Amber McCoy	Presentation on Lacan’s Mirror Stage Theory in W. B. Yeats’ Poetry	Dr. Peter Mitchell
“Making detailed reference to the poetry of W. B. Yeats, explore and illustrate the observation that ‘self identity is, according to Lacan, split internally, formed from a duality of ‘self’ and ‘other’ that can never be bridged or unified’.” 

Lacan’s Mirror Stage
Before getting into Yeats’ poetry, lets focus on refreshing our minds about Lacan’s mirror stage and his theory on how it affects self identity. I will be using Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy’s work titled ‘The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction’[footnoteRef:1] to help us understand Lacan’s theory before we try to analyse Yeats’ poetry. Lacan developed his theory under the influence of Freud, so to help us understand we will take a step back and review one of the foundational concepts which the mirror stage was built upon. According to Freud’s theory, as stated by Benvenuto and Kennedy, ‘the super-ego is like the conscience and is formed by the internalization, through a complicated process of identification, of parental demands, prohibitions and ideal images’.2 In the process of development, the super-ego is influenced by outside forces such as family members or images which have been deemed by those around it to be idyllic. Lacan used this idea, as well as others, in the construction of his theory. Instead of focusing on the ego’s adaptive functions like Freud did however, Lacan put an emphasis on the ignorance of the ego. That is, the ego’s ‘refusal to acknowledge thoughts and feelings’.3   [1:  Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy. The Works of Jacques Lacan An Introduction. (London: Free Association, 1986).
2 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 51. 
3 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 52.
4 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 54.] 

Benvenuto and Kennedy4 explain that while in the infantile stage, the child does not have complete control of motor functions and depends on caregivers to keep it alive. They begin recognizing their image in either reflections in the mirror or in imitations of itself by the adults surrounding it. This is the beginning of the formation of the self. Before this, we can imagine that the infant has no understanding of separation and believes itself to be wholly a part of the environment and people surrounding it. Benvenuto and Kennedy reflect on Lacan’s theory and state that: 
The infant’s mastery is in the mirror image, outside himself, while he is not really master of his movements. He only sees his form as more or less total and unified in an external image […] Alienation is this lack of being by which his realization lies in another actual or imaginary space.[footnoteRef:2]5 [2: 5 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 55.
6 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 57.] 

To clarify, when we are young, before we have this realization of “self”, we are formless. The way we feel about ourselves inwardly is different than what the actual physical view of ourselves is as an object being. This separation creates a dissonance in the child or as Benvenuto and Kennedy put it, an ‘aggressivity […] linked to the images of the fragmented body’.6 The self may feel as a dismembered being in space as the child is beginning to understand its separation from the world around it. It begins to understand that itself as it imagines it within its mind is different from the physical body that inhabits the earth. As mentioned above, this is an alienating experience for the child because it cannot fully grasp 
the concept of its own body as being a separate entity that can be understood by others by the way it appears on the outside, rather than its own stream of consciousness which is fully understands on the inside.
	Once we realize that we are a separate being, we also realize that those around us are equally as separate. They are an “other” apart from us. This of course affects how we form relationships with other people. Lacan believed, as stated by Benvenuto and Kennedy, that humans are ‘fundamentally in conflict with the environment, both in relation to the world of physical nature, and to the social world with all its laws and rules which affect the relation of subjects to each other’.[footnoteRef:3]7 If we recall the child who first realizes its unconscious stream can never be fully understood by the others around it, then this makes sense. How can we form nonconflictual relationships when anything we say or do can be misunderstood? Every person has their own understanding of the world and their own stream of consciousness which has been affected by the experiences that they had while growing up. The word apple to one person may bring thoughts of sweet pie, whereas to another person it may illicit feelings of distress over poisoned fruit.  [3: 7 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 67.] 

	I would like to discuss one last thing before we begin analysing Yeats’ poetry. To quote Benvenuto and Kennedy one last time:
In Lacan’s view, the ego’s mastery of the environment is always an illusory mastery, as a result of the way it is formed at the mirror stage, and the human subject will continue throughout life to look for an imaginary ‘wholeness’ and ‘unity’. He will want to master his environment, and feel a unified and total person. It is these quests, which for Lacan are futile, which are controlled by the ego.[footnoteRef:4]8 [4: 8 Benvenuto and Kennedy, p. 61.] 

Into adulthood we try to make up for this lack of unity between the “self” and the “other” by struggling to make authentic connections and relationships with the people around us. In Lacan’s point of view this is futile as there can never be a full understanding of one another as we can never be within each others’ minds and own personal understandings of the world around us. In this point of view, there will always be a separation between yourself and everything else around you because once the ego is formed and the “I” is understood as a separate being, there is no going back. 





