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ABSTRACT 

This paper offers a Lacanian psychoanalytic reading of identity formation in two seminal works of 

modernist and mid-twentieth-century fiction: Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927) and Sylvia 

Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963). Drawing on Jacques Lacan’s theory of the Mirror Stage and the fragmented 

subject, the analysis examines how both novels depict the instability, alienation, and constructed nature 

of selfhood. It argues that Woolf and Plath, though separated by time and context, both employ 

narrative structure, stream of consciousness, and symbolic imagery to dramatize the ego's failure to 

achieve coherence— mirroring Lacan’s assertion that the self is fundamentally an alienated and illusory 

construction. By analysing key scenes through the lens of Lacanian psychoanalysis—such as Woolf’s 

lighthouse as a symbolic order and Plath’s mirror imagery—the paper demonstrates how these authors 

expose the fragility of personal identity, the internalisation of cultural and gendered expectations, and 

the ontological dissonance experienced by their protagonists. Ultimately, the study highlights the 

enduring relevance of Lacanian theory in interpreting modern and postmodern literary representations 

of selfhood.  

Keywords: Lacan, Mirror Stage, fragmented selfhood, Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, modernism, 

psychoanalysis, To the Lighthouse, The Bell Jar, gender identity, subjectivity 

Chapter 1- Introduction: Fragmented Selfhood and the Modernist Subject 

Modernist literature is marked by an acute preoccupation with the instability of identity, the breakdown 

of coherent selfhood, and the disintegration of linear consciousness. Emerging in the aftermath of rapid 

industrialisation, world wars, and shifting social structures, modernist writers sought new narrative 

forms capable of articulating the fractured inner lives of individuals confronting a destabilised world. 

Within this context, questions of subjectivity—how the self is formed, sustained, and undone—occupy 

a central position. As Virginia Woolf observes in The Waves, “I am not one and simple, but complex 
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and many,” a sentiment that resonates deeply with the modernist understanding of the self as plural, 

unstable, and perpetually in flux. 

This dissertation situates itself within this modernist concern, examining how psychic fragmentation is 

not merely a stylistic feature but a structural condition of the modern subject. It proposes a Lacanian 

reading of two seminal modernist texts: Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927) and Sylvia Plath’s 

The Bell Jar (1963). Although separated by context, narrative form, and historical moment, both texts 

stage crises of selfhood that reflect the instability Lacan locates at the heart of ego formation. Esther 

Greenwood’s confession that she feels “very still and very empty” echoes Woolf’s representations of 

selves that struggle to cohere under the pressure of social and symbolic demands. 

By bringing Lacanian psychoanalysis into dialogue with modernist fiction, this study argues that the 

fractured consciousness represented in these texts can be productively understood through the Mirror 

Stage—a formative yet enduring psychic structure that governs ego formation. The modernist subject, 

as represented by Woolf and Plath, remains caught within the logic of the Imaginary, striving for 

coherence while repeatedly confronting the impossibility of wholeness. 

Research Context and Rationale 

Critical scholarship on modernism has long acknowledged its emphasis on interiority, psychological 

depth, and narrative experimentation. Stream-of-consciousness techniques, temporal fragmentation, and 

shifting perspectives have often been read as aesthetic responses to modernity’s disruptions. However, 

while psychological readings of Woolf and Plath are abundant, many rely heavily on biographical or 

diagnostic frameworks that risk reducing textual complexity to authorial pathology. 

This dissertation departs from such reductive approaches by foregrounding psychoanalysis not as a 

clinical tool but as a theoretical lens for understanding subject formation. Lacan’s reformulation of 

Freudian psychoanalysis proves particularly productive because it conceptualises identity as inherently 

unstable, mediated through language, image, and desire. Rather than seeking psychological resolution, 

Lacanian theory foregrounds lack, misrecognition, and fragmentation as constitutive of subjectivity 

itself. 

Theoretical Framework: Lacan and the Mirror Stage 

Jacques Lacan’s theory of the Mirror Stage provides the central theoretical framework for this 

dissertation. First articulated in 1936 and later developed in his Écrits, the Mirror Stage describes a 

moment in early infancy when the child identifies with its reflection in a mirror. This identification 

produces the ego as an image of unity and coherence. Crucially, this moment is founded on 

méconnaissance—misrecognition—since the child’s lived bodily experience remains fragmented and 

uncoordinated. 
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The ego, according to Lacan, is therefore not an authentic or stable core of identity, but an imaginary 

construct, dependent on external images and symbolic confirmation. While the Mirror Stage is 

temporally situated in infancy, its effects persist throughout adult life. The subject continually seeks 

coherence through identification with images, roles, and social ideals, while remaining haunted by an 

underlying sense of lack. 

In this sense, the Mirror Stage offers a powerful framework for reading modernist characters whose 

identities are perpetually in crisis. The desire for wholeness that animates these characters is always 

already doomed, as the ego itself is founded on illusion. Fragmentation, anxiety, and alienation are not 

deviations from normal subjectivity but its inevitable consequences. 

The Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real 

Lacan’s tripartite model of the psyche—the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real—further elaborates 

the dynamics of subject formation. The Imaginary is the realm of images, identification, and ego 

coherence, inaugurated by the Mirror Stage. It is here that the subject constructs a sense of self through 

visual and affective identification. 

The Symbolic order, by contrast, is the realm of language, law, and social structures. Entry into the 

Symbolic requires submission to linguistic and cultural systems that pre-exist the subject. Identity 

within the Symbolic is governed by rules, norms, and expectations that shape how the subject can be 

recognised. 

The Real represents that which resists symbolisation—experiences of loss, trauma, or lack that cannot 

be fully articulated within language. Encounters with the Real often produce anxiety and disorientation, 

exposing the fragility of symbolic identity. 

In modernist fiction, moments of psychic breakdown frequently correspond to encounters with the 

Real, where language falters and coherence collapses. This dissertation reads such moments in Woolf 

and Plath as points where the Imaginary and Symbolic fail to contain the subject’s sense of self. 

Fragmented Selfhood and Modernist Form 

Modernist narrative techniques themselves mirror the fragmentation of subjectivity described by 

Lacanian theory. Disrupted chronology, shifting focalisation, and interior monologue destabilise the 

notion of a unified narrative voice, reflecting the fractured consciousness of the modern subject. 

In To the Lighthouse, Woolf’s fluid movement between perspectives dissolves fixed identity, revealing 

subjectivity as relational and unstable. Similarly, The Bell Jar employs first-person narration that 

simultaneously asserts and undermines coherence, as Esther Greenwood’s voice oscillates between 

clarity and disintegration. 
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By aligning form with psyche, these texts enact what Lacan theorises: the impossibility of a stable, 

unified self. Narrative fragmentation thus becomes both a stylistic and a psychological strategy, 

reinforcing the argument that identity is always provisional. 

Methodology 

This dissertation employs qualitative textual analysis grounded in Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. 

Close reading is used to examine narrative voice, imagery, metaphor, and structural patterns within the 

selected texts. Rather than applying psychoanalysis diagnostically, this study treats Lacanian concepts 

as interpretive tools that illuminate literary representation. 

Secondary theoretical sources, including Lacan’s Écrits and critical scholarship on psychoanalysis and 

modernism, are used to contextualise and support the analysis. All readings are conducted with 

attention to historical, cultural, and gendered contexts, while maintaining a primary focus on textual 

dynamics. 

Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation unfolds through a sustained engagement with Lacanian psychoanalysis and modernist 

narrative form. Following this introductory chapter, the study turns to a detailed Lacanian reading of 

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, examining how mirror imagery, enclosure, and linguistic breakdown 

articulate a fractured female subjectivity. The analysis then moves to Virginia Woolf’s To the 

Lighthouse, where shifting perspectives, memory, and temporality reveal identity as relational and 

unstable rather than unified. A comparative chapter follows, bringing Woolf and Plath into dialogue to 

examine shared concerns and divergent representations of fragmented selfhood within modernism. The 

dissertation concludes by reflecting on the broader implications of Lacanian theory for modernist 

studies and the enduring relevance of fragmentation as a condition of subjectivity. 

