One may find at least three types of identifi-
cation in Freud’s texts. In primary identification, the original, pre-
Oedipal link to the mother is connected to the oral stage. Later
Freud designated the Oedipus complex as a secondary identification,
made by introjecting the imago of the same sex parent. In his 1914
article Freud’s focus on identification in scxual object choice found
its primacy in the relationship to the mother. In 1921 he advanced
the idea in “Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego” that
there is a presexual identification with the father, which is the pro-
totype of later group ideals and identification with a leader (SE,
vol. 18). In this article he says: “Identification is known to psycho-
analysis as the earliest expression of an emotional tie with another
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person. It plays a part in the early history of the Oedipus complex.
A little boy will exhibit a special interest in his father: he would like
to grow like him and be like him, and take his place everywhere”
(SE, 18:105). But, third, in “The Ego and the Id” {1923), the pre-
Oedipal infant does not distinguish sexually between mother and fa-
ther: The first identification here occurs with both parents, not just
the father.® Again, in the New Introductory Lectures {1933}, Freud
compared identification with the oral-cannibalistic incorporation of
another person—reaffirming the oral pre-Oedipal link to the mother
in primary identification.” In this way he retained the idea that ma-
ture or secondary identification is masculine {active and indepen-
dent) as opposed to feminine {passive and dependent). The picture is
confusing, then, because we see identification functioning at pre-
Oedipal and Oedipal stages, and alternatively as an active, passive, or
reciprocal process.

New interpretations of the roles of narcissism and identification
in human behavior have for some time created a forum for theory
and debate. Object-relations theorists (Klein, Winnicott, Michaél
Balint, Edith Jacobson, and others) have stressed the processes of
identification and differentiation in self-other relations. Here the
child-mother relationship is central to a developing sense of identity.
The psychologist Erik Erikson sees identity as a complex series of
developmental interactions between a person and the environment.™
The literary critic Norman Holland bases his arguments for making
meaning in reading dynamics on an “identity theme.”” The term
is borrowed from Heinz Lichtenstein’s 1961 article, in which an
identity principle was suggested as a replacement for Freud’s death
instinct.

Currently, object-relations narcissism is at the center of a psycho-
analytic debate between the American-based analysts Heinz Kohut
(d. October 1981} and Otto Kernberg. Both men have sought to ascer-
tain the origins of narcissism and how to treat the “disorder.” While
Kohut saw primary narcissism as an arrest occurring in normal de-
velopments—a confused, shifting sense of self —Kernberg views it as
a defense against dependency, rage, and envy, and has elaborated the
concept of the “borderline personality.”™ Although both men treat
narcissism as potentially pathological, Kohut has striven to human-
ize narcissism, whereas Kernberg retains a more conservative Freud-
ian picture of narcissistic disorders as inseparable from Oedipal
problems. A summary of Kohut’s influence has declared: “Narcis-
.ism has long been viewed as a negative, self-serving emotion which
alienates others and keeps the self from fulfillment. In current psy-
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chological theory, narcissism is being perceived as a natural conse-
quence of early neglect, and an empathic attempt to cxperience
other objects as extensions of the self in order to reintegrate them
with the nuclear self.”* Kohut defined the primary narcissistic self
as grandiose and exhibitionistic and proposed that it subsists as an
archaic imago underlying the secondary narcissism through which
an infant identifies with its parents. The self thus portrayed is an
imaginary structure in the mind, and the ego is the agency of reality.
if the original mothering (primary narcissistic process of mirroring)
was extremely bad, the adult may later manifest fragmentation of
both body and self-image. If there was carly insufficiency in parent
idealization or secondary narcissism—identification with positive
sclf-objects—the adult may display “object hunger”—the unfulfilled
search for satisfaction in relationships. Kohut’s goal as analyst was
to respond warmly and empathically to an analysand, in an effort to
help him or her unite the nonintegrated or repressed (isolated, split-
off, disavowed) aspects of the grandiose self into the adult personality
or “reality ego.”” In this way he hoped to transform archaic narcis-
sism into realistic goals and self-estecm (Kohut, Analysis, p. 192).
In one sense Lacan was more conservative than either Kernberg or
Kohut, who both linked narcissism to identification. Like Freud,
Lacan saw the narcissistic “investment” of objects and identification
(object libido) as different phenomena, although not in a seesaw li-
bidinal balance (as Freud wrote in 1914). Unlike Kohut or Kernberg,
Lacan did not consider narcissism as pathological per se. Instead, he
presented narcissism as the irreducible and atemporal {spatial) fea-
ture of human identity. Rather than attribute the persistence of nar-
cissistic wounds in an adult to “bad” mirroring or insufficient paren-
tal idealization, Lacan located narcissistic difficulties in a lack of
psychic separation from the (m)Other and the resultant incapacity to
submit to the metaphorical reality principle: the Law of the Name-
of-the-Father, or the Oedipal structure. The key to his theory goes
back to the idea of prematuration at birth. Because there is an inher-
ent “lack” in being, narcissism is the necessary assumption of an
alien cgo, taken on in the erotic captivation of the infant by the im-
age of the other. During the mirror stage the infant wants to possess
the mother because she provides an object of constancy and continu-
ity that do not reside within. Hence, identification with a particular
object provides the narcissistic kernel of any identity that will con-
tain a mixture of “bad” and “good” objects or effects. But this identi-
fication is secondary; the drive toward object oricntation as a mcans
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of compensation is primary. Still, just as the carliest form of the nar-
cissistic ego subsequently reflects the paradise of a child’s first loves,
any moi will be elaborated throughout life by added layers of love
objects who serve as cgo ideals and are chosen in the image of early
relinquished objects, even those one might consider ““bad.”

