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The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s best-known paper ‘The Mirror
Phase as!Formative of the Function of the I’ (first version 1936, revised
version 1949) claims to describe a moment or state that is crucial to the
formation of the human self. In receiving an image of itself in reflection,
Lacan ar‘ es, the human infant first sees itself as a unified being. This
situationilideal and figural as well as actual, and stands for accession to
identity in general. It is also at least as deceptive as it is veracious. What
seems identical is grasped by way of reflection, which can only take place in
something else: a mirror, or more exactly an image. Whether it is internal
or external this image must be minimally alterior; otherwise the self would
only, and|tautologically, know itself as what it already knows itself as. The
self’s epistemological and ethical condition, though not impossible, is
problematic. It sees itself in terms of what it in some sense isn’t, which
means it might not know itself as well as it thinks it does. Its truth, got
through what it is not, always might be false.

Elisabeth Roudinesco’s Jacques Lacan shows how Lacan’s life both might
be judged by and might have given rise to his theories. In doing so it
jrrovides an admirable account of a body of work that is alternately obscure
and brilliant, and of a man who was capable of both integrity and duplicity.
Yet it is nejther simply exegetic nor psychobiographical, and contains astute
commentary on, and scrupulous descriptions of, political and historical
dimensions of Lacan’s life. This much might be expected of Roudinesco,
who is also the author of an excellent, comprehensive history of French
psychoanalysis.!

Roudinesco reveals that from the outset Lacan was subject to the egoistic
division, and concomitant egotistical self-assertion, or phantasised
eradicatiop of that division, that his own work was to chart so insistently.
He was bath a melancholy and a precocious child. Born into a family of
petite-boqrgeoise semi-provincial Catholic vinegar merchants, he soon
rebelled against the mediocrity and conformism of his upbringing. This
rebellion, which in some respects only ended with his death, betrayed a
thorough ambivalence. Lacan became both more and less bourgeoise,
particular]}y as an adolescent and young man. He affected haute-bourgeoise
manners and the dress of a dandy, and even flirted with the chauvinistic
philosophy of Charles Maurras. However, he was also drawn to the
anarchism of dada and to surrealism in its first, revolutionary, phase which
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environment and personal history (including, for example, work relations),
although |it is no easier to assimilate to consciousness for all that. The
meaning of the subject is to be sought in what is inside, outside, and prior
to, and he¢nce other than, its presently conscious state. It is therefore only
through the other that the subject can make any sense of itself. As suggested
earlier, this necessary alterity of subjectivity is irreducible. Because, in this
state of affairs, the (self)same is only got at otherwise, its recognition is
dialectical. Because the alterity which allows (self-)recognition is irreducible,
such recognition is never absolutely certain, or positive.

Lacan’s early method thus amounts, to use Adorno’s phrase, to a kind
of negative dialectic. In doing so it takes its inspiration from the teaching
of the Rustsian emigré philosopher Alexandre Kojéve whose seminars Lacan
attended in Paris in the 1930s along with Merleau-Ponty, Bataille, Queneau
and others. Kojéve’s work was crucially important in the transportation of
modern :German philosophy into France. He took dialecticism and
historicisin from Hegel, anti-idealism from Marx, anti-positivism from
Heidegge! and offered them all to Lacan. Never one to think that enough
is enough, Lacan added the Freudianism just mentioned, and adopted a

written dnd spoken style which was a bizarre mixture of baroque
academicism and surrealism that would go on to both seduce and infuriate
his increasingly large public.

Roudinesco writes lucidly and informatively about this important, often
ignored, first part of Lacan’s career. She rightly understands the peculiarly
modern intellectual position he adopted in it, of a dialectician who did not
helieve in| synthesis. She also finds a thesis in his personal life manifest as
hioth inte!grity and conflict. Lacan was both a loyal and a duplicitous
husband,|a generous and a parsimonious father and a passionate and
paranoid ffriend. When his first marriage, to Marie-Louise Blondin, broke
down their three children were not told that he had taken up with another
woman until two of them chanced on the couple in the street. The other
woman, whom Lacan later wed, was Sylvia Bataille, an actress and political
activist whose intelligence and fervour matched his own and who was the
ex-wife ofi Georges Bataille, who was one of Lacan’s friends. They lived in
separate but adjoining apartments and conducted a relationship of
ostensible civility, though it involved affairs. Lacan had close friendships
with many people, most of them members of the Parisian intelligentsia.
Some, like Merleau-Ponty and Lévi-Strauss, liked and respected Lacan but
were bemused by his ideas. Others, who were generally less well-known
and more involved with psychoanalytic theory and practice, admired and
even worshipped him. Lacan alternately, and quite passionately, loved and
mistrusted them all.

Lacan|produced his best known, most influential work between 1949
and 1960, During this period he developed his earlier ideas in terms of
three themes: language, the subject and the unconscious. Like many French
intellectuals of the 1950s he became fascinated by the work of the early
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mathematics - are sometimes treated cursorily, ironically or not at all.
Roudines¢o seems suspicious of the influence of Lacan’s son-in law, the
logician Jacques Alain Miller, on Lacan during this period and on his
legacy subsequently. Although this suspicion blunts her appreciation of
some of|Lacan’s later ideas, which are too easily dismissed as
incomprehensible, it is supported by detailed, typically astute accounts of
recent Lacanian institutional wrangles.

Roudinesco also includes some fascinating personal and historical
material fregarding Lacan’s involvement in political and intellectual
upheavals in Paris from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s. All in all, she
provides perhaps the best, and certainly the most detailed, account of
Lacan’s life and work to date.
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