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For nobody and nothing

One of the most deplorable aspects of the postmodern era and its
so-called ‘thought’ is the return of the religious dimension in all
its different guises: from Christian and other fundamentalisms,
through the multitude of New Age spiritualisms, up to the
emerging religious sensitivity within deconstructionism itself (so-
called ‘post-secular’ thought). How is a Marxist, by definition a
‘fighting materialist’ (Lenin), to counter this massive onslaught of
obscurantism? The obvious answer seems to be not only fero-
clously to attack these tendencies, but mercilessly to denounce

the remainders of the religious legacy within Marxism itself.
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Against the old liberal slander which draws on the parallel
between the Christian and Marxist ‘Messianic’ notion of history
as the process of the final deliverance of the faithful (the notori-
ous ‘Communist-parties-are-secularized-religious-sects’ theme),
should one not emphasize how this holds only for ossified ‘dog-
matic’ Marxism, not for its authentic liberating kernel?
Following Alain Badiou’s path-breaking book on Saint Paul,’
our premiss here is exactly the opposite one: instead of adopting
such a defensive stance, allowing the enemy to define the terrain
of the struggle, what one should do is to reverse the strategy by
Sfully endorsing what one is accused of: yes, there is a direct lineage
from Christianity to Marxism; yes, Christianity and Marxism
should fight on the same side of the barricade against the
onslaught of new spiritualisms — the authentic Christian legacy is
much too precious to be left to the fundamentalist freaks.

Even those who acknowledge this direct lineage from
Christianity to Marxism, however, usually fetishize the early
‘authentic’ followers of Christ against the Church'’s institutional-
ization’ epitomized by the name of Saint Paul: yes to Churist’s
‘original authentic message’, no to its transformation into the body
of teaching that legitimizes the Church as a social institution.
What these followers of the maxim ,uumm to Christ, no to Saint
Paul’ (who, as Nietzsche claimed, in effect invented Christianity)
do is strictly parallel to the stance of those ‘humanist Marxists’
from the mid-twentieth century whose maxim was ‘yes to the
early anthentic Marx, no to his Leninist ossification’. And in both
defence of the authentic’ is the

most @mwmu%osm mode of its Tmﬂnmu\& %mé 15 no Christ outside Saint

i

cases, one should insist that such a

be mmmﬂomowm& directly, bypassing Lemmn.
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1 Giving Up the Balkan Ghost

Perhaps the best way of encapsulating the gist of an epoch is to
focus not on the explicit features that define its social and ideo-
logical edifices but on the disavowed ghosts that haunt it,
fx

none the less persist, continue to exert their elficacy. Coming from

mexistent entities which

mﬁ.mm_nm ,wbgméamm%mﬁmﬁo.h_.mmp
Slovenia, p part of ex-Yugoslavia, I seem to be predestined to
speak about such ghosts today: is not one of the main clichés
about the Balkans that they are the part of Europe which is
haunted by the notorious ‘ghosts of the past’, forgetting nothing
and learning nothing, still fighting centuries-old battles, while
the rest of Europe is engaged in a rapid process of globalization?
Here, however, we encounter the first paradox of the Balkans: it
seems as if the Balkans themselves had, in the eyes of Europe, the
peculiar status of a ghost that haunts it — are not the post-
Yugoslav Balkans, this vortex of (self-)destructive ethnic
passions, the exact opposite, almost a kind of photographic neg-
ative, of the tolerant coexistence of ethnic communities, a kind of
multiculturalist dream turned into a nightmare? Does not the
very indeterminate and shifting geographic delimitation of the
Balkans indicate their spectral status? It seems as if there is no
definitive answer to the question “Where do the Balkans
begin?’ — the Balkans are always somewhere else, a little bit more
towards the southeast. .

For the Serbs, they begin down there, in Kosovo or in Bosnia,
and they defend the Christian civilization against this Europe's
Other; for the Croats, they begin in orthodox, despotic and
Byzantine Serbia, against which Croatia safeguards Western

democratic values; for Slovenes they begin in Croatia, and we are
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the last bulwark of the peaceful Mitteleuropa; for many ltalians
and Austrians they begin in Slovenia, the Western outpost of
the Slavic hordes; for many Germans, Austria itself, because of
its historical links, is already tainted with Balkan corruption and
inefficiency; for many North Germans, Bavaria, with its Catholic
provincial flair, is not free of a Balkan contamination; many arro-
gant Frenchmen associate Germany itself with an Eastern
Balkan brutality entirely foreign to French finesse; and this brings
us to the last link in this chain: to some conservative British
opponents of the Huropean Union, for whom — implicitly, at
least — the whole of continental Europe functions today as a new
version of the Balkan Turkish Empire, with Brussels as the new
Istanbul, a voracious despotic centre which threatens British
freedom and sovereignty. . . .2 Is not this identification of conti-
nental Europe itself with the Balkans, its barbaran Other, the
secret truth of the entire movement of the displaced delimitation
between the two?

This enigmatic multiple displacement of the frontier clearly
demonstrates that in the case of the Balkans we are dealing not
with real geography but with an imaginary cartography which
projects on to the real landscape its own shadowy, often dis-
avowed, ideological antagonisms, just as Freud claimed that the
localization of the hysteric’s conversion symptoms project on to
the physical body the map of another, imaginary anatomy.
However, it is not only that the Balkans serve as Eurgpe’s ghost, the
persistent remainder of its own disavowed past; the further —
perhaps even more important — point to be made is that pre-
cisely in so far as ‘the Balkans' function as such a spectral entity,
reference to them enables us to discern, in a kind of spectral
analysis, the different modes of today’s racism. First, there is the

a1
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old-fashioned unabashed rejection of the Ammmm tic, wmwrmﬁmn‘

gt m s

OQWD&ON‘ zﬂmwﬁb‘ corrupt, OE@R& . w&wﬂmﬂ Other on behalf

of authentic Qy\mﬁmwb‘ Cﬁrmmm mm_doowmﬂo‘ Ovﬁmimz .. )

valies. Then there is reflexive’ wuow_ﬁomzu\ Correct racism: the

multiculturalist perception of the Balkans as the t 32.&5 ‘of ethnic

et ot o Pt o Rt T e L

horrors and ntolerance, of @Esﬁﬂa& irrational Qmﬂﬂmﬁ mm,mmﬂoum_

to be opposed to the post-nation-state rmumwmw-&mgonﬂmﬁo process

of solving conflicts mgwocm.& rational wmmoﬁwﬁomr compromise and

955& ammmmoﬁ “Here racism is, as it were, &maﬁﬁmm to the second

moéﬂ. wﬁ is m:nmucwm& to ﬁwm Oﬁrmﬂ érmm we oooﬂ@% ﬁrm con-

<m:woa ﬁoﬂﬁow Om a ﬁmﬂﬁn& TQESL@E owmmﬂsﬁ .Emrﬁmo:m@

the w.m:nmb Onrmn as E \&5 boﬂon Om mmnwm S&? in noﬁam‘mﬁ wo

inhibited, anaemic Western Wﬁwommwmmm‘ still exhibit a mwompmuomm

wcmw mm.m..Em _this last form of racism plays a crucial role in the
success of Emir Kusturica's films in the West.

The example of Kusturica also enables us to identify another
feature of the Western perception of the Balkans: the logic of dis-
placed racism.® Since the Balkans are geographically part of
Europe, populated by white people, racist clichés which nobody

today, in our - Politically Correct times, would dare to apply to

KDQE or Asian people can be freely attributed to Balkan people:

ﬁorSnﬁL m:.ﬂmmumm in the Balkans are compared to ridiculous

operetta wmoﬁm“ Ommzmmmoﬁ was Mnmmmbwmm as the OOSwmawOmmﬂ%
reincarnation of Count Dracula. . . . Furthermore, it is as if,
within the Balkan area itself, wmoﬁubwm is most exposed to this dis-
placed racism, since it is closest to Western Furope: when, in an
interview about his film Underground, Kusturica dismissed the

Slovenes as a nation of Austrian grooms, nobody even reacted to
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the open racism of this statement — it was OK, since an ‘anthen-
tic' exotic artist from the less developed part of ex-Yugoslavia
was attacking the most developed part of it. . The Balkans con-

stifute a k&&& of mﬁ%&g with wmhai fo 8@2@ &m m&mgxw 3&&3\&?&3

is allvwed fo act out m,wm\.\umﬁ w%wm:m& FECLSH. Armﬂog lies the main
. — e

ideological Tesson of ‘the Balkans” when- theori: sts like k?aro:%

Oammm.wm or Ulrich wmormmmnm contemporary “society as a ‘risk

society .nrmwmﬂmﬁmm& by ‘global ﬂoﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁw .mrm n&wﬂmmom to ‘the

Balkans’ mmoém us mc wcmw_mammw mrma. mﬂmwu\wwm W% @o:\wﬂmm oﬂﬁ

roﬁr ﬁommuw §Q§ :qm_ \ 15 mwaﬁux.m

This Muibmm us to another key feature of this reflected racism:
‘¢ revolves around the distinction between cultural contempt
towards the Other and downright racism. Usually, racism is con-
sidered the stronger, more radical version of cultural contempt:
we are dealing with racism when simple contempt for the other’s
culture is elevated into the notion that the other ethnic group is -
for inherent (biological or cultural) reasons — inferior to our own.
Today’s ‘reflected’ racism, however, 1s mm_.m&cﬁrmmu\ able to artic-

ulate itself in terms of direct respect for the other’s oc:Em was not

the ‘official argument for apartheid in n the old Sou imtbmm._ow that

black culture should be wnmmmgm& in its ﬁﬁﬁﬁmﬁmmm‘ not dissi-
mmnm& wn the ﬁ\mmﬁﬁs Em:ubm -pot? Donot éven today's European

racsts, like Le Pen, mﬁﬁmﬂmmﬁm how what they ask for is only the
same right to cultural identity as Africans and others demand for
themselves? It is too easy to dismiss such arguments with the
claim that here, respect for the other is simply ‘hypocritical: the
mechanism at work is, rather, that of the disavowal characteris-
tic of the fetishistic split: ‘I know very well that the Other’s
culture is worthy of the same respect as my own nevertheless .

[1 despise them passionately].’
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The mechanisms of this reflexive racism are clearly discernible
even in today’s popular culture for example, in The Phantom
Menace, George Lucas’s long-awaited prequel to the Star Wars
wﬁmo@\. The usual leftist critical point that the multitude of exotic
alien (extra-human) species in Star Wars represents, in code, inter-
human ethnic differences, reducing them to the level of common
racist stereotypes (the evil merchants of the greedy Trade
Federation are a clear caricature of ant-like Chinese merchants),

somehow misses the point: these references to ethnic clichés are

not a cipher to be mmsmqm&mm through an arduous theoretical

msmqm_m, wr@u\ are mpwmn&u\ alluded to, their &msﬂmnmwo: is, as it

‘émﬂmk part Om mum  game. H,E.nrmsﬁoﬁw_ the two members of the

underwater Naboo people, the comic Jar Jar and the pompously
bossy ruler of the Gungans, rather obviously refer to the cari-
catural way in which classic Hollywood represented the
non-European (non-white) figures of servant and master: Jar
Jar is a good-hearted, charmingly ridiculous, cowardly prattling
childish servant (like the proverbial Mexican who prattles and
makes nervous comments all the time), while the ruler also dis-
plays the ridiculously pompous false dignity of the non-European
master (again, like the Mexican local warlords in old Hollywood
movies, with their exaggerated sense of pride and dignity); what
is crucial here is that both figures are not played by real actors,

but are pure digital creations — as such, they ¢ do not merely refer

to orormm. Fﬁrmﬂ ﬁ&maw are directly presented, mﬁmmmm as n&?ﬁm

_mnwﬁw the “nﬂm@ﬂrm Om a true personality: the grimaces ol their
almost infinitely plastic faces give immediate and direct expres-
sion to their innermost attitudes and feelings (anger, fear, lust,
pride), making them totally transparent.
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The more general point to be made here is the Hegelian lesson
that global reflexivization/mediatization Nmamg.wﬁ its own brutal immedi~
acy, whose figure was best captured by Etienne Balibar’s notion
of excessive, non-functional cruelty as a feature of contemporary
life:? a cruelty whose figures range from ‘fundamentalist’ racist
and/or religious slaughter to the ‘senseless’ outbursts of violence
by adolescents and the homeless in our megalopolises, a violence
one is tempted to call [d-Fuil, a violence grounded in no utilitar-

jan or ideological cause. All the talk about foreigners stealing

work from us, or about the &:dm: ﬁrm.% represent to our d,\mmwmn:

values, should not deceive us: on closer examination, it soon

becomes clear that :Em talld mﬂosawmm a rather mcmmﬁrow& second-

ary meOﬁmerSos “The answer we :EE&&% ‘obtain from a

skinhead 15 _Ur..&n it makes him .mm& moom to Tmm; up momaﬁmbmﬂm‘ that

their presence mrwg.lum “him.
indeed 14-Tvil, that is, w\ﬁw m.udo:&.m& and Eoﬁaﬁﬁom J\ ﬁro Eom.\n
mwmaoamg imbalance in the relationship between the H\mo and

TWhat we mﬁooﬁﬁmﬁ. rﬁ,m is

aq&an:&h Wu\ ‘the tension between mﬁmmvﬁﬁm “and the foreign body
‘ol jouissance at ‘the very heart of it. Td-Ewil thus mwmmmm the most
mﬂmambﬁﬁu\ ‘short circuit’ in the subject’s ‘velationship to the pri-
mordially %rn.m_?m1 “object-cause of his desire: what ‘bothers’ us in
the oﬁrmw (Jew, hﬁwm:mmw. Alrican, Turk) is that he mm@mmﬁm to
enjoy a m:ﬁwmmmm wmwmﬁonmrw@ to the object — ﬁrm omwmw either
ﬁOmmmmmnw the owwmnﬁ anﬂmﬁw? rwﬁﬁm mmﬁowmi it win&\ md:» us

(which is .ér.% we &ou t Wmdm 5 or poses a ﬁ?,m&r wo oE. mowmom,
sion of the object. &

‘What one should propose here is the Hegelian ‘infinite judge-
ment’ that asserts the speculative identity of these ‘useless’ and
‘excessive’ outbursts of violent immediacy, which display nothing

but a pure and naked (‘non-sublimated’) hatred of Otherness,
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with the global reflexivization of society; perhaps the ultimate
example of this coincidence is the fate of psychoanalytic inter-
pretation. Today, the formations of the Unconscious (from
dreams to hysterical symptoms) have definitely lost their inno-
cence, and are thoroughly reflexivized: the free associations’ of a
typical educated analysand consist for the most part of attempts
to provide a psychoanalytic explanation for their disturbances, so
that one is quite justified in saying that we bave not only

Jungian, Kleinian, Lacanian . . . interpretations of symptoms,

but m.Mximwoam which themselves are Jungian, wﬁmrﬁmb.

_,LmOmEm: - STOmm wmhﬁ% E@o?mm zﬁmro: wmwmmmsﬁum to some

HmmmﬁSNmﬂos of 1 ﬂamd@wmﬂﬁ_on Am<m0iz=m becomes interpreta-
tion; the Unconscious interprets itself) is that the analyst’s
interpretation itself loses its performative ‘symbolic efficiency’,
leaving the symptom intact in the immediacy of its idiotic
.\Qmmahhhﬁﬂmﬁm-

What happens in psychoanalytic treatment is strictly homolo-
gous to the response of the neo-Nazi skinhead who, when he is
really pressed for the reasons for his violence, suddenly starts to
talk bke social workers, socioclogists and social psychologists,
quoting diminished social mobility, rising insecurity, the disinte-
gration of paternal authoriy, lack of maternal love in his early

childhood — the umity of mnmomnm and its inherent ideological

legitimization disintegrates into raw violénce and its impotent,

inefficient interpretation. T. his impotence of interpretation is also

one of ﬁfm necessary ,ov%mnmmm of the :m?ﬂ.mmﬁmm& ﬁmmmwwﬁg

TmLm& T% EmW -society theorists: it is as if our reflexive power

can mcmﬁmr ODG\ in so far as 1t draws its mwﬂmwmﬁr‘wn.o..i and

n.mrmm on some minimal ‘pre-reflexive’ substantial support égor
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S e

eludes its grasp, so that its unives &ﬁmwow comes at the price of

S AL et

inefliciency, that is, the paradoxical re- mﬂmnmmmom of the brute

Real of meﬂcsm_ SQFSOP _Bmmﬁﬂmmgm mwm Emmmmﬂzm to
wmmmx?o :#mnwwmﬂ»ﬂo: .

""So the more today’s social theory proclaims the end of Nature
and/or Tradition and the rise of the risk society’, the more the
implicit reference to ‘nature’ pervades our daily discourse: even
when we do not mention the ‘end of history’, do we not convey
the same message when we claim that we are entering a ‘post-
ideological’ pragmatic era, which is another way of claiming that
we are entering a post-political order in which the only legitimate

contlicts are ethnic/cultural conflicts? Typically, in today'’s critical

and political discourse, the term iowwﬁ. has mmmmmmmwmwm&

mﬂ@mfimm‘ “and/or ‘obliterated by :mmﬁmﬂmzwm ?BBHWEQ

workers: Algerians in France, Turks in Germany, Mexicans 1 n wrm

ﬁ 'SA]’ —in this way, the dass problematic of workers’ mﬁuho:mﬁos

is transformed into the multiculturalist @ﬁozmawﬂo of the ‘intoler-

"""" S—

ance of Otherness’, and so on, mﬁm the excessive mvestment of

Emmﬂoinmm&pwﬁ liberals in protecting immigr rights

o_ma:&\ draws its energy from the ‘repressed’ class dimension.

E&aOﬁmr Francis wmwmu\m.amm thesis on the ‘end of w:mﬁcyu\
quickly fell into disrepute, we still silently assume that the liberal-
democratic capitalist global order is somehow the finally found

‘natural’ social regime; we still implicitly conceive of conflicts in

T e et A AT 08370 N———

Third World countries as a subspecies of natural rmﬁmmwwowvmm. as

outbursts of quasi- :wﬁﬁm& violent ?Wmmwonm or as conflicts based

PR e O £

on fanatical &m;ﬂmrmﬁon with ethnic roots (and érmm 1s ‘ethnic’

here if not again a codeword for nature?). And, again, the key

m.o:ﬁ is that this mz-mvm?wmm.u«,m renaturalization 1s strictly correla-

“to the global reflexivization of our daily 1ives For that

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

reason, confronted with ethnic hatred and violence, one mroca

thoroughly reject the standard multiculturalist idea that, against

ethnic Ew&mwwaom, one should learn to respect and live with the

Otherness of the Other, to nwm<mmow a ﬁobm?ﬁbom for different
t nic A &\mk mmmmoﬁd\ng is

Emm&\_mm_ and so on — the way ¢ to fight etl

not ﬁvwo;mr its :dﬂmmﬁwm _counterpart, mm:ﬁo S\mwﬁaﬁ on the

Qr&( we Hmm@. is_even more.. NENBW& ‘but.proper. political

E,;i .

2 The Spectre of Capital

So where are we, today, with regard to ghosts? The first paradox
that strikes us, of course, is that this very process of global reflex-
ivization that mercilessly derides and chases the ghosts of the
past generates not only its own immediacy but also its own ghosts,
its own spectrality. The most famous ghost, which has been
roaming around for the last 150 years, was not a ghost of the
past, but the spectre of the (revolutionary) future — the spectre,
of course, from the first sentence of 7he Communist Manifeste. The
automatic reaction to The Manifesto of today’s enlightened liberal
reader is: isn't the text simply wrong on so many empirical
accounts — with regard to its picture of the social situation, as
well as the revolutionary perspective it sustains and propagates?
Was there ever a political manifesto that was more clearly falsi-
fied by subsequent historical reality? Is not The Manifesto, at its
best, the exaggerated extrapolation of certain tendencies dis-
cernible in the nineteenth century? So let us approach The
Manifesto from the opposite end: where do we live today, m our

global ‘post . . . (postmodern, post-industrial) society? The

i1
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slogan that is imposing itself more and more is 'globalization’: the
brutal imposition of the unified world market that threatens all
local ethnic traditions, ncluding the very form of the nation-
state. And in view of this situation, is not the description of the
social impact of the bourgeoisie in The Manifesto more relevant

than ever?

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolution-
izing the instruments of production, and thereby the
relations of production, and with them the whole relations

of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in

unaltered form was, on the contrary, the first condition of

existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolu-
tionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all
social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation
distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All
fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and

venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-

formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All -

that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and
man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real
condition mn life, and his relations with his kind.

The need of a constantly expanding market for its
products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of
the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere,
establish connexions everywhere.

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world
market given a cosmopolitan character to production and
consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of
Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

national ground on which it stood. All old-established
national industries have been destroyed or are daily being
destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose
introduction becomes a life and death question for all civi-
lized nations, by industries that no longer work up
indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the
remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed,
not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place
of the old wants, satisfied by the productions of the country,
we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the prod-
uets of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and
national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we bave intercourse
in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations.
And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The
intellectual creations of individual nations become common
property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness
becomes more and more impossible, and from the numerous

national and local literatures, there arises a world literature.®

Is this not, more than ever, our reality today? Ericsson phones
are no longer Swedish, Toyota cars are manufactured 60 per
cent in the USA, Hollywood culture pervades the remotest parts
of the globe. . . . Furthermore, does not the same go also for all

forms of ethnic and sexual identities? Should we not supplement

-

Marx's &awn:@ﬂoaw in this sense, adding also m‘r:“ sexual one-

mw&.@ﬂwﬁmmm nfﬂ& bmrwm.oc,\ Hﬁmhw&.mﬁwﬁmmm MUGPOBN HO.HOH,Q mwmﬁm EOH.@

E%Ommugm - that oosomﬁzbm mm;ﬁ—mw wwmnﬁomm mr,.o. n&, that is s solid

melts into air, @.S that is holy is uwoﬁm:n& 50 that, nmwwgrmg »osnwm

bt T T

to replace standard normative rmwmnom&wﬂmr@ with a prolifera-

ﬁmm cm Ewmwmﬁm mvwmﬁnm m& tit

“and/or oﬁm:wmﬁomm From time

13
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{0 time Marx himself underestimates this ability of the capitalist
universe to incorporate the transgressive urge that seemed to
threaten it; in his analysis of the ongoing American Civil War, for
example, he claimed that since the English textile industry, the
backbone of the industrial system, could not survive without the
supply of cheap cotton from the American South rendered pos-
sible only by slave labour, England would be forced to intervene
directly to prevent the abolition of slavery.

So yes, this global dynamism described by Marx, which
causes all things solid to melt into air, is our reality ~on condition

wrmw we m_c not mowwmw to mtm@_mamﬂ this rdmmm mwoa The .\S«ax@mﬁa

material process of %3&23% While ommﬁmrmg mom"w mmmwumm& the
power of the old ghosts ch S.m%romr it m..mw_mﬂmﬁmm its own mon-
meomm;miWo;mnmﬂm_ hat is to say: on the one hand, amm:wwrma m:ﬁ:wm
m@o wm%q.& mmomﬂmnmwmro: of social rmm it amwoimmma\ ﬁmmﬂm wmmi

any aura om mﬁrmmﬁo bo—zm&\ m@oao&ﬂmmm‘ rosocﬁ mmm $0 on:

It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fer-
vour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism,
in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved per-
sonal worth into exchange value, and in place of the
psumberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that
single, unconscionable freedom — Free Trade. In one word,
for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it

has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.”

However, the fundamental lesson of the ‘critique of political econ-
omy’ elaborated by the mature Marx in the years after The
Manifesto is that &a Raﬁ&%m of all heavenly chimeras to brutal economic
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.@mm the

wm&\:u\ generates a %mmww

o st T

QH,N.& QU ﬁw en Marx &m

95. mmﬁ mwocbnwwﬁob n.mmormw Rm m@ommm E Sﬁwm Bmw,w ﬁmmmum:wm

m@mhzmm:ozm on mﬁwcﬂmmh it is far too mﬂw@rmﬁn to mmm:d mﬁ# the
spectre of this se hlmbmmbmmism Eowmwmw mrwﬁ pursues i _wm mnﬁr

ﬂmwmﬂmmmwm o mb.% rﬁuﬁb or environmental concern is an &oo_om-

joal abstraction, Ewm ﬁr.ﬁ one mrocﬁ never momamﬁ ﬁr%n vmm;:& this

abstraction Emﬂm are real @mowym and mm_‘ﬂw& ogmoﬁv cn “whose

GHO&EQQ@ ca mb& mmmos?mm Om?m@w s Qwoﬂymﬁg is vmmom

and on which it mmm.nmm Eﬁo a gigantic parasite. T he ﬁchmB is that

this abstraction’. mo.wm not.exist_only in our (financial_speci®

tor mv misperception of social reality; it is ‘real’ in the precise sense

Ow mmemﬂﬁ:mmﬁm the <mmu~ structure of Eeimﬂmm moGL m:donmmmm m:w

F&m of Srowm mﬁ.&a of mowﬁmﬁo;@ m&,@ mcgmcgmm of whole coun-

wmﬁo ﬁﬁmm;mmn?m dance of

S,wmm_ can_ v,m %mo&m@ by nrw:m.&

Omﬁ;& ém:or pursues wnm mo& of @worﬁmg :u\ with a zmmmm& indif-

wmwmbnm to the way | :mm an\‘mmﬁmﬁn s:z m,mmhn ‘social reahty. Thatis

the _@D&Eﬂm;ﬁ& mu\mnmnbwo Vi e nce of nm%mwrmgu which is much

more uncanny than direct pre- ..rm@mmwrmw socto-ideological violence:

this violence 1 15 0 wommon .ﬁmiwc,wmmgm to oonoun&m,ﬁ%ﬁmc&m and

w.rm:. mSm‘ .m:ms, o purely ogmo:a\m systemic, mnoE\ﬁwommv

Here we encounter ﬁrm Lacanian difference between reality
and the Real: wmmr.q is the social H.mw.m.;u\ of the actual ﬁmcwwm
involved in interaction, and in the productive process; while ﬁrm

Real is the inexorable 'abstract’ spectral logic of Capital SrET

determines what goes on in social reality. This gap is @&@mﬁm in

the way the modern economic situation of a country is constd-
ered to be good and stable by international financial experts,
even when the great majority of its people have a lower standard

of living than they did before - reality doesn’t matter, what

15
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matters is the situation of Capital. . . . And, again, is this not truer
than ever today? Do not phenomena usually described as those
of ‘virtual capitalism’ (the futures trade and similar abstract
financial speculations) indicate the reign of ‘real abstraction” at its
purest, much more radical thap it was 1n Marx's time? In short,

the highest form of ideology lies not in getting _caught up in

trality, forgetting mwoﬁ its foundations in real

wmomwm and their relations, but ﬁamnmmwd\ in overlooking this Real

of mwmnﬁwmr&\. and wwmwmwmsnm, to address directly ‘real people

45,? wrmq ceal worres . Visitors to the London Stock ﬁmormmmm

mﬂn‘mgmﬂ a free leaflet which mNﬁ_Esw to them that the stock

market is not about some E%Mﬁmiomw fluctiuations, bt mwo;w ﬁmmw

wmowu_m.%z& ﬂwoﬁ m;.omzowm - &a 18 Hmmoﬁomu\ m& ;m _,uzwmﬁ

Does this mean, then, that the Marxist ‘critique of political econ-
omy’ provides an adequate account of the process of capitalist
globalization? More precisely: how do we stand zoday with regard
to the opposition between the standard Marxist analysis of cap-
italism as a conerete social formation, and those attempts — from
Heidegger's to Adorno and Horkheimer’s — which view the crazy
capitalist dance as self-enhancing productivity as the expression
of a more fundamental transcendental-ontological principle (will
to power’, “nstrumental reason”) discernible also in Communist
attempts to overcome capitalism, so that — as Heidegger put it —
Americanism and Communism are metaphysically the same?
From the standard Marxist standpoint, the search for some
transcendental-ontological principle obscures the concrete
socioeconomic structure that sustains capitalist productivity;

while for the opposite side, the standard Marxist approach-does
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not see how the capitalist excess cannot be accounted for on the
ontic level of a particular societal organization.

One is tempted to claim here that, in a way, both sides are wrong.
Precisely as Marxists, in the interests of our fidelity to Marx’s
work, we should identify Marx’s mistake: he perceived how cap-

prm———E gt n s tr e e s

italism ﬂsmommrmm the breathtaking dynamics of v&w:mbrmﬁn_mm

mvwo&c,onﬁq - see his fascinated descriptions of how, in capital-

ism, ‘all things solid melt into thin air’, of how capitalism is the
greatest revolutionizer in the entire history of humanity; on the

other hand, he also clearly wmnom?mm’ how this capitalist &%Smﬁ-

1cs 18 @nowm:m% U.w\ :”m oOWn Eﬂnﬁ ormgo_m or mbﬁmmoamwﬁ — the

..b ﬁwmwm rs\ﬁ of omwﬁmbma (of mmwm;@ﬂowummmbm capitalist pr oduc-

tivity) is Capital itself, that is, the incessant development and

revolutionizing of omm;mrwa s own material conditions, the mad
dance of its unconditional spiral of productivity, is ultimately
nothing but a desperate forward flight to escape its own debili-
tating inherent contradiction. .

Marx’s fundamental ﬁﬁmnmwﬂm was to rOBor&.mh from these

£ e e b

Emﬂmrﬁmw that a new, higher social Onmmﬁ AOOEECSEEV is m:umw-

hgmx an order that would not onq maintain _ug even raise to a

rhmrmw degree, and mmmmnﬁdmg mz:u\ release, the ‘potential of the

m&mlaowmmmﬁm spiral of @womﬂnﬂﬁq which in capitalism, on

account of its inherent obstacle/contradiction, is thwarted again

and again by socially destructive economic crises. In short, what

s

Marx oéloow,m& is that ~ to put it in the standard Derridan

forms — this inherent ovmﬁmowm\wmgmoemg as the oom&ﬁos

of :.m,m,ommmugrnu\ om, the Tull deployment of productive Torces is

pniiubeie . el

m_Ezrm:mocmrw its ‘condition of possibility’: if we abolish the

obstacle, the inherent contradiction of capitalism, we do not get
the fully unleashed drive to productivity finally delivered of its

17
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impediment, we lose precisely this productivity that seemed to be
generated and simultaneously thwarted by capitalism — if we
take away the obstacle, the very potential thwarted by this
obstacle dissipates . (here we could envisage a possible
Lacanian critique of Marx, focusing on the ambiguous overlap-
ping between surplus-value and surplus-enjoyment). So, in a
way, the critics of Communism were right when they claimed
that Marxian Communism is an impossible fantasy — what they
did not perceive is that Marxian Communism, this notion of a

society of pure unleashed productivity oufside the frame of
t nummw mzm Sﬂ&a&&

Capital, was a mwamm% inherent to capit

- b i L

inherent transgression at its purest, a mﬁ.ﬁ&% H&%\qh:& mm,ﬁmm% of

g s A

maintaining the thrust woémwam wwomcgﬂﬁ% mmmmw,ﬁmm T.% capi~

N kR s T A S

EV.&F ﬁ%zwm getting 1 & of fm owm,nmommm ms»mmoswmgm wrmﬁ

were — as. m._m sad_experience ¢ o* mcwcwmu\ mﬁmﬁmm ow%nmrmnm

&mBODmﬁ.Mﬁmm - &m 3&\ %E&Em \m&aa&mﬂcq% @n &m m&ian S&.S.SN mxamma%

Qw a EQNQ Qm mﬁﬁxamm:w R%ﬂ mx\umxnaw %é&mgém‘f

“We can also see, now, why the above- mentioned procedure of
mmm%_.mismm Marxist mwm@mﬂm with reference to some transcen-
dental-ontological foundation (the usual way Western Marxists

try to respond to the crisis of Marxism) is deficient: what we
i S
need momm.% is not the passage from the ‘critique of political econ-

S o

OE% to the s.mﬂmnmq

SR TOTE T )

BYal .Q&mowowﬁm | “critigiie of Smﬂ.mﬁma&

reason’, but a return to the * critique of morﬁo& mooaoﬁu\ that

would reveal how ﬁrm “standard Communist project was ufopian

precisely in so far as it was not radical enough — in so far as, in 1t,

the fundamental capitalist thrust ‘of unleashed productivity sur-
vived, deprived of its concrete contradictory conditions of
existence. The insufficiency of Heidegger, Adorno and

Horkheimer, and so on, lies in their abandonment of the concrete
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social analysis of capitalism: in their very eritique or overcoming

of Marx, they in a way repeat Marx’s mistake — like Macx, they

perceive unbridled ﬁﬁomsn?sa\ as moﬁmmaﬁm that is ultimately

Nn&@wma&muw of the concrete mm_w:n&mn social formation. Omm:wmrmg

and OOBEcEmE are not two different rwmﬁoﬁo& _;mmrwmboﬁwmu

gc mﬁmﬂmm‘ of Emwmcamﬁﬁmm wmm‘mow — Ewﬁﬁﬁmm:\& wmmwcb as such

wmﬂowpm, and mgsm‘zu\ exist-

is ommﬁ@rmn erounded in capitalist

ing Socialism’ failed because it was G::dme@mu\ a mmwmmuonﬂmm of

omwn»mrm:r an M&mowcm?mw @ﬁmawﬁ 1o have one’s cake and eat it

to break out of omwﬁmrma while retaining its key ingredient.”

Our answer to the standard philosophical criticism of Marx
(his description of the dynamics of capitalism should be rejected,
since it is meaningful only against the background of the notion
of Communism as the self-transparent society in which the pro-
duction process is directly subordinated to the ‘general intellect’
of collective planning) is thus that while one accepts the kernel of
this argument, one has simply to take a reflexive step back and
perceive how Marx’s notion of Communist society is itself the
inherent capitalist fantasy — a fantasmatic scenario for resolving
the capitalist antagonism he so aptly described. In other words,

our premiss is that even if we remove the teleological notion of

Communism (the society of completely unbridled @nomﬁmmwm&wv

as ﬁrm _Emro; standard by which Marx, as Q were, measures the

mrmﬁmﬁow of existing society, the bulk of his "critique of smﬁurﬁom_

mnoHEmd\ w.:w insight into the self-propelling vicious cycle of cap-

H..ﬁ&wmﬂ vaﬁnom:oﬁo? survives. The task of today’s thought is

thus double: on the one hand, how to repeat the Marxist ‘critique

of @orﬁrm& economy’ without the ﬁﬁomvﬁs ideological notion om

OOBB;EwE as its inherent standard; on the other, how to

gm@ﬁm actually breaking out of the capitalist horizon without
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E:Em nto ﬁrm ?m.mu of wmﬁﬁﬁzﬂm to the mmﬁamm&@w premodern notion

Om a _uLm:womm Aw&m vmmmmw.ﬁnmnw moﬁwﬁ\ (the “pre-Cartésian’ temp-

tation to which most of today’s ecology succumbs).
So where, precisely, did Marx go wrong with regard to sur-
plus-value? One is tempted to search for an answer in the key

Lacanian distinction between the odject of desire and surplus-

enjoyment as its cause. Henry mﬂﬁ.ﬁmm evokes the moﬁww\ example of

the chaperone in seduction: the chaperone is an ugly elderly lady
who is officially the ebstacl to the direct goal-object (the woman
the suitor is courting); but precisely as such, she is the key inter-
mediary moment that effectively makes the beloved woman
desirable -- without her, the whole economy of seduction would
collapse.” Or, take another example from a different level: the
lock of curly blonde hair, that fatal detail of Madeleine in
Hitchcock's Vertigo. When, in the love scene in the barn towards
the end of the film, Scottie passionately embraces Judy refash-
ioned into the dead Madeleine, during their famous 360-degree
kiss, he stops kissing her and withdraws just long enough to steal
a look at her newly blonde hair, as if to reassure himself that the
particular feature which transforms her into the object of desire
is still there. . . . Crucial here is the opposition between the vortex
that m:am&“m:w to engulf Scottie (the ‘vertigo’ of the Film’ s title, the
&mmmm% M,_Ezmv &a& the blonde curl that imitates ﬁrm ﬁ.u,zmo 0m the

Thing, butin a EB&EEN@& mmﬂﬁﬁmmm form.
This curl is the objer

mmm.&% ﬂrE@ mmwSu@ as ks wﬂmmm in mwm ‘thus mﬁhurzm us to

tit a 9;:0_9 oosammmmm the HBWOmmHEm,

mﬁﬁm?mg a livable H,&mﬁoawr% with it, without being swallowed

mm.m,.% it. As Jewish children put 1t when they play” mmb&\ aggres-
... This is the

difference between normal” sexual repression and fetishism: in

stve mmamv ‘Please, bite me, but not too hard .
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‘normal’ sexuality, we think that the detail-feature that serves as
the cause of desire is just a secondary obstacle that prevents our
direct access to the Thing ~ that is, we overlook its key role;
while in fetishism we simply make the cause of desire dirvectly into our
object of desire: a fetishist in Verrigs would not care about Madeleine,
but simply focus his desire directly on the lock of hair; a fetishist
suitor would engage directly with the chaperone and forget about
the lady herself, the official goal of his endeavours.

So there is always a gap between the object of desire itself and
its cause, the mediating feature or element that makes this object

desirable. What happens in melancholy is that we get e object of

desire deprived of its cause. TFor the melancholic, the ‘object is there,

but what is missing is the specific’ Emmaﬁwmymwu\ feature that

Emrmm it desirable. !9 w or armﬁ H.mmmos“ &;mwm is &ﬁnwu\m at least a

" of melancholy in every true love: in lave, the object. is not
&mm:.::w& om its cause; it s, ﬂmﬁrmﬁ #r.ﬁ the very distance vmgmmc

object mEn_ cause oczm%mwm This, mwoommﬁg is S.me mﬂm:ﬁm:wmrmm
love m;omw &ﬁﬁm in desire, as.we have just seen, cause is distinct

from - ogmnw Srnm in love, the two mexplicably coincide — 1 magi-

.nm:u\ _o<m ﬁrm _umwoﬁu\nw one for itself, finding in it the very ﬁo:ﬁ from

which 1 TD& it ioiv% om love. And — ﬂuwow to Marx — what _m his

mistake was &wo to assume that »wo object of mmm:.m Agmoo?

mﬁwmﬁm% mkmvmb&wm mwomﬁoﬁﬁﬁu\v SOEM& remain even S&mm it

3 <Coke as objet petit a

What is crucial here from the psychoanalytic perspective is the

link between the capitalist dynamics of surplus-value and the
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libidinal dynamics of surplus-enjoyment. Let us elaborate this
point apropos of Coca-Cola as the ultimate capitalist merchan-
dise and, as such, as surplus-enjoyment personified. It is no
surprise that Coke was first introduced as a medicine — its
strange taste does not seem to provide any particular satisfaction;
it 1s not directly pleasing and endearing; however, it is precisely
as such, as transcending any immediate use-value (unlike water,
beer or wine, which definitely do quench our thirst or produce
the desired effect of satisfied calm), that Coke functions as the
direct embodiment of ‘i of the pure surplus of enjoyment over
standard satisfactions, of the mysterious and elusive X we are all
after in our compulsive consumption of merchandise.

