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Cueprr,n Two

.THE MIRROR STAGE'
(1e36)

Y 1934, Lacan had joined the Soci6t6 Psychanalytique
de Paris, of which he became a full member just
before the war. In 1936 he presented his paper on the

mirror stage to the International Psychoanalytic Congress in
Marienbad, but it was not published. Its contents are out-
l ined in his article on the family in the Encyclop6die Fran-
gaise (1938), while the paper in the Ecrits (1966) is a revised
version which he delivered at the Zurich International
Psychoanalytic Congress in 1949.

The mirror stage was a new addition to psychoanalytic
theory, and we wil l give a short account of some of the relev-
ant classical psychoanalytic concepts before tackling Lacan's
contribution. These proposed some revision of the concepts
of the ego and of narcissism.

In Freud's theory of the mind, the psychical apparatus was
differentiated into a number of systems or'agencies', each of
which had distinct properties and functions, but which
interacted dynamically and in conflict with each other.'r
Two theories of these agencies can be identif ied in Freud's
writ ings. The first theory, dating from about 1900 - the 'f irst
topography' - distinguishes between the unconscious, pre-
conscious and conscious, while the 'second topography',

' r  In chapter 6 (p. 107) we argue that the old English word' instance'
is more fai thful  to Freud's use of  the German' Instanz' than
'agency'.
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dating from 1923, differentiates the three agencies of id, ego
and super-ego (Das Es, Das Ich, Das Uber-Ich). There is
overlap between these two models, e.g., the ego and super-
ego are partly preconscious and partly unconscious.

In the first topography the situation is as follows:
The uncotrcitui.o.,rir,, of wishful impulses ('drive rep-

resentatives') which seek to discharge. They exist side by
side without being influenced by each other, and are exempr
from mutual contradicrion. Unconscious processes rr. r.rb-
ject to the seeking of pleasure and avoidance of pain, to the
so-called'pleasure principle'. They are also governed by the
primary process, which means that there is a great mobility
in the psychical energy attached ro unconscious ideas - a
mobil ity of 'cathexis', the word traditionally used to trans-
late Freud's term 'Besetzung', l i terally in German'occupa-
tion'. Thus one idea may surrender ro another idea all i ts
quota of cathexis by the process of 'displacement', or
appropriate the cathexis of several other ideas by the process
of 'condensation'.

The preconscious is quite distinct from the unconscious.
Preconscious contents differ from those of the unconscious
in that they are in principle accessible to consciousness, €.g.,
as memories that are available to consciousness but nor actu-
ally yet conscious. The preconscious and the conscious are
governed by the secondary process, which coincides with
waking thought, judgement, reasoning and controlled
action. In the primary process psychical energy flows freely,
while in the secondarv process energy is much more bound
and flows in a more controlled way. Satisfaction is post-
poned, allowing for an assessment of external cir-
cumstances. This corresponds to the 'reality principle', a
concept discussed by Lacan with a new emphasis in his paper
'Beyond the reality principle' (1936), which we wil l describe
in the next chapter.

The conscious is closely l inked to the organs of percep-
tion. Consciousness is a function of the perception-con-
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scious system, which receives information made up of sensa-
tions from internal and external source s. rn Tbe Interpreta-
tion of Dreams, Freud viewed the conscious as a 'sense-
organ for the percepr ion of  psychical  qual i t ies ' (S85, p.  615).
Although consciousness provides us with a sketchy picture
of our mental processes, it is of great importance whether or
not a psychical phenomenon can be recognized consciously.
Painful or forbidden thoughts can be refused entry into the
conscious by repression, but remain dynamically active in
the unconscious, where they are seeking expression. They
seek re-entry into the conscious, but can only gain access
indirectly, e.8., symbolically in symptoms, in dreams, or in
slips of the tongue and jokes, and they are then called 'de-
rivatives of the unconscious'.

