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1.
The Mirror Stage

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.’
 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.’
 According to Lacan, in ‘Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis’: 

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.
 
According, to Malcolm Bowie, ‘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’.
 So 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.
2.
The child’s accession into language
At the beginning of her book, Psychoanalytic Criticism, Elizabeth Wright claims, ‘Psychoanalysis addresses itself to the problems of language, starting from Freud’s original insight concerning the determining force within utterance: he draws attention to the affects of desire in language and, indeed, in all forms of symbolic interaction.’ In ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious or Reason since Freud’,
 Lacan asks (rhetorically):

And how could a psychoanalyst of today not realize that speech is the key that truth, when his whole experience must find in speech alone its instrument, its context, its material, and even the background noise of its uncertainties.

Lacan gives credit to Saussure’s lectures, ‘which the piety of a group of his disciples caused to be published under the title, Cours de linguistique générale’, for the formulation S/s (Signifier/signified) and making possible a study both of the connections of the signifier (understood as composed both of units of sound – phonemes – and written letters) within the system of a language, and of the genesis of the signified. But in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’, a decade before Jacques Derrida would publish L’écriture et la différence (Writing and Difference) (1967), Lacan was already exploring and probing the Saussurian formula for sometimes unanticipated implications. For example he infers from Saussure that ‘no signification can be sustained other than by reference to another signification’;
 that in ‘the locus in which language questions us as to its very nature […] we will fail to pursue the question further as long as we cling to the illusion that the signifier answers to the function of representing the signified, or better, that the signifier has to answer for its existence in the name of any signification whatever’;
 that signifiers ‘are subjected to the double condition of being reducible to ultimate differential elements and of combining them [in a ‘signifying chain’] according to the laws of a closed order’; that ‘the signifier, by its very nature, always anticipates meaning’ and thereby ‘enters the signified, namely, in a form which, not being immaterial, raises the question of its place in reality’;
 and therefore ‘that it is in the chain of the signifier that the meaning ‘insists’ but that none of its elements ‘consists’ in the signification of which it is […] capable’.
 Lacan elaborates these implications especially in relation to the signification of others and of self in the child’s accession into language.

2.1
Language as symbolisation of the other

In psychoanalytic thinking language is a presence made of absence. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920),
 Freud describes his observation of a child’s playing by repeatedly hiding and then recovering an object while enunciating the words ‘Fort! Da!’ (‘Gone! There!) 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 s/he 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.
Language can only operate by designating an object in its absence. Lacan takes this further, and states that symbolisation turns on the object as absence. […] Symbolisation starts, therefore, when the child gets its first sense that something could be missing; words stand for objects, because they only have to be spoken at the moment when the first object is lost.
 
Referring to Freud’s ‘Fort! Da!’, Lacan demonstrated that the structures of infantile desire 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’.
 Furthermore: ‘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.’


2.2
Symbolising the self, the ‘ego’, in language

The child’s accession into language is also a means whereby identity is attempted. As Lacan argues in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’, ‘language is not to be confused with the various psychical and somatic functions that serve it in the speaking subject – primarily because language and its structure exist prior to the moment at which each subject at a certain point in his mental development makes his entry into it’.
 ‘Man speaks, then, but it is because the symbol has made him man.’
 Furthermore:
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.
 
Lacan says, ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’
 
For Lacan the subject is constituted through language – the mirror image represents the moment when the subject is located in an order outside itself to which it will henceforth refer. The subject is the subject of speech (Lacan’s ‘parle-être’), and subject to that order. But if there is division in the image, and instability in the pronoun, there is equally loss, and difficulty, in the word.

‘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).’

