Jaques Lacan and the Mirror Stage Theory


i. Introduction
 1. The Illusion of the Cogito

Jaques Lacan (1901-1981) was a psychoanalyst whose theories concerning the human subject contribute to the philosophical arena in their opposition to ‘any philosophy directly issuing from the [Cartesian] cogito.’
 Much of Lacan’s early career was devoted to developing an understanding of how the subject is generated in an infant; how it acquires form, and what forces act upon it such that the illusion of the cogito takes shape in subjective experience.

Lacan’s research in this area counters the intuitive notion of a centred consciousness, the ‘soul-in-a-skin-bag’ account which had pervaded the history of Western philosophy almost throughout. Lacan’s model of consciousness is far removed from such a notion. His vision of the mind is considerably more sensitive to the reciprocal forces of language and culture upon the individual. His discussion of psychical forces searches not for structures which have some positive content, but for multifaceted complexes of interacting parts. Any coherence in the mind, according to the Lacanian model, is the result of a construction job - a job performed by the infant struggling to reconcile its experience of ‘self’ in contrast to its experience of the ‘real world’, and which is imprinted upon the ego by forces issuing from the infant’s family and from greater society.

Lacan’s writings are both in the tradition of and a reaction to Freudian psychoanalytical theory. They are also situated within the French Structuralist movement founded on the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). Drawing inspiration from de Saussurean theory, Lacan posits that if the mind is in fact decentred and nebulous, then its structure is akin to that of a language. The linguistic model as delineated by de Saussure is for Lacan an important key to the unfathoming of the mysteries of the subject.

2. Aims of this Paper
Of what interest are the theories of a psychoanalyst to the proceedings of philosophical discourse? The relevance lies in the attempt Lacan makes to answer the philosophical question, ‘of what nature is the self’? If Lacan disagrees with Descartes, it is because his ‘revised psychoanalytic reading of psychological and biological data’
 directs him to other explanations of subjectivity, and it is the philosopher’s task to consider the plausibility of Lacan’s argument and method in this regard.

This dissertation shall attempt a consideration of Lacan’s contribution to psychoanalysis insofar as his findings provide an account of I-creation relevant to philosophical questions concerning the self. It shall undertake to assess whether or not Lacan’s theories can offer a convincing model of what constitutes that which we normally think of as a human subject, as opposed to more traditional models. The main part of this dissertation shall involve a close reading of Lacan’s Mirror Stage paper of 1949, carefully unearthing his discussion of how the mechanism of the Mirror Stage functions to generate an ‘I’ constellation within consciousness. Prior to this it shall compare and contrast Lacan’s work with that of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), observing his work’s relationship with that of Freud’s and investigating the reasoning behind his recast Freudianism. Attention shall also be given to contemporary resonance within the field of philosophy which reflects and parallels Lacan’s Mirror Stage theory, and consider criticisms raised against it. Overall, this dissertation shall work towards an understanding of the notion of self-creation as suggested in Lacan’s theory in a contextual assessment.

In sum, this dissertation shall devote half its length to the presentation of and reasoning behind Lacan’s view of the self, and the remainder to a critical argument of this model.
3. Background to the Mirror Stage
Lacan’s Mirror Stage theory situates the primary emergence of ego-typical structure in an infant where that infant experiences its first (and pre-social) dialectical encounter with an object that is ‘other’, and which yet clearly corresponds to the infant (and is thus also perceived as ‘self’). That object is the infant’s mirror image.

Lacan first presented his Mirror Stage essay before a psychoanalytical congress in 1936, but the first published form of this essay dates from 1949. Its central insight locates the emergence of the psychical structure which corresponds to an individual’s unified self-concept within a definite period in that individual’s development as an infant, and identifies the stimulus for this structure as being that infant’s own reflection.
 The unified and structured reflection of the infant, being in stark contrast to the whorl of fragmented psychical pressures which have hitherto constituted its consciousness, becomes a model to which the infant aspires and thus imposes a form upon its developing mental apparatus.

The suggestion Lacan makes is that the identification which the infant forges with its reflection has a fictional component. The appearance of the infant’s reflection is a distortion and a mirage - it is a model to which the infant can only approach asymptotically. The process which the mirror stage begins is one which oversees the fashioning of the individual according to a pattern of dialectical self-object identification. The importance of this insight to Lacan’s discipline is that psychoanalysis should investigate the individual in relation to its culture and its discourse with forces that act upon it from without - moreso than as motivated by biological instinct and nascent structures, as was the emphasis of the thought of Sigmund Freud. 

ii. Freud
1. Freud’s Theory of the Subject
Lacan wrote, ‘it is up to you to be Lacanian. As far as I am concerned, I am a Freudian’
. In mind of this claim, a brief overview of Freud’s subject model should provide a useful background for an understanding of Lacan’s theory. Many of Lacan’s passages can be interpreted as Structuralist renderings of Freudian concepts.

Freud’s major theoretical contribution was in noting that there are many aspects of behaviour which have causes of which we are not consciously aware. As Ross McKenna summarises:

The interest of these phenomena is that they betray the way in which the basic instinctual forces of the human organism have been patterned, both by the early events of an individual’s life and by the demands of the community. A successful passage through the various stages of psychic development will leave the individual more or less at peace with himself and his environment, while any serious defect will reveal itself in some form of psychic disturbance.

This discovery lead Freud to divide the subject into two faculties, the conscious and unconscious. The conscious is the seat of our thought, personality, and ‘inner voice’, whereas the unconscious consists in hidden motivators which have their basis both in biological instincts and the repression of taboo desires.

Later in his career, Freud reworked his model of a two-part consciousness, which he replaced with a three-point model which placed the conscious ego in a position between two other loci - the superego, a ‘parental’ aspect of the self overlooking the ego, and the id. It is important to note that the id is not an identical concept with the unconscious. In the reworking of the binary model, Freud has noted that the conscious and unconscious are not compartments but aspects - and so there is much overlapping in function. Freud’s superego, ego, and id are not to be thought of as separate components, but generalised areas across the mental spectrum. Bowie comments:

In the tangled conceptual texture of The Ego and the Id, the ego emerges as being in part - ‘and Heaven knows how important a part’, Freud says - unconscious (XIX, 18). And even as Freud’s new ego-id antithesis gathers strength, it gathers uncertainty and a disputed middle territory too: ‘the ego is not sharply separated from the id; its lower portion merges into it’.