By rejecting Freud’s idea of autoeroticism [primary narcissism) and
extending the scope of his concept of secondary narcissism, Lacan
made identification the means by which an ego (0') is formed and
narcissism its foundation. In “The Ego and the Id” (1923) Freud
described the character of the ego as “a precipitate of abandoned
object-cathexes and [which] contains the history of those object
choices” {SE, 19:29). But, Freud maintains, a healthy ego, ideally, will
fend off those influences. According to Lacan, because Freud lacked
our current knowledge about ethnology and the role of mimesis in
animal behavior, he abandoned his insights about the importance of
narcissistic identification in ego development. The pre-mirror, fan-
Fasmatic merging with images is what Lacan has called primary
identification; his secondary identification is the mirror-stage fu-
sion with others as objects (Freud’s secondary narcissism). Lacan
therefore views Freud’s secondary narcissism, with its attributes of
permanence as manifest in ego ideals [others), as the basic process of
humanization, as well as the cornerstone of human interrelations. It
lies at the heart of all social exchange—well in advance of that mar-
riage exchange out of which Lévi-Strauss would construct society.

The critic Anthony Wilden has pointed out that by reinterpreting
Freud’s concept of ego ideals as the alter ego of the moi Lacan was
led to make “more and more explicit statements derived from the
Kleinian observations of children” (LS, p. 267). Lacan thought that
by pushing back the limits within which we can see the subjective
function of identification operate, Klein showed us the primacy and
centrality of the body as the real and fantasmatic origin of identifica-
tion and symbolization (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 20-21). But the pre-
specular body to which Lacan refers has no sense of its boundaries.
Here the “objects of Desire” {sucking, excrement, the voice, the
gaze) loom as the primary imagistic and sensual matrices that will
help the nconate orient its body in the world. Lacan’s dynamic pic-
ture replaces Klein's static one with the fluidity or flux of perceptual
experience and stresses again the link between object incorporation
{or fusion} and man’s specific prematuration. By postulating a phase
of structuring prior to Klein’s conception of internalized good and
bad, of whole- and part-objects, Lacan emphasized the crucial impor-
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tance of the ambiguity of inside/outside, boundary/non-boundary
distinctions which underlies the process of introjection and projec-
tion itself.”

But, according to Laplanche and Pontalis, Lacan’s subject of pre-
mirror primary identification has its prototype, even before Klein’s
stress on objects, in the ego of Freud’s “The Id and the Ego,” where
the ego is first and foremost a body ego or projection of a surface, as
well as a surface entity { Vocabulaire, p. 81). Indeed, in refutation of
those critics who consider that Lacan ignores biology and sexuality,
one must heed Lacan’s repeated insistence that being is above all
body (Séminaire XX, p. 127). By this, however, Lacan does not mean
instinctual stages, impersonal drive, or witness of a parental sexual
scene. In moving primary narcissism away from Freud'’s solipsistic
notion of it, Lacan redefined this as the corporal image that the sub-
ject evolves of itself. It follows, therefore, that every person has al-
ready been libidinized from the start of life.

A cocificient of this primary eroticization of the body is aggressive-
ness. While many students of human behavior consider aggres-
siveness innate, Lacan finds it to be one more proof of a pre-mirror
building up of identity from the outside. Aggressive intentions are
linked to the earliest imagos of body disintegration, well in advance
of mirror-stage identification with a totum. “There is a specific rela-
tion here between man and his own body that is manifested in a se-
ries of social practices—from rites involving tattooing, incision, and
circumcision in primitive societies to what, in advanced societies,
might be called the Procrustean arbitrariness of fashion” (Sheridan,
Ecrits, p. 11).”7 Lacan has located the reappearance of prespecular
fragmentary images—such as bursting, dismemberment, and so
forth—in the play of children between two and five years of age, and
later in dreams, fantasies, painting, and poetry, as well as in sadistic
crimes and perversions. In his review of Lacan’s thought, Wollheim
has described Lacan’s theory of aggressiveness as “the infant’s reac-
tion to carly mirror-derived images of its body. . . . Aggression is
the infant’s response to the tensions, threats, and, above all, confu-
sions attendant upon primary identification” (“The Cabinet,” p. 39).
Wollheim is confusing primary identification and the mirror stage
here. In the first six months of life the infant is unaware of a specular
relationship to the world. Only with the secondary identification of
the mirror stage are archaic images and effects of primary identifi-
caFion linked to mirror recognition dynamics. From the start of
mirror-stage awareness, aggressiveness or “infant rage’” seems to me
to be a response to loss of constancy or continuity (i.e., psychic po-
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tency). Later in life aggressiveness will become a reaction to the loss
of self-esteem or prestige.