3.
Repression, language, and the unconscious
Freud’s investigation, initially of hysterical patients and of other neurotics, led him to the conclusion that their repression of the idea to which an intolerable (perhaps incestuous) wish is attached had been a failure. They had driven it out of consciousness and out of memory, but the repressed wishful impulse continued to exist in the unconscious. The repression of wishes (often in infancy) reroutes the memory of the events in which those wishes were repressed through the unconscious, where they become defamiliarized, and assume a significance the patient can neither accept nor effectively reject. At any opportunity of being activated, the repressed ideas send into consciousness a disguised and unrecognizable substitute for what has been repressed – the fantasy or in the cases of hysterical and neurotic patients, the symptom –  and to this there soon became attached the same feelings of unpleasure which it was hoped had been avoided by the repression. In place of the short conflict an ailment may now appear which is not brought to an end by the passage of time.
‘Psychoanalysis explores what happens when primordial desire gets directed into social goals, when bodily needs become subject to the mould of culture.’
 As Lacan indicated in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’ (cited above), the instrument, context or framework, and material of psychoanalysis is speech, the speech of the analysand. Yet:
[…] beyond this ‘speech’, what the psychoanalytic experience discovers in the unconscious is the whole structure of language. Thus from the outset I have alerted informed minds to the extent to which the notion that the unconscious is merely the seat of the instincts will have to be rethought.

Later in the essay, Lacan’s reinterpretation of the unconscious has become more fully apparent: ‘The unconscious is neither primordial nor instinctual; what it knows about the elementary is no more than the elements of the signifier.’


3.1
Dreams, language, and being
In The Interpretation of Dreams (1913), Freud claims that dreams are the Royal Road to the unconscious. He argues that far from being disconnected or isolated events and impressions, our dreams find their origin in repressed wishes. Repressed, unconscious wishes of our infantile past combine with more recently unfulfilled wishes, to achieve fulfilment in our dreams. These unconscious wishes find expression in significant instances, or ‘centres’, in the dream-work, which are supplied with perceptible intensity. These are the result of four forms of distortion or subversion that create what Lacan calls a rebus, a puzzle in which pictures (and words) represent words or syllables.  These are condensation, displacement, considerations of representability, and secondary revision. Freud argued that in the dream-work can be traced the remains of some kind of indirect resemblance to the idea that was originally repressed.
In condensation, ‘composite figures and structures are formed so that as little as possible is left out’. From this arises the concept of ‘overdetermination’, ‘whereby several latent wishes converge on one manifest item, or the reverse, where one wish is represented a number of times in the same dream-sequence’. Sometimes condensation can give rise to an ‘ambiguous word in which two thoughts come together’, and in this respect it is a little like metaphor,
 which Lacan describes in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’ as ‘two signifiers one of which has taken the place of the other in the signifying chain, the occulted signifier remaining present through its (metonymic) connexion with the rest of the chain’.
 
Displacement is achieved ‘by the elements in the manifest dream replacing elements in the latent dream-thoughts via a chain of associations for the purpose of disguise’.
 Displacement has come to be seen as depending on proximity or contiguity, and so on the figure metonymy. As Lacan illustrates with the metonymy of ‘thirty sails’ for ‘thirty ships’, ‘the connexion between ship and sail is nowhere but in the signifier, and […] it is in the word-to-word connexion that metonymy is based’.

On the interpretation of dreams and of speech, Lacan says:

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws that govern that other scene … of the unconscious, the effects that are discovered at the level of the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language: effects determined by the double play of combination and substitution in the signifier, according to the two aspects that generate the signified, metonymy and metaphor; determining effects for the institution of the subject.
 
The symptom, the fantasy, and the entire dream-work are regarded by Lacan to be structured like a language, through displacement and condensation:
 
Enstellung, translated as ‘distortion’ or ‘transposition’, is what Freud shows to be the general precondition for the functioning of the dream, and it is what I designated above, following Saussure, as the sliding of the signified under the signifier, which is always active in discourse (its action, let us note, is unconscious).

In other words, there is nothing to distinguish the operations of condensation (metaphor) and displacement (metonymy) in the dream-work from their homologous function in discourse, except ‘considerations of representability’. They are both ‘forms of writing’; only the role of the secondary dream-elaboration is to make the rebus of the dream look like a figurative painting.
 In other words, metaphor and metonymy in language are not only a means of understanding or getting a handle on concepts or on reality, but also 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.’