The unexpected result of this feature is not that, since Coke
does not satisfy any concrete need, we drink it only as a supple-
ment, after some other drink has satishied our substantial need —
rather, it is this very superflucus character that makes our thirst
for Coke all the more insatiable: as Jacques- -Alain Miller put it so
mznn”momuo Oorm Wmm &,F mm@.mo%ﬁ& m:.omm:.&\ that the more you
drink the wwﬁmﬂmw you get, the greater your Dmmm wo mHEmW more —

ﬁiw that strange, bitter-sweet - taste, our ,&:Hwﬁ is never wmanz

nﬂwmww‘ @Gm:oro% 1 So, when, s some years ago, &uw w&\onﬁmEM

slogan for Coke was "Coke is il we should note its ﬁ?uwocmv

mmu?m..m»u\ ‘that's it’ amo_mm@ in so far as that's sever actually 7,

mﬂmﬂm&v\ in so mwﬂ as every satisfaction owmbm ﬁm m mmm of I+ want

The @.ﬁw&oﬁ therefore, is that Coke is not an ordinary

ooaaom:u\ whereby its use-value is transubstantiated into an
expression of (or supplemented with) the auratic dimension of

pure (exchange) Value, but a commodity whose very w@oﬂrmw

ﬂmmém?m is Rmomm m_ammmu\ a &:.mg mawomﬂﬁwi of
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whose very material properties are already those of a ﬁcagom:u\

m,mm nrﬂ Oorm —why? ¥V

reasons: woﬂ its .ﬁru.mﬁ ﬁwﬁmbn?mm or bﬁiﬁos& value, and for its

‘ﬁ\:m process _m brought to 1ts mOEo_ﬁmEm in ﬁrm case Om ﬂmmoﬁm-

OoWo ~ Qr any. QESW mo_, two

mmmm..mwmmm mu& &6 nmmmﬁﬂ@ as ﬁw@ Wo.% ingredient of its taste, Is

also memn away - m: wvmw nmbamﬂum 1s a pure mmwmgmﬂom\ an mﬂrml

cial m:,o_ﬂ se of mcrwaﬂoo S&FT never Emﬁﬂﬁﬁwm Is it not

Eﬁm ﬁrmﬁm mn &Em sense, n ﬁro case Dm ommumgm free diet OOW@ Sm‘

m_m:uwﬁ r.ﬁ.w&f\ ‘drink nothing in Hro:mmnmm of mogoﬁr_nm

‘What we are implicitly H.mmmwlbm to here is, of course,
Nietzsche's classic opposition between "wanting nothing’ (in the
sense of ‘I don’t want anything”) and the nihilistic stance of
actively wanting Nothingness itself; following Nietzsche's path,
Lacan emphasized how in anorexia, the subject does not simply
‘eat nothing’ — rather, she or he actively wants to eat the
Nothingness (the Void) that 1s itself the ultimate object-cause of
desire. (The same goes for Ernst Kris's famous patient who felt
guilty of theft, although he did not actually steal anything: what
he did steal, again, was the Nothingness itself.) So — along the

T g g ton-

same lines, in the case of cafleine-free diet Coke, we drink the

?@&ﬁwﬁm& itself, the pure semblance of a property that is in effect

m%mw,wwmﬁm_@mmm?S&

This example brings home the inherent link between three
notions: that of Marxist surplus-value, that of the Lacamian séjer
petit a as surplus-enjoyment (the concept that Lacan elaborated

with direct reference to Marxian surplus-value), and the ﬁmww&oun

of the superego, perceived long ago by Freud: the more Oo_ﬁmw you

drink, the thirstier you are; the more wnorw you Emrmv the more

you want; the more you obey the superego command, the guiltier

taste. MB the case of caffei ine- ?..wm m:wﬁ OOW@‘ nutritional value Hm:
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you are —in all three cases, the wommo of balanced mNormsmm 1s dis-

turbed in mm%ocﬂ em an excessive Momyo of ‘the more you give (the

Eo.ﬂm u\dc wmmmu\ your &mgm? the more you owe Aow ‘the more you

have what you _ozm mon the more you lack, the greater your cray-

Em or — ﬁro consumer H,m# 40355 - »rm more you T:va the more

V\OS have to m@mb& ﬁrmﬁ is to mmar of the _wm:,m,mox which is the

very OEVOm@m of mvm @m?ﬁox of _o<m. Srmwﬂ as J g?uw wcﬁ mw in her

::Eoﬂ‘m_ wo mm ﬂo WOEQO. ﬁr e more [ 1€
The key to this meﬁ:lum:o? of course, is the mEﬁWCu r:wo.%ﬁma
the object petit a, which exists (or, rather, persists) in a kind of
curved space — the nearer you get to it, the more it eludes your
grasp (or the more you possess it, the greater the lack).!?
Perhaps sexual difference comes in here in an unexpected
way: the reason why the superego is stronger in men than in
women is that it is men, not women, who are intensely related to
this excess of the surplus-enjoyment over the pacifying func-
tioning of the symbolic Law. In terms of the paternal function,
the opposition between the pacifying symbolic Law and the
excessive superego injunction is, of course, the one between the
Name-of-the-Father (symbolic paternal authority) and the
‘primordial father’ who is allowed to enjoy all women; and it is
crucial here to recall that this rapist ‘primordial father’ is a male
(obsessional), not feminine (hysterical) fantasy: it is men who are
able to endure their integration into the symbolic order only
when this integration is sustained by some hidden reference to
the fantasy of the unbridled excessive enjoyment embodied in the
unconditional superego injunction to enjoy, to go to the extreme,
to transgress and constantly to force the limit. In short, it is men

in whom the integration into the symbolic order is sustained by

the superego exception.
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This superego-paradox also allows us to throw a new light on
to the functioning of today’s artistic scene. Its basic feature is not
only the much- deplored commodification of culture (art objects

wnomcomm for the market), but also the less noted but @mﬁrmww

even more crucial opposite movement: the mwoémﬁm ulturalization’ of

e

&m market economy ifself- With the shift towards the wmﬂﬁm_u\ econ-

omy Ammﬂﬁom@ cultural goods), culture i is rwmm and Wmmm a mmmn_mn

m@rmnm mNmEmﬂmm from the market, and more “and more not just

one & the wmrmwwm om mpw gmwwﬁ but i its ombﬂﬁm nogwo&ma (from
the software amusement szmﬁﬁ% to other media productions).
What this short circuit between market and culture entails is the
waning of the old modernist avant-garde logic of provocation, of
mmwrmrgmb» %o&m% more msm more, the cul-

e BPR R

shocking the e
Ew&imnomo:ﬁn apparatus itself, in o&mw ﬁo wm@nom;om :mmm in

ooammﬁﬁ:\m Bmlnmw oosﬁrﬁozm. “has not ou&\ to tolerate but

m_wmom@\ to mmd,\orm mﬂ.Od.wwm and m&woﬁwmﬂ mrommﬁbm effects and

[ T—

Mwommnﬁm Just think of recent trends in the visual arts: ‘gone are

the days when we had simple statues or framed paintings — what

we get now are exhibitions of frames without mumﬁﬁmmy dead
cows and their excrement, videos of the mnsides of the human
body (gastroscopy and colonoscopy), the inclusion of olfactory
effects, and so on.1¥ Imwm again, as in L\»m &oam:» Om mw%cmrﬁu\h

mmgmﬁmuo: 18 no wo:@mw subversive: such mvoomﬁmm excesses are

part of the system itsell; the system feeds on thém iA n:ammw to

reproduce itself. Perhaps this is one ﬁmeHEm ‘definition of post-
modern as opposed to modernist art: in postmodernism, the
transgressive excess loses its shock value and is fully integrated
into the established artistic market.!

Another way to make the same point would be to emphasize

how, in today's art, the gap that separates the sacred space of
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sublime beauty from the excremental space of trash (leftover) is
gradually narrowing, up to the paradoxical identity of opposites:
are not modern art objects more and more excremental objects,
trash (often in a quite literal sense: faeces, rotting corpses . . .)
displayed in — made to occupy, to fill in — the sacred place of the
Thing? And is not this identity in a way the hidden ‘truth’ of the

entire movement? s not every element that claims the right to

occupy the sacred place of the «Eu:wm, Gu\ definition an excremen-~
its ﬁm.m#.c This

ﬁmgnnhf piece of trash that can never be * up
identity of opposite determinations (the elusive sublime object

and/or excremental trash) — with the ever-present threat that the
one will shift into the other, that the sublime Grail will reveal
itself to be nothing but a piece of shit ~ is inscribed in the very
kernel of the Lacanian objet petit a.

In its most radical dimension, this impasse is the impasse
that affects the process of sublimation — not in the common
sense that art wﬂomﬁoiom ﬁo&m.% is no Momﬂmﬁw able to generate
properly ‘'sublime’ objects, but in a much more radical sense: the

very fundamental matrix of sublimation, that of the central Void,

the empty ( sacred’) @WWmm.Om the ° ﬁaﬁm wwmﬁmﬂmm mﬁoa the cir-

cuit of everyday economy, ﬁ;.ﬁmr is rmﬂ filled in T% a ﬁOm;Em
omommnw that is thereby ‘elevated to the &umb;u\ of the Hrwwm

Q\womsm definition of mcwramﬁosv seems to be increasingly

A et e o, .

under threat; what is threatened is the very gap between the

mbQ Place and the (positive) element filling it in. I, then;, the

problem of traditional (premoc

“art was how to fill in the

sublime Void of the Thing (the pure Place) with an adequately
beautiful object — how to succeed in elevating an ordinary object

to the dignity of a Thing ~ the problem of modern artis, in a way,

the opposite (and much more desperate) one: one can no Ho:mmw
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count on the Void of the (Sacred) Place being there, offering

:mmm to Gm ‘occupied by human artefacts, so the task is to sustain

19@ Emom as such, to make sure that this Place itself will ‘take

ﬁ_mn - in Oﬁfmﬂ words, ﬁrm @ﬂozma 1s no _OSmmn that of horrer
vacii, of TF:M in ww:w <owm b , rab &umﬁ of Q%Ex% »rm <9ﬁw in

the first mvrwom %rc,w the co- &m@mbmmﬂow ngmm: an mi.@@. UG-
S%Rm‘ %\a& ,and a rapidly moving, elusive object, an sccupant
without a place, 1s crucial.1®

The point is not that there is simply the surplus of an element
over the places available in the structure, or the surplus of a
place that has no element to fill it out — an empty place in the
structure would still sustain the fantasy of an element that will
emerge and fill out this place; an excessive element lacking 1ts
place would still sustain the fantasy of an as yet unknown place
waiting for it. The point is, rather, that the empty place in the
structure is in itself correlative to the errant element lacking its
place: they are not two different entities, but the obverse and
reverse of one and the same entity — that is, one and the same
entity inscribed into the two surfaces of a Moebius strip. In other
words, the paradox is that only an element which 1s thoroughly out of
place’ (an excremental object, a piece of ‘trash’ or leftover) can sus-
tain the void of an empty place, that is, the Mallarméan situation in
which rien naura en liew que le lieu (‘nothing but the place will have
taken place’) — the moment this excessive element ‘finds its
proper place’, there is no longer any pure Place distinguished
from the elements which fill it out.'

Another way to approach this tension between the Object
and the Void would be through the different modalities of suicide.
First there is, of course, suicide as an act that ‘bears a message’

(of protest against political, erotic, and so on, disappointment),
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and is, as such, addressed to the Other (for example, political sui-
cides like public burnings which are supposed to shock and
awalken the indifferent public). Although it involves the dimen-
sion of the Symbolic, this suicide is, at its most fundamental,
imaginary — for the simple reason that the subject who accom-
plishes it is sustained in it by the imagined scene of the effect his
or her act will have on posterity, on its witnesses, on the public,
on those who will learn about it; the narcissistic satisfaction pro-
vided by such imagining is obvious. . . . Then there is suicide m
the Real: the violent passage & lacte, the subject’s full and direct
identification with the object. That is to say, for Lacan, the sub-
ject ($ ~ the ‘barred’, empty subject) and the object-cause of its
desire (the leftover which embodies the lack that ‘is’ the subject)
are strictly correlative: there is a subject only in so far as there 1s
some material stain/leftover that resists subjectivization, a surplus
in which, precisely, the subject cannof recognize itself. In other
words, the paradox of the subject is that it exists only through its
own radical impossibility, through a ‘bone in the throat’ that for-
ever prevents it (the subject) from achieving its full ontological
identity.

So we have here the structure of the Moebius strip: the sub-
ject is correlative to the object, but in a negative way — subject
and object can never ‘meet’; they are in the same place, but on
opposite sides of the Moebius strip. Or — to put it in philosophi-
cal terms - subject and object are identical in the Hegelian sense
of the speculative coincidence/identity of radical opposites: when
Hegel praises the speculative truth of the vulgar materialist thesis
of phrenology “The Spirit is a bone’, his point is not that the
spirit can actually be reduced to the shape of the skull, but that

there is a spirit (subject) only in so far as there is some bone
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(some inert material, non-spiritual remainder/leftover) that resists
its spiritual sublation—appropriation-mediation. Subject and
object are thus not simply external: the object is not the external
limit with regard to which the subject defines its self-identity, it
is ex-timate with regard to the subject, it is its internal limit —
that is, the bar which itself prevents the subject’s full realization.

What happens in the suicidal passage & lacte, however, is pre-
cisely the subject’s direct identification with the object: the object
is no longer 'identical’ to the subject in the sense of the Hegelian
speculative identity of the dialectical process with the very
obstacle that sustains this process — they coincide directly; they
find themselves on the same side of the Moebius strip. This means
that the subject is no longer the pure Void of negativity ($), the
infinite desire, the Void in search of the absent object, but 'falls
into” the object directly, becomes the object; and — vice versa —
the object (cause of desire) is no longer the materialization of
the Void, a spectral presence that merely gives body to the lack
that sustains the subject’s desire, but acquires a direct positive
existence and ontological consistency. Or, to put it in the terms of
the minimal gap between the Object and its Place, the
Void/Clearing within which the object appears: what happens in
the suicidal passage @ Lacte is not that the object falls out of its
frame, so that we get only the empty frame—void (ie. so that
‘nothing but the place itself takes place’); what happens, rather,
is the exact opposite — the object is still there; it is the Void-Place
that disappears; it is the frame that falls into what it frames, so
that what occurs is the eclipse of the symbolic opening, the total
closure of the Real. As such, not only is the suicidal passage a l'acte
not the highest expression of the death drive; rather, it is the
exact opposite of the death drive.
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For Lacan, creative sublimation and the death drive are
strictly correlative: the death drive empties the (sacred) Place,
creates the Clearing, the Void, the Frame, which is then filled in
by the object ‘elevated to the dignity of the Thing’. Here we
encounter the third kind of suicide: the ‘suicide’ that defines the
death drive, symbolic suicide — not in the sense of ‘not dying really,
just symbolically’, but in the more precise sense of the erasure of
the symbolic network that defines the subject’s identity, of cut-
ting off all the finks that anchor the subject in its symbolic
substance. Here, the subject finds itself totally deprived of its
symbolic identity, thrown into the ‘night of the world” in which
its only correlative is the minimum of an excremental leftover, a
piece of trash, a mote of dust in the eye, an almost-nothing that
sustains the pure Place—Frame-Void, so that here, finally, 'noth-
ing but the place takes place’. So the logic of displaying an
excremental object in the sublime Place is similar to the way the
Hegelian infinite judgement “The spirit is a bone’ functions: our
first reaction to Hegel's “The spirit is a bone” is ‘But this is sense-
less — spirit, its absolute, self-relating negativity, is the very
opposite of the inertia of a skull, this dead object!” - Toémaﬁﬁ this

very awareness of the thorough incongruity between. spirit.and

»

‘bone 45 the m@:iv its radical negativity. . . . Along the same

rbm@ the first wmm.qﬁ@ﬁ to mmmu:m, Hmhomw in wrm mﬁmurmdm E e is to

ask Emtmbwﬁmv\ wm Qw: m:z%. — but it is muﬂmowmmq this negative
,ﬂoa:uﬁo? ﬁ?m mxmmﬂmuom 0m mrm wmmromﬁ Eoocmwgﬁx ‘between the

Cm m?ﬁt.m OW ﬁrm

ﬁrm Place it ocer m:mm‘ ﬁf& ma

“And, in mmmmi as Omﬁmﬁw Wajcman suggests in his remarkable

book Logjet du siecle,'” is not the great effort of modernist art

focused on how to maintain the minimal structure of sublimation,

.‘ c:q ﬁro place itself will take m_woo ).
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the minimal gap between the Place and the element that fills it
in? Ts this not why Kasimir Malevich's ‘Black Square on White
Surface’ expresses the artistic endeavour at its most elementary,
reduced to the stark distinction between the Void (the white
background/surface) and the element (the ‘heavy’ material stain
of the square)? That is to say, we should always bear in mind that
the very tense [ firtur antérieur] of Mallarmé’s famous rien waura en

lieu que le lieu makes it clear that we are dealing with a utopian

state which, for a priori mﬁﬁoﬁﬂnmw reasons, Can never Tm nmmrmmm

in ﬁrm @wmwoa tense @Wﬁ.m will never be a present time in which

it onocm:mm nODmmﬂm mCE:Bm &msﬂ&\ OB .ﬁ._ omu ec ; mm . also that

o:wu\ :uw presence ! of this object mcm?ﬁ:m »rm Voi om the Sacred

EE\? 50 mrt( the muwmnm :f,mm“x 5r<9= Em& M&R‘ Taw is &Em&\m moam,

Tmmz nrmd&&@m, me moﬂw:\o &mamu.n Hd oﬁrmw aﬁ:im. _m Sm mﬂw
tract from the Void the positive mpm.ﬁwdw the ‘httle bit of reality’,
the excessive stain that disturbs its balance, we do not get the
pure balanced Void ‘as such’ — rather, the Void itself disappears,
is no longer there. So the reason why excrements are elevated
into a work of art, used to fill in the Void of the Thing, is not
simply to demonstrate that ‘anything goes’, that the object is ulti-
mately irrelevant, since any object can be elevated into and
occupy the Place of the Thing; this recourse to excrement, rather,
bears witness to a desperate strategy to ascertain that the Sacred
Place is still there.

The problem is that today, in the double movement of the
progressive commodification of aesthetics and the aesthetifica-
‘beantiful” (aesthetically

pleasing) object is less and less able to sustain the Void of the

tion of the universe of commodities, a

H\m 13 Hw.on.os_u\ that the Place”
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Thing — so it is as if, paradoxically, the only way to sustain the
(Sacred) Place is to fill it up with trash, with an excremental
abject. In other words, it is today’s artists who display excre-

mental objects as objects of art who, far from undermining the

MOWE of mcgmmwwﬁwomr Mmm..ﬁmm@mmwwmmum.,m,mmmﬁmwgwo:wmam,.#. And the

nommmﬂ_ﬂmbomm ommﬁ oﬂ:%w.mm of ﬁromwmdﬂoa:ﬂoﬁrm Void of the

ﬁwmrm ‘.mnmmwm mmwmmoﬁswmmu.‘ ﬂm.wwanovrwo" without the minimal mw@
between the element and its Place, there simply is o symbolic

order. That is to say, we dwell within the symbolic order only in

.wm:@_,.mmﬂm&‘,mmmmﬁmmmmmmmm‘m..m&a:r@S%ma??rg
possible absence (this is what Lacan is mﬂagmmﬁgnrva aotion
of the phallic signifier as ﬁw@m_mﬁwmmnOMGwmangwmcszﬁm mwmm:mww

is the ‘pure mﬁymwmah the signifier ‘as such’, at its Eoﬁmwmamsw&uw

in S0 far as its very presence stands for, evoles ity own possible
absence/lack). o o

Perhaps the most succinct definition of the modernist break in
art is thus that, through it, the tension between the (art) Object

and the Place it occupies is reflectively taken into account: what

makes an object a work of art is not simply its direct material
properties, but the place it occupies, the (sacred) Place of the
Void of the Thing. In other words, with modernist art a certain

e 900 71

innocence is lost for ever: we can no longer Wﬂmwwm&?mm& we

directly produce objects which, on account of their properties ~
that Hm to say, independently of the wu.mmom they Oooﬁmd\! ‘are’
works of art, For this reason, modernist art is forever split
between the two extremes represented at its very origins by
Malevich and Marcel Duchamp: on the one side the pure formal
marking of the gap which separates the Object from its Place
(‘Black Square”); on the other, the display of a common everyday

ready-made object (a bicycle) as a work of art, as if to prove that
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what constitutes art hinges not on the qualities of the art object
but exclusively on the Place this object occupies, so that any-
thing, even shit, can 'be’ a work of art if it finds itself in the right
Place. And whatever we do after the modernist break, even if it
is the return to fake neoclassicism & fa Arno Brekker, is already
‘mediated’ by that break.

T et us take a twentieth-century ‘realist’ like Edward Hopper:
(at least) three features of his work bear witness to this media~
ton. First, Hopper’s well-known tendency to paint city-dwellers
at night, alone in an overlit room, seen from outside, through the
frame of a window — even if the window framing the object 1s not
there, the picture is drawn in such a way that the viewer is com-
pelled to imagine an < 1visible immaterial frame separating him or
her from the painted objects. Second, the way Hopper's pictures,

in the very hyperrealist way they are drawn, produce in their

el - PlrrriolS S oo R SR

viewer an effect om.&nnnwﬁxwﬁop as if we are &mmmﬁ..mexﬁér

e e e

dreamy, spectral, acthercal things, pot common material things

(ke the white grass in his countryside paintings). Third, the
fact that his series of paintings of his wife sitting alone in a room
illuminated by strong sunlight, staring through the open window,
is experienced as an unbalanced fragment of a global scene, call-
ing for a supplement, referring to an invisible off-space, like the
still of a film shot without its counter-shot (and one can in fact
maintain that Hopper’s paintings are already ‘mediated’ by the
cinematic experience).

In this precise sense, one is tempted to assert the contempo-
raneity of artistic modernism with Stalinism in politics: in the
Stalinist elevation of the ‘“wise leader’, the gap that separates the
object from its place 1s also brought to an extreme and thus, na

way, reflectively taken into account. In his key essay ‘On the
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problem of the Beautiful in Soviet Art’ (1950),

the Soviet critic
G. Nedoshivin claimed:

Amidst all the beautiful material of life, the first place should

be occupied by images of our great leaders. . . . The sublime
beauty of the leaders . . . is the basis for the coinciding of the
‘beautiful’ and the ‘true’ in the art of socialist realism. '8

How are we to understand this logic which, ridiculous as it may
seem, is at work even today, with North Korea's Kim Yong 11?719
These characterizations do not refer to the Leader’s actual prop-
erties — the logic here is the same as that of the Lady in courtly
love who, as Lacan emphasized, is addressed as an abstract 1deal,
so that ‘writers have noted that all the poets seem to be address-
ing the same person. . . . In this poetic field the feminine object is

emptied of all real substance.”?® This abstract character of the

Lady indicates the abstraction that pertains to a cold, distanced,
inhuman partner — the Lady is by no means a warm, compas-
sionate, cd&mﬁmﬁmm%mm fellow-creature:

By means of a form of sublimation specific to art, poetic
creation consists in positioning an object I can only describe -
as terrifying, an inhuman partner.

The Lady is never characterized for any of her real
concrete virtues, for her wisdom, her prudence,
competence. If she is described as wise, it is only because she

embodies an immaterial wisdom or because she represents

or even her

1ts functions more than she exercises them. On the contrary,

she is as arbitrary as possible in the tests she imposes on her
servant,?!
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And is it not the same with the Stahinist Leader? Does rm,ﬁov
when he is hailed as sublime and wise, also ‘represent ﬁrmm.m mﬁﬂo-
ions more than he exercises them'? Nobody would claim t .Ma
Malenkov, Beria and Khrushchev .Smwm mmmmﬁmwmm m.vm Em. e
beauty — the point is simply that m,uwuw wmﬁwmmwﬁﬂmm the »c“nz@ﬁw
of beauty. . . . (In contrast to the Stalinist H.mmmmn.ﬂrm psye ommﬂ

alyst is ‘abjectively ugly even if he is moﬁzm.w:u\ a Twm:ﬁm:# OM: mmwhsw VM
attractive person: in so far as he occupies the wﬁ%o,n@m e mmmhm M

the abject, of the excremental amammﬂn.wmw of the m.fﬂworo order, OM:
represents’ the function of ugliness.) In this sense, the designation

the Stalinist Leader as ‘sublime’ is to be taken literally, in the

;..: ‘.. o
strict Lacanian sense: his celebrated wisdom, generosity, hum:

armth, and so on, are pure representation embodied g\ {wrm
2 ? i o e

o . . errifying, an inhuman
Leader whom we ‘can only describe as terrifying, an inhur

partner’ — not symbolic authority obeying a Law, buta capricious

Thing which is ‘as arbitrary as possible in the tests it imposes on

mnmmmgmsnm‘.Hrrmﬁrm[mﬂnmnWmmw&wnmwﬁﬁm&wmw m.&%m. mo.;; rmm.&m_.
vation into the sublime object of beauty is his radical mrmﬂmﬁo: :
as with the Lady, the ‘real person’ is effectively .Q.mmwm& as Mm
appendage to the fetishized and celebrated public Image. No

) . T
wonder the practice of retouching was so widely used in officia

photographs, with a &:gmmmwmmwmwﬁ is often so obvious that it is

difficult to believe it was not intentional — as it to mroé,ﬁwmw the

‘real person’, with all its 1diosyncrasies, is to be totally replaced

by its alienated wooden effigy. (One of the rumours mwoﬁmﬁ Kim
M&:Mwwm is that he actually died in a car crash a oowwr.w ow.u:w..m;.m
ago, and that in recent years a double has replaced r:..: in his Mawﬂm
public appearances, so that the crowds can omﬁor a mrn:wfm@ ) ﬁ e
object of their worship — is this not the best possible conlirmation

of the fact that the ‘real personality’ of the Stalinist Leader is
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thoroughly frrefevant, a replaceable object, since it does not matter
if it is the real’ Leader or his double, who has no actual power?)
Is not this practice of elevating a common vulgar figure into the
ideal of Beauty — of reducing beauty to a purely functional
notion — strictly correlative to the modernist elevation of an "ugly’
everyday excremental object into a work of art?%?

One of the most illuminating ways of locating this break
between traditional and modern art would be via reference to the
painting that in effect occupies the place of the ‘vanishing medi-
ator’ between the two: Gustave Courbet’s (in)famous ‘Lorigine
du monde’, the torso of a shamelessly exposed, headless, naked
and aroused female body, focusing on her genitalia; this painting,
which literally vanished for almost a hundred years, was finally -
and quite appropriately — found among Lacan's belongings after
his death.?? ‘Lorigine’ expresses the deadlock (or dead end) of
traditional realist painting, whose ultimate object — never fully
and directly shown, but always hinted at, present as a kind of
underlying point of reference, starting at least from Albrecht
Diirer's Verweisung — was, of course, the naked and thoroughly
sexualized female body as the ultimate object of male desire and
gaze. Here the exposed female body functioned in a way similar
to the underlying reference to the sexual act in classic Hollywood
movies, best described in the movie tycoon Monroe Stahr's
famous instruction to his scriptwriters from Scott Fitzgerald's The
Last Tycoon:

At all times, at all moments when she is on the screen in our
sight, she wants to sleep with Ken Willard. . . . Whatever she
does, it is in place of sleeping with Ken Willard. If she walks
down the street she is walking to sleep with Ken Willard, if
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she eats her food it is to give her enough strength to sleep
with Ken Willard. Buz at no time do you grve the wamuwmmmaﬂ
that she would even consider sleeping with Ken Willard

unless they were properly sanctified.?!

So the exposed female body is the impossible object Srmov.. pre-
cisely because it is unrepresentable, functions as the ultimate
horizon of representation whose disclosure is forever post-
poned —in short, as the Lacanian incestuous Thing. Its absence,
the Void of the Thing, is then filled in by ‘sublimated’ images of
beautiful but not totally exposed female bodies - by bodies which
always maintain a mintmal distance towards That. But »Vw Qumox.wm
point (or, rather, the underlying illusion) of traditional pamting is
that the ‘true’ incestuous naked body is none the less waiting
there to be discovered — in short, the illusion of traditional real-
ism does not lie in the faithful rendering of the depicted objects;
rather, it lies in the belief that debind the directly rendered objects
is the absolute Thing which could be possessed if only we were
able to discard the obstacles or prohibitions that prevent access
to it.

What Courbet accomplishes here is the gesture of radical
desublimation: he took the risk and simply went to the end by
directly depicting what previous realistic art merely hinted m.m as its
withdrawn point of reference — the outcome of this operation, of
course, was {to put it in Kristevan terms) the reversal of the sub-
lime object into abject, into an abhorrent, nauseating excremental
piece of slime. (More precisely, Courbet masterfully continued to
dwell on the imprecise border that separates the sublime from the
excremental: the woman's body in ‘Lorigine’ retains its full erotic

attraction, yet it becomes repulsive precisely on account of this
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excessive attraction.) Courbet's gesture is thus a dead end, the
dead end of traditional realist painting — but precisely as such, it

’

1s a necessary ‘mediator’ between traditional and modernist art —
that is to say, it represents a gesture that had to be accomplished it we
were to ‘clear the ground’ for the emergence of Eo&mwamm
‘abstract’ art,

With Courbet, the game of referring to the forever absent
‘realist’ incestuous object is over, the structure of sublimation
collapses, and the enterprise of modernism is to re-establish the
matrix of sublimation (the minimal gap that separates the Void of
the Thing from the object that fills it in) outside this ‘realist’ con-
straint, that is, outside the belief in the real presence of the
incestuous Thing behind the deceptive surface of the painting. In

other words, with Courbet, we learn that there i 1s 1o H?Em

behind its sublime appearance - that if we force our way H,W,ﬂo:mr

the sublime appearance to the Thing itself, all we will get 1s a suf-

moo@:sm nausea of the abject; so the 9&% way to re- establish the

minimal mz,coﬁcnw of mﬁWrEmQOﬂ is directly to stage the Void itself,

the Thing as the <9mmluuwmomim, rame, 4,5505 the ilusion that

this Void is mﬁmﬂ&wm& by some rw&&mw incestuous Object.? We

can now understand in what precise way — and paradoxical as it
may sound — Malevich’s ‘Black Square’, as the seminal painting
of modernism, is the true counterpoint to (or reversal of)
‘L'origine”: with Courbet, we get the incestuous Thing itself
which threatens to implode the Clearing, the Void in which (sub-
lime) objects (can) appear; while with Malevich, we get its exact

e e

opposite, the matrix of sublimation at its ‘most &mﬂmﬂg Y,

anwwwm of the distance bty een. moam@wo:ﬂ&
and T@ormﬂomm& between a wholly ‘abstract’ object (square) and

mwm Place that contains it, The ‘abstraction” of modernist painting
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should therefore be viewed asar eaction to the overt presence of

wmﬂﬂﬁmwmmﬁm nmmowmﬁm ogooﬁ ﬁ‘wm incestuous ﬁa:;m.‘ é_”:or turns

)
mm mxnﬂmamam.w excess.

And the task of historical materialist analysis here is to locate
these all too formal determinations in their concrete historical
context. First, of course, there is the aestheticization of the uni-
verse of commodities mentioned above: its ultimate result 1s

that — to put it in somewhat pathetic terms — today, %m true

pieces of trash are the "beautiful’ objects with which we are ¢oB-

stantly voawn,z;&mm from all sides; oo:mmmﬁmmmus the only Wiy to
mmommum trash is to put frash ifself into thesacred vm@oo of the Void.
Eoimdmﬁ the mﬁamﬁou is more complex. On the one hand, théie

i i Ak 5
A e o

s'the experience of (real or fantasized) myow.& omwm,ﬁwomurmm (from

uc&ma:. or moowowmo& omémmqo_w.&w to holocaust) whose traumatic

uﬁmnwﬁ is so strong ﬁr.ﬁ mrm.% o@m mo Tonger be concéived of as

simple events that Lﬁme place éﬂ%ma the roﬁﬁow\,ﬂmmiﬂm sus-

tained ru\.%m Void of the Thing — in ‘them, the very Thing is no

Jonger absent, ‘that is, present as a Void, as the’ v@owmmwOG:m of

actual events, but ﬂrwwﬁaum to become Rﬂ&:@\ mwmmma to mnﬁ:m_-

P mastiei

1ze itself in mmb&w and thus to HO<OW0 a wm%oworm nozﬁumm of the
&\Hﬁroro wwmnm ‘On the other hand, the prospect of a global
omﬁ@m?omrm was ﬁo\h mmoﬁwr&n to ?m grhﬁmnv nmﬁgQ ~ S0 Swa\

before? >m.m5. the answer lies 1 E ﬁrm progressive o<mwfm@5m of

aesthetics (the .mwmom. of mﬁ«ow ty, exempt from _social

mxif@mm;mv and commodification Qrm very terrain of exchange): it

s This overlapping and its result, the’ &EEE@ mgm% “of the very
o%@wdyawa@swmvréﬁm_ that changes 9@% w;ooznﬁmw ﬁ:ﬁr the

wﬂdnmﬁmm@% ﬁ_pwwc_,uﬁa& mwowm_ omn@mﬂ)omr@ ﬁrm msm om wrm Solm

3%
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No ﬁau&mn then, that in the work of Andy Warhol, the ready-

ﬁmhrw m<ma\‘mm.v\ object that found itself accupying the mﬁvr_dm

mvw&um om. SOHW Om art was none omq,mn Lﬁrmn arow f Oorm Ton&mm

4 From tragique to moque-comique

The intersubjective consequences of this process are no less deci-
sive. Because it is focused on the surplus of ofyef petit a, capitalism
is no longer the domain of the discourse of the Master. This 1s
where Lacan takes over and paraphrases in his own terms the old
Marxian theme, from The Manifesto, of how capitalism dissolves
all stable links and traditions; how, at its onslaught, ‘all that 1s
solid melts into air’. Marx himself made it clear that this ‘all that

is solid’ does not concern only and primarily Emﬁméwm.,@wo.n,goﬁm.

TE mTo ﬁro stability of the m.%mpworq oawn nwmﬁ mwoﬂammm‘&mmm,

itive identification for mcgoﬁm So, on the one hand, instead of

stable mgmcnﬁm desti ed to Fm@ for generations, capitalism intro-

duces a wﬂmmﬁrﬁbﬁsm ,&EmEFm om owmoﬁm.mnmmnm Wwe' are
woawmﬁ&mm by new and newer m:.cmwtoﬁm S&Fr are sometimes

ovmorwﬁm m<m:m6m@ﬁmmrmuwoo§mHn;wu:aoﬁmw% mun.\mwmaﬂmﬁowm
ﬂmm—mnm& every year if one is to Wmmﬁ up with the Joneses; womm;
playing records were followed by CDs, and now by DVDs. The

aftermath of this constant innovation is, of course, the permanent

production of piles of discarded waste:

The main production of the modern and mEmEuomC.b capi-

ﬂmr,mﬁ industry is precisely waste. Q\m are woﬂaommw; TmEmw

because we realize that all our mmm#wm:n@z% mﬁmmm&:m con-

sumption artifacts will eventually end as _mmﬂc<m to ﬁrm @o:i
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that it will transform the earth into a <www waste land. You
. . 97

[ose the sense of tragedy, you mmwom

The obverse of the incessant capitalist drive to produce new and
newer objects is therefore the growing pile of useless waste,
mountains of used cars, computers, and so on, like the famous
aeroplane ‘resting place’ in the Mojave desert. . . . In these ever-
growing piles of inert, dysfunctional ‘stuff’, Ernor cannot but
strike us with their useless, inert presence, one can, 4s it were,
perceive the capitalist drive at rest. That is the interest of Andrei
Tarkovsky's films, most vividly his masterpiece Stalker, with its
post-industrial wasteland: wild vegetation overgrowing aban-
Joned factories, concrete tunnels and railroads full of stale water
and wild overgrowth in which stray cats and dogs wander. Here
again nature and industrial civilization overlap, but through a

common decay — Qﬁrmﬁuos m decay 1s mmmﬁ n ﬁrm - process of

being reclaimed (not by idealized Wmﬂ,moswomm ngw@ ra@ by

PR e o S Y S

nature Mmt&wooﬁwo@ﬁow The ultimate ,ﬁwwwo<wru~wb Emmmomﬁm is

that of hu
the debris of buman artefacts (old concrete blocks or : slabs of
wﬁmﬂbm 9@5@ The ultimate irony of history is that it was a direc-
it Trom the Communist East who displayed the greatest
sensitivity to this obverse of the drive to produce and consume.
Perhaps, however, this irony displays a deeper necessity which

hinges on what Heiner Miiller called the ‘waiting-room mental-

ﬁm:,__n.m_...m. wimm.n or pool ¢ ¢lose to some forest, full of

ity’ in Communist Eastern Furope:

There would be an announcement: The train will arrive at
18.15 and depart at 18.20 - and it never did arrive at 18.15.

Then came the next announcement: The train will armve at
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20.10. And so on. You went on sitting there in the waiting
room, thinking, It's bound to come at 20.15. That was the
situation. Basically, a state of Messianic anticipation. There
are constant announcements of the Messiah's impending
arrival, and you know perfectly well that he won’t be
coming. And yet somehow, it's good to hear him announced

all over mmmmb.mm

The point of this Messianic attitude, however, was not that hope
was maintained, but that since the Messiah did norarrive, people
started to look around and take note of the inert materiality of
their surroundings, in contrast to the West, where people,
engaged in permanent frantic activity, do not even ﬁwcmmlv\

notice what is going on around them:

Because there was no acceleration in the culture, DDR citi-
zens enjoyed more contact with the earth on which the
waiting room was built; caught in this delay, they deeply
experienced the idiosyncrasies of their world, all its topo-
graphical and historical details . . . while the delays in the
East allowed people to accumulate experience, the impera-
tive to travel forward destroyed any such potential in the
West: if travel is a kind of death which renders the world

banal, waiting msmmblmwm the accrual of substance.??