After the mirror stage, aggressiveness is morc specifically related
to separation/recognition dynamics and is at the base of the para-
noiac structure of the human subject. Herein Lacan has made a leap
from his early work on the phenomenology of experience to what he
calls a formula of equivalence: the equivalence of aggressiveness as a
part of the libido and paranoid states. Aggressiveness can harken
back to primary, corporal narcissism, then, or can be a coefficient of
secondary narcissism that functions by secondary identification
with others (ego ideals). Secondary narcissism permits a person to
form a libidinal relationship to the world in general (Séminaire 1,
P. 144). It also serves to appease aggressiveness through narcissistic
identification: self-love displaced onto an-other.

This picture may become somewhat clearer after a brief look at
Lacan’s four patterns of psychoanalytic narcissistic transference,
which Martha N. Evans has described in an article in the Psycho-
analytic Quarterly (1979). First, an analysand identifics with the
analyst in terms of his or her own identity. The emphasis is on like-
ness and the analyst is perceived as a counterpart (like Kohut’s twin-
ship transference). Second, the analytic confrontation aims to reacti-
vate the mirror-stage splitting, that is, to break down the ideal unity
or mirror imago that Lacan equates with secondary identification and
that was initially counterposed between six and eighteen months to
the boundaryless, disconnected sense of body and experience of the
pre-mirror stage. In this phase of transference, the analyst is cast as
an ideal by the analysand and identified with the Other{A) which,
as Schneiderman points out, Lacan has described as the “supposed
subject of knowing” { Returning, p. vii). Evans compares this second
stage to Kohut’s idealizing transference. In the third stage the ideal
image of the analyst should be seen as an illusion, the realization
of which parallels a disintegration of the analysand’s supposition of
“knowing.” This, Lacan metaphorically terms “death,” for the uni-
fied moi—the subject of narcissism or the ideal ego—gives a person
a sense of “self” cohesion. Any unraveling of the strands that went
into weaving that identity as a conviction of “being” causes a de-
being of being: a sense of fragmenting.

The primordial moi is the scaffolding of individuality that was
formed through primary identifications with images, objects, and
others as a strategy of defense: to block the apprehension (splitting
sensation) which comes from the difficulty of situating the infant
body in the world. Secondary—i.e., mirror-stage—identification
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brings an intimation of unity and continuity via the human Gestalt.
When the other (analyst) reflects an ideal unity—supports one’s moi
identifications—the narcissistic slope of the moi is gratified. When
the ideal is shattered, the avatar of aggressiveness arises and shows
itself in projected blame, disenchantment, intimations of fragmenta-
tion, and so forth. The goal of aggressiveness here is to protect the
moi from perceiving the tenuous fragility of its own formation.
Lacan has frequently drawn attention to the danger implicit in any
disintegration of the moi by reason of its close relationship to death;
the moi is a point of recoupement between the common discourse
of everyday speech {in which a subject is caught and “alienated”) and
his or her psychological reality |Séminaire II, pp. 245 ~46). The in-
sistence of the moi on retaining its {fictional) unity of individual
perception constitutecs what psychoanalysts call resistance. From
another perspective, however, one might call this stubbornness a
survival insistence [the repetition which Lacan has placed “beyond
the pleasure principle”).

The fourth stage entails recognition of the moi’s source in the
Other(A). The French psychoanalyst Moustapha Safouan has said
the nicest definition one can give the end of analysis is “death’s
death,” for it is a matter of an invitation to live beyond that which
fixed one in the identical [Schneiderman, Returning, pp. 166—67).
“Knowledge” or recognition of the unconscious is the path to rela-
tive cure or symptom relief. The transference is not really, then, to
the analyst, who only serves as a guide to the learning of the sig-
nifiers in the Other’s discourse: the analysand must learn the alien-
ness of the Other(A). The speaking subject {je) conveys the identity
drama of the moi (Who am I? How do others see me?). But inasmuch
as “saying” and “being” are not the same things, ineffability dwells
at the level of consciousness. Clarity and “truth” reside in the un-
conscious Other{A), where the discrete articulations of one’s iden-
tity exist as “pure signifiers” concerning birth, love, procreation, and
death. The unconscious meanings attached to these signifiers appear
at the surface as hieroglyphics. Even though an analysand may, there-
fore, at one stage take the analyst to be her or his alter ego (specular
ego idcal), the other in the mirror can never be a relationship of iden-
tity, but merely a dialectical experience of resemblance and hence a
replay of mirror-stage discordance. In this context, narcissism and
identification emerge as clearly different functions {actually at war)
for, as Wilden points out: “It is always a question of cach trying to
take the other’s place’” [LS, p. 168). Others give identificatory shape
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to a moi that, paradoxically, secks the meaning of its own alicnation
through others’ (ego ideals) and in language. If an analysis is to suc-
ceed, then, aggressiveness {that is, negative transference) must oc-
cur, since it is the initial “knot” of the analytic drama (Sheridan,
Ecrits, p. 14).

