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FROM THE IMAGINARY
SIGNIFIER

IDENTIFICATION, MIRROR

““What contribution can Freudian psychoanalysis make to the
knowledge of the cinematic signifier?”’: that was the question-
ﬂamwg I posed (the scientific imaginary wishing to be symbol-
ised), m.:a it seems to me that [ have now more or less un-
wound it; unwound but no more; I have not given it an an-
swer. | have simply paid attention to what it was I wished to
say (one never knows this until one has written it down), I
vm<m only questioned my question: this unanswered character
is one that has to be deliberately accepted, it is constitutive of
any epistemological procedure.

Since I have wished to mark the places (as empty boxes some
of which are beginning to fill without waiting for me, and so
much the better), the places of different directions of work
and mmi._nim:,:\ of the last, the psychoanalytic exploration o\m
the signifier, which concerns me especially, I must now begin
to inscribe something in this last box; must take further, and
more plainly in the direction of the unconscious, the analysis
ow the investigator’s desire that makes me write. And to start
with, of course, this means asking a new question: among the
specific features of the cinematic signifier that distinguish the
cinema from literature, painting, etc. which ones by nature

n.m: most directly on the type of knowledge that psychoanaly-
sis alone can provide?
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Perception, Imaginary

The cinema’s signifier is perceptual (visual and auditory). So
is that of literature, since the written chain has to be read, but
it involves a more restricted perceptual register: only gra-
phemes, writing. So too are those of painting, sculpture, ar-
chitecture, @roﬁomamﬁrv: but still within limits, and different
ones: absence of auditory perception, absence in the visual it-
self of certain important dimensions such as time and move-
ment (obviously there is the time of the look, but the object
looked at is not inscribed in a precise and ordered time se-
quence forced on the spectator from outside). Music’s signifier
is vmanmwgm_ as well, but, like the others, less “extensive’’ than
that of the cinema: here it is vision which is absent, and even
in the auditory, extended speech (except in song). What first
strikes one then is that the cinema is more perceptual, if the
phrase is allowable, than many other means of expression; it
mobilises a larger number of the axes of perception. (That is
why the cinema has sometimes been presented as a “’synthesis
of all the arts”; which does not mean very much, but if we
restrict ourselves to the quantitative tally of the registers of
perception, it is true that the cinema contains within itself the
signifiers of other arts: it can present pictures to us, make us
hear music, it is made of photographs, etc.)

Nevertheless, this as it were numerical ““superiority” disap-
pears if the cinema is compared with the theatre, the opera
and other spectacles of the same type. The latter too involve
sight and hearing simultaneously, linguistic audition and non-
linguistic audition, movement, real temporal progression. Their
difference from the cinema lies elsewhere: they do not consist
of images, the perceptions they offer to the eye and the ear are
inscribed in a true space (not a photographed one), the same
one as that occupied by the public during the performance;
everything the audience hear and see is actively produced in
their presence, by human beings or props which are them-
selves present. This is not the problem of fiction but that of
the definitional characteristics of the signifier: whether or no
the theatrical play mimes a fable, its action, if need be mi-
metic, is still managed by real persons evolving in real time
and space, on the same stage or “scene’’ as the public. The " other
scene,”” which is precisely not so called, is the cinematic screen
(closer to phantasy from the outset): what unfolds there may,
as before, be more or less fictional, but the unfolding itself is
fictive: the actor, the ““décor,” the words one hears are all ab-
sent, everything is recorded (as a memory trace which is im-
mediately so, without having been something else before), and
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absence from the screen—or rather the intelligible unfolding
of the film despite that absence —is the fact that the spectator
has already known the experience of the mirror (of the true
mirror), and is thus able to constitute a world of objects with-
out having first to recognise himself within it. In this respect,
the cinema is already on the side of the symbolic (which is
only to be expected): the spectator knows that objects exist,
that he himself exists as a subject, that he becomes an object
for others: he knows himself and he knows his like: it is no
longer necessary that this similarity be literally depicted for him
on the screen, as it was in the mirror of his childhood. Like
every other broadly “secondary” activity, the practice of the
cinema presupposes that the primitive undifferentiation of the
ego and the non-ego has been overcome.

But with what, then, does the spectator identify during the
projection of the film? For he certainly has to identify: identi-
fication in its primoral form has ceased to be a current neces-
sity for him, but he continues, in the cinema—if he did not
the film would become incomprehensible, considerably more
incomprehensible than the most incomprehensible films—to
depend on that permanent play of identification without which
there would be no social life (thus, the simplest conversation
presupposes the alternation of the I and the you, hence the
aptitude of the two interlocutors for a mutual and reversible
identification). What form does this continued identification,
whose essential role Lacan has demonstrated even in the most
abstract reasoning and which constituted the “‘social senti-
ment’” for Freud (= the sublimation of a homosexual libido,
itself a reaction to the aggressive rivalry of the members of a
single generation after the murder of the father), take in the
special case of one social practice among others, cinematic pro-
jection?

