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SOME QUESTIONS AROUND SOCIAL IMAGINARY AND DISCOURSE ANALYSIS FOR CRITICAL RESEARCH
Ilana Mountian
Social Imaginary
The concept of social imaginary elaborated here draws on the notion of the imaginary from Lacan and some aspects of Castoriadis’ own formulation of social imaginary. Although Castoriadis’ Social Imaginary and the imaginary developed by Lacan differ in many senses, e.g. imaginary as signifiable, creation and autonomy (Elliott, 2002), the aim of the article is to draw on these two main theoretical frameworks to develop a reading of the social imaginary that allows an approach to research that takes into account elements usually hidden away.

The focus on social imaginary allows us a certain dynamic for the reading of texts, which can be seen as a useful approach to critical research (Mountian, 2005). Imaginary is understood here in a broad sense, in which aspects such as images, fantasies, illusions are seen as relevant to the constitution of subjectivity. These elements both constitute and are constituted by society. It is interesting to note that the notion of social imaginary as elaborated here connects with many aspects of discourse analysis, since discourse also includes images, texts, ideas and so on. However, the focus on discourse makes explicit a political position when it highlights power relationships. The relationship between discourse and social imaginary will be further explored with approaches to critical analysis. This interplay will be illustrated by highlighting some questions regarding social imaginary constructions of the drug user in contemporary discourses (Mountian, 2005, 2007). 

Imaginary in Psychoanalysis
The focus on the imaginary dimension in Jacques Lacan’s work brings forth the relation of the imaginary with the symbolic and the real dimensions, the understanding of mirror stage, and the notion of identification. The three dimensions elaborated by Lacan, the symbolic, the imaginary and the real, are central to his theory. These three dimensions are intermingled, and do not function as separate phenomena. Lacan borrows the phrase ‘symbolic function’ from Levi-Strauss, based on the idea “that the social world is structured by certain laws which regulate kinship relations and the exchange of gifts” (Evans, 1996:201). According to Lacan, the symbolic order refers to a linguistic dimension, since the basic form of exchange is communication (exchange of words, the gift of speech), therefore unthinkable outside language. However, language has to be thought taking into account the three dimensions: real, symbolic and imaginary.

“The unconscious is the discourse of the Other” (Lacan, 1989:214), is how Lacan refers to the Other within the symbolic order. Here Law (regulating desire - Oedipus), death and lack are in the symbolic order. The imaginary is related to the dual relations of ego and specular image while the symbolic consists of a triadic structure that includes the big Other, that is, the Law of Culture (Althusser, 1985). In this sense, the subject of psychoanalysis is intrinsically social, since the unconscious is constituted within the discourse of the Other. Within Lacanian topology the real is that which cannot be symbolised, it resists symbolisation. 

Lacan identifies how language provides access to the symbolic order, as it enables the subject to articulate desire at the same time that, as Parker (1997:187) points out, it “turns experience into something symbolically mediated and broken from that which it is supposed to express, that which vanishes into the unconscious as a fantasy space constituted at the very same moment”. Language is organised in the symbolic order constituting the unconscious. It determines subjectivity so that the entrance to the symbolic produces a split between conscious and unconscious. By contrast, the imaginary order produces a unified image that is at the same time sustained and sabotaged by language. This allows a number of different positions for the subject (Parker, 1997). 
The imaginary is related to illusion, to identification, narcissism, image, dual relationships, bringing forth the notions of wholeness and similarity. Yet the imaginary realm is structured by the symbolic. Hence in Lacanian theory, the signifier (basic units of language, related to structure, words, sounds, acts) is related to the symbolic, and the signified (effect of the signifier and signification) and signification (meaningfulness) are related to the imaginary. Therefore, it is not possible to approach the imaginary realm without taking into consideration the symbolic networks that structure it. My emphasis on the imaginary aims to focus on the aspects of identifications, images that are produced within this space of illusion, however at the same time, it does not exclude the symbolic and the real dimensions.

