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Chapter 28: Phallus at the Center: A Critical
Examination of Lacanian Psychoanalysis and the
Exclusion of the Vagina as a Symbol of Power
THE BIBLE OF MALE INFERIORITY

Jacques Lacan, often regarded as the "French Freud," is one of the most influential figures in 20th-century

psychoanalysis. His work profoundly reshaped psychoanalytic theory by focusing on the relationship between

language, the unconscious, and human subjectivity. Lacan’s contributions extended beyond traditional

psychoanalysis, merging insights from structuralism, linguistics, and philosophy, making him a key figure in

the intellectual landscape of the time.

One of Lacan’s most notable—and controversial—contributions was his decision to place the phallus at the

center of his theories. For Lacan, the phallus was not merely a biological organ, but a symbol representing

power, authority, and the structuring principle of human desire. He used this symbol to explore how individuals

construct their identities through language, social norms, and the symbolic order. This symbolic importance of

the phallus played a crucial role in shaping psychoanalytic discourse, offering a framework for understanding

gender dynamics, identity formation, and desire.

However, Lacan's focus on the phallus raises a critical question: Why does the phallus, rather than the vagina,

hold central significance in Lacanian theory? If Lacan’s goal was to move beyond biological determinism and

explore how symbols structure human experience, why did he choose the phallus as the primary symbol of

desire and power? This article seeks to explore the implications of this choice and consider whether it reflects

deeper cultural biases or a reinforcement of male-centered perspectives within psychoanalysis.

The Symbolic Order and the Phallus

At the core of Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory is the concept of the symbolic order—a realm that

represents the network of language, laws, and social norms governing human interactions. For Lacan, human

beings are deeply embedded in this symbolic order, which shapes their identities, relationships, and desires.

This order is crucial because it provides the structures by which individuals make sense of the world,

mediating their experiences through language and shared cultural symbols.

The symbolic order is contrasted with two other key realms in Lacanian theory: the real (what exists beyond

representation, including trauma and the unattainable) and the imaginary (the realm of images and the ego’s

formation). While the imaginary is tied to how individuals perceive themselves, the symbolic represents the

social frameworks that individuals must navigate, such as family dynamics, legal structures, and cultural
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norms.

At the heart of the symbolic order lies the phallus—a crucial symbol that represents power, authority, and

desire. Importantly, in Lacanian theory, the phallus is not about the biological male organ but a symbol of the

organizing principle of human desire. It serves as a signifier of what individuals lack or seek to obtain, thus

becoming a central element in the construction of human subjectivity.

Lacan chose the phallus as a key figure because it is associated with the societal structures of power and

control. It functions as a signifier of authority—something that both men and women relate to in terms of

desire and the pursuit of fulfillment. In this sense, the phallus symbolizes not only what is desired but also what

is missing or absent, reinforcing the idea that human desire is based on an unattainable sense of completion or

wholeness.

By focusing on the phallus as a symbolic rather than a biological entity, Lacan highlighted the influence of

cultural and linguistic structures on human psychology. The phallus operates as a mediator within the symbolic

order, regulating how individuals relate to others, how they experience authority, and how they construct their

identities through desire.

The prominence of the phallus in Lacanian theory reflects how deeply intertwined human desire is with the

structures of power and social norms. It emphasizes that our identities and experiences of desire are not purely

personal but shaped by external symbols and cultural frameworks. However, this focus on the phallus also

raises the question of why this particular symbol—so closely tied to male anatomy—holds such a central

position in the symbolic order, rather than a more inclusive symbol, such as the vagina.

Desire, Lack, and the Phallus

One of the central tenets of Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory is the notion that human desire is fundamentally

shaped by a sense of lack. For Lacan, lack is an inherent part of being human: individuals are never fully

whole, and this incompleteness drives them to seek fulfillment in external objects, relationships, or

achievements. This constant pursuit of something that is missing becomes the source of human desire, fueling

much of our behavior, motivations, and emotional life.

The phallus, in Lacanian theory, serves as the primary symbol of this lack. However, the phallus is not a literal,

biological organ but a symbolic representation of what is missing—something unattainable that structures

desire. The phallus represents the object of desire, the thing individuals believe will bring them the wholeness

they lack, even though it is always elusive. Lacan referred to this as the "objet petit a" (object-cause of desire),

which remains forever out of reach, driving individuals into an endless cycle of desire and unfulfillment.
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Both men and women are subject to this dynamic. The phallus symbolizes an absence, a void that must be

filled, and both genders are implicated in the structure of desire shaped by this lack. In this framework, men

are not positioned as possessing the phallus but rather as lacking it as well—because the phallus is always an

idealized, symbolic entity that no one can fully embody or possess. For women, the lack of the phallus plays

into how societal norms and language shape their experiences of desire, often relegating them to positions of

lack or absence within patriarchal frameworks. Both genders, therefore, are defined by their relationship to

this elusive symbol.

