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Psychoanalytic Criticism

\We're starting our st.udy of critical theory with psychoanalytic criticism because,
whether we realize it or not, psychoanalytic concepts have become part of our
everyday lives, and therefore psychoanalytic thinking should have the advantage
of familiarity. If you've ever told an angry friend “Don't take it out on me!” vou
were accusing that friend of displacement, which is the psychoanalytic name for
transferring our anger with one person onto another person (usually one who
won't fight back or can’t hurt us as badly as the person with whom we are really
angry). Psychoanalytic concepts such as sibling rivalry, inferiority complexes,
and defense mechaniSTEATC 1L sUCh common use that most of us feel we know
what they mean without ever having heard them defined. The disadvancage of
such common usage, however, is that most of us have acquired a very simplistic
idea of what these concepts mean, and in their clichéd form they seem rathet
superficial if not altogether meaningless. Couple this unfortunate fact with our
chhoanalysis wants to invade our most private being and reveal us tp
ourselves and to the world as somehow inadequate, even sick, and the result is
very often a deep-seated mistrust of “psychobabble.” Indeed, our cOMmMON use ot
the word psychobabble illustrates our belief that psychoanalysis is both impos-
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The origins of the unconscious
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doesn't ¢l ful ex pcrim.\«.cs and eme otions. Rather, it puves the
foree by making them Fhe organizers of our cu:rcm EXperience: we unconsciously
ehiave | in ways tha‘r will aHow us T lay our, w:rhutlr, admitting it n“..,hj\:;: '
‘our conflicted Teelings ahGUT thre pawntat expericices and emorions we repress.
This, for_psychoanalysis, The Treonserons 151 passive reservorr of neural
Jata, though the word is sometimes used this way in other diacmliﬁ& and o
womi mon*fw;ﬂmafhun the unconscious s a dynamic entity that mgm.;y;
at the degpest lev
Until we Aind a way to know and acknowledge to ourselves the true cause(s) of
our repressed wounds, fears, guilty desires, and unresolved conflicts, we hang
onto them in disguised, distorted, and self-defeating ways. For example, if | don't
realize that I'still long for the love I never received from my long-dead, alcoholic
father, [ am very liable to select an alcoholic, aloof mate so that I can reenact
my relationship with my father and “chis time" make him love me. In fact, even
when 1 do realize that [ have this kind of psychological issue with my facher, it
is difficult to recognize when I am “acting it out” with another person. Indeed, 1
probably won't see the profoun«fmn my father and my beloved: I'll
focus instead on superficial differences (my father has dark hair and my beloved
is blond). In other words, I will experience my longing for my neglectful father as
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the repressed represse
knowing. Defenses include selective perceptéon (
feel we can handle), selective memory (modifying our Memories so |
feel overwhelmed by them or forgetting painful events entirely), denial (believ-
ing that the problem doesn't exist or the unpleasant incident never happened),
away from people or situations thar are liable to make us anx-
ious by stirring up some unconscious—i.e., rcprcsscd——cxpcncncc or emotion),
displacement (“taking it out” on someone or something less threatening than the
person who caused our fear, hurt, frustration, of anger), and projection (ascribing
our fear, problem, or guilty desire to someonc else and then condemning him or
her for it, in order to deny that we have it ourselves).
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which is not _just imagined but ed. Regression
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continually changing the way we look or behave as we become involved
with different individuals or groups.

Qedipal fixation (or oedipal complex)—a dysfunctional bond with a parent of | b w(m"
the opposite sex that we don't outgrow in adulthood and that doesn't allow

us to develop mature relationships with our peers. (Tyson 26-27)

You may notice that some of the core issues listed above seem related. Just as fear
of intimacy can function as both a defense and a core issue, a given core issue
can result from another core issue or can cause the emergence of another core
issue. For example, if fear of abandonment is my core issue, [ am liable to develop
fear of intimacy as a core issue as well. My conviction that | will eventually be
abandoned by anyone for whom I care might lead me to chronically avoid emo-
tional intimacy in the belief that, if I don't get too close to a loved one, [ won't
be hure when that loved one inevitably abandons me. To use another example,
if low self-esteem is my core issue, I might develop fear of abandonment as a core

issue as well. My belief that I am unworthy of love might lea expect that

1 will be abandoned eventually by anyone I fove. Or my low self-esteem might
Jead me to deve of intimacy. My belief that [ am less worthy than other
people might lead me to keep others at an emotional distance in the hope that

they won't find out that | am unworthy of them. Of course, these are just some
ys that core issues are connected to one another. I'm sure you can think

of the wa
of others.