By foregrounding Lacan’s theory of the Mirror Stage, this chapter establishes a conceptual foundation 

for analysing fragmented selfhood in modernist fiction. Identity, as represented by Woolf and Plath, 

emerges not as a stable essence but as a fragile construct sustained through misrecognition and 

symbolic mediation.  

Jacques Lacan 

Jacques Lacan occupies a pivotal position in twentieth-century psychoanalytic thought for his 

systematic return to Freud through the lenses of structural linguistics, philosophy, and anthropology. 

Rejecting post-Freudian ego psychology, which emphasised adaptation, rationality, and ego strength, 

Lacan sought to recover what he identified as the radical implications of Freud’s discovery of the 

unconscious. Central to Lacan’s project is the reconceptualisation of the subject not as a unified, 

autonomous entity but as a divided structure constituted through language, desire, and lack. 
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Lacan’s re-reading of Freud foregrounds the decentring of consciousness. Where ego psychologists 

treated the ego as the core of psychic life, Lacan displaced it, arguing that the ego belongs to the 

Imaginary register and functions as a defensive construct rather than a site of truth. As Sean Homer 

explains, “Lacan’s work represents a sustained critique of the idea that the ego is the authentic seat of 

the self; instead, it is a fiction produced through identification” (Homer). This repositioning of the ego 

is fundamental to Lacan’s understanding of subjectivity and underpins his later theorisation of the 

mirror stage. 

Lacan’s psychoanalytic framework is structured around three interrelated registers: the Imaginary, the 

Symbolic, and the Real. The Imaginary governs images, identification, and illusionary coherence; the 

Symbolic encompasses language, law, and social structures; and the Real designates that which resists 

symbolisation. The subject emerges through movement across these registers, never achieving total 

integration within any one of them. Fragmentation, therefore, is not pathological but structural. Lacan’s 

intervention lies in demonstrating that the subject is constituted through processes of alienation rather 

than self-possession—a position that would later prove especially resonant for literary modernism. 

Importantly, Lacan situates his theory of the subject within a linguistic framework. Drawing on 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural linguistics, Lacan argues that meaning arises through differential 

relations rather than intrinsic essence. This insight informs his claim that “the unconscious is structured 

like a language,” a formulation that further destabilises the notion of a transparent self. Subjectivity 

becomes an effect of signification, produced through symbolic systems that pre-exist the individual. 

Within this conceptual field, the mirror stage functions as an inaugural moment in the subject’s entry 

into alienated identity. 

The Mirror Stage: Origins, Intellectual Influences, and Freudian Reiteration 

Lacan first introduced the concept of the mirror stage in the early 1930s, formally presenting it in his 

1936 paper at the International Psychoanalytical Congress in Marienbad, later revising it in his 1949 

essay “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function.” The theory emerged from Lacan’s 

engagement with developmental psychology, particularly studies on infant motor coordination, as well 

as his dissatisfaction with prevailing psychoanalytic accounts of ego formation. Lacan observed that the 

infant’s identification with its mirror image occurs at a stage when bodily control remains incomplete, 

suggesting that ego formation precedes physiological mastery. 

This temporal disjunction is central to the mirror stage. Lacan describes the infant’s encounter with the 

mirror as one marked by “jubilant assumption” of an image that appears whole and coherent. Yet this 

coherence is deceptive. The image belongs to the external world and offers a unity the child does not 

yet possess. Lacan emphasises that this identification constitutes a misrecognition (méconnaissance), as 

the subject mistakes an external image for its own being. In his words, the mirror stage establishes “the 

I in a line of fictional direction” (Lacan). The ego is thus founded on illusion rather than authenticity. 
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Freud’s influence on this formulation is significant, particularly his theory of narcissism. In “On 

Narcissism: An Introduction,” Freud describes the ego as emerging through libidinal investment in the 

self, mediated by identification. Lacan extends this insight by locating identification not within the self 

but in an external image. Sean Homer notes that “Lacan radicalises Freud’s theory of narcissism by 

showing that identification is always mediated by an image that belongs to the Other” (Homer). The 

mirror stage can thus be read as Lacan’s structural reworking of Freud’s account of ego formation. 

In addition to Freud, Lacan’s mirror theory is shaped by the work of Henri Wallon, whose studies of 

child development emphasised the role of visual identification in the formation of self-awareness. 

Wallon’s observations regarding the child’s fascination with its reflection provided Lacan with 

empirical grounding for his psychoanalytic claims. However, Lacan diverges from developmental 

psychology by refusing to treat the mirror stage as a phase to be outgrown. Instead, he conceptualises it 

as a permanent structure of subjectivity, one that continues to inform adult identity and relationality. 

The mirror stage also anticipates Lacan’s later integration of structuralism. The ego, formed through 

identification with an image, becomes the site of rivalry, aggression, and alienation. Lacan explicitly 

links this process to the emergence of aggression, arguing that identification with the image generates 

competition rather than harmony. This insight further distinguishes Lacan from ego psychology and 

reinforces his claim that the ego is inherently unstable. 

Sean Homer summarises the significance of the mirror stage by stating that it “marks the moment when 

the subject enters into an irreversible relation of alienation with itself” (Homer). The ego does not unify 

the subject but inaugurates division. This foundational split becomes central to Lacan’s broader theory 

of the subject and provides the conceptual groundwork for understanding fragmentation not as 

breakdown but as origin. 

Other Significant Lacanian Concepts: Lack, Desire, the Symbolic, and the Elder Sibling 

Proposition 

Beyond the mirror stage, Lacan’s psychoanalytic architecture is sustained by a constellation of 

interdependent concepts—lack (manque), desire, the Symbolic order, and the Real—which together 

articulate the subject’s perpetual instability. Central to this structure is the proposition that subjectivity 

is constituted not through plenitude but through absence. As Lacan famously asserts, “Desire is the 

desire of the Other,” signalling that desire does not originate in the subject but is mediated through 

language, law, and social structures that precede the individual. Sean Homer clarifies this dynamic by 

noting that Lacanian desire is “not directed toward an object that would satisfy it once and for all, but is 

sustained by the impossibility of such satisfaction.” The subject, once inscribed into the Symbolic, is 

thus irrevocably split—alienated from any originary unity and compelled to negotiate identity through 

signifiers that never fully coincide with lived experience. 
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The Symbolic order, governed by language, kinship systems, and cultural law, functions as the 

primary mechanism through which this lack is both introduced and regulated. Entry into the 

Symbolic—what Lacan aligns with the Name-of-the-Father—institutes prohibition and 

differentiation, severing the subject from the imaginary illusion of wholeness promised during the 

mirror stage. Yet this severance does not resolve psychic tension; rather, it inaugurates a lifelong 

oscillation between identification and loss. Homer underscores this when he observes that the Symbolic 

“produces the subject as an effect of language, not as its master.” The subject speaks, but is 

simultaneously spoken by the structures it inhabits. 

It is within this Lacanian framework that the elder sibling proposition is advanced as an original 

theoretical intervention. While Lacan extensively theorises rivalry, misrecognition, and desire in 

relation to the Other—particularly through the Oedipal triangle—he does not sufficiently account for 

the pre-Oedipal psychic burden placed upon the elder sibling, whose subjectivity is prematurely 

structured by responsibility, displacement, and symbolic redistribution of attention. The arrival of a 

younger sibling often precipitates an untheorised rupture: the elder child encounters a reconfiguration 

of desire within the familial Symbolic, experiencing a sudden decentering of recognition without 

possessing the symbolic resources to articulate this loss. This moment introduces a form of lack that is 

not merely linguistic but affective and temporal—an enforced maturity that accelerates ego formation 

while foreclosing psychic integration. Positioned within Lacanian discourse, the elder sibling 

proposition extends the theory of lack by foregrounding intrafamilial symbolic displacement as a 

formative psychic event, one that intensifies fragmentation rather than resolving it. 