Lacan contextualises this insight in relation to the work of Roman Jakobson on aphasia, thereby reiterating Jakobson’s assertion that the study of figurative or poetic language is essential to linguistics, and echoing Freud’s assertion that a literary training is the prime requisite in the formation of analysts:

Let us note, then, that aphasias, although caused by purely anatomical lesions in the cerebral apparatus that supplies the mental centre for these functions, prove, on the whole, to distribute their deficits between the two sides of the signifying effect of what we call here ‘the letter’ in the creation of signification.

In exploring problems with the Cartesian formulation ‘cogito ergo sum’ (ubi cogito, ibi sum), in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’, Lacan analyses ways in which the subject is constituted by metaphor and metonymy. For even if ‘I refuse to seek any meaning beyond tautology, if in the name of “war is war” and “a penny’s a penny” I decide to be only what I am, how even here can I elude the obvious fact that I am in that very act?’ Furthermore, ‘it is no less true if I take myself to the other, metaphoric pole of the signifying quest, and if I dedicate myself to becoming what I am, to coming into being, I cannot doubt that even if I lose myself in the process, I am in that process’.
 Lacan’s claim is that the insight of the theorisation of the Mirror Stage, and of the centrality of language to the emergence (or signification) of subjectivity, reveals the Cartesian formula as narcissistic and imaginary: ‘What one ought to say is: I am not wherever I am the plaything of my thought’; ‘I think of what I am wherever I don’t think I am thinking’.

4.
Narrative and the temporality of the subject

4.1
Dreams, repetition, and transference
The metaphoric and metonymic poles of language correspond also to the syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes crucial to Roland Barthes’s ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives’. Along the syntagmatic axis of Barthes’ model of fiction ‘functions’ or events are arranged consecutively, that is chronologically, and causally, or consequentially. Along the paradigmatic axis all the events of a narrative are integrated into the principle ‘actions’ of the narrative. Perhaps these significant actions in the narrative fiction analysed by Barthes may approximate the significant instances, or ‘centres’, in the dream-work, of which Freud writes. Thus dreams can be shown to be a site of narrative, wherein events of the past, repressions in the early life of an individual, may be linked with the events of a dream in which repressed wishes may find imaginary fulfilment or anxieties find distorted expression. The dreamer is entrapped here in a story, the origin of which is in the distant past, and yet in the story the dreamer anticipates or yearns for fulfilment, for the end of the story, in the future.
The psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious ‘constantly reveals the “failure” of identity’, not as a passing blip in the process of socialisation, but rather as ‘something endlessly repeated and relived moment by moment throughout our individual histories’.
 One way in which this repetition may occur is through the Repetition Compulsion, which involves transference and resistance due to repression. Transference is the phenomenon in which, for example, ‘the patient does not say that he remembers that he used to be defiant and critical towards his parents’ authority; instead, he behaves in that way to the doctor’.
 Freud claims, ‘We have learned that the patient repeats instead of remembering, and repeats under the conditions of resistance.’
 This compulsion to speak of painful experiences was first formulated in 1920 by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 
Freud posited the repetition compulsion in order to explain the propensity of his patients to recount painful and repressed emotions despite the existence of the pleasure principle. The compulsion to repeat over-rode the psychical economy of pleasure/unpleasure. But where Freud linked the repetition compulsion to the ego struggling to express repressed psychical content, Lacan situated the compulsion to speak in the unconscious subject and related it to the signifying chain in language.


4.2
Symptoms and desire
Not only the dream, but also the symptom is ‘a metaphor in which flesh or function is taken as a signifying element’:

The double-triggered mechanism of metaphor is the very mechanism by which the symptom, in the analytic sense, is determined. Between the enigmatic signifier of the sexual trauma and the term that is substituted for it in an actual signifying chain there passes the spark that fixes in a symptom the signification inaccessible to the conscious subject in which that symptom may be resolved […].

[W]hether phobic, hysterical, or obsessive, the neurosis is a question that being poses for the subject ‘from where it was before the subject came into the world’ […]


The ‘being’ referred to is that which appears in a lightning moment in the void of the verb ‘to be’ […].