On the other hand — as the last sentence in the quote from
Jacques-Alain Miller indicates — the same goes for .Ewwaﬁmwmosmw
relations: Miller formulates this passage in terms of the shift from
Master-Signifier to objes petit a: in the discourse of the Master, the
subject’s identity is guaranteed by S,, by the Master-Signifier

N T.Q%oﬁwh from Gulz
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(his symbolic title—mandate), fidelity to which defines the sub-
ject’s ethical dignity. Identification with the Master- -Signitier
leads to the tragic mode of existence: the subject endeavours to
ﬁwﬁ.&m his fidelity to the Master- mmﬁﬁmmmw — say, to the mission

which gives meaning and consistency to his life — to the end, and

his attempt ultimately fails because of the remainder that resists

the Master- mnmswmww In contrast, there is the stippery-shiffing

mﬁgwon ‘who lacks any “stable mﬂmmowﬁ in the Master-Signifier; and

whose rozmwmﬁmbo% s mcmﬁﬁmm& by relationship to “thepure-

nwamamwh\?mmr\@xommm‘ to some Cﬁ&mmﬂurm&ﬂ inherently comic,

rwwwm w:n of the mﬂmm_ mCOT an @mbﬁ?omﬁoz S;T the Hmmwoﬁm..m. af
.noE.m@ Eﬁwoﬂwﬁomm ﬁvm Eoorﬁmxnomﬁo Bo&m cm mNHmﬁmSom. the

parodic process of the constant subversion oh all TEE mu:swcro

wmmswwromﬁosm

:nmwm.‘mwmmtmw.mwwu% case of this shift is the changed status of the
Oedipal trajectory: what in Ancient Greece was still a pathetic
tragedy, with the hero accomplishing the murderous act and then
heroically assuming its consequences, turns in modernity mnto its
own mocking parody. In his seminar on transference, Lacan
cofers to Claudel’s Cotfontaine trilogy, in which the Oedipal par-
ricide is given a comical twist: the son does shoot his father, but
he misses, and the scared, undignified father simply dies of a
heart attack. . . .39 (Would it not be possible, in this precise sense,
to claim that it was already Oedipus at Colonus which, with regard
to Oedipus the King, was in a way the first example of the passage

from fragique to mogue-comique?) As Lacan indicates, however, this

lack of S,mmmmu\ proper. ﬁm?&oﬁomx% makes Hrm Bo&mww. condi-

tion even more rmwﬁmﬁam the fact is ﬁrm in mmu:m of all the

to H,mowoommmw m,omw om@ﬁ&ﬁﬁ omﬁ:ﬁ.&m there

are Do wosmma trag

mwmm mwowmn - wrm yictims, m, nowomﬁﬁ.mﬁou,
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camps or the victims of the Stalinist show trials were not in a

properly tragic

redicament; their §IFUAHSH Was nmot-without

comic - or, at least, ridiculous — aspects; and, for that reason, all

e B PO A P

the more horrifying — there is a horror so deep that’it can no

longer be ‘sublimated’ into tragic dignity, and 1s for that reason

approachable only through an eerie parodic imitafion/doubling of

the parody itself.

Here, as in so many matters, it was Hegel who showed the
way. That is to say, was it not Hegel who, in his famous sub-
section on the ‘world of self-alienated Spirit’ in the Phenomenology,
provided the definitive description of the passage trom fragigue to
mogue-Comgue, demonstrating how, in the process of dialectical
mediation, every dignilfied, ‘noble’ position turns into its oppo-
site — the truth of the ‘noble consciousness’ dedicated to its
sublime ethical task of serving the Good is the manipulative,

servile, exploitative ‘base (knavish) consciousness”:

The content of what Spirit says about itself is thus the per-
version of every Notion and reality, the universal deception
of itself and others; and the shamelessness which gives utter-
ance to this deception is just for that reason the greatest
truth. This kind of talk is the madness of the musician “who
heaped up and mixed together thirty arias, Italian, French,
tragic, comic, of every sort; now with a deep bass he
descended into hell, then, contracting his throat, he rent the
vaults of heaven with a falsetto tone, frantic and soothed,
imperious and mocking, by turns.’ (Diderot, Nephew of
Rameau) To the tranquil consciousness which, in its honest
way, takes the melody of the Good and the True to consist in’

the evenness of the notes, Le. in unison, this talk appears as

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

a ‘rigmarole of wisdom and folly, as a medley of as much skill
as baseness, of as many correct as false ideas, a mixture com-
pounded of a complete perversion of sentiment, of absolute
shamefulness, and of perfect frankness and truth.” . . . This
latter mind perverts in its speech all that is unequivocal,
because what is self-identical is only an abstraction, but in its
actual existence is in its own self a perversion.!

Two things about this remarkable passage should be empha-
sized. First, Marx’s famous ‘corrective’ to Hegel’s notion of
historical repetition with which his Eighteenth Brumaire begins
(history repeats itself, the first time as a tragedy, then as a farce)
is already operative in Hegel himself: in his mad dance,
Rameau’s nephew repeats in a parodic way the grandeur of his
uncle, the renowned composer, just as Napoleon I, the
nephew, repeats in the mode of a farce the deeds of his uncle, #he
Napoleon. So it is already in Hegel that the two modes of repe-
tition compete in a properly dialectical tension: the 'serious’
repetition through which a historical contingency is ‘sublated’
into the expression of a historical necessity {Napoleon had to
lose twice), and the ‘comic’ repetition that subverts the tragic
identification. Secondly, we can see here clearly how the dialec-
tical passage operates in Hegel — how we pass from In-itself to
For-itsell. Although the perverse speech of the ‘nephew of
Rameau’ vocalizes the truth of the ‘noble consciousness’, his
candid cynical admission of guilt none the less remains false — he
is like a crook who thinks that he redeems himself by publicly
acknowledging his crookedness (or, one is tempted to add, like

rn academia

a highly paid professor of Cultural Stadies in W

who thinks that his incessant self-condemnatory critique of the
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Furocentrist, etc., bias of ﬁ\ﬂaﬁmws awon:wmaﬂm mOE@TGQ mxmaﬁﬁm

him from being implicated n it).

The guilt here concerns the tension between the subject of
the statement and the subject of the enunciation (the subjective
position from which one speaks): there is a way in which one can
fie in the guise of (telling the) truth, that is, in which the full and

candid admission of one’s guilt is the ultimate deception, the way

to preserve one’s subjective position intact, free from guilt. In

short, there is a way to avoid responsibility and/or guilt by, pre-

Qmmwuo %@@&HNH 7 one’s s nmmmcﬂﬂgr»u\ or too ﬂm@mm.% a.atﬁﬁh one s

mEW in an mxmmmwﬁmwom way, as in m:w case of the white male PC

hasizes &5 ma% of racist phallogocentrism,

and uses ﬁr_w m&mﬁwwwoﬂ om guilt as a stratagem 7ot to face the way

he, as a ‘radical’ Eﬁmzmog& perfectly mawo%mm the existing

Huoémw wmwmﬁonw ﬁoém_ mm‘ .ﬁ.wrmor Tm mnwﬁmm@m Mo rm wroh.ccmrq
nﬁﬁwom‘m: So - back to Uﬂmmﬂoﬁm Rameau — the problem with
Rameau’s nephew is not that his perverse negation of his digni-
fied uncle’s ‘noble consciousness’ is too radical and destructive,
but that, in its very excess, it is nof radical enough: the exaggerated
perverse content which seems to explode the uncle’s dignified
speech is there to conceal the fact that, in both cases, the subjec-
tive position of enunciation remains the same. The more the
admission is candid, inclusive of openly mnrﬁoémmmmmmswrm
Eoou@mﬁmso% “of one’s own position, the more it is false — in'the
same way, open confessions of the” most ‘intimate sexual, étc.,

&mw&mm in today’s talk mwoﬁ\.m M.mwzu\ tell us mm&ﬁxﬂm about the sub-

Erwm Evmﬂ truth Aﬁmu\vm because there is actually nothing to
tell .. ).
To make the conneciion with the Marxist eritique of political

economy even clearer: for Hegel himself, this inherent subversion

.—m mone
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of mcgm nOmeocm,ﬁomm finds its ultimate munwﬂmmumob m_money, a

‘rmwwo. Emwmuwmn%sﬁ piece of u,dmrﬁ% Qﬂmwmwv which _possesses the

magic power to invert every determination, no matter how movwn

and &9&:&& into its o@ﬁOmim. mwmﬁx_bm m

which so&ﬂnm can resist. No wonder :mm& conceives, as the

mﬁmrimﬁ‘cm truth of this entire movement of the mediation of the

‘noble oonmﬁcmmwmmm. the infinite judgement "The Selt [das Selbst]

a piece of metal]’, a new version of the Hbrbmm E&mo«

Embﬁ om wrwmﬁomomu\ ,Hvimsm,wuwiﬁwm@ wanmmm Goma nmmmm‘?m
dialectic of phrenology as well as the dialectic of wealth, the total
rm:mwmoﬁos of every firm determination, the disintegration of
every determinate symbolic feature, culminates in its opposite: in
the dialectical coincidence of pure subjectivity, of this power of
the negative that dissolves every stable determination, with a
meaningless, inert object, a leftover, trash (bone, money). Ong
can now see what the Lacanian answer is to the Umﬂﬁm&u insis-

tence on how ‘however it [the category of &um m:goo& is

Bomrrom ros\@amw it is ms&oémm with consciousness or uncon-

moﬁocmmmam‘ it will refer, by the entire mﬁmw& of its history, to the

m:rmwmsﬁmr&\ of a presence unperturbed v< mnrwmm:ﬁ.m, or to the

&mbﬁ@ om. mu..o aowon\mmmmmﬁm in the presence ow self- wmwwwom-

of its ogmoﬂ& noﬁuwmﬁuommr of an @?wﬁﬁmuw& amd?:nmm,w\ trash

which wnm,nwm&u\ sustains the mcgoow qua mam&\?owm\bo: -substan-

ﬁm_ So we do vm:.wm.ﬁrm mamau\ non-substantial ,Egmoﬁ ﬁwmmz&%

as such, howeve ‘to be sustained g\ a mintmum of a

mum.m;o»o@onww n.“cz:mmmbﬁ ovmmo:m stain, ¢ &\mw %&:. a. This oﬂuumoﬁ is

the mmﬂm&ouﬁo& mﬁgﬁfs Ow ﬁro <oa om mc@mosﬁﬁu: it 'is’ the

mc_uumoﬁ itself in its ozwowwmmm

We all know Emm& s mmmmj\@&% famous answer to Napoleon's
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“No man is a hero to his valet’: ‘not, however, because the man is
not a hero, but because the valet is a valet, whose dealings are
with the man, not as a hero, but as one who eats, drinks, and
wears clothes™ . in short, the valet’s gaze is unable to perceive
the world-historical dimension of the hero’s public deeds. The
lesson of the Lacanian objef petit a as the remainder of the Real
here is that Hegel has to be supplemented: in order for the sub-
jects to have a transferential ﬂmwmmo:mrw@ towards their hero, in
order to venerate a person as a hero, the awareness of the world-
historical dimension of his deeds is not enough; in order for this
awareness to become a true veneration, it has to be supplemented
by some detail from the ‘pathological’ domain of the hero’s idio-
syncratic fancies — it is only this ‘little piece of reality’, this touch
of the ‘real person’ behind the public mask (some personal weak-
ness or similar ‘endearing foible’), that changes a noncommuttal
appreciation into true veneration. So for the hero to function
effectively as a hero, the valet’s intimate gaze has to support his
public image — or, in Lacanese, the pathology of the objes perit a
has to support S,, the Master-Signifier, the symbolic mandate of
the hero. And it is as if, today, this logic is brought to its self-
destructive conclusion: it is no longer that we are simply
interested in the private pathologies of public figures, or that
public figures are directly expected to display signs of their
‘common humanity” in public — the lesson of exhibitionist talk
shows is that the very act of the public confession of their inner-
most private (sexual, etc.) idiosyncrasies as such can render a
person famous, turning him or her into a public hgure.

Today, it is fashionable to search for one's ‘true self’ — Lacan’s
ivided between zwo ‘true Selves'.

Oﬂ m;m one hand, there is #rm gwﬂmn m_qb:mmm. »rmw &mrﬁwﬁmw the

answer is that m%:_u ect ]
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oomwomnm of the sz\_QO‘mxmo -Ideal, mﬁm nrmu.;@n his Em.b&.ﬁ@.

‘on the oﬁwwh there is 1 mu.o mwnnmﬁo;w& wnwommw\ﬁ;mr 0m wrm syIm-

bolic process, some ridiculous detailed feature that sustains the

ﬁzgnow s mcj&ﬂm -enjoyment — and the d_\aﬁmﬁm mcb of psycho-

mﬂma\ma is to msmzm ﬁrm msgmoﬂlmsmwu\mmbm to monoawrmr mvm

the important lesson that &\mw pefit ais not simy

but that, in it, the ?mrw,ﬁ and érm Hoﬁ\mm» 0059&0 objet petif ais

ﬁwmimc_u\ the Nwwo._n<mw of muwﬁmuoro in-difference, wrm point at

Srwow :bm moq me:_ itself 1s ﬁm/\mm.wm& as nothing T:w a mu:wq.m Om

.Fw.mbawomnoﬁ to identification with the excremental leftover turns

around — accomplishes in the opposite direction — the process of
symbolic identification. That is to say, the ultimate paradox of the
strict psychoanalytic notion of symbolic identification is that it is by

definition a misidentification, the identification with the way. the

Other(s) misperceive(s) me. Let us take the most elementary example:

as a father, I know I am an unprincipled weakling; but, at the
same time, 1 do not want to %mm%mo:n“ my son, who sees in me
what I am not: a person of dignity and strong principles, ready to
take risks for a just cause - so I identify with this misperception of
me, and truly ‘become myself’ when I, in effect, start to act
according to this misperception (ashamed to appear to my son as
I really am, I actually accomplish heroic acts). In other words, if
we are to account for symbolic identification, it is not enough to
refer to the opposition between the way I appear to others and

the way I really am: symbolic identification occurs when the way
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I appear to others becomes more important to me than the psy-
chological reality ‘beneath my social mask’, forcing me to do
things I would never be able to accomplish ‘from within myself".

How, then, are we to grasp the difference between the two
gaps that characterize the symbolic process: the gap between the
Master-Signifier and the series of ‘ordinary’ signifiers (S, and

S,), and the more radical gap between the very domain of the sig-
nifier (8) and its objectal remainder/leftover, objes perit a? There is
an old racist joke, popular in ex-Yugoslavia, about a gipsy being
examined by a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist first explains to the
gipsy what free associations are: you immediately say what is on
your mind in response to the psychiatrist’s cue. Then the psychi-
atrist proceeds to the test itsell: he says "Table’; the gipsy answers:
‘Fucking Fatima’; he says ‘Sky’; the gipsy again answers:
‘Fucking Fatima’, and so on, until the psychiatrist explodes: ‘But
you didn't understand me! You must tell me what crops up in
your mind, what you are thinking of, when 1 say my word!” The
gipsy calmly answers: Yes, I got your point, I'm not that stupid,
but 1 think a/ the time about fucking Fatimal’

This racist joke, which clearly displays the structure of
Hegelian ‘abstract universality’, has none the less to be supple-
mented by the crucial final twist at work in another well-known
joke about a pupil being examined by his biology teacher about
different animals, and always reducing the answer to the defini-
tion of a horse: ‘What is an elephant?’ ‘An animal which lives in
the jungle, where there are no horses. A horse is a domestic
mammal with four legs, used for riding, working in the fields or
pulling vehicles.” “What is a fish?' ‘An animal which has no legs,
unlike a horse. A horse is a domestic mammal . ‘What is a
dog?’'An animal which, unlike horses, barks. A horse 1s a domes-

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

fic mammal . . ." and so forth, until finally, the desperate teacher
asks the pupil: ‘OK, what is a Aerse?’ Perplexed and totally
thrown off balance, the poor surprised pupil starts to mumble
and cry, unable to provide an answer. .

Along the same lines, the psychiatrist should have given the
sex-starved gipsy the cue ‘Fucking Fatima’, at which, undoubt-
edly, the poor gipsy would have broken down in panic — even
anxiety — unable to generate any association: why? Because, pre-
cisely (and in contrast to Bentham's theory of self-iconicity,
according to which an object is the best icon of itself, that 1s, 1t
resembles itself) a horse s a horse; it does not Jook fike or resemble
a horse; just as ‘fucking Fatima’ is 'fucking Fatima’, not some
association generated by the idea of ‘fucking Fatima’—the Marx
Brothers’ well-known paradox ‘No wonder you look like
Emmanuel Ravelli, since you are Emmanuel Ravelli’ involves an
illegitimate short circuit. (Another homologous structure is that
of a well-known tribe mentioned by Lévi-Strauss for whose
members all dreams have a hidden sexual meaning — all, that is,
except those with an explicit sexual content.)

To put it in philosophical terms, what we encounter here is the

obverse of Leibniz’s well-known wuwwbawm_m according to ‘which, Mm

two things perfectly resemble each other, if all their proj

are u:&wmﬁzmmwmfmwm@ they are also numerically identical — that is

to say, one a:mm the same thing: the anti-Leibnizean Jesson of the

menms_mu yommo ‘Oh the mﬁﬂ.#mwn is that since a thing does not Mmoo#

ﬁ&mm&@ A%?‘m. w&.mmo& accounts w@w ﬁqm ﬁmﬂwuﬂ% effect OM

mnoocmwm?nm a moapzm ﬁrm more. Wm

s of rmm oﬁrmﬁbwmm is m@mmmnw v Ob in Hegelese: the ‘oneness’

of a w?bm is mwocc&m& not in its properties, but in the negative

51



SLAVO] Z1ZEK

synthesis of a pure 'One’ which excludes (relates negatively to)

all positive properties: this ‘one’ which guarantees the identity of

a thing does not reside in its properties, since it is ultimately its
signifier.

So here we have the difference between the series of ordinary
signifiers and the central element (‘horse’, ‘fucking Fatima’)
which has to remain empty in order to serve as the underlying
orgamzing principle of the series. The homologous structure of
the series and its exception underlies the figure of Kali, the
Hindu goddess of destruction: she is usually portrayed as a
terrifying, Medusa-like entity with dozens of limbs making
aggressive gestures — however, as every Indian knows, the key
point is that, among these limbs, a kind of meta-message is
hidden, a tiny hand stretched out in a pacifying gesture, as if to
say: ‘Do not take all this ridiculous spectacle of horror too seri-
ously! It is just a show of force, while in fact I am not really so
menacing, but actually love you!” This exceptional sign is the
one we have to look for in certain forms of aggressivity. .

Oﬁ;@ different from this gap wrnﬁ separates the mxhwm&&o;&

-Signifier from the series. . of owmum&% mwmbu@mwm is the

wm‘;‘w‘ mrm; separates the endless ?doowm of m%Eworo L_mmwm::mx

Hon itself from ﬂrm Fmoqma ﬁrmﬁ “falls out’ — the structure hére is

,»r& of mﬁ_umjsﬁoz a&:@\zm:ts AE the sense of Ilegelian ‘spuri-

ous ETEG\V cut mwoﬁ Tu\ a mcgmmﬂ wm<mm.m.nL ,Hm‘\EmmeBmﬁom_

anH 'ms, one ﬁo:E say that we reach ﬁrm mﬁnw érm: ﬁrm two ﬁ&#m

of the m_ﬁﬂon are no wo:mﬁ, two halves, parts of the ww,mﬁocm

&mgobﬁ - érmm we no rubmm_, rmﬁw a &5@205 between some-

thing “and another \Avcamv m,_:»m\ but a division bétween
something and x&?ﬁ or, in terms of the Mofo of the E@ﬂ&oﬂ a

progressive ‘diacritical m:ﬁwad oh ﬁmdwrmnm wmmhvmm its mb&
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when we reach a division which is no wommmn the one between

) Na Teflexive "division

two mwmc:xmwm of a mwmim%gm muﬁw bud

mEme as such ﬁir is a?qum ~no Hosmmw between

@mwémab the signifier s su

m and mmH but between m‘@mgmm@ as such @:& $, the void, the
FSW Om the mﬂw&wwmﬁ érr\r is’ ' the Avmﬂdwv mcgmom wwwmrﬁ. This

rwor is the “subject means. precisely. that there is no sighi-
rﬂ. ﬁ wﬁ can m&mnwc,mﬁmmu\ represent it. And this is where the ofjecs

comes in: what wumu\nromﬁm_u\mﬂm ommm the ‘object’ is pr mnﬂmmm.u\ a
mrmammﬁwo r:mm. that covers up ﬁmm. d..oﬁ of wzgmnﬁﬁaa pro-
S%bm moH, it a m@EZm.;oa om mumﬁm This mﬁﬁoﬁﬁam is maﬂwmnm%
expr essed vu\ a third HOW@A wv._m time ,T.OE 8&@% s Cr o.ﬁi about

“President Franjo Tudjman.
“Jokes about the Croatian President Franjo Tudjman in gen-

eral display a structure of some interest for Lacanian theory — for
example: Why is it impossible to play ‘hide-and-seek’ with

‘idjman? Because if he were to hide, nobody would bother to
seck him . . . a nice libidinal point about how hiding works only
if people actually want to find you. But the supreme example is
that of Tudjman and his large family m a plane above Croatia.

\famwm of the rumours that a lot of Croats lead miserable

mw%m What if 1 were to throw a cheque for a million dollars out

of the ?,5&02. to make at least one Croat, who will catch it,

rmmma\o E;m mmﬁmﬁnm wife says: ‘But Franjo, my dear, why don't

you throw out two o?m@ﬁmm for half a million each, and thus

make two Croats wmm%u\c His mmtwv»mw adds: “Why not four

cheques for a @ﬁ@ﬂmﬁ of a million each, and make four Croats

vﬂm@w\c "and so OF “until finally, his mﬁz&&os - : 43,?&

innocent youth who EDWSOSEWH% blurts out the truth — says:
‘But Q?Em@? why don't u\on n:\ﬂuq throw v\oﬁqmmﬂ out of the

5, while he and his cronies amass wealth, Tudjian”
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.5.5&043 mmm .@r:m Emrm mm m:w .Uwomnm rm_mwuvb ’ Ewﬂ.m we have it

m?,&wm‘ like Achilles trying

this endless series nmcmr.n in the logic of * meiocm Emﬂnnuw is total-

HNmm_ OWOmm& 005,@_.@5& v.% mb m@w of ﬁrm Toau\ éroﬂm mﬂmmm wﬁﬁ&m

G.mm the series Jw as it

rwmwmm% the ‘indivisible wm.ww:m:n&mw wraﬁ rmm in mrn mmm ow mw;m mwﬂ%

wOmm ﬁ_.wddeO;

5 Victims, Victims Everywhere

Postmodern deconstructionists would probably reject such a
direct reference to the Real of the ‘logic of Capital as too ‘essen-
tialist’, as not taking into account the radical openness and
contingency of the struggle for hegemony. So what do we mean
by it? Take the example of South Africa: of course, the end of
apartheid was not directly conditioned by the objective logic of
Capital’, by Capital’s universalism which tends to subvert and
transgress all natural boundaries — it resulted from the heroic
struggle of thousands of nameless freedom fighters. Nevertheless,
as the current difficulties of the ANC government demonstrate,
the end of apartheid confronted the black majority with their
trae dilemma: should they risk actually disturbing the free func-
tioning of Capital in order to undo the effects of apartheid? Or
should they make a pact with the Devil, and — hke Clinton in the
USA or New Labour in the UK ~ accept the basic depoliticiza-

tion of the economy, and limit themselves to the struggle for

., thei™

?@Qa %rm Tomu\ here 1
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cultural, ethnic, sexual, ete., rights? The struggle for hegemony

within today’s postmodern politics dees have a limit: it encounters

&r@ Wm.wm when it touches the point of mma:wx.% %mﬁawwﬁmigm mnwm

fu 50»555@ of Om,m:n&

The top censored story of 1998 was that of a secret inter-
national agreement called MAI (the Multilateral Agreement on
Investment). The primary goal of MAI will be to protect the
foreign interests of multinational companies. The agreement will
basically undermine national sovereignty by assigning to these
corporations powers almost equal to those of the countries in
which they are located. Governments will no longer be able to
treat their domestic firms more favourably than foreign firms.
Furthermore, countries that do not relax their environmental,
land-use, and health and labour regulations to meet the demands
of foreign firms may be accused of acting illegally. Corporations
will be able to sue sovereign states if they impose overstringent
ecological or other standards — under NAFTA (the main model
for MAI), Ethyl Corporation is already suing Canada for ban-
ning the use of its gasoline additive MMT. The greatest threat, of
course, 1s to the developing nations, which will be mﬂmmmcm.m& into
depleting their natural resources for commercial exploitation.
Renato Ruggerio, director of the World Trade Organization, the
sponsor of MAL, 1s already hailing this project elaborated and
discussed in a clandestine manner, with almost no public consul-
tation and media attention — as the ‘constitution for a new global
economy’.>

Just as for Marx, market relations provided the true founda-
tion for the notion of individual freedoms and rights, #5is is the
obverse of the much-praised new global morality celebrated even

by some neoliberal philosophers as signalling the beginning of an
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era in which the international community will be able to enforce
a minimal code preventing sovereign states from engaging in
crimes against humanity even within their own territory. In a
recent essay, significantly entitled ‘Kosovo and the End of the
Nation-State’, Viclav Havel tries to bring home the message that
the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia:

places human rights above the rights of the state. The
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia was attacked by the alliance
without a direct mandate from the UN. This did not happen
irresponsibly, as an act of aggression or out of disrespect for
international law. It happened, on the contrary, out of
respect for the law, for a law that ranks higher than the law
which protects the sovereignty of states. The alliance bas
acted out of respect for human rights, as both conscience and

international legal documents dictate.”

Havel further specifies this ‘higher law’ when he claims that
‘human rights, human freedoms, and human dignity have their
deepest roots somewhere outside the perceptible world . . . while
the state is a human creation, human beings are the creation of
God’.% If we read Havel's two statements as the two premisses of
a judgement, the logical conclusion is none other than that
NATO forces were allowed to violate existing international law,
since they acted as a direct instrument of the ‘higher law’ of God
Himself — if this is not a clear-cut case of ‘religious fundamental-
ismm’, then this term is devoid of any minimally consistent
meaning.

Havel’s statement is thus the strongest assertion of what

Ulrich Beck, in an article in Die Siddeutsche Zeitung in April 1999,

m:.:.m mor’ .&

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

called ‘militaristic humanism’ or even ‘militaristic pacifism’. The

problem with this term is not that it is an Ogezﬁc ONu\ﬁoﬁm..d, -

reminding us of " Peace is war “and nilar slogans from Nineteen

?ﬂmmﬁu\wﬁ bur — érmov as such, %woo&u\ belies the truth of its posi-

Emmw rrmn& niﬁCmB. I rather nw:zw

that it is ﬂro, mmommww mommﬂow ~more bombs and killing never

wﬁdm @mmoo _“which is a fake, and that one should’ rﬁdﬁmx%

endarse the WL,EQON of EL;mEmﬁo ﬁmﬂmmﬁv Zmnvmn is it that,

o vﬁonm‘@“ the ﬁ&amowm of a bombardment are not chosen out of

homm&owwﬂow. Tr& mwmmow?mw% 5 moooﬂmmﬂcm ﬁﬁr

orﬁomm and economic mﬁnmﬁmm_n m:»mnmmwm

ﬁbmmrﬁcﬁ;m&m d ge

(the Marxist-style PDQOEEV “The wwovmmﬂ is, ,wmﬁrmq that this

wcamq humanitarian-ethical KmEBﬁmﬁom Ammn:mv thoroughly

&@w&ﬁ&a& the EMEmQ\ intervention, changing it into an Inter-

vention 1m rzEmEﬁﬁnm nmﬁmm@owwﬂm_ mwoﬁsmmm in mvc:,mmu\ moral”

reasons, not an intervention in a well- defined political struggle.

Tn , other words, the problem with ‘militaristic humanism/pacifisn lies not

i militaristic’ but in ‘bumanism/pacifisn’: in the way the ‘militaristic’

intervention (in the social mqﬂmm_ov 1s mﬂmmmamm as help to"the

victims of Amﬁrm_o..‘ mﬁn u hatred and violence, justified directly in
nwm,.mm.rﬁnwmmm ﬂb?mﬂmm_, rﬁﬁmm Emf..m Oommmﬁcmﬁ&w ‘what we
need is nota ‘true’ (demilitarized) wcmﬂmama\@.»ﬂmmﬁ, but a ‘mil-
itaristic’ social intervention nredwﬁm n:ﬁ its. _depoliticized
rzEwEmemSwmm ¢mbmmﬂ

A _}mwoﬂw by Steven Erlanger on the suffering of the Kosovo
Albanians in The New York Times™ perfectly encapsulates this logic
of vietimization. Its title is revealing: ‘In One Kosovo Woman, an
Emblem of Suffering’; the subject to be protected (by NATO

intervention) is identified from the outset as a powerless victim of

circumstances, deprived of all political identity, reduced to stark
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suffering. Her basic stance is that of excessive suffering, of trau-

matic experience that blurs all differences: ‘She’s seen too much,

gmwmmﬁmmrmémmﬁm@ﬁwg She wants it to be over.” As such, she

is Tmu\ow&mbuﬁme_orﬁo& recrimination ~ an »:&m@mﬁ&mﬁwmwo..momo is

not on her agend h.m,Wma just wants the horror over: ‘Toes she

favor an independent Kosovo? “You know, I don’t care if it’s
this or that,” Meli said. “1 just want all this to end, and to leel
good again, to feel good in my place and my house with my

ar

friends and family.”” Her support of the foreign (NATO) inter-

vention is grounded in her wish for all this horror to be over: ‘She

wants a settlement that brings foreigners here “with some force

behind them.” She is indifferent about who the foreigners are.

Consequ ently, she muﬁ.,mmﬁ.r.wmn.m.é#r all sides in an all-embracing

humanist stance: ‘There is qmm...mm% mSOﬁwm mom,m«m@mmm.,mmm.wwwm.

“Tteel somry for the Serbe who'se becn bombed and died, and 1
feel sorry for my own people. But maybe now there will be a con-
clusion, a settlement for good. That would be great.

r
Here we
pebwot

ioriy

have the ideological construction of the ideal mcﬂmnwiﬁn&wﬂ n

aid of whom NATO intervenes: not a political ‘subject with a

clear agenda, but a subject of helpless suffering, sympathizing

wi rmz mzmmﬁ,m.ﬁ;m sides in the roﬂmwmvo%ﬂmrﬁﬂﬁ in the madness

nm a local &wmr.wrwﬁ can be Hunzb,mm& only by the infervention of a

Tnﬂmmwﬁmﬁ mommmwz power, a mﬁgmrp whose innermost desire is
reduced to the almost animal craving to ‘feel good again’. .. .
The ultimate wmﬁmmoum of the Z&wﬂ_ormagﬁm .mw..ﬁwcmo%mim
was thus not the one about which Western mumh.wm,mﬁm GOE_.UWH.D@&
(by bombing Yugoslavia in order to prevent ethnic cleansing of
Kosovo, NATO in effect triggered large-scale cleansing, and thus
created the very humanitarian catastrophe it wanted to prevent),

but a deeper paradox involved in the ideology of victimization:
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the key aspect to note was NATO's privileging of the now-
discredited ‘moderate’ Kosovar faction of lbrahim Rugova
against the radical’ Kosovo Liberation Army. This means that

Z>HO Qw@emmwmmgnvwoowwﬂm%m \wﬁw?&mmwﬁm,&ﬂ&w&n& Q\N&m
Albanians themselves. (The moment this option was mentioned,

foars started to circulate: the KLA is not really an army, just a
bunch of untrained fighters; we should not trust the KLA, since
it is involved in drug-trafficking and/or is a Maoist group whose
victory would lead to a Khmer Rouge or Taleban regime in
Kosovo. . . .) Alter the agreement on the Serb Army's withdrawal
from Kosovo, this distrust of the KLA resurfaced with a
vengeance: the topic of the day was again the ‘danger’ that, after
the Serb Army’s withdrawal, the KLA would — as the NATO
cources and the media liked to put it - ‘fill the vacuum’ and take
over. The message of this distrust could not have been clearer: it's
OK to help the kelpless Albanians agamst the Serbian monsters,
but in no way are they to be allowed actually to cast off this belp-
lessness by asserting themselves as a sovereign and self-reliant
political subject, a subject with no need for the benevolent
wmbrella of the NATO ‘protectorate’. . . .

In short, while NATO was intervening in order to protect the

Kosovar victims, it was at the same mmmw....mwmmmw,Iﬁmm%..w,mmm..n%wm

that &@nﬂmm&@. QS%@.@

vicéims; nhabitants of a devas

éwrmwmmm?mwom&mmob.mo*.,mb wﬁ.ﬂ\m momﬁoo]ugwmﬂqwonmo
capable of &ommﬁ&bm.#mmﬁ. The NATO wﬁ,mwmm.%gm&ﬁrﬁm perverse
in the precise Freudian sense of the term: it was itself (co-)respon-

sible for the calamity against which it offered itself as a remedy
(like the mad governess in Patricia Ewmrmawrw Heroine, who sets
the family house on fire in order to be able to prove her devotion

to the family by bravely saving the children from the raging
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flames . . .). What we encounter here is again the paradox of vie-

A bt e e ettt

timization: the Other to be protected is good in so far as it remains a

wictim (which is why we were bombarded with ?n?‘_nwmoﬁ helpless
Kosovar mothers, children and old people, telling moving stories

of their sulfering); the moment it no longer behaves hike a victim,

ez Benr ..

but wants to strike back on its own, it Emm@wm turns m: of a

sudden into a ﬁ,mH.H.E,.HwQmmmmmw.gmSﬁ._.wwﬁ\mnmménwmmnwwﬂm‘.@ﬁ.rmﬁ co

The crucial point is thus to recognize clearly in this ideology of

4y s e s o B TS T S

slabal viccmiation, in his denification of the (human) subject

1

something that can be hurt’, them

itself as

d lism. This ideology of victimization is the

.Emmw mOw ﬁrﬁ,nommoﬁ,‘mmmwﬁgaonm ineluctable — the Real of On%;&

exerts its rule.

On the other hand, the properly wncanny appeal of negative
gestures like the spectacular retreat of the German super-minis-
ter Oskar Lafontaine in some leftist circles also bears witness to
the same refusal to confront the Real of today’s capitalism: the
very fact that he stepped down without giving reasons for his
action, combined with his demonization in the mass media (from
the front-page headline in The Sun — "The most dangerous man in
Furope’ — to the photo of him in Bild, showing him in profile, as
in a police photo after arrest), made him an ideal projection
sereen for all the fantasies of the frustrated Left which rejects the
predominant Third Way politics. 1f Lafontaine were to stay, he
would save the essentials of the welfare state, restore the proper
role of the trade unions, reassert control over the ‘autonomous’
financial politics of the state banks, even prevent the NATO
bombing of Yugoslavia, . While such an elevation of
Lafontaine into a cult figure has its positive side (it articulates the

very Emmm ma,ﬁﬁwor‘t most of the time invisible to the WSEE eye,
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utopian desire for an authentic Left that would g..amw the .Tmmmw.m
monic Third Way stance of accepting the ﬁb@ﬂomﬁonm& reign o
the logic of Capital), suspicions should none a.wm. less be H..m;mmm
that there is something false about it: to put 1t i Very mw.E.._me
terms, if w\mmowwmwbm were actually in a position to accomplish at
least some of these goals, he would quite simply nof mﬁ@. down, but
go on with his job. The cult of Lafontaine is thus possible osw..% as
a negative gesture: 1t was his stepping down that created mrm void in
which utopian leftist energies could be invested, relying on. the
Hlusion that if external circumstances Amorﬁa&mw‘.m owm.onw.cama_
etc.) were not preventing Lafontaine from doing his job, he
would actually accomplish something. The true problem, how-
ever, is: what would bave happened if Lafontaine had not been g@.é@& fo step
down? The sad but most probable answer is: either :&@w:% c% real
substance (i.e. he would have been mgmnm&q .mmuﬁzmw& , CO-
opted into the predominant T hird Way woﬁﬂomk.mm. had m?w.mnw%
happened with Lionel Jospin in France), or d.Em Eﬁ.ﬂ.émmﬁwdm
éoc.i have triggered a global economico-polifical crisis forcing
step down, and discrediting Social Democracy as
38

him, agam, to
anable to govern. . .

The deadlock of globalization is felt most strongly in countries
like Russia, which, as it were, got the worst of both worlds:
Communist “otalitarianism’ as well as capitalist liberalism. WNO.F
-, the 1940s, Theodor Adorno pointed out how, in the late capi-
calist ‘administered world’, the classical Freudian notion o.m the
ego as the mediating agency between the two extremes, the mner

drives of the id and the external social constraints of the super-

. '
i ; ve: - we encounter i today’s
ego, is no longer operative: what xy

so-called narcissistic personality is a direct pact between super-

R
e T

ego 2o 33d at the expense of the ego. The basic lesson of the
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so-called ‘totalitarianisms’ is that the social powers represented in
superego pressure directly manipulate the subject’s obscene
drives, bypassing the autonomous rational agency of the ego.
Along the same lines, it is misleading to read today’s Russian sit-
nation as one in which a proper balance must be struck between
the two extremes: the Communist legacy of social solidarity, and
the cruel game of open-market competition: the key feature of the
Russian post-Communist situation is a direct pact (coincidence,
even) between the darkest remainders of the past (secret KGB
funds) and the most ruthless of the new capitalists — the emblem-
atic figure of today’s Russia is an ex-KGB apparatchik turned
private banker with shady underground connections. . . )
According to the media, when - at a recent meeting of the
leaders of the great Western powers, dedicated to the politico-
ideological notion of the "Third Way’ - the Italian Prime Minister
Massimo d’Alema said that one should not be afraid of the word
‘socialism’, Clinton — and, following him, Blair and Schroder -
could not restrain themselves, and openly burst out laughing.
This anecdote tells us a lot about the problematic character of
today’s talk about the Third Way. Crucial here is the curious
enigma of the second way: where is the second way today? That is
to say: did not the notion of the Third Way emerge at the very
moment when — at least in the developed West — all other alter-
natives, from true conservativism to radical Social Democracy,
fost out in the face of the triumphant onslaught of global capital-

ism and its notion of liberal democracy? Is not the true message

of the notion of the Third Way therefore simply that there is no

second way, no actual alternative to global capitalism, so that, in a

kind of mocking pssudo- Hegelian negation of negatior, this

much praised ‘Third Way' brings us back to the first and only
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ith a human face,

that 1s, an attempt to minimize ﬁvmrsmﬂmmoom.wwoh»rmmwo.ﬂumw
. e hose functioning is left undisturbed.

alist machinery, wh

capit

6 The Fantasmatic Real

Is, however, this {antasmatic spectrality — as opposed to moowmﬁ
reality — actually identical to the (Lacanian) Real? Eric Santner's
discussion of the Freudian figure of Moses provides an mxomzﬂ..;
description of the way spectrality operates in ideology:™ é&ﬁ. is
in fact traumatic about this figure — about the Jewish break ﬁ:mr
the pagan pre-monotheistic cosmo-religion of One w.,/wm.nswm in
which a multitude of deities can coexist — is not simply ”ﬁrm
monotheistic repression of pagan enjoyment (sacred orgies,
images . . .), but the excessively viclent nature of the very gesture

i . i i universal rule
of repressing the pagan umverse and imposing the

of the One of Law. In other words, the .ﬂmm_wmmmm&, of &miw.mr
monotheism is 7ot the wealth of pagan sacred orgies and deities
but the disavowed excessive nature of ifs own fundamental ges-
ture: that is — to use the standard terms — the crime that founds
the rule of the Law itself, the violent gesture that brings mdcowﬁ a
regime which retroactively makes this gesture itsell Ewmm.w\onnm-
inal. Santner refers here to the well-known paradox of ‘there are
no cannibals in our tribe, we ate the last one vwmmwmﬂ&m%‘. oodomw, |
ing Moses as the exemplary figure of such a last cannibal™
abolishing the condition of cannibalism (and, in contrast, the

figure of Jesus as ¢he last meal, the last victim to mum. wwmcmrﬁm.mmw
and eaten — following René Girard, who has conceived Christ’s

: : 40
crucifixion as the sacrifice to end all sacrifices).