The imaginary develops through the mirror stage, not simply as a moment in the infant’s development (Lacan, 1991) but rather, it indicates aspects of the subject’s relation to her/his own image. The mirror stage is related to identification, to the changes that occur when the subject assumes an image (imago). The function of the mirror stage is related to the function of the imago, “which is to establish a relation between the organism and its reality - or, as they say, between the Innenwelt and the Unwelt” (Lacan, 1989:4). The Unwelt, this contour is given by the real.

This encounter with the body image locates what is part of the ego and what is not. The mirror phase is a turning point, for until approximately six months of age the child is said to experience the body not as a unity, but rather as fragmented experiences, images, fantasies that are not coordinated. The distinction between what is in the subject and what is outside is not clear. Lacan (1991) argues that this vision of the Gestalt of the human body as a whole is premature for the child, who has the illusion of mastery of the body. This is not related to the process of maturation, but to psychological mastery. This imaginary, (or anticipation), marks the subject in relation to his/her motor control and this dimension structures fantasy life, as an illusion of completeness is evoked. This stage is experienced as a temporal dialectic and projects the subject into history. 

“The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation and which manufactures for the subject, caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of fantasies that extends from a fragmented body image to a form of its totality that I shall call orthopaedic - and lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s entire mental development” (Lacan, 1989:4). 

Lacan (1989) points out that it is in facing the mirror that the ego (I) is precipitated. This form is conceptualised as the Ideal-I, being the source of identifications. By entering the imaginary level, the child recognises the image of the body, and generates a Gestalt of the body as a whole. This wholeness, however, is an illusion since this is only an image, that is, not what it really is. The ego is formed through this mis-representation. The child identifies with the Gestalt of the body and with the mother who reflects this to her/him, (mis)recognising the mother as a whole being, as her/himself. The idea of the self as a centre, independent from the social context originates, therefore, from the first imaginary relationship. This form of the body is given as a Gestalt, as exterior, being more “constituent than constituted” (Lacan, 1989:3). This Gestalt, Lacan (1989:2-3) points out, 

“Symbolises the mental permanence of the I, at the same time as it prefigures its alienating destination; it is still pregnant with the correspondences that unite the I with the statue in which man projects himself, with the phantoms that dominate him, or with the automaton in which, in an ambiguous relation, the world of his own making tends to find completion”.

At the mirror phase the mother is related to as an image, the Gestalt of the child him/herself. The child projects out an idealised image, which corresponds to the desire of the mother. Desire is, in this sense, the fantasy of the image of oneself in others; this provides the basis for the concept of narcissism. The identification with the mother in relation to desire is an important aspect, as identity is established within the dynamic of desiring and being desired, that is, within the dynamic of the desire for the desire of the Other. 

A further key point is that when the child enters the symbolic, gender relations are also mapped out, and the fantasies produced by the gaze contain sexed subjectivity in the unconscious imaginary level. Here there is: 

“an imaginary sense of position from which to experience the real. This imaginary mediation is compounded by the entry into language, into the symbolic order in which there is mediation not only of self-identity but also of the identity of others” (Parker, 1997:218-219). 

In this sense, the subject’s identification is related to the Other, and is not an individual developing outside the social. This idea is central to the understanding of the imaginary put forward in this paper. 

The key features to be drawn upon here are the illusion of completeness that marks the individual’s subjectivity and the inter-relationship between the desire of the Other and identification. Desire, fantasies, and illusions are fundamental to the constitution of subjectivity. 

Departing from these aspects to reflect on the question of drug use, it is possible to question how the imaginary of the drug user informs her/his identifications including gendered identifications and fantasies, and how these may inform forms of intoxication. For example, how does the imaginary of the drug user as immoral and inconsiderate inform her/his identification? Next I present further aspects of the notion of the imaginary emphasising the role of misrecognition, discourse and fantasy.