2. Freud as Acartesian
Freud’s writings are often interpreted as implying that the structure of the self is fragmented. With his division of the mind into the categories of Ego, Superego, and Id, the workings of consciousness are depicted as interactive componentry rather than as the product of a single unit.

Although this is not the necessary implication of Freud’s theory  (the American psychoanalyst Heinz Hartmann and his contemporaries used Freud’s work to support a view of a centred self, which was thought to dominate the subconscious levels)
, it is this aspect of his work which for many marks him as outside the Cartesian tradition.

It took some time, therefore, before Freud’s theories became widely accepted in France, still largely caught in the Cartesian conception of the Self at the time Freud’s writings were becoming influential. It was not until after World War One that the school of psychoanalysis began to recognise the role of the unconscious as a hidden drive behind pathological disorders.

3. Lacan and Freud

Lacan’s work is probably best considered as having its ground in the theoretical writings of Freud. Lacan was an ardent Freudian scholar, and his work’s relationship with that of his acknowledged master’s is one which continued throughout his career. In 1964 he founded the Parisian School of Freud (l’École Freudienne de Paris) and directed it until 1980, when he dissolved the group (later reformed as the school of the Freudian Cause)
. He has on occasion been termed ‘the French Freud’

However, it would be difficult to characterise Lacan as a Freudian psychoanalyst, despite the fact that he is clearly within the Freudian tradition, because Lacan’s writings have moved on significantly from their source. Whilst much of Lacan’s work has its origin in Freudian themes, whilst he is consistently hearkening to Freud throughout his career, his Freud is considerably revised, particularly in terms of linguistic analysis.

4. Lacan’s Redefinition of Freudian Themes

Freud’s last book, entitled An Outline of Psychoanalysis (1938), can be seen as a summary of his career. The book recapitulates his views on the structure of consciousness and the important role of the family as a sociological laboratory in which a developing ‘ego’ begins to take shape. Lacan’s Family Complexes in the Formation of the Individual, published in the same year, is clearly based on concordant views. Lacan’s book, however, is more than a restatement of Freudianism - it is also an outline of the topics which would become important in Lacan’s writing in the coming years, as he developed and redefined Freudian tenets and ideas. To this point, Marcelle Marini writes:

Lacan oscillated between a critique or a revitalisation of the Freudian texts - which does not preclude his admiration - and an unconditional faithfulness, especially when he felt threatened in his own innovations.

It is where Lacan departs from Freud that we find him breaking in new psychoanalytical territory. Lacan’s vision is broader than Freud’s - where Freud maintains a focus on the biological apparatus of the brain in order to keep his psychoanalytical writings closer to the scientific arena, Lacan carries through the implications of Freudianism beyond Freud to displace the personality across a spectrum of loci which extends from the internal subconscious to the external socially-defined other.  Lacan’s movement away from biological talk indicates a shift of emphasis which reveals much about his position regarding what constitutes the human subject. For Lacan, what is distinctive about a human being is that person viewed in relation to the culture and society in which development occurs. He replaces Freud’s attention to instinct and appetite with a model more concerned with complex and constellation, and linguistic-type structure.

Lacan’s view was that Freud, towards the end of his career, backed away from his earlier challenges to the Cartesian subject view and submitted, in part, to the seductive comfortability of that thesis. The earlier Freud, in papers such as Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, had challenged the conflation of such concepts as ‘mentality’ and ‘consciousness’, breaking humanity’s security in its self-conception as master of its own will through the presentation of the unconscious as a hidden drive and motivator of human behaviour.

It is where Freud goes on to house consciousness that Lacan feels he classically endorses the cherished notion of the individual. Lacan writes:

It is known indeed that Freud identifies the ego with the ‘perception-consciousness system’, constituted by the sum of those apparatuses by which the organism is adapted to the ‘reality principle’

Lacan takes Freud’s cue in the dissolution of Cartesianism, but for Lacan, Freud is not acartesian enough. In papers such as The Ego and the Id, Freud has, to Lacan, over-emphasised the function  and role of the personality. Freud describes the purpose of psychoanalysis in this paper as a tool which might enable the ego to progressively conquer the id - a description which betrays a loyalty to the attractive characterisation of the ego as a unified, whole, healthy core of humanity, a centrality which, due to the constant assail by the sub-human id, is worthy of protection.

Lacan’s ego is not a stabiliser, nor is it the unifying principle of the human condition. It is itself a site of conflicting pressures. Where the ego plays on the theatre of the personality is precisely where the subject enters its dialogue with the other in the language of identification and distinction. Freud’s desire to nurture and defend the ego leaves him within the fantasy of the integrated self.

Lacan’s work is a propulsion away from this fantasy and a quest to uncover new definitions of the self. The Mirror Stage paper provides a new book of Genesis for the ego, an account of the emergence of the ego not into stability but into a discursive tug of war, the positive content of which, if any, is always in question.

iii. Lacanian Subject Model
1. The Influence of Structuralism

Lacan’s theory of the structure of the mind is more than a reworking of Freud’s model. It incorporates much influence from the de Saussurean theory of language, a theory which was of great importance to the French School in Lacan’s time. Where Lacan gives his famous ‘the unconscious is structured like a language’
, his conception of language is rooted in the de Saussurean method of understanding how language functions.

Signs of Structuralist linguistics are discernible throughout Lacan’s early writings. In the Mirror Stage essay itself, the notion that self-definition occurs within the dialectic between subject and reflection is strongly contemporarious with de Saussure’s vision of the definition of the linguistic sign as occurring within the tension between signifier and signified. Lacan’s strongest connection with French structuralism dates from his reading of Claude Lévi-Strauss’ (1908-) Structuralist anthropological writings during the 1950’s.

Lacan writes in his Fonction et Champ de la Parole et du Langage:

Isn’t it striking that Lévi-Strauss, in suggesting the implication of the structures of language with that part of the social laws that regulate marriage ties and kinship, is already conquering the very terrain in which Freud situates the unconscious?

It is not until this paper that Lacan has offered a definition of the unconscious
, a focal point of Freud’s theories, so it is significant to note that it is only through notions of structuralism that Lacan feels he can begin to embark on a journey through this fundamentally Freudian territory. Where Lacan speaks of the unconscious as ‘that part of the concrete discourse, insofar as it is transindividual, that is not at the disposal of the subject in re-establishing the continuity of his conscious discourse’
 (one of the many definitional commentaries on the unconscious that Lacan presents in this paper) we find him in a position where he is summarising and reworking Freud in terms of the Structuralist lingo.