The ego in the first topography has various roles. In
Freud's pre-analytic 'Project for a Scientif ic Psychology'
(1895), its prime function is that of inhibit ion. Its neurolog-
ical basis is that of an organizarion of nerve-cells with rela-
tively stable boundaries, and it acts as a store of energy
which enables it to send our nerve impulses which can con-
trol and artrac discharges from other nerve-cells. It particu-
larly acts to inhibit the primary processes we described
above, and so to inhibit impulses which might evoke unple-
asure. It helps the organism to take account of the external
world, and is l inked with the secondary processes.

In Freud's early psychoanalytic papers, the ego is a defen-
sive agency which fends off unacceptable ideas from con-
sciousness. With the introduction of his first topography,
however, the role of the ego becomes less clear. It sti l l
appears to function in mechanisms of defence, for example,
in the 'Rat Man'case (1909), it is the agency which opposes
itself to unconscious wishes. Then with the introduction of
the concept of narcissism , l9O9-1,914, based on observations
on homosexual and psychotic patients, the ego is conceived
in a new way.A unified ego is not present from birth but has
to be developed. There are, though, auro-eroric drives
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which take place withour any overall organizarion. The
infant obtains satisfaction from his own body without the
need of an external object, e.g., in thumb-sucking. For the
ego to be formed, a 'new psychical action' (eine neue
psychische Aktion) has to take place in order to bring about
the stage of narcissism (SE 14, p. 77). Thestage of narcissism
occurs between auto-eroticism and the relationship with an
external human object, when the individual's own body is
taken as his love-object.

There comes a time in the development of the individual
at which he unifies his sexual drives (which have hitherto
been engaged in auto-erotic activities) in order to obtain a
love-object; and he begins by taking his own body as his
love-object, and only subsequently proceeds from this to
the choice of some person other than himself (SE 12, pp.
60-61).

Presumably, the ego in this scheme is formed at the stage of
narcissism, between the stages of auto-eroticism and object
love, while being itself taken as a love-object. But it is not
clear in Freud what is this new psychical action that brings
about ego formation, though we are told that the ego first
picks out objects by identification and by incorporating
objects into itself. Here one is dealing with fundamental
dilemmas in analytic theory, and Lacan's mirror srage offers
a new formulation of the problem of ego formation.

The second topography clarified a number of Freud's
ideas. Once again the three agencies are in a dynamic
relationship. The id has all the characteristics of the uncon-
scious and it is the store of drives. Then under the influence
of the external world, one portion of the id undergoes a spe-
cial development. 'From what was origin ally acortical \ayer,,
equipped with the organs for receiving stimuli, and with the
arrangements for acting as a protecrive shield, a special
organization has arisen which henceforward acts as an inter-
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mediary between the id and the external world
(SE 23, p.  las).

the ego

The ego is not only formed under the influence of the
external world, but also by contributions from the person's
own bod/, particularly the surface. 'The ego is ult imately
derived from bodily sensations, chiefly from those springing
from the surface of the body. It may thus be regarded as a
mental projection of the surface of the body, besides repre-
senting the superficies of the mental apparatus' (SE 79, p.
26). The ego's functions include voluntary movement con-
trol, memory, f l ight, adaptation and learning. It also strives
to avoid unpleasure. Any increase in unpleasure is met by a
signal of anxiety, which sets off its defensive actions.

On the surface of the ego lies the consciousness-percep-
tion system, while the inside of the ego is partly made up of
preconscious processes, particularly l inked with speech; but
a large part of it is unconscious. It should be said that Freud
emphasized that these descriptions of locality were meta-
phors for the complex workings of the mental apparatus.