63




SLAVQJ ZIZEX

64

Consequently, one should distinguish between symbolic history
(the set of explicit mythical narratives and ideologico-ethical pre-
scriptions that constitute the tradition of a community — what
Hegel would have called its "ethical substance’) and its obscene
Other, the unacknowledgeable Spectral’ fantasmatic history that effec-
tively sustains the explicit symbolic tradition, but has to remain
foreclosed if it is to be operative. What Freud endeavours to

reconstitute in Moses and Monotheism™ (the story of the murder of

Moses, etc.) is such a spectral history that haunts the space of

Jewish religious tradition. Santner uses a very precise formu-

lation which :ﬁ:pmmmmﬁmmu\ recalls Lacan’s definition of the Real

as _Bmcmmwzm m;oE w:m mmmbwbmﬂ,. m.wa%% the wmumo?m,w fantasmatic

history tells »rm story om a Q.mcﬁm&o event mumﬁ ‘continues not to

ﬁ@rm place’,# |

space it .@nozmrﬁ m&ozﬂ _uu\ ;w Eﬁmgwmﬂnﬂ as Hkmomb SOCE have

HEM ww nrm mwmnﬁnm._ Qmﬁwmﬁo mawma bm cesse m.ﬁ &m ne Mvmw w mmﬁu.m ,

e T 3

> Jor ommm& not Vﬁbm SEQms {not to inscribe ;m&m

Amm& of course, vamﬂm&u\ as such, as nonexistent, it continues to

&oamm t 5

persist; that is, its spectral presence continues to haunt the living).

One becomes a full member of a community not simply by

i A

identifying ﬁ;ﬁw its mxmrﬁw mu:bvoro Qm&ﬁo? ‘but when one &wo

assumes the spectral dimension mﬁw sustains iﬁm ngnrﬁom the

ﬁbmaa& mroﬂm that haunt the Wﬁﬂm. the secret meoa\ of trau-
matic fantasies qﬁﬁmamwmmewmgmmb ibm lines’, ﬂm:;ommr its lacks
and distortions. In the Jewish S,m.nrﬁo? there is a well-known
story of a rabbi narrating to a young pupil the legend of a
prophet to whom a Divine vision appeared; when the youngster
eagerly asks him: 'Ts this true? Did it really happen?’, the rabbi
answers: ‘It probably didn’t really happen, but it istrue.” In the

same way, the murder of the primordial father and other
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Freudian myths are in a way more real than reality: they are ‘true’,
although, of course, they ‘didn’t really take place’ — their spectral
presence sustains the explicit symbolic tradition. Referring to
lan Hacking’s recent work,*® Santner draws a fine line of sepa-
ration from the standard notion of the change in the narrative
network which allows us to tell the coherent story of our past:
when one changes from one narrative register to another that in
a way allows us to ‘rewrite the past’, the emergence of the new
‘descriptive vocabulary’ has to foreclose/repress the traumatic
excess of its own violent imposition, the ‘vanishing mediator’
between the old discursive regime and the new; and this ‘vanish-
ing mediator’, precisely in so far as it remains non-integrated,
excluded, continues to haunt ‘actual’ history as its spectral Other
Scene. This foreclosed (‘primordially repressed’) myth that
grounds the rule of /ogos is thus not simply a past event but a per-
manent spectral presence, an undead ghost that has to persist all
the time if the present symbolic frame is to remain operative.
One should not confound this ‘primordially repressed’ myth
(this ‘fundamental fantasy’) with the multitude of inconsistent
daydreams that always accompany our symbolic commitments,
allowing us to endure them. Let us recall the example of a
(‘straight’) sexual relationship. The success of Peter Hoeg's ke
Woman and the Ape indicates that sex with an animal is today’s
predominant form of the fantasy of full sexual relationship, and
it is crucial that this animal is as a rule male: in contrast to
cyborg-sex fantasy, in which the cyborg is, as a rule, a woman
(Blade Runner) — that is, in which the fantasy is that of Woman-
Machine — the animal is a male ape copulating with a human
woman, and fully satisfying her. Does this not materialize two

standard common daydreams: that of a woman who wants a
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strong animal partner, a potent ‘beast’, not a hysterical impotent
weakling; and that of a man who wants his female partner to be
a perfectly programmed 'doll” who fulfils all his wishes, not a
living being? What we should do in order to penetrate the under-
lying ‘fundamental fantasy’ is to stage these two fantasies
together: to confront ourselves with the unbearable ideal couple of a
male ape copulating with a female cyborg, the fantasmatic support of the
‘normal’ couple of man and woman copulating. The need for
this redoubling, the need for this fantasmatic supplement to
accompany the ‘straight’ sexual act as a spectral shadow, is yet
another proof that ‘there is no sexual relationship’.

Do we not find something quite similar in the superb final
scene of My Best Friend’s Wedding, when, at the wedding of
Cameron Diaz, Julia Roberts (her ‘best friend’ who, throughout
the film, has been trying to abort this wedding in order to win the
bridegroom, her ex-boyfriend, back), resigned to the loss of her
ex-partner, accepts the proposal of Rupert Everett, her close gay
friend, and performs a passionate dance act with him in front of
all the wedding guests: 7hey are the true couple, to be opposed to
the ‘official’ real couple of Cameron Diaz and her bridegroom,

engaged n a full ‘straight’ sexual relationship. What is crucial

here is that Julia Roberts and Rupert Everett, n contrast to this

VN T e e uﬁ sex; WH»TOCWT

m_hwﬂmw DOC,@H&.. m.u..mw 50& mmmm.mm

v just put.on a
mwmﬁm&@ ﬂ?.osmr they are engaged in performing a fake appearance,

it 1s m:,moum&u\ as such that their mumlongwbom is in a way more real

than the common H.mmrﬁ% Om the moﬁﬁmw sex Om ﬁrm cﬁrmn oOﬁ@ww In

mvmww mdm d

ance is sublime in the strict Wmﬁﬁms sense: what the

two Om ﬁrmﬁ stage, ﬁ&m& appears — shines through — mumz, act is the

mmsﬂm.m.v\_ wvm _impossible utopian dream, of the ultimate ‘perfect

couple’ that the other ‘actual’ couple will never. ww mzm to come
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close to. . . . So, agam, the gesture of Roberts and Everett is

to stage wrm wamucmwmuwm fantasy whose spectre accompanies

and redoubles the ‘“true’ couple engaged in ‘actual’ sex — mb& the

anmmoN is that mbmu\ can do it precisely in so far as they are not an

“Aetual co mumm m._wmmym,mq in so far as_ Qumomﬁmm OH mym:. mrmmmﬂma

sexual oimamﬂonmv their relationship can never .Wm consum-

Hﬂmﬁmﬁ.

The lesson of all this is that, in the opposition between fantasy
and reality, the Real is on the side of fantasy. Nowhere is this
clearer than in the standard Hollywood procedure, under the
pressure of the Hayes Code censorship rules, of retroactively
transposing the main narrative into a nightmarish dream, so that
at the end of the film, when the catastrophe is at its peak,
we return to ‘mormal’ everyday reality. To avoid the standard
examples (from Robert Wiene's Dr. Caligari to Fritz Lang's Woman
in the Window), let us turn to Robert Siodmak’s The Strange Affair of
Unele Harry (1945): in the online Al-Movie Guide, this film is qual-
ified as ‘OK for Children’ but the ‘keywords’ used to characterize
its plot are ‘incest, kill, romance, schemer, sister’ — an excellent
example of how the ‘innocent’ reading can coexist with much
more unsettling undertones.

Fven more than Woman in the Window, Undle Flarry plays on the
paradoxes of desire and its realization. J ohn Quincy, an unmar-
ried middle-aged fabric designer (played, in a superb case of
anti-casting, by the sinister George Sanders) lives a dull life with
his two domineering unmarried sisters, the older Hester and the
younger Lettie, who look after him in their family manor in New
Hampshire. e meets Deborah Brown, a visiting fashion expert
from New York City; soon their friendship becomes love, and he
asks her to marry him. When Deborah meets John's family, and
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the sisters are informed of their plan to marry, Hester is happy
for her brother, while Lettie is violently jealous and feigns a heart
attack. Frustrated and angry at Lettie’s attempt to spoil his hap-
piness, John plans to murder her by poisoning her regular drink;
through a mistake, however, it is Hester who drinks the cup
intended for Lettie, and dies. Although she is aware that the
poison was for her, Lettie assumes the gult and is condemned to
death for her sister’s murder - although John publicly protests
that he did the poisoning, she refuses to corroborate his self-
incrimination, because she knows that her death will prevent
him from marrying Deborah. She tells him: ‘Tl give you what
you always wanted, your freedom from me!’, aware that in this
way she will make him indebted to her for ever, since he will owe
his freedom to her — by taking the guilt upon herself, and letting
him live, she changes the rest of his life into the vegetation of a
living dead. In short, Lettie takes his desire (to kill her) upon
herself, and thus frustrates him by fulfilling it. At the very end of
the film, John wakes up and discovers that the entire cata-
strophic situation of his poisoning his sister has been his dream:
what awakens him is the returning Deborah, and he merrily
clopes with her to New York, leaving his two sisters behind.
The paradox, of course, is that this very fictionalization of the
murder, to mollify the censors, introduces an additional element
of pathology — the film’s final lesson is that "the most disturbed
psyche in the film may actually have been that of the protago-
nist’:% does not the fact that instead of simply confronting his
sister like a mature adult, he dreams of an elaborate poisoning
scheme, reveal his ‘profound guilt over his sexual attraction to
her’?%7 The retroactive fictionalization engages the subject who

generated this fiction much more fundamentally than if he were
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really to poison his sister: if we were dealing with a ‘real-life’
murder case, John would ultimately have been the vietim of
some externally imposed situation (of the unfortunate fact of
having a domineering and possessive sister) — that 1s, 1t would
have been possible for him (and us, spectators) to put the blame
on circumstances; while the fictionalization of the murder
attempt anchors the narrative events much more strongly in
John's own libidinal tendencies. In other words, is not the under-
Jying premiss of this fictionalization that John himself sustains
the privileged intimate relationship with Lettie — that Lettie’s
dominant role satisfies John's own libidinal needs, and that his
aggressive acting-out (his attempt to murder her) is also directed
at the Real of his own unacknowledged ‘passionate attach-
ment'?7%8 Did he not dream about his murderous act in order to
avoid the ‘happy’ prospect, rejected by his unconscious, of aban-
doning the incestuous link with Lettie and marrying Deborah?
When, at the end, he wakes up, he does soin order to escape the
horrible prospect of the realization of his desire in all its funda-
mental ambiguity, since this realization implies that the
fundamental ‘passionate attachment’ that structured his life is
undone . . . (he gets rid of the obstacle, and is simultaneously
even more indebted to his sister).

7 Why is the Truth Monstrous?

So what about the ghosts which are not to be simply dismissed as

fantasmatic, since they haunt us on account of their very excessive,

unbearable realify, like the Helocaust? Although this event set n

thical discussion, 1t continues to

nwo:o:ﬁrmmbﬁ:d ﬁoﬁwmmﬁwgommwu\
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wm:.m..; us @mmimwumoq@_ en n.v\mmwm; cannot be fully ‘accounted for’,

integrated into our

about it on the level of historical facts. Here, however, are we

not confasing two dilferent modalities of the trauma that

“is .:Wmmmmmgm .mm...wwmmmw.ﬁm..,..wswo our symbolic universe: the

fantasmatic narrative of a spectral event that definitely ‘did
not w.mm&u\ rmmwm:_cmnm the F wmc&mb myth of the primordial

parricide) and the traces of an event that definitely did happen,

but was too traumatic to be integrated into historical memory

(ks the Holocaunt), 30 (hat e canit Fegister it s nevira
*orwmog\m‘ ovmniwwwm. and mooomn:ww wmioM omnCu@m& reality —
there is something ‘spectral’ about 1t not because its status'is
mﬂﬁﬁmﬁmﬂ.@ w:w vmn.m.&mﬁ of its very excess of reality? So it 1s
owcowmwwo&mmsmﬁwmrrmmm..uumﬁmwmﬁﬁv@ mmugmgnwﬁnmwm:mm&

narrative and the Real itself: one should never forget that the

foreclosed traumatic narrative of the crimeftransgression comes,

s it were, alter the ( vmn.r that 1t 1s i itsell a lure, a ‘primordial
rw, mwmmﬁwbmm to deceive the subject by providing the fantasmatic

mcﬂbmmﬁca;mm.. fis or her wmucm

With regard to this wcgr one can m:.mn.ﬂmmmu\ define the mysti-
fication of the theosophical mythopoeic narrative which claims to
recount the genesis of the cosmos (of fully constituted reality,
ruled by Jogss) out of proto-cosmic pre-ontological chaos. Such
attempts obfuscate the point that the repressed spectral "virtual
history’ is not the ‘truth’ of the official public history, but the fan-
tasy which fills in the void of the acz that brought history about.

On the level of family life, this distinction 1s palpable in so-
called False Memory Syndrome: the ‘memories’ unearthed
(being seduced/abused by the father), the repressed stories that

haunt the imagination of the living, are precisely such “primordial

ocial reality, even if we know (almost) all
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Lies’ destined to forestall the encounter with the ultimate rock of
jmpossibility, the fact that ‘there is no sexual relationship’. And
the same goes, on the level of social life, for the notion of the
primordial Crime that grounds the legal Order: the secret narra-
tive that tells its story is purely fantasmatic. In philosophy proper,
this fantasmatic mystification is at the very core of Schelling’s
Weltalter mnou.anw.é

What Schelling endeavoured to accomplish in Weltalter is pre-
cisely such a mythopoeic fantasmatic narrative that would
account for the emergence of logos itsell out of the pre-logical
proto-cosmic Real; however, at the very end of each of the three
successive drafts of Weltalter — that 1s to say, at the very point at
which the passage from mythos to logos, from the Real to the
Symbolic, should have been deployed — Schelling was compelled
to posit an uncanny act of Ent-Scheidung, an act that was in a way
more primordial than the Real of the ‘oterna) Past’ itself. So the
repeated failure of his three successive Weltalter drafts indicates
precisely Schelling’s honesty as a thinker: the fact that he was
radical enough to acknowledge the impossibility of grounding the
act/decision in the proto-cosmic myth. The line of separation
between materialism and obscurantist idealism in Schelling thus
concerns precisely the relationship between act and proto-
cosmos: idealist obscurantism deduces/generates the act from
proto-cosmos, while materialism asserts the primacy of the act,
and denounces the fantasmatic character of the proto-cosmic
narrative.

That is to say: apropos of Schelling’s claim that man's con-
sciousness arises from the primordial act which separates
present-actual consciousness from the spectral, shadowy realm of

the Unconscious, one has to ask a seemingly naive, but crucial
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question: what, precisely, is the Unconscious here? Schelling’s
answer is unequivocal: the ‘Unconscious’ is not primarily the

rotary motion of drives ejected into the eternal past; the

'Unconscious’ is, rather, the very act of Ent-Scheidung by means of

which drives were ejected into the past. Or —to put it in shghtly

different terms — what is Q.mm% unconscious’ in man is not the

immediate omﬁca;m of nommnmo_hnbmmm‘ ﬂ.ﬁm ormﬂcﬁw mﬁm— ‘confused

( :Danqaomumm vortex OW m2<mm. vﬂﬁ &uw <mﬁ< m

ooaoﬁoamummm_ ﬁrm act om &mnmﬁon wu\ means of ir:ur 1 owoomo

g gesture of

A g e o S i

to be used Tu\mﬁrm owmmﬁqm mu:irmio mhﬁﬁw_v\ ow &um CONSCIOUs ego;

L
the CﬁoOﬂonﬂm in &m Eom.ﬁ mmmwnh &uﬁmuwwos s, Bumrmﬂ &m ?h@;

est Deed a.\ m@ R%w %&Rﬁ@ or — to resort to hm:pﬁ, ﬁﬂimbﬁwrmw

terms — the nwoﬁm of my mﬁﬁ&mﬁmmﬁ& m;.owmoﬁ érﬁw in ow,mﬂ, to
remain Oﬁmwmﬁa&_ :}Em# mum am@wmvmmm kept unconscious, ozﬁ of
the light of %&\. or, to mﬂoﬁm from the mmﬁﬂmzm last pages . ow the

mmnczm nr.mmﬁ 0m E\Qb\&%ﬁ R

ﬂam deed, once accomplished, sinks Eﬁmmmim&% into the

wE,E g Hw ?mﬂbﬂw oT@a@n»oﬁ

Tn 18 ﬁrm same mﬁﬂr wvﬁdﬁm @rwor once M_Om;m& at ﬁrm Tm@E-

:Em and wm& into the outside, HBEmmumﬁ&u\ has to sink into

the unconscious. H;D_m is the onw.% way the Tm%:ﬁ:b@ ﬁrm

e 4

beginning that does™not cease to be one, the »w:@ cternal

beginning, 1s %meﬂgwm For here also it holds that the begin-

ning should not know mwmmm Omom done, the deed 1s s eternally

—

momm ,Hrmsm,my ion. “wrm.m: u.mv in any way the true TmmEsz

mroc,mnw not appear before consciousness, :“ wwo,c.m& 59 Tw

wmnmzm& to mind, since this, precisely, QOﬂE .ﬁ:or:.; to its
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recall. He who, apropos of a decision, reserves for himself

the wﬂmrﬁ 8 mwmm it mmEﬁ to rmzrﬁ will never accomplish the

.vmmwﬁabm
What we encounter here is, of course, the logic of the ‘vanishing
mediator’; of the founding gesture of differentiation which must
sink into invisibility once the difference between the ‘irrational’
vortex of drives and the aniverse of /ogos is in place. Schelling’s
fundamental move is thus not simply to ground the ontologically
structured universe of fogos in the horrible vortex of the Real; if
we read him carefully, there is a premonition in his worl that this
terrifying vortex of the pre-ontological Real itself is (accessible t
us only in the guise of) a fantasmatic narrative, a lure destined to
distract us from the true traumatic cut, that of the abyssal act of
Ent-Scheidung. And today this lesson is more relevant than ever:
when we are confronted with an image of that deep horror which
underlies our well-ordered surface, we should never forget that
the images of this horrible vortex are nltimately a lure, a trap to
make us forget where the true horror hes.

Let us clarify this crucial point with a perhaps unexpected
example of two recent films, Roberto Benigni's Lifé is Beautiful and
Thomas Vinterberg's Celebration. In Benigni, we have a father
who assumes an almost maternal protective role, a father who
relies on pure appearance, weaving for his son a protective web
of fictions, a kind of ersatz-placebo; while Vinterberg presents
the paternal figure as the monstrous rapist of his children - here,
the obscene father, far from protecting the children from trauma,
is the very cause of the trauma, the bratal jouisseur. . . . It is crucial
here to avoid the trap of conceiving these two opposed poles

(Benigni's protective father and Vinterberg’s obscene father)
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along the axis of appearance versus reality: as if the OﬁﬁOmwaob 1s
that of pure appearance (the protective maternal father) versus
the Real of the violent rapist that becomes visible once we tear
down the false appearance. Celebration tells us a lot about how
today, with False Memory Syndrome (of being abused by one’s
parents), the spectral figure of the Freudian Urvafer, sexually
possessing everyone around him, is resuscitated — it tells us a lot
precisely on account of its artificial and fake character. Thatis to
say: a simple sensitive look at Celebration tells us that there is
something wrong and faked about all this pseudo-Freudian stuff
about ‘demystifying bourgeois paternal authority, revealing its

obscene Eﬁﬁ side: today, such a, “demystification’ sounds and is
falses it functions more and more as an expression of :oﬁ&m:w for
&um good old &Bmm in  which i : was mS: TOmmH«o_m nmm:u\ to experi-
ence such ‘traumas’. ﬁ\erul “We are not mmmrmw here with the
opposition between the appearance (of a benevolent, protective
father) and the cruel reality (of the brutal rapist) that becomes
visible once we demystify the appearance; on. the contrary, it is

A

this horrible secret of a brutal father behind the polite mask

,‘S.r:gr is 1 :mmx a mmam,mmmmﬁm rObmﬁﬁoﬁo:

The recent impasse around Binjamin Wilkomirski's
Fragments°! points in the same direction: what everyone assumed
to be the blurred but authentic memories of the author who, as a
three- to four-year-old child, was imprisoned in Majdanek,
turned out to be a literary fiction invented by the author. Apart
from the standard question of literary manipulation, are we
aware how widely this Take’ revealing of the fantasmatic invest-
ment and jouissance is operative in even the most painful and
extreme conditions? That is to say, the enigma is as follows: usu-

ally, we generate fantasies as a kind of shield to protect us from
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the unbearable trauma; here, however, the very ultunate trau-
matic experience, that of the Holocaust, is fantasized as a shield
from what? Such monstrous apparitions are ‘returns in the Real’
of the failed symbolic authority: the reverse of the decline of
paternal authority, of the father as the embodiment of the sym-
bolic Law, is the emergence of the rapist, enjoying father of False
Memory Syndrome. This figure of the obscene rapist father, far

from _oﬁdm the Real .Umsmmﬁw the nmmmwngcwm mﬁ@mwwmun@ 18,

Boo

cather, itsell a Tantasy-formafion, a mwoﬁmmﬁyﬁm shield —against

what? Hm ‘the - mmmwmw Father om False Memory ‘Syndrome not,

&mm@;m its row;ﬁ@:um m@mwcﬁmm. the E:Ewﬁm guarantee that some-
where there is full, aa&:hwwﬁam& mé&\ﬁm:;\,\wo what if the _Hzm TOE;Q.;
m,w the lack of enjoyment itself? J

“What these two fathers Ammﬂ_wam and Vinterberg's) have in
common is that they both suspend the agency of the symbolic
aw/Probibition — the paternal agency whose function is to mntro-
duce the child into the universe of social reality, with its harsh
demands, to which the child is exposed without any maternal

protective shield: Wmm:mﬂwm father offers the imaginary shield

@m&.mmﬁ the meamﬁo ‘encounter with social mmmr&m_ “while

Sbﬁmtcmwm s rapist father is also a father.outside the constraints of the
35&&@ Law, enjoying access. o full.enjoyment.-These-two

mﬂrﬁ.m thu fit the Lacanian. opposition between the Imaginary

a.

tor of imaginary safety against

the TH.GH&_G\ ‘of the Real of Jawless violence — what is missing is

ipm mm?mw as the annmn of m.ﬁsworo m.cmroﬂﬁw the Z.wgm of-the-

m‘wﬂroﬁ ﬂrm m:,ow:v:no&\ ‘castrating agency that enables the
mn&qmaw s entry into the wu:ﬁworo order, and thus into the domiain
Ow R&:& . ,,_ ‘he two fathe

049. once mmﬂmﬂwmu mu\mﬁ‘coro wﬁroﬂq %mﬁﬁmmwmgm

imaginary and teal,"are ‘what is left
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away from S&mwm it <S= rﬁ its ﬁmnmmw

So what happens to the functioning of the symbolic order
when the symbolic Law loses its efficiency, when it no longer

functions properly? What we get are subjects v who are strangely

derealized or, rather, &mmm%nrcwomﬁm@ as if we ar mz@mﬂusm with

H.owoﬁm wﬁmmmi ovmu:bm a strange blind mechanism, rather like

the way ﬁrmu« are shooting soap operas in Mexico: @wom&.wm om Hrm

mx.a.mam_u\ ﬁmrﬁ mnwm&&w Amam studio has to m:.onw ce a ran WOE.

nmn&m ?Eu mym:, Emnncoﬁosm_ ?&Em Sowmwm QE.% are to say, what
acts ﬁrmu\ are to tmlqoﬁav _ actors are trained to enact these
instructions immediately, with no delay. .

Another example from war can help us to clarify this point
further. The ultimate lesson of the latest American military inter-
ventions, especially Operation Desert Fox against Iraq at the
end of 1998, is that such operations signal a new era in military
history — battles in which the attacking force operates under the
constraint that it can sustain no casualties. (The same point 1s
repeated in every US discussion about military intervention
abroad, from Somalia to ex-Yugoslavia — one expects a guaran-

tee that there will be no casualties.) This ﬁmzammo% to erase death

itself from war should not, however, s mmmcg us into endorsing the

.mﬁm..ﬂmmnm notion ﬁr,ma war is rendered less traumatic if it is no

longer mﬁumﬂmmom& by the soldiers (or ﬁwmmmbﬁmmv as an mowcm_

encounter with another human being to be killed, but as an

abstract activity in front of a screen or behind a gun Far from the

mNmLoEoP like mﬁ&ﬁm a  missile on a imﬂmv% ?ﬁmawmmm ow Emmw

dﬁﬁ_m m:or a @wonmmswm makes the soldier wmmm WENQ‘ ; is s open
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to question if it actually causes less anxiety — this is one way to

wxvﬁmw thestrange fact that soldiers often Tantagize about killing

the obmﬁu\ Csoldier in a face-to-face noﬂ?osgﬂo? [ooking him in

the e m.u\mm rmmown mwmvgbm him with : a “O&\ouﬁ ‘(in a kind of mili-

tary version of the sexual False ‘Memory Syndrome, they even
often ‘remember’ such encounters when they never in fact took

place). There is a long literary t tradition of elevating such face-to-

face encounters as uthentic war experience (see the writings

of mnmﬁ Jiinger, who ﬁm&mm& ﬁrmﬁ in his memoirs of the trench

attacks in World War I). So what if the truly traumatic feature is

not the awareness that 1 am killing mwoﬂrm,w 755&9 Tmr:m, (to be

wrwmwm»m& &.:o:mr ‘the ‘Mmragwnﬁmiow and ogmoﬂﬁwmﬁom

of w war 5_8 “technical mnoommcﬁmv but, on the contrary, this very

om&moﬂﬁmmﬁo; Jimor,_ﬁrmb generates | the need to w_.%wwmmmmsw it

md\ T.s.rwmﬁv ot @ﬁﬁwpmcﬁo _,umwmoEL encounters ﬁﬁr »Mum mﬂmmd\y It

18 HT:m not the *EH\E@\ oh a m:wm@ mmmwuﬁn war run as a video

m&ﬁm Tm?dm ooamcﬁon

om the mmowéo face killing of &wo»wma person; on the ro:anmﬂuw it s

this fantasy of a face-to-face encounter ‘with_an enemy ! killed

goo&&\ that we construct in oamw to escape mam Real of the

&mmm«mo:@rwmm war ;:b Sm& 5»0 an anonymous ‘technological

owuo?wﬁoz

“So our thesis should be clear now: the cruef reality of war
relates to the notion of the virtualized war with no casualties in
precisely the same way as Festen relates to Benigni's Life is
Beautiful: in both cases, we are nol dealing with the symbolic fic-
tion (of virtual bloodless warfare, of protective narrative)
concealing the Real of a senseless bloodbath or sexual

violence — in both cases it is, rather, this violence itself which

e A v i o AR R ey

already servesas a mmm.mmam,@mmh.ﬁhﬁmbﬁhnimvﬁﬁ. Therein lies one

that protects us wch wrm &mn«ra\.
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of the fundamental lessons of psychoanalysis: the i images of utter

zbruﬂoz asa

ownm,mqo@rm, far from ..m:.::m o th :
wﬂoﬁmmﬁx:\m mvzwrw a%h"mmw the W@& In sex as s well as in politics, we
talke wmm:m,m in n.ﬁ@mﬁd@?ﬁ scenarios in order to avoid the actual
deadlock. In short, the true horror is not the rapist Urvafer
against whom the benevolent maternal father protects us with his
fantasy shield, but the benign maternal father himself — the truly
suffocating and psychosis-generating experience for the child
would have been to have a father like Benigni, who, with his pro-
tective care, erases all traces of excessive surplus-enjoyment. It 1s
as a desperate defence measure against this father that one
fantasizes about the rapist father.

And what if 75is is also the ultimate lesson of Schelling: that the
horror of the ultimate Grund, this monstrous apparition with hun-
dreds of hands, this vortex that threatens to swallow everything,
is a lure, a defence against the abyss of the pure act? Another way
to approach this same ambiguity and tension in the relationship
between fantasy and the Real would be via Heidegger’s theme of
errancy/untruth as the innermost feature of the event of truth
itself, The very opening paragraph of John Sallis’s remarkable
essay on the monstrosity of truth tackles this difficult point

&wnmmiun

What if truth were Boﬂmnﬁo:mo What if it were EOSmﬁﬁumm&\

:mmww wrm very condition, t ry form, of e m<m€r5m mon-
strous, mﬁwulram &m*oﬁdomo wﬁﬁ first of all, itself
ommmmﬁm:% &mmoibmm Eobmﬁcﬁw in its very “essence? What if
there were ..Simzm ﬁrm very mmmmﬁmw‘ of truth ﬁoBmﬁr:\wm

Omwmbﬂmﬁ% other than ﬂﬁ&w a mgmh.mmbow W_oa Emﬁﬁ.m 5%75

n@:f:;m‘ ﬁﬁm Bosﬂho Q
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Before jumping to hasty pseudo-Nietzschean conclusions, let us
ponder briefly on what these statements are getting at. Sallis’s
point is not the mmmcmo -Nietzschean &mnoﬂchocomumﬁ notion

that ‘truth”is a fixed, eocmﬁa&:wsm order :dmun.mm& W% some Power
afmﬂ the

on to the Mﬁao nrﬁﬁﬁm of our rm.m mcmﬁmﬁﬂi g mammw atic

Ecummﬂoﬁq “of truth resides i in ﬁrw mmoﬁ ﬁrw\.« every wmmﬁpm of

»Enw mmmoﬂ,am mﬁ& mﬁﬁ.ﬂ@ .mrm ?mw moé Om o:nrmmoﬁmwmkwg
mmwrw. as a mﬁmo@@mﬁm? Z_nwmmnrm. ‘with his famous notion of
truth as ‘zhe kind of error without which a certain kind of Living
being could not live’,* remains within the metaphysical opposi-
tion between truth and its other (fiction, error, lie), merely
accomplishing the anti-Platonic inversion of the relationship
between truth and illusion, praising the life-enhancing potential
of fictions. Sallis, rather, follows to the end Heidegger’s move
from truth as adequatio to truth as disclosedness: prior to tr uth as

.

adequatio (etther adequatio of our statements to ‘the way things

wmmmu\ are’ — ‘There is a screen in front of me’ is true only if there

actually is a screen in front of me — or &&mmxé_a of Lmro HrEmm

themselves to wrwm. essence — %rnm is a true hero if he or she in

fact acts as belits the notion of the hero), the thing itself must be

RO, R,

disclosed to us as what it is. “Truth’ is thus, for mm&ommm\ﬁ the
A?wﬂoﬁnwmu\&Q@iﬁbﬂ& “‘clearing’, where things appear to us
within a certain horizon of meaning — that is, as part of a certain

epochal ‘world’. Truth is neither mﬁgmnﬁdm nor ogmh?\m it

designates mﬁaﬁxmumoﬂp&u\ our active mnmmmogmm# in and ocﬁ ex-

static openness 70 the world, letting things come forth in their

essence. F ‘urthermore, truth as the mﬁOnw&? determined mode of
the disclosure of being is not grounded in any transcendental
ultimate Foundation (divine Will, evolutionary laws of the uni-

verse . ..) —itis in its innermost being an ‘event’, something that
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epochally occurs, takes place, just happens’. The question is

now: how momw this notion of E,:\nr m:\or\m an ﬁbﬁ.ﬂﬁr (conceal-

ama _errancy, Ekmgwwv m‘ﬁ mﬁm <mn.< rmmnn as #m mmmmmﬁ&

oocamw essence’ or its wwommﬁ non- mmmm:nmé ‘How are we to
think this untruth without reducing it to one of the metaphysical
modi of the untruth gua negative/privative version of truth (lie,
illusion, fiction . . .) and, as such, already dependent on truth?

When Heidegger speaks of the untruth as inherent to the truth-

event itself, he has two different levels in mind:

e Ou the one hand, the way man, when he is engaged in inner-
worldly affairs, forgets the horizon of meaning within which
he dwells, and even forgets this forgetting itself (exemplary
here is the ‘regression’ of Greek thought that occurs with the
rise of the Sophists: what was a confrontation with the very
foundation of our Being turns into a trifling play with differ-
ent lines of argumentation, with no inherent relation to truth).

e On the other hand, the way this horizon of meaning itself, in
so far as it is an epochal Event, arises against the background
of — and thereby conceals — the imponderable Mystery of its
emergence, just as a clearing in the midst of a forest is sur-
rounded by the dark thickness of the woods.

Leaving aside the difficult question of how these two levels are
co-dependent, let us focus on the second, more fundamental
Jevel: is it enough to perceive the Untruth in the heart of Truth as
the imponderable background against which every epochal
truth-event occurs? It seems that even the parallel with Lacan (in
so far as we admit it as legitimate) would justify this conclusion:

for Lacan also, in order to lie properly, our ‘speech rm.m m?mm&\ in
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advance to refer to the big Other gua the guarantee of Truth -

this 1s why, in contrast to a simple animal feigning, man can feign
to feign, he can lie in the guise of truth itself, like the Jew from the
famous anecdote quoted by Freud (Why are you telling me
you're going to Lemberg, when you are really going to
Lemberg?’).5 So, for_Lacan..the ‘untruth’ which is nos in this

R el L g i e et

sense derivative of the dimension of truth Soca be m:ﬂ@@ the
‘ re-sy bolic Real :.mmm« s “the
:Eﬁ%mmmmﬂm vmowmzosz& o,m. n<m~u\ symbolic universe. . . . It

:chdmmwwgw mﬁcwamwm o

was William Richardson who -~ from his unique knowledge of
Heidegger and Lacan, and in a direct response to Sallis’s essay —
drew this conclusion when he said: “‘When I hear Heidegger talk
about fethe as “older” than the essence of trath, I hear what Lacan
means by the real.’®

Here, however, one has to venture a further step, the mﬁo@
whose necessity is indicated by Heidegger himself when, in the
elaboration of this notion of an untruth older than the very dimen-
sion of truth, he emphasizes how man’s ‘stepping into the essential
unfolding of truth’ is a ‘transformation of the being of man in the
sense of a derangement [ Ver-riickung) of his position among beings’.”°

The ‘derangement’ to which Heidegger refers is not, of course, a

psychological or clinical category: it indicates a much maore radi-

cal, properly ontological reversal/aberration, Srmm wr,m universe

.;mm: in its very ?ﬁ:mmﬁo? 18 in a way ‘out of 35# ‘thrown off

its rails.” What is crucial here is to remember that Heidegger
wrote these lines in the years of his intensive reading of Schelling’s
Treatise on Human Freedom, a text which discerns the origin of Evil
precisely in a kind of ontological madness, in the ‘derangement’ of
man’s position among beings (his self-centredness); in his early

writings, Hegel also refers to such an ontological madness (the
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sary mtermediate st

‘night of the world', the radical withdrawal of the subject from

‘heworldits radical self-contraction) as a. sine.qua non; a neces-

ep (vanishing mediator’) in the passage from
‘prehuman nature’ to our symbolic universe.?

8 Of Stones, Lizards and Men

Does m.m.u\orombmwu\mwm. perhaps, enable us to delineate further
the contours of this ontological madness as the traumatic,
properly monstrous ex-timate kernel of truth, other and older
than truth, and as such its necessary concealed/withdrawn
background/foundation? My contention is that the Freudian
death drive, which has nothing whatsoever to do with some
‘instinct’ that pushes us towards (self-Ydestruction, is precisely
Lis name for this ‘transformation of the being of man in the sense
of a derangement of his position among beings', for this mysteri-
ous/monstrous in-between which is no longer the Real of
prehuman nature, of the worldless enclosure of natural entities,
and not yet the horizon of Clearing and what comes forth within
it, articulated in speech as the ‘house of Being', as Heidegger
put it in his Letter on Flumanism, but, rather, the ‘deranged /twisted
withdrawn foundation of the horizon of Clearing itsel£.5

And one is tempted to take even a step Further along these
lines, taking the word ‘derangement’ quite literally: what, from
the psychoanalytic perspective, is the very basic form of human
‘derangement’? 1s it not the so-called ‘fundamental fantasy’,
this proton pseudos, ‘primordial lie’, older than truth itsell, this
absolutely idiosyncratic pathological scenario which sustains our

being-in-the-world, our dwelling within the symbolic universe,
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and which, in order to be operative, bas to remain ‘primordially
repressed’ -~ that is, to quote Heidegger, the lothe (conceal-
ment/withdrawal) in the very heart of aletheia, of the truth as
disclosure. The ontological paradox — scandal, even — of the
u.cmo: of fantasy lies in the fact that it subverts the standard oppo-
sition of ‘subjective’ and ‘objective”: of course, fantasy is by
definition not ‘objective’ (in the naive sense of ‘existing inde-
pendently of the subject’s perceptions’); however, it is not
”wzm&.mnw?m. either (in the sense of being reducible to the sub-
ject’s consciously experienced intuitions). Iantasy, rather,
belongs to the ‘bizarre category of the objectively subjective — the
way ﬂrmbmm moﬁuwﬁg owwmoﬂm<m~% seem to you even if ﬁrmu\ don't
seem that way to you'.5

When, for example, we claim that someone who is consciously
well disposed towards Jews none the less harbours profound
anti-Semitic prejudices of which he is not consciously m.ﬁﬁwm. do
we not claim that (in so far as these prejudices have nothing 1o do
SW.W the way Jews really are, only the way they appear to him)
he is not aware how Jews really seem to him? Apropos of commodity
fetishism, Marx himself uses the term ‘objectively necessary
appearance’. So, when a critical Marxist encounters a bourgeois
subject immersed in commodity fetishism, the Marxist’s reproach
to him is not ‘A OOEBO&W% may seem to you a Ewmuom_ Og.mnw
m.snmcém& with special powers, but really it is just a reified expres-
sion of relations between people’; the Marxist’s actual reproach
is, rather, "You may think that the commodity appears to you as
a stmple embodiment of social relations (that, for example,
money is just a kind of voucher entitling you to a part of the
social product), but this is not how things really seem fo you — in your

social reahity, by means of your participation in social exchange,

a3
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you bear witness to the uncanny fact that a commodity really
q&uwmn:,w to you as a magical object endowed with special
powers’.