When You Are Old by W. B. Yeats[footnoteRef:5]9 [5: 9 William, B. Yeats. The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats. (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1994). pp. 32-33] 

When you are old and grey and full of sleep,
And nodding by the fire, take down this book,
And slowly read, and dream of the soft look
Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;

How many loved your moments of glad grace,
And loved your beauty with love false or true,
But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,
And loved the sorrows of your changing face;

And bending down beside the glowing bars,
Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled
And paced upon the mountains overhead
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.

Yeats’ starts his poem by addressing a “you”, or an “other”. The narrator instructs the other to read his words when they have become old and have lost the physical beauty of their younger days. By doing so he is trying to make a connection with the other by imploring them to remember ‘the soft look | [their] eyes had once’. This recognition that the other may have forgotten how they were once perceived shows a reflection backwards onto the narrator of the poem; there is an empathy within the questioning gaze of someone who may feel the same way about themselves. By using the term ‘shadows deep’ to describe the look within the others’ eyes, the narrator may be recognizing that although he may not be able to understand the cognition of the other, he can still grasp that there is more to them than what is shown on a surface level. 
After ruminating on the “other” in their oldened state, the narrator focuses on how this other has been ‘loved [for their] moments of glad grace, | And loved [for their] beauty with love false or true’. By using the word ‘moments’ we are pointed towards the idea that people cannot always share what exactly is going on within their own consciousness. Yes we may have these moments of happiness, but it is not always so, and often these moments that we show to the outside world are little plays we put on so we can be accepted within the community as someone who is full of happiness as this is what society accepts as ideal in a person. The narrator then shows recognition we can also be affected by peoples’ ‘beauty’. It is not only metaphysical things that sway peoples’ perception of each other, but it is also the physical object of ourselves that we put out there that can affect others’ understanding of us. By stating that the men’s love could have been ‘false or true’, there is a consideration that people can misunderstand or misconstrue how we have presented ourselves to the outside world. Often the picture we paint for others’ through our physical being and actions is not really what we are; if someone falls in love with this portrait then the love is simply a fabrication, or ‘false’. If we can manage to represent ourselves accurately however, then the love may be ‘true’.
By framing the beginning of the poem by addressing the other, it makes it almost read as a letter. In this frame we can assume that the ‘one man’ the narrator speaks of is the narrator himself. He seems to be able to say with certainty how this ‘one man’ feels rather than questioning whether his love was true or false as he questions the other men. After he brings attention to the other men who may never have truly understood the addressee, the narrator states that he ‘loved the pilgrim soul’ in them. A pilgrim soul may be interpreted as a person who feels the need to constantly be traveling around. This is often seen as a negative trait as most people looking for love have the intentions of settling down and starting a family. Despite this, the narrator loves the addressee for this trait. This highlights the narrators attempt to connect with the other through possible similar interests. He also makes sure that the addressee is aware that he loved their ‘changing face’. Although the outer beauty that the addressee could have controlled when they were young is fading, the narrator does not care because these ‘sorrows’ are still a part of the other and are therefore beautiful in themselves. 
The narrator then returns to the addressee and reflects on how they sadly recall that ‘Love fled’ while resting by the fire. With the use of personification of Love with a capital L, we can accept that Love is the narrator. In this light, the narrator has fled from this lover even though he has postulated on the idea that he truly loves them. This tells us that he may have had some internal fears of where the relationship may or may not have gone, and instead chose to take control of it in the only way he understood how to – by running. Although the narrator recognizes that the addressee may be sad that he has left, he may be questioning this as he also recognizes that you can never understand what another may be thinking or feeling. Instead of dealing face to face with this issue, he flees and ‘paced upon the mountains overhead | And hid his face amid a crowd of stars’. The pacing action of the narrator reveals his anxiety about not being able to fully understand what the other may be feeling or thinking towards him. His fears are also illuminated in the fact that he is ‘[hiding] his face’ in a ‘crowd of stars’. His face being his physical object body in which he carries some control in how others perceive. He chooses to hide it to prevent any misunderstandings his previous love may have of him, and he chooses to hide it among a ‘crowd of stars’. This highlights his want to put it far out of reach of anyone who may use their physical perception of him to harm him.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall this poem shows a strong perception of the idea that there can never be a complete unity between individuals. The “self” will always be in opposition of the “other”, even if a surface level understanding has been had between individuals. Although we are social creatures who crave to be understood, it is difficult to have a deeper level of understanding with one another simply because it is impossible to comprehend another persons consciousness and view of the world without being able to dive directly into their cognition and “see the world through their eyes” as it were. 
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