Society and Imaginary
From this account it is a claim that the subject of psychoanalysis is not conceived within a classic positivist frame, but rather is a subject constituted in language that is already social, through the relation with the ‘Other’. The subject, for Lacan, is a linguistic entity and a subject subordinated to the law of the symbolic, therefore, this conceptualisation breaks with conventional psychological ideas such as self and ego (Macey, 1995). In this way, it is interesting to note how Althusser utilises psychoanalysis by looking at ideological formations through the domains of the symbolic and the imaginary. The imaginary becomes the source of a theory of ideology (reflections, recognitions and misrecognitions), whereby interpellation provides a structure for an illusory mutual recognition (Macey 1995). As Žižek (1992:10) puts it: “the logic by means of which one (mis)recognises oneself as the addressee of ideological interpellation”. 

The social imaginary is therefore related to discourses, images, fantasies, and, as in the example of Althusser’s reading of psychoanalysis, ideology is already in play (Althusser, 1985), as well as misrecognition. Thus, it is important to point out that when I use the term ‘social’ in social imaginary the intention is not to provoke the separation between the individual and society. Rather the intention is to emphasise societal discourses of the subject, as a methodological device on the one hand, but on the other hand, to acknowledge and presuppose that the imaginary is social, not based on an epistemology that splits the realms of individual and society
. Indeed, this epistemological standpoint meets the notion of Dasein from Heidegger (1997), as being-in-the-world that is, historically constituted. “Historicality is a determining characteristic for Dasein in the very basis of its Being” (Heidegger, 1997:42).

For Castoriadis (1991:61),

“The individual is not, to begin with and in the main, anything other than society. The individual/society opposition, when its terms are taken rigorously, is a total fallacy. The opposition, the irreducible and unbreakable polarity, is that between psyche and society. Now the psyche is not the individual; the psyche becomes individual solely to the extent that it undergoes a process of socialisation (without which, moreover, neither it nor the body it animates would be able to survive an instant)”
. 

In this sense, the discussion by Žižek (1992) of Lacan’s analysis of “The Purloined Letter”, according to which the letter always arrives at its destination, brings some further insights. In relation to the performative process, Žižek points out the recognition of oneself as the addressee of the call of, for example, the ideological big Other (nation, democracy, party, God...), 

“I automatically misrecognise that it is this very act of recognition which makes me what I have recognised myself as - I don’t recognise myself in it because I’m its addressee, I become its addressee the moment I recognised myself in it. This is the reason why a letter always reaches its addressee: because one becomes its addressee when one is reached” (Žižek, 1992:12). 

Moreover Žižek (1992) highlights both the imaginary and the symbolic dimensions of ‘a letter always reaching its destination’ for even in their opposition they are closely linked. In the imaginary there is (mis)recognition, the letter arrives as the one who receives it recognises him/herself as the addressee. In the symbolic, it “comprises the concealed truth that emerges in the ‘blind spots’ and flaws of the imaginary circle” (p.18). And at the end they encounter the Real, i.e. ‘meeting one’s fate’, death and life. This example is important here, since it is related to the imaginary and the relation with the symbolic and the real. Transposing this to the concept of social imaginary it is possible to reflect on this double movement in terms of how the message that is sent is received: whereby the addressee becomes the addressee only when the message reaches them. Therefore, there are two main aspects of this concept in play here: this double movement and the understanding of the social imaginary as (mis)recognition, representation and fantasy. Thus, it is possible to ask: what is the message addressed to the drug user? What are the discourses in play? 

Rosa (1999) highlights the importance of looking at the social imaginary to understand the subjective constitution of the subject. Rosa argues that the discourse of the ‘Other’ that is relevant to the constitution of the subject is impregnated by the imaginary production of the social group, that is, it includes fantasies of the social group. For example Rosa (1998) discusses the effects of the social imaginary in street kids in which, beyond poverty, there is a social imaginary of delinquency. This highlights the relationship between culture and the formation of subjectivity. This example is relevant, since this approach seems to be close to the social imaginary that is developed here, that is, capturing ideas and fantasies around a specific phenomenon. In the case of the research that I am reflecting upon, it is possible to question: beyond the use of drugs, what are the social imaginary or social imaginary elements evoked? 