Tension, anxiety, conflict, ambiguity, and oscillation characterize
all human behavior. They have their explanation in the nonpeaceful
coexistence of the specular moi of narcissism, aware of but divided
from the Other(A) from which it was formed, and forced to verify
itself through others, despite the Real flux and instability of human
response amid changing patterns of identifications and events. This
quest is undertaken, moreover, through the indirect and yet further
alienating path of language. Lacan’s moi is most appropriately a nar-
cissistic structure, then, since Narcissus died of his failure to em-
bark on the quest for alterity (i.c., Echo).” “I have succeeded there
where paranoia fails,” Freud said, a statement which Lacan interprets
to mean that when the subject’s roots in the Other{A) become appar-
ent, an opening can be made through the speaking je by which one
can interrogate the paranoid—i.c., dialectical—instance of knowl-
edge which inhabits us. Narcissism therefore holds the personality
together, but its negative effects of alienation, rivalry, grandiosity,
and aggressiveness can only be perceptually mediated in the realm of
Real event. At such times, the social subject of consciousness may
glimpse the movements of the narcissistic subject of identity, briefly
rendering it an object of awareness. It is fitting, then, that Lacan
should describe his analytic praxis as a space in which to induce a
controlled paranoia: “What 1 have called paranoiac knowledge is
shown . . . to correspond in its more or less archaic forms to certain
critical moments that mark the history of man’s mental genesis,
each representing a stage in objectifying identification” {Sheridan,
Ecrits, p. 17).

Lacan views secondary identification with others as a replay of
primary identification with the mother. The former is, in conse-
quence, an intentional mechanism for objectifying the narcissistic
moi both in its primary and secondary characteristics. As stated at
the outset, Lacan’s picture of narcissism is more comprchensive than
thosc theories which make it only a pathology. We have also secn
that it provides a conceptual link between fragmentation and unity,
between relationships and language. And this makes any use of lan-
guage dialectically charged and dependent on an out-of-sight mean-
ing system. In this way, Lacan’s theory ubviates the contradictory
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contentions of Freud that (1) narcissistic love is felt toward someone
who represents what the lover once was, and (2} mature love is felt
towarc_l Parental substitutes. These views would make all relational
love l‘lglfﬂ}’ role bound and necessarily out of step with current
tl.'nogght in the human sciences. Even Kohut's picture of primary nar-
cissism as reflected in “object hunger,” isolation, dependencyaz- low
s'elf-estcem—in opposition to realistic self-esteem—is less éescri -
tive (_)f.a “character disorder” than typical of any human person’s rg-
pensities Pndcr certain kinds of stress, Lacan, of course, has a thé’or
of neurosis that we shall duly consider (Chapter s) :;nd here nar)-,
cissism does play a role, insofar as neurosis entails an imbalance be-
tween the subit-zct and the Other{A). But in Lacan’s epistemology one
5an nf:vgr be "r{d” of the narcissistic moi, orintegrate it into 2 whole
’ sclf,.’ since this would be tantamount to being rid of the source of
identity. It would also be tantamount to being rid of any activ
uncongcious in the sense that the moj points “beyond” to};ts owrt:
fomatlve (and informative) origins. One can, however, become inter-
mittently aware of one’s own moi and its role in recog’nition dynam-
ics and thus gain a measure of freedom in psychic distance from the
Oth'er(A]. .On_e can rarely not depend on others, however, to validate
one’s narcissism and point the way to the “truch” in the'Other['A]
.Answenng Freud'’s quandary about the source of energy at the sér-
vice of. the reality principle, Lacan replaced Freud's biological con-
cept with "qarcissistic passion” {Sheridan, Ecrits, p- 21). The goal of
this energy is the interaction with others, which is intended to as-
sure t!?e moi of its value. In Séminaire XI [p- 219}, Lacan described
the object of love {its aim or goal) as identification with the object
[person) of love. To be desired is the object of love, more basic t},m
the desire to be “made love to” (Sheridan, Ecrits, p'. 19). "

object

ego others

fo')
But l?ecause the moi does not reflect upon itself, it does not know
t!ra.t its goal is recognition: in other words, that t’o be desired is the
libidinal object, not a person per se (Séminaire X, p. 220). Elsewhere
Lacan points out that a child does not depend so nlmuch on .its mother,
ason her love (Sheridan, Ecrits, P- 198). In such a context Desire de:
rived from lack (manque-i-étre or want-of-being) elicits Desire as

What Is “1? 41

exchange. Consequently, others function as screens onto which the
identity drama is projected {“l am . . .”) via the “play” {jeu) of pres-
tige, bearing, shame, rivalry, and so on—the supposedly insignificant
stuff of everyday life {Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 307). But though Lacan sees
natural maturation as dependent on a cultural mediation {via the
pacifying function of ego ideals), others alone cannot terminate or
resolve the identity quest {Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 5—6). The identity
question is endlessly repeated as a circular message from the Other
(A} discourse (“I am. . . . Am I not?”) to the Other(A), via the other.
This process is constantly “in play” in the order of the Real. From
such a perspective, any psychoanalytic theory that hypothesizes
ideal “ego mastery” through genital {object] love or integrative
“wholeness” is simply a self-deluding myth, a compensatory fiction
of ontological wholeness {Séminaire X1, p. 216). The “I” can achieve
a certain balance and harmony through love. But in the Lacanian in-
trasubjective dynamic between the moi and the Other’s Desire and
their refraction through the distortion of language and via the inter-
subjectivity of relationship, this balance will be like the eternal ebb

and flow of the sea.”