The most important fact to remember is that core issues define our being in
fundamental ways. They do not consist of occasional negative feelings, such as
passing episodes of insecurity or low self-image. Having an occasional “bad-hair
day,” for instance, does not indicate the presence of a core issue. Rather, core
issues stay with us throughout life and, unless effectively addressed, they deter-
mine our behavior in destructive ways of which we are usuatly unaware. In other
words, anxiety can tell us a good deal about ourselves because we are anxious in
situations in which our core issues are in play. For example, | become anxious
when one of my friends goes to the movies with another friend because it makes
me relive the abandonment I felt from a neglectful parent whether or not [ see
the connection between the two events. That is, | feel abandoned now because

I was wounded by feeling abandoned as a child; and | shecause [ don't
want to admit to myself that, in some important way, | was abandoned by my
parent. So | become hurt and angry with my Triend without consciousy knowing
why. My unconscious knowledge of the reason why is what makes me anxious.
In this way, anxicty always involves the return of the repressed: 1 am anxious

because somerhing 1 repressed—some ainful or frightening or Zuiley experi-
ce—wTesuracing, and | want to keep (1€ ressed. Poych lﬁﬂﬁa_'lj:*_i,_é_ﬂ,fﬂl‘l‘_
of therapy, 1s the controlled working in and with anxiety. Tes goal (unlike that
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ything that can be a stand-in for the breast
I emotional Nurturing, So if [ dream that I am tryné
kmcns from a small and rapjd]y diminishing b()l'df o
feehng that tog i 1 Eﬂﬂder can have), | might be expressing an unconscios

Yy mx,-.cmpl(,ye,_orb Sa”eupg asked of me by my children or b‘/ my 5pouse of
myself 1o ke e of(yth of them—g, that [ am putting too much pressure O
00d, [ might b “XDrcs:mC,rS' Analogougly, if | dream [ am hungry or looking for
To move to ot o need for emotional nurturing

h
Chanuf:;,}\[e i 4 i fluid
sS4Dle, 5o, -vlf’drea e ’ h is
tlooks.c}.. MEUMES sonth g m about water—whic

%, SOMetime an
ACES A g gy it *ometimes dangerous, and ofcen deeper "
o the rey )y it m drcaming about my sexuality or the real™
Vo tdal wyy, * Unconscigys, S6 a dream that I'm about ©
€ some fear of heing overwh
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by 2 repressed emotion that I fear is about to erupt. Of course, warer iy also

related to our experience in the womb, so dreams that involye water, especally
{mmersion in water, might also be about our rclmn‘m:nhlpx with our mothers,
Dreams about buildings may refer to my relationship with mysell, with the arric

he bhasement as the stand-in for the unconscious, Or dreams abour I')Ulll.hn;,'ﬁ
o [. t.f’t.r to my relarionship with some instirution that the building represents
:I:r"'n: for example, the church, the school, the company for which | work,
:r the law (which, because it represents social rules and definitions, mighr be
.(, wand-in for my superego). Although we might often dream uhm_u fears and
(m unds that we know we have—that are clearly part of our conscious experi-
ence—our dreams about these concerns pre shably iﬂ\'l(;lluvlhzll we need r.u Wi ;Irk‘
further on them, that they bite into us in ways we aren't ready II(‘vIﬂ[(fa‘nﬂ'. f)f k
Course, rccurring dn-;lms Or recurring dream images are the most reliable ind u)?'(\lb (
tors of our UNCONsCious CoNCerns.

~— .
(AN ,_)Q\‘y
Regardless of how frightening or disturbing our dreams are, they are relatively
cgd §

safe outlets for unconscious wounds, fears, gtuhyj desires, :u;J{ unr(“m]jc‘:/l L:;Il'l“
flicts because, as we have seen, they come to us in dlhgm;u u;mi‘(;r;:“”; i
interpret them only to whatever extent we are ready to do so. r;[;:‘ud“ d“,nng
dream becomes too threatening, we will wike up, as wlc rj';:‘[ [,,W,Iku_uth”l o
nightmares. However, if my nightmares begin to occur whi (' m z:n;my hat
if the breakdown of my defenses is more than (cmpnru:y,fl |Vny é it
be abated, if the truch hidden by repression comes out helore T,‘yi; m- e
in a manner | can neither disguise nor handle-—then Lam in crisis,

The meaning of death

; ssire resolved con-
Crisis brings into the spotlight wounds, fears, mlll[ntj'iﬂr;:' l(zr:r;l;;ded by ehe
flicts that | have failed to deal with and that deman dt;l_(h - i: L e know
past because | can now see what was really going ‘.]n'm relft:r \m a painful expe-
myself through crisis. Trauma is also used, Of"f(’“’:' < verience the childhood
rience that scars us psychologically. Thus, | m‘gh‘ :,r[;uicidc and, in later life,
trauma of losing a sibling to illness, accidental death,

it, denial, and
ed by all the guilt, ¢
experience the traums, of crisis, of beiog o might also sec, for example,

. ath. And ’ §
conflict I've repressed concerning that dea ouraged my guilt in order to
the ways in which my parents unconsciously enco
reliey i . . o
e ther own or Not we are tr:eum_ilgf*?d byitin |
In fact, our relationship to death, whether o Tolopical experience. Petor
tldhood, Ts o principal organizer of our ‘?———i;t is way, It 1s important t0
Examine h‘ow Gur relationship to death operates c. has given psychoanalytic
the that death is the subject that, it s¢¢mS 1o me;
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rrouble probably because of its importance in the
st

