
Chapter Two 

Explication on Lacanian Psychoanalysis 

 

This chapter will primarily deal with and elaborate on Lacanian psychoanalysis.  

First of all, I will clarify the concepts between “identity” and “subjectivity” in order to 

avoid confusion since both of which will appear in my thesis.  Chris Barker in his 

Cultural Studies points out the difference between identity and subjectivity in the 

following paragraph: 

          The concepts of subjectivity and identity are closely connected and 

virtually inseparable.  However, we may take subjectivity to refer to the 

condition of being a person and the processes by which we become a 

person, that is, how we are constituted as subjects.  As subjects, that is, 

as persons, we are ‘subject to’ social processes which bring us into being 

as ‘subject for’ ourselves and others.  The conceptions we hold of 

ourselves we may call self-identity, while the expectations and opinions 

of others form our social identity. (165). 

This paragraph clearly brings forth the disparity between the two concepts.  

Subjectivity has to do with the conceptions one holds towardss oneself and the 

process by which one is formed as a person, whereas identity is relevant to outside 



forces like cultural dictates and social norms.  Barker summarizes in this statement 

that subjectivity is “what it is to be a person” while identity is “how we describe 

ourselves to each other” (11).   

     In Modernity and Its Futures, Stuart Hall also provides a profound insight 

concerning identity.  He claims that modern identities are being “de-centred,” 

“dislocated” or “fragmented” (274).  He distinguishes the identity of a subject as 

being “not autonomous and self-sufficient, but […] formed in relation to ‘significant 

others,’ who mediated to the subject the values, meanings and symbols – the culture – 

of the worlds he/she inhabited” (275).  This “significant others” implies the cultural 

dictate and social norms or the society at large.  Interaction between self and society 

forms one’s identity.  One is in a “continuous dialogue with the cultural worlds 

‘outside’ and the identities which they offer” (276). 

     The concepts Hall holds towardss identity echoes what Barker mentions: 

          Identity… bridges the gap between the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’ – 

between the personal and the public worlds.  The fact that we project 

‘ourselves’ into these cultural identities, at the same time internalizing 

their meanings and values, making them ‘part of us,’ helps to align our 

subjective feelings with the objective places we occupy in the social and 

cultural world.  Identity thus stitches the subject into the structure.  It 



stabilizes both subjects and the cultural worlds they inhabit, making both 

reciprocally more unified and predictable. (Hall 276) 

Having made the above statement regarding how identity and subjectivity differ 

from each other, I will then proceed to explicate the theoretical framework of Jacques 

Lacan.  Terminology like the Imaginary, the Symbolic, the Real, gaze, fantasy, 

symptom, etc will be the preliminary knowledge for the subsequent parts of my thesis.  

In addition, Lacanian terminology cannot be interpreted in a literal sense or at face 

value.  Thus, I capitalize the first letter of the three major spheres in Lacanian theory, 

the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real to avoid confusion.   

Jaques Lacan’s “mirror stage” happens at this age –between 6 and 18 

months—when the baby or child has not yet mastered its own body.  It does not have 

control over its own movements and it does not have a sense of its body as a coherent 

unified whole.  It also has no sense of self or individuated identity. Rather, the baby 

experiences its body as fragmented or in pieces.   

Lacan says that at some point in this period, the baby will see itself in a mirror.  

It will look at its reflection, then look at a real person – its mother or some other 

person – then look again at the mirror image.  The child moves “from insufficiency 

to anticipation” in this action ( 4 ).  The mirror and the moving back and forth from 

the mirror image to other people give the child a sense that it, too, is an integrated 



being, a whole person because this process of identification with another person, 

primarily the mother, gives the child the impression of being “‘one’ and/or recognition 

of themselves in a mirror as ‘one’“ (Barker 85).  However, such “recognition of 

wholeness is ‘misrecognition’ and part of the infants’ ‘imaginary relations’“ (Barker 

85).  The child, still unable to be whole and hence separate from others in the mirror 

stage, begins to anticipate being whole.  It moves from a “fragmented body” to an 

“orthopedic vision of its totality,” to a vision of itself as whole and integrated, which 

is “orthopedic” because it serves as a crutch, a corrective instrument, an aid to help 

the child achieve the status of wholeness ( 4 ). 

