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“Just a Single Mirror Separates Us from the Other Side”: 
Lacanian Constructs of Self and Meaning  

in Sputnik Sweetheart
BY IAN WILKINS

There is a passage early in Sputnik Sweetheart (2001) by Haruki Murakami, an 
exchange in which two of the main characters (Sumire and K, the narrator) come 
very close to pulling out what is at the heart of this complex and enigmatic novel:

“Not too long ago I had a million things to write about. What in the 
world’s happening to me?”
“You’re asking me?” 
Sumire nodded.
I took a sip of my cold beer and gathered my thoughts. “I think right 
now it’s like you’re positioning yourself in a new fictional framework. 
You’re preoccupied with that, so there’s no need to put your feelings 
into writing. Besides, you’re too busy to.”
“Do you do that? Put yourself inside a fictional framework?”
“I think most people live in a fiction. I’m no exception.” (Murakami 62)

The invocation here of the idea of a ‘fictional framework’ in which people 
position themselves contains powerful resonances of the Lacanian “dehiscence” 
(“Mirror Stage” 505), a psychological split which positions one’s metacognitive 
version of self as something apart from the essential, unaffected being, thereby 
“situat[ing] the agency of the ego . . . in a fictional direction” (“Mirror Stage” 
503). This split, then, as a natural characteristic of humanity, means that within 
each human psyche there exists an interstitial dissonance, an irreconcilable 
space which becomes manifest most directly in the individual’s struggle to define 
himself. Each of the three main characters in the novel has a direct encounter 
with this split, and an examination of the ways in which this factors into their 
inner, psychological lives, as well as their interpersonal relationships, can be 
fruitful in applying the theory put forth in Lacan’s seminal “Mirror Stage” essay 
to a work of literature.

Miu’s doppelganger vision on the Swiss Ferris wheel is perhaps the text’s 
most direct attempt at metaphorically accessing and embodying the split. Her 
background is established in such a way as to give her no emotional anchor points, 
rendering her fundamentally destabilized in a palpable way. She is Korean by 
nationality, yet she grew up in Japan, and it is suggested that this holds potential 
for racial ‘othering’ (Murakami 104). She was a highly-trained, highly-skilled 
classical pianist; yet, when she was young and traveling for music, “her father 
fell ill, and Miu shut the lid of her piano and returned to Japan. Never to touch a 
keyboard again” (Murakami 48). All of these elements of her background work 
as oppositional juxtapositions (individual versus society, passion versus duty, 
etc.), symbolically echoing the Lacanian assertion that man “must resolve as I his 
discordance with his own reality” (“Mirror Stage” 503). Thus, Miu is well-situated 
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to experience what is a boldly metaphoric manifestation of the Lacanian split. In 
a surreal moment, Miu witnesses a libidinally-open version of herself having an 
unrestrained sexual encounter with a man, whom she has become distrustful 
of while regularly encountering him in the small Swiss village where she is 
staying, despite no real evidence of any malicious intent on his part (144-156). 
Although it is complicated and dangerous to try to draw any cause-and-effect-
type conclusions from this situation, it does seem that there is a relationship 
between the “alienating destination” (“Mirror Stage” 504) of the ‘I’ at one end 
of the Lacanian split, and the split between Miu’s rigid concept of self at the time 
of the Ferris wheel incident—that is, a burgeoning top-level pianist, and nothing 
else—and the lack of restraint she beholds in her doppelganger. Her inability 
to fully accept or connect with that version of herself is a trauma that destroys 
whatever ability she has to access her emotions overnight, symbolically turning 
her hair white, showing “the assumption of the armour of an alienating identity, 
which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s entire mental development” 
(Lacan “Mirror Stage” 506). From this point forward, Miu is a shell of her former 
self. She marries, but there is no love or sex. And, of course, she is unable to 
reciprocate Sumire’s passionate feelings for her.