The Mirror Stage and Modernist Fragmentation: Subjectivity without Unity 

The resonance between Lacan’s mirror stage and modernist fragmentation lies in their shared 

rejection of stable, coherent subjectivity. Modernist literature repeatedly stages consciousness as 

fractured, recursive, and estranged from itself—a condition that mirrors Lacan’s assertion that the ego 

is founded upon misrecognition. The mirror stage does not inaugurate unity but rather installs a 

structural fiction of coherence, one that modernist texts relentlessly expose as untenable. As Homer 

notes, the mirror image offers “a promise of mastery that the subject can never fulfil,” rendering 

identity perpetually aspirational and fundamentally unstable. 

Modernist narratives frequently replicate the mirror-stage dynamic through formal strategies such as 

stream of consciousness, temporal disjunction, and interior monologue, which refuse linear 

development in favour of psychic simultaneity. These techniques dramatise the split between the 

experiencing subject and the narrating self, echoing Lacan’s distinction between the je and the moi. 

The subject, like the modernist protagonist, is caught between an imagined coherence and an 

experienced fragmentation, unable to reconcile the two. The modernist text thus becomes a literary 

analogue of the Lacanian psyche: structured by absence, animated by desire, and haunted by a unity 

that exists only as an illusion. 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                             © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 2 February 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2602555 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org e726 
 

Importantly, the mirror stage’s emphasis on misrecognition offers a critical lens through which 

modernist alienation can be read not as thematic despair but as structural condition. Fragmentation in 

modernism is not merely historical or aesthetic; it is psycho-symbolic. The subject’s alienation from 

self, others, and language reflects the same impossibility that Lacan identifies at the heart of subject 

formation. Within this alignment, the elder sibling proposition acquires further significance: modernist 

fragmentation frequently figures subjects who have been prematurely forced into symbolic roles—

caretakers, observers, substitutes—mirroring the elder child’s early encounter with loss and 

displacement. The modernist subject, like the elder sibling, is constituted too early, too abruptly, and 

without symbolic consolation, resulting in a self that is perpetually divided against itself. 

Fragmentation, as articulated through Lacanian psychoanalysis, emerges not as a deviation from 

psychic coherence but as the very condition through which subjectivity is inaugurated and sustained. 

The mirror stage establishes the ego as a fundamentally misrecognised formation—an image of unity 

imposed upon a body and psyche experienced as discontinuous. This originary split continues to 

reverberate through later encounters with language, authority, and loss, ensuring that the subject 

remains perpetually divided between the Imaginary promise of wholeness and the Symbolic structures 

that regulate meaning and desire. 

Conclusion 

When placed alongside modernist literary forms, this psychoanalytic account gains particular 

resonance. Modernist narratives do not merely depict fragmented consciousness; they formally 

reproduce the logic of misrecognition, temporal disjunction, and symbolic instability that Lacan 

theorises. The breakdown of linear narration, the emphasis on interiority, and the privileging of silence 

and absence mirror the subject’s inability to achieve a stable or unified sense of self. Fragmentation 

thus becomes both a narrative strategy and a psycho-symbolic condition, revealing the limits of 

representation itself. 

Within this framework, the introduction of the elder sibling proposition sharpens attention to moments 

of premature symbolic positioning, where responsibility and identification are imposed before psychic 

integration is possible. Such positioning intensifies the subject’s encounter with lack, producing forms 

of alienation that are not resolved through identification but persist as structural residues. 

Fragmentation, in this sense, is not healed by entry into the Symbolic but is often exacerbated by it. 

Taken together, these theoretical movements affirm that subjectivity is not oriented toward completion 

or synthesis. Instead, it unfolds through repetition, displacement, and negotiated survival within 

structures that both constitute and constrain the self. Fragmentation remains an enduring marker of 

psychic life—one that modernist literature renders visible with exceptional clarity and philosophical 

depth. 
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Chapter 2- The Bell Jar: Fragmented Identity, Melancholia, and the Elder Sibling Psyche 

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar occupies a singular position within modernist and confessional literature, 

articulating psychic fragmentation not as an abstract condition but as an intimate, embodied crisis. Born 

in Boston, Massachusetts, U.S, Sylvia Plath – an American novelist and poet is known for her 

psychological style of writing. Her works, especially her poems, The Colossus and Other Poems and 

Ariel, offer a deep insight into her opinions and personal life and are highly subjective. Her works 

express a stark alienation and fragmentation of identity closely tied to her personal life experiences. 

While Plath’s poetry has often been read through biographical or feminist lenses, The Bell Jar demands 

a psychoanalytic reading that situates Esther Greenwood’s breakdown within the Lacanian structures of 

subject formation, misrecognition, and symbolic violence. 

Unlike Woolf’s diffused and aestheticised fragmentation, Plath presents psychic disintegration as 

claustrophobic and immediate. The novel stages a sustained crisis of the ego, where the mirror stage 

fails to produce Imaginary coherence, and the Symbolic order appears as suffocating rather than 

stabilising. Esther’s narrative voice oscillates between sharp lucidity and profound alienation, revealing 

a subject who is hyper-aware of her own fragmentation yet unable to resolve it. This chapter argues that 

The Bell Jar articulates fragmented selfhood as a consequence of unresolved loss, premature psychic 

responsibility, and a violent encounter with the Symbolic—conditions that are intensified when read 

through the lens of the elder sibling proposition. 

Biographical Melancholia and the Foundations of Fragmentation 

Plath’s childhood was mostly scarred which consequentially affected her relationships as an adult. She 

was the eldest daughter of Otto Plath and Aurelia Schober Plath. Otto Plath’s authoritative nature 

affected the peace of both his marriage and his daughter. Sylvia Plath felt distanced yet drawn to her 

father’s love or more so, the absence of it. The death of her father led her to her first downward spiral 

as she failed to process the loss and descended into a state of melancholia as can be seen in her work 

Daddy. This unresolved paternal loss can be productively read through Freud’s distinction between 

mourning and melancholia, later radicalised by Lacan’s insistence that unassimilated loss produces a 

structural lack within the subject. 

In Lacanian terms, the father’s death constitutes not merely an emotional trauma but a disruption in the 

Symbolic network that anchors meaning. Otto Plath’s authoritarian presence functions retrospectively 

as the Name-of-the-Father, a signifier that introduces law, language, and prohibition. His sudden 

absence leaves the Symbolic incomplete, producing a gap that the child cannot adequately symbolise. 

This gap persists into Esther Greenwood’s psyche, where authority appears simultaneously oppressive 

and absent, desired yet feared. The result is a subject caught in a perpetual state of ambivalence, unable 

to stabilise her ego through identification yet unable to escape the Symbolic demands imposed upon 

her. 
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Psychology of Plath – The Elder Sibling Theory 

As a young child of eight, Plath absorbed more than she could process. She felt more than the average 

eight year-olds and failed to process the feelings timely, later developing them into a complex, 

ambiguous state of fragmented identity which seeped into most of her works. This premature exposure 

to emotional intensity aligns with the elder sibling proposition, which suggests that the eldest child 

often encounters symbolic responsibility before psychic readiness. In Lacanian terms, such premature 

entry into the Symbolic accelerates ego formation while simultaneously destabilising it, producing a 

subject who appears coherent yet remains internally fractured. 

The elder sibling is frequently positioned as a stabilising presence within the family structure, 

absorbing parental anxieties and unspoken expectations. In Plath’s case, this burden is intensified by 

the father’s authoritarianism and subsequent absence, coupled with the mother’s compensatory over-

investment. The father's insecurities and lack, the mother's over compensation messed with the 

psychology of little Plath. The responsibilities as an elder sibling, the father’s strict demeanour all fired 

the spark in Sylvia as a child to turn away from the conventional, even in literature. This dynamic 

generates what Lacan would describe as an over-identification with the Symbolic demand to be whole, 

mature, and intelligible—a demand that inevitably produces psychic strain. 