Structuralism, as de Saussure gives it, is the thesis that linguistic signs (i.e. words) are not merely terms which define ‘things in the world’ but which instead have their meanings within the whole interdependent complex of other linguistic signs, and that it is the distinctions and relationships between these signs that provide their ‘definitions’. It is not, as was previously thought, that we encountered things in the world and assigned them names. Language is more to be thought of as a system of sound images paired with the concepts of that which they signify. As Ellie Ragland-Sullivan gives it:

The de Saussurean sign constitutes meaning… by a relation between the signifier and signified which is interior to language. As such, meaning is purely a function of the difference that distinguishes one signifier from another, the value of signifier and signified being that of a differential.

According to de Saussure, it is only through language that we can approach the world of objects - so it is not our encounter with objects that causes us to adopt language, but that language is a fundamental prerequisite for our experience of the world as a meaningful one. Were it not for systems of linguistic structure, which he considers to be constitutive of consciousness in general, we could not divide the sense data we receive into comprehensible units - we would not be able to perceive objects as such at all.

Thus de Saussure’s suggestion is that language is a fundamental characteristic of what it is to be a human being with full representational faculties. Furthermore, the structure of that linguistic componentry is one of oppositional relationships between signs, not of ‘names’ with positive content.

This crossing of linguistic theory and psychology translates to a decentred philosophy of the self , as notes Samuel Ysseling:

…structuralism is a strong reaction against existential phenomenology. It is a reaction against phenomenology, because the latter is ultimately always a phénoménologie de la perception. It is an explicitation of experience or of man’s immediate presence to himself and to that which is other than himself. The structuralists deny such an immediate presence, because every presence is always and necessarily mediated by language and by a system of “signifiers,” which possesses a priority which respect to speaking and perceiving man. One’s experience of oneself and of the other, and the uttering of this experience, are always tied to a more original structure, which is one of the factors that determine this experience and this utterance…Structuralism is a reaction against existentialism, because existentialism is, in fact, a humanism… Humanism is a way of thinking wherein human subjectivity stands in the center. Such a centralising of subjectivity, and humanism itself, are considered by structuralism as an ideology…Speaking more positively, it is typical for the style or the way of thinking of structuralism to put language and discourse in the centre.

2. The Symbolic, Imaginary, and the Real

De Saussure considered language to be a basic feature of the nature of consciousness throughout, but Lacan did not entirely agree, although he did feel that language was a central and important aspect of human experience. De Saussure’s model emerges in Lacan’s theory of the subject in one particular mode of operation - in the symbolic mode.

Lacan has, similar to Freud, his own triumvirate theory of psychology. Where Freud has his ego, id and superego, Lacan gives his Symbolic, Imaginary and Real. The trinity Lacan offers is not, as is Freud’s, a hierarchy of structures within the mind, but is instead a spectrum of the modes of operation of the subject and the realms in which it situates itself.

The realm of the Imaginary is that relevant to the mirror stage. It is the mode of representation which involves a misidentification between subject and object, as in the mirror stage when an infant misunderstands the relationship between itself and its reflection.

The Imaginary is a presocial realm of consciousness, for to enter into the socially-defined world of object identification is to become subject to the laws and operations of language. Of course, according to Lacan, where there is language there is de Saussurean structure. Thus, in this next realm of the ‘Symbolic’, the subject acquires self-definition via entry into an intradependent complex of meanings through distinction. 

In Lacan’s family myth, an infant is brought into the realm of the Symbolic by the ‘Name-of-the Father’, or the ‘Phallus’; terms which represent the intrusion of the father figure into the identification relationship which the infant shares with its mother in the Imaginary realm. The father represents the norms and taboos of society, denying the mother to the infant as a sexual object (thus in-forming a taboo against incest within the infant) and also dividing the attention of the mother, so that the infant no longer can conceive of itself as the sole object of desire for the mother.

Thus our first encounter with language is as an imposition. There is a sense that the fictional direction of the mirror stage is continued in the Symbolic realm, where the subject is confined within a system of signs. However it is this system of signs that allows the individual to assimilate itself into society and continue in processes of interaction with other human beings.

It is interesting to note that the ‘Name-of-the-Father’ episode prefigures entry into a society that has a patriarchal structure at its fundamental. This is Lacan’s explanation for a society which has been primarily male-dominated throughout history. Marini writes:

The structure is patriarchal since it is the Name-of-the-Father that is the medium and the agent of the human animal’s transformation into a subject. More broadly, this structure is masculinist, if I dare say, because Lacan praises Lévi-Strauss for having founded the autonomy of a signifying system on a ‘generalised theory of exchange in which women, goods and words seem to be homogeneous’.

Beyond these realms is the Real, which Lacan describes as the ‘unknown’ - in the mathematical sense (une inconnue) and in the psychoanalytic sense (un inconnu), where a patient is refusing to acknowledge some aspect of reality. The Real is outside the jurisdiction of the symbolic and is thus a threat. Similar in conception to Kant’s ‘thing-in-itself’, it is that aspect of the world which is irreconcilably alien, outside of our representational capabilities. The Real does not even constitute what we would normally think of as ‘reality’:

The Real is not reality since reality depends on the intervention of the Symbolic and the Imaginary.

According to Lacan, it is an encounter with the Real which causes us to take shelter in the Symbolic, and which can give us up to complex psychoses. It is helpful to note that for Lacan, the Symbolic is ‘the fundamental screen of the Real in the unconscious fantasy’.

3. Lacan’s Decentred Subject
An understanding of this triad of the Symbolic, Imaginary and Real is essential to the comprehension of Lacan’s decentred subject view. Whereas  Freud seemed to privilege the ego as the house of consciousness where was to be found the positive content of human awareness, Lacan sees the mature ego as part of a structure that goes beyond the individual, being im-pressed upon the developing subject through the Name-of-the-Father. Its definition is not individual but reciprocal to societal definition via de Saussurean forces of distinction.

The mistaken definition of the self within the Symbolic realm parallels our mistake before the mirror in the Imaginary. As we encounter other human beings in society, we note their reactions to us and their definitions of us. We perceive ourselves as an object for others, and misidentify ourselves (as subject) with this object which others perceive. Thus the process of assimilation into society is one in which we develop according to the way we are perceived by others. Furthermore, our agency as free human beings consists in the tensions between the ideal of ourselves (as perceived by others) which we approach and our inability to precisely match that ideal, resulting in multiple subject-positions.