Rosa (1999, 2000) points out that the notion of social imaginary provides a means for understanding the formation of subjectivity, since the problematic of the subject related to the law, and the law in relation to the subject, is an effect of the way in which social ties (laços sociais) are structured. This is why it is important to look at the fantasies expressed by social groups. Focusing on the history and place occupied by the child, it is possible to argue that these places produce different discourses according also to other references, such as social location and gender. Addressing the importance of the imaginary, this passage from Roof (1996:104) seems suggestive:

“One difficulty in confronting Law (...) lies in being able to distinguish between the Law’s metaphorical appurtenances and its underlying structural function, since even our ideas of the Law are already Imaginary, i.e., gendered and metaphorical”. 

Hence this standpoint facilitates an investigation of how social fantasies, or imaginary, produce certain discourses. Two main aspects are emphasised here in relation to aspects of the social imaginary. First, investigating how possible identifications of the drug user within the imaginary can inform certain processes of intoxication. Second, the analysis of specific imaginaries related to drugs, drugs users and gender that are socially located and produce and reproduce ethical and moral values. What are the imaginaries of drugs, drug users and gender? What are the main discourses that operate around drugs and drug users?

Social Imaginary in Castoriadis
Here I focus on the social imaginary of Castoriadis, emphasising the imaginary as it relates to signification. Castoriadis (1991) develops the social imaginary in his philosophical inquiry, conceiving of history as creation, that is “the creation of total forms of human life” (p.84). This self-creation (self-institution) of society is the creation of the human world: things, reality, language, values, norms, that is, “the creation of the human individual in which the institution of society is massively embedded” (p.84). 

According to his analysis the social-historical is not created by nature or historical laws, as society is self created
. Castoriadis argues that the instituting society is what creates society and history as opposed to the instituted society. This instituting society is the social imaginary in the radical sense, or the radical imaginary. Castoriadis points out that what holds society together is its institutions, “the whole complex of its particular institutions”, or what he calls “the institution of a society as a whole” (1991:85). Institution, in this sense, comprises all the elements, such as language, values, procedures, how to deal with things and the individual itself and its differentiations, such as men and women, which are given by society. The social imaginary therefore, has a fundamental role in the instituting of society.

Castoriadis (1986) argues that history is impossible without the productive or creative imagination or what he calls the radical imaginary. The radical imaginary “deploys itself as society and as history: as the social-historical”. And it does so in two realms: the instituting and the instituted. “The institution is an originary creation of the social-historical field - of the collective-anonymous - transcending, as form (eidos), any possible ‘production’ of individuals or of subjectivity” (p.143). 

Or as Castoriadis emphasises in a later paper: “society, as always already instituted, is self-creation and capacity for self-alteration” (Castoriadis, 1991:145). It is within this standpoint that Castoriadis posits the radical imaginary as instituting. The social imaginary of the instituting society is the social-historical dimension of the radical imaginary. “It is the work of the radical imaginary as instituting, which brings itself into being as instituted society as a given, and each time specified, social imaginary”. Nevertheless, this is not a static formulation, as Castoriadis (1998:184) points out, “it is because there is radical imaginary that there is institution: and there can be no radical imaginary except to the extent that it is instituted”. 

It is important to highlight the social imaginary in terms of signification, as Castoriadis (1998:183) argues: 

“The social imaginary is not the creation of images in society; it is not the fact that one paints the walls of towns. A fundamental creation of the social imaginary, the gods or rules of behaviour are neither visible nor even audible but signifiable”. 

This assertion is fundamental to the understanding of the social imaginary that is developed here, where the focus is on signification. However, as Castoriadis (1997:11) argues, significations can be pointed to but not determinate. They are related one to another through indefinite referral. Taking the example of drug use, this formulation allows the interrogation of the significations of drugs, drug users and how gender, class and race configure here, questioning how these meanings and significations are given, instituted, and at the same time, how they are instituting, how they produce significations.