     What the child anticipates is a sense of self as a unified separate whole; the 

child sees that it looks like what “others” look like.  Eventually, this entity the child 

sees in the mirror, this whole being, will be a “self,” the entity designated by the word 

“I.”  What is really happening, however, is an identification that is a misrecognition.  

The child sees an image in the mirror and thinks that the image is “me.”  But it is not 

the child ; it is only an image.  This process of misrecognizing one’s self with the 

image in the mirror creates the ego, the thing that says “I.”  In Lacan’s terms, this 

miscognition creates the “armor” of the subject, an illusion or misperception of 

wholeness, integration and totality that surrounds and protects the fragmented body.  

To Lacan, ego or self or identity, is always on some level a fantasy, an identification 



with an external image, and not with an internal sense of separate whole identity.  

This is why Lacan calls the mirror stage the realm of the Imaginary.  The idea of a 

self is created through an imaginary, specular identification with the image in the 

mirror.     

     The mirror image mistaken by the baby is known as an “ideal ego,” a perfect 

whole self who has no insufficiency.  This “ideal ego” becomes internalized.  We 

build our sense of “self,” our identity by misidentifying with this ideal ego.  By 

doing so, according to Lacan, we imagine a self that has no lack, no notion of absence 

or incompleteness.  The fiction of the stable, whole, unified self that we see in the 

mirror becomes a compensation for having lost the original oneness with the mother’s 

body, the state of “nature,” in order to enter “culture.”  We protect ourselves from the 

knowledge of that loss by misperceiving ourselves as not lacking anything, as being 

complete unto ourselves.  In other words, this process is only a “mirage of 

maturation” (Lacan 2) and this mirage “assures the infant of an imaginary self-unity” 

(Feldstein 133).  This evidently points out that the infant’s identification with the 

mirror image is a mistaken one and that the motive for this identification is the wish to 

assume a perfect image, to achieve self-unity. 

     As the infant is learning about its imagined self-unity, it also recognizes its 

original body in bits and pieces, called by Lacan the “fragmented body” (Lacan 4).  



That is, “not only does the self issue from it [the mirror], but so does the body in bits 

and pieces” (Feldstein 134).  The mirror not only reflects a wholesome image for the 

subject but also the primordial fragmented self.  There is always a gap in between 

the primordial fragmented self and the perfect mirror image.  Thus, the Lacanian 

identity “embodies an illusion” (Baker 172) and is never a unified, coherent one.  

Rather, the Lacanian identity entails multiple and fractured identities for the subject.  

In Strategies for Identity, Eleonora Rao also argues that Lacan’s theory “refutes the 

idea of a self-centered subject” who is “in control of his action and choices” (42).  

The Lacanian self identity is “decentered and fractured” which “has no possibility of 

re-unification into a coherent entity” (Rao 42). 

     Next, Lacan defines the operation of fantasy as the relation between the barred 

subject, $, and the object a.  The barred subject is the subject with the void as “$.”  

In Lacan’s concept, subjects first experience the sense of the unified whole, the Ideal-I, 

in the mirror stage.  Nevertheless, the sense of alienation is an inevitable process for 

the subject.  According to Dylan Evans: 

[A]lienation is not an accident that befalls the subject and which can be 

transcended, but an essential constitutive feature of the subject.  The 

subject is fundamentally SPLIT, alienated from himself, and there is no 

escape from this division, no possibility of ‘wholeness’ or synthesis. 