The super-ego is l ike the conscience and is formed by rhe
internalization, through a complicated process of identif ica-
tion, of parental demands, prohibit ions and ideal images
(which in Aim6e's case were turned into internal enemies).
'The long period of childhood, during which the growing
human being l ives in dependence on his parents, leaves
behind it as a precipitate the formation in the ego of a special
agency in which this parental influence is prolonged . . . the
super-ego' (SE 23, p. M6). The super-ego, in fact, comprises
both a crit ical, self-observing and punishing function, and
also the setting up of ideal goals derived from the'ego-ideal'.
The notion of the ego-ideal, which preceded the second
topography, brings into a basically persecuting and aggres-
sive super-ego (with which it is diff icult to identify) d narcis-
sistic element, the love for one's own ideal. What the indi-
vidual projects before him as his ideal is the substitute for the
lost narcissism of his childhood in which he was his own
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ideal. 'We have already seen in Aim6e's case how her ideal
images and the beliefs of her delusions were charged both
with extreme resentment and love, and how difficult it was
for her to bring together these conflicting feelings.

In his formulation of the mirror stage Lacan used Freud's
concept of narcissism, and some of his formulations on ego
formation. In trying to identify the 'new psychical action'
that was meant to bring about ego formation, Lacan seems
to agree with the idea that the ego is not present from birth,
and instead has to be developed; but he disagreed with cer-
tain aspects of Freud's formulation of the ego in the second
topography. In particular, he thought there was not enough
emphasis on the ego's function of m6connaissance - the
refusal to acknowledge thoughts and feelings - and that the
later Freud put too much emphasis on the ego's adaptive
functions. Ve wil l return to this point after we have
described the mirror stage.

The mirror stage was viewed by Lacan as a formative
event in the development of the subject, occurs roughly bet-
'ween the age of six and eighteen months when the infant
begins to recognize his image in the mirror. This event has
been observed with babies looking at themselves in the mir-
ror, and is also based on studies of animal behaviour made
by psychologists as well as on psychoanalytic work.

The recognition may be accompanied by pleasure. The
child is fascinated by the image and seems to be trying to
control and play with it, so that one may observe that,

unable as yet to walk, or even to stand up, and held tightly
as he is by some support, human or artif icial . . . he
nevertheless overcomes in a flutter of jubilant activity, the
obstruction of his support and, f ixing his attitude in a
slightly leaning-forward position, in order to hold it in
his gaze, brings back an instantaneous aspect of the image
(E, pp. 1-2).

One can observe the 'signs of triumphant jubilation and
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playful discovery that characterize, from the sixth month,
the chi ld 's encounter wi th his image in the mirror '  (E,  p.  18).
To i l lustrate Lacan's poinr, we have found useful the work
of Volfgang Kohler with chimpanzees. Chimpanzees are
also fascinated by their mirror image, and in ways that shed
light on human activity. Thus Kohler wrote that

Rana [a chimpanzee] . . . gazedlong and intently into the
mirror, looked up and then down, put it to her face and
licked it once, started into it again, and suddenly her free
hand rose and grasped - as though at a body behind the
mirror. But as she grasped emptiness she dropped the
mirror sideways in her astonishment. Then she lifted it
again, stared fixedly at the other ape, and again was mis-
led into grasping into empty space. She became impatient
and struck out violently behind the mirror. . . She held
the mirror sti l l in one hand, drew back the other arm as far
as possible behind her back, gazed with an air of indiffer-
ence at the other animal, then suddenly made a pounce
with her free hand. However. both she and the rest soon
became used to this side of the affair, and concentrated all
their interest on the image; this interest did not decrease
. . . but remained so srrong that the playing with reflect-
ing surfaces became one of the most popular and perma-
nent of  their  " fashions" (Kohler,  pp.  268-9).