<< the mo .
theorists the mo <e's psychological experience. There has been Some

Ir iy,
well as everyone el

{ the greatest comforts religious belief can offer is 1o assure us that we will
one O

) o teng,, ie alone and that after we die we will not be alone: God the Farher will
Jeath as an abstraction—that is, to theorize about it in Ways thy ¢ ml ;]J‘e afor us and with us. Our Heavenly Father wall not abandon his children
to treat death asan ¢ i e ause i 5 there $ @ g
llow us to feel its force 10 intimately presumably because its force be when everyone ¢lse we know has done so.
allow us tork o when, or especially when, theorists have addresseq the even whe
frightening 0 €ve ' ; i ‘ nt also plays a role when we fear the death of others, When
{ death directly, they sometimes have done so in ways that ten 10 ke Fear of abandonment also
ject of death directly, they: . ! 2 4 arent, when adults lose a spouse, the overwhelming feehng of
at an emotional distance from themselves and, therefore, from s, | thuj cliildren lose @ parenit; whe | H W you leave me! Don't you lve
at ¢ f b ) - - R " of ab: ent., OW Conld you leave yne! L
is the reason—to cite just one example—hchind F fcurgi}‘rhq_ﬂ‘[“l);” deah, loss is often a feeling of abandonm y
Tiohogical drive, whichecalled the death drive, or thanatos. B

me? What did | do wrong? Sometimes the hereaved feel abandoned even by God.
: [n this context, whether we realize it or not, the death of a loved one pushes our
v o 3 n ) 1
In suggesting that human beings have a death drive, Freud's atrempr wy,

account for the alarming degree of sell-destructive hehavior he siw hoth ¢
individuals, who seemed bent on destroying themselves psychologic ally i e
N physically, and fn whole nations, whose constant wars and internal g
¢ could be viewed as fitrle other than a form of mass suicide. He conchuded thy

there must be something in our biolog

ical makeup as a species o expliin th
deathwork, ths psycholopical and physical self-dest ruction, ¢ i conrse,

guilt buttons: s ymehow 1 must have been inadequate; | must have xi;;m:‘ t«-;'nw;
ﬂ\ing wrong of | wouldn't be punished in this way. In fact, fear of }leL v a i;—.} :J!
such intense psychological pain, is probably the hmut;&-’l reason why k;'.”."f. “J'
i ave afraid to get oo close to another person or are afraid to love too deep ’y,l |
can hold something back, not give my whole self u\rcr‘ 0 the loved one, then
will he better able to bear the loss when the beloved dies,

whenw ) N o TR AR e onAW
conceptualize our death work as 4 drive, ay something natural and upavoidals Fear of death i thus often "("_“l.““NN"AVHIIm:l o "‘I'ff :(,;’:“,: ‘in'::’u ‘Tvnr of
weare ot the hook of having to probe too deeply into irs we wkings or to e earlicv—for fear of intimacy. This iy one of the “,’”y;‘ ;Vl 1(h “[‘ |,;‘|,,H i e,
change 1 atror All, nothing we do can alter a |‘I',|;‘Ei\,;‘1 drive ”‘i; i why | i death often resulis in fear utﬂlﬁ:lf:. [Tt ix, our tear o u‘.u “\,w b e
the concept of the deathy drive an abstra tion, an idea lh,“. anepates ol Can tenatt In o faar of heing intimately attached o lite W ly' .,' “‘“,;.m]
the sonceprual level, with o ity lh. \- " ‘ : " III‘“' P nothin’, you got nothin' to lose,” an so many blues and folk muH'\I ‘|.|\.A‘ 1].“.. ;"
/u\llh.\ugh the CONEPt of the death drive W\‘\“ t' ll‘:‘“|“,\'““',‘ -|.| NI e out, Vhis fear of life can also e played out ana lmn-‘nllrnk The ult tn.; .ci "“,,}“
-/ 1:;\:“\\ it takes o thoughis and oy feelings out .‘\1”\h::~‘\~‘:j\‘\'»d\“w‘I\‘\r.:rl.bi :‘, acton which Tam utterly ternihed, is death. Hu'ml- we, !‘( n‘ll‘l li:ul\\:fll:a:\?"‘li‘—\lw:l 1‘," | lu";“.
Adesponsh ' L ; tescor ately inevitably resules )
\ ”-"‘ﬂw‘\ t‘\\\\:lcll:\(:.ululﬂali\\.ﬂ::.‘.\ s do. And this iy exactly why [ thwnk s el in dearh, B lite ieselt wlimately aod in y

1ons take

MPlanatons of Jeath arty,
N‘\\'\z\ al seltd

vervday wa
Mo ¢

e - wn it by doing
g plat towe, Fean't visk Hving may Tiles T s somchow remove mysell y b
active, Snch expls il Twall ey 1o be emotionadly
aatof the al and as lintle as possible and by teeling as ole as possbile: .
i which ur acts of prychologcl ‘ fowicad extrene, this velationship
' dead to avoid being burt by dearh, Taken o s bogic

Aite makes living so
to deart will result in suicicde, My intense fear of lowng my ite w

