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the primordial Void which can never be filled by an adequate olject: the correlative notion
of an excessive, surnuméraire object for which there is no place in the symbolic structure. If,
for Lacan, desire is effectively sustained by a Void which can never be filled, libido, on the
contrary, is the Real of an excessive object which remains forever out of joint, in search of its
‘proper place’.

42. Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, pp.197-8.

43. See Gilles Deleuze, Coldness and Cruelty, New York: Zone 1991.

44. In an otherwise critical review of my first book, Jean-Jacques Lecercle claimed: ‘if he
[Zizek] does not know about contemporary philosophy, I [Lecercle] am the bishop of Ulan
Bator’. Now let us imagine a follower of mine who, due to an attachment to me, is unable
openly to admit to himself that he has noticed some serious faults in my knowledge of
contemporary philosophy ~ if this disciple fantasizes about Lecercle dressed up as the bishop
of Ulan Bator, this simply means that he thinks my knowledge of contemporary philosophy
is flawed. . ..

45. In a more detailed elaboration, one should also distinguish further between the two
modes of clinical masochism: on the one hand the properly perverse ‘contractual’ maso-
chism, that is, the masochism of a subject who is able to ‘externalize’ his fantasy, to pass to
the act and realize his masochistic scenario in an actual interaction with another subject; on
the other hand, the (hysterical) secret masochistic daydreaming which is unable to endure
its actualization — when the content of such secret masochistic daydreamings is imposed on
the subject in reality, the result can be catastrophic: from utter humiliation and shame to
the disintegration of his self-identity.

46. See Jean Laplanche, Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press 1976.

47. Quoted from Jean Laplanche, ‘Aggressiveness and Sadomasochism’, in Lssential Papers
on Masochism, ed. Margaret A.F. Hanly, New York: New York University Press 1995, p. 122.

48. Ibid.

49. Does not this constellation also provide the elementary matrix of the problematic of
(religious) predestination? When the child asks himself *Why was 1 born? Why did they want
me?’, one cannot satisfy him by simply answering: ‘Because we loved you and wanted to have
you!’ How could my parents love me when 1 did not yet exist? Is it not that they have to love
me (or hate me - in short, predestinc my fate) and then create me, just as the Protestant
God decides the tate of a human being prior to his birth?

50. Incidentally, why is the cowboy without a hat: Apart from the fact that, in Slovene,
‘without a hat’ rhymes with ‘is fucking’, one could propose as the reason for this enigmatic
feature that, in the perspective of male children, fucking a woman is considered a non-
manly, subservient activity — by doing it, one humiliates oneself by ‘senvicing’ the woman,
and it is this humiliating aspect, this loss of male dignity, that is signalled by losing one’s hat.
Seeing the woman's ass is thus perceived as a kind of revenge for her humiliation of the
man: now it's her turn to pay for enticing him to fuck her. . ..

51. This glimpse at the naked ass, which is to be read in exactly the same way as Freud'’s
famous example of the ‘glance on the nose’ from his article on fetishism, tells us where the
mistake of the tetishist pervert lies: this mistake is correlative to the mistake of the standard
heterosexual stance that dismisses partial objects as mere foreplays to the ‘real thing’ (the
sexual act itself). From the correctinsight that there is no (direct) sexual relationship — that
all we have as supports of our enjoyment are fetishistic partial objects that fill the void of the
impossible sexual relationship — the fetishist draws the mistaken conclusion that these partial
objects are directly the ‘thing itself’, that one can get rid of the reference to the impossible
sexual act and stick to the partial objects themselves. The solution is thus to mamntain the
tension between the void of the sexual relationship and the partial objects that support our
enjoyment: although all we have are these partial objects/scenes, they none the less rely on
the tension with the absent sexual act - they presuppose the reference to the void of the
(impossible) act.
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52. See Jacques Lacan, ‘The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectics of Desire’, in
Ecrits: A Selection, New York: Norton 1977

53. It would also be very productive to link the Freudian Hilflosigkeit to the Kantian notion
of the Sublime, especially the dynamic Sublime, which also expresses something like the
Kantian scene of primordial seduction: the scene of a man reduced to a particle of dust with
whom enormous powers of nature are playing, yet observing this fascinating spectacle from
the safety of a minimal distance, and thus enjoying it as a passive observer - isn't this the
satisfaction provided by the fact that I observe myself reduced to an impotent particle of
dust, that I see myself reduced to a helpless element overwhelmed by gigantic forces beyond
my comprehension?

54. This topic of reflexivity is already announced and formulated in Butler’s first book,
her excellent essay on Hegel Subjects of Besive (New York: Columbia University Press 1987).

55. The Odyssey of Homer, XII, 160-64, trans. Richmond Lattimore, New York: Harper
1991.

56. See Michael Tanner, Wagner, London: Flamingo 1997,

57. A further opposition can be made here between two ultimate Wagnerian laments,
that of the dying Tristan and that of Amfortas in Parsifal - this opposition concerns their
different relation to the Oedipal triangulation. 77istun reproduces the standard Oedipal
situation (stealing Isolde, a woman who belongs to another man, from the paternal figure of
King Mark), while - as Claude Lévi-Strauss pointed out — the underlying structure of Parsifal
is anti-Oedipal, the reversal of Oedipus. In Parsifal, the lament is performed by the paternal
figure of Amfortas, finally delivered by Parsifal. In Tristaun, the dignified Mark forgives Tristan
at the end for his transgressive passion, while in Pasiful, the ‘asexual’ young Parsifal, this
‘pure fool’, delivers the paternal Amfortas from the painful consequences of his transgressive
sin (allowing himself to be seduced by Kundry). This reversal, this displacement of the stain
of transgression from son to father, is what makes Parsiful a properly modern work of art,
leaving behind the traditional Oedipal problematic of the son transgressing the paternal
prohibition, rebelling against paternal authority.

58. On a much more modest level of everyday life, the same horror is often encountered
by anyone who works with a PC: what remains so uncanny about a PC is not only that, due
to a virus or some malfunction, we can lose or inadvertently erase the result of hours and
days of work, but also the opposite prospect: once you have written something and it is
registered in your PC, it is practically impossible really to erase it: as we all know, even if you
do apply the delete function to some text, the text remains in the computer; it is just that it is
no longer registered — for that reason, computers have the function undelete, which gives you
a fair chance of recovering the text you stupidly deleted. A simple PC thus contains a kind
of ‘undead’ spectral domain of deleted texts which nevertheless continue to lead a shadowy
existence ‘between the two deaths’, officially deleted but still there, waiting to be recovered.
That is the ultimate horror of the digital universe: in it, everything remains forever inscribed;
it is practically impossible really to get rid of, to erase, a text. . . .

59. See Jacques-Alain Miller, ‘Des semblants dans la relation entre les sexes’, La Cause
freudienne 36, Paris 1997, pp. 7-15.

60. Here Miller seems to renounce the notion of symptom as sinthome, the knot of
Jouissance beyond fantasy, which persists even when the subject traverses his/her fundamental
fantasy, and to reduce the symptom to a ‘condensed’ kernel of fantasy that regulates the
subject’s access to jouissance.

61. Jacques-Alain Miller, ‘Le monologue de I'apparole’, La Cause freudienne 34, Paris 1996,
pp- 7-18.

62. See Jacques Lacan, ‘Du “Trieb” de Freud au désir du psychanalyste’, in Fcits, Paris:
Editions du Seuil 1966, pp. 851-4.

63. See Jacques Lacan, ‘'The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectics of Desire’, in
Levits: A Selection.

64. Jenny Holzer’s famous truistn ‘Protect me from what I want’ expresses very precisely



PASSIONATE (DIS)ATTACHMENTS 311

the fundamental ambiguity involved in the fact that desire is always the desire of the Other.
It can be read either as ‘Protect me from the excessive self-destructive desire in me that 1
myself am not able to dominate’ - that is, as an ironic reference to the standard male
chauvinist wisdom that a woman, left to herself, gets caught in self-destructive fury, so that
she must be protected from herself by benevolent male domination; or in a more radical
way, as indicating the fact that in today’s patriarchal society woman’s desire is radically
alienated, that she desires what men expect her to desire, that she desires to be desired, and
so on — in this case, ‘Protect me from what I want’ means ‘What I want is already imposed
on me by the patriarchal socio-symbolic order that tells me what to desire, so the first
condition of my liberation is that I break up the vicious cycle of my alienated desire and
learn to forrulate my desire in an autonomous way.” The problem, of course, is that this
second reading implies a rather naive opposition between ‘heteronomous’ alienated desire
and truly autonomous desire — what if desire as such is ‘desire of the other’, so that there is
ultimately no way to break out of the hysterical deadlock of ‘I demand of you to refuse what
I demand of you, because that is not £’

65. Even if drive is thus conceived as a secondary by-product of desire, one can still
maintain that desire is a defence against drive: the paradox is that desire functions as a
defence against its own product, against its own ‘pathological’ outgrowth, that is, against the
suffocating jowissance provided by drive’s self-enclosed circular movement.

66. See Jon Elster, Sour Grapes, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1982.

67. According to Cathar teaching, our terrestrial world was created by the Devil, that is,
the Creator who, at the beginning of the Bible, forms the world we know (the one who says
‘Let there be light!’, etc)) is none other than the Devil himself.

68. See Chapter XIV of Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepits of Psycho-Analysis,
New York: Norton 1979.

69. Here I draw on Alenka Zupandi¢’s unpublished paper, ‘La subjectivation sans sujet’.

70. ‘... what we see in the return of the repressed is the effaced signal of something
which only takes on its value in the future, through its symbolic realization, its integration
into the history of the subject’ (The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book I: Freud'’s Papers on Technique,
New York: Norton 1988, p. 159).

71. Concerning the ultimate example of the Monstrous Thing in contemporary popular
culture, that of the Alien, Ridley Scott mentions in an interview that if he were to be allowed
to film the sequel to his Alien, he would tell the story from the Alien’s perspective.

72. For a closer analysis of this subjectivization of the Thing in Psycho, see Slavoj Zizek,
‘Hitchcock’s Universe’, in Evenything You Ever Wanted to Know About Lacan (But Were Afraid to
Ask Hitchcock), ed. Slavoj Zizek, London: Verso 1993,

73. Although it may appear difficult to imagine a more different film than Levinson’s
own Wag the Dog from the same year, are not the two films none the less connected? Is not
the Sphere the Zone in which, once we enter it, the tail itself (our phantasmic shadows)
wags the dog (our Selves that are supposed to control our personalities)? Way the Dog, the
story of the public relations specialists who concoct the media spectacle of a war with Albania
in order to distract public attention from the sexual scandal in which the President got
involved just weeks before his re-election, and Sphere thus both deal with the power of the
pure phantasmic semblance, with the way phantasmic semblance can shape our (experience
of) reality itself.

74. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livie VIII: Le transfert, Paris: Seuil 1991, pp. 97-116.

75. We find a rough equivalent to it in Woody Allen’s Deconstructing Harry, in which Robin
Williams plays the character who is, as it were, ontologically a blob, blurred, out of focus: his
contours are out of focus not only for the subject who looks at him, not only when he is part
of the generally blurred background - they are also blurred when he stands among people
whom we can perceive quite clearly. This idea (unfortunately a hapax, a notion that can in
fact be used only once) of a person who is in himself anamorphic, for whom there is no
proper perspective that would make his contours clear (even when he himself looks at his
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hands, they appear blurred to him), expresses, in a naive but adequate way, the Lacanian
notion of a stain constitutive of reality itself.

76. Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1977, p. 103.

77. Unfortunately, Sphere mars the purity of its insight by retranslating it into common
New Age wisdom: at the end, the three surviving heroes decide that since even for them,
three highly educated civilized humans, contact with the Sphere (i.e. the opportunity to
translate into reality, to materialize, their innermost fears and dreams) led to such (self-)
destructive results, it is better for them to forget (erase from their memories) their entire
experience of the Sphere — humanity is not yet spiritually mature enough for such a device.
The ultimate message of the film is thus the resigned conservative thesis that, in our
imperfect state, it is better not to penetrate too deep into our innermost secrets — if we did
so, we might unleash tremendous destructive forces. . . .

78. See Chapter 1 of Slavoj Zizek, Twrying With the Negative, Durham, NC: Duke University
Press 1993.

79. See Franz Kafka, ‘The Silence of the Sirens’, in Homer: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed.
George Steiner and Robert Fagles, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall 1963. For a Lacanian
rcading of this Kafka text, see Renata Salecl, ‘'The Silence of the Feminine jouissance, in
Slavoj Zizek, ed., Cogito and the Unconscious, Durham, NC: Duke University Press 1998.
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Whither Oedipus?

The Three Fathers

From thc early days of his Complexes familiaux,' Lacan focused on the
historicity of the Oedipus complex itself, as well as of its discovcry by Freud.
In the modern bourgeois nuclcar family, the two functions of the father
which were previously separated, that is, embodied in different people
(the pacifying Ego ldeal, the point of ideal identification, and the
ferocious superego, the agent of cruel prohibition; the symbelic function
of totem and the horror of taboo), are united in one and the squme person.
(The previous separate pcrsonification of the two functions 3ccounts for
the apparent ‘stupidity’ of some aborigines who thought that the true
father of a child is a stone or an animal or a spirit: the 3b0rigines were
well aware that the mother was inseminated by the ‘real’ father; they
merely separated the real father from its symbolic function.) The ambigu-
ous rivalry with the father figure, which emerged with the wunification of
the two functions in the bourgeois nuclear family, created the psychic
conditions for modern Western dynamic creative individualism: at the
same time, however, it sowed the seeds of the subsequent ‘crisis of
Oedipus’ (or, morc generally, with regard to figures of authori[y as such,
of the ‘crisis of investiture’ that erupted in the late nineteenth century?):
symbolic authority was more and more smeared by the mark of obscenity
and thus, as it were, undermined from within. Lacan’s point, of course, is
that this identity is the ‘truth’ of the Oedipus complex: it can ‘function
normally’ and accomplish its job of the child’s integration into the socio-
symbolic order only in so far as this identity remains concealed — the
moment it is posited as such, the figure of paternal authori[y potentially
turns into an obscene jouisseur (the German word is Luder) in whom
impotence and excessive rage coincide, a ‘humiliated father’ caught in
imaginary rivalry with his son.

Here we have the paradigmatic case of a propetly historical dialectic:



314 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

precisely because Freud was ‘the son of his Victorian times’ - as many
historicist critics of psychoanalysis are never tired of repeating — he was
able to express its universal feature, which remains invisible in its ‘normal’
functioning. The other great example of the state of crisis as the only
historical moment which allows for an insight into universality is, of
course, that of Marx, who articulated the universal logic of the historical
development of humanity on the basis of his analysis of capitalism as the
excessive (imbalanced) system of production. Capitalism is a contingent
monstrous formation whose very ‘normal’ state is permanent dislocation,
a kind of ‘freak of history’, a social system caught in the vicious superego
cycle of incessant expansion — yet precisely as such, it is the ‘truth’ of the
entire preceding ‘normal’ history.?

In his early theory of the historicity of the Oedipus complex, Lacan
thus alrcady establishes the connection between the psychoanalytic prob-
lematic of Oedipus as the elementary form of ‘socialization’, of the
subject’s integration into the symbolic order, and the standard socio-
psychological topoi on how modernity is characterized by individualist
competitiveness — on how, in modern societies, subjects are no longer
fully immersed in (and identified with) the particular social place into
which they were born, but can - in principle, at least — move freely
between different ‘roles’. The emergence of the modern ‘abstract’ individ-
ual who relates to his particular ‘way of life’ as to something with which
he is not directly identified — which, thatis, depends on a set of contingent
circumstances; this fundamental experience that the particularities of my
birth and social status (sex, rcligion, wealth, etc.) do not determine me
fully, do not concern my innermost identity — relies on mutation in the
functioning of the Oedipus complex: on the unification of the two sides
of paternal authority (Ego Ideal and the prohibitive superego) in one and
the same person of the ‘real father’ described above.

Another aspect of this duality is the crucial distinction between the ‘big
Other’ qua the symbolic order, the anonymous circuitry which mediates
any intersubjective communication and induces an irreducible ‘alienation’
as the price for entering its circuit, and the subject’s ‘impossible’ relation-
ship to an Otherness which is not yet the symbolic big Other but the
Other gqua the Real Thing. The point is that one should not identify this
Real Thing too hastily with the incestuous object of desire rendered
inaccessible by symbolic prohibition (i.e. the maternal Thing); this Thing
is, rather, Father himself, namely, the obscene Father-jouissance prior to his
murder and subsequent elevation into the agency of symbolic authority
(Name-of-the-Father). This is why, on the level of mythical narrative,
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Freud felt the compulsion to supplement the Oedipal myth with another
mythical narrative, that of the ‘primordial father' (in Totem and Taboo
[T&T)) - the lesson of this myth is the exact obverse of that of Oedipus;
that is to say, here, far from having to deal with the father who intervenes
as the Third, the agent who prevents direct contact with the incestuous
object (and so sustains the illusion that his annihilation would give us free
access to this object), it is the killing of the Father-Thing (the realization
of the Oedipal wish) which gives rise to symbolic prohibition (the dead
father returns as his Name). And what occurs in today’s much-decried
‘decline of Oedipus’ (decline of paternal symbolic authority) is precisely
the return of figures which function according to the logic of the
‘primordial father’, from ‘totalitarian’ political L.eaders to the paternal
sexual harasser — why? When the ‘pacifying’ symbolic authority is sus-
pended, the only way to avoid the debilitating deadlock of desire, its
inherent impossibility, is to locate the cause of its inaccessibility in a
despotic figure which stands for the primordial jouisseur. we cannot enjoy
because he appropriates all enjoyment. . ..

