Jacques Lacan 
'The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious'
Excerpt: http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/SESLL/EngLit/ugrad/hons/theory/agency.htm 

Full Text: http://nosubject.com/The_Agency_of_the_Letter_in_the_Unconscious_or_Reason_Since_Freud 
Main Idea: The unconscious is structured like language (“it speaks”), and thus it is fluid in meanings like language (whose signifying chain moves vertically like metaphor and slide horizontally like metonymy).  The only difference between the unconscious and identity in the Symbolic is that our being is opposed to our assumption of meaning.  
Context: A. the articles we read: 
· Introductions: “Sexuality and the Symbolic Order” (E. Grosz)– How Lacan comes in between the two theories Freud uses to explain child sexuality--seduction theory and Oedipus complex theory—by seeing identity, the unconscious and sexuality as all structured by or like language.  
–Sexuality and Signification: Lacan uses need, demand, and desire, formed respectively in the Real, Imaginary and Symbolic Orders, to explain a child’s development of identity and sexuality.  “Sexuality always operates according to ‘the defiles of the signifier.’” (81)
--Oedipus, the name-of-the-father, and the Other: The child becomes a subject through recognizing the father’s authority and the mother’s lack.  (The girl has to imitate masculinity in the mode of masquerade.)  The Other is embodied in the father, internalized as superego, while the mother is replaced by the other (objet petit a).  

-- The drive and the signifier: A child is auto-erotic in the mirror stage, whose close circuit is broken into by the Father.  With the entrance into the Symbolic, the child demands something more than its needs, reaching its aim by sacrificing its goal.  The object that satisfies its needs is ‘the cause of desire’ but not the object of the drive.  The aim, then, is “always a return, a reintegration into the circuit of a perfectly self-enclosed auto-eroticism which has succeeded in replacing the lost object with its own processes and parts” (77).  (e.g. the mouth kissing itself—a self-reflexive position.)
· "The Mirror Stage" – our visual project of the Ideal ego in the Imaginary phase.   

· "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious" – the importance of language in structuring our psyche 
·  "The Signification of the Phallus" –the signifier of the Symbolic; the fear of castration, phallus as the bar of repression, the two desires (to be phallus or to have phallus) 
Notes: 
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	left
	The original signifier ‘S’ vertically suspended underneath a substitute, S1 , which has taken its place in representation.  It becomes thus the signified for the new signifier.

	right
	The process by which the barrier is crossed, that is, the movement barring a signifier from consciousness and placing it in the (unconscious) position of the signified, ‘s.’ 


-- 
B. Lacan’s View of the unconscious and language; being and meaning  
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-- “Thus from the outset I have alerted informed minds to the extent to which the notion that the unconscious is merely the seat of the instincts will have to be rethought.” (1291) 

-- “The unconscious is a concept forged on the trace of what constitutes the subject” (qtd Smith 73) 
-- “The unconscious might in this way be seen as a kind of resting place for language on its way to the ‘subject,’ but importantly it is a place where meanings are not negotiated, only signifiers” (Smith 73) 
-- “We choose being, and the subject disappears, escapes us, falls into non-meaning; we choose meaning, and it only survives shorn of the part of non-meaning which, strictly speaking, constitutes the unconscious in the construction of the subject.” (qtd Smith 74)

'The agency of the letter in the unconscious'
 I The Meaning of the Letter
A. The importance of language as a structure existing prior to our entry into it.  

e.g. aphasia (textbook 1291); surname  

B. Interpretation and extension of Saussure’s ideas of the signifier and signified.  Lacan’s revision of Saussure:  
a. The primordial position of the signifier and signified os distinct orders separated by “a barrier resisting signification” (1292).  This primordial distinction goes well beyond the idea of “the arbitrariness of the sign.”   

b. signified as concept but not the thing; which can be divided into “cause” and “nothing.” 1293 

c. from binary opposition to floating signifiers and signified

a. -- the example of the restroom doors – urinary segregation (Lacan’s word play p. 1295—fight between two gender countries; excess of the signifier. )

b. -- the restroom doors seen by a girl and a boy on a train; the rail as the bar, under which the signified float).  

1. the signified of the two doors are fluid and uncertain; 

2. it is culturally produced, limiting our behavior, and separating us into two countries; 

C. – the sliding signifiers 
a. e.g. the incomplete sentences or sentences with ‘but’. (1296)
b. sliding on two axis—the horizontal (syntagmatic) and the vertical (paradigmatic)

“We are forced, then, to accept the notion of an incessant sliding of the signified under the signifier - which Ferdinand de Saussure illustrates with an image resembling the wavy lines of the upper and lower Waters in miniatures from manuscripts of Genesis; a double flux marked by fine streaks of rain, vertical dotted lines supposedly confining segments of correspondence.”
D. – polyphony of poetry  --
a. The vertical and horizontal contexts of “tree”—symbol/metaphor and metonymy 

b. thirty sails 

“I shall designate as metonymy, then, the one side (versant) of the effective field constituted by the signifier, so that meaning can emerge there. 

The other side is metaphor. Let us immediately find an illustration; Quillet's dictionary seemed an appropriate place to find a sample that would not seem to be chosen for my own purposes, and I didn't have to go any further than the well known line of Victor Hugo: His sheaf was neither miserly nor spiteful . . . under which aspect I presented metaphor in my seminar on the psychoses.” (1298) 
E. the operation of language (signifiers) in the unconscious—metaphor and metonymy (pp. 1298 – 
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* Split identity caused by the twofold operation of language in the unconscious” 
“The signifying game between metonymy and metaphor, up to and including the active edge that splits my desire between a refusal of the signifier and a lack of being, and links my fate to the question of my destiny, this game, . . . is played until the matched is called, there here I am not, because I cannot situate myself there.” (1301)

· Questions for discussion: 

1. Social reality and individual subject:  That freedom is “never more authentic than when it is within the walls of a prison” ? (textbook pp. 1290)  In other words, how much freedom do you think we have in society?  
2. Split identity: Do you agree with Lacan that we think where we are not, and we are where we do not think? (textbook p 1302) 

· Examples of Lacanian reading: intertextual – placing Lacan’s texts side by side with the literary texts; “all interpretation is Imagniary.”
1. To the Lighthouse – The three sections as representing the Imaginary (with modes of jouissance and the Oedipal drama), the Real and the Symbolic

2. The Scarlet Letter –Inscriptions of the Subject 

· Pearl experiences the mirror passage (thru’ images of her mother and animals) and then assumes her gender identity;   
· Hester – caught in the web of Imaginary identifications, her return to society (or to the rule of the Symbolic) after the visit to the forest  

· Dimmesdale – neurosis, symptoms and cure
3. “The Dead” – snow and Gretta as metaphor and metonymy of desire;

4. “The Yellow Wallpaper” – The wall paper as the “Other” in the unconscious. 
Ref. 
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