    Madness, Subjectivity and the Mirror Stage: Lacan and Merleau-Ponty

                                                                            “Without the recognition of the human value of madness, 
                                                                              it is humanity itself that disappears.”






      - François Tosquelles-  

1.Introduction

In his 1949 essay on The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function, while discussing the function of the Ego within psychoanalytic experience, Lacan holds that “the subject’s capture by his situation gives us the most general formulation of madness – the kind found within the asylum walls as well as the kind that deafens the world with its sound and fury”
. In a similar way, in his Phenomenology of Perception from 1945, Merleau-Ponty considers pathological subjectivity as “a loss of plasticity”
 in the subject’s intention to renew its perceptual field. Furthermore, both Lacan and Merleau-Ponty contend that the ‘capture or loss of plasticity’ which is distinctive for madness is ‘to be taken serious’, meaning that it should not be warded off as a contingent feature that has no particular bearing on human subjectivity per se, but instead reveals something of the latter’s ‘essential being’. 

In this chapter we will discuss the intimate relation between subjectivity and madness as it is treated in Lacan’s early writings and in Merleau-Ponty’s seminal work on the Phenomenology of Perception. Most clarifying for our effort to map out the convergences and divergences in their respective accounts of this relationship is the difference between Lacan’s and Merleau-Ponty’s readings of Henry Wallon’s psychogenetic model of the mirror stage. Both authors will take special interest in this theory because of its potential to clarify their respective positions: whereas for Merleau-Ponty the objectifying illusion of the mirror image ought to be reduced to the real and bodily subject of lived experience, Lacan considers the specular image as both non-reducible and formative for the psychical function of the Ego.

Next we will reframe this difference in terms of the above stated conformity between Lacan and Merleau-Ponty on the status of madness vis-à-vis subjectivity. Both authors agree that madness is on the one hand associated with a certain stagnation or loss of vitality, while, on the other hand, that it nevertheless reveals a metaphysical dimension of subjectivity. The difference separating Lacan’s and Merleau-Ponty’s viewpoints on the relation between madness and subjectivity will thus have to be related to the difference in the status they ascribe to the function of misrecognition in the formation of subjectivity and the subsequent possibility (Merleau-Ponty) or impossibility (Lacan) of reducing this misrecognition to a more original subject of lived experience. 

2. The metaphysics of madness

Before we begin our attempt to enlighten Lacan’s and Merleau-Ponty’s appropriations of Wallon’s theory of the mirror stage, it is advantageous to turn to one of Lacan’s early writings in his Ecrits, his Presentation on Psychical Causality, dating from 1947. Right from the very start, the text presents a remarkable proximity to the thread followed by Merleau-Ponty in his Phenomenology of Perception. In the same vein as Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological critique of science’s naturalistic attitude, Lacan takes issue with Henry Ey’s “organicist theory of madness”, who, according to Lacan, “cannot relate the genesis of mental problems as such (...) to anything but the play of systems constituted in the material substance (l’étendue) located within the body’s integument”
. A play that “always rests in the final analysis on molecular interaction of the partes-extra-partes, material-substance type that classical physics is based on”
. Besides the critique of an alleged cartesian parallelism wherein madness is reduced to a material substance, Lacan’s reference to the partes-extra-partes confirms the phenomenological rejection of the naturalistic attitude which situates madness, as a well-established and objectified category with clear-cut boundaries, within the causal chain of worldly matters – as a determined object among other objects in the world. Furthermore and dovetailing with this phenomenological critique, Lacan proposes, instead of Henry Ey’s organicist theory which he accuses of being mechanistic, a metaphysical psychic causality, one that transcends the particular issue of madness by far. As Lacan contends: 

“The problem that madness thus kindles in us owing to its pathos provides a first answer to the question I raised about the human value of the phenomenon of madness. And its metaphysical import is revealed in the fact that it is inseparable from the problem of signification for being in general – that is the problem of language for man”
. 

Far from thus reducing the psychical causality involved in madness to a fortuitous curiosity, Lacan instead stresses its metaphysical dimension, its universal value that is hence significant for subjectivity in general.

Moreover, Lacan argues that the metaphysical value found in madness is bound up with the problem of signification for being, that is the problem language poses for man, as it is lived through as a problem of truth, in a continuous interweaving between misrecognition (méconnaissance) and recognition. “The madman believes he is different than he is”
, as Lacan contends, but in a certain and decisive way the same holds for “the king who really thinks he is a king”
. This split in subjectivity between being and believing what one ‘is’, takes us right to the very heart of the dialectic within the being of subjectivity itself. Rather than viewing madness as a contingent consequence of the frailties of the organism, as a deplorable adversity running against the natural order of human subjectivity, Lacan holds that madness is the “permanent virtuality of a gap opened in his essence”
. The metaphysical dimension of madness thus makes itself heard by the fact that it is a permanent possibility of human subjectivity, more precisely, a possibility of the kind of being that is at stake in human subjectivity. Moreover, as Lacan further contends, instead of being an insult to subjectivity, a contingent aberration, genuine subjectivity cannot be comprehended, would not be what it is, without madness as the limit of its freedom. 