Furthermore, Castoriadis (1997) uses the term imaginary because significations are not only ‘rational’ or ‘real’ references (i.e. they do not correspond to or are not exhausted by), but they are located through a creation. And it is social because they only exist if they are shared in the anonymous and collective, and are instituted. In the imaginary realm, existence is signification. 

This formulation differs from Lacan’s imaginary as pointed out by Elliott (2002:154):

“As Castoriadis (1987) writes: The imaginary does not come from the image in the mirror or from the gaze of the other. Instead, the “mirror” itself and its possibility, and the other as mirror, are the works of the imaginary, which is creation ex nihilo. Those who speak of the “imaginary,” understanding by this the “specular,” the reflection of the “fictive,” do no more than repeat, usually without realizing it, the affirmation which has for all time chained them to the underground of the famous cave: it is necessary that this world be an image of something”. 

Elliott also points out how the radical imaginary provides a reading of the subject in a more active position. Elliott (2002:155) posits:

“With respect to the specular traps generated by the imaginary, for example, the focus of much Lacanian social theory has been on the ubiquity of ideological illusion. The nuances vary somewhat from Althusser’s (1984) interpellated subject or cultural dope through to Žižek’s (1989) preideological subject of lack; in most crucial respects, however, these formulations imply a passive conception of subjectivity. By contrast, Castoriadis’s theory of radical imagination offers a more differentiated view of the subject’s imaginary capacities for self-representation and reflection, particularly as these capacities extend to issues of social domination on the one hand and resistance and autonomy on the other”
. 

Although these differences are taken into account, it is on specific aspects of both approaches that the social imaginary as an analytical framework is developed here. Before I point out further reflections on the social imaginary, I provide some aspects of Castoriadis’ reading of the social imaginary significations.

It is elucidating to highlight that Castoriadis (1997) calls the web of meaning the ‘magma’ of social imaginary significations. The institution of society embodies, carries and animates this web. He points out that notions such as God, polis, citizen, nation, commodity, money, taboo, virtue, sin, liberty, justice are examples of social imaginary significations. Gender clearly figures among these as it is given by society “beyond sheer anatomical or biological definitions, man, woman, and child are what they are by virtue of the social imaginary significations which make them that” (p.7). The ‘magma’ (the term used in this formulation) are (an indefinite number of) sets, but are not reducible to them. They cannot be reconstituted ‘analytically’, as social ‘order’ and they cannot be reduced to mathematical or biological notions of order. 

In this way Castoriadis (1991: 85) argues that “to understand a society means, first and foremost, to penetrate or reappropriate the social imaginary significations which hold this society together. Is this at all possible?” he asks. Castoriadis gives two accounts that seem relevant here. First, that most of the people cannot understand a ‘foreign’ society, “the cognitive closure of the institution” (p.85). Second, that some people, in a very specific condition (social, historical and personal) can understand something. This is due to a kind of ‘potential universality’: 

“Contrary to inherited commonplaces, the root of this universality is not human “rationality” - … - but creative imagination as the core component of nontrivial thinking. Whatever has been imagined strongly enough to shape behaviour, speech or objects can, in principle, be reimagined - … - by somebody else” (p. 85). 

The main argument put forward here is on the inevitable work of interpretation, imagination, in the encounter with others. This is the same question posed by and within any research. Is it possible to understand meanings and significations? Here I account for some aspects of the social imaginary (significations) of drugs and drug users and, at the same time, the account produced here involves interpretation, imagination, and in interpreting it also produces meaning. This process is inevitable, although it is not acknowledged in mainstream research. In this sense, the feminist standpoint of situated knowledge (Haraway, 1996) and focus on power in research (Burman 1998, Oakley 1981, Stanley and Wise 1990, Foucault 1998, Harding 1996) are fundamental elements to be taken into account in the research process.