This is also one way of specifying the meaning of Lacan’s asser-
tion of the subject’s constitutive ‘decentrement’: its point is not that
my subjective experience is regulated by objective unconscious
mechanisms that are ‘decentred’ with regard to my self-experience
and, as such, beyond my control (a point asserted by every
materialist); but, rather, something much more unsettling — I am
deprived of even my most intimate ‘subjective’ experience, the way
things ‘really seem to me’, that of the fundamental fantasy which
constitutes and guarantees the core of my being, since I can never
consciously experience and assume it. . According to the
standard view, the dimension which is constitative of subjectivity 1s
that of phenomenal (self-)experience — [ am a subject the moment
I can say to myself: ‘No matter what unknown mechanism governs
my acts, perceptions and thoughts, nobody can take from me what
1 see and feel now.” Say, when I am m,ummm.pcﬁwwmq in love, and a
biochemist informs me that all my intense sentiments are merely
the result of biochemical processes in my body, 1 can answer him
by clinging to the appearance: ‘Al that you're saying may be true;
nevertheless, nothing can take from me the intensity of the passion
[ am experiencing now ...’

Lacan’s point, however, is that the psychoanalyst is the one
who, precisely, can take this from the subject - that is to say, his
ultimate aim is to deprive the subject of the very fundamental
fantasy that regulates the universe of his (self-)experience. The
Freudian ‘subject of the Unconscious’ emerges only when a key
aspect of the subject’s phenomenal (self-)experience (his ‘funda-

mental fantasy”) becomes inaccessible to him — 1s ‘primordially
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H.m"wuw.ommw.nm >ﬁ w most H.mwﬂrn\m._ wrw CSOOSwOwOEw 18 ._nr@ E.&qh&.ﬁ%&ﬁ .

phenomenon, not the objective Bwormﬁma that wmmﬂmm»mm my phe-

soﬁrbm& exper Hmnom. So - in contrast to the commaonplace that

we a are &m,mrn@ with.a mﬁgmr» the-moment an entity displays signs

of ‘inner life’, om a mmbﬁaﬁamwo mmm -experience that cannot be

red aomm to mﬁm_ﬁ& behaviour — one m‘woca claim ﬁrm:“ irmﬁ

orwwmoﬁmﬁﬁmm w:m?ws mﬂgmoﬁﬁq proper is, wm_‘rmh ‘the mmm that

mﬂw& ates the twor mrm fact that fantasy, at its most EmEmamG\.

becomes maccessible €o \nrm mcgm@ it is ﬁ?m.gwﬂommmngrg that

makes the subject ‘empty’. We thus obtain a relationship that totally

mﬂ&eﬁﬁm the standard notion of the wsgmrﬁ Swo &:.mom% experi-

ences r:wmm.m.m his finner. states’: an. ﬁmvomm%wm relationship

between the empty, non-phenomenal subject and the phenomena that

ﬁ&wﬁﬂm inaccessible mm,mwm :&wm_&. 61

The ultimate Zethe is thus not the vertiginous abyss of entities

beneath the Clearing in which they appear, but the phenomenon
itself at its most radical, that is, the schema which determines
how things appear to us. This scenario literally ‘deranges’, throws
out of jomnt, the ‘proper order of things': it distorts our approach
to the world by violently imposing upon it a certain partial per-

spective. Therein lies the ultimate scandal: when we are %mm,mwm

with an 5&;5&51 s mu\mbﬁaa at its strongest, the entire ocdmwm-

mwwuo.u\ m. .muﬁm. H_mmnwm @unmumm.:wﬁnw Hw\ Hﬁ an GD@OWUO&%mW&@G@ ﬁwmﬂ.w\‘

held womﬁrﬂa by m:m ‘symptomal torsion’, by some idiosyncratic

wmﬁrowomyomw tic, so ‘that when we untie this knot Aéwmb we

—

disturb a wwwﬂomrh mmmﬂ:ﬂmq trifling, polint that shouldn’t

be wOCOWWL évo; ém “make a trivial remark that shouldn’t be

:Qmﬂmm

imagine, in the guise of mormz_,nm s ‘paive’ psycho-cosmic specu-

v‘ ﬁro : person’s universe rwmmm:u\ falls apart. Now let us

lations, a kind of Oﬁeomcmunm‘m ru%mwﬂooﬁm to this matrix, in which a

35
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certain W@&wowomwomﬁ singular spin, inaccessible to us ‘as such’,

none the [oss colours our entire m.wmﬂ.omorwo ‘Being, the way

[T

mwﬁammmwm&wvnwo,mm&ﬁo us. Is ,Wom..w\w:w._ﬁrm‘E.EE&W;Qaﬁwéﬂ.@ of 7

the Truth — that it relies on a pre-ontological obscene idiosyncratic
scenario, so that if this scenario is no longer operative, truth itself

disintegrates? The paradox is thus that, far from simply derang-

ing/distorting the ‘proper balance of ww.ﬁwm&_mwdwm@nwgmmﬁm,mmam

E,_Bw hwwmmmﬂm Qu\w BOSOSOM ‘the halanced Universe: fantasy 1s

not an idiosyncratic excess that deranges cosmic order, but the

vielent mEmcr.s} exeess

that smifains every notion oF such ansrder

Perhaps this 1s how one o@ﬁﬁﬂ&mnmﬁwzgm mwm.w.m.@nw.m bo&om_wwww
metaphysics is unable fully to endorse this interplay of truth and
ﬁvmﬁoquo;moomom&o& kernel at its ¢n.&~..fm.&ﬁ the ‘illusion’ of
Emwmrwmﬁw,ﬁwmﬁ this monstrous foreign body is ultimately

mon.ﬁw%wmr affecting not the truth jtself but only our access to 1t —

that is, metaphysics is not ready to admit that our distortion of

truth is grounded in @Dﬁrmwwbﬁ distortion constitutive of the

How does this gap of monstrosity that underlies truth itself
concern the innermost condition of man? In Part Two of The
Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, his course of lectures from 1929
to 1930, Heidegger gets involved in a detailed discussion of the
different ontological status of inert objects (stone), animals
(lizards, bees) and bumans. His famous definition is that the
stone is worldless, the animal is poor in world, and man is world-
forming, that is, relating to world as such. Leaving aside the
specifics of these distinctions — and, more MmSmn&g the extra-
ordinary nature of these pages with regard to Heidegger's work
(here, Heidegger engages o Jetailed descriptions of animal

behavioural experiments in order to prove his point: he describes
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how a bee, when its abdomen is cut off, continues to suck the
nectar from the flowers, since it has no proper experience of
what it means to be satiated . . .) —one should focus on the prob-
lematic nature of defining animals as ‘poor’ with regard to the
world: in contrast to a stone, a lizard does somehow relate to
stones, sun and so on, around it, but not as humans do.

The problem (of which Heidegger is well aware) 1s that the
designation ‘poor’ involves an implicit comparison with humans:
is it not that an animal appears ‘poor’ with regard to the world
only if we already presuppose the presence of humans as forming
their world? In short, is it not that this determination does not
define an animal inherently, as it is ‘m itself’, but already from an
anthropomorphic perspective, presupposing humans as the
‘measure of all things'? While he acknowledges the problematic
and undecided nature of his rumination, Heidegger, towards the
end of the chapter concerned with these notions, proposes — na
Schellingian mood - a daring speculative hypothesis that perhaps
animals are, in a hitherto unknown way, aware of their lack, of
the ‘poorness’ of their relating to the world ~ perhaps there is an
infinite pain pervading the whole of living nature: if deprivation
i certain forms is a kind of suffering, and poverty and depriva-
tion of world belongs to the animal’s being, then a kind of pain
and suffering would have to permeate the whole animal realm
and the realm of life in general’.® 1 said in a Schellingian mood’,

because Schelling wrote about the ‘infinite melancholy” of all

living nature, about how there is Mw.swmﬁm#m,,mmlm‘.mmm;m.wm.&ww i

nature, since nature is caught 1n wu.ﬁﬁ.mwo?m&.wmmoymm@wwmwad.

torn from within, unable to .wnmcr” om. &mmnawwmwww lér?rmm
why the emergence of /ogos, of the spoken word, in man is not
simply an excess that disturbs the balanced natural circuit but an
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answer to this infinite pain and deadlock of living nature, a
resolution of its unbearable tension; it is as if living nature itself
was secretly pointing towards, waiting and longing for, the
emergence of /ogos as its redemption.

Before we dismiss this notion as a crazy teleological specula-
tion that belongs to the deservedly forgotten realm of Romantic
Naturphilosophie, we should nevertheless take a closer look at it.
Do we not encounter something similar in historical experience?
Let us recall Fellint's Sasyricon, with its unique depiction of
Ancient Roman hedonistic figures permeated by an inlinite sad-
ness, Fellini himself claimed that, precisely as a Christian, he
wanted to make a film about a universe in which Christianity is
yet to come, from which the notion of Christian redemption is
totally absent. Does the strange sadness, a kind of fundamental
melancholy, of these pagan figures not, then, bear witness to the
fact that they somehow already have the premonition that the
true God will soon reveal Himself, and that they were born just
a little bit too early, so that they cannot be redeemed? And is this
not also the fundamental lesson of the Hegelian dialectics of
alienation: we are not dealing with the Paradise which is then lost
due to some fatal intrusion ~ there is already in paradisiacal
satisfaction (in the satisfaction of the ‘naive’ organic community)
something suffocating, a longing for fresh air, for an opening
that would break the unbearable constraint; and this longing
introduces into Paradise an unbearable infinite Pain, a desire to
break out — life in Paradise is always pervaded by an infinite

melancholy. Perhaps this ﬁ&;mmwox also accounts for the ultimate

mm%&o& of Bm_wﬁnroq relancholy is ot primarily directed at

ﬁfm Huwm.m%m_@om.w  past of organic balanced Wholeness which was

rumﬁ due to some catastrophe, it is not a sadness om:mm& v% this
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loss; melancholy proper, mmﬁvmﬁ n_mm.,wm&mwmm the attitude of those
whio are still in Paradise but are wmﬂom&% _onmim to break out om it:

of those who, mﬁrogmr still in a closed universe, &wmm&\ ﬁo.mmmwm

a <mm¢o @3502\905 om. ‘another dimension which is wcmﬁ out of
: “a'little bit too early. o

" Far from entangling us in wmm.mwmmﬁwdm wm_mowomﬂnmm nonsense,

such a reading offers the only way of avoiding the naive evolu-

tionist approach which sees historical development as the

gradual disintegration of primordial organic forms of life (from

Gemeinschafi to Gesellschaft, etc.). On the contrary, it is the evolu-

ﬁwmwwmm m”mmwmmhm %ﬂoma.mmm S\rwov;ﬁrmnom&\ wmmmoyomuo& m:urm
it conceives om the higher stages as the result of the deploy-
ment om the inner wuoﬁm:ﬁm_ of arm yogmﬁ mmmmmm In contrastto
such an evolutionist notion of @womammmu one should stick to the
notion that the New emergesin order t6 Tesolve an 1inbearable
wmmmwm.r .wm.“.mrm.@_m “and was as m‘Cmm;&wmm&.\ “present’ in the
Oldina Smmmﬁ:\.m 50&@.@5 Hrm mﬂpmm om mm ETEﬁm mm&:mmm and

mosmubm
This is what, on a &Oﬁw:u\ nfm.@nwﬂw _mﬁm ﬁ\m.r”mw Wo&mgg was

trying to articulate in his mﬁuro:q anti- evolutionist notion of

the Messianic m:,onzmm of a revolutionary Act that will retro-

actively redeom the Past itself: the present revolution will

wm&womoﬁ,\m@\ realize the crushed Tongings of all the past, failed

revolutionary attempts. What this means is that, in a @».Oﬁml% his-

torical perspective as o@mmenw to evolutionist historicism, the past

is not simply past, but bears within it its proper Ewom:.wm @ﬂcgﬁwm

of a mﬁcwm W@%ﬁbmﬁos in Onmwﬂ to understand a wmw» m@OoT

wﬁotmlus it is not sufficient to take into account the historical
conditions out of which it grew — one has also to take into

account the utopian hopes of a Future that were betrayed and

Lomtlops
i
St
i m.‘,n»?—_
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crushed by it ~ that which was ‘negated’, that which did not
happen — so that the past historical reality was the way it was. To
conceive the French Revolution, one has to focus also on the
utopian hopes of liberation that were crushed by its final out-
come, the common bourgeois reality —and the same goes for the
October Revolution. Thus we are dealing not with idealist or
spiritualist teleology, but with the dialectical notion of a histori-
cal epoch whose ‘concrete’ definition has to include its crushed
potentials, which were inherently ‘negated’ by its reality.

To put it in even clearer terms: when we say that the present

[

redeems the past itself, that the past itsell couﬁzbm& m_md,m which

muo:ﬁmm towards the present, we mh.m ﬁoﬁ 9&#5@ a rwﬁoﬁopm?

relativist sta at about how there is no ‘objective’ ?mﬁoés how
we always Ewm%ﬂmw the past from our mnmwmbﬁ horizon of under-
nnmum:gm‘ how, 1n mmmﬁﬁm past m@ooww_ we uwému\m - consciously
or not — ::Hum.% our present point of view. éwmﬁ we are claiming is

something much more nmmwomw what the proper historical stance

(as cmmOmm& to historic “relativizes’ is not the past (al ways
nrmaoﬁmm r% our wnmmma ﬁoaﬁ of 53@ but, mmnm&oﬁnmﬁub the
%uﬁmam 5,&\; ~ our present can be oowcﬁﬁw& osq as the outcome

(not of what .wnﬁcm:,u\ .@m‘wwmdm@ in w?m past, but mmmOV of the

crushed mowmsﬁﬁmm for the mcgﬂm that were contained in the past.
In other words, it is not os@ as Foucault liked to emphasize, in

a Nietzschean mode — ﬁrwﬁ miw,u\ rnm»o_uw of the ﬂmmﬁ 18 &wmﬂmﬁmﬂu\
the caowomu\ of the ,@ﬁmm@a ﬁrmﬁ we &Sm.%m mﬂ;nm?m our past

Swm:b ﬂrm roENos Om our mwmmmnﬁ wnmonocwmgoﬁ. ﬁrmﬁ in dealing
with the @mmw we are in mmmmoﬁ dealing with ﬂrm gho it Gm the past

éromwo wmmdwo:mﬂow msmzow us to confront our @wmmma &Lmaﬁmm

It is also that we, ﬁrm “actual’ present | rwmwoﬁomw agents, rmdw to

oosmmgm on mma& ves as ﬁrw Ewﬁmﬁmerﬁo; of the ghosts of past
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generations, as the stage in which these past generations retro-

mniﬁwq resolve their mmmm,:o&nm

How, Qﬁ? are we to answer the automatic criticism that such
a melancholic presentiment of the future can be perceived only if
we read the past from the perspective of the future - that 1s, dis-
torted through teleological lenses? Is it not that this melancholic
presentiment was not ‘really there’, but is just a kind of perspec-
tive distortion, read into the past from our Jater standpoint? (This
situation is not unlike the well-known circular explanation of
the emergence of language, one of the elementary matrixes of
ideology: ‘people invented language signs because they had
something to say to each other’ — as if, before language, there was
already a need for it . . .) However, did not Marx show us the
way out of this predicament when he emphasized that 1t is man
who provides the key to the anatomy of the ape, not vice versa?

In other words, the mistake of the evolutionist perspective is to

accept the ‘obvious’ wﬂmmﬁmﬁompﬁoaﬁ that the mmmﬁ was mzdmu&\

%9.9 m.wm% oaoﬁom#nm:u\ ‘constituted, not ‘open’, ooamﬂpbm. ﬁrm

traces that were pointing towards the future.

This problematic also enables us to throw some new light on
a certain fundamental oscillation in Lacan: what comes first, the
signifier or some deadlock in the Real? Sometimes, Lacan pre-
sents the traumatic colonization of the live body by the parasitic
symbol Order as the primordial fact: it is the intervention of the
Symbolic that derails, throws out of joint, the natural organism in
its balanced circuit, transforming natural instincts into a mon-
strous drive that can never be fully satisfied, simce it is

condemned to an eternal ‘andead’ returning to its path, persisting

forever in an obscene immortality. At other times, in a more

speculative-mythical mode, he is searching for some kind of

1
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natural excess or imbalance, a malfunctioning, monstrous derail-
ment, and then he conceives the mu\E_Uomn Order as a secondary
in(ter)vention destined to ‘gentrify’ this monstrous excess, to
resolve its deadlock. One is tempted to claim that it is here,
bhetween these two versions, that the line runs which separates

materialism from idealism: the primacy o.m *Tmmv:wwornow;&mw is

s ultimately a new version of Divine interven-

clearly idealist; it )

con o the natural order; while the wonou&/ﬁﬂmm_oziﬁﬁ
emergence of the symbolic Order as the answer to some mon-
strots excess in the Real —is the only proper materialist solution.

9 The Structure and its Event

This means that the relationship between the Structure and its
Event is indeterminable. On the one hand, &wm ﬁ<obﬁ..~m the

m-iih.ﬁﬁllﬁts.i:;;.%%.l-ﬁ_,?

impossible Real of a structure, of its synchronous symbolic order,

wmm.“mmmmwmﬂwmmﬁm_mmm_Vw&mﬁmfmwmrgmmmmw about the legal

‘Order that renders this very gesture H.m:,.omoﬁ:\wwu\ Sllegal’, rele-

gating it to the spectral repressed statws of something that cx»

never be fully mm@mmrﬁm@m»@.ﬁvo_mwomwonamn,m_mwm. In short,

the syn hronous structural Order is a kind of defence-forma-

Glom against its grounding Event which can be discerned only in

mrm;mﬁmm of a mythical spec ral narrative. On ﬁﬁm‘n?mwrwwm‘ one

not the status of this Event

can also claim the exact opposite: Is
itself (the mythical narrative of .ﬂwm..mnw_mww@wmfﬁﬁnmﬂ.ﬁo_wﬁu&mﬁm

gesture) ultimately fantasmatic; is it not a fantasy-construction
it Tor the umacconntable (the origins of the

deied  accoun
Order) by concealing, rendering invisible, the Real of the struc-
(deadlock, impossibility) that prevents the

tural antagonism.

’ muﬁmmoimahboodmwmﬁmﬁo% of the structuring/ m%bnrﬁougmww. Order.
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structural synchronous Order from achieving its balance? In

P ereripe s [ L L

short, is not the Event of w:m.s?,mgo,w%mw crime secondary, a
retroactive ‘projection’ destined to translate/transpose the syn-

chronous mbﬁmmouwma\mmm&oow into the diachronous narrative

succession? The loop 3s therefore perfect: the Structure can

function only through the occultation of the violence of its

founding Event, yet the very narrative of this Event is ultimately

a fan mvu\&mmﬁﬁonw to H.mmo.?m.,‘.sﬁﬁm-...m,mgmmmwwim

nothing but

So. again, one has to distinguish between the impossible Real of
the ‘timeless’ antagonism and the fantasmatic primordially
repressed narrative which serves as the unacknowledged yet nec-
essary spectral supplement.

With regard to the notion of the act as real, this means that an

in between Hmmmm;w&m,.ﬂwmgwg On the one hand,

authentic act

B e

T act is, as Kant and Schelling have put it, the point at which

‘eternity intervenes in time’, at ﬁﬁmwwiﬁﬁm enchainment of

temporal causal succession is interrupted, at which ‘something

emerges-intervenes oul of nothing’, at which something takes

mwwmn ﬁwgorombdoﬁsﬁo@ mmwwm.mﬁnm away as the outcome/result of

the preceding chain (to put it in Kant's terms, the act designates
the direct intervention of the noumenal dimension into phenom-
enality; to put it 1n Schelling’s terms, the act designates the
moment at which the abyssal/atemporal principle of identity - 1
did it because 1 did it, for no particular reason’ — momentarily
suspends the reign of the principle of sufficient yeason). On the

other hand, the act ‘s at the same time the moment of the emer-

gence of time in/trom eternity: as &chelling put it, the act is the

primordial decision/separation [ Ent-Scheidung) that represses mto

an eternal past the deadlock of pure simultaneity; it ‘breaks the
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deadlock’ by disturbing the balance, by ‘unilaterally’ privileging
some aspect of the undifferentiated Whole over all other
aspects.® In short, an act %omnmwtmm;_mro paradox of the time-
less/'eternal’ gesture Om overcoming mnmwﬁ&b opening up the

&:ﬂm:ﬂcb Om nmﬁwoﬂ@rﬁ\\rwm» :n:uw

In order to grasp this erucial point, one has to bear in mind
that there is no ‘time as such’, there are only concrete horizons of
temporality/historicity, each horizon grounded in a primordial act
of foreclosure, of ‘repression’ of its own founding gesture. To
put it in Ernesto Laclau’s terms: antagonism is such a point of
‘eternity’ of the social constellation defined by this antagonism,
the point of reference that generates the historical process as the
attempt to resolve it.>! In Judith Butler’s terms, the ‘passionate
attachment’ would perhaps be a candidate for such a dialectical
‘eternity’ ~ the primordially repressed/disavowed libidinal con-
stellation that is not simply historical-temporal, since its very
repression generates and sustains the multiple modes of histori-
cization.®

Even such an apparently trivial domain as fashion provides a
nice example of how ideology displaces/conceals class antago-
nism: the fashion for stonewashed jeans, for instance, imaginarily
resolves class antagonism by offering jeans which can be
appropriated by those who are ‘down’ and those who are "up’ -
the upper strata wear stonewashed jeans in order to appear in
solidarity with popular strata, while members of the popular
strata wear them in order to look like members of the upper
strata. So when members of the lower strata wear stonewashed
jeans, the seemingly direct coincidence between social status
(poverty) and clothing (worn, torn jeans) masks a double medi-

ation: they are imitating those who are imitating an imagined
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popular working-class look. . . . The ultimate irony here is that
the company which specializes in such products — destined to
blur/displace the class gap —is called, precisely, Gap. The impor-

tant wwﬁom.mﬁn& lesson om mwm.m moﬁ a Marxist is therefore that every

e S ——

assertion of a o_mmw moﬂﬂoz is ﬁrom]ocmza\ m;moﬁmzﬂm,qmﬁmowmowm
not m:@ in wrm sense that mmhr position asserts nmmmm through the

now:mmw 8 the o@@om,;m @omwﬁo? but also —and even primarily ~
in wrm mwﬁﬁm &r# ﬁum assertion 0w _,uoﬁﬁoa > mwéwu\m mmﬁmm&\
mﬁ&ﬁw it @bmémﬂw ﬁrm GOmmHEm wmmmomor Om w Oﬁm oﬁ,uom‘;wv in
,&aﬁboo Tu\ mﬁmﬁwwﬁsm\ Eﬁﬁsm the gap that separates it from B.
So, with regard to fashion: it is not ond\ that each class or stratum
has its own fashion, which ‘expresses’ its position; it is not only
that this fashion is not defined intrinsically, but always in contrast
to the fashion of its opposite (French workers wear herets because
their bosses do not wear themt); the point is, rather, that the fashion
identified with a certain stratum is always mediated by the
fashion of its structural opposite, endeavouring to displace this

opposition. memﬁﬁq is primordial here: there never was an

i

originary wbboﬂumuﬁ moment when each stratum wore its ?.omumw

nﬂcﬁrmm (the fower “sirata stonewashed j jeans; the upper strata
well-pressed black trousers); from the very _Gmm::da@ the class

opposition was displaced, caught in &Jm nmmmfﬂg of pre-emptive

strikes and %mmm&om:_mwnm

“Now we can also risk the precise formulation of the H.:.O@mw..

dialectical relationship between eternity and time. ‘Eternity’ is

——

not mnmeoE_ in the simple sense, of persisting beyond time; it is,
_,mmﬂmn the name mOw the Event or Cut that sustains, opens up,
the %Empmwos Om wwgmoﬂmr&w as &.5 wmimm\wmommmmpou of

mm‘LmL mﬁrﬂwg Ao grasp it. The @m<rrombm@,:0 name for this
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Event/Cut is, of course, rauma. Trauma is ‘eternal’; it can never

be properly ﬁmﬁwoh;&iwm\rawoﬂﬁmew it 1s the %oyﬁw.bm _mmmmb.waw

around which QBm Qwozwmwmm. — that is to say, it is an Event

accessible within HEm only mﬁ.ozmr its multiple :S.oam wuwmwbn&\

and time AE mgm sense of ﬁaaﬁom.m.rnmtOE\TﬂmwOEQNmuDODV are thus

et 3 b

mm;, m)cﬁ vam mzdwq o@mommm. in a mmbmm‘ wrmﬂm is no time

Em% ﬁmgm_o%&ﬁu\ s sustained T% our m.,,trb.m to

mmmmm\mu\avor&m\?mwo?rNm:ﬁrm ‘eternal’ trauma. If trauma were

to be msonmmmmc:% S:%oﬁmrwn&bbmwoie,&mm the ﬂwq nramnwwos

of time would implode/collapse into a timeless eternal Now. This

is the point to be iade againgt historicism: that it fails to take into

monoca &uw nmwmamdnm to moam wnmcamﬁo wo:ﬁ 0m muwmﬁb&\ that

mmm?ﬁmm wwawoﬁam‘r&\ itself. If, nrm? we &EE that each concrete

historical constellation generates its own m.rmﬂm;vs ‘this does not

m:ﬁu._u\ mean that Eternity is the Hmmomomphwm myth mmdmﬁmwm& by
historical wmmr@\ H\nmw:ﬁ% 18, wmmumﬁ that ﬁwm:owz is mxn?&& 50

ﬁwmmwwmwoﬁomw wmwr&\ can maintain its consistency.

Of special interest here are the theological consequences of
these considerations. Pre-Christian religions remain at the level
of ‘wisdom’; they emphasize the insufficiency of every temporal
finite object, and preach either moderation in pleasures (one
should avoid excessive attachment to finite objects, since pleas-
ure is transitory) or the withdrawal from temporal reality in
favour of the True Divine Object which alone can provide
Infinite Bliss. Christianity, on the contrary, offers Christ as a
mortal-temporal individual, and insists that belief it thie temporal

Event of Incarnation 1s the only path io efernal truth “and salva-

tion. In this precise sense, Orm;mﬁnﬁzux isa ﬂmrm_.uﬂ of Love: in

love, one singles out, focuses on, a ?w;m ﬁmwﬂwuoﬁww ogwoﬁ ﬁ\w:or

‘means more than anything &mo This same mmwwmovn 1s mwmo at
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work in the N}Q»E Christian notion ow Co Sw;mmow and the for-

‘l!li.i.l!al.\.i\a.agl st aene SRS
giveness of sins: Conversion is a Rﬁgw& event. ér:ow nrmsmmm

The later Hmm.uﬁ “articulated m:w notion of the

mmmwa&\ H&&w

noumenal act of choice by means of which an individual chooses
his eternal character and which therefore, prior to his temporal
existence, delineates in advance the contours of his terrestrial
destiny.5 Without the Divine act of Grace, our destiny would
remain immovable, forever fixed by this eternal act of choice; the
‘good news’ of Christianity, however, is that, in a genuine
Conversion, one can ‘re-create’ oneself, that is, repeat this act,
and thus change (undo the effects of ) eternity stself.
Here we approach the crux of the matter, the delicate question
of the relationship between Judaism and Christianity. J udaism,
with its ‘stubborn attachment’ (Judith Butler’s term again) to the
unacknowledged violent founding gesture that haunts the public
Jegal order as its spectral supplement, is not only split within
itself between its *
obscene underside (the “virtual’ narrative of the irredeemable

ﬁﬂvrh aspect of the mu:dworn Law and its

excess of violence that established the very rule of Law) — this
split is at the same time the split between Judaism and
Christianity. The paradox of Judaism is that it maintains fidelity
to the founding violent Event precisely by not confessing-sym-
bolizing it: this ‘repressed’ status of the Fvent is what gives
Judaism its unprecedented vitality; it is what enabled the Jews
to persist and survive for thousands of years without land or a

commeon institutional tradition. In short, m& Jews did not give up

the ghost; they survived all their ordeals mHQOm@ because they

refused to w;dm up their w&?& to cut off the link to &;Qﬂ secret, dis-

m<o$:wm ﬁam%ﬁon Ovimﬁmﬁg_ on the owrmw hand, is the religion

Oﬁ conféssion: as m,ww;& rmﬁw&m mhﬁmrmlmﬂumnw i Moses and Monotheism,
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the Christians are ready to confess the EBOn%&nﬂgmG:?w dis-

plaged form of murdering not the Father but Christ, the son of

God), and thereby befray its traumatic impact/weight, pretending

that it is WOmwwvwm o come to terms with it.

‘ ;>Wm.5mﬁ this background, one can properly locate Foucault’s
thesis that psychoanalysis is the last, conclusive term in the
confessionary mode of discourse that began with early
Orﬂwm&w:w&ﬁmw if those ﬁwwmo m‘mmmwmmmmm mwmﬁ.w.“m.ummwwomﬁ&%mwm is in

N B s . .
its very substance continually marked by a Jewish attitude, and

that this ‘Jewishness’ continued mm.m::ww all attempts to render it
Gentile and cut its Jewish umbilical cord (including those of
Freud himself, when he designated Jung as his heir), are right,
then _one must draw the unavoidable conclusion that psycho-

analysis, far from being a confessionary mode of discourse,

“ontails the acceptance and admissio “that all our discursive for-

mations are forever haunted by some divisible remainder’, by
some traumatic mmmOmmuw,,ﬂmet,wmmw.‘mmmw‘mmm,._oo.nmmw&onm that is,

integration into the symbolic universe or, in Christian terms,

_ that can never be wm@nmﬁm&l&&?mwmm‘..Hm.wm, to rest, pacilied/gen-

».Em.%rmwﬂﬂmc&wnmmgmmou, ﬁrwm ‘ﬁnﬂwmwm.mmﬂmwmmmmmmm‘ ow.

course, again lrauma - 1t 18 the 1mplicit reference to some
traumatic kernel which persis

e I

{s as the obscene/monstrous

‘indead’ remainder, which keeps a discursive universe alive’ —

that is to say, there is no life without the mﬂwwwo_ﬁma 0m the

obscene-undead spectral wmmﬂmwmsOmOm “the ‘living dead’.

Consequently, the ultimate goal of psychoanalysis is not the con-
fessionary pacification/ gentrificafion “of the trauma, “but the

acceptance of the very fact {hat our lives involve a traumatic

kernel beyond redemption, that hereea dimension of our being

which forever resists wwmmammomhmrmmﬁmmwmmwws .
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To put it in yet another way: Judaism stands for the paradox
of Universalism which maintains its universal dimension pre-
cisely by its ‘passionate attachment’ to the stain of particularity
that serves as its unackpowledged foundation. Judaism thus not
only belies the common-sense notion that the price to be paid for
access to universality is to renounce one’s particularity; it also
demonstrates how the stain of unacknowledgeable particularity
of the gesture that generates the Universal is the ultimate
resource of the Universal's vitality: cut off from
irredeemable/repressed particular roots, the Universal ossifies
and changes into a lifeless, empty, abstract universal form. Or —
to put it in even more specific terms — Judaism, as it were, ironi-
cally reverses the standard Marxist procedure of discerning in the
assertion of some abstract Universal the particular content that
actually hegemonizes it (‘the universal rights of man are effec-
tively the rights of . . . [white male property owners]): its implicit
claim is that the actual content of Jewish ‘particularism’, of its
stubborn sticking to a set of arbitrary particular prescriptions, is
none other than the assertion of actual Universality.

At this precise point, however, things become complicated.
Does Christianity really stand for the passage from the univer-
sality that continues to maintain the link with the excessive
violence of its particular Ground, the source of its vitality, to the
universality that obliterates the traces of this contingent vio-
Jence — that achieves Redemption by coming to terms with its
traumatic Origins, by ritualistically enacting the founding Crime
and the Sacrifice that erases its traces, by bringing about recon-
ciliation in the medium of the Word? What if the split between
the symbolic Law and the obscene shadowy supplement of

excessive violence that sustains it is 7of the ultimate horizon of
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our experience? What if this entanglement of Law and its spec-
tral double is precisely what, in the famous passage from Romans
7. 7, Saint Paul denounces as that which the intervention of the
Christian agape (love as charity) enables us to leave behind?
What if the Pauline agape, the move beyond the mutual implica-
tion of Law and sin, is no# the step towards the full symbolic
integration of the particularity of Sin into the universal domain of
the Law, but its exact opposite, the unheard-of gesture of leaving
behind the domain of the Law itself, of ‘dying to the Law’, as
Saint Paul put it (Romans 7:5)7 In other words, what if the
Christian wager is 7o Redemption in the sense of the possibility
for the domain of the universal Law retroactively to ‘sublate’ ~
integrate, pacify, erase — its traumatic origins, but something
radically different, the cut into the Gordian knot of the vicious
cycle of Law and its founding Transgression?

What many people may find problematic in the Pauline agape
is that it seems to superegotize love, conceiving it in an almost
Kantian way — not as a spontaneous overflow of generosity, not
as a sell-assertive stance, but as a self-suppressing dufy to love
neighbours and care for them, as hard work, as something to be
accomplished through the strenuous effort of fighting and
inhibiting one’s spontaneous ‘pathological” inclinations. As such,
agape is opposed to eros, which designates not so much carnal lust
as, rather, the kindness and care that are part of one’s nature, and
whose accomplishment delivers s own satisfaction. But is this,
in fact, Saint Paul’s position? Would this stance attributed to
Saint Paul not be, rather, love within the confines of the Law, love as
the struggle to suppress the excess of sin generated by the Law?
And is not the true agape closer to the modest dispensing of spon-

taneous goodness?®

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

1n the final scene of Kieslowski’s film Blue, this Pauline agapeis
given its ultimate cinematic expression. While J ulie, the heroine,
sits in bed after making love, in one continuous long shot
(accompanied by the choral rendition of the lines on love from 1
Corinthians), the camera covers four different scenes, slowly
drifting from one to the other; these scenes present the persons to
whom Julie is intimately related: Antoine, the boy who witnessed
the fatal car crash in which her husband and children died;
Julie’s mother sitting silent in her room n an old people’s home;
Lucille, her young striptease dancer friend, at work on the stage
in a nightclub; Sandrine, her dead husband’s mistress, touching
her naked belly in the last phase of pregnancy, bearing the
wnborn child of her deceased lover. . . . The continuous drift
from one set to another (they are separated only by a dark
blurred background across which the camera pans) creates the
effect of mysterious synchronicity which somehow recalls the
famous 360-degree shot in Hitchcock's Vertigo: after Judy is fully
transformed into Madeleine, the couple passionately embrace,
and while the camera makes a full circle around them, the scene
darkens and the background which indicates the setting (Judy’s
hotel room) changes to the site of Scottie’s last embrace with
Madeleine (the barn of the San Juan Batista mission) and then
again back to the hotel room, as if, in a continuous dreamlike
space, the camera passes from one stage to another within an
indefinite dreamscape in which individual scenes emerge out of
darkness. How, then, are we to read this unique shot from Blue?
The key is provided by the way this shot is related to another
unique shot from the beginning of the film, when, after the crash,
Julie is in her hospital bed, lying silent in the atavistic state of

complete shock. In an extreme close-up, almost the entire frame
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is filled by her eye, and we see the objects in the hospital room
reflected in this eye as derealized spectral apparitions of partial
objects — 1t seems as if this shot encapsulates Hegel's famous

passage about the ‘night of the world’:

The human being is this night, this empty nothing, that con-
tains everything in its simplicity — an unending wealth of
many wmwwmmowﬁm&gﬂ? images, of which none belongs to
him - or which are not present. This night, the interior of
pature, that exists here — pure self — in phantasmagorical
representations, is night all around it, in which here shoots a
bloody head — there another white ghastly apparition, sud-
denly here before it, and just so disappears. One catches
sight of this night when one looks human beings in the eye —

into a night that becomes awful .

The parallel with Pertigo imposes itself again here: in the
(deservedly) famous credits sequence, strange graphic shapes
which seem to announce the ‘strange attractors’ of chaos theory
(developed decades after the film was shot) emerge out of the
darkness of a woman’s eye. The close-up of the eye from Blue
stands for the symbolic death of Julie: not her real (biological)
death, but the suspension of the links with her symbolic
environment; while the final shot stands for the reassertion of life.
The interconnection of the two shots is thus clear: they both
represent a scene which is fantasmatic — in both cases, we see
partial objects floating in a dark background of the Void (of the
eve in the first case; of the unspecified darkness of the screen m
the second). The tonality, however, is different: from the reduc-

Gon of all reality into the spectral reflection in the eye, we pass to
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the ethereal lightness of scenes whose reality (of being part of
particular life-situations) is also suspended, but in the direction of
a pure synchronicity, of an almost mystical standstill, of a time-
less Now in which different scenes, torn out of their particular
contexts, vibrate in each other. The two shots thus stage the two
opposed aspects of freedom: the ‘abstract’ freedom of pure self-
relating negativity, withdrawal-into-self, cutting of the links with
reality; and the ‘concrete’ freedom of the loving acceptance of
others, of experiencing oneself as free, as linding full realization
in relating to others. To put it in Schelling’s terms, the passage
from the first to the second is the passage from extreme egotistic
contraction to boundless expansion. So when, at the end of this
scene, Julie cries (which, until this moment, she has not been
able to do), her work of mourning is accomplished, she is recon-
ciled with the universe; her tears are not the tears of sadness
and pain, but the tears of agape, of a Yes! to life in its mysterious

m%ﬂmmﬁm.ﬁmn Bcww:ﬁmm.w 0

" Another way to approach this same problem would be through

the theme of iconoclasm. The usual argument is that pagan (pre-
Jewish) gods were ‘anthropomorphic’ (Ancient Greek gods
fornicated, cheated, and engaged in other ordinary human pas-
sions . . .), while the Jewish religion, with its iconoclasm, was the
first thoroughly to ‘de-anthropomorphize’ Divinity. What, how-
ever, if things are the exact opposite? What if the very need to

prohibit man from making 1mages of God bears witness to the

e AV et i

ersomfieation of God discernible in Gods saying ‘Let us make

humankind in our image, according to our likeness' (Genesis 1:

26) — what if the

were not previous pagan religions but, rather, ifs swn ‘anthropo-

ue target of Jewish iconoclastic prohibition

alo_,mwvmm.qu,.immm,m,mmmﬂmmmmﬁmwdmﬁzﬁmwa,:,»..?m Jewish
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tal answer to .w.,oga mmWEm érmn @o& s ?hw Moowﬂm like, a mEnmﬁ

H.mr@o: itself generates the very excess it has to wwovmu.ﬁc In pagan

such mwor&wrcb “would have been §§x:~%\mw@ (And

nmrmwomm,.

Christianity then goes a step further by asserting not only the
likeness of God and man, but their direct idensity m the figure

of Christ: ‘no ﬁonmaw man looks like God, m:Em &wm man

{Christ] is God’ v >nooﬁ.m5m to the standard notion, pagans were
anthropomorphic, Jews were radically iconoclastic, and
Christianity operates a kind of ‘synthesis’, a partial regression to
wmwmswmmr by introducing the ultimate ‘icon to erase all other
icons’, that of the suffering Christ. Against this argument, one
should assert that it ig_the .leve

mwmﬁnmnﬁ\mgammﬁ#m :mm.wﬁcm of mﬁmvﬂwmogowmr m, ms& as such

ligion which remains an

mﬁmov m toit, moﬁoEEbm& by it In 1ts very. direct negation, irmwmmm

# is only Orlmﬁmb# hat act ally ‘sublates’ pagansiti.

‘Onthe i HBNmE.wJ\ level, man is made directly in the image/like-

ness om God. The J mcﬁmr wmrmwos is an ﬁwﬁm&w@ﬁm negation of this:

You. ‘must @oﬂ &mw:ﬁ God; Oom has no face accessible to us.