Lacan decides that the subject is not centred as we are lead to believe, but that the personal agent with whom we identify is without:

The conscious ego… is only a unity one imagines for oneself. Such an ego gives the illusion of being in charge. The real agency - the I who really does things - is le sujet. This I is signified by, out of, beyond the chains of associations, which, split off from this I, run by themselves, generating that same innermost I.

Lacan’s conception of the ego has a lot in common with the view of Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980). When Sartre thinks we perceive of ‘ourselves’, he thinks we imagine an object which is an idealisation, and a fiction, of what we actually are. The human consciousness, he conceives, can be described as a ‘for-itself’, whereas this idealised image of the self has the quality of an object as an ‘in-itself’. The distinction between the two is impossible to reconcile. Thus, whenever we speak of the subject, we are not speaking of a Cartesian centre of perception, but of a constructed object which we believe to be ourselves.

As we can see, through Lacan’s description of the dialectical processes of self-definition that an individual enters into upon the impression of linguistic order via the Name-of-the-Father, the apprehension of ourselves as objectified subject is of a similar nature to Sartre’s. Thus Lacan’s decentred model of consciousness appears more Sartrean that Freudian, who is almost Cartesian by comparison.

Why Lacan is in fact more Freudian than Sartrean is because of the attention he gives to the workings of the unconscious. Sartre denies the existence of an unconscious mind - but for Lacan, it is a Freudian fundamental of paramount importance in the field of psychoanalysis. To Lacan, the existence of factors within consciousness which conceal information from the awareness points to the existence of an unconscious. It is the workings of the unconscious upon which Lacan focuses in his psychoanalytical practice and from which Lacan derives many of his structural principles of human consciousness. Against Sartre, Lacan writes:

Unfortunately that philosophy grasps negativity only within the limits of a self-sufficiency of consciousness, which, as one of its premises, links to the méconnaissances that constitute the ego, the illusion of autonomy to which it entrusts itself.

Where Lacan differs from Freud in his conception of the unconscious, however, is in Lacan’s attribution of linguistic features to the unconscious mind. For many this is Lacan’s greatest contribution to psychoanalysis - the recognition of the unconscious as being structured like a language. Of his Fonction et Champ de la Parole et du Langage, Marini comments:

The 1953 text accumulated, with a certain jubilation, definitions of the unconscious that have remained amongst the most famous; Lacan even went as far to speak of an unconscious subject (later, there would be a subject of the unconscious), a notion that is absent from Freud’s texts. Indeed, by restoring the unconscious to language as the foundation of man, Lacan was beginning to reformulate it in his own name.

Freud did not conceive of the unconscious as linguistical. He positioned the realm of language within the organising ego, leaving for the unconscious a sublinguistic interplay of desire and contrasting forces. For Lacan, this signalled a weakness in Freud’s theory, for as Lacan points out, the field of psychoanalysis is grounded in the attempt to discover forces at play in the unconscious via the medium of the patient’s speech. Freud, to Lacan, seemed uncertain in his psychoanalysis, torn between the scientific model of the mind and his reliance on semantics and cultural relativity in his psychoanalytical technique. Lacan displays no uncertainty here: the psychoanalyst must be primarily attentive to culture and language. Bowie writes: 
Lacan... is more certain than Freud both about the subject-matter of their science and about its position among neighbouring intellectual disciplines. For Lacan, psychoanalysis concerns itself above all else with the understanding of human speech, and linguistics, rhetoric and poetics are its indisputable allies.

iv. The Mirror Stage

1. Lacan’s Approach to the Mirror
The Mirror Stage essay is Lacan’s formal entry into the field of psychoanalysis as the bearer of a new metaphysics of the self. It is a delineation of the moment of I-creation for an infant and is the catapult for Lacan’s theory of the subject. The title of the essay itself embodies a key pun - the word stade of Stade du Mirroir is alternatively translated as stadium, thus indicating that the infant’s developmental trial as described in this essay constitutes the epic battle of the human subject; and that the mirror patterns a human drama which shall be performed on its stage henceforth.

The significance of this pun is to reveal Lacan’s ambitions for the paper. As Bowie puts it, Lacan seeks

…to find an early moment in the human life-cycle when the individual’s humanity is already fully at stake, and to find a new beginning for the moral drama of psychoanalysis. Lacan’s account of the ‘specular’ moment provides the ego with its creation myth and its fall.

The concept of the mirror stage was introduced early in Lacan’s career, but it is, in a sense, the culmination of Lacan’s research and academic interest to that point. Many of his earlier writings prefigure the Mirror Stage paper: in particular his doctoral thesis On Paranoia and its Relationship to Personality (1932); Beyond the Reality Principle (1936); and in The Family (1938). An examination of these works provides clues which illuminate the course of Lacan’s thinking from thereon.

On Paranoia defines the concept ‘personality’ as follows:

The ensemble of specialised functional relations that establishes the originality of man-the-animal, adapting him to the enormous influence exercised by the milieu of mankind, or society, on the milieu of his life.

Already here we can see Lacan’s conception of the personality taking on de Saussurean linguistic features. Still obvious though is the strong influence of Freud’s work giving shape to Lacan’s thought - where Lacan describes the personality as arranged around three foci, the Individual, the Structural, and the Social, we may note another collusion with Freud’s id, ego, and superego. The difference, of course, is Lacan’s bringing of the personality into the contextual realm of social forces, whereas Freud leaves these foci within the internal structure of the individual.

Lacan moves further from Freud in his essay of 1936 (the same year as his first unpublished presentation of the mirror stage) called Beyond the Reality Principle, a title which clearly hearkened to Freud’s essay Beyond the Pleasure Principle. The essay reads from Freud an emphasis on the importance of psychic reality, and outlines the factors which he sees as important in giving shape to that psychic reality - those being the image and the complex.
Lacan’s conception of the image is crucial to an understanding of his Mirror Stage theory. He sees the perceived image as the element which gives form to - or ‘in-forms’ the personality and its complexes:

In any case, the image is a form that in-forms the subject and makes possible the process of identification with it. Identification with a constellation of images leads to a behavioural pattern that reflects the social structures within which those images first emerged. It is this constellation which is called a ‘complex’, a notion that is far richer for Lacan than that of ‘instinct’.