Plath’s poem Daddy articulates this unresolved psychic configuration with startling clarity: 

“In which I have lived like a foot 

For thirty years, poor and white, 

Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.” (Plath, Sylvia) 

Here, the self is reduced to a bodily fragment, immobilised and enclosed, anticipating the bell jar 

metaphor that dominates the novel. The image encapsulates the Lacanian subject’s entrapment within a 

symbolic structure that simultaneously sustains and suffocates, rendering autonomy illusory. 

The Mirror Stage and the Failure of Imaginary Coherence 

In The Bell Jar, the mirror stage does not produce the illusion of mastery Lacan describes but instead 

collapses into misrecognition. Esther’s encounters with her own reflection—particularly following 

electroconvulsive therapy—expose the ego as an alienated construct. When Esther observes that she 

looks unfamiliar, even grotesque, the mirror ceases to function as a site of Imaginary coherence and 

instead reveals the fragility of ego formation itself. The reflected image no longer secures identity but 

destabilises it, producing a subject who cannot reconcile appearance with being. 

This failure of the mirror stage intensifies Esther’s sense of fragmentation. Lacan insists that the ego is 

always an external construct, formed through identification with an image that does not belong to the 

subject. In Esther’s case, this alienation becomes conscious, stripping the ego of its protective illusion. 

Her acute self-awareness prevents her from fully inhabiting the Imaginary fiction of wholeness 

demanded by social and gender norms, leaving her exposed to lack without symbolic mediation. 
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Symbolic Violence, Gender, and Psychic Enclosure 

The bell jar itself functions as a potent Lacanian metaphor for the Real: that which resists symbolisation 

and returns as suffocation. Esther’s assertion that the bell jar descends irrespective of location 

underscores the inescapability of psychic structure. Unlike Woolf’s characters, who negotiate 

fragmentation through aesthetic or relational strategies, Esther experiences enclosure as totalising. 

Language falters, desire collapses, and the Symbolic order appears not as a framework for meaning but 

as an apparatus of control. 

Gendered expectations intensify this symbolic violence. Esther is repeatedly confronted with 

incompatible demands: intellectual ambition and domestic submission, sexual autonomy and moral 

purity. These contradictions expose the Symbolic order as internally incoherent, yet violently enforced. 

Her fragmentation thus emerges not as individual pathology but as a rational response to an impossible 

symbolic economy. Her characters are characterised by a constant state of alienation, perpetually in a 

state of existential angst. They can never be home. Mostly it is because they ripen before the right time 

- an old soul amidst half adults. This premature ripening mirrors the elder sibling condition, where 

psychic maturity is demanded without adequate support. 

Fragmentation Without Resolution 

The Bell Jar ultimately refuses psychic resolution. Esther’s tentative reintegration into society does not 

signify healing but management, a temporary accommodation to the Symbolic rather than 

reconciliation with it. Lacan’s assertion that the subject never escapes lack but merely negotiates it 

unevenly finds stark expression here. The bell jar may lift, but its structure remains intact, ready to 

descend again. 

Through its relentless depiction of misrecognition, enclosure, and unresolved loss, The Bell Jar 

articulates fragmented selfhood as a structural condition rather than a curable crisis. Read through 

Lacanian theory and the elder sibling proposition, Plath’s novel emerges as a powerful critique of the 

symbolic systems that demand coherence while producing disintegration. Fragmentation, in Plath’s 

work, is not failure—it is truth. 
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Chapter 3- Fragmented Selfhood and the Crisis of Coherence in To the Lighthouse 

Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse stages the modernist crisis of subjectivity through a sustained 

interrogation of coherence, continuity, and self-recognition. The novel resists the possibility of a 

unified self by dispersing consciousness across time, perception, and relational encounters. From a 

Lacanian perspective, this dispersal reflects the instability inaugurated at the level of the Mirror Stage, 

where the subject’s first apprehension of wholeness is founded upon misrecognition. As Sean Homer 

clarifies, the ego formed through the mirror image is “never a true unity but a fantasy of coherence that 

masks an underlying fragmentation.” Woolf’s narrative technique—marked by shifting focalisation, 

interior monologue, and temporal rupture—mirrors this psychic condition, rendering the self as 

perpetually fractured and contingent rather than organically whole. 

Woolf’s prose repeatedly gestures toward the tension between flux and the human desire for stability. 

When she writes, “Nothing stays; all changes; but not words, not paint,” she articulates the modernist 

impulse to fix meaning in the face of lived instability. Yet the novel itself undermines this desire by 

refusing a stable narrative centre. Identity in To the Lighthouse emerges not as an essence but as a 

fragile construction sustained momentarily by language, memory, and social recognition. Homer’s 

assertion that the ego is “a defensive formation rather than a secure foundation of subjectivity” is 

particularly illuminating here, as Woolf’s characters repeatedly attempt—and fail—to secure 

themselves through symbolic roles, intellectual achievement, or interpersonal validation. 

Mr. Ramsay’s obsessive need for philosophical certainty exemplifies this crisis of coherence. His 

fixation on linear intellectual progress can be read as an anxious attempt to stabilise the ego within the 

Symbolic order. Yet this attempt is persistently undermined by doubt, dependency, and emotional need, 

particularly in his reliance on Mrs. Ramsay’s reassurance. Lacan’s insistence that the ego depends upon 

recognition from the Other finds a clear narrative analogue here. Mr. Ramsay’s fear of intellectual 

inadequacy—his dread of reaching only the letter “Q”—signals not failure alone but the impossibility 

of symbolic completion itself. As Terry Eagleton notes in his engagement with Lacanian theory, the 

subject’s pursuit of mastery is always haunted by lack, a lack that no symbolic achievement can finally 

erase. 

The Mirror Stage, Misrecognition, and Interpersonal Reflections 

The Lacanian Mirror Stage offers a productive framework for understanding the interpersonal 

dynamics that shape identity in To the Lighthouse. For Lacan, the mirror image produces an illusory 

sense of unity that compensates for the subject’s lived experience of fragmentation. Sean Homer 

emphasises that this moment of identification is not left behind in infancy but continues to structure 

adult subjectivity through acts of recognition and misrecognition. Woolf’s characters are repeatedly 

engaged in such acts, seeking coherence through one another’s gaze. 
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Mrs. Ramsay functions as a powerful reflective surface within the novel, offering emotional 

reassurance and symbolic stability to those around her. Her presence allows others to imagine 

themselves as whole, meaningful, and loved. This dynamic resonates with Lacan’s claim that the ego 

depends upon an external image for its sense of unity. Yet Woolf subtly exposes the cost of this 

arrangement. Mrs. Ramsay’s own subjectivity is effaced by her function as mediator and nurturer, her 

identity sustained through self-erasure. Woolf writes, “She had the whole of the other sex under her 

protection,” a line that underscores the extent to which her selfhood is constituted through obligation 

rather than desire. 

Feminist critics such as Jane Goldman have noted that Woolf’s representation of femininity frequently 

reveals the psychic toll of such relational labour. Read through Lacan, Mrs. Ramsay’s position 

exemplifies how the Symbolic order assigns women the role of sustaining coherence for others while 

denying them access to autonomous subjectivity. The recognition she offers does not resolve 

fragmentation but temporarily conceals it. When Mrs. Ramsay dies, the collapse of this reflective 

structure exposes the characters’ unresolved lack, revealing how dependent their sense of self was on 

Imaginary identification. 

Temporality, Loss, and the Encounter with the Real 

The novel’s treatment of time, particularly in the section “Time Passes,” marks a decisive encounter 

with what Lacan terms the Real—that which resists symbolisation and disrupts narrative continuity. 

The sudden deaths of Mrs. Ramsay, Prue, and Andrew are announced parenthetically, stripped of 

emotional elaboration. This stylistic choice foregrounds the inadequacy of language to fully represent 

loss. Woolf’s description of darkness descending upon the house—“a downpouring of immense 

darkness”—gestures toward an excess that cannot be assimilated into the Symbolic order. 