Christianity, on the other hand, no woumﬁa m@mmw &rwm mﬂorﬂgﬁcwr

Tw,nm;mm it knows that m&uml:bm.m,

m.mwurmm wrm.ﬁ Swmﬂmﬁ% ‘the child mmoo¢ﬂ8wm a rﬁﬁmﬂ mmom radiat-

enevolence d moomSme Svoabmom<mn ww;w face uoﬁoamﬁ to,
he @mwormm a glimpse of His face. ,ﬂqm truth of this sentimental
wwmﬁﬂs&m is that the ma,mwmmmﬁmur_m Aﬁom s mwomv s discernible as a

tary, flecting appearance, a mﬂmmmom o% mb mmﬁw&\ face. 1t

is in this sense (an ‘appearance * which, as it were, fransubstanti-

EOB

afés a piece “of reality into something that, for a brief moment,

radiates the suprasensible Eternity) that man is like God: in both

cases, the structure is that 0m an @wmammmm@ 0m a w&urgm dimension

e — Oh wm. H\mows
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puts it, following Hegel, the suprasensible s the appearance as

wmor, . Butler’s critical ﬁoaw that the Lacanian Symbolic is

merely a begemonic imaginary”! can therefore be accepted — on
condition that one defines hegemony’ in the strict Laclauian way,
not merely as the elevation of a certain imaginary matrix into a
global reified/codified rule and/or model. That is to say: the
difference between Imaginary proper and Symbolic gua
Imaginary ‘as such’ is that of the competition between Zeuxis and
Parrhasios from the Ancient Greek anecdote often cited by
Lacan: one was duped by the image itself, taking the painted
birds for the ‘real’ ones; while the other, confronted with the
painted veil, told the painter: ‘OK, take the veil away, uncover the
painting behind it!” In this second case, the image decelves us not
by seducing us into taking the painted object for the ‘real thing’,
but by making us believe that there is a ‘real thing’ concealed
beneath it — and, in this second case, the deception of the image is
properly symbolic. The symbolic dimension proper is thus ﬁ?mw
of appearance — appearance as, wummoumluw om%om.mm to :5@@58@

Eaﬂ_mﬂﬁﬁ In a sublime appearance, the positive imaginary

content 1s 2 stand-in_for. the ‘impossible’ Beyond (the Thing, God,

Pt

Freedom . . .) — just as, for Laclan, ‘hegemony means the

gt At At

ﬁoamwmmmﬁgmou‘ by a particular [content], of an HE@.Ommmgm wowmrﬂu\

dﬁwr which it is. incommensurable”.””, 72 In mrcia the moment we

mamﬂ the dimension. of symbolic_appearance, the Hamm_bﬁ%

content is caught/inscribed i a dialectic of void and negativity.”

In philosophy, it was Schelling who revealed how the Christian
‘humanization’ of God in no way involves the anthropomorphic
reduction of God to a human phantasmic creation. Schelling’s
direct anthropological texts tend to be rather boring and

disappointing; however, when he evokes anthropological themes
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(or; rather, insights into the human psyche) as ‘lllustrations’ or
metaphors to explain his most abstract theosophical ruminations
(say, when, in order to explain the Divine pronouncement of the
Word which resclves the deadlock of God's debilitating madness,
he evokes the common psychological experience of how the act of
suddenly ‘finding the right word’ resolves the preceding pro~
tracted and incapacitating indecision), the result is eye-opening in
a truly breathtaking way. This discrepancy should warn us
against the common reductionist claim that Schelling’s
mythopoeic narrative of what went on in God’s mind before the
creation of the world is simply a mystified presentation of deep
psychological observations ~ such a reductive reading of Schelling
as a coded depth psychologist somehow misses the point.

Here one is tempted to repeat Adorno’s well-known reversal
of Croce’s patronizing historicist question about ‘what is dead
and what is alive in Hegel’s dialectic’ (the title of his most

)7 the question to be raised today 1s not the

important work
historicist one of "How does Schelling’s work stand with regard
to today’s constellation? How are we to read it, so that it will still
say something to us?’, but ‘How dowe today stand with regard to — in
the eyes of ~ Schelling?’. Furthermore, the same reversal must be
applied to the very relationship between God and man:
Schelling’s problem is not "What does God ‘mean in our —
human — eyes? Does He still mean anything? Is it possible to
account for human history without any reference to God? Is
God just a projection of human fantasies?’, but the opposite one:
"What does man mean in the eyes of God? That is to say: one should
never forget that Schelling’s starting point is always God, the
Absolute itself; consequently, his problem is: “What role does the
emergence of man play in the Divine life? Why — in order to
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resolve what kind of deadlock — did God have to create man?’
Within this context, the criticism of ‘anthropomorphism’ apropos
of Schelling’s use of psychological observations in his deseription
of the Divine life again misses the point: ‘anthropomorphism’ in
the description of the Divine life is not only not to be avoided; it
is, rather, to be openly endorsed — not because man is ‘simjlar’ to
God, but because man directly is part of the Divine life, that js,
because it is only in man, in human history, that God fully real-

izes Himself, that He becomes an actual living God.

10 From the Decalogue to
Human Rights

Against today's onslaught of New Age nco-paganism, it thus
seems both theoretically productive and politically salient to stick
to Judaeo-Christian logic. Along these neo-pagan lines, John
Gray, author of Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus, recently
proposed, in a series of Oprah Winfrey shows, a vulgarized
version of narrativist-deconstructionist psychoanalysis: since we
ultimately ‘are’ the stories we are telling ourselves about our-
selves, the solution to a psychic deadlock lies in a ‘positive’
creative rewriting of the narrative of our past. What Gray has in
mind is not only the standard cognitive therapy of changing neg-
ative ‘false beliefs” about oneself into a more positive attitude of
the assurance that one is loved by others and capable of creative
achievements, but a more ‘radical’, pseudo-Freudian notion of
regressing back to the scene of the primordial traumatic wound.
That is to say: Gray accepts the psychoanalytic notion of a hard
kernel of some early childhood traumatic experience that forever
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reduced to a self-referential Name, to the subjectivity of a .mﬁwm.
non-substantial enunciator — is that the only terran on which to

Jemonstrate your devotion 10 the Divine Law is that of ‘love for

thy neighbour’, of your social-ethical activity — again, there is no
direct short cut to contact with the Divine dimension through ?.m
al spiritual self-realization.) Agamst this

“nner path’ of mystic . .
1 what precise sense Lacan 18

background, one can also see 1
radically anti-narrativist: in his insisten . |
with the symbolic Law is the mﬂcOﬁmﬁn with some ﬁ”ﬁ%&ﬁo_
impenetrable Real, Lacan directly inscribes psychoanalysis nto
the Judaic tradition.

[t is also crucial to bear in mi

between the Decalogue (the traumatically imposed Divine
the celebrated ‘human

ce on how the encounter

nd the interconnection

Commandments) and 1ts modern obverse, e : ;
Rights'.”® As the experience of our moﬂ-mwrﬁc& rwowﬁlﬁmmgpw;
sive society amply demonstrates, human Rights are :Fﬂmﬁ*m ¥, ﬂw
their care, simply Rights fo violate the Ten Commandments. The right
. the right to adultery, 1 secret, where no one sees me
“The right to pursue hap-
— the right to steal (to

to privacy’
or has the right to probe into my fife.
piness and to possess private property’ . : .
exploit others). “Freedom of the press and of \.&m expression 0
opinion’ — the right to Jie. "The right of mnmw citizens L:,u mvn.vmwmmm
weapons’ - the right to kil And, ultimately, freedom of wmrmwﬂpm
belief — the right to worship false gods. Of course, human Rights
do not directly condone the violation of the Ten Oowwawﬁmgmaw -
muew point is simply that they keep open a marginal ‘grey Nonm.
which should remain out of reach of (religious or secular) power:
in this shady zove, 1 can violate these ooEEwbaﬁmbﬁm‘ E@ if

catching me with my pants down and trying

ower mu.owmm into 1t, .
. [ can cry: ‘Assault on my basic human

to prevent my violations,
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Rights!”. The point is thus that it is structurally impossible, for
Power, to draw a clear line of separation and prevent only the
‘misuse’ of a Right, while not encroaching upon the proper use,
that is, the use that does nof violate the Commandments.”®
There is a somewhat analogous sitnation with regard to the
heterosexual seduction procedure in our Politically Correct times:
the two sets, the set of PC behaviour and the set of seduction, do
not actually intersect anywhere; that is, there is no seduction
irmor is not in a way an 'incorrect’ intrusion or harassment — at
some point, one has to expose oneself and ‘make a pass’. So does
this mean that every seduction is incorrect harassment through
and through? No, and that is the catch: when you make a pass,
you expose yourself to the Other (the potential partner), and she
decides retroactively, by her reaction, whether what you have
just done was harassment or a successful act of seduction — and
there is no way to tell in advance what her reaction will be. This
is why assertive women often despise ‘weak’ men — because they
fear to expose themselves, to take the necessary risk. And perhaps
this 1s even more true in our PC times: are not PC prohibitions
rules which, in one way or another, are to be violated in the seduc-
tion process? Is not the seducer’s art to accomplish this violation
properly — so that afterwards, by its acceptance, its harassing
aspect will be retroactively cancelled?
Is not the opposition between the commandments of the
Decalogue and human Rights grounded already in the tension
between the Decalogue and the injunction to 'love thy Hmmm_w“p

bour’? This injunction prohibits nothing; rather, it calls for an

activity beyond the confines of the Law, enjoining us always to do
more and more. to love’ our neighhour — notmerely in D imag-

inary dimension (as our semblant, mirror-image, on behalf of the
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1 hat e act
notion of Good that we impose on Ao, so that even when w

and help hum tor his own Good, it is mxéwom
$Mﬂ|mvmﬁ that we follow); not_ merely in his symbolic &:dm.wmwwﬁ
@.ﬂm ‘abstract symbolic subject of Rights}, m.w; as .zum Other kil.hn e
<Eﬁw Real, the Other as a m:,owwn_u\ inhuman @m:;ﬁb;mﬁ

1 ic 1 i ng ...
e honal, radically evil, capricious, revolting, disgusting
[illiil‘lll!i{l

SPTT .. Leyond the Good. This m.ﬂmgu\loﬁmﬂmm\mw»o&& not be

punished ) (as the Decalogue demands), but accepted as a

' 77 (Tim Robbins's outstanding film Dead Man I_vm&.ﬁ:h

peiphbiour . : alk
Tove for one s neighbour : Sister

mm.m.l.!m.lmﬁw:w VEry deadlack of the . : Y
Helen goes to the end, accepting the rmBm:;u\.om the Other, w .o
mmm.wm most worthless racist and murderous rapist woﬂam.v. There p,m”
a double defence against this thorough ‘love of thy bﬁmvwocﬂ :
rationalist/humanist ‘understanding’ (we try to ﬂmms.ow ﬁ M
Other’s traumatic abyss by explaining it as the result of .wnwo.:w )
ideological, psychological, etc. conditioning . . Y or the fetis MNW

of the radical Evil of our neighbour into the absolute
of the Holocaust) which 1is thus nmb%u.m.&
impossible to be accounted for in

tion
Otherness (say:
antouchable, unpoliticizable,

terms of a power struggle.

One can see 703%&,%@@ pnd ‘laye mcw ﬁ.r% .ﬁmm@rw_ocﬁ/
m:&E»wm www%@mgm gesturé ot oing vmu\..omww\/
the UW@&DM«.N" he ulimale subject of human Kig .am 18 @wmmmm um
?..M.Wm.pmrwomw as the real/impossible Ding beyond ,wrm reac om
e Taw — the (human) right’ 1s the whnite g t of the abyss o
,._m.:gmnmid\ beyond the Law. The Jewish ﬂmwﬁmma. To assert love .HOw
wﬂmﬂﬂmrfoﬂﬂ orede the confines of the Law aims at preventing

this love from degrading into a narcissistic (mis)recogmuon of my
onceive of love for

d

mirror-image — 1s 1t possible, however, to ¢ . ve fo
the Other gua Thing which simultaneously avoids narcissistic
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regression and remains outside the confines of the Law? The ulti-
mate answer of the injunction ‘love thy neighbour’ is Yest:
tmaginary mirror relationships and the symbolic Law are pre-
cisely the two defences against the Neighbour gua Real. One can
also see, however, how human Rights are not simply opposed to
the Ten Commandments, but are the ‘inherent transgression”®
generated by those Commandments ~ there is no space for human
Rights outside the terrain of the Decalogue. Here one should
recall again Saint Paul’s famous passage on the interconnection
between Law and sin —~ on how Law 1tself generates sinful desires.
As Lacan pointed out, the very text of the Decalogue is ambigu-
ous here: "You will adore no God before my countenance’s 'Does it
mean that beyond the countenance of God, i.e., outside Canaan,
the adoration of other gods is not inconceivable for a faithful
Jew?'” In other words, does it mean that the important point is
simply to maintain appearances —you can do it in private, where
the big Other cannot see you? Does it mean that the jealous God
of the Decalogue was like a wife whose message to her unfaithful
husband 1s: ‘Do it, just do it so that 1 won't learn anything about
it!” And what does Christianity do here? Does it simply ‘close up
the space’ by prohibitipg even the inherent transgression: by
demanding that we mczn_vwvmwonﬂm commandments not only ‘before
His countenance’, but also deep in our hearts? Or does it endeav-

our to break the very vicious cycle of Law/sin?

11 The Principle of Charity

So, again: in what, precisely, does the elementary Christian ges-
ture — best designated by Pauline agape - consist? In Inguiries into
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Donald Davidson developed what he calls
aritable assumption about human
e false’:80 ‘disagreement and

Truth and ?%Q&QE&%.
the Principle of Charity, 2 ‘ch
intelligence that might turn out to b
alike are intelligible only agamnst a background of
_ that is to say: ‘what makes interpretation

o can dismiss a priori the chance of

mmnmm.am:..e
massive mmnmmambﬁ@

possible 1s the fact that w
' 82 Ag Davidson emphasizes, this assumption is not

simply a choice we can male or not make but a kind of a priori
position we silently adopt and follow the

massive error

of speech, a presup

moment we engage in communication with others:

Since charity is not an option, but a condition of having a

workable theory, it is meaningless to suggest that we might
fall into massive error by endorsing it. - . . Charity is forced
on us; whether we like it or not, if we want to understand
others, we must count them right in most matters.5

Davidson’s Principle of Charity s therefore another name for the
[ acanian ‘big Other’ as the ultimate guarantee of Truth to which

we have to make reference even when we are lying or trying to

deceive our partners in communication, precisely 1m order to be

successful in our deceit. One should bear in mind, however, that

Lacan, in the last decades of his teaching, severely @ﬁwﬁmw& this
status of the big Other twice:

he late 1950s, he emphasized the fact

e First when, as early ast
that the ‘quilting point, the @ﬁmmwawﬂmmwombmmsn& Master-
Signifier that guarantees the consistency of the big Other, 1s

empty signifier without a signified. Sufhce

ultimately a fake, an
ity functions: the Master-Signifier

it to recall how a commun
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whi ity i

; ch guarantees the community’s consistency is a signifier
w . . .

%mo signified is an enigma for the members themselves —
nobody really knows what it means, but each of them some

how presupposes that others know, that it has to mean ‘the

real thing’, so they use it all the time. ... This logic is at work
mw“uﬁ only in politico-ideological links (with different terms for
the cosa noséra: our nation, revolution . . .), but even in som

; i

Lacanian communities where the group recognizes itsell
wvnoamr common use of some jargonized expressions whose
wm.wm.m:wm is not clear to anyone, be it 'symbolic castration’ or
divided subject’ — everyone refers to them, and what binds th
group together is ultimately their very shared H.%anauamw
H\momu,m.@o.gﬂ of course, is that psychoanalysis should mbmgm.
the subject to dreak with this safe reliance on the m:.w ati
Master-Signifier. gme
Secondly — and even more radically —~ when, in Seminar XX
.m.uaaw.m‘ Lacan developed the logic of ‘non-all’ and of the exce -
tion .nOﬂwmmzﬁ?m of the universal.® The paradox of ﬁwm
MMwmﬁonmEﬁ M‘Umgmg the series (of the elements belonging to
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‘the exception grounds ﬁrwu WMMWMMMMOMMH .OMWMU - mmo». -
he excep | , every univer-
.m m.mdmm involves the exclusion of an exception (all men ha
wsm.%mbm.mumm rights — with the exception of madmen, crimi M\m
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ﬁ.nmm point lies, rather, in the way a series and an ouw\om t .
Rnﬁm.ﬁm@ coincide: the series is always the series of ‘exce QOBM.EM.
entities which display a certain exceptional quality ?MM c&%. .
wwmﬁ. to belong to the series (of heroes, of members of OM_. oon
munity, of true citizens . . .). Recall the standard male wmmzomn.%

MU—.Mﬁ Oﬁ, mmHMHmL i mw@ . @ ’
e Co ﬁmmgnm.. mm.ﬁumv Au% ﬁrmu: 15 an exception, eac m— was
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seduced for a particular je ne sais guoi, and the series is precisely

the series of these exceptional figures. .. R

This same matrix is also at work in the shifts of the Lacanian
notion of the symptom. That 1s to say: what distinguishes the last
stage of Lacan’s teaching from the previous stages is best
approached through the changed status of the notion of the symp-
tom: previously, the symptom was a pathological formation to be
(ideally, at least) dissolved in and through analytic interpretation:
an indication that the subject somehow and somewhere compro-
mised his desire, or an indication of the deficiency or
malfunctioning of the symbolic Law that guarantees the subject’s
capacity to desire. In short, symptoms were the series of exceptions,
of disturbances, malfunctionings, measured by the ideal of full
integration into the symbolic Law, the big Other. Later, however,
with his notion of the universalized symptom, Lacan accom-
plished the paradoxical shift from the ‘masculine’ logic of Law and
its constitutive exception towards the ‘ferninine’ logic in. which
there is 70 exception to the series of symptoms in which there are
only symptoms, and the symbolic Law (the paternal Name) is ulti-
mately just one (the most efficient, the most established . . .) in the
series of symptoms. This, according to Jacques-Alain Maller, 1s
Lacan’s universe in Seminar XX: a universe of radical sphit
(between signifier and signified; between jouissance of drives and
Jjouissance of the Other; between masculine and feminine) in which
no a priori Law guarantees the connection or overlapping between
the two sides, so that only partial and contingent knots—symptoms
(quilting points, points of gravitation) can generate a limited and
fragile co-ordination between the two domains. In this perspec-

tive, the ‘dissolution of a mu:B@ﬁoEu far from bringing about the
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som-mwﬁvowommo& state of tull Qmmwwwbm. om@mnm\&w leads, rather, to a
total psychotic catastrophe, to the dissolution of the subject’s
entire universe.8® There is no ‘big Other’ to guarantee the consis-
tency of the mu\ﬁﬁcomo space within which we dwell: there are Oﬁq
contingent, local and fragile points of stability.

The difference between these two notions of the symptom ~ the
particular and the universalized (‘sinthome’) — accounts for the two
opposed readings of the last shot of Hitchcock's Fertigs (Scottie
mﬁwbmwsm at the m:dorwmom of the church tower, mﬁ»lﬂ@ into the
abyss into which Judy—Madeleine, his absolute love, vanished
seconds ago): some interpreters see in it the indication of a happy
ending (Scottie has finally got rid of his agoraphobia and is mmu.rw
fully to confront life), while others see in it utter despair (if Scottie
survives the second loss of Judy—-Madeleine, he will survive as a
living dead). It all hinges on how we read Lacan’s statement that
‘woman is a symptom of man’. If we use the term ‘symptom’ in its
traditional sense (a pathological formation which bears witness to
the fact that the subject has betrayed his desire), then the final
.mrow does imply a happy ending: Scottie’s obsession with
Madeleine was his ‘'symptom’, the sign of his ethical weakness, so
that when he gets rid of her, his rectitude is restored. If we use the
term ‘symptom’ in its more radical semse, however — if
Judy/Madeleine is his sinthome ~ then the final shot implies a
catastrophic ending: when Scottie is deprived of his Mmm&swﬁc his

entire universe falls apart, loses its minimal consistency.

How does this shift, this undermining of the quasi-transcendental
status of the big Other, affect charity? What survives this under-

mining is a charity much closer to the Christian meaning of this
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term (this Christian charity is ‘love’, of which Lacan speaks in
Seminar XX). So how is Davidson’s semantic charity related to
Christian charity? On a first approach, it may seem that they are
to be opposed along the axis Imaginary—Symbolic: does not
Christian charity operate at the level of imaginary compassion for
our neighbour, with whom we identify, while Davidson's charity
is clearly more formal, designating a purely symbolic (or, more
precisely, semantic) function of trust, that is a priori presup-
posed in our communicative engagement? What, however, if
there is another dimension at work in Christian charity, much
closer to the dimension of the Other (subject) gua real? The key
formal distinction between the two is that while semantic charity
is a kind of a priori of language, formal and universal, always-
already there, Christian charity is rare and fragile, something to
be fought for and regained again and again. Even among
Christians, confusion about its nature abounds. For that reason,
perhaps the best way to define it is to proceed a contrario: to start
by focusing on precisely those apparently Christian orientations
which today threaten the proper Christian stance.

As is well known, the myth of the Grail is the exemplary case
of religious-ideological ‘ex-aptation” (to use the term developed
by Stephen Jay Gould apropos of his criticism of orthodox
Darwinism): it reinscribes into the Christian domain the pagan
notion of a magical object that provides abundance and brings
about seasonal rebirth and regeneration. In Parsfal, his last opera,
Richard Wagner accomplishes the same process backwards: he
interprets Christ’s death and the Good Friday miracle as a pagan
myth of seasonal death and rebirth. This gesture is profoundly
anti-Christian: by breaking with the pagan notion of cosmic
Justice and Balance, Christianity also breaks with the pagan
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notion of the circular death and rebirth of the Divinity — Christ’s
death is nor the same as the seasonal death of the pagan god;
rather, it designates a rupture with the circular movement of death
and rebirth, the passage to a wholly different dimension of the
Holy Spirit. One is tempted to claim that, for this reason, Parsifal
is the model for all today’s ‘fundamentalist’ Christians who, under
the guise of returning to authentic Christian values, do precisely
the opposite, and betray the subversive core of Christianity.

At what level does Christianity actually provide the founda-
tion of human rights and freedoms? To put it in a somewhat
simphified way, two basic attitudes are discernible in the history
of religions, along the axis of the opposition between the gloda/
and the universal. On the one hand there is the pagan Cosmos, the
Divine hierarchical order of cosmic Principles, which, applied to
society, produces the image of a congruent edifice in which each
member has its own place. Here the supreme Good is the global
balance of Principles, while Evil stands for their derailment or
derangement, for the excessive assertion of one Principle to the
detriment of others (of the masculine Principle to the mms.mm:mbw
of the feminine; of Reason to the detriment of Feeling . . .); the
cosmic balance is then re-established through the work of Justice
which, with its inexorable necessity, sets things straight again by
crushing the derailed element. With regard to the social body, an
individual is ‘good’ when he acts in accordance with his special
place in the social edifice (when he respects Nature, which pro-
vides food and shelter; when he shows respect for his superiors,
who take care of him in a fatherly way); and Evil OOOE.W when
some particular strata or individuals are no longer satisfied with
this place (children no longer obey their parents, servants no

longer obey their masters, the wise ruler turns into a capricious,
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cruel tyrant . . .). The very core of pagan Wisdom lies in its
insight into this cosmic balance of hierarchically ordered
Principles — more precisely, into the eternal circuit of the cosmic
catastrophe (derailment) and the restoration of Order through
just punishment. Perhaps the most elaborated case of such a
cosmic order is the Ancient Hindu cosmology, applied first to the
social order, in the guise of the caste system, and then to the
individual organism itself, in the guise of the harmonious
hierarchy of its organs (head, hands, abdomen .. J); today, such
an attitude is artificially revived in the multitude of New Age
approaches to nature and society.

Christianity (and, in its own way, Buddhism) introduced into
this global balanced cosmic Order a principle that is totally for-
eign to it, a principle which, measured by the standards of pagan
cosmology, cannot but appear as a monstrous distortion: the
principle according to which each individual bas immediate access
to universality (of nirvana, of the Holy Spirit, or, today, of human
Rights and freedoms): I can participate in this universal dimen-
sion directly, irrespective of my special place within the global
social order. For that reason, Buddha's followers form a commu-
nity of people who, in one way or another, have broken with the
hierarchy of the social order and started to treat it as fundamen-
tally #rrelevant: in his choice of disciples, Buddha pointedly
ignored castes and (after some hesitation, true) even sexual dif-
ference. And do not Christ’s scandalous words from Saint Luke’s
Gospel point in the same direction: ‘1f anyone come to me and
does not hate his father and his mother, his wife and children, his
brothers and sisters — yes, even his own life — he cannot be my
disciple’ (14: 26)7 Here, of course, we are nof dealing with a

simple brutal hatred demanded by a cruel and jealous God:

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

family relations stand here metaphorically for the entire socio-
m%gvom.o network, for any particular ethnic ‘substance’ that
determines our place in the global Order of Things. The ‘hatred’
enjoined by Christ is not, therefore, a kind of pseudo-dialectical
opposite to love, but a direct expression of what Saint Paul, in
Corinthians [ 13, with unsurpassable power, describes as agape,
the key intermediary term between faith and hope: it is love itself
that enjoins us to ‘unplug’ from the organic community into
which we were born — or, as Paul puts it, for a Christian, there

...No
wonder that, for those fully identified with the Jewish ‘national

are neither men nor women, neither Jews nor Greeks.

substance’, as well as for the Greek philosophers and the propo-
nents of the global Roman Empire, the appearance of Christ was
a ridiculous and/or traumatic scandal.

We can see here how thoroughly heterogeneous is the
Christian stance to that of pagan wisdom: in clear contrast to the
ultimate horizon of pagan wisdom, the coincidence of opposites
(the universe is the abyss of the primordial Ground in which all
‘false’ opposites — of Good and Evil, of appearance and reality, up
to the very opposition between wisdom itself and the folly of
being caught in the illusion of maya — coincide), Christianity
asserts as the highest act precisely what pagan wisdom condemns
as the source of Fvil: the gesture of separation, of drawing the
line, of clinging to an element that disturbs the balance of All
The pagan criticism that the Christian insight is not ‘deep
enough’, that it fails to grasp the primordial One-All, therefore
misses the point: Christianity is the miraculous Event that dis-
turbs the balance of the Ope-All; it is the violent intrusion of
Difference that precisely rhrows the balanced circuit of the universe off
the rails.
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From this standpoint, 1t would be interesting to approach the
barely concealed ideological ambiguities of George Lucas’s Sar
Wars I The Phantom Menace, one of whose few points of interest as
a film is the way it endeavours to outline the answer to the ques-
tion of the ‘origin of Evil’: how did Darth Vader become Darth Vader,
that is, how did Anakin Skywalker, this sweet boy, turn into the
monstrous instrument of cosmic Evil? Two hints are crucial
here: first, the ‘Christological’ features of the young Anakin (his

mother hints that she became pregnant with him in an immacu- -

late conception; the race he wins clearly echoes the famous
chariot race in Ben Hur, this ‘tale of Christ); second, the fact
that he is identified as the one who has the potential to ‘restore
the balance of the Force’. Since the ideological universe of Star
Wars is the New Age pagan universe, it is quite significant that its
central figure of Evil should echo Christ — within the pagan
horizon, the Fwvent of Christ is the ultimate scandal.
Furthermore, what if — along Hegelian lines — we take the pre-
monition that Anakin will ‘restore the balance of the Force’ not
as the fatefu]l misapprehension, but as a correct insight? What if
the suffocating character of the pagan universe lay precisely in
the fact that if lacked the dimension of radical Fvil - that, in it, the bal-
ance was too much in favour of the Good? So the emergence of
Christianity 4id in a way effectively ‘restore the balance of the
Force’ precisely in so far as it was the intervention of radical
Evil (the power of unheard-of negativity) that derailed the pallid
and anaemic, self-satisfied, tolerant mmwﬂmmﬂ_ daily life of the late
Roman Empire? Was this not — implicitly, at least — Schelling’s
thesis when, in Weltalter, he interpreted the emergence of Christ
as the event of En-Scheidung (differentiating decision) which dis-

turbs the balance of the pagan universe, of the vortex of its
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eternal circuit in which all differences are ﬁmnmgmemq engulfed T.%
the same abyss?

12 Christ’s Uncoupling

1t is precisely in order to emphasize this suspension of the social
hierarchy that Christ (like Buddha before him) addresses in
particular those who belong to the very bottom of the social hier-
archy, the outcasts of the social order (beggars, prostitutes . . .) as
the privileged and exemplary members of his new community.
This new community is then explicitly constructed as a collective
of outcasts, the antipode to any established ‘organic’ group.
Perhaps the best way to imagine such a community 1s to locate it
in the lineage of other ‘eccentric’ communities of outcasts that we
knew from past and present, from lepers and circus freaks to
early computer hackers - groups in which stigmatized individu-
als are united by a secret bond of solidarity. In order to specity
these communities further, one is tempted to risk the reference to
Freud himself — in his Crowd Psychology he provides two examples
of crowd formation: the Church and the Army. Usually, one
takes them as equivalent, without considering the difference
between the two. What, however, if this difference is crucial,

along the lines of Laclau’s opposition between the structure of
differences and the antagonistic logic of equivalences? The

Church is global: a structured Institution, an encompassing net-
work of hierarchically differentiated positions, basically
ecumenical, tolerant, prone to compromises, all-inclusive, divid-
ing its spoils among its subgroups; while in the Army the

emphasis s on antagonism, on Us versus Them, on egalitarian
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unjversalism (we are all ultimately equal when we are confronted
with Them, the Enemy), so that the Army is ultimately exclu-
siopary, prone to annihilate the other. OF course, this is a notional
opposition: mamm.wmommuo the line can well be blurred, and we often
have a militant Church, or, on the contrary, an Army that
functions as a Churchlike corporate social institution.

The fundamental paradox here is thus that with regard to

empirical institutions, the two communities often exchange their’

proper places: it is the Church which is often close to the antag-
onistic functioning of the Army, and vice versa. Suffice it to recall
the tension in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries between the
Church gua institution and the emerging monastic orders as
cubversive counter-communities endangering  the Church’s
established place within the social order, and all the difficulties
the Church had in containing this excess and reinscribing this
properly religious Event (such as the early movement founded
by Saint Francis) within the confines of the order of Being. . ..
Does not this opposition characterize the way Lacanians relate to
the International Psycho-Analytical Association? The TPA is the
psychoanalytic Church, excommunicating people from its ranks
only when it feels actually threatened, prone to endless debates
and compromises; Lacanians, on the contrary, are the psychoan-
alytic Army: a combative group working towards an aggressive
reconquest, defined by the antagonism between Us and Them,
avoiding and rejecting the tolerant olive branch of the IPA (come
back, we accept you — but only if you also make a compromise
and change slightly not the substance, but the form of your activ-
ity . . ). With regard to the political struggles, Freud's wo es war,
soll ich werden can thus also be read as: where the Church was, the

Army should arrive.
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This is also the sense in which one should read those of
Christ’s statements which disrupt the circular logic of revenge or
punishment destined to re-establish the balance of Justice:
instead of ‘An eye for an eye!’, we get ‘If someone slaps your
right cheek, turn to him also your left cheek!” — the point here is
not stupid masochism, humble acceptance of one’s humihation,
but simply to inferrupt the circular logic of re-establishing balance. 1t is
interesting to observe how, even when Saint Paul does refer to
the organicist metaphor of the religious community as a living
body, he subverts it by turning it around: ‘God has so arranged
the body, giving the greater honour to the inferior member’ (I
Corinthians 12: 24) — that is to say, in the religious community,
social hierarchy is reflected in an inverted way, so that the lowest
deserve the greatest honour.

Of course, one should be careful here to avoid what psycho-

analysis calls the perverse temptation: this ‘unplugging from’the

social body should not turn into perversion, in which we love the

Towest outcast decause be 1s the lowest outcast (thus secretly wanting

him to remain so) — in this way, we do not actually ‘unplug’ from

the hierarchic social order, but merely turn 1t around, set it onits

head, and thus continue to parasitize on it (this perverse logic

was brought to its exireme by the medicval sects whose members

went so far as to eat the excrement of their fellow men in order to

émphasize their compassionate solidarity evern with the“lowestin

wan ). mwmm is not (on a _different level, of course) a similaf

iy

i - L . .
uncoupling’ at work in passionate sexual love? Is not such love

one of the greatest pulverizers of social hierarchy? When, in the

balcony scene, Romeo and Juliet pathetically proclaim their

renunciation and hatred of their own family names (Montague,

Capulet), and thus unplug themselves trom their particular
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(family) social substance, do they not provide the supreme

o i AT S

WMM‘EEH%W!Q ‘hatred of one's-parents-as-the-disest-expression nof

love? Furthermore, do we not encounter something similar in

democratic unplugging’s we are all Qm,momu\ members of the

democratic collective, irrespective of our ﬁrwom in the ﬁmﬁnmﬁ.m .vm»

A..,wmmm.ﬂo:m thHat »9;5 our wmm@mowgm ooEEmESmw /

i in

“oes not Christianity, however, go even a step further and

enjoin us not only to hate our parents on behalf of the beloved
one, but, in a dialectical inversion of love for one’s enemy, "to hae
the beloved out of tove and in love’?® The proper way to under-
stand this is to ask a precise question: what dimension in the
beloved other am I enjoined to hate? Let us take the hatred
towards one’s father in Oedipal family tension: as we see again
and again, this hatred disappears, and a new understanding for
the father emerges, the moment the son, in effect, gets rid of the
shadow of paternal authority — in short, it disappears the moment
the son perceives his father no longer as the embodiment of his
socio-symbolic function, but as a vulnerable subject ‘unplugged’
from it. Tt is in this sense that, in true love, [ ‘hate the beloved out
of love”: | 'hate’ the dimension of his inscription into the socio-
symbolic structure on behalf of my very love for him as a unique
person. However, to avoid a crucial Bmmcmmmﬂmgamﬁm that :.:mfﬁ
arise here: this ‘unplugging’ of agape has nothing whatsoeverito do
with the common ‘humanist’ idea that one should forget about
‘artificial’ symbolic predicates and perceive one'’s neighbours n
their untque humanity, that is, see the ‘real human person’
beneath their ‘social roles’, their ideological mandates and

masks — here Saint Paul is quite firm n his ‘theoretical anti-

humanism’:
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From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human
point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a
human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So
if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old

has passed away; see, everything has become new! (Il

Cormthians 5: 16-17)

In this ‘uncoupling’, the neighbour is thus reduced to a singular
member of the community of believers (of the "Holy Ghost”) — to
use the Althusserian—Lacanian opposition, it is not the symbolic
subject who is reduced to the ‘real’ individual, it is the individual
(in all the wealth of his ‘personality’) who is reduced to the sin-
gular point of subjectivity; as such, ‘uncoupling’ does actually involve
a ‘symbolic death’ — one has to ‘die for the law’ (Saint Paul) that
regulates our tradition, our social ‘substance’. The term ‘new
creation’ is revealing here, signalling the gesture of sublimation, of
erasing the traces of one’s past (‘everything old has passed away’)
and beginning afresh from a zero-pomt: consequently, there is
also @ terrifying wivlence at work in this ‘uncoupling’, that of the
death drive, of the radical ‘wiping the slate clean’ as the condition
of the New Beginning.

Such an ‘unplugging’ as the direct expression of love has noth-
ing whatsoever to do with the escape into an idealized Romantic
universe in which all concrete social differences magically disap-
pear - to quote Kierkegaard again: "fove believes everything — and yet

' 88 1n contrast to the mistrust which believes

is newer to be deceived
nothing and is nevertheless thoroughly deceived. The person who
mistrusts his others is, paradoxically, in his very cynical disbelief,
the victim of the most radical self-deception: as Lacan would

have put it, les non-dupes errent - the cynic misses the
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efficiency/actuality of the appearance itself, however fleeting,
fragile and elusive it is; while the true believer helieves in
appearances, in the magic dimension that ‘shines through’ an
appearance — he sees Goodness in the other where the other
himself is not aware of it. Here appearance and reality are no
longer opposed: precisely in trusting appearances, & loving person
sees the other the way she/he effectively s, and loves her for her.
very foibles, not despite them. With regard to this point, the
Oriental notion of the Absolute Void-Substance~Ground
beneath the fragile, deceptive appearances that constitute our
reality is to be opposed to the notion that it is the ordinary real-
ity that is hard, inert, stupidly there, and the Absolute that is
thoroughly fragile and fleeting. That is to say: what i the
Absolute? Something that appears to us in fleeting experiences —
say, through the gentle smile of a beautiful woman, or even
through the warm, caring smile of a person who may otherwise
seem ugly and rude: in such miraculous but extremely fragile
moments, another dimension transpires through our reality. As
such, the Absolute is easily corroded; it slips all too easily through
our fingers, and must be handled as carefully as a butterfly.

In Lacanian terms, the difference here is the one between
idealization and sublimation: False idolizing idealizes, 1t blinds itself
to the other’s weaknesses — or, rather, it blinds itself to the other
as such, using the beloved as a blank screen on to which it projects
its own phantasmagorical constructions; while true love accepts
the beloved the way she or he s, merely putting her/him into the
place of the Thing, the unconditional Object. As every true
Christian knows, love is the work of love — the hard and arduous
work of repeated ‘uncoupling’ in which, again and again, we

have to disengage ourselves from the inertia that constrains us to
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identify with the particular order we were born into. Through
the Christian work of compassionate love, we discern mn what
was hitherto a disturbing foreign body, tolerated and even mod-
estly supported by us so that we were not too bothered by it, a
subject, with its crushed dreams and desires — it is #4is Christian
heritage of ‘uncoupling’ that is threatened by today’s ‘fundamen-
talisms’, especially when they proclaim themselves Christian.
Does not Fascism ultimately involve the return to the pagan
mores which, rejecting the love of one’s enemy, cultivate full
identification with one’s own ethnic community?

We are now also in a position to answer the ultimate counter-
mnmd.amnﬁ is it not that Christianity none the less supports
participation in the social game (obey the laws of the country,
even if your ultimate fidelity is to God), and thus generates ideal
subjects of the existing order? In other words, is not the
Christian ‘uncoupling’ ultimately the same as the old Hindu
‘action with an inner distance’ (the virtue of accomplishing acts
with an indifference towards their goal) from the Bhaghavad-Gita,
as the following passage seems to imply:

the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even
those who have wives be as though they had none, and those
who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who
rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as
though they had no possessions, and those who deal with the
world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present
form of this world is passing away. (I Corinthians 7: 29-31)

The answer is that the Christian ‘unplugging’ is nor an inner con-

templative stance, but the active work of love which necessarily

129



SLAVOJ ZIZEK

130

leads to the creation of an alfernative community. F urthermore, m
clear contrast to the Fascist carnivalesque ‘unplugging’ from the
established symbolic rules, which functions as the inherent trans-
gression of the existing order, e proper Christian uncoupling suspends not
so mauch the explicit laws but, rather, their implicit %w«?&. obscene supplement.