The 1938 essay The Family positions the family unit as the locus for the primary influence on an infant in social development, as opposed to an individual’s biological componentry. In this article he sheds further light on the role of society in the formation of complexes, which, as does Freud, he situates within the field of the subconscious.

The Family is primarily concerned with the development of the infant ego as it begins to interact with other members of its immediate family. Moving from the basic Freudian concerns with the father and mother figures, Lacan introduces le Frère au Neutre (the brother in the neutral); a character which represents for the infant a competitor (i.e. for the mother’s breast) and a fellow (with whom the infant identifies as having desires equivalent to its own). In the consideration of these forces introduced into the Freudian Arena, Lacan reveals a Hegelian ‘self-certainty’ struggle within the infant to reconcile itself with the opposing forces perceived as the other. This struggle seems to lean us towards a consideration  of how the infant develops its own conception of itself as a subject in the midst of these developmental pressures. It is here where Lacan provides the mirror stage.

2. The Relevance of the Mirror Stage to Lacan’s Subject Model

As we examine the Mirror Stage paper, we must keep in mind those factors which have become important in Lacan’s own psychoanalytical writings, notably the way the image functions to impress the infant with form, and the way social interactions provide a constellation of forces within which develop behavioural complexes. We must also be aware of the nature of Lacan’s subject model so as to understand where Lacan wants to lead us in communicating his Mirror Stage theory.

This being understood, the relevance of the Mirror Stage paper becomes clear; for in Lacan’s model of the personality as being the house of a constant barrage of developmental forces which take the form of attempted reconciliation between subject and object, he is lead to uncover the source of the battle’s initiation.

The clue in Lacan’s research is provided by his observation of the fascination infants have for their reflection. this observation had contributed to Freud’s narcissistic theory, the ambiguities of which Lacan had alluded to in his doctoral thesis.
  Comparing the behaviour of a human infant with that of a chimpanzee of a similar age, he notes that whilst both share an initial delight at the sight of their reflection, the ape soon loses enthusiasm whereas for a human the interest is maintained for a much longer period.

For Lacan, this activity before the mirror provides all that is necessary for the infant to enter the periphery of the social dialectic nebula, as set forth in his previous research:

For me, this activity retains the meaning I have given it up to the age of eighteen months. This meaning discloses a libidinal dynamism, which has hitherto remained problematic, as well as an ontological structure of the human world that accords with my reflections on paranoiac knowledge.

For Lacan, the mirror stage is a definite era in the life of a developing subject. Occurring between the ages of around 6-18 months in an infant, it is the period during which the subject first formally arises. Later, the subject will begin to develop socially; but it is during this phase that the infant, being at first ‘sunk in his motor incapacity and nurseling dependence’ (p2), starts to become transformed, taking on a structure and form that is a primordial ‘I’.

So the mirror stage is one which provides for Lacan a solution to the question of how an infant initialises its pattern of social interaction - how it can acquire a sense of the within from a source that in-forms from without. It is the apparent unity of the reflection which functions as the image which guides the developing subject towards a conception of itself as a unity - and thus, as the infant begins to develop a conscious structure, a unifying ‘I’ about which this development takes place.

3. Transformative Function of the Mirror Stage

As Lacan begins his paper, he wishes to make clear his assertion that the ‘I’ of which we speak is not an innate, unified entity, but merely the image (reflection) with which an infant identifies itself. Lacan is asserting that the mirror stage constitutes a transformation that occurs within the subject, and which:

situates the agency of the ego, before its social determination, in a fictional direction, which will always remain irreducible for the individual alone, or rather, which will only rejoin the coming-into-being of the subject asymptotically, whatever the success of the dialectical syntheses by which he must resolve as I his discordance with his own reality.

Where Lacan uses the term ‘fictional’, he means to direct our attention to the discordance between the highly fragmented and unstructured infant ego and the self-conception it gains from the mirror. Yet he postulates that this fragmentary structure actually begins to undergo change - although towards a goal it can never completely achieve.

It is the specular image constituted by the reflection in the mirror which, according to John O’Neill,

functions to raise the visual body into a socio-psychological space in which the infant continues to explore self and other relations. In psychoanalytic terms, the specular image is the basis for a superego.

Closer attention to the nature of this image provides further clues as to why it represents an unattainable prize. The exterior image to which the infant aspires has a statue-like quality which is distorted (being in contrasting size) and inverted symmetrically. The relationship between human and reflection/model is thus skewed from the outset, and  thus even the destination has a quality that is irreconcilably alien. The statue is entirely different in character to the interplay of forces which have hitherto made up the subject.

What evidence do we have that a reflection of the self can alter the nature of a developing individual towards a social relation? Lacan provides a few examples from animal biology to support his thesis. As he notes, the ‘maturation of the gonad of the female pigeon’ (p3) is dependent upon a sighting of another individual of the same species - but the pigeon’s reflection will be sufficient. Likewise the locust, which is dimorphic between the solitary and gregarious forms, breeds one or the other under the condition of exposure to members of its own species, or a reflection of itself.

Whilst it is dangerous science to generalise patterns of biomorphic and behavioural relationships across species in order to demonstrate their applicability to humans (there are countless more cases which demonstrate that a creature’s reflection has no measurable effect on its development, so perhaps Lacan is being highly selective), Lacan does admittedly point out that the notion that an image of the self can alter the self is not altogether unreasonable.

The mirror stage then is more than a metaphoric device. The physical interaction between human animal and its mirror image is thought to be directly paralleled in the infant’s internal development, which amounts to a psychical ‘mirror stage’ confrontation which asserts and forms within the subject a relationship between internal and external reality which consists in both alienation and identification.

4.  Neurosis and the Mirror Stage

The image in the mirror holds a special appeal for the infant, yet to come into the fullness of its power over the body, for in the reflection the baby receives a vision of the coherence to come, a promised unity which, although illusory, evokes within the infant aspirations towards maturity. At the time of the mirror stage event, however, the infant is still extremely physically uncoordinated.

Lacan notes a collusion between the infant’s physical and mental immaturity, in recalling the ‘specific prematurity of birth in Man’ (p4). This factor of development, he reports, is termed by embryologists as foetalisation. In the post-natal development of the cortex and neurax (which Lacan is ‘lead... to regard as the intra-organic mirror’(p4)), Lacan tells us:

This development is experienced as a temporal dialectic that decisively projects the formation of the individual into history. The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation - and which manufactures for the subject, caught up in the lure of spacial identification, the succession of phantasies that extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I shall call orthopaedic - and, lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s entire mental development.