However, by placing the phallus at the center of this theory, Lacan invites critical questions about the

implications of focusing so heavily on this male-associated symbol. While he claims that the phallus is symbolic

and not tied to biological anatomy, its very association with male sexual organs raises concerns about

reinforcing male-centric models of power and desire. This emphasis might perpetuate the idea that men are

closer to the seat of power and authority while women, positioned as lacking the phallus, are relegated to the

margins.

This focus on the phallus as the defining symbol of desire arguably reflects deeper cultural and historical

biases, where patriarchal systems of power have long privileged male authority and centered men as the norm.

Lacan’s symbolic phallus reinforces these patterns by suggesting that the key to understanding desire is rooted

in a concept tied to male anatomy, even symbolically. The question remains: why not the vagina as the symbolic

center of desire, or some other symbol that could represent a more inclusive or relational form of human

connection?

By focusing solely on the phallus, Lacan’s theory risks leaving unexamined the potential for alternative symbols

of desire and power that do not reinforce traditional gender hierarchies. A focus on the phallus alone limits the

exploration of how desire might be shaped through other cultural, relational, or even bodily experiences

beyond male-centered frameworks.

The Construction of Gender Identities

Lacan’s focus on the phallus plays a central role in his theory of gender identity formation, deeply influencing

the psychoanalytic understanding of how individuals come to understand themselves as male or female within

society. Lacan contended that gender identity is not biologically determined but constructed through the

symbolic order—the realm of language, culture, and social norms. In this process of identity formation, the

phallus becomes a crucial symbol that mediates the relationship between individuals and the larger structures

of power and authority.

Lacan believed that gender identities are shaped by one's relation to the phallus. For men, the phallus

represents a signifier of power and completeness, even though they too are subject to a sense of lack. Men are
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socialized to desire the phallus as an emblem of authority, positioning themselves as its potential “bearers”

within the symbolic order. Women, on the other hand, are positioned as lacking the phallus and are thus

defined by their relationship to this absence, placing them in a symbolic position of "otherness." For both men

and women, the phallus becomes the organizing principle around which their identities and desires are

constructed, shaping how they relate to power, authority, and social norms.

This focus on the phallus as the structuring principle of gender identity invites questions about how it may

reinforce patriarchal views of gender. In Lacanian theory, gender difference is primarily understood through

the lens of lack—men strive to assert their relationship to the phallus, while women are defined by their

exclusion from it. This binary structure closely mirrors traditional patriarchal systems, where men are often

positioned as active subjects and holders of power, while women are rendered passive or lacking.

Moreover, Lacan’s theory risks reifying the gender hierarchy that it seeks to analyze. The emphasis on the

phallus as the symbol of authority ties power to a symbol associated with male anatomy, even if only

symbolically. This association could be seen as reinforcing the notion that power is inherently tied to maleness,

while femaleness remains associated with absence or subordination. By grounding gender identity in the

phallus, Lacan’s theory may unintentionally perpetuate the very patriarchal structures that it critiques,

reinforcing male superiority and positioning women as lesser within the symbolic order.

The question arises: Does Lacan’s phallocentric framework enforce patriarchal views of gender? While Lacan

aimed to challenge biological determinism by shifting the focus from anatomy to symbolic structures, the

choice to center the phallus still reflects a traditional gendered view of power. The symbolic exclusion of

women from the phallus reinforces the historical marginalization of women within patriarchal society, where

power, authority, and autonomy are often associated with maleness.

Additionally, by framing women’s desires in relation to the lack of the phallus, Lacanian psychoanalysis risks

reinforcing the notion that women’s desires are inherently defined by their absence of something—a concept

that mirrors broader cultural narratives of female inadequacy and dependence on male authority. Such a

framework overlooks the potential for understanding female identity and desire on their own terms, separate

from the phallus, and risks reducing women’s experiences to a reflection of male-centered norms.