Hence, as a research framework, the focus on the social imaginary is on the analysis of images, discourses that produce and reproduce meanings and significations. Also crucially an analysis of power structures which participate in their creation has to be considered. In this way, it is fundamental to look at historical and social contexts as well as the individual accounts of drug use to grasp some aspects of the social imaginary of drugs.
Discourse Analysis
In a sense, the social imaginary as a framework for critical research developed here shares many aspects in common with discourse analysis. Here I present some aspects of discourse analysis and propose a debate between these two analytical frameworks, reflecting on the intersection of both approaches to critical research. 


Discourse analysis is not a method or a device in itself, but rather it is seen here as an analytical framework that highlights the importance of discourse in the production (and reproduction) of society. Using discourse analysis as methodology immediately implies taking into account a historical perspective and discourse as meaning production. As discourses are historically situated, referring to present and past objects, events and practices.

In looking at discourses the aim is to underline the ways in which discourses produce and reproduce meaning. “Discourses do not simply describe the social world, but categorise it, they bring phenomena into sight” (Parker, 1992:4). 

Foucault provides a theory of the social and its changes, and offers a critical approach to the effects of theory by conceiving theory as a form of discourse. Discourse analysis focuses on the “different ways of structuring areas of knowledge and social practice” (Fairclough, 1992:3), for example the medical discourse is the dominant discourse of health care. 

Discourses have different manifestations, they reflect, represent, construct and constitute social relationships (constituting key entities and positioning them in different ways). Hence, they are related to social practices, to society and its institutions. A historical perspective in this sense refers to historical events as contingent. As Kendall and Wickham (1999:5) point out, “the emergence of that event was not necessary, but was one possible result of a whole series of complex relations between other events”.

In relation to methods derived from discourse analysis, Kendall and Wickham (1999) suggest some features such as: description of regularities and differences, being non-interpretative, concentrating on statements and visibilities, and being non-anthropological. Parker (2002:7) emphasises that the objective of discourse analysis is not to uncover inner states of mind and processes, but rather, it looks as how discourses are constituted, that is, how these processes and states of mind are formed in discourse. For this, a deconstructionist approach is required, taking into account power dynamics. As Parker (2002:6) points out: 

“What appears to be fixed and privileged at one moment can be shown at the next, through a deconstructive reversal, to be dependent on other notions that it tries to dominate or exclude. Deconstruction sometimes works rather like a dialectical reading of texts, exploring contradictions and focusing upon subordinate terms”. 

Discourse analysis looks at the way that concepts operate in practice. This approach provides a space for critical work since it provides the scope to look at language and power relationships, identifying dominant discourses. In this sense, this allows asking such questions as: what are the prevalent discourses on drugs? What are the roles of certain discourses? How do they function? What does the signifier ‘drug’ or ‘drug user’ evoke?

It is relevant to highlight the notions of discourse, text and power employed in this approach of discourse analysis. Discourse does not refer only to speech, but also to the construction of knowledge and social practices (Foucault, 1973). Discourses are constitutive and constituting of structures of knowledge and social practices. In this sense, they are always in transformation, although some discursive formations appear as closed systems (Kendal and Wickham, 1999). Discourses refer to meanings and significations, to the mechanisms and structures that produce knowledge (power). A focus on discourses aims at the analysis of these fundamental structures.

Discourses are “sets of meanings which constitute objects, or are forms of ‘representational practice’” (Woolgar, 1988:93 in Parker, 1992:8), practices which constitute the objects of which they speak. Discourses are productive and performative. Therefore, representations, metaphors, images, and so on state aspects about reality, and it is in this way that discourse is thought of as “any regulated system of statements” (Henriques et al, 1994:105). As in the notion of social imaginary developed here, discourse analysis understands images, ideas and fantasies as relevant to the constitution of subjectivity.