13 ‘You must, because you canl’

Let us specify this crucial point by reference to a well-known
tasteless defence of Hitler: "True, Hitler did some horrible
things, like trying to rid Germany of Jews, but we should not
forget that he none the less did some good things, like building
highways and making the trains run on time!” The whole pownt
of this defence, of course, is that although it formally denounces
anti-Semitic violence, it 1s covertly anti-Semitic: the very gesture
of comparing the anti-Semitic horrors to building highways,
and putting them together in a statement whose structure is
that of Yes, I know, but none the less . . ., makes it clear that
praising Hitler’s construction of highways is a displaced way
of praising his anti-Semitic measures. The proof is that the cri-
tique of Hitler which turns around the terms of the first one
(popular in some extremely conservative ecological circles) is no
Jess acceptable, but implies an even stronger defence of Hitler,
albeit in the form of criticism: “True, Hitler did some good
things, like trying to rid Germany of Jews, but we should not
forget that he none the less did some horrible things, like build-

ing highways and thus ruining Germany’s environment . .

And is not a similar reversal also the true content of the standard

defence of the perpetrators of extreme-Right racist violence:
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“True, he did participate in lynchings of Alrican-Americans, but
we should not forget that he was also a good and honest family

il

man who went regularly to church . . ." — instead of this, one
should read: “True, he did do some good things, like trying to get
rid of the nasty African-Americans; none the less, we should not
forget that he was just a common family man who went regularly
to church . . .". The key to this reversal is that in both cases we are
dealing with the tension between the publicly acknowledged and
acceptable ideological content (building highways, going to
church) and its obscene disavowed underside (Holocaust, lynch-
ings): the first, standard, version of the statement acknowledges
the public content and disavows its obscene underside (while
secretly endorsing it); the second version openly dismisses the
public aspect and endorses the obscene underside.

So, in so far as, with regard to the duality of ‘official’
public symbolic narrative space and its spectral double,
the public symbolic space is regulated by the symbolic Law,
what kind of law is operative in the uncanny domain of its spec-
tral double? The answer, of course, is: superego.®” One should
bear in mind here that the tension between the symbolic Law
and the impossible/real Thing access to which is prohibited by
the Law (ultimately, the maternal Thing prohibited by the
paternal Law) is not Lacan’s ultimate horizon — what lies
beyond (or, rather, beneath) it is the uncanny Thing which
itself ‘makes the Law™

Das Ding presents itself at the level of unconscious experience

as that which already makes the law. . . . It is a capricious

and arbitrary law, the law of the oracle, the law of signs m

which the subject receives no guarantee from anywhere.”
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So we no longer have das Ding as the dark deyond, constituted
by the prohibitory Law: the ultimate horror is that of the
veal Thing itself which directly ‘makes the law’. And in so far
as the Thing stands for jouissance, this Law which is the Law of the
Thing itself is, of course, none other than the superego, the law
whose injunction is the impossible command ‘Enjoy!’. This is
also the dimension that is the obverse of the Kantian logic of the
infinite approach to the impossible goal: in Kant's horizon, the
Thing remains inaccessible, a void beyond the Law, while the
Law-Thing displays as it were the Sadeian obverse/truth of
Kant, a perverse Law that is the Law of the Thing itself.

The superego suspension of moral prohibitions is the crucial
feature of today’s ..@Omﬁsom.ﬁ.ﬁ. nationalism. Here, the cliché
according to which passionate ethnic identification restores a
firm set of values and beliefs in the confusing insecurity of a
modern secular global society is to be turned around: nationalist
‘fundamentalism’ serves, rather, as the operator of a secret, barely
concealed You may! It is today’s apparently hedonistic and per-
missive postmodern reflexive society which is paradoxically more
and more saturated by rules and regulations that allegedly pro-
mote our well-being (restrictions on smoking and eating, rules
against sexual harassment . . .), so that the reference to some pas-
sionate ethnic identification, far from further restraining us,
functions rather as the liberating call “You may!” — you may vio-
late (not the Decalogue, but) the rigid regulations of peaceful
coexistence in a liberal tolerant society; you may eat and drink
whatever you like; engage in patriarchal mores prohibited by
liberal Political Correctness; even hate, fight, Jall and rape. .
Without the full recognition of this perverse pseudo-liberating
effect of today's nationalism — of how the obscenely permissive
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superego supplements the exphcit texture of the social-symbolic
law — we condemn ourselves to a failure to grasp its true dynam-
ics.”! This is how Aleksandar Tijanié a leading Serb columnist
who was for a brief period even Milofevids Minister for
Information and Public Media, describes ‘the strange kind of
symbiosis between Milogevi¢ and the Serbs”:

MiloSevi¢ generally suits the Serbs. In the time of his rule,
Serbs abolished the time for working. No one does anything.
He allowed the flourishing of the black market and smug-
ghng. You can appear on state TV and insult Blair, Chinton,
or anyone else of the ‘world dignitaries’. . . . Furthermore,
Milosevié gave us the right to carry weapons. He gave us the
right to solve all our problems with weapons. He gave us also
the right to drive stolen cars. . . . Milogevié changed the daily
life of Serbs into one great holiday and enabled us all to feel
like high-school pupils on a graduation trip — which means

that nothing, but really nothing, of what you do can be pun-
ishable.%

The superego is thus the properly obscene reversal of the per-
missive “You may!’ into the prescriptive “You must!’, the point at
which permitted enjoyment furns into ordained enjoyment. We all
know Kant’s formula of the unconditional ethical imperative Du
kannst, denn du sollst! (You can | do your duty) because you must [ do i£]); the
superego inverts this Kantian You can, because you must! into You should
{you mustl, because you can!. Nowhere is this clearer than in the case
of the unfortunate Viagra, the potency pill that promises to restore
the capacity of male erection in a purely biochemical way, bypass-
ing all problems with psychological inhibitions: now that Viagra
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takes care of the erection, there is no excuse: you should enjoy sex;
if you don't it's your fault] At the opposite end of the spectrum, the
New Age wisdom of recovering the spontaneity of your true Self
seems to offer a way out of this superego predicament — what,
however, do we actually find there? Is this New Age attitude of
wisdom not again secretly sustained by the superego imperative:
“You must [do your duty of achieving your full self-realization
and self-fulfilment], because you can!’? Is this not why we often
feel a real terroristic pressure beneath the compliant tolerance of
New Age preachers?% To put it in somewhat simplified terms: the
elementary authoritarian ‘wisdom’ is that man is a weak, cor-
rupted being who needs a strong Master to control his dangerous
antisocial impulses; this is why the tracditional authoritarian Master
tells us: ‘No matter what you think deep in yourself, no matter
how difficult and aganst your nature you find it, obey [my orders],
repress and renounce your inner urges!’; the rotalitarian Master’s
message in contrast is: ‘1 know better than you do yourself what
you really want, what is In your best interests, so what I order you
to do is what you, deep within yourself, really unknowingly desire,
even if you seem superficially to be opposed to it!’

This external opposition between ‘pleasure and duty’ can be
overcome in two ways. On the one hand, we have the paradox of
the extremely oppressive ‘totalitarian’ power which goes even
further than traditional ‘authoritarian’ power — it does not only
tell you: ‘Do your duty; I don’t care if you Like 1t or not!’, it tells
you: ‘Not only must you obey my orders and do your duty, you
must do it with pleasure, you must enjoy doing it!" (This is how
totalitarian populist democracy works: it is not enough for the
subjects to follow their Leader, they must actively fove him . . ).
On the other hand, we have the obverse paradox of the pleasure
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whose very pursuit turns into duty: in a ‘permissive’ society, sub-
jects experience the need to ‘have a good time/, really to enjoy
themselves, as a kind of duty; consequently, they feel guilty if
they fail to be happy. . . . And my point is that the concept of the
superego designates precisely the interzone in which these two
opposites overlap: in which the command to enjoy doing your duty
overlaps with the duty to enjoy yourself.

Here, again, the role of Christianity is ambiguous: "You have
heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say
to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already
committed adultery with her in his heart’ (Matthew 5: Mwimw.
Does this gesture of going a step further with regard to the
Decalogue, and prohibiting not only sinful deeds but sinful
thoughts themselves, designate the shift from the Jewish symbolic
Prohibition to its superego elaboration (not only should you not
act upon your sinful desires, you should fight them — these desires
themselves, even if you successfully resist them, are already equiv-
alent to committing the sin, so you should renounce/transform
your desires themselves, and desire only what is permitted)? Or
does Christianity, on the contrary, endeavour to break the very
vicious cycle of prohibition that generates the desire to transgress
it, the cycle described by Saint Paul in Romans 7: 77

14 From Knowledge to Truth . . .
and Back

Let us approach this dilemma from another perspective, that of
the dialectical tension between Knowledge and Truth. Usually,

psychoanalysis operates in the domain of the opposition between
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factual ‘objective’ knowledge and ‘subjective’ truth: one can lie
the guise of truth (this is what obsessionals are doing when, in
statements which are factually entirely accurate, they conceal or
disavow their desire); one can tell the truth i the guise of a hie
(the hysterical procedure, or a simple slip of the tongue which
betrays the subject’s true desire). In Darwin’s Dangerous ldea,
Daniel Dennett evokes the following mental experiment: You
and your best friend are about to be captured by hostile forces,
who speak English but do not know much about your world.
You both know Morse code, and hit upon the following
impromptu encryption scheme: for a dash, tell the truth; for a
dot, lie. Your captors, of course, listen to you talking to each
other: ‘Birds lay eggs, and toads fly. Chicago is a city, and my feet
are not made of tin, and baseball is played in August,” you say,
answering ‘No' (dash~dot; dash-dash--dash) to whatever your
friend has just asked. Even if your captors know Morse code,
unless they can determine the truth and falsity of these sentences,
they cannot detect the properties that stand for dot and dash %
Dennett himself uses this example to make the point that mean-
ing cannot be accounted for in purely inherent syntactic terms:
the only way ultimately to gain access to the meaning of a state-
ment is to situate it in its hfeworld context, that is, to take mto
account its semantic dimension, the objects and processes to
which it refers. My point is rather different: as Dennett himself
puts 1t, in this case, the two prisoners use the world itself as a
‘one-time pad’ — although the cruth-value of their statements is
not indifferent but crucial, it is not this truth-value as such, n
itself, that matters; what matters is the translation of truth-value
into a differential series of pluses and minuses (dashes and dots)

which delivers the true message in Morse code.

THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

Does not something similar also go on in the psychoanalytic
process? Although the truth-value of the patient’s statements is
not indifferent, what really matters is not this truth-value as such,
but the way the very alternation of truths and hie discloses the
patient’s desire - a patient also uses reality itself (the way he
relates to it) as a ‘one-time pad’ to encrypt his desire. When a
patient claims that she has been molested by her father, one
should, of course, establish if this harassment really took place or
not; what ultimately matters, however, is not this harassment as
such, but the role it plays in the patient’s symbolic economy, the
way it was ‘'subjectivized’. If we learn that the act of harassment
did no# take place in reality, then the fact that the patient fanta-
sizes intensely about it acquires a different symbolic value, while
still telling us a lot about her desire.

However, this notion of authentic subjective Truth as opposed
to mere ‘objective’ knowledge is not Lacan’s last word. In Lacan’s
late work there is a certain knowledge (equivalent to drive) more
fundamental than (subjective) Truth itself. At the Lacanian con-
ference The Subject — Encore at UCLA in March 1999, one of the
participants discussed a recent medico-legal case of a woman who,
on religious grounds, unconditionally rejected the transfusion that
would have saved her life. The judge before whom she was
brought asked her: “‘What if you were to be submitted to transfu-
ston against your will? Would this also condemn you to damnation
and hell in your afterlife, or not?” After a brief deliberation, the

woman answered: ‘1 guess the answer is no.’ When he heard this,
the judge took the responsibility upon himself: in order to save the
woman's life without putting her in an unbearable moral predica-
ment, he proclaimed her irresponsible, and ordered the transfusion
against her will. What is the ethical status of this decision?
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The participants hailed the judge’s intervention as a model of
the inventive approach. Such an approach can also serve as a
prototype of a successful analyst's intervention: how to enable the
patient to assert his fundamental will-to-life without harming his
ideological and symbolic identifications. From the standpoint of
psychoanalytic ethics, however, such a solution is false. It is a
neat practical solution ~ in the judge’s position I would probably
do the same thing — but it does not force the subject to confront
the truth of her desire. Rather, it involves the helpful-compas-
sionate procedure of proposing a beneficial protective fiction —
or, to put it somewhat bluntly, of a /ie. Because ultimately, this
solution s a lie: when the poor woman was asked: "What if you
were to be submitted to transfusion against your will? Would this
also condemn you to damnation and hell in your afterlife, or
not?’, she knew perfectly well that if she answered No', the judge would order
enforced transfusion. To make the fact that the choice of having a
transfusion or not was actually in her own hands clear, one
should introduce here the Lacanian distinction between the sub-
ject of statement and the subject of enunciation: by answering
truthfully on the level of stazement (she truly believed that
enforced transfusion does not count as a mortal sin), she sinned
(she lied and endorsed transfusion) on the level of her subjective
position of enunciation — that is to say, the true content of her ‘no’
was ‘yes, please, do give me a transfusion’ (like the proverbial
male chauvinist figure of a hypocritical woman who can enjoy
sex only if she is half forced into i, so that she can pretend that
it is happening to her against her will). So, again, paradoxically,
the only way for her to be #rue to herself on the level of subjective
Truth (the position of enunciation) would have been to /e at the

level of statement — to answer ‘Yes!’ even if she really thought
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that transfusion against one’s will is not a mortal sin - only in this
way could she have prevented the transfusion.

Does this alternative, however, really cover all the options?
Is it not possible to imagine the poor woman answering accu-
rately (the way she did: ‘No') without sinning? What if we
simply imagine a subject who escapes the tension between
objective knowledge and subjective Truth by suspending the
very dimension of Truth, and sticking to cold impersonal
Knowledge? That is to say: what if the poor woman were to
answer ‘No’ not in order secretly to save hersell, but out of a
radical disregard for subjective consequences? (In this case, it
would be totally inappropriate to claim that the judge, as a
good analyst, detected in her a disavowed desire to live, and
gently, through the beneficial lie, allowed her to realize this
desire without breaking her religious code.) Here, one should
recall Jacques-Alain Miller’s precise point that the aim of ana-
lytic discourse is to practise a language which does not deceive or
conceal, does not use its direct meaning as part of some hidden
rhetorical strategy of argumentation. Oswald Ducrot”® devel-
oped the thesis that in our language all predicates are
ultimately just reified argumentative procedures — in the last
resort, we use language not to designate some reality, some
content, but to dupe the other, to win an argument, to seduce
or threaten, to conceal our true desire. . . . In ordinary lan-
guage, the truth is never fully established; there are always
pros and cons; for each argument there are counter-arguments;
there is ‘another side’ to every point; every statement can be
negated; undecidability is all-encompassing - this eternal vac-
illation is interrupted only by the intervention of some quilting
point (Master-Signifier). According to Lacan, however, psy-
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choanalytic discourse is part of modern science in that it aims
at breaking this vicious cyele of all-pervasive argumentation,
but #o# in the mode of the quilting point: the signifiers do not
need such a point in erder to be stabilized because they are
already, in their very functioning, not vacillating, not caught in
the eternal sliding of meaning.

So, on this level, the subject breaks out of the vicious cycle of
interpretation — her ‘No!” is no longer to be interpreted, since
what she actually desires is simply irrelevant. And maybe this 1s
also the way to answer the standard Christian criticism that the
Jews, by seeking ways of obeying God’s commandments and
prohibitions literally, while none the less retaining what they
desire, in effect cheat Him. (There is a religious institution in
Jsrael which deals specifically with issues of how to circumvent
prohibitions; significantly enough, it is called The Institute for
Judaism and Science.) This criticism is meaningful within the con-
fines of the standard Christian attitude where what matters is the
spirit, not the letter — where you are guilty if the desire was in
your heart, even if you did not break any letter of the law by your
deeds. When, in order not to break the injunction that no pigs
should be raised on the holy land of Israel, pigs are raised today
on plateaus three feet above the ground, the Christian interpre-
tation would be: ‘See how hypocritical the Jews are! The
meaning of their God's command is clear — simply do not raise
pigs! And the Jews, in a profoundly hypocritical way, take the
Divine statement lterally, focusing on the totally unimportant
specification “on the land of Israel”, and thus find a way of vio-
lating the spirit of the injunction, while keeping to its letter. For
us Christians, they are already guilty in their hearts, because

they spend all their energy not on internalizing God’s prohibition,
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but on how to have their cake and eat it, that is, on how to cir-
cumvent the prohibition.”

The answer to this would be simply to suspend the entire
domain of interpretation: what if the poor woman, in answering
"No', was not hypocritically counting on the fact that her desire to
live would be fulfilled, that she would get her transfusion, with-
out being responsible for it, and thus having to pay the price for
it? What if her stance was, rather, that of radical indifference
towards the entire domain of the possible pathological (in the
Kantian sense ol the term) effects of telling the truth? What if
her implicit ethical axiom was the exact inversion of the standard
“You should tell the truth, even if it hurts you!” ~ “You should tell
the truth, even if'if helps you!'? The fundamental lesson of the psy-
choanalytic notion of superego is that - pace the neoconservatives
who bemoan the allegedly hedonistic narcissism of our age —
there are few things more difficult than to enjoy, without guilt,
the fruits of doing one's duty (in this case, the duty of telling the
truth). While it is easy to enjoy acting in an egotistic way ggainst
one’s duty, it is, perhaps, only as the result of psychoanalytic
treatment that one can acquire the capacity to enjoy doing one’s
duty; perhaps this is one of the definitions of the end of psycho-
analysis.

One can easily see how this solution enables us to break the
vicious cycle of the superego: the Christian logic of ‘even if you
only thought of it, you are already as guilty as if you had com-
mitted the act’ relies on the guilt feeling; it involves the superego
paradox of 'the more you repress your transgressive desire in
order to obey the Law, the more this desire returns in your
thoughts and obsesses you; consequently, the guiltier you are’.

From this Christian perspective, of course, the Jewish literal
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obedience to the Law cannot but appear as the ultimate oppor-
tunistic manipulation which 1mplies a totally external
relationship towards the Law as the set of rules to be tweaked so
that one can nevertheless achieve one’s true aim — what bothers
Christians is the fact that the Jews do not see the cheap trickery
of their procedure, so that when they succeed in having their
cake and eating it, in realizing their goal without disobeying the
letter of the Law, they do not feel any guilt. But what if this lack of
guilt demonstrates precisely that the Christian criticism accord-
ing to which the Jews cheaply manipulate the Law without
renouncing their pathological goals misses the point: I can tell
the truth without guilt, even if it helps me, because i is only truth
that matters, not my desires invested in it. So, far from being the
‘veligion of guilt’ the Jewish religion precisely enables us to
avoid guilt — it is Christianity that manipulates guilt much more
effectively.”®

The superego dialectic of Law and transgression does not lie
only in the fact that Law itself invites its own transgression, that
it generates the desire for its own violation; our obedience to the
Taw itself is not ‘natural’, spontaneous, but afways-already mediated
by the (repression of the) desive to transgress the Law. When we obey the
Law, we do so as part of a desperate strategy to fight against our
desire to transgress it, so the more rigorously we obey the Law,
the more we bear witness to the fact that, deep within ourselves,
we feel the pressure of the desire to indulge in sin. The superego
feeling of guilt is therefore right: the more we obey the Law, the
more we are guilty, because this obedience, in effect, is a defence
against our sinful desire; and in Christianity, the desire (inten-~
tion) to sin equals the act itself’ — if you simply covet your

neighbour’s wife, you are already committing adultery. This
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Christian superego attitude is perhaps best expressed by

T.S. Eliot’s line from Murder in the Cathedral: ‘the highest form of
treason: to do the right thing for the wrong reason’ - even when
you do the right thing, you do it in order to counteract, and thus
conceal, the basic vileness of your true nature. . . . It is #his super-
ego dialectic that is successfully avoided by the Jews: sheir
obedience to the Law is not mediated by the repressed desire to
sin, which is why they can stick to the letter of the Law and
none the less find ways of realizing their desire without any guilt
feclings. . . . However, this superego dialectic of the transgressive
desire engendering guilt is #nos the ultimate horizon of
Christianity: as Saint Paul makes clear, the Christian stance, at its
most radical, invelves precisely the suspension of the vicious

cycle of Law and its transgressive desire. [How are we to resolve

this deadlock?

15 The Breakout

Our answer is that the passage from Judaism to Christianity
ultimately obeys the matrix of the passage from the ‘masculine’ to
the ‘feminine’ formulae of sexuation. Let us clarify this passage
apropos of the opposition between the jouissance of drives and the
jouissance of the Other, elaborated by Lacan in Seminar XX: Encore
this opposition is also sexualized according to the same matrix.
On the one hand we have the closed, ultimately solipsistic, circuit
of drives which find their satisfaction in idiotic masturbatory
(autoerotic) activity, in the perverse circulating around ofyet petit
a as the object of a drive. On the other hand, there are subjects

for whom access to jouissance is much more closely linked to the
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domain of the Other’s discourse, to how they not so much talk, as
are talked about: say, erotic pleasure hinges on the seductive talk
of the lover, on the satisfaction provided by the speech itself, not
just on the act in its stupidity. And does not this contrast explain
the long-observed difference in how the two sexes relate to
cyberspace sex? Men are much more prone to use cyberspace as
a masturbatory device for their solitary playing, immersed in
stupid repetitive pleasure, while women are more prone to par-
ticipate in chatrooms, using cyberspace for seduactive exchanges
of speech.

Do we not encounter a clear case of this opposition between
the masculine phallic/masturbatory jouissance of the drive and the
feminine jouissance of the Other in Lars von Trier’s filn Breaking the
Waves? Crippled and confined to his hospital bed, Jan tells his
wife Bess that she must make love to other men and describe her
experiences to him in detail - in this way, she will keep his will-
to-life alive: although she will be performing the act physically
with other men, the true sex will occur in their conversation. . . .
Jan's jouissance is clearly phallic/masturbatory: he uses Bess to
provide him with the fantasmatic screen he needs in order to be
able to indulge in solipsistic masturbatory jouissance, while Bess
finds fouissance on the level of the Other (symbolic order), that is,
in her words — for her the ultimate source of satisfaction is not
the sexual acts themselves (she commits them in a purely
mechanical way, as a necessary sacrifice) but the way she reports
on them to Jan. More precisely, Bess's jouissance is that ‘of the
Other’ in more than one sense of the term: enjoyment not only in
words, but also (and this is ultimately just another aspect of the
thing) in the sense of utter alienation - her enjoyment s totally
alienated/externalized in Jan as her Other; that is, it lies entirely
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in her awareness that she is enabling the Other to enjoy. (This
example is crucial in so far as it enables us to dispense with the
standard misreading of Lacan according to which jouissance fémi-
nine is a mystical beatitude beyond speech, exempted from the
symbolic order — quite on the contrary, it is the woman who is
immersed into the order of speech without exception.)”

So how does all this allow us to throw a new light on the
tension between Judaism and Christianity? The first paradox to
note is that the vicious dialectic of Law and its transgression
elaborated by Saint Paul is the invisible third term, the ‘vanish-
ing mediator’ between the Jewish religion and Christianity — its
spectre haunts both of them, although neither of the two religious
positions actually occupies its place: on the one hand, the Jews
are not yet there, that is, they treat the Law as the written Real
which does not engage them in the vicious superego cycle of
guilt; on the other, as Saint Paul makes clear, the basic point of
Christianity proper is precisely to éreak out of the vicious mwmmﬂmmo
cycle of the Law and its transgression via Love. In his Seminar
on the Ethics of Psychoanalysis, Lacan deals extensively with the
Pauline dialectic of the Law and its transgression — perhaps one
should therefore read this Pauline dialectic together with its
corollary, Saint Paul’s ozher paradigmatic passage, the one on love

from I Corinthians 13:

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not
have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I
have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains,
but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away all my pos-
sessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast
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roed], but do not have love,

[alternative ranslation: to be ba
¢ as for prophecies,

1 gain nothing. - - - [ove never ends. Bu
they will come to an end; as for tongues, they will cease; as
3¢ will come to an end. For we know only 11

for knowledge,
part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete
comes, the partial will come to an end. . . . For now we see in

a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now 1

know only in part; then 1 will know fully, even as I have been
fully known. And now faith, hope, and love abide, these
three; and the greatest of these is love.

Crucial here is the clearly mmnmmoun.ﬁm,w place of Love with regard

o Al (to the completed ceries of knowledge or prophecies)- First,
Saint Paul claims that love is there even if we possess all knowl-
edge - then, in the second part of the passage, he claims that love
is there only for incomplete beings, that is, beings who possess
owledge. When I ‘know fully . .. as L have been
fully known’, will there still be love? Although, in contrast to
knowledge, love never ends, it is clearly only ‘now’ (while I am
«till incomplete) that ‘faith, hope, and love abide’. The only way
out of this deadlock is to read the two inconsistent claims accord-

incomplete kn

ing to Lacan's \%&3:& formulae of sexuation: even when it 1s ‘all’

po exception), the Geld of knowledge remains in
e —love is not an exception to the All of
thing’ which makes even the

(complete, with
a way non-all, incomplet
knowledge, but precisely that ‘no
complete ceries/field of knowledge incomplete. In other words,

the point of the claim that even if | were to possess all knowledge,

without love I would be nothing, is not simply that with love, 1

am ‘something’ — in love, T.am also nothing but, as 1t were, &

Nothing humbly aware of itself, a Nothing paradoxically made
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rich through the very awareness of its lack. Only a lacking vul
nerable being is capable of love: the ultimate mystery of Mwn.;w .
therefore that incompleteness 1s in a way Aigher than S‘WMWNN&@& Muww
the one hand, only an imperfect, lacking being loves: we .moﬁb
because we do nes know all. On the other hand, even if we ﬁ.:wﬂM
to know everything, love would inexplicably still be higher
ﬂrmw o.oE.muwwwmm knowledge. Perhaps the true achievement of
Christianity is to elevate a loving (imperfect) Being to the place
omu God — that is, of ultimate perfection. Lacan’s extensive
discussion of love in Encore should thus be read in the Pauline
sense, as opposed to the dialectic of the Law and its transgres-
sion: this second dialectic is clearly ‘masculine/phallic; it involves
nwm ﬁmnwmcw.vﬁémmm the All (the universal Law) and mwm constitu-
MMM?MMMMMWMMW while love is ‘feminine’, it involves the paradoxes
| Oomm”mm:m:m% there are two ways of subverting the Law, the
H.smmncrﬁm. and the ‘feminine’. One can vislute/transgress ifs gwéwu.wﬁ.u
N_S:h this is the inherent transgression which sustains ﬁ,vm Law
like the advocates of liberal democracy who secretly Qrﬂ.ocm‘r\ﬁwm
OTC train murderers-terrorists for the proto-Fascist regimes in
‘Fm.mﬁ America. That is false rightist heroism: secretly doing the
‘necessary but dirty thing’, that is, violating the mﬁ.,umnw wm:b
Hmwomomu\ (of human Rights, and so on) in order to sustain &JM
m.ﬁmmum order. Much more subversive than this is simply to &Q.é@ﬁ
is allowed, that is, what the existing order explicitly allows
m.:rozmr it prohibits it at the level of implicit cséﬂwﬁmw uovmm:
tions. In short — to paraphrase Brecht’s well-known cnmom» abo M
how mild robbing a bank is in comparison with foundin cm.
bank — how mild transgressing the Law is in oﬁuﬁ@mﬁwmor Smﬁr

obeying it thoroughly — or, as Wmmlmmmmmﬁn._ put it, in his unique way:
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“We do not laud the son who said “No,” but we endeavour to
fearn from the gospel how dangerous it is to say, “Sir, I will.”?®
What better example is there than Hasek'’s immortal ‘good
coldier Schweik’, who caused total havoc in the old Imperial
Austrian Army simply by obeying orders all too hterally?
(Although, strictly speaking, there is a better example, namely
the ‘absolute example’ [Hegel], Christ himself: when Christ
claims that he is here merely to fuffi/ the [Jewish] Law, he
thereby bears witness to how his act effectively cancels the Law.)
The basic paradox of the relationship between public power
and its inherent transgression is that zhe subject is actually in’ (caught
in the web of ) power only and precisely in so far as he does not fully identify
with it but maintains a kind of distance fowards if; on the other hand, the
system (of public Law) is actually undermined by unreserved
identification with it. Stephen King's 'Rita Hayworth and the
Shawshank Redemption’ tackles this problem with due
stringency apropos of the paradoxes of prison life. The cliché
about prison hife is that I am actually integrated into 1t, rumned by
it, when my accommodation to it is 50 overwhelming that I can no
longer stand or even imagine freedom, life outside prison, so that
my release brings about a total psychic breakdown, or at least
gives rise to a longing for the lost safety of prison life. The actual
dialectic of prison life, however, is somewhat more refined. Prison
in effect destroys me, attains a total hold over me, precisely when
1 do not Fully consent to the fact that 1 am m prison but maintain
a kind of inner distance towards it, stick to the illusion that ‘real
life is elsewhere” and indulge all the time in daydreaming about
life outside, about nice things that are waiting for me after my
release or escape. I thereby get caught in the vicious cycle of fan-

tasy, so that when, eventually, T am released, the grotesque
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discord between fantasy and reality breaks me down. The only
true solution is therefore fully to accept the rules of prison life and
then, within the universe governed by these rules, to work out a
way to beat them. In short, inner distance and daydreaming
about Life Elsewhere in effect enchain me to prison, whereas full
acceptance of the fact that 1 am really there, bound by prison
rules, opens up a space for true hope.

What this means is that in order effectively to liberate oneself
from the grip of existing social reality, one should first renounce
the transgressive fantasmatic supplement that attaches us to it. In
what does this renunciation consist? In a series of recent (com-
mercial) films, we find the same surprising radical gesture. In
Speed, when the hero (Keanu Reeves) is confronting the terrorist
blackmailer who is holding his partner at gunpoint, the hero
shoots not the blackmailer, but Ais own partuer in the leg ~ this
apparently senseless act momentarily shocks the blackmailer,
who releases the hostage and runs away. . . . In Ransom, when the
media tycoon {Mel Gibson) goes on television to answer the
kidnappers’ request for two million dollars as a ransom for his
son, he surprises everyone by saying that he will offer two million
dollars to anyone who will give him any information about the
kidnappers, and announces that he will pursue them to the end,
with all his resourees, if they do not release his son immediately.
This radical gesture not only stuns the kidnappers —immediately
after accomplishing it, Gibson himself almost breaks down, aware
of the risk he is courting. . . . And, hnally, the supreme case:
when, in the flashback scene from 7he Usual Suspects, the mysteri-
ous Keyser Soeze returns home and finds his wife and small
daughter held at gunpoint by the members of a rival mob, he
resorts to the radical gesture of shooting his wife and daughter
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themselves dead — this act enables him mercilessly to pursue
members of the rival gang, their families, parents and friends,
killing them all. . .. What these three gestures have in common is
that in a situation of forced choice, the subject makes the ‘crazy’,
impossible choice of, in a way, striking at himself, at what is most
precious to himself. This act, far from amounting to a case of
impotent aggressivity turned against oneself, rather changes the
co-ordinates of the situation in which the subject finds himself:
by catting himself loose from the precious object through whose
possession the enemy kept him in check, the subject gains the
space of free action. Is not such a radical gesture of ‘striking at
oneself’ constitutive of subjectivity as such?

Was not such a gesture already that of Abraham, commanded
by God to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, that which mattered more
to him than himself? In his case, of course, an angel intervened at
the last moment, staying Abraham’s hand. (In the Christian read-
ing, one could claim that the actual killing was unnecessary, since
the only thing that mattered was inner intention, just as one has
already committed a sin if one simply covets one’s neighbour’s
wife.) But here, precisely, we can draw the line that separates the
classical hero from the modern hero: if Abraham were a modern
hero, no angel would appear at the last moment; he would actu-
ally have to slaughter his son. And — closer to our own time — 1s
not such a gesture also the crux of Freud's late book Moses and
Monoiheism? How did he react to the Nazi anti-Semitic threat?
Not by joining the ranks of the beleaguered Jews in the defence
of their legacy, but by targeting his own people, the most precious
part of the Jewish Jegacy, the founding figure of Moses — that 1s,
by endeavouring to deprive the Jews of this figure, proving that
Moses was not a Jew at all: in this way, he effectively undermined
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the very unconscious foundation of anti-Semitism. Furthermore,
did not Lacan himself accomplish a similar act of ‘shooting at
himself’ when, in 1979, he dissolved the Ecole freudienne de Paris, his
agalma, his own organization, the very space of his collective life?
He was well aware that only such a ‘self-destructive’ act could
clear the terrain for a new beginning.

The fact that all the above-quoted examples refer to male acts
might lead to the conclusion that such a gesture is inherently mas-
culine: in contrast to the masculine readiness to cut inks, a woman
remains rooted in her specific substance. . . . What, however, if the
lesson of psychoanalysis is not only that such an act is gender-
neutral, but even that the opposite is the case? So how can a
woman subjectivize herself through such an aet of ‘shooting at
herself’? The first association here, of course, is the standard fem-
inist point: in order to become a subject, a woman has to eschew the
very core of her femininity’, that mysterious j¢ ne sais guoi, some-
thing ‘in her more than hersell’, the secret treasure [aga/ma] that
makes her the ofjecs of male desire. However, there is another —
perhaps more radical - point to be made here. That is to say: Lacan
proposed as (one of) the definition(s) of ‘a true woman’ a certain
radical ac#: the act of taking from man, her partner, of obliterating —
even destroying — that which is ‘in him more than himself, that
which ‘means everything to him’ and which is more important to
him than his own life, the precious agalma around which his life
revolves. As the exemplary figure of such an act in literature, of
course, Lacan cites Medea who, upon learning that Jason, her
husband, plans to abandon her for a younger woman, kills their
two young children, her husband’s most precious possession — it is
in this borrible act of destroying that which matters most to her
husband that she acts as une vraie femme, as Lacan put it.%

151



SLAVO} ZIZEK THE FRAGILE ABSOLUTE

So perhaps it is time, against the sverblown celebration of Sethe is claiming her role as a parent, claiming the autonomy, the
freedom she needs to protect her children and give them some

. i : ) o
dignity.”"® In short, 1n a radical situation of forced choice in

which, because of the relations of slavery, Sethe’s children

Antigone, to reassert Medea, her uncanny, disturbing counter-
part, as the subject of an authentic ac/ - in a tradition that comes
right down to Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the novel about the
unbearably painful birth of African-American subjectivity. As is
well known, Beloved focuses on the traumatic desperate act of
the heroine, Sethe: after she has escaped slavery with her four
children, and enjoyed a month of calm recuperation with her
mother-in-law in Cincinnati, the cruel overseer of the plantation
from which she escaped attempts to capture her by appeal to the
Fugitive Slave Law. Finding herself in this hopeless situation,
without any prospect of escaping a return to slavery, Sethe
resorts to a radical measure in order to spare her children a
return to bondage: she cuts the throat of her eldest daughter,
tries to kill her two sons, and threatens to dash out the brains of

her infant daughter — in short, she commits a Medean act

‘weren't Aers at all’,1% the only way open to her to act effectively
as a parent, protect her children and save their dignity, is to 4/
them.

This radical character of Sethe's act becomes apparent if we
compare 1t with what is perhaps one of its literary models,
Williams Styron's Sophics Choice, in which the heroine, confronted
with the choice of saving one of her two children from the gas
chamber and renouncing the other, concedes to this blackmail by
the Nazi owmomw and surrenders her older child, a daughter, in
order to save her young son — with the predictable result that the
guilt for this choice haunts her to the end of her life, driving her
to suicide years later.