Being is enigmatic, slipping through our grasp like water. In saying ‘I am’, we objectify and alienate ourselves. The ego, ‘which is notable in the first instance for the imaginary inertias that it concentrates against the message of the unconscious’, serves to conceal or cover the displacement or splitting of the subject.
 This may be a function of the stories we tell ourselves and each other about our lives. Lacan reiterates Freud’s conceptualisation of the end that the discovery of psychoanalysis proposes for the human subject: ‘I (‘Ego’) must come to the place where that (‘id’) was.’

Just as the question of being is linked to metaphor, so the gamut of sexual perversion, as indeed all desire, is marked by metonymy, and therefore by lack:
And the enigmas that desire seems to pose for a ‘natural philosophy’ – its frenzy mocking the abyss of the infinite, the secret collusion with which it envelops the pleasure of knowing and of dominating with jouissance, these amount to no other derangement of instinct than that of being caught in the rails – eternally stretching forth towards the desire for something else – of metonymy. Hence its ‘perverse’ fixation at the very suspension-point of the signifying chain where the memory-screen is immobilized and the fascinating image of the fetish is petrified.


There is no other way of conceiving the indestructibility of unconscious desire – in the absence of a need, which when forbidden satisfaction, does not sicken and die, even if it means the destruction of the organism itself. It is in a memory […] that is found the chain that insists on reproducing itself in the transference, and which is the chain of dead desire.


4.3
Analysis and personal history
Psychoanalysis is concerned to reveal the discrepancy between the stories told by and to oneself about one’s own life, and the actual history of one’s own experience. And in some sense the patient knows what those original events were, in which wishes were repressed, because s/he continues to repress them whenever they return to consciousness. In fact s/he knows them too well, for they colour his/her perception of all other experience. They are, to use Hayden White’s term, ‘overemplotted’; they are given too much significance. In analysis: 
The patient tells the analyst what comes to mind, through free association, and this telling in turn becomes a story: the patient’s story as he or she is able to reconstruct it from the fragments of childhood memories. The very process of psychoanalysis entails the construction of a linear, cogent narrative; the recounting and piecing together of a life.

But the therapist’s problem is not to give the patient the real facts of the matter to oppose the fantasy. Lacan insists that discourse, conscious or unconscious, does not reveal any bedrock of historical fact but is grounded in intersubjectivity: ‘What is realized in my history is not the past definite of what was, since it is no more, or even the present perfect of what has been in what I am, but the future anterior of what I shall have been for what I am in the process of becoming.’
 
The goal of analysis is to have the patient reconstruct a ‘better’, more cohesive story as the analysis progresses. The analysis is narrative, and the analysand is the narrator. The analyst, it follows, assumes the role of reader of this narrative; for he or she is obliged to interpret what is said; to retain images and facts which recur and to assess their value and function within the narrative; to ‘read’ dreams as if they were texts; in short, to reconstruct in turn the ‘plot’ of a life [the way in which it is being presented by the narrator, the analysand] as it is itself being constructed. And too, the analyst must ‘read’ the ‘subplot’ of this narrative: the unconscious as it may be itself reconstructed from the disguises and displacements it assumes in the tale the patient tells.
 
Freud says, ‘The aim of these different techniques has, of course, remained the same. Descriptively speaking, it is to fill in the gaps in memory; dynamically speaking, it is to overcome resistances due to repression.’
 
The problem is to get the patient to re-emplot his [sic] whole life history in such a way as to change the meaning of those events for him [sic] and their significance for the economy of the whole set of events that make up his life.... And we might say that the events are detraumatized by being removed from the plot-structure in which they have a dominant place and inserted in another in which they have a subordinate or simply ordinary function as elements of a life shared with all other men [sic].
 
Lacan argues, ‘it is not a question of reality, but of truth, because the effect of full speech is to reorder past contingencies by conferring on them the sense of necessities to come, such as they are constituted by the little freedom through which the subject makes them present’.
 Moreover, ‘to write the history of oneself is to write the confession of the deepest part of our neighbours’ souls as well’.
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