In 1947 Lacan will relate the psychical causality that lays ground for the temporal movement between misrecognition and recognition to the concept of the imago, which plays a decisive and constitutional role in the formation of subjectivity. The concept of the imago reveals the historical dimension of the subject in that its history “will develop in a more or less typical series of ideal identifications”
. According to Lacan, these successive imaginary identifications, taken as an ever-developing ensemble, a whole-à-venir, constitute the Freudian topos of the Ego. More precisely, the imago is the specular image by which the Ego of the subject is constituted through identification, without thereby conflating the actual being of the subject with this image. To put in the previously used terms, it is the image by which man believes himself a man, or the image by which the madman believes himself other than he is, the image by which he recognizes himself (as an image) while at the same time misrecognizing his being
. For Lacan, madness partakes in this metaphysical condition of the subject and should be comprehended in terms of this problematic relation between being and believing, as its permanent virtuality. 

Likewise, in his turn Merleau-Ponty fulminates against reducing madness to the mere outcome or meeting-point of numerous causal agencies that would determine its make-up. Again, rather than placing madness jenseits human existence, madness partakes in a metaphysical condition that for Merleau-Ponty should be comprehended in its own right: 

“There can be no question of simply transferring to the normal person what the deficient one lacks and is trying to recover. Illness, (...), is a complete form of existence and the procedures which it employs to replace normal which have been destroyed are equally pathological phenomena. It is impossible to deduce the normal from the pathological, deficiencies from the substitutive functions, by a mere change of the sign. We must take substitutions as substitutions, as allusions to some fundamental function that they are striving to make good, and the direct image of which they fail to furnish. The genuine inductive method is not a ‘differential method’; it consists in correctly reading phenomena, in grasping their meaning, that is, in treating them as modalities and variations of the subject’s total being”
.

Consequently, for Merleau-Ponty madness should not be reduced to nothing but a bit of the world, shut up within the realm of science as mere object of biological, psychological or sociological investigation. Contra empirical and intellectualistic explanations that respectively treat it on the one hand, as a contingent epiphenomenal effect of pathogenic agentia, or on the other, as “a perversion of the will”
, like Lacan, Merleau-Ponty considers madness as a ‘modality or variation’ that concerns ‘the subject’s vital area’, as an expression of ‘the subject’s total being’, which moreover should be revealed through phenomenological analysis. 

Interestingly, it is this phenomenological analysis that Lacan explicitly addresses in this writing before furthering his inquiry into the specific way madness functions as the expression of the constitutive role the specular image plays in the formation of subjectivity. More specifically, Lacan revisits Merleau-Ponty’s affirmation in his Phenomenology of Perception of the philosophical requirement to consider lived experience prior to any objectification and even prior to any reflexive analysis that interweaves objectification and experience. As Lacan contends: 

“For Merleau-Ponty’s work decisively demonstrates that any healthy phenomenology, that of perception, for instance, requires us to consider lived experience prior to any objectification (...). Let me explain what I mean: the slightest visual illusion proves to force itself upon us experientially before detailed, piecemeal observation of the figure corrects it; it is the latter that allows us to objectify the so-called real form. Reflection makes us recognize in this form the a priori category of extension [l'étendue], the property of which is precisely to present itself "partes extra partes," but it is still the illusion in itself that gives us the gestalt action that is psychology's true object here”
.

However, the recourse to this phenomenological maxim is highly ambiguous since Lacan will subsequently focus upon the lived experience of the mirror image, as the fundamental but necessary illusion lying at the heart of subjectivity, instead of the phenomenological focus on the lived experience of perception in its pre-objective dimension. Before turning to our discussion of Lacan’s and Merleau-Ponty’s respective readings of this mirror stage, let us nevertheless first try to clarify this phenomenological maxim by shortly presenting Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of lived experience and his critique of the naturalistic attitude. 

3. Naturalistic attitude and lived experience

As indicated by Lacan, one of the central maxims guiding Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological account of perception is indeed the uncovering of the unreflective ground of lived experience that is simultaneously presupposed and forgotten within the naturalistic attitude. For Merleau-Ponty, the first task of a genuine philosophy is the phenomenological critique of this attitude which, both in its empirical and intellectualistic guises, tends to forget the subjective ground on which it nevertheless operates in favor of an already constituted world that hence appears as a whole of ready made objects. Furthermore, what is effectively obfuscated within this naturalistic attitude is the constituting role subjectivity plays in its own perception – or to paraphrase Husserl: rather than merely being an object in the world, consciousness is also a subject for the world. Merleau-Ponty thoughtfully summarizes the logic of this naturalistic repression in the following passage: 

“Obsessed with being, and forgetful of the perspectivism of my experience, I henceforth treat it is as an object and deduce it from a relationship between objects. I regard my body, which is my point of view upon the world, as one of the objects of that world. My recent awareness of my gaze as a means of knowledge I now repress, and treat my eyes as a bit of matter. They then take their place in the same objective space in which I am trying to situate the external object and I believe that I am producing the perceived perspective by the objects on my retina. In the same way I treat my own perceptual history as a result of my relationships with the objective world; my present, which is my point of view on time, becomes one moment of time among all others, my duration a reflection or abstract aspect of universal time, as my body is a mode of objective space”
.

