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SEMINAR 5
Structuralism and Psychoanalysis II
Yeats’ Poetry as Calling the Other or as Narcissistic Self-Replication
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1. Jacques Lacan
· Lacan identifies in Freud the theorisation of a disturbance of human sexuality, not of a contingent, but of an essential kind – the child assumes a sex role only through a threat of genital privation (castration complex and penis-envy)

· Lacan developed the theory of the Mirror Stage, in which the young child of between six and eighteen months, ‘as it beholds its mirror image,’ in a mirror held by its mother, or ‘sees its behaviour reflected in the imitative gestures of an adult or another child’, self-deceptively seems to discover the ‘would-be autonomy and mastery of the individual in their earliest draft forms.’ – MB, 21-22. The image enables the child to formulate the propositions, ‘I am that’ and ‘that is me’. It is a delusion because the infant is still caught in a state of motor incapacity and nursling dependence, and in the play of desires it experiences no unified selfhood.

· Lacan’s Mirror Stage picks up Freud’s theory of narcissism, which describes the destructive and suicidal force of the ego, and articulates this rejection of reality by the child as essential to the development of the ego. ‘For Lacan, the tragic story of Narcissus does not speak of delusional self-admiration alone, for the hero is held in thrall by the peculiar potency of a reflecting surface, and is infatuated with his reflected image to the point of self destruction. … It is in this erotic relation, in which the human individual fixes himself upon an image that alienates him from himself, that is to be found the energy and the form in which the organisations of the passions that he will call his ego has its origin.’ 
 ‘The original act of identification is the original narcissistic declaration too; into the very constitution of the ego its destruction is already woven’. Although these are primordial infantile issues, ‘identification in all its forms (in later life) is the repetition of an infantile narcissistic rite’. – MB, 34, 37
· The second phase of narcissism is one of suicidal identification with objects of desire. ‘In this labour which [the subject] undertakes to reconstruct (his imaginary being) for another, he rediscovers the fundamental alienation that made him construct it like another, and which has always destined it to be taken from him by another.’
 Infant self-love develops into narcissistic object choices, so that ‘the primordial ego regarded as essentially alienated’ and ‘the primitive sacrifice regarded as essentially suicidal’ are linked together. – MB, 34
2. In Structuralism no matter how natural or spontaneous the surface behaviour of language as parole seems, it is a manifestation of underlying structure, or langue. Structural Psychoanalysis takes the view that apparently spontaneous or objective and rational human behaviour, including human discourse or speech, may never the less be a symptom of unconscious conflict, i.e. a manifestation or effect of an underlying structure, which is the unconscious.
· ‘What is of peculiar interest to psychoanalysis – some would say peculiar in the sense of both special and bizarre – is that aspect of experience which has been ignored or prohibited by the rules of language.’ – EW, 1