The philosopher Paul Ricoeur has stressed that Freud’s concept of
narcissism points to the drive that exists in place of reflection {the
Cogito). Generally speaking, Lacan developed this theory, calling
narcissistic knowledge and endeavor a false or aborted Cogito {Wil-
den, LS, p. 527). In other words, “truth” does not lie along the paths
of introspection or reflection. By viewing narcissism as the force be-
hind human drive, but by locating its fuel in the Desire to be desired
or for recognition, Lacan taught that cognition {as a philosophical
dilemma of mind) is governed by narcissism and Desire. Thus, given
the scope of Lacan’s theory, it would be an error to equate thought-
lessly his narcissistic moi with Kohut’s grandiose, archaic self, since
the two psychoanalysts conceptualize the human subject quite dif-
ferently. There is no whole “self” in Lacan‘s epistemology. Kohut de-
picted the “self” as an image or structure in the mind, whereas for
Lacan the moi is one of the constituents of mind (Kohut, Analysis,
p- xv). Although it is also the source of grandiosity and infantile
identity fixations, Lacan’s moi is far more than an infantile, archaic
form. As the kernel of identity and subjectivity, Lacan’s moi builds a
bridge to others, plays a role in governing intentionality, and is the
purveyor of one’s view of reality within onc’s conscious life, as well
as the agent of drive [ Trieb) (see Chapter 2). Moreover, while Lacan
does not abandon drive theory—although he reinterprets it—Kohut
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does. Lacan’s moi is, therefore, dynamically engaged, but ,Nor:Qm ar-
chaic “self” is a static entity buricd in a remote past. N.or—: never
succeeds in defining this archaic “self,” nor does he link it to effects
other than parenting {mirroring). Whereas Kohut equates the B.oﬂrnn
with the archaic mirror image, and the father i:r n:.u later ideal-
ized self, Lacan refused to view the umv.nro.m. m.vnams.cn in terms of a
simplistic, A gives rise to B causality, QG—EE:.w it Smnomn in terms
of mathematics and symbols. The early mother is _.n.nngu__.nna as the
source of one’s own narcissism, prior to the uanm_n._o: of :.E.Sa:&
boundaries, while the father’s subsequent, symbolic role is that of
teaching these boundaries—he is a limit-setter. As aresult, the father
is later both feared and emulated, since his presence has taught the
infant about laws and taboos. Structurally speaking, woman becomes
identified with sameness, and man with difference. It is to a more
exhaustive discussion of the Lacanian moi that we must now turn.

The Moi

As the unconscious subject of Eonamouao:m. and nwnnmmmmmg mro
moi assumes a place of privilege over the munm_»Sm.m:Eanr .8:&25@
the latter opaque and discontinuous. Lacan has said that his own re-
turn to the unconscious ego as center and common measure is not
implied in Freud’s discourse. On the contrary, the further the reader
advances in the third stage of Freud’s oeuvre [after H.wupr .ﬂro more
the conscious ego is portrayed as a mirage ora sum of identifications
|Séminaire 1, p. 244). By emending this Freudian r.nn of thought E..a
by rendering the identificatory ego :bnonmnmocm|.rm.. unaware om. it-
self—Lacan went beyond the notion of a synthesizing ego ?wowﬂon
and beyond the proverbial pleasure principle to what noncn.zw is “be-
yond”: the common discourse wherc the moi (a composite of ego)
shows up as repetitive themes (Séminaire II, p. 244). In ~.=m 195758
Seminar Lacan elaborated this theory. It has en..wn vcv.:mr& as n_.un
essay “The Subversion of the subject and the dialectic of desire in
the Freudian unconscious” {Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 292—325). But La-
can’s picture of the moi is not easy to grasp, in part because _.5 makes
no behavioral separation between conscious and unconscious sur-
faces, although the conscious and unconscious are ?bnmaomnu:v.
separate and belong to different orders. One cannot nrnn.nmo_.n simply

dismiss the moi as the unconscious and the je as consciousness, be-

cause both participate in both systems. o

Some commentators have tried to clarify these ambiguities by a
chronological presentation of Lacan’s evolution or by a source study
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of thinkers who have influenced him.® But to “understand” Lacan,
one would actually do better to immerse oneself in the hermetic, ba-
roque style which he has purposely created as a metaphor of his
thought. The subject of reality reconstruction or subjective percep-
tion—the moi—is elusive, kaleidoscopic, and evanescent, whereas
the subject of meaning and speech—the je—sceks to “translate” the
moi while adhering to cultural stipulations. To convey this idea of
two modes of meaning fighting to occupy the same space, Lacan
frustrates his interlocutors by stylistically holding meaning in sus-
pension, instcad of appeasing their human propensity for unity, reso-
lution, and easy answers.® When Cogito-style definitions are just
out of reach, Lacan finds his intended effect in a kind of pointillism
in which intellect, affect, knowledge, and so forth are simply means
for coping with a split in the subject and the resultant insatiable De-
sire (manque-d-étre), which destines humans to be questing, lacking
creatures.