Obviously the spectator has the opportunity to identify with
the character of the fiction. But there still has to be one. This
is thus only valid for the narrative-representational film, and
not for the psychoanalytic constitution of the signifier of the
cinema as such. The spectator can also identify with the actor,
in more or less “‘a-fictional” films in which the latter is repre-
sented as an actor, not a character, but is still offered thereby
as a human being (as a perceived human being) and thus al-
lows identification. However this factor (even added to the
previous one and thus covering a very large number of films)
cannot suffice. It only designates secondary identification in
certain of its forms (secondary in the cinematic process itself,
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since in any other sense all identification except that of the
mirror can be regarded as secondary).

An insufficient explanation, and for two reasons, the first of
which is only the intermittent, anecdotal and superficial con-
sequence of the second (but for that reason more visible, and
that is why I call it the first). The cinema deviates from the
theatre on an important point that has often been emphasised:
it often presents us with long sequences that can (literally) be
called ““inhuman”—the familiar theme of cinematic “cosmo-
morphism” developed by many film theorists—sequences in
which only inanimate objects, landscapes, etc. appear and
which for minutes at a time offer no human form for spectator
identification: yet the latter must be supposed to remain intact
in its deep structure, since at such moments the film works just
as well as it does at others, and whole films (geographical do-
cumentaries, for example) unfold intelligibly in such condi-
tions. The second, more radical reason is that identification
with the human form appearing on the screen, even when it
occurs, still tells us nothing about the place of the spectator’s
ego in the inauguration of the signifier. As I have just pointed
out, this ego is already formed. But since it exists, the ques-
tion arises precisely of where it is during the projection of the
film (the true primary identification, that of the mirror, forms
the ego, but all other identifications presuppose, on the con-
trary, that it has been formed and can be ““exchanged’ for the
object or the fellow subject). Thus when [ “recognise’’ my like
on the screen, and even more when I do not recognise it, where
am [? Where is that someone who is capable of self-recogni-
tion when need be?

It is not enough to answer that the cinema, like every social
practice, demands that the psychical apparatus of its partici-
pants be fully constituted, and that the question is thus the
concern of general psychoanalytic theory and not that of the
cinema proper. For my where is it? does not claim to go so far,
or more precisely tries to go slightly further: it is a question of
the point occupied by this already constituted ego, occupied
during the cinema showing and not in social life in general.

The spectator is absent from the screen: contrary to the child
in the mirror, he cannot identify with himself as an object, but
only with objects which are there without him. In this sense
the screen is not a mirror. The perceived, this time, is entirely
on the side of the object, and there is no longer any equivalent
of the own image, of that unique mix of perceived and subject
(of other and I) which was precisely the figure necessary to
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need to turn it really, he has turned it in his all-seeing capac-
ity, his identification with the movement of the camera being
that of a transcendental, not an empirical subject.

All vision consists of a double movement: projective (the
‘sweeping’’ searchlight) and introjective: consciousness as a
sensitive recording surface (as a screen). I have the impression
at once that, to use a common expression, I am “casting” my
eyes on things, and that the latter, thus illuminated, come to
be deposited within me (we then declared that it is these things
that have been “projected,” on to my retina, say). A sort of
stream called the look, and explaining all the myths of mag-
netism, must be sent out over the world, so that objects can
come back up this stream in the opposite direction (but using
it to find their way), arriving at last at our perception, which
is now soft wax and no longer an emitting source.

The technology of photography carefully conforms to this
(banal) phantasy accompanying perception. The camera is
“trained” on the object like a fire-arm (= projection) and the
object arrives to make an imprint, a trace, on the receptive
surface of the film-strip (= introjection). The spectator himself
does not escape these pincers, for he is part of the apparatus,
and also because pincers, on the imaginary plane (Melanie
Klein), mark our relation to the world as a whole and are rooted
in the primary figures of orality. During the performance the
spectator is the searchlight I have described, duplicating the
projector, which itself duplicates the camera, and he is also the
sensitive surface duplicating the screen, which itself dupli-
cates the film-strip. There are two cones in the auditorium:
one ending on the screen and starting both in the projection
box and in the spectator’s vision insofar as it is projective, and
one starting from the screen and ““deposited”” in the spectator’s
perception insofar as it is introjective (on the retina, a second
screen). When 1 say that “I see”” the film, I mean thereby a
unique mixture of two contrary currents: the film is what I
receive, and it is also what I release, since it does not pre-exist
my entering the auditorium and I only need close my eyes to
suppress it. Releasing it, I am the projector, receiving it, I am
the screen; in both these figures together, I am the camera,
which points and yet which records.