Let us make a few remarks concerning this dense passage in order to clarify Merleau-Ponty’s critique of this naturalistic attitude and the phenomenological alternative he consequently proposes. 

First, Merleau-Ponty’s recourse to the body as the point of view upon the world marks a decisive difference between his henceforth bodily phenomenology and Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology that still treated consciousness as the central frame of departure. If, as for Husserl, the phenomenological return to the world is a return to the world of the transcendental subject, for Merleau-Ponty, this return to the things themselves is “a return to the world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks, and in relation to which every scientific schematization is an abstract and derivative sign-language - as is geography in relation to the country-side in which we have learnt beforehand what a forest, a prairie or river is”
. And for Merleau-Ponty, this pre-predicative knowledge of lived experience is effectuated through the body: instead of the transcendental subject as a bodiless spectator of the world, the Merleau-Pontian subject is an embodied subject with hands and feet immersed in the world. 

Second, the object of the naturalistic repression is indeed this embodied subjectivity that constitutes the world
. Conversely, after the repression the body is treated as a cartesian res extensa, as a desubjectivized object among other objects, owing nothing to the experience of the world. 

Third, phenomenology has as its primary objective the reduction of this solidified world of the objective body, the lifting of the naturalistic repression, which in turn should enable the pre-objective, lived experience to come to the fore. Consequently, pathological subjectivity is an important issue within this phenomenological effort to go beyond fixed representation precisely because it points towards the ambiguity of existence, like a real-live phenomenological thought experiment set up to reveal the dimensions of constitution/constituted, pre-objective/objective, becoming/being, operative in normal subjectivity. 

In order to refine our analysis of this phenomenological rapport that conjoins madness and subjectivity, let us now turn to the different readings Lacan and Merleau-Ponty propose of Wallon’s psychogenetic theory of the mirror stage as formulated in Les origines du caractère chez l’enfant and how these bear upon their respective theories of subjectivity. 

4. Lacan reads Wallon  

In the chapter of Les Origines entitled “The Body proper and Its Exteroceptive Image”
, Wallon introduces a whole zoo of creatures to demonstrate the decisive disparity that separates animal and human modes of relating to the mirror image. For Wallon, the distinctive feature separating the human infant from for example the drake is the ability of the former to grasp the reciprocal relation between the self and its reflection. The drake by contrast is a creature that is unable to identify with its image, as is illustrated by Wallon with the example of a drake that acquired the strange habit, since the death of its partner, of staring at a reflecting windowpane. Wallon writes: “Without doubt his own reflection could more or less fill in the void left by the absence of his companion”
. The ability of the drake to find consolation in the image is thus concomitant with its inability to identify with the mirror image. In a similar way, Lacan contrasts the behavior of the human infant and the chimp when confronted with the mirror image as can be seen from the sharp contrast between the triumphant jubilation and the playful self-discovery of the former and the sheer indifference of the latter. In addition, Lacan relates this fundamental difference qua lived experience of the mirror image with the remarkable contrast between on the one hand, the early instrumental self-sufficiency of the animal, and, on the other, man’s prematurity at birth which Lacan tentatively associates with the predominance of visual functions, more specifically, with the perceptual tendency for recognizing the human Gestalt early in the child’s development. 

A second important idea from Wallon’s work that resonates in Lacan’s early description of the mirror stage is the consideration of the jubilant mirror experience as the mythical beginning of self-differentiation necessary for various subsequent developments, from a passive state of raw immediacy to subsequent sentience to the imaginary and, then, to symbolic representation: “The development of the infant demonstrates by what degrees immediate experience, the undifferentiated, dispersed, and transitory impressions of brute sensibility must become dissociated, fixed by images initially concrete and seemingly coextensive with their object, and then give way to symbolic transmutations of pure and stable representation”
. For Wallon, the mirror experience is thus also the “prelude to symbolic activity”, enabling a transition from partial, sensorial perceptions to what Wallon calls the “symbolic function”
. The early Lacan is often read in the same way: the mirror experience in this rendition forms the imaginary ground for the symbolic Je to come to the fore, the identification with the specular image serves as the necessary forming condition for the subsequent transformation of subjectivity on the symbolic plain of the signifier. 

Wallon’s detailed observations thus clearly function as a conceptual paradigm for Lacan’s understanding of the mirror image. However, the Lacanian appropriation of the mirror stage is more than the simple juxtaposition of Wallon avec Lacan presented thus far. In several respects, Lacan’s ongoing revision and articulation of the mirror mechanism throughout his teachings represents a complex synthesis of several strands of thought in psychoanalysis, philosophy and experimental psychology. Let us nevertheless try to discern these inflections of Wallon a propos the Lacanian subject-à-venir by means of the following couple of questions: 

(i.) Why does it look in the mirror? 