Ny

i i ”lll\k IR
O exag

'\ Mo

weful an,
W deatly

W AceurALe it
e, way of understanding oue welationhd

. g | Wl .
e i 1y o ‘ Paimtud and tll_lﬂ“(‘\\“\!% that wy ondy es ape iy Jdeartd
Ot Which gy Mtew RN 10 the pegy of ot pavchologial expenene t fear of dearh is ot merely fear of
e o o)y NPt I e dothiy, we w Il hat death, F\lﬂhul." I complicare matters by reahzing that ong e 1 loss iy general - loss
A | »Wewillsee that deatly, w p Vet o loss ’ )
s And N Connecrag ' '  oalt Biolosical deathy bt transhares o most of us wta 1 1wy
W | } . Qb (o ather pavuhe Aoyl © ’ Tldrens love, ks of my health, loss of wy
N i e el espond o dearl vayy e S I e atention, foss of wy chddens how Jdeath, emational
S0 they 1 o e FATTOUS AR “ o owe cansee how dearh,
! ooy al makeun | L v e W o of my Toaks, Ko of my money - then we s o tous levelat
e . AR other words, while the leard > Cactive, A least on the incansgous
TWHh dirar A ey moall } | o ditrert HO AT ROt Bnologcal dearh, s so atace s realize that oue hst experts
LI (7T ) ¢ of us, % " G % ) & o LA s §! N A
Crong esults gy each, i, b tl v will ocvw Jont el :In\“'\ll\g. then 1 eant be hut And it we e
L dnvndual,

s psvchotogical “death®™ most of v
e ot dearh s not hiologacal an all, bt the pawholosn

| . the wavs
s : i : N, then we can see

Par b RhE O our o dearh kevs 108 W Mterad the st time we telt abandhned by a pare ;m‘ wit tear of death. This

N < . R 3 \: L )
N e g o ahe. Dk i the ultmate abat At M which our early experiences of :,N\\J\v\l\““l“ ":l o lite w onder o msutare )y
» purselves

"% When ‘1“" ved nes, matter how " ¥ destre ot 1w teel, thas desire o insulate ourselves

3 T die we gy d { sl
Cher People © die alone, Even if we Jie nd b

. 1 o death work,
5 urselves from paun, 1s probably the most comnmean torm ol <
" Weeach de '

1
YUr own private Jeath.
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yiven the enormous role that death plays in oy f, '

i ¥ e AN " ’
i it In fact, 1 think it reasonable to conclyge,® |1 3
fascination becomes. Put anqly,. 4 | punish my

wovpay b
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ﬂ// o language means 2 number o4 iy,
. . sition of {anguage a5 IL5 initiary g,
(s first and foremaost 3 symbolic SYSteTn of ,,,
,.;;rtm o 12 r;;ni{'fflff“‘r’g‘ Amuﬁg thie: fir.
e dhat are made for us—are that [ am .
i that | have 3 gender (Fama g,
Sornbolic Order thus involves rh, ;
biggest separation is the separy P
 od with cur mother during our o
an, (his separation COMSTITUTES QUL TNOSE 11y,
e thar will haunt us all our lives. W ol
st Jost union with our mother. We yy)
i in the Symbolic Order—mayke I} 1
e perfect mate; if | acquire more money;
| become better looking; if I become mwy-C e y

quist

s aCqu
1 e

TBK:

(T

Lt we will never be able to sustain a feeling of come
ains that it's hecause the kind of fulfillme -

ers 10 this lost object i : : . ‘
e stion § jec O_fde“‘re as objet petit a, or “object small 3" !

T & standing for autre, the French word f
R i * word for other. Lacan scholars o

Ui . 5 1 = . -

splanation m; }Liscbo’ i P articular piece of formulaic shortha:
; d union Mtlh ‘0 ué:: ;th!hat, In separating us from our preverbal wer
18 a0 other (someone ce PG the Symbolic Order changed our mothe
o prevertal world of u-nparatc from me) just as it changed everything el ©
on tnto a world of people and things separate o2

ourselves. Why 5 ¢
. Vv 2 small g )
uses, a5 welf 4 (aurre: other) instead of the capitalized Other Laczr

discuss shorgly .
Order? Port -5 Shortly, 1o g _
af‘j:;lv.?ﬂ,haps c g::-e ' [0 a particular quality of the Symbole
oo opersonal s ingivig tonship to our objet petit a, to our lost obK?

