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Testing Anthropocentrism

Lacan and the Animal Imago

Jacqueline Dalziell

Macquarie University

Commenting on a text is like doing an analysis.'

Jacques Lacan’s “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I As
Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” (1949) is perhaps the most recognised
and influential account of the initiation of human identity psychoanalysis has
to offer.? Lacan provides us with a narrative about how we come into being
as human, and how this particular identity secures its exceptional status in
the moment of its constitution. This article is motivated by the observation
that in this story charting the unique nature of human subject formation, Lacan
invokes ethological evidence at several key points to generate his argument;
furthermore, he was one of the first psychoanalytic thinkers to do so.? For at
the same time as “The Mirror Stage” provides an origin story about the self-
definition of human species being, Lacan draws on research investigating the
role the imago plays in the processual creation of a self in chimpanzees,
pigeons and locusts. This analysis focusses on the chimpanzee as a site of
ethological comparison which in effect provides an animal analogue to the
mirror stage phenomenon.

A central point is the fact that whilst Lacan’s relationship to the animal
in “The Mirror Stage” is a complex one, critical commentary on the text almost
uniformly fails to address this relationship, despite the fact that every other
aspect of Lacan’s seminal essay has been critically sifted through and mulled
over for decades. Scholars tend to simply document the animal references in
their exegeses of the text, but do not theoretically engage with their actual
assumptions. That is, rather than attending to Lacan’s own ambivalence,
criticism generally oscillates between wholesale disregard or superficial
exegetical description, and tends to function with a reading that understands
the figure of the animal as a confirmation of human /animal difference.* Two
exceptions to this rule, the contributions of Ziser® and Buse® attend to the
question of the animal within “The Mirror Stage” more thoroughly, although
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both interpret Lacan’s position as one of straightforward anthropocentrism,
as well. Although as Elizabeth Grosz notes, his use of ethological research
could very readily be read as “illustrations of the socializing effects of the
internalization of the image of another of the same species on the individual,”
and as such, “interpreted as universalist both within and across species,” and
yet, such an interpretation is never critically considered.”

Arguing against this critical backdrop, which symptomatically reflects
Lacan’s own uncertainty regarding how to consider animal subjectivity, 1
propose that if one examines the fine grain of this short text, it is not clear that
Lacan’s position is a squarely anthropocentric one.® Indeed, it is not altogether
clear what Lacan’s position is, or if in fact he holds only one. As although
Lacan does, in ways that are relatively unequivocal, commit to
anthropocentrism in moments of the text, it is the other, less clear, moments
throughout his argument that are of interest here. This article considers how
and why Lacan manages, or rather, seems unable to manage, the figure of the
animal within his thought. To do this, rather than follow routinely accepted
interpretations, I consider long passages, different translations, and
discussions from various moments across his corpus, as well as returning to
the detail in the ethological sources Lacan himself references. For a careful
examination of his thesis — specifically in dialogue with his sources — suggests
that he is struggling with the task of fixing the human in place. Striving to
generate a sense of humanness inoculated against the animal, his search for a
sureness of identity shows signs of strain; Lacan’s account is often unclear,
contradictory, and confused. In following the different pulls of the writing,
Lacan’s explanation enacts the problem it attempts to describe, exposing the
limits of what psychoanalysis — a discourse predicated on seeing what falls
out of sight — is able to bear about its own investments in, or attachments to,
particular articulations of human selfhood. The theory of the mirror stage thus
presents us with a paradigmatic case study of the fate of the human in
psychoanalytic thought, and the difficulty of reckoning with a figure that
psychoanalysis constantly presumes, at the same time as it provides the
resources to undo.

The Chimpanzee

All sorts of things in the world behave like mirrors.’

In the very second paragraph of the Mirror Stage essay, Lacan evokes an
animal subject- specifically, a chimpanzee:

Some of you may recall that this conception originated in a feature of
human behaviour illuminated by a fact of comparative psychology. The
child, at an age when he is for a time, however short, outdone by the
chimpanzee in instrumental intelligence, can nevertheless already
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recognize as such his own image in a mirror. This recognition is
indicated in the illuminative mimicry of the Aha-Erlebnis, which Kohler
sees as the expression of situational apperception, an essential stage of
the act of intelligence. This act, far from exhausting itself, as in the case
of the monkey, once the image has been mastered and found empty,
immediately rebounds in the case of the child in a series of gestures in
which he experiences in play the relation between the movements
assumed in the image and the reflected environment, and between this
virtual complex and the reality it reduplicates — the child’s own body,
and the persons and things around him.'

The “fact” of the psychological comparison that Lacan cites here is the very
kernel of his mirror stage theory, that which conceivably sparked his
imagination and spurred him to write probably his most central, and most
foundational, theoretical contribution to psychoanalysis. And yet curiously, it
rests upon a comparison to an animal, and is without reference aside from
that to the ethologist, Wolfgang Kohler."! However, some theorists suggest
that the child/chimpanzee’s response to self-reflection is derived more
specifically from the work of child psychologist Henri Wallon."

Both Kohler and Wallon were influential psychologists in their own
right who had written on chimpanzees and self-reflection. However, the two
men drew strikingly different conclusions about their subjects. Kohler was
one of the pioneers of Gestalt psychology and also the first person to apply
Gestalt theories to animals. In the 1920s, Kohler conducted a series of
experiments to test chimpanzees’ abilities to learn, problem-solve, use tools,
and employ critical thinking skills. Particularly interested in intelligent
behaviour, he completed various tests with chimpanzees that would become
canonical within comparative psychology."® Of specific relevance to Lacan’s
interests, Kohler documented the chimpanzees’ reactions to their mirror
images, and concluded that they could recognise their reflections, and indeed
found great pleasure and fascination in them. He published his results in a
six-year study entitled The Mentality of Apes."* Wallon was a child psychologist
who, in 1931, performed what he called the “mirror test,” in which he
compared the reactions of human infants and chimpanzees upon
encountering their mirror reflections. When humans and chimpanzees
reached approximately 6 months, Wallon contended that both could
recognise the image as their own, but whilst the chimpanzees quickly become
uninterested, the infant continues to be mesmerised. These findings were
published in his 1934 book Les origines du caractere chez I'enfant, along with
research pertaining to infant development, child psychology, and
comparative animal studies.