In sum, Lacan’s focus on the phallus as the structuring principle of gender identity perpetuates a framework

that mirrors patriarchal power dynamics. By positioning the phallus as the central symbol of desire and

identity, Lacanian theory may unintentionally reinforce the gender hierarchies that it aims to critique, leaving

open the question of whether alternative symbols or structures might better capture the complexity of gender

and power in human experience.

Lacan’s Critique of Freud and Biological Determinism
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Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic framework is, in many ways, an extension and reinterpretation of Sigmund

Freud’s foundational theories. However, one of Lacan’s key innovations is his critique of Freud’s biological

determinism, especially regarding the phallus and gender. While Freud famously posited that much of human

psychology is driven by biological factors, particularly through concepts like the Oedipus complex and penis

envy, Lacan sought to move beyond these anatomical interpretations by emphasizing the role of language and

symbolic structures in shaping human experience.

Freud’s original theories of sexuality and gender relied heavily on biological differences between men and

women. For example, the concept of penis envy suggested that women experienced a sense of inferiority due to

their lack of a penis, while the Oedipus complex framed male sexual development as centered on the desire for

the mother and rivalry with the father. These ideas were rooted in the belief that anatomical

differences—specifically the possession or absence of the penis—directly shaped psychological development

and social positioning.

Lacan, however, argued that the key to understanding human psychology and gender identity lies not in the

physical body itself, but in the symbolic order—the realm of language, culture, and social norms that structures

human experience. In his view, the phallus is not a biological object but a symbolic signifier of power,

authority, and desire within this symbolic order. Lacan thus moved away from Freud’s biological determinism

by insisting that human psychology is constructed through language and symbolic representations, not purely

anatomical realities.

In Lacan’s reinterpretation of the Oedipus complex, for example, the focus shifts from the literal penis to the

symbolic phallus, which operates as a marker of lack and desire for both men and women. This shift highlights

Lacan’s attempt to critique Freud’s reduction of psychological development to physical differences, suggesting

instead that our identities and desires are shaped by our relationship to symbolic structures. By placing the

phallus at the center of his theory, Lacan attempted to show that it is not biological organs themselves that

hold power, but the way in which those organs are represented and understood within the symbolic order.

However, despite this critique of biological determinism, Lacan’s theory still centers the phallus as the primary

symbol of power and desire, which remains closely associated with male anatomy. Even though the phallus is,

for Lacan, a symbolic entity rather than a literal organ, the fact that it is derived from the male organ raises

questions about whether Lacan truly moves beyond Freud’s male-centered framework. By choosing the phallus

as the central symbol in psychoanalysis, Lacan reinforces a phallocentric worldview, where power and

authority are tied to a symbol that has historical and cultural associations with masculinity.

Lacan’s critique of Freud’s biological determinism is thus complex and, to some extent, paradoxical. On the one

hand, Lacan succeeds in shifting the focus from the biological to the symbolic, offering a more nuanced view of
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how gender and desire are constructed through language and culture. On the other hand, by centering the

phallus as the primary symbolic representation of power, Lacan still upholds a system in which male-coded

symbols dominate the psychoanalytic landscape. This raises critical questions about whether Lacan fully

escapes the limitations of Freud’s biological determinism or simply recasts those limitations in a symbolic

framework that continues to privilege maleness.

In conclusion, while Lacan critiques Freud’s biological determinism by emphasizing symbolic structures, he

still reinforces a system that privileges the male organ—albeit in symbolic form—as a marker of power and

authority. This move both advances and limits the potential for a truly non-biological understanding of gender,

leaving room for debate over whether Lacanian theory represents a genuine break from Freudian determinism

or a reconfiguration of it.

Why Not the Vagina? A Feminist Critique

Lacan’s choice to center the phallus as the primary symbolic marker of power, desire, and identity has invited

considerable critique, particularly from feminist scholars who question the exclusion of the vagina as a symbol

within his psychoanalytic framework. This critical question—why the phallus and not the vagina?—opens up an

important conversation about the gendered assumptions embedded in Lacanian theory and its implications for

understanding power, identity, and desire.

In Lacan’s theory, the phallus is not a literal organ but a symbolic representation of authority, structuring the

relationships between individuals and the symbolic order. However, feminist theorists argue that the emphasis

on the phallus reflects a broader androcentric bias, where male-centered symbols dominate cultural, social,

and psychological structures. The vagina, in contrast, is largely absent from Lacan’s symbolic landscape,

reinforcing the idea that power and desire are male-coded, while female sexuality is framed through lack or

absence.