(ii.) What does it see in the mirror? 

The first question is obviously a question of beginnings, more specifically a question on the anterior ontogenetic conditions of possibility thriving the infant towards the seductive lure of the mirror image. In the opening chapter of Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud already poses the same question a propos the genesis of his psychical topography. In a discussion of the “oceanic feeling” – the lived experience surrounding the ego - Freud argues: 

The idea of men’s receiving an intimation of their connection with the world around them through an immediate feeling which is from the outset directed to that purpose sounds so strange and fits in so badly with the fabric of our psychology that one is justified in attempting to discover a psychoanalytic – that is, a genetic – explanation of such a feeling
.

Henceforth, Freud concludes, “a unity comparable to the ego cannot exist in the individual from the start”
. Lacan endorses this freudian inclination towards a ‘genetic explanantion’ of the Gestalt-like illusion of the oceanic ego. He succinctly summarizes the argumentative line of thinking behind the necessity of an “ego-genetics” in the following citation: 

“In effect, if one starts from the notion of original narcissism, perfect as regards libidinal investment, if one conceives of the primordial object as primordially included by the subject in the narcissistic sphere, as a primitive monad of enjoyment (jouissance), to which is identified the infant nursling (nourisson), one has difficulty seeing what would be able to lead a subjective way out (sortie subjective)”
. 

Lacan’s meta-psychoanalytic thoughts with regard to the infeasibility of the notion of original narcissism for any subsequent account of subject formation are relatively straightforward here: original narcissism, as the blissful state of a self-sufficient and unified wholeness, is, considered from an ontogenetic perspective, untenable insofar as it curtails the possibility to conceive the development of any subjectivity whatsoever
. The question as to “why” the Lacanian subject-à-venir looks in the mirror should thus be comprehended from an ontogenetic perspective that stipulates the non-all of human nature prior to the acquisition of ego-like subjectivity. 

Contra Wallon, Lacan consequently stresses that man is, by definition, a disadapted animal burdened with a disordered Gestalt-like imagination. The mythical tale of the mirror stage is thus not so much the nec plus ultra of human teleological development that Wallon hoped for, as it is the expression of a “primordial discord” which characterizes man’s relation to nature
. More specifically, both Freud and Lacan relate this non-all of human nature to the fact that all human beings are born prematurely. As a consequence, human infants, as successfully disadapted animals, are utterly depended on the other for carrying out all basic vital tasks: adopting Freud’s terminology, Lacan defines this prolonged “primordial discord” as a state of helplessness (Hilflosigkeit). It is precisely against this ontogenetic background that the peculiarly (de)formative function of the human Gestalt qua specular image has to be understood: the illusory completeness of the subject’s body image as reflected in the mirror provides him with the promise of a unified wholeness that compensates for human helplessness. Yet at the same time, the attraction exercised on man by the seductive lure of the Gestalt-illusion answers to a completely different logic than the one that is operative in other animals: animals respond instinctively to (Gestalts of) other animals, but they do not alienate themselves in the mirror image. This is why Lacan holds that “the mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation”
: the original organic insufficiency – the not-whole of human nature – is supplemented and off warded by the ideal imaginary unity of the mirror image. 

This brings us to the second question: what does the Lacanian subject see in the mirror, what does the image in the mirror reflect? For Wallon, the reflected image seen in the mirror is in a certain way indifferent: the psychical developmental task that the infant has to accomplish is first of all the active mental integration of real model and mirror image. Hence, for this integration to occur, it need not to be to the reciprocal relation between the child’s own body and mirror image – other bodies can do the developmental job as well. In Wallon’s analysis, the difficulty lies in a spatial realism dominating the child’s epistemological relation with its Umwelt that prevents it from linking the actual figure with the virtual one in the mirror. The pre-mirror-stage child does not yet understand that the two bodies located at two points in space – the tactile body here and the visual body there – constitute only one body. Consequently, the child attributes an independent reality to each object or person occupying a different space. The essential factor that develops or is acquainted during the mirror phase is thus the recognition of spatial values or, more precisely, the coordination of what was perceived as two bodies in two distinct places. The child’s behavior suddenly demonstrates a jubilant comprehension of the reciprocity between model and image. The realization of their subordinate rather than independent relation is the developmental turning point. The Aha-Erlebnis of the mirror image is thus the refutation of spatial realism in favor of a more accurate conception of the relation between model and image.  

For Lacan however, the mythical tale of the mirror image is far less heroic than the Wallonian rendition in terms of an epistemological break-through seems to suggest. First of all, time and again, Lacan stresses the fact that the image seen in the mirror is not at all indifferent. Indeed, for Lacan the image reflected in the mirror is none other than the subject’s own body image, which henceforth enables the subject to transcend any “human or artificial support”. The recurrent Lacanian emphasis on the reflection of one’s own body – and not that of the mother of any other caretaker - expresses the idea that, by identifying with the mirror image, the subject attains a quasi causa sui – status in transcending the “obstructions of his support”. The triumphant jubilation accompanying the subject’s identification demonstrates the sudden experience of ideal mastery over the premature distress, the possibility of being ‘maître/m’être à moi-même’ via the reflected totality of the salutary imago. Moreover, it is this first identification with the imaginary totality of one’s own body that forms the primal ground for the formation of the ego and later successive secondary identifications. 