Notwithstanding the uncertain provenance of Lacan’s research on the
chimpanzees, Lacan only references Kohler. Critics have sought to explain
why a reference to Wallon goes unacknowledged in the text even though at
least superficially it is Wallon rather than Kohler’s conclusions that seem to
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undergird Lacan’s argument. For example, Lacan’s biographer Elisabeth
Roudinesco argues the case for explicit plagiarism — but what still remains
unknown is why it goes unacknowledged.’> Although Wallon's narrative of
cross-species experiences of self-reflection certainly confirms what Lacan
presents to us, I read Lacan as referencing Kohler instead of Wallon for several
reasons. For one, Lacan does cite Kohler’s name, and never Wallon’s; Kohler’s
insight theories share much with Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage; and
Lacan references Kohler’s notion of situational apperception and the “Aha
Erlebnis” as significant points. Most importantly, Kohler was famous for his
study on insight behaviour and chimpanzees, and is the only authority
referenced in the discussion of child and chimpanzee behaviour (and his work
The Mentality of Apes, in which he discusses chimpanzee reflection at length,
had been translated into French). These are the most robust indicators that he
probably was the scientific authority behind Lacan’s gloss. However, if Lacan
is referencing Kohler, given he is presenting evidence contrary to Kohler’s
argument, why do so? And if referencing Wallon, why not cite him?
Furthermore, why, in Wallon's place, cite another scientist who completed an
analogous study on chimpanzee-child behaviour on reflection whose
conclusions countered Lacan’s argument? These questions bear on the
conclusions we can draw from Lacan’s analysis here. For example, if read
generously, it would remain questionable just how much Lacan’s reading of
Kohler gels with Kohler’s own findings. If read more parsimoniously, Lacan’s
interpretation of Kohler would be blatantly incorrect, and his adherence to
Wallon's research (and thus the likelihood of him referencing the latter’s
study), patently self-evident.

Given all of the above, and the profound difference in conclusions about
animal behaviour between Wallon and Kéhler’s, the fact that critics typically
read Lacan as referencing Wallon does reveal a particular interpretive bias;
the question is thus why Wallon is disproportionately inferred over Kohler,
and what this bias reveals.'® As using Wallon would further justify a reading
of “The Mirror Stage” that confirms human exceptionalism, and an
interpretation that Kéhler was in fact Lacan’s source would challenge this
reading, we can read the ambiguity in this simple citational puzzle as
emblematic of Lacan’s apprehension about human/animal difference, one
which persists throughout the entirety of this text. Rather than conclusively
resolve this difficulty, my point is instead to underscore the ambiguity here,
and to emphasise the fact that we don’t, in fact, quite know.

To return to our analysis of this passage: in the following sentence,
Lacan uses the “Aha-Erlebnis” expression, referring to a term coined by
twentieth century German Gestalt psychologist and linguist Karl Biihler; a
German phrase whose literal translation is “aha-experience”.!” What Biihler
intended by this concept was akin to an epiphany, or to put it in his own
words, “a eureka” moment.'® Otherwise put, it names an experience or insight
that reveals itself suddenly: for example, a solution to a problem that has up
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until that point remained unsolved, or even entirely unrecognised. Lacan
emphasises the monumental significance of the jubilation evidenced by the
human infant that is lacking in the chimpanzee: it signifies recognition. The
“Aha-Erlebnis” and Kohler’'s concept of insight learning, another school of
psychological thought he founded, suggests that these moments of
recognition are informed, conscious, and the outcome of critical thinking and
reflection; directly opposed to an unthinking, instinctual, learned or imitative
response. Thus when Lacan stipulates that the infant’s behaviour in front of
the mirror is seen by Kohler to be an indication of “situational apperception,
an essential stage of the act of intelligence,” he is inferring that the infant’s
behaviour speaks of a primordial intelligence, an ability to thoughtfully
apprehend its world, and one that he considers meaningful."” Whilst Lacan
refers to “this feature of human behaviour,” his formulation is ambiguous.
Interpretation is open to two potentially contradictory points, namely, that
nonhumans can exhibit similar behaviour, or, that he reserves the mirror stage
for the human?® Although content to concede that the infant is
developmentally delayed in comparison to the chimpanzee in relation to
instrumental intelligence, Lacan simultaneously implies that the child will
eventually intellectually surpass the chimpanzee. Curiously, this fact is
implicit but always read as if stated explicitly. And yet, the former allows for
a far more open interpretation.

In this typically Lacanian seven-line sentence he explains that, in direct
contrast to the child who is “far from exhausting itself,” the monkey
“exhaust([s] itself ... once the image has been mastered and found empty”.*!
What, though, does it mean to find an image “empty,” and why is it that,
given the openness of this question, Lacan and his critics have
overwhelmingly neglected to explain or entertain it?** Similarly, what does
this emptiness entail such that it would produce a response of exhaustion —
put otherwise, what does it mean to exhaust oneself in confrontation with
one’s reflection? To ponder these questions, it is worth briefly returning to the
original French, in which the term inanité is used. With its obvious closeness
to the English “inanity,” this word does not literally translate to “empty” but
rather is closer to the meaning evoked by the English word “pointless.” There
is a significant difference between the chimpanzee finding her reflection
empty, void or hollow, and considering it pointless. Interestingly, one
interpretation might assume this difference in translation moves from a lack
of intelligence or psyche in the chimpanzee to its clear presence, however this
seems far too simple. While certainly different, whether the chimpanzee
found her reflection to be empty or to be pointless, both are conceptually
evocative responses, and neither reading forecloses the possibility of self-
recognition.