In this sense, it is important to keep in mind that meanings of discourse are not confined to one author or set of intentions. Discourse analysis does not look for something behind the text rather it shows how language is constituted independently of one’s intention. As Burman (2003:5) points out: “the purpose of discourse work is not to focus on individuals but rather the cultural frameworks of meaning that they reproduce”. This is an important aspect for a critical analysis, especially for interpretation of interviews, where the aim is not to find an author’s (or speaker’s) meaning, but rather to analyse what is being spoken within broader discursive structures. In the example of drug use, the aim is to look at the diverse and often contradictory meanings of drugs according to their cultural location. 
Power, according to Foucault (1998:92) is “condition of possibility, or in any case the viewpoint which permits one to understand its exercise”. Power and knowledge in discourse are joined together. Discourse is therefore “a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor stable” (Foucault, 1998:100). In this way, discourses are not to be read as solely between dominant and dominated discourses, but rather as Foucault (1998) points out, “as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies” (p. 100). The work here is to read this distribution, identifying the variants, including what can be said and what cannot be said, what is expected and what is forbidden, depending on who is speaking, his/her power position and the institutional context. Discourses are not only at the service of power or against it, but rather “discourses can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy” (Foucault, 1998:100). 

Furthermore, Foucault (1998) points out that at the same time that discourses communicate and produce power they expose it or make it vulnerable. In this sense, “silence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions; but they are also loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas of tolerance” (p.100). Thus discourse includes also what is censored, what is silenced. As Butler (1997:133) highlights in relation to censorship: “censorship seeks to produce subjects according to explicit and implicit norms, and the production of the subject has everything to do with the regulation of speech”.
These aspects indicate an important perspective for research, in the example taken, the analysis of discourses of drugs and gender requires an elaboration of power relationships. As Campbell (2000:34) points out: 

“The assumptions and images that compose the governing mentalities also structure the apparatus of knowledge production. Illicit drug policy is a prime arena for working out a conceptual framework to link knowledge production, cultural configuration, and the material effects of policy”.

Thus, discourse analysis provides the means to look at discourses taking into account power relations in discourse, requiring a deconstructionist approach of the phenomenon and locating it in its social and historical contexts.
Discussion 
Here I further discuss the notion of social imaginary and discourse analysis for critical research; and I provide some examples of this approach drawing on previous research on drugs and gender (2005, 2007).

As previously pointed out discourse analysis looks at structures of power in discourse. Hence, looking at texts which include images, ideas and so on are integral to this reading, as it is possible to consider that “there is nothing outside the text” (Derrida, 1976:158 in Parker, 1992:7). These could also be seen as aspects of the social imaginary as elaborated by Castoriadis, or more precisely as social imaginary significations. However, a focus on discourse analysis makes explicit the power relations in discourse. So what is the importance of the concept of social imaginary?

The social imaginary elaborated here makes explicit the per-formative character of discourse, and it provides a rather fluid approach of social imaginary elements around specific objects. These elements are constituted in discourse. 

The social imaginary developed here is established as constituting of subjectivity. It narrates the metaphor of the mirror stage (Lacan, 1989) and its connection to the symbolic and real dimensions. Thus, the subject is essentially social, and the gestalt of the image is founded on an illusion of completeness. Here dreams, ideas, fantasy, image, discourse, are taken as constitutive of subjectivity. This makes explicit the multitude of discourse within its performative character. 

The social imaginary as an analytical framework for research allows to look at structures and signification in their fluid and subtle character, taking into account the performative character and interpretation (imagination) for the reading of the text. While discourse analysis allows us to deconstruct power relationships, focusing on aspects of imbalance of power in relations, being an important framework for critical research. Combining these approaches, i.e. from a discursive analytic approach to highlight some social imaginaries aspects, we could ask: what are the discourses of the social imaginaries of drugs and drug use?