‘

Thus the constitution of the signifier in the cinema depends
on a series of mirror-effects organised in a chain, and not on
a single reduplication. In this the cinema as a topography re-
sembles that other “space,” the technical equipment (camera,
projector, film-strip, screen, etc.), the objective precondition of
the whole institution: as we know, the apparatuses too contain
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a series of mirrors, lenses, apertures and shutters, ground
glasses, through which the cone of light passes: a further re-
duplication in which the equipment becomes a metaphor (as
well as the real source) for the mental process instituted. Fur-
ther on we shall see that it is also its fetish.

in the cinema, as elsewhere, the constitution of the symbolic
is only achieved through and above the play of the imaginary:
projection-introjection, presence-absence, phantasies accom-
panying perception, etc. Even when acquired, the ego still de-
pends in its underside on the fabulous figures thanks to which
it has been acquired and which have marked it lastingly with
the stamp of the lure. The secondary process does no more
than “cover” (and not always hermetically) the primary pro-
cess which is still constantly present and conditions the very
possibility of what covers it.

Chain of many mirrors, the cinema is at once a weak and a
robust mechanism: like the human body, like a precision tool,
like a social institution. And the fact is that it is really all of
these at the same time.

And I, at this moment, what am I doing if not to add to all
these reduplications one more whereby theory is attempting
to set itself up? Am I not looking at myself looking at the film?
This passion for seeing (and also hearing), the foundation of the
whole edifice, am I not turning it, too, on (against) that edi-
fice? Am I not still the voyeur I was in front of the screen, now
that it is this voyeur who is being seen, thus postulating a
second voyeur, the one writing at present, myself again?

On the Idealist Theory of the Cinema

The place of the ego in the institution of the signifier, as
transcendental yet radically deluded subject, since it is the in-
stitution (and even the equipment) that give it this place, surely
provides us with an appreciable opportunity the better to un-
derstand and judge the precise epistemological import of the
idealist theory of the cinema which culminates in the remark-
able works of André Bazin. Before thinking directly about their
validity, but simply reading texts of this kind, one cannot but
be struck by the great precision, the acute and immediately
sensitive intelligence that they often demonstrate; at the same
time they give the diffuse impression of a permanent ill-
foundedness (which affects nothing and yet affects every-
thing), they suggest that somewhere they contain something
like a weak point at which the whole might be overturned.

It is certainly no accident that the main form of idealism in
cinematic theory has been phenomenology. Bazin and other
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sketches which make up Julien Duvivier’s film Carnet de bal
(the sketch with Pierre Blanchar, shot continuously in tilted
framings). In the standard definitions one thing strikes me: I
do not see why these uncommon angles should express the
viewpoint of the film-maker any more than perfectly ordinary
angles, closer to the horizontal. However, the definition is
comprehensible even in its inaccuracy: precisely because it is
uncommon, the uncommon angle makes us more aware of what
we had merely forgotten to some extent in its absence: an
identification with the camera (with “‘the author's view-
point”). The ordinary framings are finally felt to be non-fram-
ings: I espouse the film-maker’s look (without which no cin-
ema would be possible), but my consciousness is not too aware
of it. The uncommon angle reawakens me and (like the cure)
teaches me what I already knew. And then, it obliges my look
to stop wandering freely over the screen for the moment and
to scan it along more precise lines of force which are imposed
on me. Thus for a moment I became directly aware of the em-
placement of my own presence-absence in the film simply be-
cause it has changed.

Now for looks. In a fiction film, the characters look at one
another. It can happen (and this is already another “notch” in
the chain of identifications) that a character looks at another
who is momentarily out-of-frame, or else is looked at by him.
If we have gone one notch further, this is because everything
out-of-frame brings us closer to the spectator, since it is the pe-
culiarity of the latter to be out-of-frame (the out-of-frame char-
acter thus has a point in common with him: he is looking at
the screen). In certain cases the out-of-frame character’s look
is “reinforced” by recourse to another variant of the subjective
image, generally christened the ““character’s point of view":
the framing of the scene corresponds precisely to the angle from
which the out-of-frame character looks at the screen. (The two
figures are dissociable moreover: we often know that the scene
is being looked at by someone other than ourselves, by a char-
acter, but it is the logic of the plot, or an element of the dia-
logue, or a previous image that tells us so, not the position of
the camera, which may be far from the presumed emplace-
ment of the out-of-frame onlooker.)