· Freud describes his observation of a child’s playing by repeatedly hiding and then recovering an object while enunciating the words ‘Fort! Da!’ This Freud relates to the presence and absence of persons and things, originally, however, the child’s most desired object, its mother, by suggesting that when the child accedes to language he or she articulates a word that presupposes the absence of its referent while bringing into being in some manner the thing or person to which it refers. Lacan, referring to Freud’s ‘Fort! Da!’, demonstrated that the structures of infantile sexuality could be mapped onto linguistic ones: ‘From this pair of sounds modulated on presence and absence … there is born the world of meaning of a particular language in which the world of things will come to be arranged.’ ‘Through that which becomes embodied only by being the trace of a nothingness … the concept … engenders the thing.’ ‘It is the world of words that creates the world of things … by giving its concrete being to their essence’. ‘Man speaks, then, but it is because the symbol has made him man.’
 In other words, the psychoanalytic theory of personality is revised by Lacan to account for the peculiar dominance of language and linguistic structures in it.
· The child’s accession into language is a means whereby identity is attempted, for ‘the ‘I’ with which we speak stands for our identity as subjects in language, but it is the least stable entity in language, since its meaning is purely a function of the moment of utterance. The ‘I’ can shift, and change places, because it only ever refers to whoever happens to be using it at the time.’
 As Lacan says, ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’
 ‘For Lacan, the subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or splitting (Freud’s … splitting of the ego).’
 On entry into the Symbolic Order of language, the subject is ‘a series of events within language, a procession of turns, tropes and inflections’. – MB, 76
· Because it is effected or created by the child’s accession into language, the structure of the unconscious is the structure of language
· Metaphor and metonymy in language are not only a means of understanding or getting a handle on concepts or on reality, but also as Freud indicated the means of condensation and displacement, which are the mechanisms whereby the pleasure principle uses the functions of language. ‘Thus is constituted the “forgotten language” of the unconscious, an archaic language lurking beneath our supposedly objective discourse, just as our primal narcissism lurks beneath all our relations to others.’
 Linguistic analysis is appropriate to the study of the unconscious.
· The Castration complex has resulted in a sense of a lack in both sexes, a loss of the plenitude of the Phallic stage. ‘When the subject addresses its demand outside itself to another, the other becomes the fantasied place of just such a knowledge or certainty [or plenitude]. Lacan calls this the Other – the site of language to which the speaking subject necessarily refers.’
 The beloved comes to stand mythically and exclusively for that which could satisfy and complete the subject. The Symbolic Order of culture, law, and language gives itself to the child in personal, subjective form: not merely a symbolic order, it takes on the guise of the Other to whom desire has now in some sense shifted. ‘The other is … the locus in which is constituted the ‘I’ who speaks with him who hears, that which is said by the one being already the reply, the other deciding to hear it whether the one has or has not spoken’

3. Yeats’ Poetry as Calling the Other or as Narcissistic Self-Replication. Yeats’s poems in The Green Helmet and Other Poems, in which the concept of the mask is introduced, can be approached quite fruitfully by ‘psychobiography’, or the psychoanalytic diagnosis of the author in love with an unattainable, and therefore idealised, beloved object (Maud Gonne), from the evidence of Yeats’s poetry and his life. But Yeats’s texts can be read as articulating poetically (symbolically, metaphorically) psychoanalytic insights concerning the structure of desire, and as embodying an aesthetic theory that sheds light on the constitution of the Subject in relation to the Other.
· The shock of Maud Gonne’s marriage to Major John MacBride in February 1903 and Yeats’s development of the concept of the mask as a psychological defence, which resists the return flow of libido that had been attached to the beloved, and simultaneously contains those qualities which he perceived that others, including the beloved, possessed, but could not express himself: ‘All my moral endeavour for many years has been an attempt to recreate practical instinct in myself. I can only conceive of it as a kind of acting.’ – RE, 174. In a repressive way identification becomes a substitute for a libidinous object tie, as it were by means of introjection of the object into the ego. – MB, 31
· The narcissism of the Mirror Stage is transferred to amorous desire of others. These are the ego’s objectifying identifications in ‘the realm of the Imaginary, in which the human being seeks to provide himself or herself with consolation by identifying with chosen fragments of the world, by finding an imagined wholeness of the ego reflected in the seeming wholeness of the perceived thing’. – MB, 10. Consider in this relation ‘A Woman Homer Sung’ and ‘Men Improve with the Years’, wherein the beloved’s beauty and perceived harmony and wholeness are perfected in art, in poetry.
· As the ego enables the self to possess a notion of integrated personality and autonomy, so the mask enables the poet to adopt a controlled and masterly attitude to his subject matter and style; to embody his feelings in tight metre and form, characterised by passionate restraint.
· Read ‘Men Improve with the Years’ as a poem of the speaker’s alienation from the beloved through the ego’s objectifying identification. The ‘I’ is ‘worn out with dreams’, tired in the process of narcissistic self-replication through idealisation of the beloved, a ‘pictured beauty’. Yeats’ speaker is a ‘marble triton’ and significantly perhaps Lacan uses the image of a statue for the process of alienating identification in the Mirror Stage. – MB, 25. Lover and beloved are imagined each in their separate, alienated wholeness as marble triton and pictured beauty. Yet Yeats’ marble triton is ‘weather worn’, for projections towards the ego are constantly threatened by a retrospective pull towards fragmentation. – MB, 26. Note the tone of doubt: ‘And yet, and yet, / Is this my dream, or the truth?’ and the wish that he had acted on practical instinct in his ‘burning youth’, rather than idealised.
· According to Lacan, speech is the necessary and inescapable medium of desire and the first object of desire is to be recognised by the other. – MB, 80. That Maud Gonne is addressed is the reason for Yeats’ poetic persona speaking. Had she recognised him, or as Yeats puts it in ‘Words’, ‘understood him’, he would not have had reason to speak.
· ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’