Sean Homer’s discussion of the Real as that which “erupts where meaning fails” is particularly relevant 

here. Time in this section no longer unfolds according to human rhythm or narrative causality; instead, 

it erodes memory, identity, and attachment alike. The house, emptied of human presence, becomes a 

material manifestation of psychic absence. Julia Kristeva’s work on loss and melancholia further 

illuminates this moment, as the narrative registers grief not as an event to be processed but as a void 

that language cannot fill. Woolf’s modernist temporality thus aligns with Lacan’s insistence that 

subjectivity is structured around absence rather than presence. 

Lily Briscoe, Art, and the Ethics of Incompleteness 

Lily Briscoe’s artistic struggle offers a crucial counterpoint to the novel’s pervasive anxiety over 

fragmentation. Unlike Mr. Ramsay, Lily does not seek mastery or symbolic completion. Her painting 

resists closure, remaining tentative and unresolved. This aesthetic posture reflects an alternative mode 

of subjectivity that acknowledges fragmentation without attempting to overcome it. When Lily finally 
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draws the decisive line in her painting, she reflects, “I have had my vision,” a statement that signals 

acceptance rather than triumph. 

From a Lacanian perspective, Lily embodies what Sean Homer describes as neither an ethical relation 

to lack— one that neither denies nor attempts to fill it. Her refusal to conform to patriarchal 

expectations of marriage and artistic finality situates her at a critical distance from the dominant 

Symbolic order. Art becomes, for Lily, a way of negotiating fragmentation rather than resolving it. As 

Woolf herself suggests elsewhere, “The whole of life is a question of balance,” and Lily’s vision lies 

precisely in her capacity to inhabit imbalance without despair. 

Taken together, To the Lighthouse constructs a profoundly Lacanian vision of selfhood—one in which 

identity is relational, fractured, and perpetually unfinished. By placing Woolf’s narrative strategies in 

dialogue with Lacanian theory and critics such as Sean Homer, this chapter demonstrates that 

fragmentation in the novel is not a failure to achieve unity but a condition of subjectivity itself. This 

reading prepares the ground for the next chapter’s engagement with The Bell Jar, where psychic 

fragmentation is rendered not as quiet endurance but as violent rupture. 

Fragmented Selfhood and the Crisis of Coherence in To the Lighthouse 

Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse stages the modernist crisis of subjectivity through a sustained 

interrogation of coherence, continuity, and self-recognition. The novel resists the possibility of a 

unified self by dispersing consciousness across time, perception, and relational encounters. From a 

Lacanian perspective, this dispersal reflects the instability inaugurated at the level of the Mirror Stage, 

where the subject’s first apprehension of wholeness is founded upon misrecognition. As Sean Homer 

clarifies, the ego formed through the mirror image is “never a true unity but a fantasy of coherence that 

masks an underlying fragmentation.” Woolf’s narrative technique—marked by shifting focalisation, 

interior monologue, and temporal rupture—mirrors this psychic condition, rendering the self as 

perpetually fractured and contingent rather than organically whole. 

Woolf’s prose repeatedly gestures toward the tension between flux and the human desire for stability. 

When she writes, “Nothing stays; all changes; but not words, not paint,” she articulates the modernist 

impulse to fix meaning in the face of lived instability. Yet the novel itself undermines this desire by 

refusing a stable narrative centre. Identity in To the Lighthouse emerges not as an essence but as a 

fragile construction sustained momentarily by language, memory, and social recognition. Homer’s 

assertion that the ego is “a defensive formation rather than a secure foundation of subjectivity” is 

particularly illuminating here, as Woolf’s characters repeatedly attempt—and fail—to secure 

themselves through symbolic roles, intellectual achievement, or interpersonal validation. 

Mr. Ramsay’s obsessive need for philosophical certainty exemplifies this crisis of coherence. His 

fixation on linear intellectual progress can be read as an anxious attempt to stabilise the ego within the 

Symbolic order. Yet this attempt is persistently undermined by doubt, dependency, and emotional need, 
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particularly in his reliance on Mrs. Ramsay’s reassurance. Lacan’s insistence that the ego depends upon 

recognition from the Other finds a clear narrative analogue here. Mr. Ramsay’s fear of intellectual 

inadequacy—his dread of reaching only the letter “Q”—signals not failure alone but the impossibility 

of symbolic completion itself. As Terry Eagleton notes in his engagement with Lacanian theory, the 

subject’s pursuit of mastery is always haunted by lack, a lack that no symbolic achievement can finally 

erase. 

The Mirror Stage, Misrecognition, and Interpersonal Reflections 

The Lacanian Mirror Stage offers a productive framework for understanding the interpersonal 

dynamics that shape identity in To the Lighthouse. For Lacan, the mirror image produces an illusory 

sense of unity that compensates for the subject’s lived experience of fragmentation. Sean Homer 

emphasises that this moment of identification is not left behind in infancy but continues to structure 

adult subjectivity through acts of recognition and misrecognition. Woolf’s characters are repeatedly 

engaged in such acts, seeking coherence through one another’s gaze. 

Mrs. Ramsay functions as a powerful reflective surface within the novel, offering emotional 

reassurance and symbolic stability to those around her. Her presence allows others to imagine 

themselves as whole, meaningful, and loved. This dynamic resonates with Lacan’s claim that the ego 

depends upon an external image for its sense of unity. Yet Woolf subtly exposes the cost of this 

arrangement. Mrs. Ramsay’s own subjectivity is effaced by her function as mediator and nurturer, her 

identity sustained through self-erasure. Woolf writes, “She had the whole of the other sex under her 

protection,” a line that underscores the extent to which her selfhood is constituted through obligation 

rather than desire. 

Feminist critics such as Jane Goldman have noted that Woolf’s representation of femininity frequently 

reveals the psychic toll of such relational labour. Read through Lacan, Mrs. Ramsay’s position 

exemplifies how the Symbolic order assigns women the role of sustaining coherence for others while 

denying them access to autonomous subjectivity. The recognition she offers does not resolve 

fragmentation but temporarily conceals it. When Mrs. Ramsay dies, the collapse of this reflective 

structure exposes the characters’ unresolved lack, revealing how dependent their sense of self was on 

Imaginary identification. 

Temporality, Loss, and the Encounter with the Real 

The novel’s treatment of time, particularly in the section “Time Passes,” marks a decisive encounter 

with what Lacan terms the Real—that which resists symbolisation and disrupts narrative continuity. 

The sudden deaths of Mrs. Ramsay, Prue, and Andrew are announced parenthetically, stripped of 

emotional elaboration. This stylistic choice foregrounds the inadequacy of language to fully represent 

loss. Woolf’s description of darkness descending upon the house—“a downpouring of immense 

darkness”—gestures toward an excess that cannot be assimilated into the Symbolic order. 
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Sean Homer’s discussion of the Real as that which “erupts where meaning fails” is particularly relevant 

here. Time in this section no longer unfolds according to human rhythm or narrative causality; instead, 

it erodes memory, identity, and attachment alike. The house, emptied of human presence, becomes a 

material manifestation of psychic absence. Julia Kristeva’s work on loss and melancholia further 

illuminates this moment, as the narrative registers grief not as an event to be processed but as a void 

that language cannot fill. Woolf’s modernist temporality thus aligns with Lacan’s insistence that 

subjectivity is structured around absence rather than presence. 

Lily Briscoe, Art, and the Ethics of Incompleteness 

Lily Briscoe’s artistic struggle offers a crucial counterpoint to the novel’s pervasive anxiety over 

fragmentation. Unlike Mr. Ramsay, Lily does not seek mastery or symbolic completion. Her painting 

resists closure, remaining tentative and unresolved. This aesthetic posture reflects an alternative mode 

of subjectivity that acknowledges fragmentation without attempting to overcome it. When Lily finally 

draws the decisive line in her painting, she reflects, “I have had my vision,” a statement that signals 

acceptance rather than triumph. 