Secondly, in Lacan’s theory, the epistemological status of the subject’s identification with the mirror image is far removed from Wallon’s adequatio rei et intellectus of the correspondence between real model and virtual image. To put it in the words of Mladen Dolar: “when I recognize myself in the mirror, it is already too late”
. There is a fundamental price to be paid for recognizing oneself in the mirror: the seductive illusion of the mirror image makes me lose my “self-being” prior to identification, that is the immediate coincidence with myself in being. This is why Lacan equates identification with alienation: to ‘Know thyself’ by means of the mirror image is to ‘Alienate thyself’ in an image that is other, to recognize oneself before the mirror is to misrecognize oneself in the alienating Gestalt of an illusion of totality. Important however is that, despite this dramatic depiction of the mirror stage in terms of the annihilating effects of the image vis-à-vis authentic being beyond representation, the presumed choice between the illusion of the Gestalt and the mythical state of “self-being” is in fact a Hegelian one. To reformulate Lacan’s favorite example of the forced choice between ‘Your money or your life’ in terms of our discussion: either one chooses the illusion of the mirror image ... or one loses both. Indeed, for Lacan subjectivity itself is engendered by the loss of being, it is, in its proper essence, the loss of the immediacy of ‘self-same being’. The forced choice between ‘your subjectivity or your being’ is thus in fact no choice at all: one can only choose the illusory nature of mediated subjectivity; holding on to a presumed more original state of self-being before alienation in the image would entail loosing the ‘self’ of being and thus both. 

To conclude: Lacan proposes a reading of Wallon’s mirror experiments that differs from the latter’s orthopedic teleological version in different respects. For Lacan, the specular image by which the subject comes to (non-) being is without any doubt an illusion. Nonetheless, it is an illusion which has the structure of a truth. As Lacan puts it in his 1947 essay: there is a “law of our becoming” commanding one to “become such as you are”. This illusion is indeed the human illusion par excellence by which we obey to this “law of our becoming”, by which one pays the price of becoming by separating oneself from one’s own being. In this respect, madness is the permanent possibility for human subjectivity because it is a faithful expression of “this gap opened up in his essence”.  Or to put it in the words of Edgar Morin: homo sapiens is at the same time and inextricably homo demens. The liberation from the raw immediacy of being, from the slavish adhesion of ‘what there is’, is what enables the subject to experience his freedom as madness in the first place. 

To clarify this rapport from a phenomenological viewpoint, let us now turn to the reading Merleau-Ponty proposes of both Wallon’s and Lacan’s readings of the mirror stage. 

5. Merleau-Ponty reads Lacan reads Wallon 

Merleau-Ponty offers his phenomenological reading of Wallon’s mirror stage during the lectures he gave at the Sorbonne in 1950-1951, entitled “Les relations avec autrui chez l’enfant”
. As noted in our introduction, like Lacan, Merleau-Ponty takes special interest in the theory of Wallon because of its potential to enhance his own phenomenological project of ‘returning to the things themselves’. Moreover, Wallon’s description of the mirror experience explicitly points towards the constitutive relation between visual perception (the Gestalt discerned in the mirror) and any subsequent symbolic activity. As such, it opens towards the ambiguity of perception, so cherished by Merleau-Ponty in his general phenomenological project to reduce the naturalistic objectification of the world as partes-extra-partes. Let us recall Merleau-Ponty’s description of this naturalistic repression, this objectivistic attitude that always-already forecloses embodied subjectivity which nevertheless functions as its constitutive ground: 

“I detach myself from my experience and pass to the idea. Like the object, the idea purports to be the same for everybody, valid in all time and places, and individuation of an object in an objective point of time and space finally appears as the expression of a universal positing power. I am no longer concerned with my body, nor with time, nor with the world, as I experience them in antepredicative knowledge, in the inner communication that I have with them. I now refer to my body only as an idea, to the universe as an idea, to the idea of space and the idea of time. Thus ‘objective’ thought (in Kierkegaard’s sense) is formed – being that of common sense and of science – which finally causes us to lose contact with perceptual experience, of which it is nevertheless the outcome and the natural sequel
”. 