In a ten-line sentence in “The Freudian Thing,” Lacan again discusses
the chimpanzee in front of the mirror with reference to the question of
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intelligence.”® A similar pattern of ambivalence regarding human/animal
difference, and the key role of intelligence in self-recognition, is evident:

This is a point that I think I have myself helped to elucidate by
conceiving the dynamics of the so-called mirror stage as a consequence
of a prematuration at birth, generic to man, from which results at the
time indicated the jubilant identification of the as yet infans individual
with the total form in which this reflexion of the nose is integrated,
namely, the image of his body: an operation which by being performed
at a glance (i vue de nez), is of much the same kind as the “aha!” that
reveals to us the intelligence of the chimpanzee (we never fail to be
amazed when confronted by the miracle of intelligence on the faces of
our peers), does not fail to bring with it deplorable consequences.**

Here too, we cannot arrive at a sure conclusion about Lacan’s position.
Mlustrating human/animal likeness, Lacan refers to the chimpanzee as one of
“our peers,” and argues that the experience of the baby in front of the mirror
“is of much the same kind” as the chimpanzee, and similarly acknowledges
the intelligence of chimpanzees.” At the same time, Lacan’s assumption that
the mirror reveals the animal’s intelligence to us perhaps also suggests that it
was not clear or known to us beforehand. What is interesting is that his
phrasing “generic to man” could be interpreted as a reference to the human-
specific nature of the mirror stage, or the human-specific nature of the

7

human’s “prematuration at birth,” which he mentions on several occasions.?

Yet if we consider Bruce Fink’s translation in the first complete English
edition of the Ecrits, Lacan states that the chimpanzee exhausts itself “in
eventually acquired control over the uselessness of the image”.?” Could it be
that Lacan reads the chimpanzee as recognising, but not misrecognising (as
the human baby does) her image, and thus dismissing it as useless — as going
through a psychical process of self-recognition and awareness that is not
followed by the “deplorable consequences” of alienation?*® The choice of
“uselessness” perhaps introduces a sense of utility, and one that differs again
in meaning and theoretical consequence from emptiness and pointlessness.
This translational dissonance is clearer still in Lacan’s presentation
“Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis” published in 1948, a year before “The
Mirror Stage.” It is worth quoting a passage from the 1948 text in full in order
to highlight this consistent ambiguity in understanding exactly how the
chimpanzee engages with its image, and in turn how Lacan understands, and
narrates, this engagement:

But what demonstrates the phenomenon of recognition, implying
subjectivity, are the signs of triumphant jubilation and the playful self-
discovery that characterize the child’s encounter with his mirror image
starting in the sixth month. This behavior contrasts sharply with the
indifference shown by the very animals that perceive this image — the
chimpanzee, for example — once they have tested its vanity as an object;
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and it is even more noteworthy as it occurs at an age when the child
lags behind the chimpanzee in instrumental intelligence, only catching
up with the latter at eleven months of age.”

In this passage, we are given still another interpretation of how the
chimpanzee encounters its image; in this case, it responds with indifference.
Tellingly, this is the same passage (and the first time) in which Lacan
expressly states that recognition (whether specular or otherwise is not
specified) implies subjectivity. This is also the first instance in which Lacan
refers to the chimpanzee having an affective response to her image:
“indifference” implies a value judgement made and felt in order to dismiss
the image as no more than an object.*” Interestingly however, “indifference”
potentially entails an acknowledgement and comprehension of the subject in
question in order to express disinterest, or to dismiss it.*' Simultaneously, this
description jars with the prior three in its description of the chimpanzee’s
relationship with the image as characterised in part by vanity, in contrast to
“emptiness” or “uselessness.” Furthermore, testing the mirror’s vanity as an
object implies utility (the utility of vanity?), a meaning quite different to
emptiness, uselessness and indifference.

One would assume vanity, especially that pertaining to one’s mirror
image, would require a sense of self, of aesthetics, of psychical complexity,
perhaps even of art. To this end, wouldn’t one assume that the psychical
architecture put into place by one’s experience of the mirror stage, especially
that relationship between the I and the Ideal-I that it inaugurates, is necessary
to understand and thus experience what it might mean to be vain, or
narcissistic; perhaps something Lacan would concede? Given the fact that a
subject’s response to the mirror to “test its vanity” could equally be used to
argue that they possess, rather than lack, self-recognition, this problem raises
the question of why this passage gets interpreted in only one way (the latter),
adding further evidence to the thematic blind spot regarding the human
exclusivity of self-recognition in readings of the text.

Additionally, what Lacan does clearly state in this passage is that
“animals ... perceive this image,” providing the chimpanzee as one example.*
That is, the passage maintains that indifference is expressed after the
chimpanzees have perceived their reflection, and explored their vanity with
the mirror. The passage does not state that the chimpanzees lack interest in
their reflections, but rather suggests that their interest is limited to vanity. Is
it possible that, rather than a wholesale denial of recognition or selthood to
animals, that Lacan is accounting for a difference in desire and affect: the child
displays jubilation, the chimpanzee, vanity? Why should it be that the former
connotes self-discovery and the latter, its absence? For instance, surely the
presentation of indifference to one’s image could illustrate both self-
recognition and lack of interest in one’s reflection. Moreover, one could
assume that Kohler’s research suggests that chimpanzees have not “seen”
(themselves, or more generally) prior to his provision of a mirror. This
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perhaps implies that self-recognition in animals could only occur after human
intervention. However, at the same time one could assume that Kohler’s
research does not suggest that the animals were incapable before the
provision of a mirror, but rather that after this particular interaction the
chimpanzees fundamentally changed the way they acted.

It is not possible for either response to guarantee the presence or
absence of self-recognition, and all that it entails for Lacan’s argument. Read
generously then, we can assume that Lacan is simply illustrating the presence
of a difference in affect, or broadly, in response, between species upon
encountering their reflections. Interestingly, if human babies respond to their
mirror image by crying or grimacing, this indicates a problematic trajectory
for the psychical development of that infant.** But significantly, it is never
suggested that this “negative” affective response indicates an inferior
intelligence, a lack of self-recognition, or a primitive mode of perception or
psychological capacity. These different, and contradictory iterations of the
same moment suggest that Lacan is faltering, putting his ambivalence, or
what appears to be his confusion, on display. What is noteworthy here is that
even as Lacan stutters, all of his textual accounts, even with his shifting
terminology, are quite open. Resisting the desire to decide, and preserving
this openness, I turn to another iteration of his argument.