» S0 utterly private, whereas our expenen‘

betitais the “Jirtle other” that belongs onf

ell . <
see, Other with a capital O, in contra

in the Sy
S¥mbolic Opg

y er

o me, thy nfueng are not, Ob}e,

In, €5 only
Nences everyoe nly me. Ag y,

3 I8

Mportan; ¢,
uch w; O note thyp

l¢ 5 At o N
fRtor of \i]ar \!m "esib desirbf([' Petta also refers to anything that puts MY
: Marg K /
time since chi?dh OULS Remen, ormy lost object, For e:(anllmi; t a}i Fr‘luthe nat
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y-cq.,i: wenzh Chal W UDCORSCE Uy a9 Xidie
e peniods :

har fantasy dniom that are
s of desire.

st objec

The importance of J lack in Lacanian psvc
he 1mpoTtat? )
7332¢ N general, in fact, im

rongly. The use of [ang

loss arv

5.4
| wouldn't v
f those things.
hecause | no longer have my torme

ced words as stand-ins for things if 1 stidl telt th

For example, | need the word

rable part O
for may hlanker precisely

blanket. If | fel that my blanket and myself were stiil in un
and the same thing, [ wouldn't need the word £ het to reter © 1
Symbolic Order, or the world known through language, ushers in the wi
lack. [ am no longer one with my blanket, my mother, my workd So I need w¢

present my CONCEps of these things.

10 1¢]
In addition, the Symbolic Order, as a result of the expenience of lack just
described, marks the spht into conscious and unconscious mind. In fact, the
ssion of our desire for the union with

unconscious is created by our initial repre
t of the Symbolic Order. For the

our mother we felt we had prior to the adven
fack we experienced was repressed—our overwhelming sense of loss, our frus-
trated desire, our guilt over having certain kinds of desire, and the fears that
accompany a loss of such magmtude—a—and as we Jearned earher in this chap-
ter, it is repression that first creates the unconscious. Indeed, Lacan's famous
statement that “the unconscious is structured like a language” (Semunar, Bk. VII
12) implies, among other things, the way in which unconscious desire is always
§€ekxng our lost object of desire, the fantasy mother of our preverbal experience,
Just as language is always seeking ways to put nto words the world of objects
we inhabit as adults, objects that didn't need words when we felt, as preverbal
infants, one with them.

-er}:: (‘)‘:‘I‘;OI‘\(SC Iious is also structured like a langgage in another way .that involves
. (:C . For Lacan argues that the operat_lons of the ungonscmus resemble
phor ar?d ommon processes of language that imply a kind of 1os§ or lack: meta-
tore clev;ne:mvmy. NQW stay with me here. This argument 1s less dry and
e, uré an you mlnght_ expect. Metgphofs occgr in langgage when one
ne\’erthelese as a star_1d«m for anotber, dissimilar object to which we want to

ss compare it. A red rose, for example, can be a metaphor for my love
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e

a, despite their o0 N ~
| want to suest [hl‘[‘l‘\ ;v beauty, softness to Eremad the ab
it [ wa sor striking beduty
O8e!

d and so forth. Metonymy occurs

- in l’l 3
¢ after all), R Ay,
s has thorns, after: another GRECT 5 Used ao E
a matlb‘ ¢ associated Wi ol yme o HLk used as Stagd

A object assock ; ; n e ¢ P
when an o :“ Froet, For instance, | might say, “I think the Crown hodlpey
s whole object. K , c o of 4
for the whole 0%) Therter” to indicate that 1 do not approve of SOmethip,
v }

enected 1o behe ST for king because it is qgq. ... N
o ith crown as the metonym for king ASsociateg ,,

os of A e
quulnm.w[ 1

me |

’
w has done, W . ty invol SeTIC

R}lmul ¢l1er Note that both metaphor and metonytny involve an absence, , kg

the latter. J

 loss or lack: they're both stand-ins fOl" son?ething being pushed side, 5,
:pml;: The qualities of the rose and the function of the crown are m“’mk‘nmm}
;—\ﬂ't‘ﬂr\‘lll\\kd here: the metaphnr and the metonym occupy the stage, no, 0
lmli\vidunla whom these figures of speech represent.

T

Metaphor, Lacan observes, isakin to the unconscious process called condengayy,
aphor,

r. As mentione
this chapter, in the section entitled “Dreams and Dre
tion occurs when we substitute a pe

because bath processes hring dissimilar things togethe d eatlery,

am Symbols, condeng,
rson or object for several
or ohjects, which are thus “brought together”
being pursued by a hungry lion when it
spouse, and my dissatished employe
metonymy is

dissimilar persi
For example, | might dream | 4
s actually my creditors, my disgrunileg
r that are all upsetting me. Anp
akin to the unconscious proce
cesses sulwsmu[c a person or (rlujc(:l for
first b, in some WKy, associate
“The Deferses, Anxiety, and
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- ¢ rule, according to Lacan, is the rule thar Mother helongs
The first t For little boys, at least, this initiation ing, the Symbolic Order g
and not [L:jmqilx' the oedipal prohibition. Junior must fingd substitutes for Mother
what Frc}ll\ cl‘ nlj longer his alone. In fact, because she is Father's, she is no longer
bccuus'c § fﬂb i should come as no surprise, then, that Lacan says the Symbolic
Junior’s at l: 'thc‘replacement of the Desire of the Mother with the Neme-of-the-
Order mar ,b. through language that we are socially progra mmed, that we learn
Father. For tt115 rohibitions of our society, and those rules and prohibitions were
the [uks ane r:;hored by the Father, that is, by men in authority past and pres-
and still ﬂ"j f:lm phallus (the symbolic equivalent of the penis and therefore a
ent. lndct(| atriarchal power) ironically holds the promisc of complere power
mcmpl;(),r }”f P;f_ lack because it is the sign of the Symbolic Order. And Lacans
. “hs*lg;\l]]'xme:uf?thc‘Fathcr (in French, the Name-of-the-Father is the Nom-
p”r})(::[wtl'm‘;\ is a pun on the Non—or No—du Pére: the “No™of-the-Father)
iﬁ]ir:(,rcs the restrictive dimension of the Symbolic Order,