Alienation is an inevitable consequence of the process by which the ego 

is constituted by identification with the counterpart: ‘the initial synthesis 

of the ego is essentially an alter ego, it is alienated.’ (9)   

Then, in the process of alienation, subjects are forced to accept the existence of 

the Other.  Subjects have to give up the unifying Ideal-I in order to enter the domain 

of the Other (the Symbolic order).  That is also the process from “nature” to 

“culture.’’  As a result, each subject becomes the subject with void, with a sense of 

loss.  “Object a” is the cause of desire and also the replacement of what we lose in 

alienation. 

          Object a can be understood here as the remainder produced when that 

hypothetical unity breaks down, as a last trace of that unity, a last 

reminder thereof.  By cleaving to that rem(a)inder, the split subject, 

though expulsed from the Other, can sustain the illusion of wholeness; by 

clinging to object a, the subject is able to ignore his or her division.  

That is what Lacan means by fantasy […]. (Fink 86) 

     In our daily lives, we may feel the sense of wholeness, the feeling of  

satisfaction, when we are with someone we love or attain something we want.  This  

is the function of the Lacanian fantasy.  The thing or the people that cause our desire  

to possess them are the object a, which seems to fill the vacancy in our lives.  That  



excitement one feels when attaining object a is what Lacan calls “jouissance.”   

Bruce Fink considers that “jouissance is thus what comes to substitute for the lost  

‘mother-child unity’” (Fink 87). 

     However, if we combine the operation of separation and fantasy with the void,  

which we define in the relation between the mirror stage and alienation, we can 

conceive that the attainment of “jouissance” is to regain the unity in the mirror image,  

the Ideal-I.  The object a in the Other is only a replacement which tries to fill the gap  

between the signifier and the signified.  The ultimate object a is the unified whole  

existing in the mirror stage and only when we go back to the mirror stage can we feel  

the real jouissance.  Fink conceives of jouissance in the following statement: 

          This pleasure – this excitation due to sex, vision, and /or violence, 

whether positively or negatively connoted by conscience, whether 

considered innocently pleasurable or disgustingly repulsive – is termed 

jouissance, and that is what the subject orchestrates for him or herself in 

fantasy. (87) 

For Lacan, object a occupies the place of that void; it is the place-holder of that 

void and also the cause of drsire.  This is because one’s desire in the Symbolic is 

never satiable and cannot be satisfied.  We are always searching for something to 

satisfy our desire.  However, once we attain and possess what we desire, our desire 



shifts to something else.  This desire is always shifting.  Slavoj Zizek indicates that 

“the object a is not what we desire, what we are after, but rather that which sets our 

desire in motion, in the sense of the formal frame which confers consistency on our 

desire” (214).  To be more precise, Zizek also reveals the fact that “the big Other 

[that is, the Symbolic order as a consistent, closed totality] does not exist and the 

subject is denoted as the crossed, blocked subject due to a void, an empty place in the 

signifier’s structure (72).  It is clear that the Symbolic is not consistent and the 

subject is a barred entity due to a void in the structure.  This void is occupied by the 

object a, the cause of desire, which sets our desire in motion.  The object a makes 

our living in the Symbolic consistent and meaningful in that it teaches us how to 

desire. 

Slavoj Zizek also unveils fantasy as “a support of reality” (47) and also “a  

screen for the desire of the Other” (118).  The Lacanian fantasy, according to Zizek, 

“constructs the frame enabling us to desire something” (118).  In the fantasy-frame,  

the desire is not fulfilled, satisfied.  Constituted through fantasy, we learn how to  

desire.  In other words, fantasy teaches a subject with void how to desire.  We now 

understand that the Lacanian fantasy is related to the personal void, desire, and 

wholeness and is thus different from the traditional definition of fantasy as belonging 

to the extraordinary, the magical or the erratic.   



     Put simply, the Lacanian Symbolic order is the reality that we experience daily 

in the world.  The Symbolic order functions to control, to govern, to interpellate, to 

identify the subjects; thus, each subject is endowed with a symbolic mandate, which is 

the name, upon the entrance into the Symbolic order.  This is an identification 

process for the subject.  Phallus is the master signifier also called 

Name-of-the-Father or Father’s Name that dominates the Symbolic order.  The 

Name-of-Father represents authority of the society presented in the system of 

language (Symbolic order).  The Symbolic order is called by Lacan as the big Other.  