From a Lacanian perspective, Lily embodies what Sean Homer describes as an ethical relation to 

lack—one that neither denies nor attempts to fill it. Her refusal to conform to patriarchal expectations 

of marriage and artistic finality situates her at a critical distance from the dominant Symbolic order. Art 

becomes, for Lily, a way of negotiating fragmentation rather than resolving it. As Woolf herself 

suggests elsewhere, “The whole of life is a question of balance,” and Lily’s vision lies precisely in her 

capacity to inhabit imbalance without despair. 

Taken together, To the Lighthouse constructs a profoundly Lacanian vision of selfhood—one in which 

identity is relational, fractured, and perpetually unfinished. By placing Woolf’s narrative strategies in 

dialogue with Lacanian theory and critics such as Sean Homer, this chapter demonstrates that 

fragmentation in the novel is not a failure to achieve unity but a condition of subjectivity itself. This 

reading prepares the ground for the next chapter’s engagement with The Bell Jar, where psychic 

fragmentation is rendered not as quiet endurance but as violent rupture. 

Chapter 4: Psychic Enclosure and Violent Fragmentation in The Bell Jar 

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar offers one of the most searing literary representations of psychic 

fragmentation in twentieth-century literature. Unlike Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, where fragmentation 

often unfolds through silence, ellipsis, and temporal drift, Plath’s novel confronts the reader with an 

overt collapse of identity rendered through confinement, repetition, and narrative disintegration. Esther 

Greenwood’s descent into mental illness is not merely a personal crisis but a structural exposure of the 

instability that Lacanian psychoanalysis identifies at the heart of subject formation. Through the 

recurring imagery of mirrors, doubles, enclosure, and suffocation, The Bell Jar dramatizes the violence 

inherent in the subject’s encounter with the Symbolic order. 
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From its opening lines, the novel situates Esther within a world that feels profoundly unreal and 

estranging. “It was a queer, sultry summer,” Esther recalls, immediately aligning her psychic unease 

with historical and symbolic disturbance. This estrangement intensifies as Esther repeatedly articulates 

a sense of detachment from her own body and actions, observing herself as though from outside. Such 

moments resonate strongly with Lacan’s account of the Mirror Stage, wherein the subject’s sense of 

self emerges through an external image that promises coherence but produces alienation. Esther’s 

consciousness is marked by precisely this split: she perceives herself as both subject and object, caught 

in a gaze she cannot escape. 

Mirror Imagery, Doubling, and Misrecognition 

Mirror imagery plays a crucial role in articulating Esther’s fractured identity. When Esther remarks that 

the face she sees in the mirror looks “like a sick Indian,” she confronts not recognition but 

estrangement. The mirror does not confirm ego unity; instead, it exposes the failure of Imaginary 

identification. Sean Homer’s assertion that the mirror image is “never a faithful reflection of the self but 

an idealised fiction” is particularly illuminating here. Esther’s inability to identify with her reflection 

signals the collapse of the fantasy of coherence upon which the ego depends. 

Doubling functions as an extension of this misrecognition. Esther repeatedly measures herself against 

other women—Doreen, Betsy, Joan—each of whom represents a possible version of femininity 

sanctioned by the Symbolic order. Yet none of these identifications stabilise her sense of self. Joan, in 

particular, operates as Esther’s uncanny double, mirroring her desires, hospitalisation, and eventual 

fate. From a Lacanian perspective, this doubling externalises Esther’s fragmented ego, making visible 

the psychic split that the Symbolic order seeks to conceal. Joan’s suicide thus functions not merely as a 

narrative event but as a traumatic confrontation with the Real, forcing Esther to confront the void at the 

centre of her own subjectivity. 

The Bell Jar as Psychic Enclosure and the Symbolic Order 

The image of the bell jar itself offers one of the most powerful metaphors for psychic enclosure in 

modern literature. Esther describes it as a structure that traps her in “stale air,” distorting her perception 

of reality. Read through Lacan, the bell jar can be understood as a figure for the Symbolic order that 

encloses the subject, regulating desire and meaning while simultaneously producing suffocation. Sean 

Homer emphasises that entry into the Symbolic is always accompanied by loss—the loss of immediacy, 

wholeness, and unmediated being. Esther’s suffocation beneath the bell jar literalises this loss, 

rendering psychic alienation as bodily experience. 

The novel’s repeated references to hospitals, shock treatment, and institutional spaces further reinforce 

this logic of enclosure. These spaces function as extensions of the Symbolic order, enforcing norms of 

femininity, productivity, and mental stability. Esther’s resistance to these norms is not framed as 

rebellion but as paralysis, underscoring Lacan’s claim that the subject is constituted through submission 
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to symbolic law. As Esther observes, “Wherever I sat… I would be sitting under the same glass bell 

jar,” suggesting that symbolic confinement is not spatially limited but structurally inescapable. 

Language Breakdown and the Encounter with the Real 

As Esther’s psychic condition deteriorates, language itself begins to fail. Sentences fragment, repetition 

intensifies, and meaning becomes unstable. This linguistic breakdown marks Esther’s encounter with 

the Real—that which, in Lacanian terms, resists symbolisation entirely. Shock therapy scenes 

exemplify this rupture, as pain and sensation overwhelm narrative coherence. Julia Kristeva’s work on 

abjection and melancholia helps illuminate these moments, wherein the subject confronts what cannot 

be assimilated into language or identity. 

Esther’s suicide attempts function as extreme efforts to escape symbolic enclosure altogether. Rather 

than expressions of death drive alone, they can be read as attempts to access a realm beyond 

signification, beyond the demands of the Symbolic order. Yet these attempts inevitably fail, reinforcing 

Lacan’s insistence that there is no outside to language. Survival does not restore coherence; instead, it 

returns Esther to a world where fragmentation persists, albeit temporarily managed. 

Feminine Subjectivity, Desire, and Symbolic Violence 

Central to Esther’s fragmentation is the question of feminine desire within a patriarchal Symbolic 

order. Esther repeatedly expresses anxiety over prescribed gender roles, marriage, and sexual purity. 

These anxieties are not peripheral but structural, shaping her psychic disintegration. Feminist Lacanian 

critics have noted that women’s access to subjectivity within the Symbolic is often mediated through 

lack and prohibition. Esther’s inability to reconcile intellectual ambition with social expectations 

exemplifies this contradiction. 

Plath’s novel exposes the violence embedded in these symbolic demands. Esther’s observation that she 

feels “numb and hollow, like the eye of a tornado” captures the affective cost of occupying an 

impossible position within the Symbolic. Unlike Lily Briscoe, who negotiates lack creatively through 

art, Esther confronts symbolic contradiction as psychic annihilation. Her fragmentation is not resolved 

but contained, suggesting that recovery itself is provisional and fragile. 

Conclusion 

Taken together, The Bell Jar presents a Lacanian nightmare of subject formation, where the promises of 

coherence offered by the Mirror Stage collapse under the weight of symbolic violence. Plath’s narrative 

refuses redemption or synthesis, insisting instead on the persistence of psychic fragmentation. Esther 

Greenwood’s crisis is not an aberration or an individual pathology but a radical exposure of the 

conditions that structure subjectivity itself within a rigid Symbolic economy. 
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What distinguishes Plath’s text is the explicitness with which symbolic contradictions are rendered as 

bodily and linguistic violence. Where Woolf allows fragmentation to circulate through pauses, 

absences, and aesthetic negotiation, Plath forces the reader to confront the unbearable pressure of 

misrecognition as lived experience. Sean Homer’s insistence that the ego remains a precarious fantasy 

rather than a stable core clarifies why Esther’s repeated attempts at reintegration—romantic attachment, 

academic success, medical intervention—fail to secure lasting coherence. Each attempt merely 

reinstates the subject within the same symbolic constraints that produced the crisis. 

The novel’s closing ambiguity further reinforces this Lacanian impasse. Esther’s tentative return to 

social life does not signal psychic resolution but a provisional accommodation to the Symbolic order. 