In all sequences of this kind, the identification that founds
the signifier is twice relayed, doubly duplicated in a circuit that
leads it to the heart of the film along a line which is no longer
hovering, which follows the inclination of the looks and is
therefore governed by the film itself: the spectator’s look (=
the basic identification), before dispersing all over the surface
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of the screen in a variety of intersecting lines (= looks of the
characters in the frame = second duplication), must first ““go
through”—as one goes through a town on a journey, or a
mountain pass—the look of the character out-of-frame (= first
duplication), himself a spectator and hence the first delegate
of the true spectator, but not to be confused with the latter
since he is inside, if not the frame, then at least the fiction.
This invisible character, supposed (like the spectator) to be
seeing, will collide obliquely with the latter’s look and play the
part of an obligatory intermediary. By offering himself as a
crossing for the spectator, he inflects the circuit followed by
the sequence of identifications and it is only in this sense that
he is himself seen: as we see through him, we see ourselves
not seeing him.

Examples of this kind are much more numerous and each of
them is much more complex than I have suggested here. At
this point textual analysis of precise film sequences is an in-
dispensable instrument of knowledge. I just wished to show
that in the end there is no break in continuity between the
child’s game with the mirror and, at the other extreme, certain
localised figures of the cinematic codes. The mirror is the site
of primary identification. Identification with one’s own look is
secondary with respect to the mirror, i.e. for a general theory
of adult activities, but it is the foundation of the cinema and
hence primary when the latter is under discussion: it is pri-
mary cinematic identification proper (“primary identification”
would be inaccurate from the psychoanalytic point of view;
"“secondary identification,” more accurate in this respect, would
be ambiguous for a cinematic psychoanalysis). As for identi-
fications with characters, with their own different levels (out-
of-frame character, etc.), they are secondary, tertiary cinematic
identifications, etc.; taken as a whole in opposition to the
identification of the spectator with his own look, they consti-
tute secondary cinematic identification in the singular.

“Seeing a Film”

Freud noted, vis-a-vis the sexual act that the most ordinary
practices depend on a large number of psychical functions
which are distinct but work consecutively, so that all of them
must be intact if what is regarded as a normal performance is
to be possible (it is because neurosis and psychosis dissociate
them and put some of them out of court that a kind of com-
mutation is made possible whereby they can be listed retro-
spectively by the analyst). The apparently very simple act of
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of the drive, i.e. the generating organ (the eye); the voyeur
does not look at his eye. With orality and anality, on the con-
trary, the exercise of the drive inaugurates a certain degree of
partial fusion, a coincidence (= contact, tendential abolition of
distance) of source and aim, for the aim is to obtain pleasure
at the level of the source organ (= “organ pleasure”): e.g. what
is called “pleasure of the mouth.”

It is no accident that the main socially acceptable arts are
based on the senses at a distance, and that those which de-
pend on the senses of contact are often regarded as “minor”
arts (e.g. the culinary arts, the art of perfumes, etc.). Nor is it
an accident that the visual or auditory imaginaries have played
a much more important part in the histories of societies than
the tactile or olfactory imaginaries.

The voyeur is very careful to maintain a gulf, an empty space,
between the object and the eye, the object and his own body:
his look fastens the object at the right distance, as with those
cinema spectators who take care to avoid being too close to or
too far from the screen. The voyeur represents in space the
fracture which forever separates him from the object; he rep-
resents his very dissatisfaction (which is precisely what he
needs as a voyeur), and thus also his “satisfaction’’ insofar as
it is of a specifically voyeuristic type. To fill in this distance
would threaten to overwhelm the subject, to lead him to con-
sume the object (the object which is now too close so that he
cannot see it any more), to bring him to orgasm and the plea-
sure of his own body, hence to the exercise of other drives,
mobilising the senses of contact and putting an end to the
scopic arrangement. Retention is fully part of perceptual plea-
sure, which is thereby often coloured with anality. Orgasm is
the object rediscovered in a state of momentary illusion; it is
the phantasy suppression of the gap between object and sub-
ject (hence the amorous myths of “fusion’’). The looking drive,
except when it is exceptionally well developed, is less directly
related to orgasm than are the other component drives; it fa-
vours it by its excitatory action, but it is not generally suffi-
cient to produce it by its figures alone, which thus belong to
the realm of “preparatives.” In it we do not find that illusion,
however brief, of a lack filled, of a non-imaginary, of a full
relation to the object, better established in other drives. If it is
true of all desire that it depends on the infinite pursuit of its
absent object, voyeuristic desire, along with certain forms of
sadism, is the only desire whose principle of distance symbol-
ically and spatially evokes this fundamental rent.