The human-chimpanzee comparison is again discussed in
“Presentation on Psychical Causality,” by which point we have a firmer
understanding of the meaning of Lacan’s reference in “The Mirror Stage,” as
well as further examples of this running theoretical inconsistency in his efforts
to describe (or perhaps prescribe?) the chimpanzee’s response to its
reflection:%

This behavior is none other than that of the human infant before its
image in the mirror starting at the age of six months, which is so
strikingly different from the behavior of a chimpanzee, whose
development in the instrumental application of intelligence the infant
is far from having reached. What I have called the triumphant
assumption [assomption] of the image with the jubilatory mimicry that
accompanies it and the playful indulgence in controlling the specular
identification, after the briefest experimental verification of the
nonexistence of the image behind the mirror, in contrast with the
opposite phenomena in the monkey — these seemed to me to manifest
one of the facts of identificatory capture by the imago that I was seeking
to isolate. It was very directly related to the image of the human being
that I had already encountered in the earliest organization of human
knowledge.*

In this explication, the possibility of self-awareness again turns on a shift in
affect (between jubilation — the human baby — and its apparent opposite — the
chimpanzee) but not in any straightforward way. That is, whilst Lacan
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explicitly elaborates a clear bifurcation in response between human and
chimpanzee, he does not impart a value judgement to this difference; what he
does do, however, is exploit this difference in order to carve out an expressly
unique space for the human. If we divide the passage in two, the ambiguity
of the second sentence enables different readings: one could query whether
the chimpanzee’s distinct response definitively concludes that it does not
assume its image, and thus experience a mirror stage of sorts.

Further, consistent in his conceptual ambiguities, Lacan again
introduces something he does not mention in other descriptions of this
moment — that “after the briefest experimental verifications” the infant
confirms that there is not an image “behind the mirror”.” This comment is
typically interpreted to suggest that the infant furtively checks to see that
there is nothing behind the mirror: he expects for example, another baby that
he is in fact looking at rather than himself.’® Indeed, Lacan’s commentators
claim that the infant realises that there is no other baby “in” or “behind” the
mirror, however the chimpanzee doesn’t, and instead believes for a time that
it is looking at another chimpanzee. This is one area where Lacan appears to
cite Kohler correctly: Kohler’s work with chimpanzees detailed that they did,
for a time, check behind the (hand) mirror as if expecting there to be another
chimpanzee. They soon realise that they are looking at themselves, however,
and adjust their behaviour accordingly. What is curious is the question of how
the human infant would be able to check to ensure there was not another child
behind, within or beyond the mirror “sunk in his motor incapacity” as he is.*
Whether Lacan literally means that the infant has some means of looking
physically behind the mirror, as with a hand-held mirror or a hanging small
mirror in a cot, is unclear. However, surely the baby’s lolling back and forth,
pressing up against the mirror, and constant fascination with the tactile
sensation of the mirror could be interpreted as a means of “checking” the
validity of this image, even if not physically capable of a more rigorous
examination. Testing its peripheries, pressing up against it, gazing up and
around at its edges, noting the difference between mirror and carpet, or
mirror and wall, this investigative desire certainly seems to be in evidence as
much as is physiologically possible, even if simply executed, in the babies’
visual engagement with the mirror.*® On this point however, given that the
chimpanzee behaves in the same manner, the use of this point as a point of
difference does not hold, instead only obscuring the directional clarity of
Lacan’s thought.

For instance, whilst Lacan informs us that the chimpanzee is at this
point smarter than the infant, he does not tell us why, or how, this is, just that
itis; nor how the infant, from this cognitively inferior state, can “nevertheless”
apprehend something that the chimpanzee cannot.*' That is, despite the fact
that he lacks access to the minds of both, he infers the apparent difference of
their mental states from their behaviours. However, given that both the
animal and the human behave similarly, are allegedly cognitively lacking and
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unable to articulate their world in his terms, and thus in a way are
symmetrically positioned, how would Lacan diagnose one as intelligent and
one as intellectually lacking? Furthermore, even if behaviourally analogous,
whether the chimpanzee comprehends what the human does remains a
question, and thus, so too does its equivalent: whether the infant
comprehends what the chimpanzee comprehends, or indeed, anything at all.
But it is precisely this difference that concerns us, as Lacan’s formula, albeit
provisionally perhaps, appears to presume an answer. For if we follow his
argument very generally, we could conclude that the baby perceives the
mirror image of the human, whereas the chimpanzee apparently perceives
emptiness. Yet as the chimpanzee is cognitively advanced, could Lacan be
arguing that the chimpanzee either never perceived anything, or perhaps
once perceived something, but now no longer does; or, no longer cares about
what it initially perceived? Similarly, it follows that if the chimpanzee is
cognitively advanced, and the mirror stage is an act of intellection and
comprehension (again, both positions Lacan is wedded to), we could deduce
that there may be something about the disinterest in one’s image or lack of
self-recognition that is in fact symptomatic of intelligence. Indeed, assuming
that the chimpanzee and the infant do behave in manners that are “strikingly
different,” it is not clear why this difference should in fact hold any evaluative
weight.*> And whilst Lacan does not appear to advance a moral judgement
based upon this difference in species response, he nevertheless stresses this
difference in each rendition of the mirror stage, which implies that it must
carry some consequence for his argument. Here again, we see Lacan’s habit
of comparing the chimpanzee to the infant in order to initially confirm some
sense of equivalence, only to reverse his decision, and use the same piece of
evidence to confirm difference. This repetition adds sticking points within the
text, increasing the number of conﬂicting moments that punctuate his
narrative with uncertainty and indecision.

Whilst the animal is oriented to incapacity and the human to capacity,
the inherent openness for alternative interpretations of the text is significant.
Given the complexities and questions that we’ve found within Lacan’s
research, and that the evidence he presents is quite open and abstruse, it is
instructive that he narrates this claim as if self-evident, as if monosemous. For
instance, although many claim that he upholds the centrality of the human
intellect over its duller nonhuman counterpart, such an argument does not
permit us to consider certain questions that Lacan may have himself been
musing over.** Simply put: why would the human infant’s reaction to its
reflection be the benchmark for inquisitive self-awareness? Why would there
be only one expression or reaction which demonstrates an awareness of self?
Presumably the expression of jubilation would not manifest identically across
species, and the chimpanzee would not have to mime the human infant in
order for its response to be meaningful. What seems to be implicit in Lacan’s
omission and his deductions is a sense, even if hesitant, that the human
infant’s response is the “correct,” or at best, the meaningful one in regard to
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the measure of intelligence. Certainly, this is the assumption made by his
interpreters. However, why this is so proceeds unelaborated, as if a certain
unproblematic faith in anthropocentrism can stand in for the provision of an
answer or explanation.