As the nonverbal agent of specularity and identifications, the moi
leads the game of human interaction. But it is essentially in an
unstable posture. Subjects reconstitute themselves for each other,
Lacan says, by exchanging ego (moi) through language (je as sym-
bols. Paradoxical though it may sound, Lacan’s moi is therefore
structured and not chaotic, dependent and not independent, human
and not biological, intentional and not aimless. But it is inherently
paranoid because, given the specular logic peculiar to it, the moi can
only experience itself in relation to external images and to the gaze
of others. It follows, therefore, that the moj cannot be reduced to its
first lived experience. It began as a dialectical structure and, through-
out life, each metamorphosis and successive identification with oth-
ers again challenge its delimitations {Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 19—20).
It is possible thercfore to say—another paradox—that the subject’s
identity is both fixed and continually en jeu. Put another way, the
two major aspects of the moi are (1) the formal stagnation or fixation
of feelings and images, which constitute the subject and its objects
{others) with attributes of permanence, identity, and substantiality;
and (2} the inherent gaps, ambiguities, and scars in the moi, which
surface in the speaking subject and throw its apparent, although
illusory and contradictory unity into question (Sheridan, Ecrits,
p- 17). It is comprehensible from this perspective that adult matura.
tion will not depend on innate (i.c., genetic or neurological) and in-
stinctual (i.e., oral, anal, genital) developmental sequences, but on
the cultural mediation of others (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 5—6). Whether
a person clings rigidly to early identity fixations or gains enough in-
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tellectual or mental distance to observe and modify them will deter-
mine the history of that person’s life.

The structuring of the elemental moi in the pre-mirror and mirror
stages has already been discussed. The precise manner of this struc-
turing can be subsumed under two general principles: the gaze (re-
gard) and what Lacan calls “scripting” (1’écriture). Scripting is the
effect of language, made up of voice, sounds, and the phonemic chain.
It leaves traces, tropes, and figures—perceptual residue—the impact
of which combines with visual matter and identifications to fix an
unconscious text that transcends moi fixations and delimitations.
Although both the gaze and the voice are intangible and abstract,
they are palpably material in their effects (the fifth dimension now
discovered by mathematicians) and in the associations they catalyze
in the infant. Lacan’s originality lies in his proposition that the gaze
and voice are assimilated as part-objects (objet a or mental represen-
tations| even before they are connected to the mirror-stage experi-
ence of identification {where the voice and gaze are attached to par-
ticular persons). Woven into a primordial representational layer, the
gaze or voice can later return in dreams, art, or psychosis—or in
other experiences in which the moi’s unity is unraveled—as disem-
bodied fragments. In such situations the gaze is disconnected from
the eye as seeing and the voice from hearing. They become, in other
words, silent witnesses to a solipsistic discourse: the pre—mirror-
stage infant gazes, stares, explores with its eyes—and the gaze itself
is among the objects or images that it takes in. “In our relationship
to things,” Lacan says, “as constituted by the path of vision and or-
dered in the figures of representation, something glides, passes, trans-
mits itself from stage to stage, in order always to be in some degree
eluded there—It is that which is called the regard” (Séminaire XI,
p. 70). Existentialist philosophers demonstrated that the regard is al-
ways “out there.” Lacan connects it to dreams and shows that it is
also always “in here’’: the gaze of the Other{A).

In his First Seminar {19§3—54) Lacan described the dream as a way
of remembering one’s relationship to objects; a sign of exhaustion of
regressions, and thus a threshold to the Real; a sign, therefore, of re-
structuring one’s relationship to objects. To know the moi (the ex-
ceedingly difficult task of seeing one’s subjectivity as an object), one
must be taught to read backward in a topological {spatial) sense, but
in the immediacy of present time. In this Seminar Lacan seemed
mostly preoccupied with an idea of the dream as a manifestation of
the reconstruction of a subject’s story in the present, a temporal re-
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writing of history (p. 20). In the dream the rewriting refers to the
gaze, which Lacan finds in the place of the unconscious code: the
Other{A). We should recall that the human subject was prefigured in
primordial forms, even before its physical objectification in the dia-
lectic of mirror-stage identification with the mother, and before lan-
guage conferred on it its communicative function as a speaking
subject in the wide world. The purest testimonial to this is in dreams
where objects appear in an enigmatic text. In the dream the “1”
shows its component parts, shows that it has always already been
somebody. In putting forth this theory, Lacan answers Maurice
Merleau-Ponty and other phenomenologists who claim that we have
no right to “guess at” the subjective—which we cannot quantify and
on which we cannot reflect. Distinguishing between the visible and
the invisible, Merleau-Ponty wonders how we can comprehend that
alter ego, the “other than me who is the reflected I reflected on, for
myself who reflects.”®* Lacan’s answer is that one can only grasp elu-
sive fragments and that the “strange contingency” (his phrase} is not
between the visible and invisible, but in a disintegration of unity in
the subject.

In the dream a person is no longer subjected to the regard of the
conscious world, which can offer comfort, judgment, seduction, and
so on. Instead, the gaze of the Other{A) both sees and shows, ensur-
ing that the subject does not grasp itself as it does in conscious
thought. Awake, one is such-and-such for others; asleep, one is such-
and-such for no one. Lacan interprets this to mean that the primi-
tiveness of the regard is marked in the dream, where the roots of
identity and essence are linked to seeing as gaze rather than seeing
as eye, and therefore show themselves as prior to intersubjective
{mirror-stage) imperatives {Séminaire XI, p. 72). When Tchoang-tseu
dreams that he is a butterfly, for example, he seizes some root of his
own identity: what he was, what he is in his essence, and that
through which he is Tchoang-tseu. Awake, he is Tchoang-tseu for
others; asleep, a butterfly for no one. Asleep he does not wonder if,
when he is Tchoang-tseu awake, he is not a butterfly in the process of
dreaming. Viewed in this way, dreams are the home of the primordial
source of being in terms of anteriority and narcissism (Séminaire XI,
pp. 72—73). But dreams are not the unconscious; they are distortions
of a Real unconscious (Other) part of being as it regresses to the level
of perception.