o Father

So enormous s the role of the Symbolic Order in the ﬂrrlnzntlun of what we rrf(ir
to as our “selves,” in fact, that we are not the unique, independent individua «
we think we are. Our desires, belicfs, biases, nmrl so forth are construcred for us
as a result of our immersion in the Symbolic Order, especially as that immer-
sion is carried out by our parents and influenced by their own :ei.p« mses rt|. rh('
Symbolic Order. This is whar Lacan means by his claim that “desire is a wjys/»
the desire of the Other” (Seminar, Bk. X[ 2 35). We may think rhat what we want
out of life, or even what we want at any given moment, is the result nfuur oW
uniyue personalities, our own wills and judgments. However, what we th'wrrf: i
what we are taught 1o desire. If we were rmsed n o different eolture-—that s,
ina different Symbolic ¢ Irder—we would have different dewires. In other ;mﬂ\
the Symbolic Order consists of saciety’s ideologies: its beheds, values, and v’l‘«M};\,
s system of government, laws, educational practices, rehgioos renets, »Vr-»,‘ ,r '(‘
bike. A it 15 0ur fesponses to our society's ideclogies that make us wheo wr“»n’.
This is what Lacan means when he capitalizes the word other when «h.vu-.xvrsj
the Symbolic (O der. Other refers to anything that contribaites mslhr ll"j.ﬁifﬂbﬂ;‘
sy ity or what we commanly refer to as onr “selfbeoed f"'. 'f’-"r"“;;
the Symblic Order, Languoge, ideology—which are vistoally syncomg s “ \
By ‘””"””W figure or accepted socal practice, -

i JeTIng U misC iR
It iy Importane g, note, humever, that in repressing, in sendering
oy ‘Il”ll!t_’

fosr ths wa wld of our [rﬂ'Vi'l'”" chtldbesxd ~the werld ;hlw—"r’rr;: '»:1: :;;’
e lisiogy oof fubfilbment and conrol, the world in which we ﬂ'-’“ mr‘t;- Lrvag-
livee) ot v ale e ~We e gt seprestng the fagnary Order. Kather, ..,‘m ”l,‘z
ary Ordyer COntinies 1o eximt in the tmlrt',f""'"" " ":‘m"M:')N::-:/bvn:un;m:s
Symb i Obpdesy Fieilcds sway in the foreground, The s‘/m,h’mj, { ' (n-.j;-r 15 8
Wil culture and social aredeer, for to rematn solely in the Emaginary Orde

A,



fc criiis”
g in society. Nevertheless, the (g,
able ences of the kind the Sympgy, -
i :L?px t rhmug]l erisundersmndings, or errors of pe[( Ons
Ot “lut‘::y ;s isint® premt?’)]‘lzs iself felc through any experience .
-y a>u [magina” - [d”g ‘ pately 10 the societal norms and EXpecy,
Tt e eir, Yet in this capacity, the lmaginarv Ord:"
- ithout which we probably wouldnt 'ec:};;
ne might even argue that tbe profound valy Y‘h'
oursel w tlhe very fact of its n0F controlling our lives the wayy,
[maginary Ily, it is this “lack” of control that probably ofe
Gymbolic Ovdef_ to the ideological systems that constityye
us the only resis Lacan posits that both the Symbolic ang ;
Symbolic Order. U

aginery Onders tEempt © control or avoid what he calls the Real.
magin

notion of the Real is 2 very difficult concept that he had trouble expla,
k of the Real is as that which is beyond all our meg,
ing-making systems, thac which lies oqtside the wgrld creaFed by the ideologgs
sty uses to explain exiscence. That is, che Real is the uninterpretable i,
<ion of existence; ic is existence without the filters and buffers of our signifyiny
or meaningmaking, systems. For example, the Real is that experience we v,
perhaps on a daily basis even if it's only for a moment, when we feel that ther
is no purpose or meaning o life, when we suspect that religion and any oral
of the rules that govern society are hoaxes or mistakes or the results of chance
In other words, we experience the Real when we have a moment in which w
s through ideology, when we realize that it is ideology—and not some setd
;::ie;a\:ilit“:ls; eir:zhr;(al tru[hs—l-%hat has made the world as we know it. W
el tha{[yb;hjnij atﬁuztam upon which our whole world is embroidered
curtain. The Real i somethi: \cﬁvruertmnl‘(S e Real: But we can't s behind
anxious feelm[: from time 1o liim C’«;’n n(.)w nothing about, cxeeptio have d?
bindofexerience s Ome);{ arl it's Ihtl?l.‘e. That's why Lacan calls th
meanings society has croageg for uf e Ieverrifies us because it tells us thatte
RS 1S nothing in place of h iy that—the creations of society—t
only the fealizagioy that tf those meanings. The trauma of the Real gives®
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y(‘)um,]f but simply to familiarize you with this kind of interpretanon
il be more comfortable and knowledpeable when you read Lacanian

arions and, when you're ready, try one yourself.