Indeed, given that the length of time in front of the mirror is taken as an
indicator of intelligent self-perception, one possible reading is that the
chimpanzee is of superior intelligence, as evidenced by its ability to recognise
its reflection in a shorter period of time than the human. To press this point
further: Lacan confirms that the chimpanzee found its mirror image
“empty”.* But given Lacan’s commitments, wouldn't the very concept of the
mirror phase complicate the notion of reflection such that one could not speak
in terms of an image or self-reflection ever “simply” being “just” an image?

Lastly, if we pause and consider Lacan’s intimation that the chimpanzee
is of superior intelligence, shouldn’t this imply that her self-reflection is
potentially more pregnant with possibility than that which is currently
available to the infant? The fact that the chimpanzee is uninterested in her
reflection does not prove that she fails to comprehend this moment’s
enormity; rather, it opens up the question of why she responds to her
reflection with apparent impassivity, and forces us to consider the myriad
reasons that may explain such a response. In other words, whilst Lacan’s
ellipses are freighted and his preferential interpretations revelatory, could it
be that he does not entertain this possibility in his argument in order to deflect
attention away from something that may undermine his thesis? Given that
Lacan repeatedly informs us that the infant is intellectually behind the
chimpanzee, it must not be the infant’s intelligence that enables it to
participate in the mirror stage — as Lacan could presumably still argue that it
is what is specific to the human which, even in this primordial state, is
superior, precisely as it is not instrumental. In other words, the natural
superiority of the human requires no argument. This impasse naturally
provokes the question: if it is Lacan’s aim to argue that the infant has an
advantage over the animal — the disproportionately intelligent animal — if not
intellect, what is securing this advantage? And is there something in this
dyadic relationship of advantage and disadvantage, cognitive acuity and
cognitive lacking, psychical capacity and psychical deficiency, that might
carry or conceal a particular ideological commitment in its undertow?

§

A brief examination of four different iterations of Lacan’s argument shows
that the implications are not self-evident; rather, we have is four different
renditions of the same event. They show that Lacan is unclear on exactly how
to evaluate the chimpanzee’s reaction, and that the apparent proximity
between human and animal, what any difference may mean, and whether the
chimpanzee in fact experiences a mirror stage, are issues whose answers are
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hard to guarantee. As if unable to manage these incongruities, echoing Lacan
perhaps, these points are glossed over by his critics and instead narrated in a
straightforward manner, as though the puzzle he presents us with can be
sanitised and hygienically straightened out. Although his comments about
the human animal distinction and the question of intelligence and psychical
capacity remain open, they are consistently read as incontrovertible evidence
of the human’s overall lead; a generous interpretation that would read animal
agency and subjectivity into Lacan’s text is never seriously entertained.

In order to better understand Lacan’s convoluted reasoning, we now
turn to the work of Wolfgang Kohler, the psychologist whom Lacan cites in
his discussion of the chimpanzee. It is necessary to examine Kohler’s
incredible research regarding chimpanzee self-reflection, and the uncanny
resonances with, and deviations from, this evidence that Lacan admits.
Throughout his 1925 classic, The Mentality of Apes, Kohler details a range of
experiments relevant to self-realisation and recognition. However I will focus
on the specific examples that detail the relationship between chimpanzees and
their specular images.* In discussing presenting a small hand mirror to the
chimpanzees, Kohler describes the following scene:

It has been recounted that some monkeys, dogs, cats, and even birds,
when faced by their own reflections in a mirror, react — even if only
momentarily — as though a real individual of the same species stood
before them. When we gave the chimpanzees a hand-mirror for the first
time, they looked into it and at once became intensely interested. Each
one wanted to look, and tore the wonderful object out of the other’s
hand; and I was only able to observe methods of proceeding with both
mirror and the picture behind it, when eventually Rana captured the
hand-glass and escaped with it to a remote corner of the roof. She gazed
long and intently into the mirror, looked up and then down, put it to
her face and licked it once, stared into it again, and suddenly her free
hand rose and grasped — as though at a body behind the mirror. But as
she grasped emptiness she dropped the mirror sideways in her
astonishment. Then she lifted it again, stared fixedly at the other ape,
and again was misled into grasping into empty space.*®

The exercise is, then, a veritable obsession from which they fail to tire (so
much so that Kohler had to stop his mirror studies as the chimpanzees would
thieve the hand mirrors he used); we can recall the slightly obscure wording
Lacan employs during his discussion of chimpanzees and the mirror image:
“once the image has been mastered and found empty”.*” Arguably this refers
to the process through which the chimpanzee comprehends the mirror, as
reflection alone, and realises the emptiness of the image; empty, because the
mirror does not conceal anything “behind” it, does not contain or portray
another animal, but only reflects.*® Certainly then, this passage provides the
source evidence for some elements of Lacan’s argument concerning the
chimpanzee, however what he recounts and what he excludes from Kéhler’s
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account is significant. Although Kohler mentions that the chimpanzees try to
find “the other ape,” which is consonant with Lacan’s interpretation, Lacan
simultaneously fails to mention Kohler’s insistence on the chimpanzee’s
obvious and ongoing fascination with the mirror.* Indeed, that “each one
wanted to look” and that the chimpanzees “looked into it and at once became
intensely interested,” not to mention Rana who “gazed long and intently” at
her image, is not elaborated in the illustration Lacan provides.”® Rather, it is
directly contradicted.