We can now see, in what, precisely, consists the crucial shift from
Oedipus to T&T: in the ‘Oedipus complex’, the parricide (and the incest
with the mother) has the status of the unconscious desire — we, ordinary
(male) subjects, all dream about it, since the paternal figurc prevents our
access to the maternal object, disturbs our symbiosis with it; while Oedipus
himself is the exccptional figure, the One who actually did it. In T&T, on
the contrary, the parricide is not the object of our dreams, the goal of our
unconscious wish — it is, as Freud emphasizes again and again, a prehis-
toric fact which ‘really had to happen’: the murder of the father is an
event which had to take place in reality in order for the passage from
animal state to Culture to take place. Or — to put it in yet another way —
in the standard Oedipus myth, Oedipus is the exception who did what we all
merely dream about (kill his father, etc.); while in T&T we all did it, and
this universally shared crime grounded human community. . .. In short,
the traumatic event is not something we dream about, entertaining its
future prospect, but never really happens and thus, via its postponement,
sustains the state of Culture (since the realization of this wish, i.e. the
consummation of the incestuous link with the mother, would abolish the
symbolic distance/prohibition that defines the universe of Culture); the
traumatic event is, rather, what always-already had to happen the moment
we are within the order of Culture.

So how are we to explain that, although we did actually kill the tather,
the outcome is not the longed-for incestuous union? There, in this



316 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

paradox, lies the central thesis of T&T: the actual bearer of prohibition,
what prevents our access to the incestuous object, is not the living but the
dead father, the father who, after his death, returns as his Name, that is,
as the embodiment of the symbolic Law/Prohibition. What the matrix of
T&T accounts for is thus the structural necessity of the parricide: the
passage from direct brutal force to the rule of symbolic authority, of the
prohibitory Law, is always grounded in a (disavowed) act of primordial
crime. That is the dialectic of ‘You can prove that you love me only by
betraying me’: the father is elevated into the venerated symbol of Law
only after his betrayal and murder. This problematic also opens up the
vagaries of ignorance — not the subject’s, but the big Other'’s: ‘the father
is dead, but he is not aware of it’, that is, he doesn’t know that his loving
followers have (always-already) betrayed him. On the other hand, this
means that the father ‘really thinks that he is a father’, that his authority
emanates directly from his person, not merely from the empty symbolic
place he occupies and/or fills. What the faithful follower should conceal
from the paternal figure of the Leader is precisely this gap between the
Leader in the immediacy of his personality and the symbolic place he
occupies, the gap on account of which father qua effective person is
utterly impotent and ridiculous (exemplary here, of course, is the figure
of King Lear, who was confronted violently with this betrayal and the
ensuing unmasking of his impotence — deprived of his symbolic title, he
is reduced to a raging old impotent fool). The heretic legend according
to which Christ himself ordered Judas to betray him (or at least, let him
know his wishes between the lines . . .) is therefore well founded: there, in
this necessity of the betrayal of the Great Man which alone can assure his
fame, lies the ultimate mystery of Power.

The relationship between Michael Collins and Eamon de Valera in the
fight for Irish independence illustrates another aspect of this necessity of
betrayal. In 1921, De Valera’s problem was that he saw the necessity of
concluding a deal with the British government, as well as the catastrophic
results of the return to a state of war, yet he did not want to conclude this
deal himself, and thus take full public responsibility for it, because this
would force him to display his impotence, his limitation, publicly (he was
well aware that the British government would never concede two key
demands: the separate status of the six Ulster counties and the renuncia-
tion of Ireland as a Republic, that is, the recognition of the British King
as sovereign over the Commonwealth, and thus also over Ireland). In
order to retain his charisma, he had to manipulate another (Collins) into
concluding the deal, reserving for himself the freedom to disavow it
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publicly, while later silently accepting its terms -~ in this way, the semblance
of his charisma would be saved. De Valera himself wWas heard to say of
Collins and other members of the Irish delegation t0 the London nego-
tiations: “‘We must have scapegoats’.? Collins’s tragedy was that he readily
assumed this role of ‘vanishing mediator’, of the subject whose compro-
mising pragmatic stance enables the Master to retain his messianic cha-
risma: ‘You might say the trap is sprung,’® he wrot€ after he had agreed
to head the London delegation, while after signing the treaty he said, with
dark premonition: ‘I may have signed my actual death-warrant.’® The
cliché of the post-revolutionary pragmatic leader who betrays the revol-
utionary idealist is thus reversed: it is the passionate nationalist idealist
(De Valera) who exploits and then betrays the pragmatic realist, the true
founding figure.”

How, however, is this reversal possible? In the 7¢T matrix, there is still
something missing: it is not enough to have the murdered father return-
ing as the agency of symbolic prohibition - in order for this prohibition
to be effectual, actually to exert its power, it must be sustained by a
positive act of Willing. This insight paved the way for the further and last
Freudian variation on the Oedipal matrix, the one in Moses and Monotheism
[M&M], in which we are also dealing with fwo Paternal figures; this
duality, however, is not the same as the one in 7¢T: here, the two figures
are not the pre-symbolic obscene/non-castrated Father-jouissance and the
(dead) father qua the bearer of symbolic authority (the Namec-of-the-
Father), but the old Egyptian Moses, the one who imposed monotheism —
who dispensed with old polytheistic superstitions and introduced the
notion of a universe determined and ruled by a unique rational Order,
and the Semitic Moses, who is actually none other than Jehovah (Yahwch),
the jealous God who displays vengeful rage when He feels betrayed by His
people. In short, M& M reverses the matrix of T¢T yet again: the father
who is ‘betrayed’ and killed by his followers/sons is not the obscene
primordial Father-Jouissance but the very ‘rational’ father who embodies
symbolic authority, the figure which personifies the unified rational
structure of the universe [logos]. Instead of the obscene primordial pre-
symbolic father returning after his murder in the guise of its Name, of
symbolic authority, we now have the symbolic authority [logos] betrayed,
killed by his followers/sons, and then r;:turning in the guise of the jealous
and unforgiving superego figure of God full of murderous rage.® It is
only here, after this second reversal of the Oedipal matrix, that we reach
the well-known Pascalian distinction betwcen the God of Philosophers
(God gua the universal structure of logos, identified with the rational
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structure of the universe) and the God of Theologists (the God of love
and hate, the inscrutable ‘dark God’ of -capricious ‘irrational
Predestination).

Again, the crucial point is that this God is not the same as the obscene
primordial Father-Jouisseur. in contrast to the primordial father endowed
with a knowledge of jouissance, the fundamental feature of this uncompro-
mising God is that He says ‘No!’ to jouissance — this is a God possessed by
ferocious ignorance (‘la féroce ignorance de Yahvé’?), by an attitude of ‘I
refuse to know, I do not want to hear, anything about your dirty and
secret ways of jouissance'; a God who banishes the universe of traditional
sexualized wisdom, a universe in which there is still a semblance of the
ultimate harmony between the big Other (the symbolic order) and
jouissance, the notion of macrocosm as regulated by some underlying
sexual tension between male and female ‘principles’ (Yin and Yang, Light
and Darkness, Earth and Heaven). This is the proto-existentialist God
whose existence — to apply to Him anachronistically Sartre’s definition of
man - does not simply coincide with His essence (as with the medieval
God of St Thomas Aquinas), but precedes His essence; for that reason,
He speaks in tautologies, not only concerning His own quidditas (‘I am
what I am’), but also and above all in what concerns logos, the reasons for
what He is doing — or, more precisely, for His injunctions, for what He is
asking us to do or prohibiting us to do: the inexorable insistence of His
orders is ultimately grounded in an ‘It is so because I say it is so!’. In short,
this God is the God of pure Will, of the capricious abyss that lies beyond
any global rational order of logos, a God who does not have to account for
anything He does.

In the history of philosophy, this crack in the global rational edifice of
the macrocosm in which the Divine Will appears was first opened up by
Duns Scotus; but it was F.W_]J. Schelling to whom we owe the most piercing
descriptions of this horrifying abyss of Will. Schelling opposed the Will to
the ‘principle of sufficient reason’: pure Willing is always self-identical, it
relies only on its own act — ‘I want it because I want it!’. In his descriptions,
radiating an awesome poetic beauty, Schelling emphasizes how ordinary
people are horrified when they encounter a person whose behaviour
displays such an unconditional Will: there is something fascinating, prop-
erly hypnotic, about it; one is as if bewitched by it. . . . Schelling’s emphasis
on the abyss of pure Willing, of course, targets Hegel's alleged ‘pan-
logicism’: what Schelling wants to prove is that the Hegelian universal
logical system is in itself impotent ~ it is a system of pure potentialities and,
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assuch, in need of the supplementary ‘irrational’ act of pure Will in order
to actualize itself.

This God is the God who speaks to His followers/sons, to His ‘people’ -
the intervention of woiceis crucial here. As Lacan put it in his unpublished
Seminar on Anxiety (from 1960-61), the voice (the actual ‘speech act’)
brings about the passage a l'acte of the signifying network, its ‘symbolic
efficiency’. This voice is inherently meaningless — nonsensical, even; it is
just a negative gesture which gives expression to God’s malicious and
vengeful anger (all meaning is already there in the symbolic order which
structures our universe), but it is precisely as such that it actualizes the
purely structural meaning, transforming it into an experience of Sense.!
This, of course, is another way of saying that through this uttering of the
Voice which manifests His Will, God subjectivizes Himself. The old Egyptian
Moses betrayed and killed by his people was the all-inclusive One of logos,
the rational substantial structure of the universe, the ‘writing’ accessible
to those who know how to read the ‘Great Book of Nature’, not yet the
all-exclusive One of subjectivity who imposes His unconditional Will on
His creation. And, again, the crucial point not to be missed is that this
God, although alogical, ‘capricious’, vengeful, ‘irrational’, is not the pre-
symbolic ‘primordial’ Father-fouissance but, on the contrary, the agent of
prohibition carried by a ‘ferocious ignorance’ of the ways of jouissance.

The paradox one has to bear in mind here is that this God of groundless
Willing and ferocious ‘irrational’ rage is the God who, by means of His
Prohibition, accomplishes the destruction of the old sexualized Wisdom,
and thus opens up the space for the de-sexualized ‘abstract’ knowledge of
modern science: there is ‘objective’ scientific knowledge (in the modern,
post-Cartesian sense of the term) only if the universe of scientific knowl-
edge itself is supplemented and sustained by this excessive ‘irrational
figure of the ‘real father’. In short, Descartes’s ‘voluntarism’ (see his
infamous statement that 2 + 2 would be 5 if such were God’s Will — there
are no eternal truths directly consubstantial with Divine Nature) is the
necessary obverse of modern scientific knowledge. Premodern Aristotelian
and medieval knowledge was not yet ‘objective’ rational scientific knowl-
edge precisely because it lacked this excessive element of God qua the
subjectivity of pure ‘irrational’ Willing: in Aristotle, ‘God’ dircctly equals
His own eternal rational Nature; He ‘is’ nothing but the logical Order of
Things. The further paradox is that this ‘irrational’ God as the prohibitory
paternal figure also opens up the space for the entire development of
modernity, up to the dcconstructionist notion that our sexual identity is a
contingent socio-symbolic formation: the moment this prohibitory figure
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recedes, we are back into the Jungian neo-obscurantist notion of the
masculine and feminine eternal archetypes which thrives today.

This paradox is crucial if we are not to misunderstand completely the
gap that separates the proper authority of the symbolic Law/Prohibition
from mere ‘regulation by rules’: the domain of symbolic rules, if it is
actually to count as such, has to be grounded in some tautological
authority beyond rules, which says ‘It is so because I say it is so!".!! In short,
beyond divine Reason there is the abyss of God’s Will, of His contingent
Decision which sustains even the Eternal Truths. Above and beyond
opening up the space for modern reflexive freedom, this same gap also
opens up the space for modern tragedy. In political terms, the difference
between classical tragedy and modern tragedy is the difference between
(traditional) tyranny and (modern) terror.'> The traditional hero sacrifices
himself for the Cause; he resists the pressure of the Tyrant and accom-
plishes his Duty, cost what it may; as such, he is appreciated, his sacrifice
confers on him a sublime aura, his act is inscribed in the register of
Tradition as an example to be followed. We enter the domain of modern
tragedy when the very logic of sacrifice for the Thing compels us to
sacrifice this Thing itself; therein lies the predicament of Paul Claudel’s
Sygne, who is compelled to betray her faith in order to prove her absolute
fidelity to God. Sygne does not sacrifice her empirical life for what matters
to her more than her life, she sacrifices precisely that which is ‘in her
more than herself’, and thus survives as a mere shell of her former self,
deprived of her agalma — we thereby enter the domain of the monstrosity of
heroism, when our fidelity to the Cause compels us to transgress the
threshold of our ‘humanity’. Is it not proof of the highest, most absolute
faith that, for the love of God, I am ready to lose, to expose to eternal
damnation, my eternal Soul itsclf? It is easy to sacrifice one’s life with the
certainty of thereby redeeming one’s eternal Soul — how much worse is it
to sacrifice one’s very soul for God!

Perhaps the ultimate historical illustration of this predicament — of the
gap which separates the hero (his resistance to tyranny) from the victim
of terror - is provided by the Stalinist victim: this victim is not someone
who finally learns that Communism was an ideological mirage, and
becomes aware of the positivity of a simple ethical life outside the
ideological Cause — the Stalinist victim cannot retreatinto a simple ethical
life, since he has already forsaken it for his Communist Cause. This
predicament accounts for the impression that although the fate of the
victims of the great Stalinist show trials (from Bukharin to Slansky) was
horrible beyond description, the properly tragic dimension is missing —
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that is, they were not tragic heroes, but something more horrible and
simultaneously more comical: they were deprived of the very dignity that
would confer on their fate its properly tragic dimension. For that reason,
Antigone cannot serve as the model for resistance to Stalinist power: if we
use her like this, we reduce the Stalinist terror to just another version of
tyranny. Antigone maintains the reference to the big Other’s desire (to
accomplish the symbolic ritual and bury her deceascd brother properly)
as opposed to the tyrant’s (pseudo-)Law — the reference which, precisely,
is lacking in the Stalinist show trials. In humiliating the victim, the Stalinist
terror deprives him of the very dimension which could confer sublime
beauty on him: the victim goes beyond a certain threshold, he ‘loses his
dignity’ and is reduced to a pure subject bereft of agalma, ‘destitute’,
unable to recompose the narrative of his life.

Thus terror is not the power of corruption that undermines the ethical
attitude from outside; rather, it undermincs it from within, by mobilizing
and exploiting to its utmost the inherent gap of the ethical project itself,
the gap that separates the ethical Cause qua real from Cause in its
symbolic dimension (values, etc.) or — to put it in politico-lcgal terms —
the gap that separates the God of the pure act of decision from the God
of positive Prohibitions and Commandments. Does not the Kierkegaard-
ian suspension of the (symbolic) Ethical also involve a move beyond
tragedy? The ethical hero is tragic, whereas the knight of Faith dwells in
the horrible domain beyond or between the two deaths, since he (is ready
to) sacrifice(s) what is most precious to him, his objet petit a (in the case of
Abraham, his son). In other words, Kierkegaard’s point is not that
Abraham is forced to choose between his duty to God and his duty to
humanity (such a choice remains simply tragic), but that he has to choose
between the two facets of duty to God, and thereby the two facets of God
Himself: God as universal (the system of symbolic norms) and God as the
point of absolute singularity that suspends the dimension of the Universal.

For this precise reason, Derrida’s reading of (Kierkegaard’s reading of)
Abraham’s gesture in Donner la mort,'® where he interprets Abraham’s
sacrifice not as a hyperbolic exception but as something which all of us
perform again and again, every day, in our most common ethical experi-
ence, seems to fall short. According to Derrida, every time we choose to
obey a duty to some individual, we neglect — forget — our duty to all others
(since tout autre est tout autre, every other person is wholly other) — if I
attend to my own children, I sacrifice the children of other men; if I help
to feed and clothe this other person, I abandon other others, and so on.
What gets lost in this reduction of Abraham’s predicament to a kind of
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Heideggerian constitutive guilt of Dasein which can never use/actualize
all its possibilities is the self-referential nature of this predicament: Abra-
ham’s deadlock does not lie in the fact that, on behalf of the ultimate tout
autre (God ), he has to sacrifice another tout autre, his most beloved earthly
companion (his son) but, rather, in the fact that, on behalf of his Love
for God, he has to sacrifice what the very religion grounded in his faith orders
him to love. The split is thus inherent in faith itself; it is the split between
the Symbolic and the Real, between the symbolic edifice of faith and the
pure, unconditional act of faith — the only way to prove your faith s to betray
what this very faith orders you to love.

The Demise of Symbolic Efficiency

One can now see why Lacan calls this prohibiting God the ‘real father’ as
the ‘agent of castration’: symbolic castration is another name for the gap
between the big Other and jouissance, for the fact that the two can never
be ‘synchronized’. One can also see in what precise sense perversion
enacts the disavowal of castration: the fundamental illusion of the pervert
is that he possesses a (symbolic) knowledge that enables him to regulate
his access to jouissance — that is, to put it in more contemporary terms, the
pervert's dream is to transform sexual activity into an instrumental purpose-
orientated activity that can be projected and executed according to a well-
defined plan. So when, today, one speaks of the decline of paternal
authority, it is thés father, the father of the uncompromising ‘No!’, who is
effectively in retreat; in the absence of his prohibitory ‘No!’, new forms of
the phantasmic harmony between the symbolic order and jouissance can
thrive again - this return to the substantial notion of Reason-as-Life at the
expense of the prohibitory ‘real father’ is what the so-called New Age
‘holistic’ attitude is ultimately about (the Earth or macrocosm itself as a
living entity).!* What these deadlocks indicate is that today, in a sense,
‘the big Other no longer exists’ — but in what sense? One should be very
specific about what this nonexistence actually amounts to. In a way, it is
the same with the big Other as it is with God according to Lacan (it is not
that God is dead today; God was dead from the very beginning, only He
didn’tknow it. ..): it never existed in the first place, thatis, the nonexistence
of the big Other is ultimately equivalent to the fact that the big Other is
the symbolic order, the order of symbolic fictions which operate on a level
different from that of direct material causality. (In this sense, the only
subject for whom the big Other does exist is the psychotic, the one who
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attributes direct material efficacy to words.) In short, the ‘nonexistence of
the big Other’ is strictly correlative to the notion of belief, of symbolic
trust, of credence, of taking what others say ‘at face value’.