The bell jar may be temporarily lifted, but its structure remains intact, ready to descend again. This 

ending resists therapeutic closure and aligns with Lacan’s assertion that the subject never escapes lack 

but learns, at best,to negotiate it unevenly. 

By foregrounding enclosure, doubling, and linguistic collapse, The Bell Jar articulates a mode of 

fragmentation that is violent, repetitive, and inescapable. Plath’s novel radicalises the modernist 

concern with fractured selfhood, transforming misrecognition from a structural condition into an 

existential crisis. In doing so, it prepares the ground for a comparative synthesis with To the 

Lighthouse, where fragmentation is neither resolved nor annihilating but held in a fragile, ethical 

balance. 

Chapter-5 : Fragmented Selfhood, Sibling Disruption, and the Lacanian Subject in Woolf and 

Plath 

This chapter brings To the Lighthouse and The Bell Jar into direct dialogue in order to examine how 

Lacanian subject formation operates across distinct modernist registers—one muted, relational, and 

aesthetic; the other violent, enclosed, and explicitly pathological. While both novels articulate 

fragmented selfhood through misrecognition, lack, and symbolic constraint, they diverge sharply in 

how subjects negotiate these conditions. Read comparatively, Woolf and Plath reveal not only different 

narrative strategies but different psychic economies of survival. 

At the core of this comparison lies Lacan’s insistence that the subject is never unified but constituted 

through rupture. The Mirror Stage inaugurates a fantasy of wholeness that the Symbolic order later 

disciplines and destabilises. In Woolf, this instability is diffused through time, memory, and relational 

consciousness; in Plath, it is compressed into enclosure, doubling, and linguistic collapse. Yet both 

texts insist that fragmentation is not accidental but structural.  
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Lacanian study of the texts 

In To the Lighthouse, Woolf repeatedly dramatizes the Lacanian mirror stage as a scene of 

misrecognition rather than consolidation, where coherence is produced only as a fragile Imaginary 

fiction. Mrs. Ramsay functions as a specular surface through which others apprehend themselves as 

whole; yet this wholeness is entirely relational and contingent. Her presence stabilizes meaning 

momentarily, offering an illusion of unity that masks the underlying fragmentation of subjectivity. Lily 

Briscoe’s struggle before the canvas—“she could not achieve that razor edge of balance between two 

opposite forces”—becomes emblematic of the Lacanian split between the Imaginary image and the 

Symbolic demand for order. The painting, like the ego, aspires to form while remaining structurally 

incomplete, exposing identity as a process of endless deferral rather than ontological stability. 

James Ramsay’s childhood antagonism toward his father further exposes the violence underlying ego 

formation. Mr. Ramsay operates as the embodiment of the paternal signifier, the Name-of-the-Father 

that introduces the child into the Symbolic order through prohibition and law. James’s fantasy of 

aggression—his desire to “take a knife and strike him”—registers not simply oedipal hostility but the 

psychic rupture produced when identification with authority simultaneously generates alienation. 

Lacan’s claim that the ego is formed through rivalry finds direct articulation here: James’s subjectivity 

emerges through a failed attempt at mastery, revealing the ego as a defensive construct erected against 

lack rather than a site of autonomy. The mirror stage’s promise of coherence is thus undermined by the 

paternal presence that structures meaning while foreclosing desire. 

The “Time Passes” section radicalizes fragmentation by withdrawing subjectivity almost entirely, 

replacing interior consciousness with temporal erosion. The abrupt announcement of death—“Prue 

Ramsay died that summer”—enters the narrative without affective elaboration, mirroring Lacan’s 

insistence that loss often enters the Symbolic as a void rather than a meaningful signifier. What is 

foreclosed here is mourning itself; the deaths generate residue without resolution. Fragmentation in 

Woolf thus operates not only at the level of the individual psyche but within the Symbolic network of 

the family, which continues despite irreparable absence. Subjectivity becomes dispersed, unanchored, 

and spectral, aligning Woolf’s modernism with Lacan’s conception of the subject as fundamentally 

decentered and constituted through absence. 

In The Bell Jar, Plath renders the mirror stage as an explicitly traumatic encounter, where the reflected 

image fails to secure Imaginary coherence and instead produces estrangement. Esther Greenwood’s 

post-treatment reflection—“I looked like a sick Indian”—is a moment of radical méconnaissance, 

where the mirror no longer confirms the ego but fractures it. Lacan’s assertion that the ego is always an 

alienated construct becomes painfully literal here: Esther’s inability to recognize herself signals the 

collapse of the Imaginary support structure that sustains subjectivity. The mirror no longer mediates 

wholeness but exposes the artificiality of ego formation, revealing the self as an unstable assemblage 

rather than a unified identity. 
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The fig-tree metaphor further articulates Lacanian lack as the structuring principle of desire. Esther’s 

vision—“I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, starving to death”—stages the impossibility 

of symbolic plenitude. Each fig represents a potential position within the Symbolic order, yet the act of 

choosing necessarily entails castration, the loss of all other possibilities. Desire, as Lacan insists, is 

sustained by absence rather than fulfilment, and Esther’s paralysis reflects an acute awareness of this 

structural condition. Her fragmentation emerges not from indecision but from over-identification with 

the Symbolic demand to be whole, successful, and intelligible—a demand that inevitably produces 

psychic violence. 

The bell jar itself functions as a sustained metaphor for the Real: that which resists symbolisation and 

returns as suffocation, repetition, and enclosure. Esther’s claim that “wherever I sat… I would be sitting 

under the same glass bell jar” articulates the inescapability of psychic structure. Unlike Woolf’s 

diffused and atmospheric fragmentation, Plath stages an encounter with the Real that is claustrophobic 

and relentless. Language falters, desire collapses, and the Symbolic ceases to mediate experience. The 

subject is not healed but managed, temporarily reinserted into social intelligibility without resolving the 

fundamental split. Fragmented selfhood in The Bell Jar thus emerges as a sustained Lacanian crisis, 

where the illusion of unity is not merely destabilized but exposed as untenable. 

The elder sibling proposition- Post Modern fragmentation 

In To the Lighthouse, fragmentation circulates through interpersonal dependency. Mr. Ramsay’s ego 

requires constant affirmation, Mrs. Ramsay’s subjectivity is sustained through relational labour, and 

Lily Briscoe learns to inhabit lack without seeking symbolic mastery. Woolf’s modernist form allows 

fragmentation to breathe, creating space for ethical negotiation. Plath’s The Bell Jar, by contrast, stages 

fragmentation as psychic suffocation. Esther Greenwood’s subjectivity collapses under the weight of 

symbolic contradiction, revealing the violence embedded in normative structures of gender, success, 

and desire. Where Woolf allows the subject to endure lack, Plath exposes its annihilating force. 

It is within this comparative frame that the present dissertation introduces an original Lacanian 

intervention: the elder sibling proposition as a site of symbolic disruption and ego fragmentation. As 

proposed by the author, the symbolic stage becomes particularly volatile when a new sibling is 

introduced into the familial structure. The child’s ego formation, initially stabilised through parental 

recognition, encounters disruption when “a new member enters the family; it disrupts the set symbolic 

order.” This disruption produces an encounter with the Real, exposing a lack “which cannot be 

symbolised,” thereby fragmenting the ego further through the introduction of a new dialectic. 

This proposition extends Lacan by foregrounding sibling rivalry not merely as Freudian competition 

but as a symbolic reconfiguration that destabilises Imaginary coherence. The elder sibling, previously 

positioned as the primary object of parental recognition, experiences a loss that cannot be recuperated 

through language alone. This loss is not simply emotional but structural, marking a fracture in the 
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Symbolic order that the subject must renegotiate. The ego, already founded upon misrecognition, 

reveals yet another fragment at this juncture. 