And for Merleau-Ponty, it is phenomenology’s first philosophical task to return to this ‘antepredicative knowledge’, to return to this original perceptual experience that forms the natural ground for any ulterior objectification. From this, it should be clear by now why Merleau-Ponty rejoins Wallon in the latter’s description of the mirror stage as the gradual subordination of the virtual body, as it is represented in the mirror, to the proprioceptive real body, as it is originally experienced by the child. Recall that Wallon considers the mirror stage as a developmental phase during which the child overcomes its ‘spatial realism’, its premature epistemological attitude that stipulates the independence of its interoceptive ‘felt body’ and the ‘virtual body’ that is perceived in the mirror. In order to supersede this faulty solipsistic stance towards imaginary representation, the child has to relate its ‘interior sensation’, the pre-objective perception of its own body with the objectified body in the mirror image. As Merleau-Ponty describes this epistemological transition: 

“There is, says Wallon, a space that adheres to the image. Every image tends to occur in this space, the mirror image too. This inherent spatiality will, according to Wallon, be reduced through intellectual development. We gradually learn to fold the specular image to the interoceptive body, and conversely, to treat the quasi-locality, the pre-spatiality of the specular image as an appearance that stands beneath the unique space of real things. (...) In this way, the space adhering to images is substituted for an ideal space
".

This Wallonian transition from ‘the interoceptif body’ to ‘the ideal body’ of the specular image hence designates, to borrow the philosophical language of the Phenomenology of Perception, the transition from ‘the pre-objective perception’ of the body, the quasi-sacral ‘lived body’ of Merleau-Pontian phenomenology, to the objective body of the naturalistic attitude which represses the lived body in favor of a specular illusion. Once again, to paraphrase Lacan, “the mirror stage is a drama”, although for Merleau-Ponty ‘the internal thrust’ is now an ‘objectifying thrust’ that is precipitated from the primordial real body to naturalistic repression. The naturalistic body in the mirror, the Gestalt-like illusion of external totality, departs from the original body that “is always near me, always there for me, (...) that is never really in front of me, that I cannot array (...) before my eyes, that remains marginal to all my perceptions, that is with me
”. 

In the same vein, Merleau-Ponty addresses Lacan’s lecture of the mirror stage as a drama of alienation through which the original experience of the body is substituted for a frustrating idealization of the body as ‘body-ideal’:  

"The self-image, at the same time that it enables self-knowledge, enables a kind of alienation: I am no longer what I immediately felt I was, I am this picture of me offered by the mirror. There occurs, in the words of Dr. Lacan, a "captivation" of me by my spatial image. Suddenly, I leave the reality of the lived experience of myself for a constant reference to this ideal self, fictitious or imaginary, of which the mirror image forms the first draft. In this way, I am torn from myself and the mirror image prepares me for another, even more serious alienation, which will be the alienation by the other
".

Merleau-Ponty thus seems to read Lacan in the following (phenomenological) way: the mirror stage represents the dramatic transition from ‘he lived experience of the self’ to ‘the fictional experience of an ideal imago’. It is this second experience, as in its empirical and intellectualistic renditions that erroneously treat this subject as an object in the world, which ought to be reduced in order to liberate the phenomenological subject of original self-experience. According to Merleau-Ponty, as indeed for Lacan, the subject is captivated by the ideal image of its reflection, by ‘the lure of spatial identification’, alienated in an ideal space of self-forgetful repression. Contra Lacan however, the formative illusion of the mirror image is henceforth treated as a hindrance towards real phenomenological subjectivity. The illusion seen in the mirror is a deception, in the strong sense of the word, which fundamentally deceives the subject about its own origin. The ambiguity of perception, i.e. subjectivity as both constituting-constituted, is once again off-warded in favor a solidified world of ready-made (body-) objects. Instead of treating the body as the way I am in and for the world, the body now appears as a contingent feature that I have, it is reduced to an image that is nothing more “than an appearance in a visible world which has nothing to do with me
”. Imaginary recognition is for Merleau-Ponty thus first and foremost imaginary misrecognition vis-à-vis the original bodily experience of the phenomenological subject. Conform the temporal logic of naturalistic repression, the image by which the subject becomes estranged from itself, now appears as the ground of its own reflection. The body as object appears as the formal ground of my self-experience, it congeals the whole of bodily experience, “as a crystal placed in a solution suddenly crystallizes it
”. 

In the following section we will conclude our discussion by realigning Merleau-Ponty’s reading of the mirror stage as a phenomenological drama of captivation, as an example of Heideggerian Uneigintlichkeit, and its bearing on the subsequent phenomenological diagnosis of madness, with its Lacanian rejoinder, wherein the irreducibility of alienation is deemed constitutive for both madness and subjectivity in general.  

6. Conclusion

Three conclusions can be made with regard to Merleau-Ponty’s view on the rapport between subjectivity and madness. 

First, Merleau-Ponty seems to adhere to what we might call a ‘subjective dualism’ in that he neatly distinguishes between two forms of ‘lived experience’ or ‘subjectivity’. Moreover, these two forms of subjectivity are bound up with the temporal logic Merleau-Ponty discerns apropos of the mirror stage: on the one hand, real phenomenological subjectivity as intrinsically linked to the pre-objective experience of the body, one which remains faithful to the constitutive pole that surrounds the ambiguity of human existence. On the other, ideal subjectivity as concomitant with the constituted pole of human existence, cut off from its primordial bodily dimension by the alienation in an image that is other. 