analysi®
50 that yoU
ary interpret
the most reliable way to interpret a hiterary work through a Lacanian
Pethaps ially when you first try the approach, is ro explore the ways in which
fens egpeci he be structured by some of the key Lacanian concepts we've just
e [e’-adm:d see what this exploration can reveal. For example, do any charac-
discquin:S or episodes in the narrative seem to embody the Imaginary Order,
;ﬁ»‘vﬁzch c;se they would in\r(_)lvc some kind of private and either tantasy of
delusional world? What parts of the text seem informed by the Sy’xnhri i € )rd«r;’ 4
That is, where do we see ideology and social norms in control of characters'( 4

Lo
or and narrative events:

[icer

! How is the relationship berween these two ordersifo/ / syh”
19775

behavi 5,
ortrayed? What do we learn about characters if we can discover where they've 3/’ ‘

p L : cire otit @ I-other words, where has

invested their unconscious desire for objet petit ! la~odver words, where has d'i-‘ p

given character placed (or disxﬁmmg) his or her unconscious jome |

desire for the haunting, idealized mother of infancy? Does any part of the text prrsae

seem (o Operate as a representative of the Real, of that dimension of existence

chat remains so terrifyingly beyond our ability to comprehend it that our impulse

is to flee it, to repress and deny it! K

Let's look briefly at two literary examples. First, I'm sure many of you have read :

the frequently anthologized story by Charlotte Perkins Gilman entitled “The

Yellow Watlpaper” (1892). In what way might we say that the story’s unnamed

narrator spends more and more time in the Imaginary Order until she, in effect,

lives there entirely? How is her recourse to the Imaginary Order a rejection of

the Symbolic Order, which is evidently embodied in her husband and brother?

How might the wallpaper be seen as a representation of the Lacanian Real? How

do the narrator's encounters with the wallpaper illustrate the trauma of the Real?

Might we be justified in hypothesizing that “The Yellow Wallpaper” illustrates a

situation in which a character finds herself caught between a Lacanian rock and

ahard place, so to speak, in that she’s caught between two unlivable alternarives:

a Symbolic Order she f i dthe i

only position left her, 1o which she gradually becomes acclimated and which she

finally inhabits entirely, is the Imaginary Order. Indeed, the story ends with the

ﬁ:?rsﬂf:nisr crawling argund the room like a very young child, unable to func-

o [o;ﬂ? membler O.f society, which Lacanian theory tells us is always the result
al immersion in the Imaginary Order.

E::i:;;l: ;t;'cond brief example, let’s try Kate Chopin’s _frequently anthologized
Pl’ntcliier € Awf‘kf"lﬂﬂ (1899). Here again, we have a female proragonist, ’%dna
Music coe. who is drawn to the Imaginary Order: in her case, the world of art,

< sexual freedom, and romance. She is drawn to the Imaginary Order partly
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1o whom he is betrothed; .'m the dream sequence that reveals his psychological
merger of Elizabeth and his dead mother and foreshadows the former’s death; in
his fics of feverish disorientation, which read like drez

C am sequences and include
frequent eXpressions of fear that he s losing his mind or protestations that he

is perfectly sane; a\"nd in the uncanny way he seems ro always make exactly
the right move to facilitate the monster's next murder. Furthermore, we might
cautiously speculate on the relationship between the representation of psycho-
logical abandonment .in the novel and the experiences of abandonment Mary
Shelley apparently suffered in her own life: her mother died shortly after Mary
was born; her father found single parenthood more than he could handle; and
the woman her father subsequently wed neglected Mary in favor of her own
daughter by a previous marriage.

This might be a good place to pause and answer a f; requently asked question
concerning psychoanalytic readings of literary works: if we tind sychoanalytic
concepts operating in a literary text, does it mean that the auther has do
e Lroud o ard of him? The answer is simple: Freud Jidn't mvent
psychoanalytic principles; he Jiscovered them operating in human beings. In
other words, Freud named and explained principles of human behavior that were
preseat ong betore he found them and that would be present even if he didne

Her-

describe them, So any literacy text that accurately describes human beh
. P N AT e S A A
or that is the product of an authors uncons we_pre Wl cre-
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or not the wathior Rad any awaren
For psychoanalysis, Hicrative, an
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of those principles when woting the work.
Tadeed all art torms, are largely products of
uwconscions torces at work inthe author, in the reader, or, for some contempo-
rary pyychonnalytic critics, in our society as a whole.