,\s with the chimpanzee, the human infant seems ro go
r l r rough an in i t ia l  stage of  confusing the image with real i ty,
.rrrt l may try to grasp hold of the image behind the mirror, or
' . . . ' izc hold of  the support ing adul t .  Then comes the discov-
t ' r r '  of  the existence of  an image with i ts own propert ies.
I rrr.rl ly, there is the realization that the image is his own -
rr  l r t 'n he moves his image moves, and so on. I t  might be that
r l r . . '  chirnpanzee does not recognize what he sees as his own
,rr , rse,  unl ike the chi ld,  and that th is is what dist inguishes

'1, , '  l rurnan as a subject  f rom the animal who merely remains
t  rsr  in.r ted by ref lect ions.
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Babies are from birth intensely interested in what is going
on around them, and respond to many aspects of their
parents' activity, but the mirror stage is a particular moment
when the infant's response is of a different order. Of course,
an infant may never actually see a real mirror reflecting him-
self. In this case he may not have an image of himself which
is distinct from the mother's gaze. Lacan's mirror stage
refers to a particular moment of recognition and jubilation,

when the infant is moving away from the simple reflection of
the mother's gaze.

Lacan begins his account with the first months of the infant's
l ife. The infant from birth does not have overall sen-
sorimotor co-ordination, and the main motor pathways
leading to his l imbs do not mature (myelinate) unti l the sec-
ond year (Freud called this 'motor helplessness'). He is also
very dependent on external care. So he is relatively unco-
ordinated, helpless and dependent, and these first months of
l ife are full of anxiety, uneasiness and 'discord'. Lacanrefer-
red in this context to a biological factor - man's 'specific pre-
maturity of birth'. The infant's body is relatively immature
and takes a long time to develop, and he is dependent on
others for longer than any other animal. There is a basic
deficit, a lack of co-ordination and fragmentation of func-
t ions.

At a certain point, around six months, and presumably
when the perceptual apparatus has reached a certain stage of
development, the infant becomes aware, through seeing his
image in the mirror, of his own body as a totality, a total
form or Gestah. The mirror image is held together, it can
come and go with a slight change of the infant's position, and
his mastery of the image fi l ls him with triumph and joy. The
mirror image anticipates the mastery of his body that the
infant has not yet objectively achieved. He falls in love with
his image and, in contrast to the auto-erotic stage, in which
he has an erotic relationship to his fragmented body, he now
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takes the image of his whole body as his love-object. Lacan's
description here is very close to Freud's of the narcissistic
stage, when the body is taken as love-object.

Thus the infant's imaginary mastery of his body antici-
pates his biological mastery. In Lacan's view, any future
relation with reality will be marked by this imaginary antici-
pation. 'The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is
precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation' (E, p. 4).
There is then a fundamental 'alienation' in this action. 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, in a virtual, alienated, ideal unity that cannot actually
be touched. Alienation is this lack of being by which his
realization lies in another actual or imaginary space.

This image of unity is not disturbed by the turbulent
movements of the infant's unco-ordinated body. It is a mir-
age in a Gestah, that is, an external form, which the mirror
reflects back in a reversed symmetry and perspective. The
infant's movements and bodily prematurity are reversed in
the fixity of a big 'statue' of himself. 'This Gestah. . . in
these two aspects of its appearing [of fixity and stature] sym-
bolizes the ego's mental permanence and at the same time
prefigures its alienating fate, the statue into which man pro-
jects himself' (E, pp. 2-3).

In Lacan's view the formation of the ego commences at
the point of alienation and fascination with one's own
image. This image is the first organized form in which the
individual identifies himself, so the ego takes its form from,
and is formed by, the organizing and constitutive qualities of
this image. The mirror image organizes and constitutes the
subject's vision of the world, and Lacan cited examples from
biology to demonstrate the organizing function of the
image. 'It is a necessary condition for the maturation of the
gonad of the female pigeon,' for example, 'that it should see
another member of its species of either sex; so sufficient in
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itself is this condition that the desired effect mav be obtained
merely by placing the individual within reach of the field of
reflection of a mirror' (E, p. 3).

Nevertheless, as far as the ego's formation is concerned,
one can see certain parallels with Freud's thought. We have
explained how in Freud's early work, the ego was an organi-
zation of nerve cells with relatively stable boundaries, which
acted as a store of energy, and this seems similar to a Gestalt.
In Freud's later work the ego was regarded, in part, as a
'mental projection of the surface of the body'. This is com-
patible with the notion of a mirror image as a projection of
the surface of the body. Finally, Freud's 'new psychical
action' that brings about the stage of narcissism seems to be
similar to the formative acrion of the image for the ego ar the
mirror stage.

