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Introduction
In the mid-1950s, Jacques Lacan startled the world of psychoanalysis by calling for a new emphasis on the unconscious but with significant differences from the Freudian approach. Lacan set himself on a course of developing new theories independent of the established profession. He explained these theories in publications called Écrits, which were actually lectures for graduate-level students.

A. Lacan’s Notion of the Unconscious
A striking difference from the Freudians was Lacan’s notion that the unconscious, “the nucleus of our being,” is orderly and structured, not chaotic and jumbled and full of repressed desires and wishes, as Freud conceived of it. In fact, Lacan asserted that the unconscious is structured like a language. He expanded such ideas by turning to Saussure, though with a few significant modifications. Unlike Saussure, who saw a signifier and a signified as two parts of a sign, Lacan saw in the unconscious only signifiers that refer to other signifiers. Each has meaning only because it differs from some other signifier. It does not ultimately refer to anything outside itself, and the absence of any signified robs the entire system of stability. In these terms, the unconscious is a constantly moving chain of signifiers, with nothing to stop their shifting and sliding. The elements of the unconscious are all signifiers, but they have no reference beyond themselves, making them unstable. The signified that seems to be “the real thing” is actually beyond our grasp, because, according to Lacan, all we can have is a conceptualized reality. Language becomes independent of what is external to it, and we cannot go outside it. Nevertheless, we spend our lives trying to stabilize this system so that meaning and self become possible.
As evidence for his argument that the unconscious is structured like language, Lacan pointed out that analysts routinely study language as a means of understanding the unconscious. He states in particular that two elements identified by Freud as part of dreams, condensation and displacement, are similar to metaphor and metonymy. More specifically, condensation, like metaphor, carries several meanings in one image. Likewise, displacement, like metonymy, uses an element of a person or experience to refer to the whole. In addition, the importance that Freud attributed to other linguistic devices, such as slips, allusions, and puns, to provide insight into the unconscious is, according to Lacan, further evidence of the linguistic basis of the unconscious. 
B. The Imaginary, the Real, and The Symbolic

Central to Freud’s psychoanalytic theory is the Oedipal complex, and Lacan modifies the complex by making it a product of language acquisition. He argues that a child passes through the Imaginary and the Symbolic and strives to attain the Real. 
1) The Imaginary

Here the child makes its first identification—with the reflection in the mirror. It now associates coordinated limbs and movements in the mirror with itself and thus forms a sense of the self. In the ‘mirror stage’, as Lacan terms it, the child’s sense of the self is similar to its conception of the relationship between himself and the mother. Just as the child does not see a distinction between himself and the mother (what Lacan calls ‘desire-of-the-mother’), looking into the mirror, he does not see any distinction between himself and the reflection. In the Imaginary the child seeks to erase all difference and otherness by imagining himself as the person in the mirror and seeing himself and his mother as the same. In Lacan’s terms the mirror stage is a ‘homologue for the Mother/Child symbolic relation’. Lacan then describes the child as the signifier and the mirror image/reflection as the signified: The child looks into the mirror and says: ‘that’s me’, thereby giving himself some meaning. He thinks he can substitute himself with the mirror image. The child works with a misrecognition—that the smooth, coordinated and whole image in the mirror is himself. 

2) The Symbolic
This is the stage when the child acquires language, and is perhaps the most important formulation in Lacan. It is the moment in which the child enters society and social relations. In language, for example, the child discovers that society has different names for ‘father’, ‘mother’ and ‘child’. She is ‘Mother’ in language, and is different from ‘I’. The child discovers here an endless chain of signifiers: ‘I’, ‘mother’, ‘father’ and thereby discovers social relations. He moves along a chain of signifiers in a metonymic displacement from one to the other. It is the first sign of difference. The child discovers that he is different from others, and that he cannot desire the mother. He discovers the Symbolic Order that is external to himself, what Lacan terms the ‘Other’. Thus, the ‘desire of the mother’ is now prohibited by the order or Name-of-the-father. There is a name (of the father) even when the father is not necessarily present. That is, the child may be threatened with a statement like: ‘I will tell your father’. Here the absent father acquires a threatening presence because of the name. In the Symbolic, therefore, the absence of the Mother (absence because the child cannot have her, he is not her, she is different, and will always be desired because of her absence) is linked to the absence of the father, who is present only as a name. There are thus two absences: in the case of the mother, the desire of the absent mother, and in the case of the father the threat of the father in the very name ‘father’. Lacan here is working with the language of the Symbolic order where ‘Mother’ stands for the desire of the absent mother and ‘Father’ stands for the threat of the absent. Both language and absence go together here. What is important to note here is that Lacan sees language as constituting a social bond in the Symbolic. Desire is based on a series of signifiers where the lost object of desire generates a chain of names acting as substitutes for the lost object. And desire, for Lacan, is primary.

3) The Real 

Lacan’s notion of the Real is a very difficult concept that he had trouble explaining. One way to think of the Real is as that which is beyond all our meaning-making systems, that which lies outside the world created by the ideologies society uses to explain existence. That is, the Real is the uninterpretable dimension of existence; it is existence without the filters and buffers of our signifying, or meaning-making, systems. For example, the Real is that experience we have, perhaps on a daily basis even if it’s only for a moment, when we feel that there is no purpose or meaning to life, when we suspect that religion and any or all 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 we see through ideology, when we realize that it is ideology—and not some set of timeless values or eternal truths—that has made the world as we know it. We sense that ideology is like a curtain upon which our whole world is embroidered, and we know that behind that curtain is the Real. But we can’t see behind the curtain. The Real is something we can know nothing about, except to have the anxious feeling from time to time that it’s there. That’s why Lacan calls this kind of experience the trauma of the Real. It terrifies us because it tells us that the meanings society has created for us are just that—the creations of society—but it gives us nothing in place of those meanings. The trauma of the Real gives us only the realization that the reality hidden beneath the ideologies society has created is a reality beyond our capacity to know and explain and therefore certainly beyond our capacity to control. Lacan posits that both the Symbolic and the Imaginary Orders attempt to control or avoid what he calls the Real.
Conclusion
Lacan’s theory is complex and at times confusing, yet like Freud’s it is intriguing. His revising of Freud’s concepts into language makes his theory particularly applicable to literary interpretation, for literature is based on language, which is structured like the unconscious. Whereas Freud suggests the literary work is structured like an author’s dream in need of interpretation, Lacan proposes that language itself is a dream of condensation and displacement; therefore, Lacan’s theory is centered more in actual language and less in the peculiar workings of each individual author and reader. Literary interpretation based on language, then, attempts to find meaning in a work that will elude us because language slides away from us. Our desire for interpretation, in a sense, can only be temporarily reached via an anchoring point (a written paper), but that point will be undercut with subsequent papers and interpretations. 
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