Further, Kohler’s recounting of Rana’s behaviour is eerily reminiscent
of Lacan’s description of the human infant in front of the mirror. Staring
enraptured, observing it from different angles, moving her face up against it,
licking it, and trying to grasp its meaning — this is the behaviour that human
infants express in filmed depictions of the mirror stage. In the following
paragraph Kohler informs us that, hardly unmoved, the group’s captivation
by the mirror “did not decrease ... but remained so strong that the playing
with reflecting surfaces became one of the most popular and permanent of
their ‘fashions,’” such that the small hand-glass provoked a contagious
enchantment throughout the group of chimpanzees.” Indeed, Kéhler notes
that the chimpanzees quickly discarded the mirror as they discovered the
reflecting propensity of various objects: “having once had their attention
drawn to it, they mirrored themselves in anything at all available for the
purpose: in bright pieces of tin, in polished potsherds, in tiny glass splinters,
for which their hands provided the background, and, above all, in pools of
water”.5? One cannot help but recall the myth of Narcissus here, especially in
light of the fact that it inspired the naming of the psychological constitution
that Freud first postulated, which in turn inspired Lacan’s notion of the mirror
stage.>

In Kohler’s recounting of Tschego’s behaviour we come across another
description that is startlingly similar to Lacan’s picture of the jubilant human
infant. It provides him with opportunity to draw behavioural, and possibly,
psychological, parallels between human and animal responses to self-
reflection:

I have often observed Tschego for long at a time sunk in contemplation
of her own reflection in a pool. She played with it: bent far over it and
drew back slowly, shook her head backwards and forwards, and made
all kinds of grimaces over and over again. Finally, she dipped her great
hand into the puddle, shaking and wagging her head, and let the water
trickle back onto the picture in the water.>*

Kohler states that the chimpanzees were “constantly looking at themselves,”
finding objects for this purpose “which we humans would never have
thought of”.*® So enthralled were the chimpanzees by the enigma of reflection
that as soon as their urine pooled on the cement floor of their cages they were
discovered “bending sideways, with eyes fixed on the liquid,” moving their
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heads “slowly to and fro in order to catch the reflection of objects from outside
the window.”>®

Contra Lacan’s comment regarding the chimpanzee’s eventual
disinterest, Kohler took this ongoing behaviour as proof of “how absorbing
was the phenomenon of reflection to them”.”” This is instructive for our
purposes here, as the chimpanzees are re-cognising things that had been in
their everyday worlds (reflective surfaces like tin, urine, glass) as enticing and
beguiling, though they were once ubiquitous and ordinary. Alongside a new-
found obsession with their own image, this psychical process is the nature of
the recognition Lacan contends that the mirror stage calls forth.

More so, Kohler conducts another stimulating experiment that concerns
self-awareness with the chimpanzees by presenting them with photographs
of themselves. These photographs were “examined with great attention,” and
treated in a similar way to the mirror.>® Collectively coveted, inspected, gazed
at and mulled over, the chimpanzees again tried to interrogate the reverse
side of the photographs. Kéhler documents one particularly curious response,
from a chimpanzee named Sultan. Upon seeing his own portrait, Sultan
“suddenly raised his arm and stretched out his hand towards the picture, in
the specific gesture of friendly greeting...palm inward.”*® Sultan performs
this ritual “wave” whenever the photograph is turned to face him, with “gaze
fixed on the photograph,” though stops immediately when he is shown its
opposite blank face.®® Kohler informs us that Sultan only uses this particular
gesture for greeting humans or other animals, and never inanimate objects.
Earlier in the text, he describes this same greeting as beholding a “special
emotional value ... a special character,” and elsewhere discusses the role of
mutual hand clasping in chimpanzee behaviour as not specific to greetings as
such but rather proper to the “spontaneous expression of joy and sympathy
on special occasions.”®!

This is surely a compelling scene, another in which the community of
chimpanzees do not simply utilise as a tool nor dismiss an object embodying
their image, but become preoccupied by something in it that they recognise,
or identify (with). Whether this is an example of self-awareness, the
assumption that there is another, individual, chimpanzee, or something
entirely different, allows us to suggest that there is something meaningful
about these personal photographs for the chimpanzees. At minimum, we
could simply understand these facts collectively as instances that insinuate
complexity inhering within the relationships chimpanzees have with their
image — whether that of their own, or their species. Additionally, the gesture
of greeting, the “wave” by which Sultan salutes his own photograph, recalls
something of the same gesture that human babies and toddlers routinely
enact during their ecstatic moments in front of the mirror, seeming to embody
a kind of interpellative “Hey, You!” that is taking place between the I and its
specular double. Independent of how it is interpreted, this is an interested,
inquisitive response from the chimpanzees, and serves as another point of
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comparison between the human infant’s exuberance and the enthrallment of
its closest hominid. It is therefore all the more significant that this account is
absent from Lacan’s discussion, prompting the question of why this
particularly relevant material should be absent, and what this absence
signifies and enables.

In a telling statement, Kohler concludes, “What strange beings are the
chimpanzees, to be permanently attracted by the contemplation of such
phenomena, which can bring them not the least tangible or ‘practical’
benefit.”®? In contrast to Lacan who insists that the chimpanzees utilise the
discovery of reflection as a simple tool, Kohler seems to imply that the
paradox of the mirror for the chimpanzees and the fascination it accords is not
of a practical or instrumental value. To Kohler, it serves a purpose that is
contemplative, perhaps intellectual, certainly affective, even quite possibly,
metaphysical. Again here, even if generously read, none of the terms Lacan
employs — emptiness, exhaustion, utility, uninterest — remotely align with the
richly textured intersubjective, social and psychical world that Kohler unfolds
for us. Distinct terms with distinct meanings, the terms Lacan offers all differ
considerably amongst themselves, as well as deviating generally from
Kohler’s evidence. To ameliorate Lacan’s comparison here, one would have
to differently configure this point such that we might use this apparent
difference in interpretation as an opportunity to open up the meanings of
concepts like contemplation or metaphysics, and emptiness and utility, to
question if their juxtaposition is necessarily self-evident. Nevertheless,
Kohler’s research presents evidence that suggests a comparative case would
be possible between chimpanzee and human rather than a contrasting one;
why is it then that Lacan reads difference where Kéhler sees likeness? And at
what scholarly cost is Lacan able to maintain this omission?