In one of the Marx Brothers’ films, Groucho Marx, caught in a lie,
answers angrily: ‘Whom do you believe, your eyes or my words?’ This
apparently absurd logic expresses perfectly the functioning of the sym-
bolic order, in which the symbolic mask-mandate matters more than the
direct reality of thc individual who wears this mask and/or assumes this
mandate. This functioning involves the structure of fetishistic disavowal: ‘I
know very well that things are the way I see them [that this person is a
corrupt wecakling], but none the less I treat him with respect, since he
wears the insignia of a judge, so that when he speaks, it is the Law itsclf
which speaks through him.” So, in a way, I actually believe his words, not
my eycs — that is to say, I believe in Another Space (the domain of pure
symbolic authority) which matters more than the reality of its spokesmen.
The cynical reduction to reality therefore falls short: when a judge speaks,
there is in a way more truth in his words (the words of the Institution of
Law) than in the direct reality of the person of the judge — if one limits
oneself to what one sees, onc simply misses the point. This paradox is
what Lacan is aiming at with his ‘les non-dupes errent’: those who do not let
themselves be caught in the symbolic deception/fiction and continue to
believe their eyes are the ones who err most. What a cynic who ‘believes
only his eyes' misses is the efficiency of the symbolic fiction, the way this
fiction structurcs our experience of reality.

The samc gap is at work in our most intimate relationship with our
neighbours: we behave as if we do not know that they also smell bad,
secrete excrement, and so on — a minimum of idealization, of fetishizing
disavowal, is the basis of our coexistence. And does not the same disavowal
account for the sublime beauty of the idealizing gesture disccrnible from
Anne Frank to American Communists who believed in the Soviet Union?
Although we know that Stalinist Communism was an appalling thing, we
nevertheless admire the victims of the McCarthy witch-hunt who heroically
persisted in their belief in Communism and support for the Soviet Union.
The logic here is the same as that of Anne Frank who, in her diaries,
expresses belief in the ultimate goodness of mankind in spite of the
horrors perpctrated against Jews in World War II: what makes such an
assertion of belief (in the essential goodncss of mankind; in the truly
human character of the Sovict regime) sublime is thc very gap between it
and the overwhelming factual evidence against it, that is, the active will to
disavow the actual state of things. Pcrhaps therein lies the most elementary
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meta-physical gesture: in this refusal to accept the Real in its idiocy, to
disavow it and to search for Another World behind it.!®

In his reading of Freud'’s article on fetishism, Paul-Laurent Assoun?®
suggests that sexual difference is responsible for two different approaches
to the gap between what my eyes tell me and the symbolic fiction —to the
gap that separates the visible from the invisible. When a small boy sees a
naked girl, he chooses not to believe his eyes (and accept the fact that
girls are different); he continues to believe the ‘word’, the symbolic
fiction, which led him to expect a penis in the girl as well, so he disavows
his immediate perception, interprets it as a superficial lure, and starts to
search, to form hypotheses that would account for this gap (girls have a
smaller, almost invisible penis; their penis will grow later; it was cut
off ...) —in short, the boy’s disavowal propels him in the direction of a
‘spontaneous metaphysician’, a believer in Another World beneath the
visible facts. The girl, on the contrary, ‘believes her eyes’, she accepts the
fact that she does not possess ‘it’, so a different set of options is opened
to her, from the notorious ‘penis envy’ and the search for substitutes (a
child, etc.) to the cynical attitude of a fundamental distrust towards the
symbolic order (what if male phallic power is a mere semblance?).

In the history of philosophy, there arc three great anecdotal examples
of ‘believe my words, not your eyes’: Diogenes the Cynic, who refuted the
Eleatic thesis that there is no movement by simply taking a walk, and
then, as Hegel emphasizes, beat his pupil who applauded the Master —
that is, believed his eyes more than the words of argumentation (Dio-
genes’ point was that such a direct reference to experience, to ‘what your
eyes tell you’, does not count in philosophy - the task of philosophy is to
demonstrate, by means of argumentation, the truth or untruth of what we
see); the medieval story of scholastic monks who discussed how many
teeth a donkey has, and were then shocked at the proposal by a younger
member of their group that they should simply go to a stall outside their
house and count; finally, the story of Hegel insisting that there are only
eight planets around the Sun even after the discovery of the ninth.

Today, with the new digitalized technologies enabling perfectly faked
documentary images, not to mention Virtual Reality, the injunction
‘Believe my words (argumentation), not the fascination of your eyes!’ is
more pertinent than ever. That is to say, the logic of ‘Whom do you
believe, your eyes or my words?’ — that is, of ‘I know very well, but none
the less ... [I believe]’ — can function in two different ways, that of the
symbolic fiction and that of the imaginary simulacrum. In the case of the
efficient symbolic fiction of the judge wearing his insignia, T know very
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well that this person is a corrupt weakling, but I none the less treat him
asif [I believe that] the symbolic big Other speaks through him’: I disavow
what my eyes tell me, and choose to believe the symbolic fiction. In the
case of the simulacrum of virtual reality, on the contrary, ‘I know very well
that what I see is an illusion generated by digital machinery, but I none
the less agree to immerse myself in it, to behave as if I believe it’ — here, I
disavow what my (symbolic) knowledge tells me, and choose to believe my
eyes only.

In the history of modern philosophy, the logic of ‘Whom do you
believe, your eyes or my words?’ found its strongest expression in Male-
branche’s occasionalism: not only is there no sensible proof for occasion-
alism’s central tenet (according to which God is the only causal agent),
this tenet is even directly contrary to all sensible cxperience, which leads
us to believe that external objects act directly on our senses, causing
sensations in our mind. When Malebranche thus endeavours to convince
his readers to belicve his words, not their eycs, the central enigma he has
to explain is: why did God create the universe in such a way that we,
mortal humans, necessarily fall prey to the illusion that sensible objects
act directly on our senses? His explanation is moral: if we were to be able
to perceive the true statc of things directly, we would love God invincibly,
through instinct, not on account of our free will and rational insight
gained through liberation from the tyranny of our senses; that is, there
would be no place for our moral activity, for our struggle to undo the
consequences of the Fall and regain the lost Goodness. Thus Malebranche
dclineates the contours of the philosophical position which explains
man'’s epistemological limitation (the fact that man’s knowledge is limited
to phenomena, that the true state of things is out of his reach) by
reference to moral grounds: only a being marked by such an cpistemolog-
ical limitation can be a moral being, that is, can acquire Goodness as the
result of free decision and inner struggle against temptation. This attitude
(later adopted by Kant) runs directly against the standard Platonic
equation of Knowledge and Goodness (evil is the consequence of our
ignorance, that is to say, one cannot know the truth and continue to be
bad, since the more we know, the closer we are to being good): a certain
radical ignorance is the positive condition of our being moral.

So what is symbolic efficiency? We all know the old, worn-out joke about
the madman who thought he was a grain of corn; after finally being cured
and sent home, he returned immediately to thc mental institution and
explained his panic to the doctor: ‘T met a hen on the road, and I was
afraid it would cat me!” To the doctor’s surprised exclamation ‘But what'’s
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the problem now? You know you’re not a grain of corn but a human
being who can’t be swallowed by a hen!’, the madman answered: ‘Yes, I
know I'm no longer a grain of corn, but does the hen? ... This story,
nonsensical at the level of factual reality, where you are either a grain or
not, is absolutely sensible if one replaces ‘a grain’ with some feature that
determines my symbolic identity. Do not similar things happen all the time
in our dealings with ditferent levels of bureaucracy? Say a high-level office
complies with my demand and gives me a higher title; however, it takes
some time for the decree to be properly executed and reach the lower-
level administration which actually takes care of the benefits from this
title (higher salary, etc.) — we all know the frustration caused by a lower
bureaucrat who casts a glance at the decree we confront him with and
retorts indifferently: ‘Sorry, I haven’t been properly informed about this
new measure yet, so I can’t help you ...’. Isn’t this a bit like telling you:
‘Sorry, to us you're still a grain of corn, not yet a human being’? In short,
there is a certain mysterious moment at which a measure or a decree
actually becomes operative, registered by the big Other of the symbolic
institution.

The mysterious character of this moment can best be illustrated by a
funny thing that happened during the last election campaign in Slovenia,
when a member of the ruling political party was approached by an elderly
lady from his local constituency, asking him for help. She was convinced
that the street number of her house (not the standard 13, but 23) was
bringing her bad luck — the moment her house got this new number, due
to some administrative reorganization, misfortunes started to afflict her
(burglars broke in, a storm tore the roof off, neighbours began to annoy
her), so she asked the candidate to be so kind as to arrange with the
municipal authorities for the number to be changed. The candidate made
a simple suggestion to the lady: why didn’t she do it alone? Why didn’t
she simply repaint or replace the plate with the street number herself by,
for example, adding another number or letter (say, 23A or 231 instead of
23)? The old lady answered: ‘Oh, I tried that a couple of weeks ago; I
myself replaced the old plate with a new one with the number 23A, but it
didn’t work — my bad luck is still with me; you can’t cheat it, it has to be
done properly, by the relevant state institution.” The ‘i’ which cannot be
duped in this way is the Lacanian big Other, the symbolic institution.

This, then, is what symbolic efficiency is about: it concerns the mini-
mum of ‘reification’ on account of which it is not enough for us, all
concerned individuals, to know some fact in order to be operative — ‘it’,
the symbolic institution, must also know/‘register’ this fact if the perfor-
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mative consequences of stating it are to ensue. Ultimately this ‘it’, of
course, can be embodied in the gaze of the absolute big Other, God
Himself. That is to say: do we not encounter exactly the same problem as
that of the unfortunate old lady with those Catholics who do not practise
direct contraception but have intercourse only on days with no ovulation?
Whom do they cheat in this way? As if God cannot read their thoughts
and know that they really want to have sex for the mere pleasure of it,
with no offspring in mind? The Church has always been extremely
sensitive about this gap between mere existence and its proper inscrip-
tion/registration: children who died before being christened were not
allowed to be buried properly on consecrated ground, since they were not
yet properly inscribed into the community of believers. ‘Symbolic effi-
ciency’ thus concerns the point at which, when the Other of the symbolic
institution confronts me with the choice of “‘Whom do you believe, my
word or your eyes?’, I choose the Other’s word without hesitation,
dismissing the factual testimony of my eyes.!”

The notion of the blockbuster provides an excellent example of the
redoubling of the order of positive being in the order of naming, that is,
of the symbolic inscription in the big Other. First, the term functioned as
a direct description of a film which earned a lot of money; then it started
to be used to describe a film made as a big production, with the prospect
of a huge publicity campaign and big box-office receipts — such a film, of
course, can later actually fail at the box office. So, with regard to the two
Postmans, the Italian Il Postino and the failure with Kevin Costner, it is
quite consistent to designate The Postman as a failed blockbuster, while Il
Postino is not a blockbuster, although it earned a lot more money than
The Postman. This gap can, of course, also generate rather droll conse-
quences. In the Yugoslavia of the 1970s the subtitles, as a rule, undertran-
slated the vulgar expressions that abound in the Hollywood films of the
period — say, when a character on screen says ‘Fuck you up your ass!’, the
subtitle in Slovene read: ‘Go to the Devil!" or something similarly moder-
ate. In the late 1980s, however, when all censorship barriers came down
in Yugoslavia, while Hollywood became slightly more restrained (perhaps
under the influence of Reagan-era Moral Majority pressures), the transla-
tors, as if to take revenge for the long years of repression, started to
overtranslate the vulgar expressions — say, when a character on screen
uttered a simple ‘Go to hell?’, the subtitle read: ‘Screw your mother down
her throat!’, or something similar. . . .

To put it in philosophical terms: symbolic inscription means that the
very In-itself, the way a thing actually is, is already there for us, the
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observers. Take the two dead celebrities Princess Diana and Mother
Teresa. According to the cliché, Diana, even when she was engaged in her
charities, was basking in media attention, carefully manipulating mediatic
dissemination of the innermost details of her private life (her secret
patronage of the Morton biography); while Mother Teresa, a true saint,
was silently doing her charitable job outside the media limelight, in the
hellish slums of Calcutta. ... The problem with this opposition, however,
is that we all knew about Mother Teresa silently doing her work outside the focus
of the media — this, precisely, is what she was famous for; this image of her
created by the media is why she was received by heads of state and had a
state funeral.... So the very opposition between Diana on a shopping
spree with her new boyfriend and Mother Teresa taking care of mortally
ill beggars in her grey Calcutta hospital is a mediatic opposition par
excellence.

Here the gap between reality and the order of its symbolic registration
is crucial — the gap on account of which symbolic registration is ultimately
contingent. I.et me mention the recent trend to portray the President of
the USA as a brutal murderer (Absolute Power, Murder at 1600): this trend
flouts a prohibition that was in force until quite recently: even a couple of
years ago, a film like this would have been unthinkable. It is like the
detective in a TV series who, sometime in the 1960s, was no longer
required to be a noble figure: he could be a cripple, a gay, a woman. . ..
This sudden apperception that the prohibition doesn’t matter is crucial:
you can have a President who is a murderer, but the presidency still
retains its charisma. . . . This does not mean that it was simply ‘like this all
the time’: it was like this in itself, but not for itself. If one had made a film
like Absolute Power in the 1950s, the ideological impact would have been
too traumatic; after the shift in the system of symbolic prohibition, the
personal honesty of the President no longer matters, the system has
accommodated to the change. . ..

With every social shift, one should look for this crucial symbolic change:
in the hippie era, businessmen could wear jeans, be bearded, and so on,
but nevertheless be ruthless profiteers. This moment of change is the
crucial moment at which the system restructures its rules in order to
accommodate itself to new conditions by incorporating the originally
subversive moment. This, then, is the true underlying story beneath the
disintegration of the Hayes Code of self-censorship in Hollywood — within
a brief span in the 1960s, all of a sudden, ‘everything became possible’,
the taboos were falling almost day by day (explicit references to drugs, to
the sexual act, to homosexuality, to racial tcnsion, up to the sympathetic
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portrayal of Communists); none the less, ‘the system’ survived intact:
nothing really changed. Here capitalism is much more flexible than
Communism, which was unable to afford such radical alleviations: when
Gorbachev gradually tried to ease the constraints in order to strengthen
the system, the system disintegrated.

The big Other is thus the order of the lie, of lying sincerely. Take Bill
Clinton and Monica Lewinsky: we all know (or at least surmise) that they
did it; nevertheless we support Clinton as long as this can be concealed
from the big Other’s gaze.... So here we have the paradox of the big
Other at its purest. The majority of people believe there was something
between the two of them; they believe that Clinton was lying when he
denied it; none the less, they support him. Although (they assumcd that)
Clinton lied when he denied his sexual affair with ‘that woman’, Monica
Lewinsky, he lied sincerely, with inner conviction, somehow believing in his
very lie, taking it seriously — this paradox itself is to be taken quite
seriously, since it designates the key element of the efficiency of an
ideological statement. In other words, as long as Clinton’s lie is not
perceived/registered by the big Other, as long as it is possible for him to
keep up appearances (of presidential ‘dignity’), the very fact that we all
know (or presume) that he is lying serves as a further ground for the
public’s identification with him — not only does the public’s awareness
that he is lying, and that there actually was something going on between
him and Monica Lewinsky, not hurt his popularity, it even activcly boosts
it. One should never forget that the Leader’s charisma is sustained by the
very features (signs of weakness, of common ‘humanity’) that may seem
to undermine it. This tension was deftly manipulated and brought to its
extreme by Hitler: in his speeches in front of large crowds, he regularly
staged the act of ‘losing his cool’, of engaging in a hysterical acting out,
helplessly shouting and waving his hands, like a spoilt child frustrated by
the fact that his demands are not immediately gratified — again, these very
features which seemed to contradict the Leader’s impassioned dignity
sustained the crowd’s identification with him.

All these paradoxes have a fundamental bearing on the way cyberspace
affects the subject’s symbolic identity. The poor madman who met a hen
adopted the attitude of ‘I know very well that I am a man, but . .. [docs
the big Other know it?]’ — in short, he believed that the change in identity
had not yet been registered by the big Other, that for the big Other he
was still a grain of corn. Now, let us imagine a rather common case of a
shy and inhibited man who, in cyberspace, participates in a virtual
community in which he adopts the screen persona of a promiscuous



330 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

woman; his stance, of course, is that of ‘I know very well I am really just a
shy, modest guy, so why shouldn’t I briefly indulge in posing as a
promiscuous woman, doing things I could never do in real life?’ -
however, are things really so simple and straightforward? What if this
man’s real-life persona (the Self he adopts, the way he behaves in his
actual social interaction) is a kind of secondary ‘defence-formation’, an
identity he adopts as a mask in order to ‘repress’ or keep at bay his true
‘inner Self’, the hard core of his phantasmic identity, which lies in being
a promiscuous woman, and for which he can find an outlet only in his
private daydreaming or in anonymous virtual community sexual games?
In Seminar XI, Lacan mentions the old Chinese paradox of Tchuang-Tze,
who awakens after dreaming that he is a butterfly, and then asks himself:
‘How do I know I am not a butterfly who is now dreaming that he is a
man?’ Does not the same hold for our shy virtual community member: is
he not in fact a promiscuous woman dreaming that she is an inhibited
man?

