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Imagination and Displacement: Gao Jialin’s Identity
Anxiety in Life from the Perspective of Mirror
Theory

Zhou Zishan

Abstract: Taking Lacan’s mirror theory as its framework, this paper explores Gao Jialin’s identity anxiety
and the causes of his tragedy in Life. Against the realistic background of the urban-rural dual structure, Gao
Jialin attempts to transcend his rural identity and become a true urbanite, yet his self-identification falls into
the tension between the misrecognition of the “Imaginary” and the discipline of the “Symbolic.” His identity
is not only dependent on the gaze of the Other but is also profoundly shaped by the “big Other”—that is, urban
cultural norms and social order. In this process, Gao Jialin gains self-esteem in the rural space through Qiaozhen’s
dependence, while in the urban space he seeks a perfect partner through Huang Yaping’s intellectual qualities;
the dissonance in emotion ultimately leads to the tragedy of love. In addition, Gao Jialin’s cultural taste does not
truly grant him a stable social status; under the constraints of the urban-rural social structure, it ultimately leads
to the fragmentation of identity. Gao Jialin’s tragedy originates not only from the predicament of personal choice
but is also an inevitable product of the ossification of the urban-rural social structure. Based on a psychoanalytic
perspective, this paper analyzes Gao Jialin's psychological mechanisms and the process of identity construction,
and further explores the predicament of individual destiny under the urban-rural binary opposition and possible
paths of breakthrough.
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