· In ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’, ‘Hic is a sensitive rationalist; Ille is an aspiring romantic who is realistic about his romanticism. He is also … Yeats’s spokesman-persona. Hic asserts the importance of knowing oneself [psychological realism]. Ille disagrees, preferring to strive to attain his “own opposite”.’ To Hic, romantic ‘idealism is self-deception and its deflation a consequence of awareness. But Yeats’s persona promotes exactly this sort of idealism, asserting that instead of merely discovering the truth about himself, a person may choose to become his best possible self.’ ‘Yeats implies that Dante consciously chose to repress and sublimate his sexuality. It is a choice that made possible his vision of absolute justice and his idealized devotion to Beatrice, the muse of so much of his poetry.’ ‘It is a debate not simply about sexual psychology but also about the impetus underlying art.’ – TD, 233-34
· Ille summons to himself his ‘own opposite’, ‘By the help of an image’; the ‘opposite’ or ‘anti-self’ is not the image itself. Ille claims that his opposite shall ‘look most like me, being indeed my double, / And prove of all imaginable things / The most unlike, being my anti-self’. The anti-self is neither a narcissistic self-replication (a reflected image, as in Lacan’s Mirror Stage), nor another individual, yet it seems to be both of these. Ille says to Hic, ‘I call to the mysterious one’, the anti-self. The incantation is in speech; the poem is structured as a dialogue. According to Lacan, ‘as soon as language takes again the form of speech it reassumes its intersubjective character: it becomes a ‘third locus’, the endlessly mobile space in which the Subject and its Other are made, dissolved and remade. – MB, 82
4. Whereas classical psychoanalytic approaches to literature tended to psychoanalyze either the author or a character, Lacan and Lacanian psychoanalytic critics approach the literary text as a structure of desire to engage and change the desire of the reader. So, for example:

· Whereas for Marie Bonaparte what is repeated [in the sense of the repetition compulsion] in Poe’s works is his unconscious fantasy, his sadonecrophiliac desire for his mother; for Lacan, the structuralist psychoanalyst, what returns is always the other, that is, a sign signifying the repressed not its content, and this happens in a structure of differential interrelationships. – SF, 139
· Whereas Bonaparte may be said to have analysed the signified (the meaning, the content of Poe’s unconscious), Lacan can be said to analyse the signifier (the metaphor, the metonym, the symbol, - the unconscious as a language). For Lacan reading is not so much finding meaning as a lack of meaning, a disruption of consciousness. The signifier’s effects are analysed without its signified being known. – SF, 141 (N.B. SF, 142, argues that Poe anticipates the psychoanalysis of Lacan.)

· Rather than assume that the literary work must be an expression of the author’s psyche, Lacanian psychoanalysis places greater emphasis on its literary specificity, its textuality
· In these ways, Lacanian psychoanalytic approaches to literature appreciate the relationship between literature and theory as one in which neither discipline need dominate the other, and in which the subjects traverse each other’s boundaries and interrogate and criticise each other in a real dialogue, as between two different bodies of language and between different modes of knowledge (Re: Seminar 2 handout).
� Jacques Lacan, Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London; New York: Tavistock Publications/Norton, 1977), p. 19


� Lacan, Écrits, p. 42


� Jacques Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’ (1953), in Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Tavistock, 1977; repr. Routledge, 1992), p. 65


� Jacqueline Rose, ‘Introduction – II’, in Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the École Freudienne, ed. by Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose (London: Macmillan, 1982; repr. 1983), p. 54 


� Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’, p. 86


� Rose, ‘Introduction – II’, , p. 54


� Jan Miel, ‘Jacques Lacan and the Structure of the Unconscious’, Yale French Studies, 36 & 37: Structuralism (1966), 104-11 (p. 109)


� Rose, ‘Introduction – II’, , pp. 55-56


� Lacan, Écrits, p. 141





PAGE  
5