The temptation to be avoided here is the easy ‘postmodern’ conclusion
that we do not possess any ultimate fixed socio-symbolic identity, but are
drifting, more or less freely, among an inconsistent multitude of Selves,
each of them displaying a partial aspect of my personality, without any
unifying agent guaranteeing the ultimate consistency of this ‘pandemon-
ium’. The Lacanian hypothesis of the big Other involves the claim that all
these different partial identifications are not equivalent in their symbolic
status: there is one level at which symbolic efficiency sets in, a level which
determines my socio-symbolic position. This level is not that of ‘reality’ as
opposed to the play of my imagination — Lacan’s point is not that, behind
the multiplicity of phantasmic identities, there is a hard core of some ‘real
Self’; we are dealing with a symbolic fiction, but a fiction which, for
contingent reasons that have nothing to do with its inherent nature,
possesses performative power — is socially operative, structures the socio-
symbolic reality in which I participate. The status of the same person,
inclusive of his/her very ‘real’ features, can appear in an entirely different
light the moment the modality of his/her relationship to the big Other
changes.

So the problem today is not that subjects are more dispersed than they
were before, in the alleged good old days of the self-identical Ego; the
fact that ‘the big Other no longer exists’ implies, rather, that the symbolic
fiction which confers a performative status on one level of my identity,
determining which of my acts will display ‘symbolic efficiency’, is no
longer fully operative. Perhaps the supreme example of this shift is pro-
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vided by the recent trends in Christianity. Christianity proper — the belief
in Christ’s Resurrection — is the highest religious expression of the power
of symbolic fiction as the medium of universality: the death of the ‘real’
Christ is ‘sublated’ in the Holy Spirit, that is, in the spiritual community
of believers. This authentic kemel of Christianity, first articulated by St
Paul, is under attack today: the danger comes in the guise of the New Age
Gnostic/dualist (mis)reading, which reduces the Resurrection to a meta-
phor of the ‘inner’ spiritual growth of the individual soul. What is lost
thereby is the very central tenet of Christianity, already emphasized by
Hegel: the break with the Old Testament logic of Sin and Punishment,
that is, the belief in the miracle of Grace which retroactively ‘undoes’ our
past sins. This is the ‘good news’ of the New Testament: the miracle of
the creatio ex nihilo, of a New Beginning, of starting a new life ‘from
nothing’, is possible. (Creatio ex nihilo, of course, is feasible only within a
symbolic universe, as the establishment of a new symbolic fiction which
erases the past one.) And the crucial point is that this New Beginning is
possible only through Divine Grace - its impetus must come from outside;
it is not the result of man’s inner effort to overcome his/her limitations
and elevate his/her soul above egotistic material interests; in this precise
sense, the properly Christian New Beginning is absolutely incompatible
with the pagan Gnostic problematic of the ‘purification of the soul’. So
what is actually at stake in recent New Age pop-Gnostic endeavours to
reassert a kind of ‘Christ’s secret teaching’ beneath the official Pauline
dogma is the effort to undo the ‘Event-Christ’, reducing it to a continua-
tion of the preceding Gnostic lineage.

Another important aspect of this Gnostic (mis)reading of Christianity is
the growing obsession of popular pseudo-science with the mystery of
Christ’s alleged tomb and/or progeny (from his alleged marriage with
Mary Magdalene) - bestsellers like The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail or The
Tomb of God, which focus on the region around Rennes-le-Chéteau in the
south of France, weaving into a large coherent narrative the Grail myth,
Cathars, Templars, Freemasons . .. : these narratives endeavour to sup-
plant the diminishing power of the symbolic fiction of the Holy Spirit (the
community of believers) with the bodily Real of Christ and/or his descend-
ants. And again, the fact that Christ left his body or bodily descendants
behind serves the purpose of undermining the Christian—Pauline narra-
tive of Resurrection: Christ’s body was not actually resurrected; ‘the true
message of Jesus was lost with the Resurrection’.'® This ‘true message’
allegedly lies in promoting ‘the path of self-determination, as distinct
from obedience to the written word’:'* redemption results from the soul’s
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inner journey, not from an act of pardon coming from outside; that is,
‘Resurrection’ is to be understood as the inner renewal/rebirth of the
soul on its journey of self-purification. Although the advocates of this
‘return of/in the Real’ promote their discovery as the unearthing of the
heretic and subversive secret long repressed by the Church as Institution,
one could counter this claim with the question: what if this very unearth-
ing of the ‘Secret’ is in the service of ‘undoing’, of getting rid of the truly
traumatic, subversive core of Christian teaching, the skandalon of Resurrec-
tion and the retroactive forgiveness of sins — that is, the unique character
of the Event of Resurrection?

These reversals signal that today, the big Other’s nonexistence has
attained a much more radical dimension: what is increasingly undermined
is precisely the symbolic trust which persists against all sceptical data.
Perhaps the most eye-catching facet of this new status of the nonexistence
of the big Other is the sprouting of ‘committees’ destined to decide upon
the so-called ethical dilemmas which crop up when technological devel-
opments ever-increasingly affect our life-world:2® not only cyberspace but
also domains as diverse as medicine and biogenetics on the one hand,
and the rules of sexual conduct and the protection of human rights on
the other, confront us with the need to invent the basic rules of proper
ethical conduct, since we lack any form of big Other, any symbolic point
of reference that would serve as a safe and unproblematic moral anchor.

In all these domains, the différend seems to be irreducible — that is to
say, sooner or later we find ourselves in a grey zone whose mist cannot be
dispelled by the application of some single universal rule. Here we
encounter a kind of counterpoint to the ‘uncertainty principle’ of quan-
tum physics; there is, for example, a structural difficulty in determining
whether some comment was actually a case of sexual harassment or one
of racist hate speech. Confronted with such a dubious statement, a
‘politically correct’ radical a priori tends to believe the complaining victim
(if the victim experienced it as harassment, then harassment it was. . .),
while a diehard orthodox liberal tends to believe the accused (if he
sincerely did not mean it as harassment, then he should be acquitted . . .).
The point, of course, is that this undecidability is structural and unavoid-
able, since it is the big Other (the symbolic network in which victim and
offender are both embedded) which ultimately ‘decides’ on meaning, and
the order of the big Other is, by definition, open; nobody can dominate
and regulate its effects.

That is the problem with replacing aggressive with ‘politically correct’
expressions: when one replaces ‘short-sighted’ with ‘visually challenged’,
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one can never be sure that this replacement itself will not generate new
effects of patronizing and/or ironic offensiveness, all the more humiliat-
ing inasmuch as it is masked as benevolence. The mistake of this ‘politi-
cally correct’ strategy is that it underestimates the resistance of the
language we actually speak to the conscious regulation of its effects,
especially effects that involve power relations. So to resolve the deadlock,
one convenes a committee to formulate, in an ultimately arbitrary way,
the precise rules of conduct.... It is the same with medicine and
biogenetics (at what point does an acceptable and even desirable genetic
experiment or intervention turn into unacceptable manipulation?), in the
application of universal human rights (at what point does the protection
of the victim’s rights turn into an imposition of Western values?), in
sexual mores (what is the proper, non-patriarchal procedure of seduc-
tion?), not to mention the obvious case of cyberspace (what is the status
of sexual harassment in a virtual community? How does one distinguish
here between ‘mere words’ and ‘deeds’?). The work of these committees
is caught in a symptomal vicious cycle: on the one hand, they try to
legitimate their decisions by reference to the most advanced scientific
knowledge (which, in the case of abortion, tells us that a foetus does not
yet possess self-awareness and experience pain; which, in the case of a
mortally ill person, defines the threshold beyond which euthanasia is the
only meaningful solution); on the other hand, they have to evoke some
non-scientific ethical criterion in order to direct and posit a limitation to
inherent scientific drive.

The key point here is not to confuse this need to invent specific rules
with the standard need of phronesis — that is, with the insight, formulated
by Aristotle, into how direct application of universal norms to concrete
situations is not possible — there is always a need to take into account the
‘twist’ given to the universal norm by the specific situation. In this
standard case, we do have at our disposal some universally accepted
‘sacred” Text which provides the horizon of our choices (say, the Bible in
the Christian tradition), so that the problem of ‘interpretation’ is to
reactualize the Text of tradition in each new situation, to discover how
this Text still ‘speaks to us’ — today, it is precisely this universally accepted
point of reference which is missing, so that we are thrown into a process
of radically open and unending symbolic (re)negotiation and
(re)invention without even the semblance of some preceding set of
presupposed norms. Or — to put it in Hegelese — when I speak about the
‘rules to be followed’, I already presuppose a reflected attitude of strate-
gically adapting myself to a situation by imposing certain rules on myself
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(and others) — what gets lost in adopting such an attitude is what Hegel
called social Substance, the ‘objective Spirit’ as the true Substance of my
being which is always-already there as the ground on which individuals
thrive, although it is kept alive only through the incessant activity of those
individuals. So when the proponents of virtual community enthusiastically
describe the challenge that cyberspace poses to our capacity for ethical
invention, for testing new rules of participation in all aspects of virtual
community life, we should always bear in mind that these (re)invented
rules supplant the lack of a fundamental Law/Prohibition: they endeavour to
provide the viable frame of interaction for narcissistic post-Oedipal sub-
jects. It is as if the lack of the big Other is supplanted by ‘ethical
committees’ as so many substitute ‘small big Others’ on to which the
subject transposes his responsibility and from which he expects to receive
a formula that will resolve his deadlock.

It is crucial to distinguish between this decline of the symbolic paternal
authority and the standard Oedipal gap that forever separates the real
person of the father from its symbolic place/function - the fact that the
real father always turns out to be an impostor, unable actually to live up
to his symbolic mandate. As is well known, therc lies the problem of the
hysteric: the central figure of his universe is the ‘humiliated father’, that
is, he is obsessed with the signs of the real father’s weakness and failure,
and criticizes him incessantly for not living up to his symbolic mandate —
beneath the hysteric’s rebellion and challenge to paternal authority there
is thus a hidden call for a renewed paternal authority, for a father who
would really be a ‘true father' and adequately embody his symbolic
mandate. Today, however, it is the very symbolic function of the father
which is increasingly undermined - that is, which is losing its performative
efficiency; for that reason, a father is no longer perceived as one’s Egn
Ideal, the (more or less failed, inadequate) bearer of symbolic authority,
but as one’s ideal ego, imaginary competitor — with the result that subjects
never really ‘grow up’, that we are dealing today with individuals in their
thirties and forties who remain, in terms of their psychic economy,
‘immature’ adolescents competing with their fathers.?'

The Risk Society and Its Enemies

The fundamental deadlock embodied in the existence of different ‘ethical
committees’ is the focus of the recently popular theory of the ‘risk
society’.??> The paradigmatic examples of risks to which this theory refers
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are global warming, the hole in the ozone layer, mad cow disease, the
danger of using nuclear power plants as the source of energy, the
unforeseen consequences of the application of genetics to agriculture,
and so on. All these cases exemplify what are usually referred to as ‘low
probability — high consequence’ risks: no one knows how great the risks
are; the probability of the global catastrophe is small — however, if the
catastrophe does occur, it will be really terminal. Biologists warn us that
the increased use of chemicals in our food and drugs can make the
human race extinct not because of a direct ecological catastrophe, but
simply by rendering us infertile — this outcome seems improbable, yet it
would be catastrophic. The next crucial feature is that these new threats
are so-called ‘manufactured risks’: they result from human economic,
technological and scientific interventions into nature, which disrupt nat-
ural processes so radically that it is no longer possible to elude the
responsibility by letting nature itself find a way to re-establish the lost
balance. It is also absurd to resort to a New Age turn against science, since
these threats are, for the most part, invisible, undetectable, without the
diagnostic tools of science.

All today’s notions of ecological threat, from the hole in the ozone
layer to how fertilizers and chemical food additives are threatening our
fertility, are strictly dependent on scientific insight (usually of the most
advanced kind). Although the effects of the ‘hole in the ozone layer’ are
observable, their causal explanation through reference to this ‘hole’ is a
scientific hypothesis: there is no directly observable ‘hole’ up there in the
sky. These risks are thus generated by a kind of self-reflexive loop, that is,
they are not external risks (like a gigantic comet falling on Earth) but the
unforeseen outcome of individuals’ technological and scientific endeav-
our to control their lives and increase their productivity. Perhaps the
supreme example of the dialectical reversal by means of which a new
scientific insight, instead of simply magnifying our domination over
nature, generates new risks and uncertainties is provided by the prospect
that, in a decade or two, genetics will not only be able to identify an
individual’s complete genetic inheritance, but even manipulate individual
genes technologically to effect the desired results and changes (to eradi-
cate a tendency towards cancer, and so on). Far from resulting in total
predictability and certainty, however, this very radical self-objectivization
(the situation in which, in the guise of the genetic formula, I will be able
to confront what I ‘objectively am’) will generate even more radical
uncertainties about what the actual psychosocial effects of such knowledge
and its applications will be. (What will become of the notions of freedom
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and responsibility? What will be the unforeseen consequences of meddling
with genes?)

This conjunction of low probability and high consequence makes the
standard Aristotelian strategy of avoiding both extremes virtually imposs-
ible: it is as if it is impossible today to assume a moderate rational position
between scaremongering (ecologists who depict an impending universal
catastrophe) and covering up (downplaying the dangers). The downplay-
ing strategy can always emphasize the fact that scaremongering at best
takes as certain conclusions which are not fully grounded in scientific
observations; while the scaremongering strategy, of course, is fully justified
in retorting that once it is possible to predict the catastrophe with full
certainty, it will be, by definition, already too late. The problem is that
there is no objective scientific or other way to acquire certainty about
existence and extent: it is not simply a matter of exploitative corporations
or government agencies downplaying the dangers — there is in fact no way
to establish the extent of the risk with certainty; scientists and speculators
themselves are unable to provide the final answer; we are bombarded
daily by new discoveries which reverse previous common views. What if it
turns out that fat really prevents cancer? What if global warming is actually
the result of a natural cycle, and we should pump even more carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere?

There is a priori no proper measure between the ‘excess’ of scare-
mongering and the indecisive procrastination of ‘Don’t let’s panic, we
don’t yet have conclusive results’. For example, apropos of global warm-
ing, the logic of ‘let us avoid both extremes, the careless further emission
of carbon dioxide as well as the quick shutting-down of thousands of
factories, and proceed gradually’ is clearly meaningless.?* Again, this
impenetrability is not simply a matter of ‘complexity’, but of reflexivity:
the new opaqueness and impenetrability (the radical uncertainty as to the
ultimate consequences of our actions) is not due to the fact that we are
puppets in the hands of some transcendent global Power (Fate, Historical
Necessity, the Market); on the contrary, it is due to the fact that ‘nobody
is in charge’, that there is no such power, no 'Other of the Other’ pulling
the strings — opaqueness is grounded in the very fact that today’s society
is thoroughly ‘reflexive’, that thcre is no Nature or Tradition providing a
firm foundation on which one can rely, that even our innermost impetuses
(sexual orientation, etc.) are more and more experienced as something
to be chosen. How to feed and educate a child, how to proceed in sexual
seduction, how and what to eat, how to relax and amuse oneself — all
these spheres are increasingly ‘colonized’ by reflexivity, that is, experi-
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enced as something to be learned and decided upon. Is not the ultimate
example of reflexivity in today’s art the crucial role of the curator’ His role
is not limited to mere selection ~ through his selection, he (re)defines
what art @ today. That is to say: today’s art exhibitions display objects
which, at least for the traditional approach, have nothing to do with art,
up to human excrement and dead animals — so why is this to be perceived
as art? Because what we see is the curator’s choice. When we visit an exhibition
today, we are thus not directly observing works of art — what we are
observing is the curator’s notion of what art is; in short, the ultimate artist
is not the producer but the curator, his activity of selection.

The ultimate deadlock of the risk society lies in the gap between
knowledge and decision, between the chain of reasons and the act which
resolves the dilemma (in Lacanese: between S, and S,): there is no one
who ‘really knows’ the global outcome — on the level of positive knowl-
edge, the situation is radically ‘indecidable’; but we none the less have to
decide. Of course, this gap was there all the time: when an act of decision
grounds itself in a chain of reasons, it always retroactively ‘colours’ these
reasons so that they support this decision — just think of the believer who
is well aware that the reasons for his belief are comprehensible only to
those who have already decided to believe. . .. What we encounter in the
contemporary risk society, however, is something much more radical: the
opposite of the standard forced choice about which Lacan speaks, that is,
of a situation in which I am free to choose on condition that I make the
right choice, so that the only thing left for me to do is to accomplish the
empty gesture of pretending to accomplish freely what is in any case
imposed on me.?* In the contemporary risk society, we are dealing with
something entirely different: the choice is really ‘free’ and is, for this very
reason, experienced as even more frustrating — we find ourselves con-
stantly in the position of having to decide about matters that will funda-
mentally affect our lives, but without a proper foundation in knowledge.