Second, apart from being a neutral ontological analysis of subjectivity, the phenomenological rendition of the mirror stage seems to engender a normative analysis of subjectivity. Indeed, what Merleau-Ponty considers to be the philosophical maxim for any righteous account of perception, equally applies to his analysis of the mirror stage. As he explains: 

“The task of a radical reflection, the kind that aims at self-comprehension, consists, paradoxically enough, in recovering the unreflective experience of the world, and subsequently reassigning to it the verificatory attitude and reflective operations, and displaying reflection as one possibility of my being. (...) Hence reflection does not itself grasp its full significance unless it refers to the unreflective fund of experience which it presupposes, upon which it draws, and which constitutes for it a kind of original past, a past which has never been present
”. 

Although Merleau-Ponty seems to hesitate with regard to the question of the precise ontological status of this unreflective fund underlying any original experience of the self and the world, he nevertheless sees it as a conditio sine qua non for any genuine account of subjectivity, something phenomenology time and again “has to return to”. 

Third, this ontological/normative scheme permeating Merleau-Ponty’s reading of the mirror stage and the greater part of his Phenomenology of Perception obviously bears upon his phenomenological diagnosis of pathological subjectivity. Indeed, more than anyone else, it is the madman who, for Merleau-Ponty, represents the subject as completely immersed in the constituted pole of a blocked subjectivity, cut off from the permanent possibility to renew the sense of its own existence, imprisoned in the static world of former habits and lost prospects. As such, the pathological subject represents the perfect double of its healthy phenomenological counterpart. As Merleau-Ponty explains: 

“For these patients the world exists only as one readymade or congealed, whereas for the normal person his projects polarize the world, bringing magically to view a host of signs which guide action, as notices in a museum guide the visitor
”.

The phenomenological rapport between the illusory nature of mirrored subjectivity and madness as presented by Merleau-Ponty thus reveals itself in the following way: the captivation in the image is indeed once again an illusion, leading to a statical and objective view of ourselves. The illusion is however a deceiving one: “In order to be determined by an external factor, it is necessary that I should be a thing. However, “neither my freedom nor my universality can admit of any eclipse
”. The eclipsing nature of the mirror image exists, whenever we consider the genuine subject of phenomenological corporeality, only as a second order derivative vis-à-vis the field of possibility that characterizes our bodily being-in-the-world, our original and universal commitment to the world. The madman, in contrast, is completely absorbed in the constituted pole of its own existence, and to the extent that he is indeed ‘determined by an external factor’, lest it be that of an image or the incessant prospect of an inevitable delusion, fundamentally bereaved of the ground of every deliberate Sinngebung. In this way, the phenomenological analysis of madness, although it is spared from the objectifying tendency of naturalistic explanations that negate the madman’s being-in-the-world, ultimately amounts to viewing the madman as the incarnated version of the naturalistic fallacy itself. 

Three conclusions can be made from a Lacanian perspective that mirror Merleau-Ponty’s analysis as spelled out above. 

First, with regard to Merleau-Ponty’s distinction between phenomenal and ideal subjectivity, and to resume Lacan’s fundamental distinction between ‘subjectivity’ and ‘being’ as mutually exclusive, the choice Merleau-Ponty time and again seems to avoid is the one we spelled out before as being a false one. That is: “when I recognize myself in the mirror, it is not only to late ... there is also no way to return”. In fact, the ultimate phenomenological reverie of ‘returning to the things themselves’, whether it be the pre-objective experience of the world or the phenomenological subject in a state of blissful union with its body, is, from a Lacanian point of view, a fundamental fantasy that is precisely the après-coup effect of a fundamental loss of being. For Lacan, there is no ‘I’ beyond the alienation in the mirror to return to; the phenomenological reduction as the royal road to a more original self-experience proves itself to be ultimately a dead one. For Lacan, lived experience, as subjective experience, is precisely the effect of the alienation in the image. The mirror image is – to put it in Kantian terms – the condition of possibility of any subjectivity whatsoever. 

Second, and closely connected to what we have called Merleau-Ponty’s normative analysis, the very notion of a pre-reflective embodied subjectivity is, considered from a Lacanian point of view, a contradiction in terms. Despite many similarities, psychoanalysis and phenomenology are fundamentally at odds with regard to the (non-) rapport between mediated subjectivity and its corporeal conditions. As we have seen, Merleau-Ponty tends to replace the cartesian dichotomy between res cogitans (thinking substance) and res extensa (extendened substance) with a more Aristotelian fusion between mind and body as it is expressed in the ‘lived body’. It is precisely at this point, at the supposed destruction of the disembodied subject in favor of a phenomenological bodily openness to the world, that we must understand the scandalous nature of Lacan’s call for a ‘return to Descartes’. However, like Merleau-Ponty, Lacan indeed objects to considering the cogito as a first order and underived, axiomatic foundation or metaphysical ‘first’ principle. Nevertheless, and this is crucial, Lacan does not reject the Cartesian cogito, ‘ce pauvre moi’ of the specular image, because he considers this sort of subjectivity as a non-existent fallacy: Lacan rather views subjectivity as an effect, an outcome of symbolic-imaginary (mis-) recognition instead of as a first-level principle of indubitable departure. To explain why Lacan nevertheless continues to refer to the Cartesian cogito, Miller productively resumes Lacan’s distinction between ‘being’ and ‘having’ in its relation to the body: 

“’Having a body” is significant in its difference from “being a body”. We justify the identification of being and body in the animal, but not in man, because no matter how corporeal he is, corporified, he is also made a subject by the signifier, that is to say, he is made lack-in-being. This lack in being as effect of the signifier divides being and body, reducing the body to the status of having it
”.