It is important to consider, in parsing out the metaphor of Miu’s split, a 
key passage in which she traces the thread of dissonance in her past. Through 
Sumire’s writing, Miu talks about how she developed the rigid sense of ‘I’ by way 
of her racial ‘otherness,’ putting all of her designs about who she is—Lacan’s 
“Ideal-I”—into her future as a pianist. As she pursued this future, however, 
she travelled, witnessed other pianists having greater success than she, and 
experienced the fact that, perhaps, she was not as good as she had originally 
thought. This realization attacks the core of her “Ideal-I,” and is crucial in setting 
her up for her psychological breakdown in Switzerland. By the time Sumire 
enters her life, years later, Miu is so characterized by the “alienating identity, ” 
as Lacan termed it, that she believes “it’s pointless to think about” the traumatic 
occurrence or any of its implications (Murakami 47). Only after much prodding 
does she tell Sumire about everything, and with an interesting level of self-
awareness, suggests that “what happened . . . may well have been something 
[she] created [herself]” (Murakami 160). Despite this self-awareness, Miu cannot 
alter anything about her lack of passion, and her coldness is fully reaffirmed in 
the end.

Sumire is so lost in the process of trying to narrativize herself that she 
doesn’t quite know how to handle it when she discovers her intense sexual 
desire for Miu. At a loss, Sumire does her best to give herself up to it, a plan that 
is doomed to failure by Miu’s inability to return the sexual attention in any way. 
Sumire is probably the most psychologically and emotionally open character 
in the novel, never holding quite so tightly to an ‘Ideal-I’ as either Miu or K, 
never fully adopting an “alienating identity” (Lacan “Mirror Stage” 506). While 
Murakami allows that this might suggest something about Sumire’s potential 
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for self-reconciliation, he simultaneously rips it away; the fact that “in the end 
[they] never found out what happened to Sumire” seems to reassert both the 
inevitably and the irreconcilability of the Lacanian split (173).

Openness can also create vulnerability, and Sumire is an easily manipulated 
character. This suggests that there is something more to her openness than the 
sort of free-spiritedness that she tries to access through the works of Kerouac 
(5). The one piece of identity to which she does cling is her desire to be a great 
writer, and so the two pieces of her writing which are laid out in the novel (as 
Chapters 11 and 12) must have significance for gaining an understanding of her 
character. The piece titled “SUMIRE’S DREAM” brings back into the text a facet 
of Sumire’s background which, while referenced earlier, was done so in a passing 
way—that is, her mother (138). Her father, with his statuesquely handsome 
looks, “like a rococo cameo” (19), seems a living stand-in for “the statue in which 
man projects himself” (Lacan “Mirror Stage” 504). This is juxtaposed in the novel 
with the statues of Miu’s father, in Korea, and the statue of the hero (who was 
publicly executed via skewer) on the Greek island, creating a metaphoric web 
of reference to the illusoriness of the ideal. However, as apparently ideal as her 
father is, he is unable to help Sumire reconcile the loss of her mother at the age 
of two. “He never talked about his feelings” (10), and gives Sumire nothing of any 
substance about her mother, who remains an unrealized symbol of womanhood, 
appearing in the dream, about which she writes, as the possessor of “a critical 
piece of information Sumire desperately needs in order to live” (138). As hard as 
Sumire pursues her mother in the dream, she inevitably fails to touch or hear her, 
as “her mother is yanked into the darkness . . . and vanishes” (139). Thus, in an 
example of the Lacanian assertion that the “Mirror Stage” split “manifests itself 
in dreams” (“Mirror Stage” 506), Sumire remains psychologically unreconciled. 
A deeper psychoanalytic exploration of the possibility of Miu’s position as a 
substitute mother-figure for Sumire seems appropriate, given the circumstances; 
Sumire’s inability to reach her mother in the dream mirrors her inability to access 
Miu’s sexual self. And the relationship between Miu’s statue-ized father and 
Sumire’s statuesque father, juxtaposed against the sordid reality of the hero 
behind the statue on the Greek island, suggest that the parent-child relationship 
is a deep source of conflict that the two women share.

K is the narrator of the novel, which means that what is presented as 
‘the story’ is filtered through his perception. The fact that he appears to be 
convinced, in the early parts of the novel, that he has a certain level of control 
over his understanding of self, enriches his role as a narrator in interesting ways. 
He seeks to fulfill his libidinal needs by having sex with various women, but these 
women do not fit into his ‘Ideal-I,’ so he allows his obsession with Sumire, who 
will never love him in such a physical way, to simply be pushed back into his psyche 
somewhere. He is a manipulator, especially of himself, placing all of his faith in 
the “agency of the ego” (Lacan “Mirror Stage” 503), believing that the more 
he knows about “the objective reality of things outside [himself]” (Murakami 
55), the more he will be able to understand himself. This is a “constructed . . . 
viewpoint” which redirects attention from the Lacanian split within himself to 
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an idea that there is some sort of external objective reality, over which he has 
no control, that holds the key to inner reconciliation (Murakami 55). This allows 
him to use the women in his life to play out his own inner conflict in a passive-
aggressive way, always in a failed attempt at a reconciliation of the split, while 
comprehending it as something outside of his control. This is passive-aggressive 
precisely because of the fact that it is wholly within his control, not only the 
specifics of his actions, but (more importantly) the ways in which he narrativizes 
it all for his own purposes.