What Ulrich Beck calls the ‘second Enlightenment’ is thus, with regard
to this crucial point, the exact reversal of the aim of the ‘first Enlighten-
ment’: to bring about a society in which fundamental decisions would lose
their ‘irrational’ character and become fully grounded in good reasons
(in a correct insight into the state of things): the ‘second Enlightenment’
imposes on each of us the burden of making crucial decisions which
may affect our very survival without any proper foundation in Knowledge
- all the expert government panels and ethical committees, and so on,
are there to conceal this radical openness and uncertainty. Again, far
from being experienced as liberating, this compulsion to decide freely is
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experienced as an anxiety-provoking obscene gamble, a kind of ironic
reversal of predestination: I am held accountable for decisions which I
was forced to make without proper knowledge of the situation. The
freedom of decision enjoyed by the subject of the ‘risk society’ is not the
freedom of someone who can freely choose his destiny, but the anxiety-
provoking freedom of someone who is constantly compelled to make
decisions without being aware of their consequences. There is no guaran-
tee that the democratic politicization of crucial decisions, the active
involvement of thousands of concerned individuals, will necessarily
improve the quality and accuracy of decisions, and thus effectively lessen
the risks — here one is tempted to evoke the answer of a devout Catholic
to the atheist liberal criticism that they, Catholics, are so stupid as to
believe in the infallibility of the Pope: ‘We Catholics at least believe in the
infallibility of one and only one person; does not democracy rely on a
much more risky notion that the majority of the people, millions of them,
are infallible?’

The subject thus finds himself in a Kafkaesque situation of being guilty
of not even knowing what (if anything) he is guilty of: I am forever
haunted by the prospect that I have already made decisions which will
endanger me and everyone I love, but I will lecarn the truth only — if ever
—when it is already too late. Here let us recall the figure of Forrest Gump,
that perfect ‘vanishing mediator’, the very opposite of the Master (the
one who symbolically registers an event by nominating it, by inscribing it
into the big Other): Gump is presented as the innocent bystander who,
simply by doing what he does, unknowingly sets in motion a shift of
historic proportions. When he visits Berlin to play football, and inadver-
tently throws the ball across the wall, he thereby starts the process which
brings down the wall; when he visits Washington and is given a room in
the Watergate complex, he notices some strange things going on in the
rooms across the yard in the middle of the night, calls the guard, and sets
in motion the events which culminated in Nixon’s downfall — is this not
the ultimate metaphor for the situation at which the proponents of the
notion of ‘risk society’ aim, a situation in which we are forced to make
moves whose ultimate effects are beyond our grasp?

In what precise way does the notion of the ‘risk society’ involve the
nonexistence of the big Other? The most obvious point would be the fact
— emphasized again and again by Beck and Giddens — that today we live
in a society which comes after Nature and Tradition: in our. active
engagement with the world around us, we can no longer rely either on
Nature as the permanent foundation and resource of our activity (therc
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is always the danger that our activity will disrupt and disturb the stable
cycle of natural reproduction), or on Tradition as the substantial form of
customs that predetermine our lives. However, the break is more radical.
Although the dissolution of all traditional links is the standard theme of
nineteenth-century capitalist modernization, repeatedly described by
Marx (the ‘all that is solid melts into air’ theme), the whole point of
Marx’s analysis is that this unheard-of dissolution of all traditional forms,
far from bringing about a society in which individuals run their lives
collectively and freely, engenders its own form of anonymous Destiny in
the guise of market relations. On the one hand, the market does involve
a fundamental dimension of risk: it is an impenetrable mechanism which
can, in a wholly unpredictable way, ruin the effort of an honest worker
and make a sleazy speculator rich — nobody knows what the final outcome
of speculation will be. However, although our acts can have unforeseen
and unintended consequences, the notion still persists that they are co-
ordinated by the infamous ‘invisible hand of the market’, the basic
premiss of free-market ideology: each of us pursues his/her particular
interests, and the ultimate result of this clash and interaction of the
multiplicity of individual acts and conflicting intentions is global welfare.
In this notion of the ‘cunning of Reason’, the big Othcr survives as the
social Substance in which we all participate by our acts, as the mysterious
spectral agency that somehow re-establishes the balance.

The fundamental Marxist idea, of course, is that this figure of the big
Other, of the alienated social Substance — that is, the anonymous market
as the modern form of Fate — can be superseded, and social life brought
under the control of humanity’s ‘collective intellect’. In this way, Marx
remained within the confines of the ‘first modernization’, which aimed at
the establishment of a self-transparent society regulated by the ‘collective
intellect’; no wonder this project found its perverted realization in actually
existing Socialism, which ~ despite the extreme uncertainty of an individ-
ual’s fate, at least in the times of paranoiac political purges — was perhaps
the most radical attempt to suspend the uncertainty that pertains to
capitalist modernization. Real Socialism’s (modest) appeal is best exem-
plified by the election slogan of Slobodan Milosevic’s Socialist Party in the
first ‘free’ elections in Serbia: ‘With us, there is no uncertainty!” -
although life was poor and drab, there was no need to worry about the
future; everyone's modest existence was guaranteed; the Party took care
of everything — that is, all decisions were made by Them. Despite their
contempt for the regime, people none the less half-consciously trusted
‘Them’, relied on ‘Them’, believed that there was somebody holding all



340 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

the reins and taking care of everything. There was actually a perverse kind
of liberation in this possibility of shifting the burden of responsibility on
to the Other. In her report on a voyage through post-Communist Poland,
the country of her youth, Eva Hoffman relates how the infamous desolate
greyness of the socialist environs, with depressing concrete buildings on
broad streets without posters or neon lights, looked ditferent, even more
oppressive, in 1990:

I know this grayness; I even used to love it, as part of the mood and weather
with which one grew up here, and which sank into the bones with a comforting
melancholy. Why, then, does it seem so much more desolate than beforer I
guess I'm looking at it with different antennae, without the protective filters of
the system, which was the justification, the explanation for so much: even for
the gray. Indeed, the drabness was partly Their doing, a matter not only of
economics but of deliberate puritanism . . . now this neighbourhood is just what
it is, bareness stripped of significance.?

What we have here is the pcrversely liberating aspect of alienation in
actually existing Socialism: reality was not really ‘ours’ (the ordinary
people’s), it belonged to Them (the Party nomenklatura); its greyness bore
witness to Their oppressive rule and, paradoxically, this made it much
easier to endure life; jokes could be told about everyday troubles, about
the lack of ordinary objects like soap and toilet paper — although we
suffered the material consequences of these troubles, the jokes were at
Their expense, we told them from an exempt, liberated position. Now,
with Them out of power, we are suddenly and violently compelled to
assume this drab greyness: it is no longer Theirs, it is ours.... What
happens today, with the ‘postmodern’ risk society, is that there is no
‘Invisible Hand’” whose mechanism, blind as it may be, somehow re-
establishes the balance; no Other Scene in which the accounts are
properly kept, no fictional Other Place in which, from the perspective of
the Last Judgement, our acts will be properly located and accounted for.
Not only do we not know what our acts will in fact amount to, there is
even no global mechanism regulating our interactions — this is what the
properly ‘postmodern’ nonexistence of the big Other means. Foucault
spoke of the ‘strategies without subject’ that Power uses in its reproduc-
tion — here we have almost the exact opposite: subjects caught in the
unpredictable consequences of their acts, but no global strategy dominat-
ing and regulating their interplay. Individuals who are still caught in the
traditional modernist paradigm are desperately looking for another
agency which one could legitimately elevate into the position of the
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Subject Supposed to Know, and which would somehow guarantee our
choice: ethical committees, the scientific community itself, government
authority, up to the paranoiac big Other, the secret invisible Master of
conspiracy theories.

So what is wrong with the theory of the risk society? Does it not fully
endorse the nonexistence of the big Other, and draw all ethico-political
consequences from this? The problem is that, paradoxically, this theory is
simultaneously too specific and too general: with all its emphasis on how
the ‘second modernization’ forces us to transform old notions of human
agency, social organization, and so on, up to the most intimate ways of
relating to our sexual identity, the theory of the risk society nevertheless
underestimates the impact of the emerging new societal logic on the very
fundamental status of subjectivity; on the other hand, in conceiving of
risk and manufactured uncertainty as a universal feature of contemporary
life, this theory obfuscates the concrete socioeconomic roots of these risks.
And it is my contention that psychoanalysis and Marxism, as a rule
dismissed by theorists of the risk society as outdated expressions of the
first-wave modernization (the fight of the rational agency to bring the
impenetrable Unconscious to light; the idea of a self-transparent society
controlled by the ‘common intellect’), can contribute to a critical clarifi-
cation of these two points.

The Unbehagen in the Risk Society

Psychoanalysis is neither a theory which bemoans the disintegration of
the old modes of traditional stability and wisdom, locating in them the
cause of modern neuroses and compelling us to discover our roots in old
archaic wisdom or profound self-knowledge (the Jungian version), nor
just another version of reflexive modern knowledge teaching us how to
penetrate and master the innermost secrets of our psychic life — what
psychoanalysis focuses on, its proper object, consists, rather, in the unex-
pected consequences of the disintegration of traditional structures that
regulated libidinal life. Why does the decline of paternal authority and
fixed social and gender roles generate new anxieties, instead of opening
up a Brave New World of individuals engaged in the creative ‘care of the
Self’ and enjoying the perpetual process of shifting and reshaping their
fluid multiple identities?> What psychoanalysis can do is to focus on the
Unbehagen in the risk society: on the new anxieties generated by the risk
society, which cannot be simply dismissed as the result of the tension or
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gap between the subjects’ sticking to the old notions of personal responsi-
bility and identity (like fixed gender roles and the family structure) and
the new situation of fluid, shifting identities and choices.

What the advent of the ‘risk society’ affects is not simply Tradition or
some other reliable symbolic frame of reference, but the symbolic Insti-
tution itself in the much more fundamental sense of the functioning of
the symbolic order: with the advent of the risk society, the performative
dimension of symbolic trust and commitment is potentially undermined.
The problem with theorists of the risk society is thus that they underesti-
mate the radical character of this change: with all their insistence on how,
in today’s risk society, reflexivity is universalized, so that Nature and
Tradition no longer exist, in all their talk about the ‘second Enlighten-
ment’ doing away with the naive certainties of the first wave of moderni-
zation, they leave intact the subject’s fundamental mode of subjectivity:
their subject remains the modern subject, able to reason and reflect
freely, to decide on and select his/her set of norms, and so on. Here, the
error is the same as that of feminists who want to do away with the
Oedipus complex, and so on, and nevertheless expect the basic form of
subjectivity that was generated by the Oedipus complex (the subject free
to reason and decide, etc.) to survive intact. In short, what if it is not the
postmodern pessimists who come to their catastrophic conclusion because
they measure the new world with old standards; what if, on the contrary,
it is theorists of the risk society themselves who unproblematically rely on
the fact that, in the conditions of the disintegration of symbolic Trust, the
reflexive subject of the Enlightenment somehow, inexplicably, survives
intact?

This disintegration of the big Other is the direct result of universalized
reflexivity: notions like ‘trust’ all rely on a minimum of non-reflected
acceptance of the symbolic Institution — ultimately, trust always involves a
leap of faith: when I trust somebody, I trust him because I simply take
him at his word, not for rational reasons which tell me to trust him. To
say ‘I trust you because I have decided, upon rational reflection, to trust
you,” involves the same paradox as the statement ‘Having weighed up the
reasons for and against, I decided to obey my father.” Symptomatic of this
disintegration of fundamental Trust is the recent rise of a US Christian
revival group that quite adequately calls itself ‘the Promise-Keepers’: their
plea is a desperate appeal to men to assume again their symbolic mandate
of responsibility, of the burden of decision, against the weak and hysterical
female sex unable to cope with the stresses of contemporary life. The
point to be made against this is not only that we are dealing with the
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conservative patriarchal reinscription of the sexual difference (weak hys-
terical women versus men whose Word should again become their Bond),
but that the way in which this very explicit emphasis on promises to be
kept is already part of a hysterical economy — a trust which has to be
reasserted in this public ritualized way, as it were, undermines its own
credentials.

The inability of risk society theory to take all the consequences of global
reflexivization into account is clearly discernible in its treatment of the
family. This theory is right to emphasize how the relationship between
parents and children in the traditional family was the last bastion of legal
slavery in our Western societies: a large stratum of society — minors — were
denied full responsibility and autonomy, and retained in a slave status
with regard to their parents (who controlled their lives and were respon-
sible for their acts). With reflexive modernization, children themselves
are treated as responsible subjects with freedom of choice (in divorce
procedures, they are allowed to influence the decision on which of the
two parents they will live with; they can start a court procedure against
their parents if they feel that their human rights have been violated; etc.)
— in short, parenthood is no longer a natural-substantial notion, but
becomes in a way politicized; it turns into another domain of reflexive
choice. However, is not the obverse of this reflexivization of family
relations, in which the family loses its character of immediate-substantial
entity whose members are not autonomous subjects, the progressive
familialization’ of public professional life itself> Institutions which were sup-
posed to function as an antidote to the family start to function as surrogate
families, allowing us somehow to prolong our family dependence and
immaturity: schools — even universities — increasingly assume therapeutic
functions; corporations provide a new family home, and so on. The
standard situation in which, after the period of education and depend-
ency, I am allowed to enter the adult universe of maturity and responsi-
bility is thus doubly turned around: as a child I am already recognized as
a mature responsible being; and, simultaneously, my childhood is pro-
longed indefinitely, that is, I am never really compelled to ‘grow up’,
since all the institutions which follow the family function as ersatz families,
providing caring surroundings for my Narcissistic endeavours. . . .

In order to grasp all the consequences of this shift, one would have to
return to Hegel’s triad of family, civil society (free interaction of individ-
uals who enjoy their reflexive freedom) and State: Hegel’s construction is
based on the distinction between the private sphere of family and the
public sphere of civil society, a distinction which is vanishing today, in so
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far as family life itself becomes politicized, is turning into part of the
public domain; on the other hand, public professional life becomes
‘familialized’, that is, subjects participate in it as members of a large
family, not as responsible ‘mature’ individuals. So the problem here is not
patriarchal authority and the emancipatory struggle against it, as most
feminists continue to claim; the problem, rather, is the new forms of
dependency that arise from the very decline of patriarchal symbolic
authority. It was Max Horkheimer, in his study on authority and family in
the 1930s, who drew attention to the ambiguous consequences of the
gradual disintegration of paternal authority in modern capitalist society:
far from being simply the elementary cell and generator of authoritarian
personalities, the modern nuclear family was simultaneously the structure
that generated the ‘autonomous’ critical subject able to confront the
predominant social order on account of his/her ethical convictions, so
that the immediate result of the disintegration of paternal authority is
also the rise of what sociologists call the conformist ‘other-orientated’
personality.2® Today, with the shift towards the narcissistic personality, this
process is even stronger, and has entered a new phase.

With regard to the ‘postmodern’ constellation (or to what the theorists
of the risk society call reflexive modernization characteristic of the second
modernity and/or the second Enlightenment — perhaps their overinsistent
emphasis on how they are opposed to postmodernism is to be read as a
disavowal of their unacknowledged proximity to it??), in which patriarchy
is fatally undermined, so that the subject experiences himself as freed
from any traditional constraints, lacking any internalized symbolic Prohi-
bition, bent on experimenting with his life and on pursuing his life-
project, and so on, we have therefore to raise the momentous question of
the disavowed ‘passionate attachments’ which support the new reflexive
freedom of the subject delivered from the constraints of Nature and/or
Tradition: what if the disintegration of the public (‘patriarchal’) symbolic
authority is paid for (or counterbalanced) by an even stronger disavowed
‘passionate attachment’ to subjection, as — among other phenomena — the
growth of sado-maso lesbian couples where the relationship between the
two women follows the strict and severely enacted Master/Slave matrix
seems to indicate: the one who gives the orders is the ‘top’, the one who
obeys is the ‘bottom’, and in order to become the ‘top’ one has to go
through an arduous process of apprenticeship. While it is wrong to read
this ‘top/bottom’ duality as a sign of direct ‘identification with the (male)
aggressor’, it is no less wrong to perceive it as a parodic imitation of
patriarchal relations of domination; we are dealing, rather, with the
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genuine paradox of the freely chosen Master/Slave form of coexistence
which provides a deep libidinal satisfaction.

Thus the standard situation is reversed: we no longer have the public
Order of hierarchy, repression and severe regulation, subverted by secret
acts of liberating transgression (as when we laugh at our pompous Master
privately, behind his back); on the contrary, we have public social relations
among free and equal individuals, where the ‘passionate attachment’ to
some extreme form of strictly regulated domination and submission
becomes the secret transgressive source of libidinal satisfaction, the
obscene supplement to the public sphere of freedom and equality. The
rigidly codified Master/Slave relationship turns up as the very form of
‘inherent transgression’ of subjects living in a society in which all forms of
life are experienced as a matter of the free choice of a lifestyle. And this
paradoxical reversal is the proper topic of psychoanalysis: psychoanalysis
deals not with the severe authoritarian father who forbids you to enjoy,
but with the obscene father who enjoins you to enjoy, and thus renders
you impotent or frigid much more effectively. The Unconscious is not
secret resistance against the Law; the Unconscious is the prohibitive Law
itself.

So the answer of psychoanalysis to the risk society topos of the global
reflexivization of our lives is not that there is none the less some pre-
reflexive substance called the Unconscious which resists reflexive media-
tion; the answer is to emphasize another mode of reflexivity that is
neglected by theorists of the risk society, the reflexivity at the very core of
the Freudian subject. This reflexivity spoils the game of the postmodern
subject free to choose and reshape his identity. As we have already seen,
there are numerous variations on this reflexivity in psychoanalysis: in
hysteria, the impossibility of satisfying desire is reflexively inverted into
the desire for nonsatisfaction, the desire to maintain desire itself unsatis-
fied; in obsessional neurosis, we are dealing with the reversal of the
‘repressive’ regulation of desire into the desire for regulation — this
‘masochistic’ reflexive turn, through which the repressive regulatory
procedures themselves are libidinally invested and function as a source of
libidinal satisfaction, provides the key to how power mechanisms function:
regulatory power mechanisms remain operative only in so far as they are
secretly sustained by the very element they endeavour to ‘repress’.