When read through this lens, both Woolf and Plath register sibling absence and symbolic displacement 

in striking ways. In To the Lighthouse, the Ramsay children exist within a fluctuating economy of 

attention, authority, and loss. Andrew and Prue’s deaths during “Time Passes” function as abrupt 

symbolic erasures, reconfiguring familial identity without narrative elaboration. This erasure resonates 

with the elder sibling proposition, wherein loss enters the Symbolic without adequate signification, 

producing psychic residue rather than closure.  

Woolf’s refusal to narrativise these deaths in psychological or moral terms is crucial. The 

disappearance of Andrew and Prue is recorded parenthetically, almost casually, subordinated to the 

impersonal passage of time and the decay of the Ramsay house. This narrative withholding mirrors 

Lacan’s conception of loss as something that enters the Symbolic only as absence, never as meaning. 

The elder sibling proposition becomes legible here not through rivalry or overt conflict but through 

erasure: the family structure absorbs loss without articulation, compelling the surviving subjects to 

reorganise themselves around an unspoken lack. James and Cam, in particular, inherit a Symbolic field 

altered by absence yet deprived of the language necessary to process it, resulting in a quiet but enduring 

psychic dislocation. 

This muted handling of sibling loss contrasts sharply with Woolf’s treatment of James’s relation to 

paternal authority. Mr. Ramsay’s intellectual dominance and emotional volatility function as a 

stabilising yet oppressive Symbolic presence, one that channels desire and recognition unevenly among 

the children. In Lacanian terms, the Name-of-the-Father structures access to meaning, but it also 

forecloses alternative identifications. James’s hatred of his father coexists with a desperate longing for 

recognition, producing a divided subjectivity that echoes the elder sibling proposition’s emphasis on 

disrupted ego formation. The absence of Andrew—who might have functioned as a symbolic mediator 

or rival—intensifies this dyadic tension, leaving James suspended between identification and rejection 

without symbolic resolution. 

In The Bell Jar, sibling absence operates differently but no less forcefully. Esther Greenwood’s status 

as an only child renders the elder sibling proposition spectral rather than literal. There is no sibling to 

rival or lose, yet the narrative repeatedly gestures toward an imagined elsewhere—a life, identity, or 

femininity that Esther feels she has been displaced from. This displacement manifests as a pervasive 

sense of belatedness, as though Esther has arrived too late to occupy a stable symbolic position. 

Lacan’s concept of lack becomes central here: the absence is not of a sibling as such, but of a 

structuring relational anchor that might stabilise ego formation through differentiation. 

Esther’s fragmentation is intensified by the rigid gendered Symbolic she inhabits. Where Woolf allows 

symbolic loss to circulate quietly within the family structure, Plath exposes symbolic violence as 
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explicitly gendered and institutional. The medical establishment, the marriage plot, and professional 

aspiration all function as competing signifiers that demand coherence while offering none. Esther’s 

repeated encounters with failed authority figures—doctors, editors, lovers—underscore the collapse of 

the paternal metaphor. In Lacanian terms, the Name-of-the-Father fails to secure meaning, producing 

an encounter with the Real that is experienced as suffocation, enclosure, and psychic implosion under 

the bell jar. 

When read comparatively, Woolf and Plath thus articulate two distinct modes of Lacanian 

fragmentation shaped by differing symbolic economies. Woolf’s modernist aesthetic disperses loss 

across time, space, and perception, allowing fragmentation to persist without catastrophic rupture. The 

elder sibling proposition in To the Lighthouse operates through subtraction and silence, embedding lack 

into the very texture of the narrative. Plath, by contrast, concentrates symbolic failure within the 

subject’s consciousness, rendering fragmentation immediate, violent, and inescapable. Esther’s psychic 

crisis is not diffused but claustrophobically internalised, leaving little room for aesthetic or ethical 

mediation. 

Yet both texts ultimately converge on a shared Lacanian insight: subjectivity is constituted through 

misrecognition and sustained by absence rather than unity. Neither Woolf nor Plath offers resolution in 

the conventional sense. To the Lighthouse concludes with a fleeting moment of aesthetic completion 

that does not undo loss, while The Bell Jar ends with provisional reintegration that leaves the structure 

of symbolic oppression intact. The elder sibling proposition, threaded through both narratives, 

illuminates how early symbolic disruptions—whether through literal loss or structural absence—

reverberate across the lifespan, shaping desire, authority, and the fractured self. 

In situating Woolf and Plath within a Lacanian framework, this chapter demonstrates that 

fragmentation is not a deviation from subjectivity but its condition of possibility. The mirror offers 

coherence only by masking lack; the Symbolic promises order only by instituting loss. Through their 

distinct narrative strategies, both To the Lighthouse and The Bell Jar expose the fragility of these 

promises, rendering visible the psychic costs of becoming a subject at all. 

Chapter 6: Conclusion- Fragmentation, Misrecognition, and the Ethics of the Split Subject 

This dissertation has examined To the Lighthouse and The Bell Jar through the Lacanian concepts of 

the mirror stage and fragmented selfhood, arguing that both texts expose subjectivity not as a stable 

interior essence but as a precarious formation structured by misrecognition, lack, and symbolic 

violence. Rather than treating fragmentation as a purely modernist aesthetic device or a symptom of 

individual pathology, the study has demonstrated that Woolf and Plath locate psychic disunity at the 

very foundation of subject formation itself. In doing so, both novels anticipate Lacan’s insistence that 

the ego emerges not from coherence but from an alienating identification that forever splits the subject 

between image and being. 
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One of the central findings of this research is that fragmentation operates differently across the two 

texts while remaining structurally homologous. Woolf disperses fragmentation across time, space, and 

relational networks, allowing subjectivity to fracture quietly through absence, memory, and unspoken 

loss. The self in To the Lighthouse is never violently ruptured but slowly eroded, revealing a Symbolic 

order that absorbs loss without resolving it. Plath, by contrast, renders fragmentation as an acute 

psychic crisis, where the failure of Imaginary coherence produces an overwhelming encounter with the 

Real. Esther Greenwood’s collapse foregrounds the cost of symbolic demands placed upon feminine 

subjectivity, making visible the psychic violence required to sustain normative coherence. 

The dissertation has further established that the mirror stage, far from offering stability, functions in 

both texts as a site of profound misrecognition. Whether through Woolf’s relational mirrors—Mrs. 

Ramsay as reflective surface, Lily’s painting as deferred image—or Plath’s literal and metaphorical 

mirrors, the self is repeatedly shown to depend on external images that fail to align with lived 

experience. This gap between image and subject confirms Lacan’s claim that identity is founded on 

illusion, producing an ego that is defensive, fragile, and perpetually incomplete. Fragmented selfhood 

thus emerges not as deviation but as the normative condition of being a speaking subject within the 

Symbolic order. 

A key intervention of this study lies in its articulation of the elder sibling proposition within Lacanian 

theory. By foregrounding sibling absence, displacement, and symbolic erasure, the research has argued 

that subjectivity is further destabilised when loss enters the Symbolic without adequate signification. In 

both Woolf and Plath, sibling figures—whether erased through death, silence, or narrative 

marginalisation—generate psychic residue rather than closure. This proposition extends Lacanian 

thought beyond parental and oedipal structures, suggesting that sibling dynamics constitute an under-

theorised axis of fragmentation that intensifies the subject’s encounter with lack. 

Ultimately, this dissertation contends that neither To the Lighthouse nor The Bell Jar offers a resolution 

to fragmentation, nor do they seek to restore psychic wholeness. Instead, both texts gesture toward an 

ethics of the split subject—one that acknowledges incoherence as constitutive rather than curable. In 

refusing narrative closure or therapeutic redemption, Woolf and Plath align with Lacan’s assertion that 

the subject does not overcome lack but learns, unevenly and incompletely, to live within it. 

Fragmentation, in this sense, becomes not a failure of identity but its most truthful articulation. 

By situating modernist literature within a Lacanian framework, this study affirms that the fractured self 

is not merely a literary motif but a structural condition of subjectivity itself—one that continues to 

resonate within contemporary understandings of identity, gender, and psychic life. 
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