So the subject, as being a subject of subjection to symbolic-imaginary mediation, cannot identify itself with its body. This is the corporeal price it has to pay for its own ‘non-being’, for its own ‘lack-in-being’. This is also the reason why Lacan continues to refer to a cogito-like subjectivity and why his theory is simultaneously a critique of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology: for Lacan, the only outcome of the normative call to return to the phenomenological ‘lived body’ is the ultimate effacement of the subject. 

Third and finally, given these Lacanian reservations vis-à-vis Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, it becomes clear how Lacan’s reflections on the mirror stage fundamentally differ from the phenomenological version and how they consequently lead to a different view on the relation between subjectivity and madness. As Lacan contends: 

“This misrecognition can be seen in the revolt through which the madman seeks to impose the law of his heart onto what seems to him to be the havoc [désordre] of the world. This is an "insane" enterprise - but not because it suggests a failure to adapt to life, which is the kind of thing people often say in our circles, whereas the slightest reflection on our experience proves the dishonorable inanity of such a viewpoint. It is an insane enterprise, rather, in that the subject does not recognize in this havoc the very manifestation of his actual being, or that what he experiences as the law of his heart is but the inverted and virtual image of that same being. He thus doubly misrecognizes it, precisely so as to split its actuality from its virtuality
”. 

Once more, Lacan defends ‘the insane enterprise of madness’ as a fundamental expression of human subjectivity. Rather than being a failure to adapt to life as it actually is, rather than being a stubborn disorder in a mad refusal to align with a presumed ‘reality principle’, madness is the proper heir of the subject’s non-being. Madness is the price one has to pay for the loss of the immediacy of being, hence for the so-cherished freedom that is considered to be the distinctive feature separating man from the animal. Although the madman is indeed blocked in a constituted subjectivity, although he is indeed ‘the limit of our freedom’, the madman is – instead of being the perfect opposite of enlightened subjectivity, instead of being the counter-example of a more original phenomenological subjectivity – our most faithful companion. In short: both madness and freedom are possibilities of a human being due to “the permanent virtuality of a gap opened up in his essence”. To deny this gap in a nostalgic movement towards phenomenological subjectivity is to deny subjectivity itself. 
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� As such, Lacan’s subject as subjected to the image/signifier is closer to a certain “ontological dualism” where “thought is in disharmony with the soul” (Lacan, 1990, p.6). Moreover, this brings Lacan in closer proximity to Descartes, in that Lacan tends to place the imaginary/symbolic orders that engender subjectivity and the organic body in separate domains. However, this does not imply that Lacan is uncritical of Descartes. Lacan’s alleged proclamation for “a return to Descartes” should not be taken as the uncritical return to the res cogitans of the Cogito-like subject. As Adrian Johnston observes (2008, pp. 53- 54), Lacan’s formulations on the relation between subjectivity and the body nevertheless allow for the rejection of a false dilemma tacitly governing many contemporary discussions. That is, the choice between on the one hand, a strict mind-body dualism (à la Descartes) and, on the other hand, a reduction of subjectivity to its corporeal substance (whether this substance be the organic body of the natural sciences (e.g. “the brain”) or the lived body of modern phenomenology). We will return to this issue in our conclusion. 
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� However, the question remains as to why the body is repressed in the first place? In our opinion, the concept of the body is at one and the same time a step in the right direction in comparison with Husserl’s and Heidegger’s bodiless analytics, however, to the extent that Merleau-Ponty’s recourse to the body results in an unproblematic embodied subjectivity, it also represents the unthought remainder which threatens to haunt the temporal logic of naturalistic repression and concomitantly proves to be a serious drawback to his phenomenology. It is precisely at this point that Lacan’s own conceptualizations on the relation between Cartesian subjectivity and the Real of the body can provide a welcome alternative. 
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� Although Wallon similarly stresses the child’s prematureness at birth, he considers it as a positive condition for the subsequent sociability of the child. The difference with Lacan’s reading lies in the fact that Lacan does not consider prematurity as something privative, as an anterior condition that is substituted later on in human development for a more adaptive sociability within a pedagogical perspective. Lacan instead emphasizes the fundamental impossibility to abolish this primordial discord a propos adaptation to the natural environment, albeit the discord gets rewritten throughout the formation of subjectivity within the different orders of the Imaginary, the Real and the Symbolic and their mutual interconnections. 
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