The phantasies of fragmentation to which Lacan refers indicate to him that the schism of the mirror stage within a developing ego provides the source of such neuroses as, for example, hysteria. The fear of fragmentation, which he illustrates in reference to the paintings of Hieronymous Bosch, can be an obsessional symptom of the trauma experienced during the mirror stage. But if the ego is still in its compositional phase, what exactly is it that can experience this trauma? Lacan is aware that in establishing within the mirror stage propositional foundations for psychic maladies he is implicitly suggesting that there has to be a subject which must necessarily predate the mirror stage in order to be so damaged, and is thus undermining his model. In order to counter this, he acknowledges (in accordance with the work of Anna Freud), the influence of genetic factors on hysterical repression. These precede the mirror stage, and are thus established within the pre-social ‘Ur-ego’ before the experience of the mirror stage, which toys with forces which can act to damage the ego before its proper determination. Thus the factors of the ego assailed by these forces are nascent before they become assimilated in the attempt towards unifying self-structure performed by the infant. Other neuroses such as paranoiac alienation Lacan sources as antedating the mirror stage, and thus this illness attacks defences of an ego-structure already moulded by the mirror stage.

Thus Lacan feels his Mirror Stage model holds when scrutinised as the source of ego-formation in conjunction with psychoanalytic knowledge on neurosis formation. He likewise feels it illuminates problems encountered by earlier psychoanalysts in attempting to conflate primary narcissism with the formation of the sexual libido, which Lacan has demonstrated occurs only afterwards upon the ‘deflection of the specular I into the social I’ (p5). The structures which the earlier psychoanalysts, such as Freud, had tried to define in terms of innate social functions, were merely instances of ‘existential negativity’
 symptomatic of the mirror-stage dialectic. Lacan writes:

We can thus understand the inertia characteristic of the formations of the I, and find there the most extensive definition of neurosis - just as the captation of the subject by the situation gives us the most general formula for madness, not only the madness that lies behind the walls of asylums, but also the madness that deafens the world with its sound and fury’.

v.  Criticism

1. Considering Lacanian Criticism

The acceptance of the Mirror Stage paper as providing evidence for Lacan’s theory of the subject is to denounce Cartesianism and accept that the true constitution of the human being is as a creature defined in dialect - both in its sense as the opposition and attempted reconciliation between subject and object, and in the linguistic structure of that conflict which the word implies. This would suggest that our philosophies of the self should be developed within the Lacanian scheme.

Should we indeed accept Lacan’s model? In order to answer this question we must attempt a philosophical examination of its reasoning and claims. It is therefore philosophically relevant to attend to a criticism of Lacan’s theory of the subject. It must be remembered, however, that to disagree with Lacan’s account is not to reject ipso facto a decentred model of the person. There are many such models proposed by philosophers and other writers which, although differing on certain key points with Lacan, nevertheless similarly oppose Cartesianism and its claims regarding the self. This being so, even an outright disproof of Lacan’s psychoanalysis will not prove that the human subject amounts to a simple ‘transcendental unity’; it would merely move to disregard Lacan’s own version of decentrism.

In fact, I shall attempt no such ‘outright disproof’ of Lacan - for although criticism of his work has steadily increased since his death in 1981 (partially due to the totalitarian manner with which he guarded his views in his life)
 it seems to me that his theory’s skeletal claims are generally highly regarded and perhaps even (with exceptions of course) agreed upon. What is more commonly criticised of Lacan’s work are the particulars and subtleties of his model. Therefore I shall attend here to some of these challenges to Lacan’s weaker claims in order to assess the damage to his particular angle on the decentred self thesis.

2. Self Concept vs. Mirror Recognition.

In his Mirror Stage paper, Lacan appeals to a touch of comparative psychology in order to find some empirical support for his theory - namely a comparison between the attention given to their mirror images by both infant humans and chimpanzees. He writes:

Some of you may recall that this conception originated in a feature of human behaviour illuminated by a fact of comparative psychology. The child, at an age where he is for a time, however short, outdone by the chimpanzee in instrumental intelligence, can nevertheless already recognise as such his own image in a mirror. This recognition is indicated in the elusive mimicry of the Aha-Erlebnis, which Köhler sees as the expression of situational apperception, an essential stage of the act of intelligence.

We will recall that Lacan’s mirror stage represents the primary situational emergence of the ego, where the fragmented Ur-ego becomes so transfixed by its unified reflection that it is urged to begin assimilation into society via a dialectical process. If Lacan’s claim holds, then psychological findings should demonstrate (we would expect) that self-recognition in a mirror should be enough to spark social development (at least in its vestigial stages) in higher primates: that is, if, as Lacan claims, the mirror image operates similarly upon us as it does upon the pigeon and the locust.

What does the evidence from experimental psychology actually show? We are referred to the work of G. G. Gallup, a noted researcher in the area of primate mirror-recognition.

In Robert W. Mitchell’s review of Gallup’s work (1997), he discusses Gallup’s theoretical evaluation of self-concept and mirror recognition in his experiments with chimpanzees. Gallup’s view, derived from that of C. H. Cooley,
 is contrary to Lacan’s in that he does not believe that the mirror image holds any sway in self development - but that an awareness of social judgement is what encourages the development of a self-concept. For Lacan, of course, it is the other way around - first we conceive of ourselves dialectically (and self-recognition in a mirror is the model case where this occurs) and then we conceive of ourselves in relation to others via the same dialectical process.

In their 1971 article, Gallup and his team argue, based on their research, that social interaction is a prerequisite for the recognition of one’s mirror image. What is more, their findings support this hypothesis. They found that chimps raised socially could learn to recognise their reflections, but chimps raised in isolation could not. They write:

These results replicate earlier findings (Gallup 1970) in demonstrating that preadolescent feral chimpanzees can learn to recognise their own reflections in mirrors and then use the resulting information very much as humans do. However… chimps reared in isolation showed no evidence of being able to recognise themselves in mirrors… [a] possible interpretation of these results relates to the idea and function of a self-concept. Cooley (1912) has theorised that the human concept of self is an interpersonal phenomenon and as such is dependent on social interaction with others. The basis for the development of a self-concept, according to Cooley, was to be found in the way other individuals responded to the person in question… According to Cooley’s theory, isolates would not have had the requisite social experiences necessary for the development of a self concept.