Perhaps the ultimate example of the universalized reflexivity of our
lives (and thereby of the retreat of the big Other, the loss of symbolic
efficiency) is a phenomenon known to most psychoanalysts today: the
growing inefficiency of psychoanalytic interpretation. Traditional psycho-
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analysis still relied on a substantial notion of the Unconscious as the non-
reflected ‘dark continent’, the impenetrable ‘decentred’ Substance of the
subject’s being to be arduously penetrated, reflected, mediated, by inter-
pretation. Today, however, the formations of the Unconscious (from
dreams to hysterical symptoms) have definitely lost their innocence: the
‘free associations’ of a typical educated analysand consist for the most part
of attempts to provide a psychoanalytic explanation of their disturbances,
so that one is quite justified in saying that we have not only Jungian,
Kleinian, Lacanian ... interpretations of the symptoms, but symptoms
which are themselves Jungian, Kleinian, Lacanian ... , that is, whose
reality involves implicit reference to some psychoanalytic theory. The
unfortunate result of this global reflexivization of interpretation (every-
thing becomes interpretation, the Unconscious interprets itself . . .) is, of
course, that the analyst’s interpretation loses its performative ‘symbolic
efficiency’ and leaves the symptom intact in its idiotic jouissance. In other
words, what happens in psychoanalytic treatment is similar to the paradox
(already noted) of a neo-Nazi skinhead who, when really pressed to give
the reasons for his violence, suddenly starts to talk like social workers,
sociologists and social psychologists, quoting diminished social mobility,
rising insecurity, the disintegration of paternal authority, lack of maternal
love in his early childhood — when the big Other qua the substance of our
social being disintegrates, the unity of practice and its inherent reflection
disintegrates into raw violence and its impotent, inefficient interpretation.

This impotence of interpretation is also one of the necessary obverses
of the universalized reflexivity hailed by risk society theorists: it is as if our
reflexive power can flourish only in so far as it draws its strength from
and relies on some minimal ‘pre-reflexive’ substantial support which
eludes its grasp, so that its universalization is paid for by its inefficiency,
that is, by the paradoxical re-emergence of the brute Real of ‘irrational’
violence, impermeable and insensitive to reflexive interpretation. And the
tragedy is that, faced with this deadlock of the inefficiency of their
interpretative interventions, even some psychoanalysts who otherwise
resist the obvious false solution of abandoning the domain of psychoanal-
ysis proper and taking refuge in biochemistry or body training are
tempted to take the direct way of the Real: they emphasize that since the
Unconscious is already its own interpretation, all the psychoanalyst can do
is act — so, instead of the patient acting (say, producing actes manqués) and
the analyst interpreting the patient’s acts, we get a patient interpreting
and his analyst introducing a cut into this flow of interpretation with an
act (say, of closing the session).?”
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So, in terms of the Frankfurt School, the choice we are facing apropos
of the second modernity is again that between Adorno/Horkheimer and
Habermas. Habermas’s crucial break with Adorno and Horkheimer is to
reject their fundamental notion of the dialectic of Enlightenment: for
Habermas, phenomena like totalitarian political regimes or the so-called
alienation of modern life are ultimately generated not by the inherent
dialectics of the very project of modernity and Enlightenment, but by its
nonconsequent realization — they bear witness to the fact that modernity
remained an unfinished project. In contrast, Adorno and Horkheimer
remain faithful to the old Hegelian and Marxist dialectical procedure of
reading the troubling excess that occurs in the realization of some global
project as the symptomal point at which the truth of the entire project
emerges: the only way to reach the truth of some notion or project is to
focus on where this project went wrong.

It’s the Political Economy, Stupid!

As for the socioeconomic relations of domination that go with the
‘postmodern’ constellation, the public image of Bill Gates is worthy of
somc comment;?* what matters is not factual accuracy (is Gates really like
that?) but the very fact that a certain figure started to function as an icon,
filling some phantasmic slot — if the features do not correspond to the
‘true’ Gates, they are all the more indicative of the underlying phantasmic
structure. Gates is not enly no longer the patriarchal Father—Master, he is
also no longer the corporate Big Brother running a rigid bureaucratic
empire, dwelling on the inaccessible top floor, guarded by a host of
secretaries and deputees. He is, rather, a kind of little brother: his very
ordinariness functions as the indication of its opposite, of somc monstrous
dimension so uncanny that it can no longer be rendered public in the
guise of some symbolic titlec. What we encounter here, most violently, is
the deadlock of the Double who is simultaneously likc ourselves and the
harbinger of an uncanny, properly monstrous dimension — indicative of
this is the way title-pages, drawings or photomontages prescnt Gates: as an
ordinary guy, whose devious smile none the less implies a wholly different
underlying dimension of monstrosity beyond representation which threat-
ens to shatter his ordinary-guy image.’ In this respect, it is also a crucial
fcature of Gates-as-icon that he is (perceived as) the ex-hacker who made
it — one should confer on the term ‘hacker’ all its subversive/marginal/
anti-establishment connotations of thosc who want to disturb the smooth
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functioning of large bureaucratic corporations. At the phantasmic level,
the underlying notion here is that Gates is a subversive marginal hooligan
who has taken over and dresses himself up as a respectable chairman.

In Bill Gates, the Little Brother, the average ugly guy, thus coincides
with and contains the figure of the Evil Genius who aims for total control
of our lives. In old James Bond movies this Evil Genius was still an
eccentric figure, dressed up extravagantly or in a proto-Communist Maoist
grey uniform — in the case of Gates, this ridiculous charade is no longer
needed; the Evil Genius turns out to be the obverse of the ordinary guy
next door. In other words, what we encounter in the icon of Bill Gates is
a kind of reversal of the theme of the hero endowed with supernatural
powers, but in his everyday life a common, confused, clumsy guy (Super-
man, who in his ordinary existence is a clumsy bespectacled journalist):
here it is the bad guy who is characterized by this kind of split.>! The
ordinariness of Bill Gates is thus not of the same order as the emphasis
on the so-called ordinary human features of the traditional patriarchal
Master. The fact that this traditional Master never lived up to his mandate
— that he was always imperfect, marked by some failure or weakness — not
only did not impedc his symbolic authority, but cven served as its support,
bringing home the constitutive gap between the purely formal function
of symbolic authority and the cmpirical individual who occupies its post.
In contrast to this gap, Bill Gates’s ordinariness points to a different
notion of authority, that of the obscene superego that operates in the
Real.

There is an old European fairy-tale theme of diligent dwarves (usually
controlled by an evil magician) who during the night, while people are
asleep, emerge from their hiding-place and accomplish their work (put
the house in order, cook the meals. . .) so that when people wake up in
the morning, they find their work magically done. This theme persists
through Richard Wagner’s Rhinegold (the Nibelungs who work in their
underground caves, driven by their cruel master, the dwarf Alberich) to .
Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, in which the enslaved industrial workers live and
work deep beneath the earth’s surface to produce wealth for the ruling
capitalists. This matrix of ‘underground’ slaves dominated by a manipula-
tive evil Master brings us back to the old duality of the two modes of the
Master, the public symbolic Master and the secret Evil Magician who
actually pulls the strings and does his work during the night: are not the
two Bills who now run the USA, Clinton and Gates, the ultimate exempli-
fications of this duality? When the subject is endowed with symbolic
authority, he acts as an appendix to his symbolic title ~ that is to say,
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it is the big Other, the symbolic Institution, which acts through him: recall
our previous example of a judge, who may be a miserable and corrupt
person, but the moment he puts on his robe and other insignia, his words
are the words of the Law itself. On the other hand, the ‘invisible’ Master
(whose paradigmatic case is the anti-Semitic figure of the ‘Jew’ who,
invisible to the public eye, pulls the strings of social life) is a kind of
uncanny double of public authority: he has to act in shadow, irradiating a
phantom-like, spectral omnipotence.*®

This, then, is the conclusion to be drawn from the Bill Gates icon: how
the disintegration of the patriarchal symbolic authority, of the Name-of-
the-Father, gives rise to a new figure of the Master who is simultaneously
our common peer, our fellow-creature, our imaginary double, and — for
this very reason — phantasmically endowed with another dimension of the
Evil Genius. In Lacanian terms: the suspension of the Ego Ideal, of the
feature of symbolic identification — that is, the reduction of the Master to
an imaginary ideal - necessarily gives rise to its monstrous obverse, to the
superego figure of the omnipotent Evil Genius who controls our lives. In
this figure, the imaginary (semblance) and the real (of paranoia) overlap,
owing to the suspension of thc proper symbolic efficiency.

The point of insisting that we are dealing with Bill Gates as an icon is
that it would be mystifying to elevate the ‘real’ Gates into a kind of Evil
Genius who masterminds a plot to achieve global control over us all
Here, more than ever, it is crucial to remember the lesson of the Marxist
dialectic of fetishization: the ‘reification’ of relations between people (the
fact that they assume the form of phantasmagorical ‘relations betwecn
things’) is always redoubled by the apparently opposite process — by the
false ‘personalization’ (‘psychologization’) of what are in fact objective
social processes. It was in the 1930s that the first generation of Frankfurt
School theoreticians drew attention to how — at the very moment when
global market relations started to exert their full domination, making the
individual producer’s success or failure dcpendent on market cycles totally
out his of control - the notion of a charismatic ‘business genius’ reasserted
itself in ‘spontaneous capitalist ideology’, attributing the success or failure
of a businessman to some mysterious je ne sais quoi which he possesscs.™
And does not the same hold even more today, when the abstraction of
market relations that run our lives is brought to an extreme? The book
market is overflowing with psychological manuals advising us on how to
succeed, how to outdo our partner or competitor — in short, making our
success dependent on our proper ‘attitude’.

So, in a way, one is tempted to reversc Marx’s famous formula: in
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contemporary capitalism, the objective market ‘relations between things’ tend to
assume the phantasmagorical form of pseudo-personalized ‘relations between people’.
No, Bill Gates is no genius, good or bad, he is just an opportunist who
knew how to seize the moment and, as such, the result of the capitalist
system run amok. The question is not ‘How did Gates do it?’ but ‘How is
the capitalist system structured, what is wrong with it, that an individual
can achieve such disproportionate power?’ A phenomenon like that of
Bill Gates thus seems to indicate its own solution: once we are dealing
with a gigantic global network formally owned by a single individual or
corporation, is it not a fact that ownership becomes, in a way, irrelevant
to its functioning (there is no longer any worthwhile competition; profit
is guaranteed), so that it becomes possible simply to cut off this head and
to socialize the entire network without greatly disturbing its functioning?
Does not such an act amount to a purely formal conversion that simply
brings together what, de facto, already belongs together — the collective of
individuals and the global communicational network they are all using —
and which thus forms the substance of their social lives?

This already brings us to the second aspect of our critical distance
towards risk society theory: the way it approaches the reality of capitalism.
Is it not that, on closer examination, its notion of ‘risk’ indicates a narrow
and precisely defined domain in which risks are generated: the domain of
the uncontrolled use of science and technology in the conditions of
capitalism? The paradigmatic case of ‘risk’, which is not simply one among
many but risk ‘as such’, is that of a new scientific-technological invention
put to use by a private corporation without proper public democratic
debate and control, then generating the spectre of unforeseen cata-
strophic long-term consequences. However, is not this kind of risk rooted
in the fact that the logic of market and profitability is driving privately
owned corporations to pursue their course and use scientific and techno-
logical innovations (or simply expand their production) without actually
taking account of the long-term effects of such activity on the environ-
ment, as well as the health of humankind itself?

Thus — despite all the talk about a ‘second modernity’ which compels
us to leave the old ideological dilemmas of Left and Right, of capitalism
versus socialism, and so on, behind - is not the conclusion to be drawn
that in the present global situation, in which private corporations outside
public political control are making decisions which can affect us all, even
up to our chances of survival, the only solution lies in a kind of direct
socialization of the productive process — in moving towards a society in
which global decisions about the fundamental orientation of how to
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develop and use productive capacities at the disposal of society would
somehow be made by the entire collective of the people affected by such
decisions? Theorists of the risk society often evoke the need to counteract
the reign of the ‘depoliticized’ global market with a move towards radical
repoliticization, which will take crucial decisions away from state planners
and experts and put them into the hands of the individuals and groups
concerned themselves (through the revitalization of active citizenship,
broad public debatc, and so on) — however, they stop short of putting in
question the very basics of the anonymous logic of market relations and
global capitalism, which imposes itself today more and more as the
‘neutral’ Real accepted by all parties and, as such, more and more
depoliticized.**

Two recent English films, both stories about the traumatic disintegra-
tion of old-style working-class male identity, express two opposing versions
of this deadlock of depoliticization. Brassed Off focuses on the relationship
between ‘real’ political struggle (the miners’ struggle against threatened
pit closures legitimized in terms of technological progress) and thc
idealized symbolic expression of the miners’ community, their brass band.
At first, the two aspects seem to be opposed: to the miners caught up in
the struggle for cconomic survival, the ‘Only music matters!’ attitude of
their old bandmaster dying of lung cancer looks like a vain fetishized
insistence on the empty symbolic form deprived of its social substancc.
Once the miners lose their political struggle, however, the ‘Music matters’
attitude, their insistence on playing and participating in a national com-
petition, turns into a dcfiant symbolic gesture, a proper act of asserting
fidelity to their political struggle — as one of them puts it, when there’s no
hope, there are only principles to follow. . . . In short, the act occurs when
we reach this crisscross or, rather, short circuit of levels, so that insistence
on the empty form itsclf (we'll continue playing in our brass band,
whatever happens . . .) beccomes the sign of fidelity to the content (to the
struggle against the closures, for the continuation of the miners’ way of
life). The miners’ community belongs to a tradition condemned to disap-
pear — none the less, it is precisely here that one should avoid the trap of
accusing the miners of standing for the old reactionary male-chauvinist
working-class way of life: the principle of community discernible here is
well worth fighting for, and should by no means be left to the encmy.

The Full Monty, our second examplc, is — like Dead Poets Society or City
Lights — onc of those films whose entire narrative line moves towards its
final climactic moment - in this case, the five unemployed men’s ‘full
Monty’ appearance in the striptease club. Their final gesture — ‘going to
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the end’, revealing their penises to the packed hall — involves an act which
- although in a way opposite to that of Brassed Off — ultimately amounts to
the same thing: to the acceptance of the loss. The heroism of the final
gesture in The Full Monty is not that of persisting in the symbolic form
(playing in the band) when its social substance disintegrates but, on the
contrary, of accepting what, from the perspective of the male working-
class ethic, cannot but appear as the ultimate humiliation: readily giving
away false male dignity. (Recall the famous bit of dialogue near the
beginning, when one of the heroes says that after seeing women urinating
in a standing position, he finally understands that they are lost; that their
— men’s — time is over.) The tragicomic dimension of their predicament
lies in the fact that the carnivalesque spectacle (of stripping) is performed
not by the usual well-endowed striptease dancers but by ordinary decent
and shy middle-aged men who are definitely not beautiful — their heroism
is that they agree to perform the act, although they are aware that their
physical appearance is not appropriate to it. This gap between the
performance and the obvious inappropriateness of the performers confers
on the act its properly sublime dimension — from the vulgar amusement
of stripping, their act becomes a kind of spiritual exercise in abandoning
false pride. (Although the oldest among them, their ex-foreman, is
informed, just prior to their show, that he has got a new job, he
nevertheless decides to join his mates in the act out of fidelity: the point
of the show is thus not merely to earn the much-needed money, but a
matter of principle.)

What one should bear in mind, however, is that both acts, that of
Brassed Off and that of The Full Monty, are the acts of losers — that is to say,
two modes of coming to terms with the catastrophic loss: insisting on the
empty form as fidelity to the lost content (“When there’s no hope, only
principles remain’); heroically renouncing the last vestiges of false narcis-
sistic dignity and accomplishing the act for which one is grotesquely
inadequate. And the sad thing is that, in a way, this is our situation today:
today, after the breakdown of the Marxist notion that capitalism itself
generates the force that will destroy it in the guise of the proletariat, none
of the critics of capitalism, none of those who describe so convincingly
the deadly vortex into which the so-called process of globalization is
drawing us, has any well-defined notion of how we can get rid of
capitalism. In short, I am not preaching a simple return to the old notions
of class struggle and socialist revolution: the question of how it is really
possible to undermine the global capitalist system is not a rhetorical one
— maybe it is not really possible, at least not in the foreseeable future.
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So there are two attitudes: either today’s Left nostalgically engages in
the ritualistic incantation of old formulas, be it those of revolutionary
Communism or those of welfare state reformist Social Democracy, dismiss-
ing all talk of new postmodern society as empty fashionable prattle that
obfuscates the harsh reality of today’s capitalism; or it accepts global
capitalism as ‘the only game in town’, and follows the double tactics of
promising the employees that the maximum possible welfare state will be
maintained, and the employers that the rules of the (global capitalist)
game will be fully respected and the employees’ ‘irrational’ demands
firmly censored. So, in today’s leftist politics, we seem in effect to be
reduced to the choice between the ‘solid’ orthodox attitude of proudly,
out of principle, sticking to the old (Communist or Social Democratic)
tune, although we know its time has passed, and the New L.abour ‘radical
centre’ attitude of going the ‘full Monty' in stripping, getting rid of, the
last vestiges of proper leftist discourse. ... Paradoxically, the ultimate
victim of the demise of Really Existing Socialism was thus its great
historical opponent throughout most of our century, reformist Social
Democracy itself.