The ego for Lacan is thus formed on the basis of an imagi-
nary relationship of the subject wirh his own body. The ego
has the i l lusion of autonomy, bur it is only an i l lusion, and
the subject moves from fragmentation and insufficiency to
il lusory unity. The analyst is familiar with the various
images that symb olize fragmentation of the body and ego
formation, €.g., in dreams. As Lacan wrote,

The fragmented body manifests itself regularly in dreams
when the movement of the analysis encounters a certain
level of aggressive disintegration in the individual. It then
appears in the form of disjointed l imbs, or of those
organs, represented in exoscopy, growing wings and tak-
ing up arms for intestinal persecutions - the very same
that the visionary Hieronymous Bosch has fixed for all
t ime in painting . . . the formation of the ego is sym-
bolized in dreams by a fortress, or a stadium - its inner
area and enclosure, surrounded by marshes and rubbish-
tips, dividing it into two opposite fields of contest where
the subject f lounders in quesr of the lofty, remore inner
castle whose form symbolizes rhe id in a quite srartl ing
way (E, p.  5) .  
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As the dream images show us, rhe infant experiences this dis-
cord berween the fragmented self and his u.,it"ry image as an
aggressive disintegration of his own body. Thls identif ica-
tion with his own body as 'orher' than himself structures the
subject as a rival with himself. so although the infant iden-
tif ies with the visual Gestalt of his o*r Lodr, the body is
invested with all the distress and fragmentarion from earlier
months. Thus in Lacan's view, aggressivity is f irst of all
l inked to the images of the f."g-.rted body.

These are the images of castration, mutilation, dismem-
berment, dislocation, evisceration, devouring, bursting
open of the body. . one only has to l isten io childrei
aged between rwo and five playing, alone or together, ro
know that the pulling off of the head and the ripii"g open
of the belly are themes that occur sponraneo*iy,J th.i,
rmagination, and that this is corroborated by the experi-
ence of the doll torn ro pieces . . . the works of Bosch are
an atlas of all the aggressive images that rormenr mankind
. . . [this kind of image] crops up constantly in dreams,
especially at the point when analysis appears io be turning
its attention on the most fundament.l,--ort archaic fixal
tions. I remember the dream of one of my patients, whose
aggressive drives took the form of obsessirre phantasies; in
the dream he saw himself driving a car, accompanied by
the woman with whom he was having a ,rthei difficuit
aff.air, pursued by a flying fish, whose skin was so rrans-
parent that one could see the horizontal riquid level
through the body, an image of vesicle persecutio' of great
anatomical clarity (E, p. 12).

The mirror image inaugurates a new visual and mental
experience in the infant's life, since an organized form of
himself i.s. see.n projected outside, together- with the space
surrounding him, in the mirror's ru.fr... The infan, .rn
then see his image only in relation to the space in which this
rmage is projected, the Gestalt establishing a relationship

I
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between the organism and the world around it. But this

relationship is discordant because it is based on an imaginary

and alienating experience. This discordance also determines

the discorda.rt .rrtr.rr. of the relations with others who

occupy the space around the subject's mirror image'

tne itt"sion of auronomy from which the ego takes its

origin is l imited and contradicted by another_ important

,.p"., of the Gestalt, that is, the fact that it includes in its

capturing form the relation between one's image and the cir-

cumscribing space. In other words, the mirror stage inaugu-

rates a spati)l identif ication and the subsequent confl ict with

the reflected image of the world. The same conflict which

was determined b,v the fracture between the subject's undif-

ferentiated and fragmented way of being, and the imaginary

auronomy with which the subiect has identif ied himself as

ego, is continued as rhe subject idenrif ies with the image of

the human form, that is, with other human beings'