Feminist Critiques of Lacanian Phallocentrism

Feminist critiques of Lacan often center on his reliance on phallocentrism, the idea that the phallus is the

primary symbol through which identity and desire are organized. Lacan’s theory positions women as “lacking”

the phallus, thereby positioning their desires and identities as structured around absence rather than presence.

This framework, feminists argue, reinforces patriarchal power structures by aligning authority, agency, and

desire with male-coded symbols while marginalizing female experiences.

Prominent feminist thinkers such as Luce Irigaray have criticized Lacan’s focus on the phallus, arguing that it

marginalizes female sexuality and reinforces a gender hierarchy that positions women as subordinate to men.

Irigaray, for example, has pointed out that Lacan’s emphasis on the phallus as the symbol of power and desire
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excludes the possibility of understanding female sexuality and desire on its own terms. Instead, female identity

is defined solely in relation to male-centered structures, leaving women trapped in a symbolic order that denies

them autonomous agency.

The Exclusion of the Vagina and Alternative Symbols

The exclusion of the vagina as a symbol of power, desire, or generativity in Lacan’s theory is emblematic of a

broader historical pattern in which female bodies and experiences are marginalized in favor of male-centered

narratives. If the phallus can serve as a symbolic representation of power and desire, feminists ask, why can’t

the vagina occupy a similar place within the symbolic order?

The vagina, from a feminist perspective, could serve as a powerful symbol of generative power. Unlike the

phallus, which is often associated with authority, aggression, and competition, the vagina can symbolize

creation, relationality, and interdependence—qualities that challenge the hierarchical structures often

associated with phallic power. A feminist reinterpretation of psychoanalysis might look to the vagina as a

symbol of life-giving capacity, embodying not lack, but a fullness and generativity that can offer alternative

ways of thinking about power and desire.

In her work, Irigaray proposes a vision of female subjectivity that moves beyond the phallocentric structures of

Lacanian psychoanalysis. She emphasizes the multiplicity of female desire and the complexity of female bodies,

suggesting that psychoanalysis should incorporate symbols that reflect the fluidity and relational nature of

women’s experiences, rather than reducing them to lack or absence. Irigaray’s critique opens the door to a

rethinking of desire that is not tied to the phallus but is instead based on more inclusive and expansive

understandings of gender and sexuality.

Rethinking Desire Beyond Lacan’s Framework

The exclusion of the vagina in Lacanian theory reflects a broader limitation in how psychoanalysis has

historically conceptualized gender, power, and desire. Feminist critiques argue that focusing exclusively on the

phallus not only reinforces male superiority but also forecloses the possibility of reimagining human

relationships in ways that do not rely on hierarchical, male-centered symbols.

A rethinking of desire beyond Lacan’s phallocentric framework could lead to new ways of understanding

human psychology that are more equitable and gender-inclusive. By incorporating symbols like the vagina,

psychoanalysis could open itself to more relational, non-hierarchical modes of thinking about power and

identity. For example, instead of viewing desire as structured around lack, a feminist psychoanalytic theory

might focus on connection, mutuality, and interdependence as key elements of human desire and identity.
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In conclusion, the feminist critique of Lacan’s phallocentrism raises critical questions about why the vagina, a

symbol with its own generative power and meaning, is excluded from the psychoanalytic framework. By

privileging the phallus, Lacanian theory reinforces patriarchal understandings of gender and desire that align

power with male-coded symbols. Feminist scholars, however, offer alternative visions in which the vagina—and

other symbols that reflect female experiences—could play a central role in reshaping psychoanalysis and

moving beyond the limitations of phallocentric thought.

Male Inferiority and the Phallus

In considering Lacan’s decision to place the phallus at the center of his psychoanalytic theory, it is important to

explore whether this emphasis is influenced by deeper underlying concerns related to male inferiority or

anxiety. Lacan, like Freud before him, builds much of his theoretical framework around the phallus, elevating it

to a position of symbolic authority and power. However, one could argue that this focus on the phallus may

reveal more about male vulnerability than it does about actual power.

The Phallus as Compensation for Male Anxiety

Freud's exploration of castration anxiety, the fear that boys experience upon realizing that women do not have

penises, provides a backdrop for understanding the phallocentrism in Lacanian theory. Lacan’s emphasis on

the phallus, then, could be interpreted as an attempt to compensate for the vulnerability that men feel in

relation to their own bodies and identities. By elevating the phallus to a symbolic representation of power,

authority, and completeness, Lacan may be engaging in a form of psychological compensation, projecting an

image of strength and dominance to mask the underlying fragility.