The big news of today’s post-political age of the ‘end of ideology’ is
thus the radical ‘depoliticization of the sphere of the economy: the way
the economy functions (the need to cut social welfare, etc.) is accepted as
a simple insight into the objective state of things. However, as long as this
fundamental depoliticization of the economic sphere is accepted, all the
talk about active citizenship, about public discussion leading to respon-
sible collective decisions, and so on, will remain limited to the ‘cultural’
issues of religious, sexual, ethnic and other way-of-ife differences, without
actually encroaching upon the level at which long-term decisions that
affect us all are made. In short, the only way effectively to bring about a
society in which risky long-term decisions would ensue from public debate
involving all concerned is some kind of radical limitation of Capital’s
freedom, the subordination of the process of production to social control
~ the radical repoliticization of the economy. That is to say: if the problem
with today’s post-politics (‘administration of social aftairs’) is that it
increasingly undermines the possibility of a proper political act, this
undermining is directly due to the depoliticization of economics, to the
common acceptance of Capital and market mechanisms as neutral tools/
procedures to be exploited.

We can now see why today’s post-politics cannot attain the properly
political dimension of universality: because it silently precludes the sphere
of economy from politicization. The domain of global capitalist market



354 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

relations is the Other Scene of the so-called repoliticization of civil society
advocated by the partisans of ‘identity politics’ and other postmodern
forms of politicization: all the talk about new forms of politics bursting
out all over, focused on particular issues (gay rights, ecology, ethnic
minorities . . .), all this incessant activity of fluid, shifting identities, of
building multiple ad hoc coalitions, and so on, has something inauthentic
about it, and ultimately resembles the obsessional neurotic who talks all
the time and is otherwise frantically active precisely in order to ensure
that something — what really matters — will not be disturbed, that it will
remain immobilized.*® So, instead of celebrating the new freedoms and
responsibilities brought about by the ‘second modernity’, it is much morc
crucial to focus on what remains the same in this global fluidity and
reflexivity, on what serves as the very motor of this fluidity: the inexorable
logic of Capital. The spectral presence of Capital is the figure of the big
Other which not only remains operative when all the traditional embodi-
mcnts of the symbolic big Other disintegrate, but even directly causes this
disintegration: far from being confronted with the abyss of their freedom
— that is, laden with the burden of responsibility that cannot be alleviated
by the helping hand of Tradition or Nature — today’s subject is perhaps
more than ever caught in an inexorable compulsion that effectively runs
his life.

The irony of history is that, in the Eastern European ex-Communist
countries, the ‘reformed’ Communists were the first to lcarn this lesson.
Why did many of them return to power via free elections in the mid
1990s? This very return offers the ultimate proof that these states have in
fact entered capitalism. That is to say: what do ex-Communists stand for
today? Due to their privileged links with the newly emerging capitalists
(mostly members of the old nomenklatura ‘privatizing’ the companies they
once ran), they are first and foremost the party of big Capital; further-
more, to erase the traces of their brief but none the less rather traumatic
experience with politically active civil society, they as a rule ferociously
advocate a quick deideologization, a retreat from active civil society
engagement into passive, apolitical consumerism — the very two features
which characterize contemporary capitalism. So dissidents are astonished
to discover that they played the role of ‘vanishing mediators’ on the way
from socialism to capitalism, in which the same class as before rules under
a new guise. It is therefore wrong to claim that the ex-Communists’ return
to power shows how people are disappointed by capitalism and long for
the old socialist security — in a kind of Hegelian ‘negation of negation’, it
is only with the ex-Communists’ return to power that socialism was
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effectively negated — that is to say, what the political analysts (mis) perceive
as ‘disappointment with capitalism’ is in fact disappointment with the
ethico-political enthusiasm for which there is no place in ‘normal’ capital-
ism.** We should thus reassert the old Marxist critique of ‘reification’
today, emphasizing the depoliticized ‘objective’ economic logic against
allegedly ‘outdated’ forms of idcological passions is the predominant
ideological form, since ideology is always self-referential, that is, it always
defines itself through a distance towards an Other dismissed and
denounced as ‘ideological’.*” For that precise reason — because the depolit-
icized economy is the disavowed ‘fundamental fantasy’ of postmodern politics — a
properly political act would necessarily entail the repoliticization of the
economy: within a given situation, a gesture counts as an act only in so far
as it disturbs (‘traverses’) its fundamental fantasy.

In so far as today’s moderate Left, from Blair to Clinton, fully accepts
this depoliticization, we are witnessing a strange reversal of roles: the only
serious political force which continucs to question the unrestrained rule
of the market is the populist extreme Right (Buchanan in the USA; Le
Pen in France). When Wall Street reacted negatively to a fall in the
uncmployment rate, the only one to make the obvious point that what is
good for Capital is obviously not what is good for the majority of the
population was Buchanan. In contrast to the old wisdom according to
which the extreme Right openly says what the moderate Right secretly
thinks, but doesn’t dare say in public (the open assertion of racism, of the
need for strong authority and the cultural hegemony of ‘Western values’,
etc.), we are therefore approaching a situation in which the cxtreme
Right openly says what the moderate Left secretly thinks, but doesn’t darc
say in public (the necessity to curb the freedom of Capital).

One should also not forget that today’s rightist survivalist militias often
look like a caricaturized version of the extreme militant leftist splinter
groups of the 1960s: in both cases we are dealing with radical anti-
institutional logic — that is, the ultimate enemy is the repressive State
apparatus (the FBI, thc Army, the judicial system) which threatens the
group’s very survival, and the group is organized as a tight disciplined
body in order to be able to withstand this pressure. The exact counter-
point to this is a Leftist like Pierre Bourdieu, who defends the idea of a
unified Europe as a strong ‘social state’, guaranteeing the minimum of
social rights and welfare against the onslaught of globalization: it is
difficult to abstain from irony when one sees a radical Leftist raising
barriers against the corrosive global power of Capital, so fervently cel-
ebrated by Marx. So, again, it is as if the roles are reversed today: Leftists
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support a strong State as the last guarantee of social and civil liberties
against Capital; while Rightists demonize the State and its apparatuses as
the ultimate terrorist machine.

Of course, one should fully acknowledge the tremendous liberating
impact of the postmodern politicization of domains which were hitherto
considered apolitical (feminism, gay and lesbian politics, ecology, ethnic
and other so-called minority issues): the fact that these issues not only
became perceived as inherently political but also gave birth to new forms
of political subjectivization thoroughly reshaped our entire political and
cultural landscape. So the point is not to play down this tremendous
advance in favour of the return to some new version of so-called economic
essentialism; the point is, rather, that the depoliticization of the economy
generates the populist New Right with its Moral Majority ideology, which
today is the main obstacle to the realization of the very (feminist,
ecological . . .) demands on which postmodern forms of political subjectiv-
ization focus. In short, I am pleading for a ‘return to the primacy of the
economy’ not to the detriment of the issues raised by postmodern forms
of politicization, but precisely in order to create the conditions for the
more effective realization of feminist, ecological, and so on, demands.

A further indicator of the necessity for some kind of politicization of
the economy is the overtly ‘irrational’ prospect of concentrating quasi-
monopolistic power in the hands of a single individual or corporation,
like Rupert Murdoch or Bill Gates. If the next dccade brings the unifica-
tion of the multitude of communicative media in a single apparatus
reuniting the features of interactive computer, TV, video- and audio-
phone, video and CD player, and if Microsoft actually succeeds in becom-
ing the quasi-monopolistic owner of this new universal medium,
controlling not only the language used in it but also the conditions of its
application, then we obviously approach the absurd situation in which a
single agent, exempt from public control, will in effect dominate the basic
communicational structure of our lives and will thus, in a way, be stronger
than any government. This opens up the prospect of paranoiac scenarios:
since the digital language we shall all use will none the less be man-made,
constructed by programmers, is it not possible to imagine the corporation
that owns it installing in it some special secret program ingredient which
will enable it to control us, or a virus which the corporation can trigger,
and thus bring our communication to a halt? When biogenetic corpora-
tions assert their ownership of our genes through patenting them, they
also give rise to a similar paradox of owning the innermost parts of our
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body, so that we are already owned by a corporation without even being
aware of it.

The prospect we are confronting is thus that both the communicational
network we use and the genetic language we are made of will be owned
and controlled by corporations (or even a corporation) out of public
control. Again, does not the very absurdity of this prospect — the private
control of the very public base of our communication and reproduction,
the very network of our social being - impose a kind of socialization as
the only solution? In other words, is not the impact of the so-called
information revolution on capitalism the ultimate exemplification of the
old Marxian thesis that ‘at a certain stage of their development, the
material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing
relations of production, or — what is but a legal expression of the same
thing - with the property relations within which they have been at work
hitherto’?*® Do not the two phenomena we have mentioned (the unpre-
dictable global consequences of decisions made by private companics; the
patent absurdity of ‘owning’ a person’s genome or the media individuals
use for communication), to which one should add at least the antagonism
contained in the ‘notion of owning (scientific) knowledge (since knowledge
is by nature neutral to its propagation, that is, it is not worn out by its
spread and universal use), explain why today’s capitalism has to resort to
more and more absurd strategies to sustain the economy of scarcity in the
sphere of information, and thus to contain within the frame of private
property and market relations the demon it has unleashed (say, by
inventing ever new modes of preventing the free copying of digit-
alized information)? In short, does not the prospect of the informational
‘global village’ signal the end of market relations (which are by definition,
based on the logic of scarcity), at least in the sphere of digitalized
information?

After the demise of Socialism, the ultimate fear of Western capitalism is
that another nation or ethnic group will beat the West on its own capitalist
terms, combining the productivity of capitalism with a form of social mores
foreign to us in the West: in the 1970s, the object of fear and fascination
was Japan; while now, after a short interlude of fascination with South-
East Asia, attention is focusing more and more on China as the next
superpower, combining capitalism with the Communist political structure.
Such fears ultimately give risc to purely phantasmic formations, like the
image of China surpassing the West in productivity while retaining its
authoritarian sociopolitical structure — one is tempted to designate this
phantasmic combination the ‘Asiatic mode of capitalist production’.



358 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

Against these fears, one should emphasize that China will, sooner or later,
pay the price for the unbridled development of capitalism in new forms
of social unrest and instability: the ‘winning formula’ of combining
capitalism with the Asiatic ‘closed’ ethical community life-world is doomed
to explode. Now, more than ever, one should reassert Marx’s old formula
that the limit of capitalism is Capital itself: the danger to Western
capitalism comes not from outside, from the Chinese or some other
monster beating us at our own game while depriving us of Western liberal
individualism, but from the inherent limit of its own process of colonizing
ever new (not only geographic but also cultural, psychic, etc.) domains,
of eroding the last resistant spheres of non-reflected substantial being,
which has to end in some kind of implosion, when Capital will no longer
have any substantial content outside itself to feed on.* One should take
Marx’s metaphor of Capital as a vampire-like entity literally: it needs some
kind of pre-rcflexive ‘natural productivity’ (talents in different domains of
art, inventors in science, etc.) in order to feed on its own blood, and thus
to reproduce itself — when the circle closes itself, when reflexivity becomes
thoroughly universal, the whole system is threatened.

Another sign which points in this direction is how, in the sphere of
what Adorno and Horkheimer called Kulturindustrie, the desubstantializa-
tion and/or reflexivity of the production process has reached a level that
threatens the whole system with global implosion. Even in high art, the
recent fashion for exhibitions in which ‘everything is permitted’ and can
pass as an art object, up to mutilated animal bodies, betrays this desperate
need of cultural Capital to colonize and include in its circuit even the
most extreme and pathological strata of human subjectivity. Paradoxically
— and not without irony — the first musical trend which was in a way
‘fabricated’, exploited for a short time and very soon forgotten, since it
lacked the musical substance to survive and attain the status of ‘classics’
like the early rock of the Beatles and Rolling Stones, was none other than
punk, which simultaneously marked the strongest intrusion of violent
working-class protest into mainstream pop culture — in a kind of mocking
version of the Hegelian infinite judgement, in which opposites directly
coincide, the raw energy of social protest coincided with the new level of
commercial prefabrication which, as it were, creates the object it sells out
of itself, with no need for some ‘natural talent’ to emerge and bc
subsequently exploited, like Baron Munchhausen saving himself from the
swamp by pulling himself up by his own hairs. . . .

Do we not encounter the same logic in politics, where the point is less
and less to follow a coherent global programme but, rather, to try to
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guess, by means of opinion polls, ‘what the people want’, and offer them
that? Even in theory, doesn’t the same hold for cultural studies in the
Anglo-Saxon domain, or for the very theory of the risk society? Theorists
are less and less involved in substantial theoretical work, restraining
themselves to writing short ‘interventions’ which mostly display their
anxiety to follow the latest theoretical trends (in feminism, for example,
perspicacious theorists soon realized that radical social constructionism —
gender as performatively enacted, and so on — is out; that people are
getting tired of it; so they start to rediscover psychoanalysis, the Uncon-
scious; in postcolonial studies, the latest trend is to oppose multicultural-
ism as a false solution...). The point is thus not simply that cultural
studies or risk society theory is insufficient on account of its content: an
inherent commodification is discernible in the very form of the social
mode of functioning of what are supposed to be the latest forms of the
American or European academic Left. This reflexivity, which is also a
crucial part of the ‘second modernity,” is what the theorists of the reflexive
risk society tend to leave out of consideration.!

Retums in the Real

The fundamental lesson of Dialectic of Enlightenment is therefore still
relevant today: it bears directly on what theorists of the risk society and
reflexive modernization praise as the advent of the ‘second Enlighten-
ment’. Apropos of this second Enlightenment, with subjects delivered
from the weight of Nature and/or Tradition, the question of their
unconscious ‘passionate attachments’ must be raised again — the so-called
‘dark phenomcna’ (burgeoning fundamentalisms, neo-racisms, etc.)
which accompany this ‘second modernity’ can in no way be dismissed as
simple regressive phenomena, as remainders of the past that will simply
vanish when individuals assume the full freedom and rcsponsibility
imposed on them by the second modernity.*?

Proponents of the ‘second Enlightenment’ praise Kant — so the question
of ‘Kant avec Sade’ arises again. Sade’s achievement was to extend the
utilitarian logic of instrumentalization to the very intimate relations of
sex: sex is no longer a phenomenon confined to the private sphere,
exempt from the utilitarian cruelty of public professional life; it must also
be made part of the utilitarian rules of equivalent exchange that structure
what Hegel called civil society. With the so-called second modernity, the
attitude that was hitherto reserved for public as opposcd to private life
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(reflexivity, the right to choose one’s way of life instead of accepting it as
imposed by tradition, etc.) has also penetrated the most intimate private
sphere of sexuality — no wonder the price of this step is the increase in
‘sadistic’ practices that stage sexuality as the domain of contract and
mutual exploitation. And it is precisely at this point that we can see how
our two criticisms of risk society theory — that it is simultaneously too
general (avoiding locating the key risk-generating factor in the specificity
of the capitalist market economy) and too particular (not taking into
account the way the nonexistence of the big Other affects the status of
subjectivity) — converge: it is the very ‘specific’ logic of reflexive commo-
dification of intimate spheres which, in the way it affects subjectivity,
undermines the standard figure of the modern free autonomous subject.**

One should therefore reject the narrative of the process that leads from
the patriarchal Oedipal order to postmodern (or second modernity)
multiple contingent identities: what this narrative obliterates are the new
forms of domination generated by the ‘decline of Oedipus’ itself; for this
reason, those who continue to locate the enemy in Oedipus are obliged
to insist on how postmodernity remains an unfinished project, on how
Oedipal patriarchy continues to lead its subterranean life and prevents us
from realizing the full potential of postmodern self-fashioning indi-
viduality. This properly hysterical endeavour to break with the Oedipal
past mislocates the danger: it lies not in the remainders of the past, but
in the obscene need for domination and subjection engendered by the
new ‘post-Oedipal’ forms of subjectivity themselves. In other words, today
we are witnessing a shift no less radical than the shift from the pre-
modern patriarchal order directly legitimized by the sexualized cosmology
(Masculine and Feminine as the two cosmic principles) to the modern
patriarchal order that introduced the abstract-universal notion of man;
as is always the case with such ruptures, one should be very careful to
avoid the trap of measuring the new standards against the old — such
blindness leads either to catastrophic visions of total disintegration (the
vision of the emerging society as that of proto-psychotic narcissists
lacking any notion of trust and obligation) or to a no less false cele-
bration of the new post-Oedipal subjectivity that fails to account for
the new forms of domination emerging from postmodern subjectivity
itself.

What psychoanalysis enables us to do is to focus on this obscene,
disavowed ‘supplement’ of the reflexive subject freed from the constraints
of Nature and Tradition: as Lacan put it, the subject of psychoanalysis is
none other than the subject of modern science. Let us begin with the so-
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called ‘culture of complaint’,** with its underlying logic of ressentiment. far
from cheerfully assuming the nonexistence of the big Other, the subject
blames the Other for its failure and/or impotence, as if the Other is guilty
of the fact that it doesn’t exist, that is, as if impotence is no excuse — the big
Other is responsible for the very fact that it wasn’t able to do anything:
the more the subject’s structure is ‘narcissistic’, the more he puts the
blame ¢n the big Other, and thus asserts his dependence on it. The basic
feature of the ‘culture of complaint’ is a call, addressed to the big Other,
to intervene and put things right (to compensate the damaged sexual or
ethnic minority, etc.) — how, exactly, this is to be done is again a matter
for various ethico-legal ‘committees’.