But how can one really believe that a moi exists? Wilden has cited
Leclaire’s description of the moi’s function as formation, informa-
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tion, deformation [LS, p. 171). Lacan teaches his interlocutors that
the moi reveals itself in the present speaking through the je (the S of
Schéma L) by which it is not recognized {Séminaire XX, p. 108). It is
more enlightening, then, to ask toward whom? a discourse is di-
rected, since characteristic intersubjective modes of the moi in adult
relations are identificatory. These latter are spontaneous fusions or
aversions that cause the moi to slide frantically (glissement) in its
rejection or acceptance of the other, or sometimes in an ambivalent
alternation. In its intrasubjective relationship to the Other({A), moi
discourse is that dimension in experience which is reflected in De-
sire, boredom, confinement, revolt, prayer, sleeplessness, and panic.
“It” or this Other-thing “thinks rather badly, but it does think. For it
is in these terms that it announces the unconscious to us: thoughts
which, if their laws arc not quite the same as those of our everyday
thoughts, however noble or vulgar they may be, are perfectly articu-
lated” (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 192—~93). Elsewhere Lacan says: “One
can see to what the language of the ego [moi] is reduced: intuitive
illumination, recollective command, the retorsive aggressivity of the
verbal echo. Let us add what comes back to it from the automatic
detritus of common discourse: the educative cramming and delu-
sional ritornello, modes of communication that perfectly reproduce
objects scarcely more complicated than this desk, a feed-back con-
struction for the first, for the second a gramophone record, preferably
scratched in the right place” (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 139).

The Moi in Its Field of Relations

We have said that narcissism and aggressiveness are correlatives in
Lacanian thought.® They first make up the formal structure of the
mirror-stage moi in a presubjective period (Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 19—
20). Prior to speech and the birth of subjectivity the moi has become
characterized by conflict and tension because it depends on specular
recognition from another for its own existence and perpetuation. In
consequence, the primordial coalescence of the moi occurs in a state
of aggressive rivalry, which may be formalized as follows {from Wil-
den, LS, p. 173).

the object: desire for recognition

mother (mirror) moi (alienated)
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Given this state of aggressive conflict, it is hardly surprising that
Lacan found Hegel’s so-called master/slave dialectic useful in de-
scribing his moi. The truth Lacan found in this dialectic was a radi-
cal description of the human subject’s aggressiveness. Lacan’s Schéma
L sets out the intra- and intersubjective dialectic of narcissism and
aggressiveness in terms of identificatory interaction between (1) the
moi and the Other{A), and {2) the moi and others. In Hegel’s master/
slave conflict the struggle revolved around pure prestige: the slave’s
goal was to become the master by cancelling him out; the master
only remained such in reference to a slave who must by definition be
interminably defeated (Wilden, LS, p. 79). The French analyst equa-
ted Hegel’s master with the Lacanian Other|{A)—the locus from
which the subject speaks and desires throughout life, but in a dis-
torted translation of Other({A) data (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 198). Viewed
in this way, the je is an object of the Other’s discourse

(S

Lo

Coextensive with language, yet desiring from within, the je mis-
takenly thinks it can represent its own totality by designating itself
in a statement (Sheridan, Ecrits, p. 315). This is the pertinence of the
master/slave model: the speaking subjcct is oppressed from within
by Other(A) messages as well as by identity fixations of the moi. The
latter is paradoxically fashioned in reference to—and in rivalry
with—its own Other{A), but obliged to wait for recognition and
judgment from others in the world cutside. Man is, therefore, in-
clined to a whole range of aggréssive behavior: from envy and jeal-
ousy, persecution mania, identification with an aggressor, and truly
aggressive acts, to mortal negation of self or other {Lemaire, Lacan,
p. 181).

Freud described conflict as arising from the libidinal push for plea-
sure/gratification up against the demands of reality. But Lacan placed
an intrinsically conflictual, frustrated, and potentially paranoid sub-
ject at the surface of language. “This ego,” Lacan says, “whose
strength our theorists now define by its capacity to bear frustration,
is frustration in its essence. Not frustration of a Desire of the sub-
ject, but frustration by an object in which his Desire is alienated and
which the more it is elaborated, the more profound the alienation
from his jouissance becomes for the subject” (Sheridan, Ecrits,
P. 42). By “this ego” I interpret Lacan to mean moi, which as an gb-
ject of the Other—not a subject of speech—is limited to a few nar-
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50 Lacan and the Philosophy of Psychoanalysis

(e} (Séminaire 11, p. 255). Because of the “wall of language,” there is
no transparent image of identity or reflexivity in oneself but instead
a relationship of profound Othemess {Séminaire 11, p. 276). Beyond
the “wall of language” a person is captive of mental images that also
block vision of “who’ one is. Beyond the mirror—others—and be-
yond language, Lacan located the void (or emptiness) beyond the
image.%