There is no differentiation between self and other in the Imaginary because self is 

other for the subject.  The concept of other first emerges in the Symbolic and there is 

also the formation of subjectivity.  It is significant to point out that the Symbolic 

centers around a lack/hole/void.  The lack “is what the living being loses, the part of 

himself qua living being” (Four 205).  In other words, inconsistency exists within 

this order because the signifier is never equal to the signified.  For example, the 

concept (signifier) can never fully and adequately express the object (signified) in the 

language system.  When we say the word “tree” to someone, it is difficult for the 

listener to correctly associate the concept with the image.  This gap between the 

signifier and the signified creates the lack.   

Ellie Ragland explicates: “[T]he real is precisely not the world, but one of the 



orders of the signifying chain” (196).  The Real contains plentitude, floating 

signifiers and there is no sense of lack in this register.  The Real is “in direct 

opposition to the lack manifested in the symbolic register” (Botting 89).  Lacan 

describes the Real as follows: “[T]here is no absence in the real and “the lack of the 

lack makes the real” (qtd. in Botting 89).  The Real is “lacking in the symbolic order, 

the ineliminable residue of all articulation, the foreclosed element, which may be 

approached, but never grasped” (Four 280).  Workings and intrusions of the Real 

reveal the inconsistency of the Symbolic, and the real essence of the Real is beyond 

our reach.  The object a, situated as the place-holder in the Symbolic void, is an 

emblematic window to have a glance over the Real and has the access to reveal the 

existence of the Real.  The Real is divorced from reality, “the real telling of the 

impossible contradictions we all experience daily, of the inadequacy of language to 

re-present the real of sexuality” (202).  Most importantly, the Real is something “that 

was present in the unconscious before the transformation of the fantasy” (Ragland 

204).     

     Having expounded upon the three major registers, the Imaginary, the Symbolic, 

the Real, in Lacanian thinking, I will further explicate this major term “fantasy,” 

which is significantly related to the working of ideology and will be a key point in my 

textual analysis.  As explained previously, fantasy teaches a barred subject how to 



desire.  I will now focus on its relation to ideology.  Lacan formalizes fantasy with 

this matheme ＄  a, to be read :the divided subject in relation to object a.  ◇

According to Bruce Fink, it is “the subject’s complex relation to the object a that he or 

she achieves a phantasmatic sense of wholeness, completeness, fulfillment and 

well-being” (86).  Fantasy allows the subject to conceive of itself as being complete 

onto itself, as being unified and whole.  Slavoj Zizek, a keen observer in cultural 

study, connects Lacanian fantasy with ideological working in this way: 

          The standard notion of the way fantasy works within ideology, is that of a 

fantasy-scenario which obfuscates the true horror of a situation.  For 

example, instead of a full rendering of the antagonisms that traverse our 

society, we indulge in the notion of society as an organic Whole, kept 

together by forces of solidarity and cooperation. (190) 

In the example provided by Zizek, the safety instructions prior to the take-off of an 

airplane are in fact sustained by a phantasmatic scenario of how a possible 

plane-crash will look.  The safety instructions list rules for passengers to follow as if 

the flight can be danger-proof.  After a gentle landing on water, each of the 

passenger puts on the life-jacket, slides into the water and takes a swim under the 

guidance of an experienced swimming instructor (190).  “Is this ‘gentrification’ of a 

catastrophe (a nice soft landing, stewardesses in dance-like style graciously pointing 



with their hands towardss the Exit-signs), not also ideology at its purest?” (190)  

Safety instructions on the plane and gestures of guidance give one the impression of 

utter safety from harm and passes as a security sign as if the observance of those 

regulations can protect one from harm or catastrophe.  Zizek unveils this scenario as 

pure working of ideology, which covers the possible lack/void behind the screen/veil 

of fantasy.   