This question is even more laden considering the nature of the
intervention Kohler seeks to make in his text. The context in which Kohler
was writing was dominated by a dismissal of the notion of nonhuman
intelligence.®® The theories of American psychologist Edward L. Thorndike
and German psychologist Oskar Pfungst came to prominence and dominated
the debate in animal research in the 1920s and 1930s, a debate that was
tentatively posing questions about the possibility of a nonhuman mind. Both
Thorndike and Pfungst conducted comparative psychological research with a
range of animals and, by and large, concluded that animals lacked cognitive
ability, and learnt simply through accidental success (coincidence) and
imitation. The effect was to question their capacity to learn with intention.
Their work was highly influential, and psychologists interested in learning
processes aimed to prove that animal behaviour could be understood simply
with reference to either of these readings. It was in direct response to
Thorndike’s thesis and its hegemonic acceptance at that time that Kohler set
out to research chimpanzees, inspired to find out “whether [animals] do not
behave with intelligence and insight under conditions which require such
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behaviour,” conducting most of his research on the process of learning and
problem solving.®*

Kohler devised a range of experiments which all required problem
solving in order to uncover a key to a puzzle. Germane to Lacan’s interests,
most of these had an explicit focus on the importance and role of vision in
perception and learning. His studies had several key findings. He claimed
that chimpanzee behaviour was never random but always sensible from a
particular perspective: the “errors” the simians made were similarly not
random or without reason but instead meaningful. Perhaps most irnportantly,
chimpanzees did not overcome the obstacle of their experiment by means of
trial and error learning, but instead through insight.® In fact, Kohler classified
the chimpanzee’s errors into three categories, one of which he referred to as
“Good errors.”® “In these,” he states, “the animal does not make a stupid, but
rather an almost favourable impression.”®” Instead of reading their lapses in
“reason” as straightforwardly indicative of an inherent vacuity (as did
colleagues such as Thorndike), here Kohler acknowledges the generativity of
error and the productive potential of apparent “mistakes.” Furthermore, he
demonstrates his own openness to the complexity of animal behaviour, in
place of an investment in finding and diagnosing stupidity too readily.
Contrary to Thorndikean logic, then, during his simple experiments, he
noticed that after the obstacle was realised, the chimpanzees would pause,
mull, and after some time, and at an ostensibly arbitrary moment, suddenly
approach the puzzle and immediately solve it without hesitation. In the case
of gaining access to a food item that required the use of objects arranged in
new ways, the animals would fail continuously for some time. Then suddenly,
they would purposefully use the object or arrange the tools in the correct way
in order to get the food, as if the realisation had emerged from nowhere.
Having understood the riddle, thought it through, and then realised the
answer, the chimpanzees would master Kohler’s problems with a few quick
steps which he describes as “unwaveringly purposeful.”®® This led him to
define his concept of insight learning as a relationship or fact that had
otherwise gone unacknowledged. It involves the sudden emergence into
perception and consciousness, as if by a sudden cognitive leap or the
thunderclap of a pattern of points that abruptly align to make something
unseen visible. Distinct from direct observation or the observation of the
actions of someone else, and in contrast with trial and error as a methodology
to problem solve, learning due to insight requires cognition and forethought.
Providing the criterion to discriminate a thought-out solution from a chance
discovery, insight learning is a cognitive experience, one that demands that
the subject visualise, or contemplate, the complexity of the problem and
solution internally before initiating a behavioural response. Furthermore,
insight learning engenders a permanent change as the arrival of insight brings
with it a realisation that remains, and can be repeated in the future. The
implication is that the chimpanzees were genuinely learning.
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Importantly, Kohler’s application of insight learning to chimpanzees
confirmed that he read their behaviour in terms of responses — considered,
thoughtful, and full of intent. His main intervention was the theory that
chimpanzees are able to act intelligently, and that expressions of apparent
intelligence were not simply due to chance. He was specifically putting
forward a notion of chimpanzees as subjects who can respond, not only react.
Indeed, his entire book is full of moments describing the chimpanzees
reflecting, contemplating, perceiving, being self-aware and social,
emotionally sophisticated animals; in fact, his reflection on their affective
complexity is a discernible theme throughout the text. What Kohler’s work
demonstrates is that if there is a dividing line segregating the human mind
from that of the chimpanzee, it is not absolute. Reading Lacan’s
interpretations against Kohler’s open and progressive text, along with the fact
that Lacan should cite his specific research — certainly make Lacan’s
interpretations seem all the more conscious, decisive, and instructive.

§

In examining Kohler's work in some detail, we discover that, instead of
elucidating the meaning of the animal-human comparison in Lacan, it only
confounds his argument further still. Charitably read, the one point that
resounds within Lacan, and withstands his self-contradictions and narrative
missteps, is that the chimpanzee and the human act differently. When we turn
to Kohler, however, we find overwhelming evidence to the contrary. More so,
it is no mere difference between Kohler’s findings and Lacan’s description of
them but a categorical contradiction. That Lacan’s description contravenes
Kohler's evidence (which is the theoretical fulcrum of his essay) raises
pertinent questions concerning Lacan’s position that the mirror phase is
human specific.

For instance, why cite Kohler, or cite him in place of Wallon? Why omit,
or misrepresent, vital information from his research? Given that a reference to
Wallon would have provided evidence for the theory that humans and
chimpanzees do respond differently — and furthermore, that this point
confirms human exceptionalism — the fact that he instead employs Kohler,
whose research evinces the opposite and was progressive even in Lacan’s
time, complicates an already intricately dense puzzle. A notable motif is that
when Lacan comes across commonality — for instance, between reactions to
mirror images across species — his response is to segregate. In order to write
the story of the subject formation not only of human individuals but of human
species being, he must choose a departure point which requires the
construction of a “before” from a position he perceives as the “after.” His
particular configuration positions the human as that which arrives, and
renders the “before” of the human, (and thus, the before of culture, language
and mind), the nonhuman world. Acting as the tane in his argument, the
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animal must pre-exist in order for the human to come into existence.
However, as explained, under any close examination or scrutiny this narrative
easily dissolves: at one moment, the animal is distinct from the human, in
another they co-exist on a continuum of subject formation. Once the species
barrier Lacan struggles to maintain is reconsidered, these distinctions tremble
under the slightest interrogation. Furthermore, whilst animals reoccur
throughout Lacan’s oeuvre (elephants, sticklebacks, bees), when formulating
his initial theory of the mirror stage in the 1930s and 40s, the scientific study
of animal behaviour was only emerging, and was entirely ignored by
psychologists who rigorously defended an immutable break between the
human and the animal.® Although ethology and comparisons with animal
behaviour would eventually enter into psychological discussion, Lacan
forecast this turn. His anticipation perhaps provides one insight into why his
1949 presentation of “The Mirror Stage” was initially met with an apathetic
response.”’ Otherwise put: if it was not simply unnecessary, but
unconventional to the point of potentially inviting critique, why should Lacan
use ethological research in his paper at all — let alone use it only to dismiss its
findings? Functioning like a retraction, Lacan concedes Kohler’s findings, but
not his conclusions; Lacan cites his research, yet only in the most
impoverished way.