The same could be said, making the necessary modifications
of course, about the invocatory (auditory) drive, less closely
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studied by psychoanalysis hitherto, with the exception of
writers like Lacan and Guy Rosolato. I shall merely recall that
of all hallucinations—and what reveals the dissociation of de-
sire and real object better than the hallucination? —the main
ones by far are visual and auditory hallucinations, those of the
senses at a distance (this is also true of the dream, another
form of hallucination).

The Scopic Regime of the Cinema

However, although this set of features seems to me to be
important, it does not yet characterise the signifier of the cin-
ema proper, but rather that of all means of expression based
on sight or hearing, and hence, among other “languages,” that
of practically all the arts (painting, sculpture, architecture, mu-
sic, opera, theatre, etc.). What distinguishes the cinema is an
extra reduplication, a supplementary and specific turn of the
screw bolting desire to the lack. First because the spectacles
and sounds the cinema “offers”’ us (offers us at a distance,
hence as much steals from us) are especially rich and varied: a
mere difference of degree, but already one that counts: the
screen presents to our apprehension, but absents from our
grasp, more “‘things.” (The mechanism of the perceiving drive
is identical for the moment but its object is more endowed
with matter; this is one of the reasons why the cinema is very
suited to handling “erotic scenes”” which depend on direct,
non-sublimated voyeurism.) In the second place (and more am-
cisively), the specific affinity between the cinematic signifier
and the imaginary persists when film is compared with arts
such as the theatre in which the audio-visual given is as rich
as it is on the screen in the number of perceptual axes in-
volved. Indeed, the theatre really does “give” this given, or at
least slightly more really: it is physically present, in the same
space as the spectator. The cinema only gives it in effigy, in-
accessible from the outset, in a primordial elsewhere, infinitely
desirable (= never possessible), on another scene which is that
of absence and which nonetheless represents the absent in de-
tail, thus making it very present, but by a different itinerary.
Not only am I at a distance from the object, as in the theatre,
but what remains in that distance is now no longer the object
itself, it is a delegate it has sent me while itself withdrawing.
A double withdrawal. .

What defines the specifically cinematic scopic regime is not
so much the distance kept, the “keeping’’ itself (first figure of
the lack, common to all voyeurism), as the absence of the ob-
ject seen. Here the cinema is profoundly different from the
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ble the fragmented group of readers of a novel. It lies on the
other hand in the fact that the filmic spectacle, the object seen,
is more radically ignorant of its spectator, since he is not there,
than the theatrical spectacle can ever be. A third factor, closely
linked to the other two, also plays a part: the segregation of
spaces that characterises a cinema performance and not a the-
atrical one. The “stage’” and the auditorium are no longer two
areas set up in opposition to each other within a single space;
the space of the film, represented by the screen, is utterly het-
erogeneous, it no longer communicates with that of the audi-
torium: one is real, the other perspective: a stronger break than
any line of footlights. For its spectator the film unfolds in that
simultaneously very close and definitively inaccessible “else-
where”” in which the child sees the amorous play of the paren-
tal couple, who are similarly ignorant of it and leave it alone,
a pure onlooker whose participation is inconceivable. In this
respect the cinematic signifier is not only “psychoanalytic’”’; it
is more precisely Oedipal in type.

VISU
NA

I. INTRODUCTION
A. A Political Use of Psychoanalysis

This paper intends to use psychoanalysis to discover where
and how the fascination of film is reinforced by pre-existing
patterns of fascination already at work within the individual
subject and the social formations that have moulded him. It
takes as starting point the way film reflects, reveals and even
plays on the straight, socially established interpretation of sex-
ual difference which controls images, erotic ways of looking
and spectacle. It is helpful to understand what the cinema has
been, how its magic has worked in the past, while attempting
a theory and a practice which will challenge this cinema of the
past. Psychoanalytic theory is thus appropriate here as a polit-
ical weapon, demonstrating the way the unconscious of pa-
triarchal society has structured film form.

The paradox of phallocentrism in all its manifestations is that
it depends on the image of the castrated woman to give order
and meaning to its world. An idea of woman stands as lynch
pin to the system: it is her lack that produces the phallus as a
symbolic presence, it is her desire to make good the lack that
the phallus signifies. Recent writing in Screen about psycho-
analysis and the cinema has not sufficiently brought out the
importance of the representation of the female form in a sym-