Thus even though the infant is his own rival before being

a rival of anothe., h. is captured from very early on by the

human form and conditioned by the orher's look, for example

by the face and the gaze of the morher. The mirror stage

inaugurates an identif ication with other human images and

with the world the subject shares with them. The primary

conflict between identif ication with, and primordial rivalry

with, the other's image, begins a dialecticalprocess that l inks

the ego to more complex social situations'

During this period [the mirror stage] one wil l record the

emotional reactions and the articulated evidences of a

normal transitivism. The child who strikes another says

that he has been struck; the child who sees another fall,

cries. similarly, it is by means of an identif ication with the

other that he sees the whole gamut of display

[.parade'], whose srructural ambivalence is clearly

ie.,realed in his behaviour, the slave being identified with

the despot, the acror with the spectaror, the seduced with

the seducer (E, P. 19).
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In this context Lacan quoted a non-psychoanalytic source.
He mentioned a passage from St Augustine's Confessions:'I
have myself seen jealousy in an infant and know what it
means. He was not old enough to speak, but whenever he
saw his foster-brother at the breast, he would grow pale with
an envious stare'. Lacan interpreted the observation as one
that involved the infant (who could not speak) in a confron-
tation with his counterpart, as if in front of a mirror. The
infant observed, had an emotional reaction (he went pale),
and then images of 'primordial frustration'were re-activated
(he stared enviously). Lacan described these features of
behaviour as the 'psychical and somatic coordinates of orig-
inal aggressivity' (E, p. 20), and he went on to describe how
aggressivity and narcissism appear, from observation, to be
tightly bound to one another. They enter into action in
every process of identif ication, whether it be with an image
of oneself, with another person, or with fragments of oneself
or another.

Analysts disagree on the exact nature of aggressivity, at
the point in a baby's development at which one can observe
it, and how it is l inked to other drives. Melanie Klein, for
example, insisted on the prominent role played by the
aggressive drives from the earliest stages of infancy. Other
analysts consider that it only makes sense to talk of aggres-
sivity when the infant's ego is more organized than it is at
birth, and can thus make a more obviously aggressive attack
on other objects. Like Klein, Lacan seemed to consider that
the roots of a primordial aggressivity could be seen in the
earliest months of life, but unlike her he was more concerned
with aggressivity as it arises in relation to the mirror stage
(for example as it appears in St Augustine's observation),
when the infant is arising as a subject in his own right.
Aggressivity, for him, is a 'correlative tension of the narcis-
sistic structure in the coming-into-being of the subject' (E,
p. 22).Aggressivity is the irreducible accompaniment of nar-
cissism, and is released in any relation with the other, 'even
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in a relation involving the most Samaritan of aid' (E, p' 6)'