     What is more, Zizek further indicates: “[W]hat intervenes in the guise of these 

prohibitions is the fact that fantasy itself is a ‘primordial lie,’ a screen masking the 

fundamental impossibility” (205).  The reason why fantasy is a lie is its masking of 

the void behind itself and makes believe that everything is under control and nothing 

can go wrong with the ideology that fantasy weaves and orchestrates for the subject.  

Fantasy is also “the very narrative of this primordial loss, since it stages the process of 

this renunciation, the emergence of Law” (209).  Thus, in the Symbolic, fantasy 

functions as ideology to veil the rupture/void and construct a narrative to which the 

subject is subject.  By totally immersing oneself in this ideological fantasy, the 

subject believes that this is the way life is and nothing can go wrong if those rules are 

carefully followed and observed. 

     Fantasy protects the Real because it masks the lack of the subject in the 

language system and the Real gives support to fantasy – the Real is a blueprint of 



fantasy.  As Lacan demonstrates, “[T]he real supports the phantasy, the phantasy 

protects the real” (Four 41).  Fantasy conceals the lack in the Symbolic order and 

orchestrates a scenario of completeness and plentitude to protect the subject from 

facing its traumatic loss.  To sum up, the Symbolic order “serves to cancel out the 

real, to transform it into a social, if not socially acceptable, reality, and here the name 

that serves the paternal function bars and transforms the real, undifferentiated, 

mother-child unity” (Fink 83).  The Symbolic attempts to intervene with the 

intrusion of the Real into its sphere through fantasy as a cover-up.  However, when 

this screen/veil of fantasy fails, there arises “symptom,” which is another crucial term 

that will be introduced in the next paragraph. 

Elaborating on the term “symptom,” Zizek proposes, “[T]here is a certain 

foreclosure proper to the order of signifier as such; whenever we have a symbolic 

structure, it is structured around a certain void, and it implies the foreclosure of a 

certain key-signifier” (72-3).  What is more, “[W]hat was foreclosed from the 

Symbolic returns in the Real of the symptom” (73).  For Zizek, a certain key 

signifier is excluded from the Symbolic and its return onto the Symbolic is manifested 

in symptom.  Thus, “symptom can also be regarded as real” (73).  Like the Real, 

symptom is also excluded and foreclosed from the Symbolic register.  In other words, 

symptom is the “return of the repressed” (55). 



     Zizek also formulates another significant feature of symptom as follows: 

          The symptom arises where the world failed, where the circuit of the 

symbolic communication was broken: it is a kind of “prolongation of the 

communication by other means”; the failed, repressed word articulates 

itself in a coded, ciphered form.  The implication of this is that the 

symptom can not only be interpreted but is, so to speak, already formed 

with an eye to its interpretation: it is addressed to the big Other presumed 

to contain its meaning. (73) 

It is evident from the above passage that symptom reveals the inconsistency, the lack 

within the Symbolic register and also shows the rupture in the circuit of 

communication in life.  It presents itself in a coded and ciphered form that needs to 

be interpreted.  Symptom addresses the Symbolic order and gives consistency to the 

subject to secure the subject a position in the Symbolic.  As Zizek pinpoints in the 

following: 

          Symptom, conceived as sinthome, is literally our only substance, the only 

positive support of our being, the only point that gives consistency to the 

subject.  In other words, symptom is the way we – the subjects – ‘avoid 

madness’, the way we ‘choose something (the symptom-formation) 

instead of nothing (radical psychotic autism, the destruction of the 



symbolic universe)’ through the binding of our enjoyment to a certain 

signifying, symbolic formation which assures a minimum of consistency 

to our being-in-the-world. (75) 

Therefore, symptom is also regarded as the positive substance in our being in this 

world.  It not only hints that something in the communication circuit goes wrong but 

also allows us not to break away from the Symbolic order.  Such a break would 

mean madness, radical psychotic autism or even death.  As a consequence, symptom 

confers consistency upon the subjects.  Put simply, symptom is a “particular, 

‘pathological,’ signifying formation” and “an inert stain which cannot be included in 

the circuit of discourse, of social bond network, but is at the same time a positive 

condition of it” (Zizek 75). 