His trip to the Greek island, in search of Sumire, opens up an awareness of 
the split which he has previously been unable to comprehend. His middle-of-the-
night walk to the top of the hill where he believes he has heard music playing, 
only to discover that he is fully alone, is the culmination of a journey which 
does just enough to defamiliarize him from his surroundings, thereby removing 
the external reality to which he normally anchors himself. The loss of Sumire 
as part of this external reality is of the utmost importance here. Murakami 
attempts to present this in a way which, while possibly a bit over-ambitious in its 
experimentalism, certainly gets across to the reader the idea that K’s perception 
of his existence is being fundamentally altered, “as if a voodoo magician had 
put a spell on [him], blowing [his] transient life into this lump of clay” (170). His 
sensory awareness—again, indicative of a reliance on an external focus which is 
failing him—is altered, those elements by which he makes sense of his self and 
world shifting and flexing in destabilizing ways. As he says, “[m]y hand was no 
longer my hand, my legs no longer my legs . . . Time reversed itself, looped back, 
collapsed, reordered itself” (Murakami 170). The Lacanian concept of “situational 
apperception” (“Mirror Stage” 502) is symbolically manifested in this passage, as 
K is forced to encounter the irreconcilability of the split, as well as the inability of 
his subjective, ego-driven mechanisms to contend with it.

One of the defining aspects of K’s character is his personal history as a 
relentless consumer of books. As a child, he read “one novel after another” as 
a way to retreat from what he didn’t like about his world (Murakami 56). And 
an overwhelming portion of his relationship with Sumire is based on a shared 
preoccupation with literature and writing. Thus appears an interesting paradox 
in the way literature and writing are presented in the text. While Sumire writes 
“to figure out who [she is],” literature acts for both her and K as something 
onto which they can displace their existential anxieties, thereby acting as a sort 
of barrier in their relationship, never allowing for a deeper level of intimacy 
(Murakami 132). This paradox is is further revealed when K says that they 
“never got tired of talking, never ran out of topics—novels, the world, scenery, 
language”; yet, despite the fact that none of these “topics” has anything to do 
with inner reconciliation or love, he asserts that their “conversations were more 
open and intimate than any lovers’” (58). K’s concept of openness and intimacy 
appears to be remarkably superficial. What distinctions is Murakami making 
here about what literature and writing are, and what they are not? Are the acts 
of writing and reading being positioned as both potentially productive and 
potentially harmful to one’s psychological development? 
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Taking these questions into account, it is logical that we take a step back 
and look at the novel as the work of literature that it is. And, because literature 
is, by its very nature, a subjectively produced representation of some aspect of 
the human experience, and therefore is necessarily located somewhere within 
the vortex of impulses and narratives in that irreconcilable space of the Lacanian 
split, it carries its own implications. The role of literature and writing in the 
novel is ever-present, especially through the character Sumire. The dialogue 
referenced earlier is initiated by Sumire’s feeling that she has reached a null point 
in her writing; this is deeply problematic for her, because her entire concept of 
self is referential to the literature she incessantly devours, and is wrapped up in 
the desire to be a great writer. 

The fictional orientation of the “agency of the ego” as the link between the 
desire to write and the desire to bridge the gap of the Lacanian split is apparent. 
More opaque is the take-away. Murakami puts these assertions about human 
psychology into the mix, but the novel is so dense with metaphor, so intent on 
blurring lines “between what [is] real and what only seem[s] real” (123), and 
repeatedly presents the question of whether this is all an “illogical dream—or 
uncertain wakefulness” (84), that it is difficult to draw a direct line of meaning 
through the text. Or, perhaps, this is exactly the point.