Although Sethe’s traumatic act also continues to haunt her

of trying to exterminate what is most precious to her, her .
for decades (the ‘Beloved’ of the novel’s title is none other than

mnOMm&sEc In an unsurpassed piece of cruel irony, this desperate
assertion of freedom is interpreted by the white schoolteacher as
proof that if African-Americans are given even a little too much
freedom, they regress to African savagery — as if precisely such
an act were not totally unthinkable within the mores of the
African tribes from which the slaves were descended. . ..
Crucial to an understanding of Sethe’s desperate measures
are her later apparently paradoxical musings, where she declares:
‘IF T hadn’t killed her she would have died, and that is something
I could not bear to happen to her.!% Killing her daughter was
the only way to preserve the minimal dignity of her life — or, as
Morrison herself put it in an interview apropos of Beloved — by

what may seem the ultimate cruelty of killing her offspring,

the ghost of the murdered daughter, who claws at the family’s
nerves like a relentless harpy, playing emotional and sexual
games with all of them), what we are dealing with here 1s of pre-
cisely the opposite nature to Sephics Choice: while Sophie’s guilt
results from her compromising attitude of accepting the terms of
the Nazi officer’s impossible choice, and choosing one child
against the other, Sethe is haunted because she did noz compro-
mise her desire, but fully assumed the impossible~traumatic act
of “taking a shot at herself’, at what was most precious to herself.
Only at the end of the novel does the Beloved's withdrawal signal
Sethe’s ability to come to terms with the properly ehica/ mon-
strosity of her act.!% |
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Sethe’s act is an exemplary case of the properly modern ethical

act which, according to Lacan, displays the structure of what

Freud called the gesture of abstaining mﬂmﬁ&h:mﬁ._om In the tradi-
act, the subject sacrifices everything (all

tional (premodern)
Cause-—Thing that matters 1o him

‘pathological things) for the
more than life itself: Antigone, condemned to death, enumerates
all the things she will nof be able to experience because of her
premature death (marriage, children .. ) — this is the ‘bad infi-
nity’ one sacritices through the Exception (the Thing for which
one acts, and which, mwmowmmmu\_ is not sacrificed). Here the struc-
ture is that of the Kantian Sublime: the overwhelming infinity of
sacrificed mawmlomt_@wwroﬂomwomw objects brings home in a nega-
incomprehensible Jdimension of the Thing

So Antigone is sublime in her sad
enumeration of what she is sacrificing — this list, in its enormity,

‘ndicates the transcendent contours of the Thing to which she
delity. Is it necessary to add that this

tive way the epormous,

for which one sacrifices them.

retains her unconditional fi
Antigone is a masculine fantasy par excellence?
In the ..ﬂ.wommab ethical constellation, on the contrary, one sus-

pends this exception of the Thing: one bonrs witness to one's fidelity to
the Thing by sacri scing (also) the Thin itself (in the same way,
. g by £ g ay
Kierlegaard enjoins a true Christian behever to hate the beloved

hmself out of love). And is this not the very unbearable Q.cwom,
Sethe’s act — that she Lilled her children out of her very fidelity to
them, not as a ‘primitive’ act of brutal sacrificing to some obscure
superego gods? ﬁm.:roﬁﬁ this suspension, there is no ethical act
106 o when we claim that the ethical act ‘as such’ has

e subjectivity, and, furthermore, that the

,MWM.OW@H..

the structure of feminin
subject ‘as such’ is ultimately feminine, this does not involve

ihe standard cliché about how men are ipvolved in political
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power struggles, while women are inherently apolitical-ethical
mmm in the usual misreading of Antigone as the defender of ethical
family values against masculine political manipulations): EW.
very elevation of Woman into the protectress of pure ww.ﬁrﬂmme
exempted from masculine power struggles —~ who, as such,
holds these struggles back, prevents them from exploding .Emos

.ﬁrw limitless search for power that violates every humian

nmwmwmmwwﬁom — is masculine in its inherent logic. In contrast to
" P e ¥ B - '
his (‘masculine’) universality of the struggle for power that

i ; - . -
elies on the ethical figure of Woman as its inherent wNomw#.EbJ
1]

T o : :

: M.mmuﬁuwsm ) ethical act proper mvolves precisely the suspension
of t -eption: it . ntersec |
of this exception: it takes place in the intersection of ethics and pol-

itics, in the uncanny d in i 1 10s 1
. o w - . * T
i v domaln in which ethics is ‘politicized” in 1ts

- . e . N
nermost nature, an affair of radically contingent decisions, a
. v e S ettt Srbnimmi A

gesture that can no longer be accounted for in terms of lidelity to

) T T
%Em pre-existing Cause, since it redefines the very terms of this
ause.

s

In short, the two opposed ways to read the relationshi
do.mmﬁdmb ethics and politics precisely fit the Lacanian oE,uomW
tion between masculine and feminine ‘formulae of sexuation”
the very elevation of the Feminine stance into an apolitical m&&hmw
mﬁ.ﬁ»wmh safeguarding the male world of power politics from
oEn.HEmm excess, is inherently masculine; while the feminine’ ethical
act involves precisely the suspension of this boundary - thatis t
say, it has the structure of a political decision.!¥ Yes, what malk: .
.me.rm‘m act so monstrous is the ‘suspension of the mﬁr‘mnmw. mﬂdo?MM
in it, and this suspension s ‘political’ in the precise sense of :
.mw%mm& excessive gesture that can no longer be grounded o
common human considerations’. In his reading of ku&.ﬂmqhw

:

Lac 1
an emphasizes how, after her excommunication {from the
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community, Antigone enters the domain of aze, of the unspeak-
able horror of dwelling ‘between the two deaths’, still alive yet
excluded from the symbolic community — does not the same hold

for Sethe? Morrison herself, in an interview, claimed that

she has stepped across the line, so to speak. It's understand-
able, but it is excessive. This is what the townspeople in
Cincinnati respond to, not her grief, but her arrogance. .

They abandon her because of what they felt was her pride.
Her statement about what is valuable to her — in a sense 1t
damns what they think is valuable to them. They have had
losses too. In her unwillingness to apologize or bend . .. she
would kill her child again is what they know. That is what

separates her from the rest of her community.'®

In short, what makes Sethe so monstrous 1s not her act as such,
but the way she refuses to ‘relativize’ it, to shed her responsibil-
ity for it, to concede that she acted in an unforgivable fit of
despair or madness — instead of compromising her desire by
assuming a distance towards her act, qualifying it as something
‘pathological’ (in the Kantian sense of the term), she insists on
the radically ethical status of her monstrous deed.

Would not an adequate example of the same gesture from
today’s political life be the way the Serbs relate to Kosovo as their
precious object—treasure, as the cradle of their civilization, as that
which matters to them more than anything else, and which they
are never able to renounce? Therein lies the final limit of the large
majority of the so-called ‘democratic opposition’ to the Miloevit
regime: they unconditionally endorse Milogeviés anti-Albanian

nationahist agenda, even accusing him of making compromises
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with the West and 'betraying’ Serb national interests in Kosovo.
For this very reason, the sine qua non of an authentic act in Serbia
today would be precisely to rensunce the claim to Kosovo, to sacri-
fice the substantial attachment to the privileged object. (What
we have here, therefore, is a nice case of the political dialectic of
democracy: although democracy should be the ultimate goal of
political activity in today’s Serbia, any advocacy of democracy
which does not explicitly renounce nationalistic claims to Kosovo
is doomed to fail — #he issue apropos of which the struggle for
Awmmmoomamou\ will be decided is that of mm0mo<o.v

And — to go to the limit - is not the ultimate example of such
a gesture of ‘shooting at oneself’, renouncing what is most
precious to oneself, again provided by Christianity itself, by the
Crucifixion? As Hegel emphasized, it is totally misleading to
reduce the death of Christ to a sacrificial gesture in the exchange
between God and man — to clanmn that by sacrificing that which is
most precious to Himself, his own son, God redeems humanity,
ransoming its sins. If we adopt this traditional stance, the ques-
tion arises immediately: for whom — for which authority above
Himself - 1s God Himself forced to sacrifice his son? Or is He
playing perverse games with Himself - and, consequently, with
us humans? So when the Bible proclaims that God sacrificed
His only-begotten son to redeem humanity from its sins, there

are only two ways to explain this strange act: 109

* God as omnipotent is a perverse subject who plays obscene
games with humanity and His own son: He creates suffering,
sin and imperfection, so that He can intervene and resolve
the mess He created, thereby securing for Himsell the eternal

gratitude of the human race;
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e God is not omnipotent; He is like a Greek tragic hero sub-
ordinated to a higher Destiny: His act of creation, like the fateful
deed of the Greek hero, brings about unwanted dire conse-
quences, and the only way for Him to re-establish the balance of
Justice is to sacrifice what is most precious to Him, His own

o — in this sense, God Himself is the ultimate Abraham.

The traditional reading thus obliterates the ultimate mystery of
the Crucifixion: the Crucifixion, the death of the son of God,1sa
bappy event —in it, the very structure of sacrifice, as it were, sub-
Jates itself, giving birth to a new subject no longer rooted in a
particular substance, redeemed of all particular links (the ‘Holy
Spirit). From this supreme example, it should also be clear that
the necessity of renunciation inherent to the notion of act in no
way entails that every utopian imagination gets caught in the
trap of inherent transgression: when we abandon the fantasmatic
Otherness which makes life in constrained social reality bearable,
we catch a glimpse of Another Space which can no longer be dis-
missed as a fantasmatic supplement to social reality.

The duet from The Marriage of Figaroin The Shawshank Redemption
(the cinema version of King’s story) is an exemplary case of the
offect of the sublime which. relies on the contrast between the
poverty and horror of real life and the sudden intrusion of this
Other Space. The black convict (Morgan Freeman), whose com-
mentary we hear, claims that he doesn’t know what the two ladies
are singing about, and it is perhaps better that he doesn’t know,
but all the men listening to them were, for a brief moment,
free. . . . What we have here is the effect of the sublime at its
purest: the momentary suspension of meaning which elevates the

subject into another dimension in which the prison terror has no
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hold over him. It is deeply significant that the duet is from Mozart
(and, incidentally, a rather trifling one: the duet from Act 11l in
which the Countess dictates to Susanna the letter destined to trap
her unfaithful husband) — can one imagine a more startling
contrast than the one between mid-twentieth-century American
prison life and the universe of late-eighteenth-century aristocratic
love intrigue? So the true contrast is not simply between the
prison horror and the ‘divine’ Mozart's music but, within music
itself, between the sublime dimension of music and the trifling
character of its content. More precisely, what makes the scene
sublime is that the poor prisoners, unaware of this trifling content,
directly perceive the sublime beauty of the music. In other words,
if we were to hear an overtly ‘sublime’ piece of music (like the
fourth movement of Beethoven’s Ninth), the effect would
undoubtedly be pathetic in an extremely vulgar way.

The last words of the dying Tristan in Wagner's opera are
“What, kear I the light?'. This paradoxical short circuit between the
two senses is what happens to the prisoners in this scene: in lis-
tening to Mozart’s aria, they also hear the light — a proper
revolutionary utopia always involves such a short circuit, in
opposition to the reactionary obscene call of the superego in
which, in the figure of the Leader, we see the voice. It should thus
be clear how the standard notion of artistic beauty as a utopian
false escape from the constraints of reality falls short: one should
distinguish between ordinary escapism and this dimension of
Otherness, this magic moment when the dbsolute appears in all its
fragility: the man who puts on the record in the prison (Tum
Robbins) is precisely the one who rejects all false dreams about
escaping from prison, about life Outside. . . 110 In hearing this

aria from Figaro, the prisoners have seen a ghost - neither the
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resuscitated obscene ghost of the past, not the spectral ghost of
the capitalist present, but the brief apparition of a future utopran
Otherness to which every authentic revolutionary stance should
cling.

This, then, brings us back to our starting pomnt: the third
modality of ghosts is none other than the Holy Chost itself, the
community of believers gua ‘uncoupled” outcasts from the social
order — with, ideally, authentic psychoanalytic and revolutionary
political collectives as its two main forms. And if there is often
something monstrous about encountering such ghosts (since, as
we know from Rilke, beauty is the last veil that envelops the
Monstrous) — if, after such encounters, we actually look as if we
bave seen a ghost — we should remember Heiner Miiller’s famous

motto: “The first appearance of the new is the dread’.
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proverbial suitor who, in order to impress his future father-in-law, engages
in such intense conversation with him that at a certain point his poor flancée
explodes: "Where am [ in all this? I feel like a disturbing element — why

don’t the two of you just go away and forget about me?’

10. In the last years of Communism in Eastern Europe, for example, -

democracy was desirable, but trough the intermediary of Communist con-
straints — once this intermediate obstacle fell, we got the object of our desire,

but deprived of its cause.
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11. And is not something similar taking place, on a wholly ditferent level,
with the IMF’s help to developing Third World nations? Is it not true that
the more such a state accepts IMF help, and obeys its conditions or takes its
advice, the more it becomes dependent on the IMF, and the more help it
needs?

12. The notorious Iragi ‘weapons of mass destruction” offer another
example of the objef petit a: they are an elusive enfity, never empirically
mmumo#.:wm_ 2 kind of Hitcheockian MacGuffin, expected to be hidden in the
most disparate and improbable places, from the (rather logical) desert to the
(slightly irrational}) cellars of presidential palaces (so that when the palace is
bombed, they may poison Saddam and his entire entourage); allegedly pres-
ent in large quantities, yet magically moved around all the time by workers;
and the more they are destroyed, the more all-present and all-powerful they
are in their threat, as if the removal of the greater part of them magically
heightens the destructive power of the remainder — as such, by delinition
they can never be found, and are therefore all the more dangerous. . ..

13. This tendency often leads to the comic confusion whereby a work of
art is mistaken for an everyday object, or vice versa, Recently, 1n
Potsdamerplatz, the largest construction site in Berlin, the co-ordinated
movement of dozens of gigantic cranes was staged as an art performance -
doubtless perceived by many uninformed passers-by as part of an intense
construction activity. . . . | myself made the opposite blunder during a trip
+o Berlin: T noticed along and above all the main streets numerous large blue
tubes and pipes, as if the intricate cobweb of water, phone, electricity, and
so on, was 1o longer hidden beneath the earth, but displayed in public. My
reaction was, of course, that this was probably another of those Huomnﬂommwm
art performances whose aim was, this fime, to reveal the intestines of the
town, its hidden inner machinery, in a kind of equivalent to displaying on
video the palpitation of our stomach or lungs — I was soon proved wrong,
however, when [riends pointed out to me that what I saw was merely part
of the standard maintenance and repair of the city’s underground service
network.

14. Tt is worth noting that it is Lacanian theory, with its link between
surplus-enjoyment and surplus-value, which offers the best theoretical

frame for grasping this new trend, with respect to the fact that one of the
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standard criticisms of Lacan is that his theory is abstract, proto-Kantian,
dealing with the ahistorical symbalic system, unaware of the concrete socto-
historical conditions of its subject matter. We can see apropos of our
examptle how, in clear contrast to this criticism, the cultural studies which
celebrate new multiple perverse forms of artistic production do not take suf-
ficiently into account how these phenomena are grounded in global
capitalism, with its accelerated commodification — it is Lacanian theory that
enables us fully to conceptualize this link, effectively to rehistoricize the
topics of cultural studies.

15. Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, New York: Columbia University
Press 1987, p. 41; see also Chapter 5 of Zizek, The Metastases of Enjoyment.

16. Perhaps one way to imagine this notion of ‘nothing but the place
taking place’ is the experience of seeing that the paper spewed out by the fax
machine is biank: does this blankness mean that the machine has simply
malfunciioned, that the text typed on the paper at the other end was not
transmitted, o that the person at the other end (by mistake, in all probabil-
ity) put a blank piece of paper into the machine (or inserted the paper with the
wrong - blank — side down)? Do we not encounter here a kind of mechan-
ical counterpart to the Nietzschean distinction between ‘willing nothing’ and
Tactively] willing the nothingness itsel(’: the blank paper can mean ‘the
message didn't get through’ or ‘the void we see is the message the sender put
in’? So how do we decide? By looking closely at the paper: if there are tiny
stains on i, meaningless material leftovers, it means that the void #s the
message, that is, that ‘nothing but the place took place’ — it was not that
‘nothing took place’, since, in a way, the empty place itself took place. ...

17. See Gérard Wajeman, Lobjet du sitcle, Lagrasse: Verdier 1998,

18. Quoted from Julia Hell, Posr-Fascist Fantasies, Durham, NC: Duke
University Press 1997, p. 32.

19. Kim Yong Il is hailed by the official propaganda as ‘witty’ and
‘poetic’ - an example of his peetry: ‘In the same way as sunflowers can
blossom and thrive only if they are turned up and look towards the sun,
people can thrive only if they look up towards their leader!’

20. Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, London: Routledge 1992,
p- K49

21. Ibd., p. 150 Translation corrected.
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22, 1t is against this background that one should appreciate the early
(Soviet) paintings of Komar and Melamid, as exemplilied in their ‘Stalin
and the Muses’: they combine in one and the same painting two incompat-
ible notions of beauty: ‘real” beauty — the classicist notion of Ancient Greek
beauty as the lost ideal of organic innocence (the Muses) — and the purely
‘functional’ beauty of the Communist leader. Their ironically subversive
effect does not lie only in the grotesque contrast and incongruity of the two
levels, but — perhaps even more — in the suspicion that Ancient Greek
beauty itself was not as ‘natural’ as it may appear to us, but conditioned by
a certain functional framework.

93. In this reference to Courbet, I draw extensively on Charity Seribner,
“Working Memory: Mourning and Melancholia in Postindustrial Europe’,
dissertation, Columbia University, 2000.

4. Francis Scott Fitzgerald, The Last Tycoon, Harmondsworth: Penguin
1960, p. 61

95. Another way to approach the dead end of premodernist art is perhaps
embodied in the pre-Raphaelite movement: the sublime beauty in their
paintings which is dangerously close to kitsch, is, as it were, undermined
from within by the excessive accent on detail — the first effect of sublime and
ethereal beauty starts to disintegrate as one gradually becomes aware of the
intense details that seem to lead a life of their own, and thus somehow intro-
duce a note of voluptuous overripe vulgarity into the whole of the painting.

26. This passage from the direct expression of the incestuous object-
turned-abject to abstraction is most evidently at work in the artistic
development of Mark Rothko, whose famous intensely coloured abstract
paintings were preceded by a series of direct portraits of his mother, One 1s
tempted to conceive of Rothko's late abstract paintings as a kind of trans-
position-into-colour of Malevich’s ‘Black Square’: the basic spatial
co-ordinates are the same {central square against T&&w@noﬂamv ; the key dife
ference is simply that in Rothko's work colour does not simply shade the
contours of the drawn objects but, rather, functions directly as the medium
of drawing, of presenting these contours — Rothko does not colour drawn
shapes, he draws shapes directly (or rather, sees shapes) with colours.

97. Jacques-Alain Miller, The Desire of Lacan', Lacanian ink 14, Spring
1999, p. 19.
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98, Heiner Miller and Jan Hoet, ‘Insights into the Process of Production:
A Conversation’, decumenta EX, vol. I, Stuttgart: Edition Cantz 1992, pp. 96-7.

29, Seribner, ‘Working Memory’, p. 150

30. See Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VIII: Le transfert, Paris: Editions
du Seuil 1991.

31. G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University
Press 1977, pp. 317-18.

32. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press 1976, pp. 68-9.

33. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 404.

34, See Carl Jensen, Censored 1999: The News Thar Didn't Make the News,
New York: Seven Stortes Press 1999,

35, Vaclay Havel, ‘Kosovo and the End of the Nation-State’, New York
Review of Books, vol. XIV], no. 10 (10 June 1999), p. 6.

36. Thid.

57, Steven Erlanger, ‘In One Kosovo Woman, an Emblem of Suffering’,
The New York Times, 12 May 1999, p. A 13.

38. In this respect, Lafontaine’s fall is a phenomenon parallel to the
demise of the leaders of the Prague Spring of 1968: the Soviet intervention,
in a way, saved their face — saved the illusion that, if allowed to stay in
power they would actually have created “socialism with a human face’, an
authentic alternative to both Real Socialism and Real Capitalism.

59. See Eric Santner, “Traumatic Revelations: Freud's Moses and the
Origins of Anti-Semitism’, in Renata Salecl, ed., Sexuation, Durham, NC:
Duke University Press 2000.

40, See René Girard, The Scapeguar, Baltimore, MI»: Johns Hopkins
University Press 1989.

41. See Sigmund Freud, Muses and Monotheism, Pelican Freud Library
vol. 13, The Origins of Religion, Harmoundsworth: Penguin 1983.

49, Santner, “Traumatic Revelations’, p. 78.

43, Jacques Lacan, Seminar XX: Encore, New York: Norton 1998, p. 59.

44. | owe this story to George Rosenwald, University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor.

45, See lan Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press 1995.
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46. Film Noir, ed. Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward, London: Secker &
Warburg 1980, p. 297.

47. 1bid., p. 298.

48. T take this term from Judith Butler — see The Psychic Life of Power,
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press 1998.

49. See EW.J. von Schelling, Ages of the Warld/Slavoj Fisek, The Abyss of
Fyeedom, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press 1997,

50. Ibid., pp. 181-2.

51. See Binjamin Wilkomirslki, Fragments: Memories of a Wartime Childhood,
New York: Schocken 1996,

59. See John Sallis, ‘Deformatives: Essentially Other Than Truth’, in
John Sallis, ed., Reading Heidegger, Bloomington: Indiana University Press
1993.

53. Friedrich Nietzsche, Der Wille zur Maché, Stuttgart: Alfred Kriner
1959, para. 493.

54, See Jacques Lacan, Eerifs, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1966, p. 807.

55. Wilkiam Richardson, "Heidegger among the Doctors’, in Sallis, ed.,
Reading Heidegger, p- 62. Here, incidentally, Richardson clearly contradicts

>

his own claim two pages earlier that Lacan’s question about the siructure of
the unconscious in psychoanalysis is clearly an existential/ontic one (Le. on
the level of beings)’ (p. 60) and, as such, unable to render thematic the fun-
damental—ontological question of the Sense of Being: how can a term which
concerns the very kernel of the essence of truth (the Lacanian ‘Real’) not
bear upon this ontological question?

56. Martin Heidegger, Beifrige zur Phifosophiz, in Gesamtausgabe, F rankfurt:
Vittorio Klostermann 1975—, vol. 65, p. 338.

57. 1n a broader context, one should approach here the general theme of
‘East versus West' — of the global difference between ‘Eastern’ and
“Western’ elementary symbolic matrixes. In the ‘Fastern’ perspective at its
most radical, the ultimate ‘reality’ is that of Emptiness, of the ‘positive Void’,
and all finite/determinate reality is inherently ‘Hlusory’ - the only authentic
way o ethico-epistemological Truth is to renounce desire as the condition
which chains us to finite objects, and is thus the ultimate cause of suffering —
that is, to enter the impassive bliss of nirvana. In contrast to this stance, the

innermost core of the "Western’ matrix is that there is a third way: to putitin
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Kantian-Nietzschean terms, the alternative between ‘not desiring anything’
and the ‘pathological’ desire that chams us to positive empirical objects is
not exhaustive, since there is in humans a desire which is not ‘pathological’,
but a ‘pure’ desire for nothingness itself. Or —to put it in Heidegger’s terms
(since in his notion of primordial Jethe, Heidegger is ultithaiely getting at the
same point) — a ‘pre-ontological derangement’ is consubstantial with the
human condition itself, more ‘original’ than the alternative between blisstul
immersion in the Void and enslavement to ‘pathological” desires.

The Lacanian position on the Oriental notion of nirvana is therefore
clear and unequivocal: the ultimate choice we, desiring humans, are facing
is not the choice between desire (for something within false reality) and
renanciation (extinction) of desire, not desiring, immersion in the Void;
there is a third option: the desire for Nothingness itself, for an object which
‘s a stand-in for this Nothingness. The Lacanian position is not that
Buddhism is ‘too strong’, that it is only for those who are able effectively to
extinguish their desire; while for us Western subjects, caught in the dialec-
#ic of desire, psychoanalysis is as far as we can go - it is that the 'desire for
Nothingness itself” is the ‘vanishing mediator’, the third, more primordial
option, which becomes invisible once we formulate the opposition as that
Letween desire for something and not desiring. The existence of this third
option is discernible in the difficulty a Buddhist position has in explaining
the emergence of desire: how is it that the primordial Void was disturbed,
and that desire emerged; that living beings got caught up in the whee! of
karma, of attachment to False reality? The only solution to this deadlock is
to posit a kind of pre-ontological perturbation/inversion/disturbance within
nirvana itself — that is to say, prior to the split between nirvana and false

appearance —so that the Absolute itsell (the cosmic Force, or whatever it 1s
called) gets radically perverted. The traces of this inversion are discernible
even in pop-cultural New Age icons tike Darth Vader from $tar Wars: in the
idea that the truly evil people are those who have gained access to the Force
¢hat enables us to reach the true realm beyond false material reality, but then
perverted/misused this Force, employing it for bad, evil ends, What, how-
ever, if this fall into perversion is original, the original monstrous cut/excess,
and the opposition between nirvana and desire for false appearances is

there to conceal this monstrosity?

167



NOTES TO PAGES 82-3

168

58. I have dealt with this problem in detail in The Indivisitle Remainder
(London and New York: Verso 1996) and in The Ticklish Subject. The point
to emphasize here is that Heidegger’s attempt to ‘pass through’ modern-age
subjectivity has nothing whatsoever to do with the New Age clichg, accord-
ing to which the original sin of modern Western civilization (or, indeed, of
the Judaeo-Christian tradition) is man'’s ubris, his arrogant assumption
that he occupies the central place in the universe and/or that he is endowed
with the Divine right to master all other beings and exploit them for his
own benefit. The idea is that this Aubris which disturbs the delicate balance
of cosmic powers forces Nature sooner or later to re-establish this bal-
ance: today's ecological, social and psychic crisis is interpreted as the
universe’s justified answer to man's presumption. Qur only solution thus
consists of a shift in the global paradigm, in adopting the new halistic atti-
tude in which we humbly accept our subordinate place in the global Order
of Being. . . . In clear contrast to this notion that underlies all returns to
‘ancient wisdom', Heidegger is fully aware that the 'derangement of man’s
position among beings’, the fact that man's emergence somehow “derails’
the balance of entities, is in a way older than Truth itself, its very hidden
foundation. One should therefore reject entirely Reiner Schiirmann’s read-
ing according to which the Heideggerian "forgetting of Being’ — the
metaphysical oblivion of ontological difference, that is, confusion between
the event-horizon of Being as such and the Supreme Entity - equals the
disturbing of cosmic balance, the privileging of one aspect of the cosmic
antagonism in favour of its opposite, thus elevating it into a universal
Principle (see Reiner Schiirmann, 'Ultunate Double Binds', Graduate Facuity
Philosaphy Journal, New York: New School for Social Research, vol. 14,
no. 2): for Heidegger, the Truth-Event can occur only within such a fun-
damental ‘ontological imbalance’. The truly problematic and central point
is that Heidegger refuses to call this ‘ontological imbalance” or ‘derange-
ment’ subject.

59. For a more detailed elaboration of the concept of the death drive, see
Chapter 5 of Zizek, The Ticklish Subject.

60. Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained, New York: Little, Brown
1991, p. 132. (Dennett, of course, evokes this concept in a purely negative

way, as a nonsensical contradictio in adjecto.)

NOTES TGO PAGES 85-100

61. For a more detailed account of this notion of fundamental fantasy, see
Chapters 1 and 4 of Slavoj Zizek, The Plague of Faniasies, London and New
Yorlk: Verso 1997.

62. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics,
Bloomington: Indiana University Press 1995, p. 271.

63. On this notion of the act, sece Chapter 1 of Zizek, The Indivisible
Remuatnder.

64. See Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s), London and New York: Verso
1995.

65. One is tempted to interpret Heidegger's passage from his early proto-
transcendental ‘analytic of Dasein’ to his later concept of the History of
Being along the same lines: is not the non-historical kernel of this historicity
Heidegger's unresolved trauma of his Nazi political engagement? As for
Heidegger’s silence after the war, his persistent refusal to settle his accounts
with his past in public, unambiguously to condemn Nazism and his role in
it — is this silence not sefiing, bearing unequivocal witness to his remaining
traumatic ‘passionate attachment’ to the Nazi dream, to the fact that he
never really got over it, acquired a distance towards it, ‘put his Nazi past at
rest’? No, Heidegger did not simply ‘repress’ or ‘erase’ his past political
engagement: his withdrawal from public life in his later years proves, rather,
that the wound was still raging, that the subject was still hot and extremely
touchy, that is to say, the only imaginable political engagement for him was
the Nazi engagement, the only alternative being withdrawal into pure
thought (rather like a deceived lover who, disappointed when he is betrayed
by his mistress, abstains from any further sexual contact, that s, cannot
move on to other women, and thus, in his very universa/ hatred of sexual rela-
tions, bears witness to the fact that he is still traumatically scarred by the one
failed contact).

66. See Book One of Iinmanuel Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason
Alone, New York: Harper & Row 1960.

67. See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction,
Harmondsworth: Penguin 1981. Again, | owe this point to Eric Santner
(private conversation).

68, In the history of Christianity we have, in the unigue spiritual moment
of the twelfth century, two interconnected subversions of this opposition
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between eros and agape: the Cathar version of Christianity and the emergence
of courtly love., Itis no wonder that, although oppose, they are part of the
same historical movement — they both imvolve a kind of short circuit which,
from the strict Pauline standpoint, has to appear as ilegitimate. The basic
operation of courtly love was to refransiate agape back info eres: o redefine
cexual love itself as the ultimate, unending ethical Duty, to elevate eres to the
level of the sublime agape. The Cathars, in contrast, thoroughly rejected eros
as such — For them, the opposition between eros and agape was elevated into
a Gnostic-dualistic cosmic polarity: no ‘moderate’ permissible sexuality is
possible; every sexual act, even with a legitimate spouse, is ultimately
incestuous, since it serves the propagation and reproduction of terrestrial
life, and this world is the work of Satan — for the Cathars, the God who, at
the very beginning of the Bible, says ‘Iet there be light!" is none other than
Satan himself.

69, G.W.F. Hegel, ‘Jenaer Wm&@fﬁ@wowr.ﬁ_. in Prihe politische Systeme,
Frankfurt: Ullstein 1974, p. 204; translation @acwmm from Dounald Phillip
Verene, Hegels Recollection, Albany, NY: SUNY Press 1985, pp. 7-8. Far a
closer reading of this passage see Chapter 1 of Fizek, The Ticklish Subject.

70. Tn this reading of Kieslowski's Blug, [ draw again on Scribner,
“Working Memory’.

71. See Butler’s systematic critical reading of Lacan in Bodies That Matter,
New York: Routledge 1993, pp. 57-91.

29. Ernesto Lackau, The Politics of Rbetoric, intervention at the conference
‘Culture and Materiality’, University of California, Davis, 23-25 April 1998.

73. Lacan’s concept of sublimation is the result of a very simple yet radical
operation: he brings together the Freudian problematic of ‘sublimation’
(which, to put it in somewhat simplified terms, mvolves shifting the
libido from an object that satisfies some immediate material need to an
object that has no apparent connection to this need: destructive literary
criticism becomes sublimated aggressivity; scientific research on the human

2} and the Kantian notions of the
‘Sublime’ (an empirical object/event which, through its very failure

body becomes sublimated voyeurism - .

adequately to represent the nournenal Idea, evokes this trans-phenomenal
Idea, as in the famous notion of extreme natural phenomena like storms and

earthquakes which, in their very majesty, fail to represent the noumenal free-
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dom adequately, and thus give birth to the reasoning: ‘even Nature at its
mightiest is infinitely less than my freedom’).

Lacan replaces the Kantian aoumenal Thing with the impossible/real
Thing, the ultimate object of desire — the primordial movement of ‘sublima-
tion” is thus not from concrete material sexual, etc., needs o ‘spiritual’
concerns, but the shifting of the libido from the void of the “inserviceable’
Thing to some concrete, material object of need which assumes a sublime
quality the moment it occupies the place of the Thing. This is why Lacan
delines sublimation as the elevation of an object into the dignity of the
Thing: ‘eublimation’ occurs when an object, part of everyday reality, finds
iself in the place of the impossible Thing. This Thing is inherently ana-
morphic: it can be perceived only when it is viewed from the side, in a
partial, distorted form, as its own shadow — if we lools straight at it we see
nothing, a mere void. (In a homologous way, we could speak of temporal
anamorphosis: the Thing i« attainable only by an incessant postponement, as
its absent mvoms?ow.émmﬁ,mnom.v The Thing is therefore literally something
that is created — whose place is encircled — through a network of detours,
approximations and near-misses.

74 See Theodor W. Adorno, Drei Studien zu Hegel, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp
1963, p. 13.

75. Here I draw on Julia Reinhard Lupton (UC Trvine) and Kenneth
Reinhard (UCLA)'s unpublished paper “The Subject of Religion: Lacan
and the Tea Commandments’.

76. In this context, Lacan himself draws attention to the resistance to the
use of lie-detectors in crime investigations - as if such a direct ‘objective’
verification somehow infringes on the subject’s right to the privacy of his
thoughts.

77. See Paul Moyaert, Lacan on Neighborly Love', Epoche no. 1, 1996,
Providence (UT), pp. 1-31. )

9. On this notion, see Chapter 3 of Zizek, The Metastases of Enjoyment.

79, Lacan, The Ethics Q.@Q&sn:aoﬁ.& p 81

0. See Donald Davidson, Inguiries info Truth and Interpretation, Qxtord:
Clarendon Press 1984, p. 137,

81. Thid.

82, Thid., pp. 168-9.
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83. 1bid., p. 197.

84. See Lacan, Seminar XX Encore.

85. 1 owe this point to a conversation with Alenka Zupangig. To give
another example: that was also the deadlock of the ‘open marriage’ rela-
tionship between Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir: it is clear from
reading their letters that their ‘pact’ was in fact asymmetrical and did not
work, causing de Beauvoir many traumas. She expected that although
Sartre had a series of other lovers, she was none the less the Exception, the
one true love connection; while for Sartre, it was not that she was just one
i the series, but that she was precisely one of the exceptions - that his series
was a series of women each of whom was ‘something exceptional” to him. .

86. Does not this passage from the external tension between the Law and
the series of ‘pathological’ symptoms as the indices of the failure of the Law
to the space in which there are only symptoms repeat the basic matrix of the
Hegelian criticism of Kant, in which the condition of impossibility (the
‘pathological’ obstacle that forever prevents the realization of the Law)
coincides with the condition of possibility. what the Law perceives as the
obstacle to its full actualization is the very condition of its functioning, so
that, the Law, by fighting the symptoms too strongly, undermines its oWn
foundation? In other words, the gap between the Law and its symptoms is
now posited as internal to the symptoms themselves (just as, in Hegel's
logic, the Universal itself is one of its own particular species).

87. Sgren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, New York: Harper Torchbooks
1962, p. 114,

88. Ibid., p. 221

89. [ have dealt with this opposition in practically all my latest books; see,
for example, Chapter 3 of Zitek, The Metastases of Enjayment.

90. Lacan, The Ethics of m@&%:m@&r p-73.

91. The Frankfurt Schoo! tradition discerned this key feature of the libid-
inal structure of ‘totalitarianism’ in the guise of the hypothesis of repressive
desublimation: on the difference between the Frankfurt School approach and
the Lacanian approach with regard to this feature, see Chapter 1 of Zizek,
The Metastases of Enjoyment.

92, Aleksandar Tijamé, “The Remote Day of Change’, Mladina {Ijubljana),
9 Aungust 1999, p. 33.
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9%. The next step here would be to oppose the ‘totalitarian’ to the liberal-
permissive You mayl. In both cases, the message is: You may . . . possess the
object without paying the %S&umw.ﬁl&\ww desire, for desiring it." And in both cases,
this avoidance of paying the price for desire exacts a price of its own. In per-
missive liberalism, the “You may!’ of freely inventing your Self becomes
entangled in the intricate web of prohibitions concerning the well-being of
yoursell and your neighbours (what not to eat and drink, the rules of sale
sex, the prohibition against injuring the Other .. .} in a precisely symmet-
rical way, the totalitarian “You may . . . (ignore your own and your
neighbour's well-being) demands subordination to the figure of the Master.

94, Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous ldea, New York: Simon &
Schuster 1996, p. 421.

95. See Oswald Ducrot, Le dire et le dit, Pacis: Edisions du Seuil 1977.

96. We can see how the triad ISR (Lmaginary—Symbolic-Real) is opera-
tve in these three readings of the transfusion example: the judge’s
procedure is Imaginary {(providing a lie legitimized by the other’s well-
being); the second procedure, demanding subjective truth, relies on the
Symbolic; while the third procedure generates a kind of knowledge in the
Real.

97. For a oloser reading of Breaking the Waves, see Slavoj Zizek, ‘Death and
the Maiden', in The ZiZek Reader, Oxford: Blackwell 1998.

98. Kierkegaard, Porks of Love, pr. 1 02. .

99, In his version of Medea (see “Waterfront Wasteland Medea Material
Landscape with Argonauts’, in Theatremachine, London: Faber & Faber
1995), Heiner Miiller recognized in Medea the ultimate figure of excessive
revolutionary revenge against oppressive rulers. urthermore, in his umgue
atterapt to think ‘ogesher the necessity of revolutionary violence and the
basic humanity that demands that we recognize the dignity of the dead, he
proposed the unique phantasmic combination/condensation of Medea and
Antigone: Medea, who first Lills and dismembers her brother (in order to
enable herself and Jason to escape their pursuers) and then — as Antigone
Joes with her own brother — gently holds him in her arms. Here we have the
image of the agent/executioner who, after accomplishing his terrible deed on
behalf of the Revolution, takes upon himself the burden of guilt, and gently
buries the dead. (Another such paradoxical Miillerian figure is that of
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‘Cherist the Tiger’ — of the Christ who first slaughters his enemy, then gently
takes care of him.) The point to be noted here is that if the figure of Medea
is to be reappropriated for the radical tradition, one should retain and rein-
seribe the very act which makes her so unpalatable to decent humanist
consciousness: her ruthless killing of her own children (in contrast to
Christa Wolf's otherwise outsianding Medea, in which she redeems Medea
by reinterpreting her killing of her brother and children as a malicious
rumour spread by her high-ranking enemies in order to discredit her).

100. As is well known, the comparison between Sethe and Medea was
introduced by Stanley Crouch as a problematic feature in his ‘Aunt Medea’,
a negative review of Beloved;, Morrison herself rejected the comparison,
claiming that Sethe ‘didn’t do what Medea did and kill her children because
of some guy’ {quoted from Toni Morrison: Beloved, [Icon Critical Guides], ed.
Carl Plasa, Cambridge, MA: Icon Books 1998, p. 36). One is none the less
tempted to claim that Morrison's dismissal of the comparison relies on a
superficial reading of Medea’s gesture. .

101. Toni Morrison, Beloved, New York: Knopf 1987, p. 217.

102. Quoted from Toni Morrison: Beloved, p. 43,

103. Ibid.

104. On the level of narrative technique, this monstrosity of the act is sig-
nalled by the fact that the text approaches it only gradually: Sethe, with her
murdered daughter, is first described from the perspective of the slave-
catchers (who see in the murder the ultimate proof of her barbarity); then
through the perspectives of other African-American witnesses (Baby Suggs,
Stamp Paid); and even when the story of infanticide is finally told by Sethe
herself, she finds it difficult to convey — well aware that she will be mis-
understood — that her act is not something that can be integrated into
‘common knowledge’, that it is too monstrous to be narrated as a heroic
mythical event. And, as Sally Keenan has suggested (see Tomi Morrison:
Beloved, p. 129), the same delayed encounter with the trawma is at work i
the fact that it has only recently become possible to tell such a story: it was
the modern emotional and political resonance of the theme of abortion that
finally provided the proper background for it — with the additional twist, of
course, that the infanticide in Beloved precisely subverts the standard oppo-
sition between the rights of the mother and those of the fetus, the opposition
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which provides the co-ordinates for abortion debates: in Beloved, the infan-
ticide is paradoxically justified by the rights of the child herself,

105. Here | draw on a conversation with Alenka Zupandié.

106. For a more detailed analysis of this structure of Fersagung, see
Chapter 2 of Zizek, The Indivisible Rematnder.

107. And, incidentally, this structure of Fersagung alse provides an answer
to the naive, but necessary, question "What does one actually learn in

Brecht's learning plays?’ - one learns the art of Versagung. This is why those

interpreters of Brecht who claim that it is wrong to focus on the final act of

forcedly chosen self-sacrifice of the young actor/person in Der Jasager or Die
Massnabme miss the point. They emphasize that such a focus neglects the
proper learning function of these plays, and reinscribes them in the standard
tragic dramaturgy. Versagung, however, is the gesture of such a radical self-
obliteration that it goes beyord the standard notion of what is "tragic’.

108. Quoted from 7bni Morrison: Beloved, p. 34.

109. If, of course, we take this statersent at its face value ~ 1f we discard
the standard Gnostic reading according to which the God who created our
world was a half-impotent, shightly sadistic imbecile who made a botched
job of creation, bringing about an imperfect world full of suffering; conse-
quently, Christ expired in order to pay not for the sins of humanity but for
the sins of his Father, of the Creator Himself,

110. The key dimension of Stephen King's story on which the film is
based is indicated by its sitle: ‘Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank
Redemption’. Does not the apparently ridiculous plot (for long years the
hero digs a hole in the wall — his escape tunmel ~ beneath a large poster of
Rita Hayworth and other later film stars) provide the minimal matrix of the
sublime: an image of beauty (the pin-up poster) which serves as the screen
concealing the Ao/, the gap, which opens up a passage to freedom, out of the

prison universe?
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