This evidence presents some difficulty for Lacan. If self-recognition is not the doorway to social determination as he believes, then his Mirror Stage hypothesis is somewhat misfounded.

For Lacan, of course, the experience of family and mirror image are all of a piece. It could be argued that the behaviour of a socially isolated chimpanzee represents a gross abnormality in developmental psycho-science which should not be cited as evidence against his theory concerning the progress of a normal human ego. However, Lacan’s insistence on gathering evidence from animal biology, as noted previously, suggests a reliance on circumstantial evidence from this field regarding the effects of mirror images - and in this respect Gallup’s findings could prove to be of some embarrassment for Lacan.

Mitchell, however, is highly critical of the assumptions he finds in Gallup’s theorising. He challenges Gallup’s claim that self-recognition in the mirror implies the existence within the chimp of a self-concept. Mitchell goes on to reinterpret Cooley’s writings in a manner closer to Lacan’s view:

The ‘self-concept’ described [in Gallup et. al.’s article] is different from Cooley’s ‘self-concept’. Gallup’s chimpanzees have a self-concept only if mirror-self recognition is evidence for it. Mirror-self recognition is not evidence for a self-concept (or self-idea) for Cooley; rather, mirror-self recognition is presumed to occur prior to the creation of an evaluative self-concept based on imagining other’s evaluations of the self.

Where Gallup, in a later article
, calls upon the work of the social behaviourist G. H. Mead, he draws further criticism from Mitchell:

Nonhuman animals, in Mead’s view, do not have a self - an ‘I’ and a ‘me’ - because they do not have the mechanism for it - language (p182).
 As with Cooley’s idea, the mechanism Mead depicts as necessary in social interaction for the creation of a self is ignored in Gallup’s theorising: no evidence is provided that chimpanzees can ‘examine one’s self from another’s point of view’.

Mitchell’s observation is that Gallup’s findings are too interpretable to provide any real evidence to support a philosophical model of the self. Whilst this protects Lacan’s theory from the problems potentially posed by Gallup’s research, it also serves to demonstrate the dangers of ‘reading-into’ behavioural/psychological research - a trap which Lacan himself falls into - for Lacan similarly conflates the observation of a child’s self-recognition with its development of a self-concept, a move which he does not support with any argument. Just as we should be sceptical of Gallup’s conclusions, so should we hesitate to take Lacan at face value where he invites evidence concerning the behaviour of apes and locusts.

So from this we may deduce that although psychological evidence seems to contradict Lacan’s situation of the mirror stage as the first motivator of self-development, the interpretation of this data is indeterminate and potentially reconcilable with Lacan’s thesis, although perhaps not in the way he would have anticipated.

3. The Incontrovertible De Saussure.

One immediately apparent problem for any reader of Lacan’s writings is the so-called ‘impenetrability’ of his language. Bowie notes:

Many other analysts have of course written unclearly… But Lacan is quite alone in placing a continuous positive valuation upon ambiguity, and in suggesting that students of the unconscious mind, when they become writers, are morally obliged to be difficult.

Lacan, as a psychoanalyst, is writing to elucidate the mysteries of the mind. His linguistic model, as delineated by de Saussure,  is for Lacan an important key in unfathoming the mysteries of the subject. As a result of this emphasis, Lacan’s own language is itself web-like, as Lacan feels that in order to shed light upon the unconscious, his own writing must reflect, to an extent, the linguistic complexities of his subject. 
 This feature of his work, however, attracts much criticism for its disclarity in a discipline which applauds lucidity. Samuel Ysseling calls his ‘basic obscurity’ a ‘difficulty of a very fundamental nature’.
 He writes:

It might well be that Lacan’s words (and writings) are, in reality, the carrying out of a psychoanalysis. The thoroughly associative nature of his argument - free association is one of the pillars of the psychoanalytic dialogue - and the ever-repeated assertion of Lacan that he is speaking only for psychoanalysts and not for all the outsiders who come to ‘learn’ something - both point clearly in this direction. If Lacan’s speaking and writing are, in fact, a psychoanalysis, this means that his writings can only function, hence make sense, within the psychoanalytic situation.

The problem this poses for his subject model is thus clear: outside of the scope of psychoanalysis, Lacan’s writings run the risk of not only becoming incomprehensible, but of being, outside of their proper context, misinterpreted. On this point François Roustang’s insight is most compelling:

And there the principle of incoherence and its two by-products refer us directly to what we know of psychosis. A delirious patient ceaselessly assimilates whatever he encounters, since, for him, everything is a sign of how right he is, or of how well-founded his thought is, as well as an opportunity for him to add to it. At the same time, he is able to ignore even the most glaring evidence that might cast doubt on his construction; he is, above all, oblivious to the causes of delirium… As a result, the fact that Lacan was able to conceive of psychoanalysis as a scientific delirium becomes intelligible. If, on the one hand, the whole oeuvre is propped up by a single principle, from which certain consistently applied rules are drawn, the oeuvre can be said to possess a certain rigour, which will lend it the appearance of a science. If, on the other hand, equivocation and the unilateral - its twin rules - are the only modes of reasoning (that is, absence of reasoning) governing it, the oeuvre will have taken on the most obvious characteristics of delirium… this is a discourse in a permanently controlled skid, even if it always - inevitably - maintains its own trajectory. But, like the psychotic, the Lacanian system is cut off from life, from effects, from subjectivity, and from all appropriation.

The threat for our philosophical reading of Lacan is thus that his psychoanalytic projection of the linguistically-oriented subject undermines all non-psychoanalytical appraisals of his model - indeed, his linguistic obscurity, serving to align his discourse with that of clinical psychosis, abandons the rigour of philosophical argument which we might require in order to be Lacanian philosophers. This is besides the fact that a thoroughly psychoanalytical approach may also not necessarily find concordance with his views.

This leaves his subject model vulnerable to any attack on the validity of his psychoanalytic tools. For example, Lacan’s writings are saturated with his insistence that the human mind is structured in a de Saussurean linguistic fashion. This total immersion in de Saussurean system appears to indeed cut Lacan off from the objective validation for which he so determinedly sought throughout his career. A challenge to this linguistic system (one which, incidentally, Lacan never makes) could thus prove devastating for Lacan’s subject model. In fact, such a challenge has been made quite strongly in the advent of Chomskyan linguistics. Norman N. Holland reports:

Today’s linguists no more use Saussure’s model than today’s physicists use the concept of phlogiston. Chomsky is not being unduly harsh when he calls it an ‘impoverished and thoroughly inadequate conception of language’, at best adequate for its time but finally leading to unimportant research and feedback (Chomsky 1972, 20).