Since what matters is what one reconstructs of a narrative, we might
question not how, but why Lacan arrived at the conclusion he did; why did he
shape this new ethological research into the particular story that he told?
Because, if we consider the lapses and incongruities in his engagement with
the chimpanzee, what we encounter as a persistent motif is a wavering
position, a lack of theoretical consonance, and a reoccurring ambiguity that is
in evidence in the pattern these moments in the text eventually form. One
point is certain: Lacan’s retelling of the chimpanzee-human comparison fails
to adhere to either pole — that the chimpanzee may similarly experience some
form of a mirror stage, or whether this is exceptional to the human - in
interpretation. He neither commits to a radical anti-anthropocentrism (as does
Kohler), nor to a wholesale dismissal of animal agency and the confirmation
of human uniqueness (like that of Wallon).”!

It is surely a strange gesture to effectively foreclose the question that is
being asked, and then, in turn to reject the empirical material relevant to this
very question. How then do we make sense of Lacan’s amnesia, and render
intelligible what we might call the “symptoms” that materialise in our
investigation? Certainly, Lacan’s inconsistencies suggest the presence of a
struggle with thinking species difference; it suggests his own conflictedness,
along with an inability to decide how to place the human in relationship to the
animal. Simultaneously, it could be that Lacan could not, or would not,
confront an accurate entertaining of Kéhler’s scholarship given it holds the
potential to alter the trajectory of his entire argument. Lacan’s theory exhibits
an uncertainty that manifests in the ambiguous position he holds regarding
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the exact nature of human/animal self-recognition. I read this as being
symptomatic of an ambivalence in how to think the identity of the human
more broadly. Psychoanalytically speaking, it is somewhat predictable that
this ambivalence should play itself out in the very essay whose aim is to justify
a sense of human exceptionalism, and is routinely taken up as confirming this
position uncritically.

§

Is what thinks in my place, then, another 1?72

Who, then, is this other to whom I am more attached
than to myself, since, at the heart of my assent to my
own identity it is still he who agitates me?”?

This article has argued that in “The Mirror Stage,” Lacan evinces significant
ambivalence regarding the question of human specificity, and of nonhuman
agency. In turn, he leaves the psychological concept of the mirror stage open
to multiple interpretations and revisions. Attending to Lacan’s ambivalence
in the text gives us a new way to approach this classical material, one that
differs from traditional interpretations as the evidence that Lacan uses does
not support the conventional interpretation of his position. What is of interest
to this argument is that he consistently provides evidence for a reading of
“The Mirror Stage” that cannot render its meaning straightforwardly human-
specific; and therefore, anthropocentric. His persistent inability to know
where, or perhaps how, to ontologically place the animal undulates through
the text like an unconscious pulse. These facts, along with the blind spots,
contradictions, and ambiguities we have identified in “The Mirror Stage”
form an impasse that demonstrates that it is not necessarily clear what Lacan’s
position on animal subjectivity is. If we accept the ethological disruptions to
Lacan’s project of defining the human, perhaps the key investment shifts from
diagnosing Lacan’s commitment to likeness or difference between human and
animal self-reflection to confirming Lacan’s failure to create a meaningful
divide between humans and the natural world. This inability to maintain a
boundary in the very attempt to do precisely this is productive, as Lacan
provides us with a model of anthropocentrism that always undermines itself
in its efforts of self-constitution. After all, Lacan’s wavering line on the
question of animal subjectivity is not surprising: it would seem as if the very
integrity and specificity of human identity is what is at stake here.
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section from these personal notes, in which, as per Lacan, Darwin frames self-recognition and the
nature of reflection as a puzzle:

Both were astonished beyond measure at looking glass, looked at it every way, sideways,
& with most steady surprise. - after some time stuck out lips, like kissing, to glass, & then
the two did when they were first put together. - at last put hand behind glass at various
distances, looked over it, rubbed front of glass, made faces at it - examined whole glass -
put face quite close & pressed it - at last half refused to look at it - startled & seemed
almost frightened, & evidently became cross because it could not understand puzzle. - Put
body in all kinds of positions when approaching glass to examine it. (Darwin in Whyhe and
Kjaergaard 2015, 58; unconventional punctuation is original)
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recognised his reflection by exclaiming, “ha!” (Billig 2006, 18).

63 Gabriel Ruiz and Natividad Sanchez, “Kohler’s Mentality of Apes,” 6.

64 Kohler in Gabriel Ruiz and Natividad Sanchez, “Kohler’s Mentality of Apes,” 6.
65 Gabriel Ruiz and Natividad Sanchez, “Kohler’s Mentality of Apes,” 6.

66 Kohler, The Mentality of Apes, 167.

67 Kohler, The Mentality of Apes, 167.

68 Kohler, The Mentality of Apes, 169.

69 Evans, “From Lacan to Darwin,” 47.

70 Evans, “From Lacan to Darwin,” 47.

71 Although, his commentators tend not to perceive this ambiguity and the dilemma it raises, most
read him to be arguing in line with Wallon on this point.

72 Jacques Lacan, “The Instance of the letter in the Unconscious,” in Ecrits: The First Complete
Edition in English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, [1966] 2002), 435.

73 Lacan, “The Mirror Stage,” 190.

Journal of French and Francophone Philosophy | Revue de la philosophie francaise et de langue francaise
Vol XXXI, No 1/2 (2023) | http://www.jffp.org | DOI 10.5195/jffp.2023.1032