Qur use of psychoanalytic conwepts is not limited to one licerary genre of W one
artistic l\]k‘\.“\lnl'\ W Can ase 1\\\'(‘\0:\\1““‘“\‘ crfwism tw 'ﬂ'.ld \\\‘rkS ulb fwtion,
poetey, drama, tolklore, and nontiction, and we can use i to interpret pamntings,
sculptures, architecrure, tlms, and masie. Any huoan producton that imvelves
s, that seems to have natrative content {the way many pammgs seem to tell
A story), or tha relaces to the pswhology ot those who produce or wse i twbich
Means jast about eveeything!) can be mterprered using pshoanalyine ook,

Some questions psychoanalytic critics ask about literary texts
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responsible for

appr

Px)-x:hommiyh\‘ crim‘\ilff
A Yuestion 7 offers aspecifically
altheplonh 5 I lly 1.,1u.um

a P-"“‘d t[('&ll

oach to lirerature: -
1. How do the operat ions of repression ”f‘ltt‘lllt lt»l m'f’l m the work 7,
.‘ 1 neonscions motives are operating 0 the miin ("Tdrilt'h‘l'(ﬁ); wh

i are thereby ilustrated; and how do these core issyey Mru\u'ﬂ
g :

COTC ISSUCS ) e .
piece! (Remember, the unconscious consists of re

< inform the
‘\llnll:l‘:I‘:,nt)\'au:s, unresolved contlicts, and guilty df‘*‘"f‘*‘-)
 Are there any vedipal dynamics—or any other family dynamies
here? That i, is it possible to relate a character’s patterns of adyl; hehay
o carly experienees in the family as represented in the story? How ”M.
patterns of hehavior and family dynamics operate and what do they reve)
How can characters' behavior, narrative events, and/or images be ¢x plaing
in terms of psychoanalytic coneepts of any kind (for example, Tegression
crisis, projection, fear of or fascination with death, scxualiLv~whld‘\
inchides love and romance as well as sexual behavior—as a prim

[

o8

- ary indy
cator of psychological identity, or the operations of ego-id-superego)!

4 Inwhat ways can we view a literary work as analogous to a dream? Thag s
how might recurrent or striking dream symbols reveal the ways in which
the narrator or speaker is projecting his or her unconscious desires, fears
wounds, or unresolved conflics onto other characters, onto the setting, ot
onto the events portrayed? Symbols relevant to death, sexuality, and the

;nconscmufs are especially helpful. [ndeed, the use of dream symbols can
€ very useful in ingey i
" riv s ul i interpreting literary works, or passages thereof, that seem
hrealistic or fantastic, in other words
i

5. What does that seem dreamlike.
Ah;;i‘;e’&t‘iﬂ \:f]()fkjuggest about the psychological being of its authot
chaanalyric c;i[i: #mn,'s‘ no longer the primary question asked by psy
¥chologial | ~.-akJH?L.le[lES still address it, especially those who writ

lographies (Dsychobiographies). In these cases, the litern
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of the Real? Do any Lacanian concepts account for so

much of the text that
we might say the text is structured by one

or more of these concepts?
Depending on the literary work in question, we might ask onc or any comhina-
won of these questions. Or we might come up with a uscful question not listed
here. These are just some starting points to get us thinking about literary works
in prosductive psychoanalytic ways. It s important w keep in mind that not all
p.ydm:mulync critics will interpret the same work in the same way, even if they
focus on the same psychoanalytic concepts. As in every field, even expert prac-
ttioners disagree. Our goal is to use psychoanalysis to help enrich our reading of
literary works, to help us see some tmportant ideas they illustrate thar we might
not have seen so clearly or so deeply wichout psychoanalysis.

The following psychoanalytic reading of F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Grear Garshby
is offered as an example of what a psychoanalytic interpretation of that novel
might yield. | will argue that fear of intimacy torms a pactern of psychological
behavior that is common to all of the novel's main characters and responsible for
a good deal of the narrative progression. Through a psychoanalytic lens, then,
The Great Gatsby is not the great love story that enthralls so many of its readers,
but a psychological drama of dysfunctional love.

“What's Love Got to Do with It?7": a psychoanalytic
reading of The Great Gatsby

One area of human behavior explored in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby
(1925) that has important implications for psychoanalytic criticism is found in
the romantic relationships portrayed in the novel. Indeed, even for readers not
viewing the novel through a psychoanalytic lens, one of the most memorable

e great American love stories. 'y 5
fact,” jé\mmrger-than-mé romantic hero,” quite ditferent from
the other characters portrayed in the novel. For a psycheanalytic reading, how-
ever, the interest created by the romance between Gatsby and Dmsv lies not in
its apparent uniqueness but in the ways in which it mirrors all of the less appeal-
ing romantic relationships depictad—those between Tom and Datsy, Tom and
Myrtle, Myrrle and George, and Nick and _‘ol‘d‘.\ﬂ-—-ﬂﬂd thewb\' reveals a pattern
of I‘SYChtil‘Dgical behavior responsible for a good Jeal of the nArrative progres-
sion. As we shall see, this pactern is grounded in the characters’_teg

macy, the unconscious conviction that emotional ties to another human being
Will result in one's being emotionally devastated. This pevchological problem B
S0 pervasive in the novel that The Grear Gatsby's tamous love story bevomes,