Lacan parted .ornp"ny with other analytic schools in his

view of th. ego. For him, the ego's function is purely imagi-

rrxrlr and thiough its function the subiect tends to become

alienated. The ego'neglects, scotomizes, misconstrues' (E,

p. 22); it is 
"r, 

.g.n.y organized to misread the truth which

.orrr., to the ,rrbj.., from the unconscious; its basic function

is that of m6connaissance, the refusal to accept the truth. In

fact this view of the ego is nearer to the ego of Freud's first

than of his second topography. In the former the ego's

defensive properties are emphasized as well as its intimate

connectio" *ith the stage of narcissism, while in the latter

the ego is more clearly connected with the consciousness-

PercePtion system.
^ 

IrrLr...t ' , opinion, the ego cannot in any way be centred

on the consciousness-perception system, nor can it be

organized by the .reality principle" with its emphasis on

.di.rrt-..rt io external ciriumstances. This implies that he

*", 
"brolutely 

and fundamentally opposed to any idea that

one should help the analysand to srrengthen his ego, or to

help him adjusi to society in any wx/, or tfra1.91e should

help him tolerate unconscious impulsgr by building up his

.go. H. was opposed to any norion that psychoanalysis is

.I.r..rrr.d with producing healthy, well-adjusted individu-

als who would te able to know what reality is, and who

would be in possession of a healthy, tolerant ego. In addi-

tion, he considered that the individual was in permanent

conflict with his surroundings, and that any notion of a

unified, healthy individual who was happy with his adjust-

ment to his surroundings was a m6connaissance of Freud's

basic teachings.
This is ,r, .*rr.-e and controversial interpretation of

Freud. If it is taken literally, it seems to rule out any notion

of an analysis of the analysand's defences. The ego for Freud

is a defeniir,. rg.tr.y, warding off impulses from conscious-

ness, and in this sense its prime function is to ignore the
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unconscious impulses which seek to gain expression in con-
sciousness, and it is an agency designed to ward off unpalat-
able truths. In classical analysis the ego's defences have a
protective role, and we cannot ignore them. In this view-
point one cannot just plunge into an analysis without a care-
ful consideration of the nature of these defences. Most
analysts agree that the ego must acquire an increased toler-
ance for 'crude'unconscious impulses, so that i t  can express
them more easily both in direct and indirect form, thus
increasing the number of choices and satisfactions that can
become available to the analysand. They consider that an alt-
eration in the ego can enlarge the analysand's capacity for
self-scrutiny and capacity to bear unconscious impulses.
Thus at first sight it would seem to be foolhardy to ignore
the ego's defensive properties and only concentrate on its
alienating properties.

However, there is some evidence that Lacan was aware of
the importance of defences when it came to purely rherapeu-
tic questions. In the Rome Discourse, for insrance, he dis-
cussed the necessity of understanding the role of the type of
language determined by the ego. Nonetheless, he was sti l l
opposed to any idea of adjustment to the social environ-
ment, and his writings abound with a tireless polemic against
such a notion. In some ways, such an attitude is very refresh-
ing. It puts the emphasis on the workings of the uncon-
scious, and the role of unconscious impulses; and it
emphasizes the doubtfulness of the supposed realiry with
which the ego is trying to deal, by means of information
derived from the consciousness-perception sysrem. 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 through-
out l i fe 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 futi le,
which are controlled by the ego.
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Lacan considered that the mistake of many analysts,
including the later Freud, was to confuse the human subject
with the ego. The notion of the 'subject' is indeed more
philosophical than psychoanalytic, and Freud himself rarely
mentioned the concept of a subject; he usually referred to
the ' individual', or to the individual's'psychical apparatus',
which was differentiated into the various agencies. He occa-
sionally mentioned a 'self ' , but it was often confused with
the ego, at least in the days of his first topography. On the
other hand, he quite often referred to the 'eigene Person'
(the person as an individual), and it is perhaps in this sense
that one can talk of the 'subject'. This subject seems to have
a psychical apparatus made up of various agencies, each of
which has distinct properties and functions, and which
interact dynamically and in conflict with each other; but it is
not at all clear whether for Freud there is an additional con-
cept of a unifying total 'self ' , which draws togetner all these
agencies. Lacan considered that this cannot be found in
Freud, and himself thought that the subject could only be
grasped as a series of rather unstable tensions, and remains
somewhat elusive. The ego might give a feeling of perma-
nence and stabil ity to the subject, but this is an i l lusion.

Lacan considered that the psychoanalytic relationship was
one between subjects, and so could not be reduced to a re-
lationship between two unified, stable individuals, with easily
objectif iable psychological pt:operties. It is not easy to grasp
this notion, except perhaps within an analytic relationship,
where thoughts and feelings often seem to come and go in a
fluid and contradictory manner. In this context, Lacan's con-
cept of the elusive subject seems to make sense, at the very
least as a description of what takes place in the analytic re-
lationship. But he certainly did not consider that the subject
was totally elusive. In his view, it was through language that
the subject could be grasped. In the next chapter, we describe
Lacan's early attempts to outline a comprehensive theory of
the subject, through considering the role of language.

i
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