Lacan asserts that humanity’s “realm of truth is in fact the word . . . [; the] 
whole experience must find in the word alone its instrument, its framework, its 
material, and even the static of its uncertainties” (“Letter” 113). That is, the only 
tool capable of making meaning is language, and so language, literature—the 
word—is not simply a reflection of the experience, or of the Lacanian split; it 
is, in fact, the active field in which this all plays out. Thus, writing is inseparable 
from psychology, and (as in the above dialogue) the “fictional framework” is an 
attempt to imbue the human experience with meaning via language—whether 
on a piece of paper or in the mind (Murakami 62).

The novel remains unresolved in so many seemingly important ways: Sumire 
disappears and is never found, Miu and K never reconnect with each other 
once they return to Japan, and, in the end, we are left wondering what exactly 
happened. This lack of resolution is a textual embodiment of the irreconcilability 
of the Lacanian split. In structuring the novel this way, Murakami seems to 
challenge the reader to consider whether any meaning contrived through a 
mechanism such as plot (for example, a nicely-resolved story, which leaves no 
questions unanswered) can possibly be relevant to the human experience. While 
mass-market entertainment providers understand the escapist satisfaction of 
false resolution (think ‘Hollywood ending’), there is always the point at which 
we must put the book down or emerge from the darkness of the theater into the 
uncertain light of reality.

So, if understanding the relationship between language and the space 
between the fictionalized self (the “Ideal-I,” as Lacan puts it) and the essential, 
libidinal self is the key to unlocking the mysteries of Sputnik Sweetheart, then we 
must focus on the ways in which language is used within the text. And there is no 
more prevalent thread that could be here referenced than the use of metaphor. 
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From the significance of the title itself, to the Ferris wheel doppelganger vision, 
to the Greek Island with a uniquely multifaceted history, the novel is loaded 
and layered with complex metaphors, none of which encourage a simple “this-
means-this” analysis; the reason for using the metaphors is that whatever aspect 
of the human experience they are meant to convey is something that cannot be 
reduced to simple terms.

As Lacan asserts, “metaphor occurs at the precise point at which sense 
comes out of non-sense” (“Letter” 126-7). When we look at the totality of the 
metaphors in the novel, something begins to take shape. It is not, as mentioned 
earlier, something which can be easily reduced or uttered; there seems to be no 
good answer to the passing question, “Oh, what is that book about?” Neither 
is there a good, simple answer to the question, “What is the meaning of life?” 
In “Mirror Stage,” Lacan writes “that the total form of the body by which the 
subject anticipates in a mirage the maturation of his power is given to him only 
as Gestalt, that is to say, in an exteriority in which this form is certainly more 
constituent than constituted” (503). The structural homology between the 
Gestalt of the projected self and the novel’s multifarious, metaphor-rich form 
is a productive concept. In both cases, the desire for meaning can only be 
addressed by the subject shaping the parts in a particular way—a way which, 
no doubt, aims (at whatever level of consciousness) to reconcile some aspect 
of the fundamentally disintegrated nature of the whole—in order to extract a 
coherent sense of that which is ‘supposed’ to be intended.

Amidst his sensory breakdown on the hill of the Greek island, K says that 
“sharp images—just the images alone—passed down dark corridors, like 
jellyfish, like souls adrift. But [he] steeled [himself] not to look at them. If [he] 
acknowledged them, even a little, they would envelop themselves in meaning” 
(170-1). This is one example of the places in the novel in which the relationship 
between existence and meaning is brought to the fore. Early in the novel, 
the question of “what’s the difference between a sign and a symbol?” (28) is 
presented by Miu to Sumire, then becoming a topic of discussion between Sumire 
and K. And late in the novel, as Sumire (or perhaps K’s dreamed Sumire) tells K 
that she is calling him from “an interchangeable, totally semiotic telephone box 
. . . everything’s just too semiotic” (209). There is no question that Murakami 
intends to play with meaning making, language, and experience. 

This is exactly why there can be no single take-away from the novel. 
Murakami’s point is that, because life and experience exist in our minds as 
Gestalt, we are always, inevitably, the ones who give meaning to it all. And 
the impulses and drives, contained within that interstitial dissonance of the 
Lacanian split, which compel any writer to make meaning via the creation of 
text, are the same impulses and drives, albeit adjusted to suit any individual’s 
psyche, which will compel any reader to make his or her own meaning on the 
consumption end of the textual transaction. Murakami’s avoidance of an easily 
comprehended resolution, within each of the characters, as well as in the novel’s 
overall narrative, is a way of forcing the reader to recognize the meaning making 
that occurs.
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