The de Saussurean model of language is an unchallenged foundation stone in Lacan’s work, and thus such rebuttal against de Saussure’s system implies that we may have to reject or rethink the linguistic/dialectic explanations of human development which Lacan offers. To this problem Holland claims:

Saussure’s formal description of language… cannot serve for a psycholinguistic description of the human being using language… It is one thing for Saussure to drop out the human element. He did not want to try to do psychology. But what are we to say of a psychoanalyst who does not want to do psychology? And what can such a psychoanalyst contribute to literature, philosophy, or, quite simply, our understanding of the world around and within us?

4. The Psychoanalyst

It has been suggested that Lacan’s model is of great convenience for his living as a psychoanalyst. Lacan is, after all, in the business of remedial psychology, however great his aspirations for psychoanalysis to become an objective science.
 Cathryn Vasseleu writes:

Lacan’s mirror-stage is to some extent a heuristic device. It supplies a representation of self-origin and a structural dynamic which facilitates a psychoanalytic explanation of processes by means of which the psyche of the conscious subject may be interpreted.

One might wonder if Lacan’s psychoanalytic leanings may have become, for his writing, the Adamsian ‘Peril-Sensitive Sunglasses’ which turn black at the inopportune moment to make their wearer oblivious to any sign of danger. Several critics have commented on the effects of such biases upon his work.

The basic desire of clients who seek psychoanalysis is (we assume) to be ‘cured’ - to have their personal disorders understood and conquered. The suggestion is that whenever Lacan performs psychoanalysis there is a motive for therapy which, being in his personal interest as a paid psychoanalyst, may introduce a bias into his conclusions.

This suspicion is in part allayed by a closer understanding of Lacan’s vision of the psychoanalytic treatment. According to Lacan, the psychoanalyst is not in the business of effecting a cure. Such a move, typical of Freudian psychoanalysis, would imply an attempt to reinforce the ego of the patient, which is contrary to Lacan’s outlook on the status of the ego. We find an explanation in McKenna:

Lacan regards this [validation of the ego] as aberrant and dangerous in the extreme since it risks merely replacing one alienating and malefic structure with another. In Lacan’s understanding, the transference is made to the Other represented by the analyst. The Other, as we have seen, is inextricably concerned with desire. Here Lacan, with his unerring ability to find the sore spot and play on it, insists on raising the question of the analyst’s desire, something not always appreciated by analysts, often much more at ease with the desires of their patients than with their own. It can be seen that Lacan demands of the analyst an ascesis of intimidating proportions.

Rather than enforce a new pattern upon the ego of the patient, Lacan opts to take a position as a ‘sounding wall’ which merely serves to prompt the patient to affect his own reorientation towards the correct social dialectic structure. This theoretically ethical position, conveniently, leaves Lacan in the enviable position of being able to conduct his research apparently without concern for the patient. In his address to a psychoanalytical congress in 1979 Lacan unashamedly outlined his nonchalance on this matter:

It is a fact that there are people who are cured. Freud certainly made it clear that an analyst need not be possessed by the desire to cure; yet it is a fact that there are people who are cured, cured of their neuroses, indeed, cured of their perversions. How is this possible? In spite of everything I have had occasion to say on the subject, I just don’t know.

What are we to conclude from this? It seems after all that Lacan’s practice is, at least a justifiable source for the claims Lacan makes about the human subject, however correct he may be. In fact, it would be truer to argue that Lacan’s research interests undermined his role as a therapist moreso that the reverse. Still, though, we must be sceptical of a ‘science’ which claims to understand a dialectical system which explains society and the individual through the use of evidence gained from the psychoanalytical situation - which is itself, admittedly, within that very system. This ‘within-system perceptual cloak’ must be taken into account in a philosophical consideration of Lacan, for we must be cautious of any point of view which tries to define its own terms using its own terms.

So where Lacan provides his bold statements of fact - e.g. ‘the unconscious is structured like a language’ - we mustn’t accept him at face value. As Marini observes:

If it is true that analysis takes place in the symbolic space of language, can one deduce that the unconscious itself is only an organisation of signifiers whose singularity is erased before the laws that govern them?

5.  Lacan as Cartesian.

What of this talk of ‘The Unconscious’? If Lacan has so little patience for any positive account of the ego, why discuss the Unconscious as if it instead constituted the centre of being? Holland comments on this where he writes:

The idea of “the” unconscious, as an independent system, Freud explicitly dropped from his post-1923 thinking. Hence I have difficulty fitting Lacan’s account of “the” unconscious with Freud’s account of an “unconscious ego”... Lacan seems to me quite old-fashioned, almost phrenological, in his use of spacial metaphors to describe mental processes.

Lacan’s positioning of ‘the’ unconscious perhaps betrays a centrism that is suspiciously Cartesian. Sure, Lacan’s self-centre, being a system inaccessible to the would-be self-mastering ego, is a centre that de-centres in its capacity as an influence upon behaviour that skews control away from the ‘sovereign’ subject of intention. However, this ‘negative centre’, being a delineable system, has positive content, albeit linguistic, and is thus a silhouette of Descartes’ cogito. Malcom Bowie is seemingly of this opinion:

Lacan sets out to inhabit the linguistic dimension that the Cartesian cogito failed to acknowledge. The subject is irremediably split in and by language, but ‘modern man’ still has not learned this lesson. He thinks himself wonderfully astute for parading his doubts and uncertainties - where Descartes had striven merely to rescue himself from his - but does not understand that the trust he places in language, even as he prates about his doubts, is in direct line of descent from the cogito.

There is a further sense in which Lacan can still be identified as emerging from a Cartesian philosophical tradition, one which is so fundamental a part of his scheme that he does not seem to be aware of it. His very placing of the mirror stage as the original initiation of the ego is symptomatic of  a philosophical culture which has always considered the self first. Despite Lacan’s claims that his philosophy dissolves primitive conceptions of the ‘self’, it is still unequivocally about the self. His psychoanalysis centres about the individual - he does not, as Foucault does, apply his psychoanalytical tools to greater society but remains throughout his career fixedly focused on the subject. After all his research, Lacan cannot bring himself to divorce the cult of the individual from which his psychoanalysis had attempted to flee.
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