From this perspective, the phallus operates as a kind of security blanket for the male psyche, a means of

asserting control in the face of an existential lack. The notion that human desire is structured around lack plays

a significant role in Lacan’s theory, but the specific choice to center the phallus as the primary symbol of this

dynamic suggests a gendered dimension. Men, faced with their own fears of inadequacy or inferiority, might

rely on the symbolic importance of the phallus to construct an image of themselves as dominant, authoritative,

and complete.

Male Vulnerability and Gender Dynamics

If we consider the phallus as a symbolic compensation for male inferiority, we can see how it relates to broader

gender dynamics. In many patriarchal societies, men’s power and authority are often asserted in ways that

seem disproportionate or compensatory, as if to cover up deeper feelings of vulnerability. The symbolic

elevation of the phallus can be seen as a cultural reflection of this, where the physical and symbolic power of

men is emphasized to such an extent that it conceals the underlying anxieties associated with gender identity.
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Lacan’s theory of the symbolic order, where the phallus plays a central role in structuring language, law, and

desire, may reflect a system that reinforces patriarchal power structures. These structures rely on maintaining

the illusion of male dominance, which, in turn, keeps male vulnerability and fragility hidden. In this sense, the

phallus as a symbol is not just about authority or desire but also about masking male inferiority by creating a

cultural system in which men appear to hold all the power.

The Phallus and Patriarchal Power

One could argue that the symbolic elevation of the phallus within psychoanalysis is a response to an underlying

male inferiority complex, wherein men, aware of their own physical and emotional vulnerabilities, seek to

construct an image of themselves as omnipotent. The emphasis on the phallus allows for the reinforcement of

patriarchal power, ensuring that male dominance remains intact, even though it may be built on a foundation

of insecurity.

By centralizing the phallus, Lacan, perhaps unconsciously, perpetuates the idea that men need a symbol of

power and desire to validate their existence. Feminist critiques of Lacan have pointed out that this emphasis on

the phallus not only excludes female experiences but also reflects a deeper psychological need to compensate

for the very vulnerabilities that men attempt to hide.

Male Inferiority and the Marginalization of Female Symbols.

In this context, it becomes clearer why the vagina is not given symbolic prominence in Lacanian theory. To

acknowledge the vagina as a symbol of generativity, power, or desire would be to challenge the carefully

constructed edifice of male superiority that the phallus represents. Acknowledging female sexual power and

autonomy would expose the fragility of the phallic symbol, threatening the patriarchal structures that have

been built around it.

Thus, Lacan’s focus on the phallus may be seen as an attempt to stabilize male identity by suppressing the

symbolic potential of female sexuality. This suppression reflects broader patterns in patriarchal societies,

where female bodies and symbols are often marginalized in order to protect the myth of male superiority. By

relegating the vagina to a position of absence or lack, Lacanian theory ensures that the phallus remains the

central organizing principle of desire and identity, reinforcing a system of power that masks male inferiority.

Conclusion:

In this chapter, we have critically examined the central role of the phallus in Lacanian psychoanalysis and its

influence on the understanding of desire, identity, and gender. Lacan’s symbolic order places the phallus at the

core of human experience, representing authority, power, and the structuring principle of desire. While Lacan

moved away from biological determinism, his emphasis on the phallus remains a reflection of traditional
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patriarchal structures that privilege male symbols of power.

However, feminist critiques, as explored throughout this chapter, highlight the exclusion of the vagina as a

symbolic counterpart, reinforcing male dominance and marginalizing female experiences. Importantly, we

argue that the phallocentric focus in Lacan’s work may be compensating for deeper male anxieties and

vulnerabilities—what can be understood as a form of "male inferiority." By centering the phallus, Lacanian

theory projects an image of male dominance, while concealing the fragile foundations of that power. This

dynamic mirrors broader patterns in patriarchal societies, where male superiority often serves to obscure

deep-seated insecurities.

By revisiting the symbolic significance of the phallus and questioning its centrality, we open up the possibility

of integrating alternative symbols, such as the vagina, that reflect a more inclusive understanding of gender,

power, and desire. Such an integration would not only challenge patriarchal assumptions but also expose the

psychological and cultural mechanisms that reinforce male inferiority, thereby offering a pathway to more

equitable and expansive frameworks for understanding human identity and relationships.