From previous research on gender and drug use (Mountian, 2005, 2007), for example, there were some discourses that were prominent in relation to women’s drug use, and these were primarily related to women’s sexuality, where the gaze was seen as a sexualised gaze (Mountian, 2005). Within this, beyond the use of drugs, what are the social imaginary of women’s drug use? There are a range of aspects to consider in relation to discourses on drug use, but focusing for example in the reading of the visibility and invisibility of drug users (domestic use of drugs), discourses around women were seen as oscillating between the invisible woman (e.g. taking alcohol at home, use of tranquilisers) seen as dependent, as a passive victim of drugs, related to images of women as “proper” ladies”, motherhood, and so on (Ettorre, 1989); and the visible woman (who take drugs overtly), seen as ‘polluted women’, rejecting femininity, evoking the sexualised discourse of ‘prostitution’, ‘sexual availability’ or ‘lesbianism’ (aggressiveness) (Mountian, 2005, Campbell, 2000, Finkelstein, 1996). These discourses are seen here as constituting the social imaginary (or social imaginaries) around women and drug use.

Conclusion
The objective of this article was to set up a debate on the social imaginary as an analytical tool for research and to further discuss it in relation to discourse analysis. Discourse analysis was seen here as a key approach for critical research, as it provides the means for a reading of power in discourse and structural power. Thus, these analytical frameworks were seen in intersection.

In this paper I have developed the social imaginary based on Lacan’s imaginary dimension and the social imaginary of Castoriadis. Although there are differences in these approaches, the focus was on the performative and formative character of the imaginary, on constituting elements of subjectivity, and on the social imaginary in terms of signification.

The social imaginary as an approach to research was seen in relation to discourse analysis, where I have pointed out some possible intersections and how both can be used (simultaneously) for critical research. 

These conceptual frameworks were developed and illustrated by interrogations around drugs and drug users, and finally asking: “what are the discourses of social imaginaries of drugs and drug users?”

As previously pointed out, for example, drawing on previous research (2005, 2007) it was seen that western discourses on drugs and addiction were related to dependency, uncontrollability and madness (Young, 1971). Discourses not atypically addressed to women (Engel 1997, Ussher 1998). In the analysis of social stereotypical roles of women, it was seen that the domestic gender role is still seen as crucial, for example in discourses around motherhood (Ettorre, 1989). The invisible use of drugs was seen around discourses of the “proper lady” (motherhood) (Ettorre, 1989). While, by contrast, the visible use of drugs were seen embedded in discourses around the fallen woman or aggressive women (not a proper lady) (Campbell 2000, Finkelstein 1996, Kohn 1992), highlighting the sexualised gaze around women. These provide a contrast between the proper lady (invisible use of drugs) and the fallen woman (public woman) and the aggressive woman (lesbians) (visible use of drugs). These discourses were seen as constituting the social imaginary elements of women and drugs. These social imaginary elements of gender and drugs are crucial to be considered in the practices of drug use and differences in gender for treatment and prevention.

This discussion brings forth elements to further debate approaches to critical research. It is paramount to critical research to take into account key structural elements in discourse (e.g. gender, race, class) and to consider them in relation to the production of subjectivity, seen here as aspects of the social imaginary. The aim of this debate was to highlight the importance of these structural elements and how they operate in discourse. The emphasis was on their performative and formative character, and how these elements can be read as elements of the social imaginary (subjectivity). These have to be seen as socially and historically located, constituted and at the same time constituting.
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� So for example, in research, when the subject talks about her/himself, this points to three main approaches: the ideas of the subject about her/himself; societal ideas about the subject; and in a broader sense, it is related to societal values, the moral and ethical values that are historically and socially located, produced and reproduced in discourse.


� However, Castoriadis (1991) argues that it is a mistake to conceptualise that society produces individuals, who in turn produce society. “Society is the work of the instituting imaginary. The individuals are made by the instituted society, at the same time as they make and remake it. The two mutually irreducible poles are the radical instituting imaginary - the field of social-historical creation - on the one hand, the singular psyche, on the other” (p. 145-146).





� Creation refers to “the positing of a new eidos” (p.84). 


� It is important to point out that in this formulation, the real is not accounted for, whereby it could be seen as a dimension where the subject is not conceptualise as passive, but rather the real can be seen as a space of creation.
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