     The last Lacanian term to be introduced is “gaze.”  Lacanian gaze is, unlike 

images, invisible and is a pre-existent condition that determines what we see.  

Antonio Quinet demonstrates, “[T]he visible world of our perceptions is a world of 

images.  In addition to the world of vision, there is the realm of the invisible that is 

the register of the gaze.  The former is an imaginary perpetual order; the latter is 

real” (140).  Lacan’s gaze is a “preexisting gaze, a kind of staring at us by the 

outside world” and also a gaze which is “neither apprehensible nor visible, a blind 

gaze which is erased from the world” (Quinet 139).  Lacan’s gaze is not only 



pre-existent but also erased from the world.  In spite of this invisibility of gaze, gaze 

determines what we perceive in the world. 

     One significant feature of gaze is its relation to the object a, object of desire as 

Quinet proposes as follows: 

          [O]bject a as a modality of the gaze in the scopic order.  What 

corresponds to object a in the visible is the image of the other.  The gaze 

is not seen because there is something which covers it over.  What hides 

it is an image – the image of the other.  Object a is covered over by the 

other’s image and that is necessary if my semblable is to arouse my 

desire.  It is a necessary condition because object a is the cause of desire. 

(140) 

Like the object a, gaze functions to arouse one’s desire and thus, in some way, 

determines what one sees or perceives in the Symbolic register.  In addition, there is 

a screen which keeps the gaze underside so that this cause of desire remains 

imperceptible and undetected.  In this way, gaze maintains its function to arouse 

one’s desire and keeps one’s desire in check.   

     Consequently, this screen poses a crucial function and plays a significant role as 

a cover-up for the gaze: 

          The function of the screen is to erase the gaze from the world, from the 



world’s show, from the Other as reality, with all the significations that 

help constitute our environment.  The object is erased in this 

representation, which means that there is a screen which hides the gaze, 

and this is illustrated by the spot.  Lacan says that the spot can represent 

the screen; at the same time the screen hides the gaze.  “Spot” can also 

be translated as “stain.”  We can use “stain” or “spot,” but I think “spot” 

is more interesting in English because of the relation between the terms 

“spot” and “spotlight,” which illustrate the representation of the gaze.  

The spot hides and reveals the gaze. (Quinet 144) 

From the above passage, it is clearly shown that the screen functions to erase the gaze 

from the world and from our perception.  Moreover, this screen is represented by the 

spot, which covers up the gaze and, meanwhile, which also lays bare the gaze.  Like 

two sides of the same coin, the spot not only veils the gaze but also shadily pinpoints 

the existence of the gaze.  For example, the spotlight helps the audience focus their 

attention upon certain scene or certain person, also implicitly laying bare the fact that 

something behind the spotlight determines what the audience are supposed to perceive.  

However, this “something” is beyond grasp and pre-existent in order that it can arouse 

our desire.  This “something” is, of course, gaze and its invisibility aims at keeping 

our desire in check without being suspected and detected by the subjects.  The two 



features of the spot makes explicit why Quinet prefers the usage of “spot” to “stain” 

because of the easy association with the effects that spotlight brings forth for the 

audience. 

     The last feature of gaze is closely connected to my textual analysis in chapter 

two.  The relation between “to gaze” and “to be gazed at” is “the reversal into its 

opposites and the turning of the subject upon him or herself” (Quinet 141).  As 

Quinet points out, “[T]he reversal into its opposite is very easy to see: for instance, to 

torture and to be tortured.  The reversal of activity and passivity can be seen in the 

scopic dimension: to gaze and to be gazed at” (141).  Thus, the gazed subject is 

reduced to objectification due to this effect of reversal. 

       

      

 