The relationship between moi and je calls into question the issue
of “truth,” much as their source in the Other{A) has led Lacan to a
critique of the source and function of knowledge [savoir). In Lacan’s
thought “truth” is not to be found in the place of traditional knowl-
edge—facts, theories, history—for these merely contain so many
ever changing doxa, socioconventional codes, and interpretations of
events. “Truth” is to be found, in part, in the je’s recognition of the
fictional structuration of the moi. The moi inserts itself as the affec-
tive dimension in language and relationship, becoming recognizable
as an object, principally in terms of repeated identity themes. When
the je is thrust into suspension or vacillation (that is, when unified
meaning is moved aside), the je can de-objectify itsclf by objectifying
its own moi (Séminaire XI, p. 223). The dialectical symbolism by
which Lacan characterizes this dynamic construes the je in refer-
ence to a two-object topology: (1) its own moi as object, and (2) the
other of relationship as an alter ego which leads back to the Other
[with whom a subject unconsciously “communicates”).

je/subject

object/moi object/ather

Paradoxically, as soon as the je disengages itself from the moi and
sees its alien source in the Other{A), the moi assumes the status of a
mirage and gradually becomes no morc than one element in the
object relations of a subject {Séminaire I, pp. 218, 229). The key to
relative psychic health and self-knowledge lies in the direction of je
de-objectification from moi fixations. Such distance can bring symp-
tom relief and some degree of “truth.” In the ideal analysis, or in the
ideal analyst, the moi would be absent. But this ideal remains vir-
tual, s)ays Lacan, for there is no subject without a moi (Séminaire I,
p. 287).

Lacan has modified phenomenological and psychoanalytic con-
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cepts of object relations by differentiating and restating the three
modes of human relationships: subject/object; object/object; sub-
ject/subject (Wilden, LS, p. 175). By dividing the subject into two
meaning systems—that of relationships {objects) and that of lan-
guage—Lacan can speak of the being of language (je) as the non-
being of objects (moi]. The moi reflects the objectifications in per-
sonality and also objectifies others, i.e., perceives others in terms of
its own mnemic representations and creates them in its own image.
It follows, then, that Lacan will portray the speaking je as outside
the object (Séminaire 1, p. 218). The je may, nonctheless, apprehend
its own moi in fragments and in objects, in nonsense, dreams, wit-
ticisms, and so forth {Séminaire XI, p. 192). In this way, the je can
learn, can differentiate, can restructure its moi (which is merely a
rclation in a system), and can gain a measure of freedom.

Lacan therefore refuses existentialist or phenomenological (meta-
physical) conceptions of subjectivity, with their implicit departure
from the postulate of a human nature. There is no human nature,
Lacan says, neither collective nor innate. But there is structure and
process; and these are universal and formalizable. The French phi-
losopher Jean-Marie Benoist concludes, after Lacan, that “the image
of the individual conceived as an independent subject, a source of
meaning, finds itself relativized, the term of a relation, an element
interdependent on others, in the web of a network. At the heart of
each structure, some behaviors of alliance and relationship find them-
selves determined or rather conditioned by a code and its underlying
rules—which signifies that the subject does not choose them, even
within the framework of a fundamental or original choice that the
existentialists called the ‘project’” |[Benoist, Révolution, p. 117). The
speaking, conscious je of existentialist choice and phenomenologi-
cal perception is, by Lacanian standards, dclimited by unconscious
Desires and moi narcissism and, therefore, a fettcred subject that
only possesses the illusion of autonomy and of infinite access to
choice and comprehension.

Freud’s celebrated formula—translated into English as “Where id
was, there shall ego be” | Wo Es war, soll Ich werden)—is usually in-
terpreted to mean that psychic health and integration consist in
replacing the pleasure principle [id) by the reality principle (ego).
Lacan has recast this formula to read: “Where the moi was, there
shall je place itself” (Ld oit c'était, peut-on dire, ld ot s’était,
voudrions-nous faire qu’on entendit, c’est mon devoir que je vienne
a étre) {Sheridan, Ecrits, pp. 128—29). In other words, je {S) has
become aware of its broader dimensions. As stated earlier (p. 12),
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316 Notes to pages 17—23

1978, at the Center for the Psychological Study of the Arts at the State Uni-
ity of New York—-Buffalo. o , ]
<nwﬂn<wﬂaoz Weiss, Experience of Loneliness: mE.&au in Emotional BMEM ”wo_n
cial .a&n:.o: {Cambridge, Mass.: MIT University Press, Gua_n.vn . Zic
Rubin, “Seeking a Cure for Loneliness,” Psychology Today, Oct. 1979,
. 85—86 especially. . )
uku.m Efron, “Psychoanalytic Theory,” pp. 28, 29, 30. Cf. Um:.n_ <ﬂ~.._uw_wx
vich and William Barrett, Ego and Instinct—The Psychoanalytic Vie
Human Nature—Revised (New York: Random House, 1970}, pp- ueulvwf
Ernest G. Schachtel, Metamorphosis: On the Uax&cha.ai of Affect, Per-
ception, Attention, and Memory {New York: Basic Books, 1959), Pp. 117,
:ww Gmﬂ.n:au:. #The direction of the treatment and the principles of its
wer” (1958), in Ecrits, p- 246. o .
vOuo. mmz.w.w. :vm«.nrowb.»_vin Theory,” pp- 5. 37- CtL. mna.mnn__ Brock, Inm“.w. 2
Tiefen- und Labyrinthorgane, vol. t of Bau und Leistung unserer Sin-
Bern: Francke, 1956). ) -
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