The specific feature of the ‘culture of complaint’ is its legalistic twist,
the endeavour to translate the complaint into the legal obligation of the
Other (usually the State) to indemnify me — for what? For the very
unfathomable surplus-enjoyment 1 am deprived of, whose lack makes me
feel underprivileged. Is not the ‘culture of complaint’ therefore today’s
version of hysteria, of the hysterical impossible demand addressed to the
Other, a demand that actually wants to be rejected, since the subject grounds
his/her existence in his/her complaint: ‘T am in so far as I make the
Other responsible for and/or guilty of my misery’ Instead of undermin-
ing the position of the Other, the complaining underprivileged address
themselves to it: by translating their demand into the terms of legalistic
complaint, they confirm the Other in its position in the very gesture of attacking
it. There is an insurmountable gap between this logic of complaint and
the true ‘radical’ (‘revolutionary’) act which, instead of complaining to
the Other and expecting it to act — that is, displacing the need to act on
to it — suspends the existing legal frame and accomplishes the act itself:*
Consequently, this ‘culture of complaint’ is correlative to sado-masc
practices of self-mutilation: they form the two opposed but complemen-
tary aspects of the disturbed relationship towards the Law, rclating to
each other as do hysteria and perversion. The sado-maso practice acts out
the phantasmic scenarios (of humiliation, rape, victimization ...) which
traumatize the hysterical subject. What makes this passage from hysteria to
perversion possible is the change in the relationship between Law and
jouissance: for the hysterical subject, the Law is still the agency which
prohibits access to jouissance (so he can only fantasize about the obscenc
jouissance hidden beneath the figure of the Law); whilc for the pervert,
the Law emanates from the very figure that embodies jouissance (so he can
directly assume the role of this obscene Other as the instrument of
Jouissance) .**
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The paradoxical result of the mutation in the nonexistence of the big
Other - of the growing collapse of symbolic efficiency — is thus the
proliferation of different versions of a big Other that actually exists, in the
Real, not merely as a symbolic fiction. The belief in the big Other which
exists in the Real is, of course, the most succinct definition of paranoia;
for this reason, two features which characterize today’s ideological stance
— cynical distance and full reliance on paranoiac fantasy — are strictly co-
dependent: the typical subject today is the one who, while displaying
cynical distrust of any public ideology, indulges without restraint in
paranoiac fantasies about conspiracics, threats, and excessive forms of
enjoyment of the Other. The distrust of the big Other (the order of
symbolic fictions), the subject’s refusal to ‘take it seriously’, relies on the
belief that there is an ‘Other of the Other’, that a secret, invisible and all-
powerful agent actually ‘pulls the strings’ and runs the show: behind the
visible, public Power there is another obscene, invisible power structure.
This other, hidden agent acts the part of the ‘Other of the Other’ in the
Lacanian sense, the part of the meta-guarantee of the consistency of the
big Other (the symbolic order that regulates social life).

It is here that we should look for the roots of the recent impasse of
narrativization, that is, of the themc of the ‘end of great narratives’: in
our era, when —in politics and ideology as well as in literature and cinema
- global, all-encompassing narratives (‘the struggle of liberal democracy
with totalitarianism’, etc.) no longer seem possible, the only way to achieve
a kind of global ‘cognitive mapping’ is through the paranoiac narrative of
a ‘conspiracy theory’. It is all too simplistic to dismiss conspiracy narratives
as the paranoiac proto-Fascist reaction of the infamous ‘middle classes’
which feel threatened by the process of modernization: they function,
rather, as a kind of floating signifier which can be appropriated by
diffcrent political options, enabling them to obtain a minimal cognitive
mapping — not only by right-wing populism and fundamentalism, but also
by the liberal centre (the ‘mystery’ of Kennedy’s assassination*’) and left-
wing orientations (recall the old obsession of the American Left with the
notion that some mysterious government agency is experimenting with
nerve gases which would give them the power to regulate the behaviour
of the population).**

Another version of the Other’s return in the Real is discernible in the
guise of the New Age Jungian resexualization of the universe (‘men are
from Mars, women are from Venus’): according to this, there is an
underlying, deeply anchored archetypal identity which provides a kind of
safe haven in the flurry of contemporary confusion of roles and identities;
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from this perspective, the ultimate origin of today’s crisis is not the
difficulty in overcoming the tradition of fixed sexual roles, but the dis-
turbed balance in modern man, who puts excessive emphasis on the male-
rational-conscious aspect, neglecting the female-compassionate aspect.
Although this tendency shares its anti-Cartesian and anti-patriarchal bias
with feminism, it rewrites the feminist agenda into a reassertion of
archetypal feminine roots repressed in our competitive male mechanistic
universe. A further version of the real Other is the figure of the father as
sexual harasser of his young daughters, the focal point of so-called False
Memory Syndrome: here, also, the suspended father as the agent of
symbolic authority — that is, the embodiment of a symbolic fiction -
‘returns in the Real’ (what causes such controversy is the contention of
those who advocate rememoration of childhood sexual abuses that sexual
harassment by the father is not merely fantasized or, at least, an indissol-
uble mixture of fact and fantasy, but a plain fact, something which, in the
majority of families, ‘really happcned’ in the daughter’s childhood — an
obstinacy comparable to Freud’s no less obstinatc insistcnce on the
murder of the ‘primordial father’ as a real event in humanity’s
prehistory). ‘

It is easy to discern here the link between False Memory Syndrome and
anxiety: False Memory Syndrome is a symptomatic formation that enables
the subject to escape anxiety by taking refuge in the antagonistic relation-
ship with the parental Other-harasser. That is to say: one should bear in
mind that for Lacan, and in contrast to the Freudian doxa, anxiety does
not emerge when the object-cause of desire is lost (as when we speak of
‘castration-anxiety’, usually expressing the fear that the male subject will
be deprived of his virile member, or even of birth anxiety expressing the
fear of being separated from the mother) — on the contrary, anxiety
emerges when (and signals that) the object-cause of desire is too closc,
when and if we come too near it. We can appreciate Lacan’s finesse here:
in contrast to the standard notion according to which fear has a determi-
nate object (of which we are afraid), while anxiety is a disposition that
lacks any positive/determinate object serving as its cause, for Lacan it is
fear which, contrary to misleading appearances, is actually without a
determinate object-cause (when I have a dog phobia, say, I do not fear
the dog as such, but the irreprescntable ‘abstract’ void behind him); while
anxiety does have a determinate object-causc — it is the very overproximity
of this object that triggered it. .. .+

To get this point clear, we have to bear in mind once more that in
the Lacanian perspective desire is ultimately the Other’s desire: the
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question—enigma of desire is ultimately not ‘What do I really want?’, but
‘What does the Other really want from me? What, as an object, am I
myself for the Other?” — I myself (the subject), as the object-cause of the
Other’s desire, am the object whose overproximity triggers anxiety: that
is, anxiety emerges when I am reduced to the position of the object
exchanged/used by the Other. Along the same lines, in the case of False
Memory Syndrome, the antagonistic relationship with the parental
harasser enables me to avoid anxiety generated by the fact that I am the
direct (incestuous) object of parental desire; that I desire myself as such.

One last example: in his unpublished paper ‘Ideology and its Para-
doxes’, Glyn Daly draws attention to the topic of ‘cracking the code’ in
today’s popular ideology, from New Age pseudo-scientific attempts to use
computer technology to crack some sort of fundamental code which gives
access to the future destiny of humanity (the Bible code, the code
contained in the Egyptian pyramids . ..) up to the paradigmatic scene of
cyberspace thrillers in which the hero (or, more often, thc heroine, like
Sandra Bullock in The Net), hunched over a computer, frantically works
against time to overcome the obstacle of ‘Access Denied’ and gain access
to the ultrasecret information (say, about the workings of a secret
government agency involved in a plot against freedom and democracy, or
some equally severe crime). Does this topic not represent a desperate
attempt to reassert the big Other’s existence, that is, to posit some secret
Code or Order that bears witness to the presence of some Agent which
actually pulls the strings of our chaotic social life?

The Empty Law

Yet another, much more uncanny assertion of the big Other is discernible,
however, in the allegedly ‘liberating’ notion of the subjects compelled to
(re)invent the rules of their coexistence without any guarantee in some
meta-norm; Kant's ethical philosophy can already serve as its paradigmatic
case. In Coldness and Cruelty, Deleuze provides an unsurpassable formula-
tion of Kant’s radically new conception of the moral Law:

. the law is no longer regarded as dependent on the Good, but on the
contrary, the Good itself is made to depend on the law. This means that the law
no longer has its foundation in some higher principle from which it would
derive its authority, but that it is self-grounded and valid solely by virtue of its
own form.... Kant, by establishing THE LAW as an ultimate ground or
principle, added an essential dimension to modern thought: the object of the
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law is by definition unknowable and elusive. . .. Clearly THE LAW, as defined
by its pure form, without substance or object of any determination whatsoever,
is such that no one knows nor can know what it is. It operates without making
itself known. It defines a realm of transgression where one is already guilty, and
where one oversteps the bounds without knowing what they are, as in the case
of Oedipus. Even guilt and punishment do not tell us what the law is, but leave
it in a state of indeterminacy equalled only by the extreme specificity of the
punishment.*

The Kantian Law is thus not merely an empty form applied to a random
empirical content in order to ascertain if this content meets the criteria
of ethical adequacy - the empty form of the Law, rather, functions as the
promise of an absent content (never) to come. This form is not the
neutral-universal mould of the plurality of different empirical contents; it
bears witness to the persisting uncertainty about the content of our acts -
we never know if the determinate content that accounts for the specificity
of our acts is the right one, that is, if we have actually acted in accordance
with the Law and have not been guided by some hidden pathological
motives. Kant thus announces the notion of Law which culminates in
Kafka and the experience of modern political ‘totalitarianism’: since, in
the case of the Law, its Dass-Sein (the fact of the Law) precedes its Was-
Sein (what this Law is), the subject finds himself in a situation in which,
although he knows there is a Law, he never knows (and a priori cannot
know) what this Law is — a gap forever separates the Law from its positive
incarnations. The subject is thus a priori, in his very existence, guilty:
guilty without knowing what he is guilty of (and guilty for that very
reason), infringing the law without knowing its exact regulations. . . .5
What we have here, for the first time in the history of philosophy, is the
assertion of the Law as unconscious: the experience of Form without
content is always the index of a repressed content — the more intensely
the subject sticks to the empty form, the more traumatic the repressed
content becomes.

The gap that separates this Kantian version of the subject reinventing
the rules of his ethical conduct from the postmodern Foucauldian version
is easily discernible: although they both assert that ethical judgement
ultimately displays the structure of aesthetic judgement (in which, instead
of simply applying a universal rule to a particular situation, one has to
(re)invent the universal rule in each unique concrete situation), for
Foucault this simply means that the subject is thrown into a situation in
which he has to shape his ethical project with no support in any transcend-
ent(al) Law; while for Kant this very absence of Law —in the specific sense
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of a determinate set of positive universal norms — renders all the more
sensible the unbearable pressure of the moral Law qua the pure empty
injunction to do one’s Duty. So, from the Lacanian perspective, it is here
that we encounter the crucial distinction between rules to be invented
and their underlying Law/Prohibition: only when the Law qua set of
positive universal symbolic norms fails to appear — do we encounter the
Law at its most radical, the Law in its aspect of the Real of an uncondi-
tional injunction. The paradox to be emphasized here lies in the precise
nature of the Prohibition entailed by the moral Law: at its most fundamen-
tal, this Prohibition is not the prohibition to accomplish some positive act
that would violate the Law, but the self-referential prohibition to confuse
the ‘impossible’ Law with any positive symbolic prescription and/or
prohibition, that is, to claim for any positive sct of norms the status of the
law — ultimately, the Prohibition means that the place of the Law itself must
remain empty.

To put it in classic Freudian terms: in Foucault, we get a set of rules
regulating the ‘care of the Self’ in his ‘use of pleasures’ (in short, a
rcasonable application of the ‘pleasure principle’); while in Kant, the
(re)invention of rules follows an injunction which comes from the
‘beyond of the pleasure principle’. Of course, the Foucauldian/Deleuzian
answer to this would be that Kant is ultimately the victim of a perspcctive
illusion which leads him to (mis)perceive the radical immancnce of
ethical norms (the fact that the subject has to invent the norms regulating
his conduct autonomously, at his own expense and on his own responsi-
bility, with no big Other to take the blame for it) as its exact opposite: as
a radical transcendence, presupposing the existence of an inscrutable
transcendent Other which terrorizes us with its unconditional injunction,
simultaneously prohibiting us access to it — we are under a compulsion to
do our Duty, but forcver prevented from clearly knowing what this Duty
is. ... The Freudian answer is that such a solution (the translation of the
big Other’s inscrutable Call of Duty into immanence) relies on the
disavowal of the Unconscious: the fact which usually goes unnoticed is that
Foucault’s rejection of the psychoanalytic account of sexuality also involves
a thorough rejection of the Freudian Unconscious. If we read Kant in
psychoanalytic terms, the gap between self-invented rules and their under-
lying Law is none other than the gap between (consciously preconscious)
rules we follow and the Law qua unconscious: the basic lesson of psycho-
analysis is that the Unconscious is, at its most radical, not the wealth of
illicit ‘repressed’ desires but the fundamental Law itself.

So even in the case of a narcissistic subject dedicated to the ‘care of the
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Self’, his ‘use of pleasures’ is sustained by the unconscious unconditional
superego injunction to enjoy - is not the ultimate proof the feeling of
guilt which haunts him when he fails in his pursuit of pleasure? Does not
the fact that — according to most opinion polls — people find less and less
attraction in sexual activity point in this direction? This uncanny indiffer-
ence towards intense sexual pleasure contrasts starkly with the official
ideology of our postmodern society as bent on instant gratification and
pleasure-seeking: today’s subject dedicates his life to pleasure and gets so
deeply involved in the preparatory activities (jogging, massaging, tanning,
applying cream and lotions . . .) that the attraction of the official Goal of
his efforts fades away. In the course of a brief stroll along Christopher
Street or in Chelsea, one encounters hundreds of gays putting extraordi-
nary energy into body-building, obsessed with the dreadful prospect of
getting old, dedicated to pleasure, yet obviously living in permanent
anxiety and under the shadow of their ultimate failure.

What is undermined today, in our post-Oedipal ‘permissive’ societies, is
sexual jouissance as the foundational ‘passionate attachment’, as the
desired/prohibited focal point around which our life revolves. (From this
perspective, even the figure of the paternal ‘sexual harasser’ looks like a
nostalgic image of someone who is still fully able to enjoy ‘it’.) Once again
the superego has accomplished its task successfully: the direct injunction
‘Enjoy!” is a much more effective way to hinder the subject’s access to
enjoyment than the explicit Prohibition which sustains the space for its
transgression. The lesson is that narcissistic ‘care of thc Self’, not the
‘repressive’ network of social prohibitions, is the ultimate enemy of
intense sexual experiences. The utopia of a new post-psychoanalytic
subjectivity engaged in the pursuit of new idiosyncratic bodily pleasures
beyond sexuality has reverted to its opposite: what we are getting instead
is disintercsted boredom — and it scems that the direct intervention of
pain (sado-masochistic sexual practices) is the only remaining path to the
intense experience of pleasure.

In the very last page of Seminar XI, Lacan claims that ‘any shelter in
which may be established a viable, temperate relation of one sex to the
other necessitates the intervention — this is what psychoanalysis tcaches us
- of that medium known as the paternal metaphor’:>? far from hindering
its realization, the paternal Law guarantees its conditions. No wonder,
then, that the retreat of the big Other, of the symbolic Law, entails the
malfunctioning of ‘normal’ sexuality and the rise of sexual indifference.
As Darian Leader has pointed out,* the fact that, in X Files, so many things
happen ‘out there’ (where the truth dwells: aliens threatening us, etc.) is
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strictly correlative to the fact that nothing happens ‘down here’, between the
two heroes (Gillian Anderson and David Duchovny) — that there is no sex
between them. The suspended paternal Law (which would make sex
between the two heroes possible) ‘returns in the Real’, in the guise of the
multitude of ‘undead’ spectral apparitions which intervene in our ordi-
nary lives.

This disintegration of paternal authority has two facets. On the one
hand, symbolic prohibitive norms are increasingly replaced by imaginary
ideals (of social success, of bodily fitness. ..); on the other, the lack of
symbolic prohibition is supplemented by the re-emergence of ferocious
superego figures. So we have a subject who is extremely narcissistic — who
perceives everything as a potential threat to his precarious imaginary
balance (take the universalization of the logic of victim; every contact with
another human being is experienced as a potential threat: if the other
person smokes, if he casts a covetous glance at me, he is already hurting
me); far from allowing him to float freely in his undisturbed balance,
however, this narcissistic self-enclosure leaves the subject to the (not so)
tender mercies of the superego injunction to enjoy.

So-called ‘postmodern’ subjectivity thus involves a kind of direct ‘super-
egoization’ of the imaginary Ideal, caused by the lack of the proper symbolic
Prohibition; paradigmatic here are the ‘postmodern’ hackers—
programmers, these extravagant eccentrics hired by large corporations to
pursue their programming hobbies in an informal environment. They are
under the injunction to be what they are, to follow their innermost
idiosyncrasies, allowed to ignore social norms of dress and behaviour
(they obey only some elementary rules of polite tolerance of each other’s
idiosyncrasies); they thus seem to realize a kind of proto-Socialist utopia
of overcoming the opposition between alienated business, where you earn
money, and the private hobby-activity that you pursue for pleasure at
weekends. In a way, their job is their hobby, which is why they spend long
hours at weekends in their workplace behind the computer screen: when
one is paid for indulging in one’s hobby, the result is that one is exposed
to a superego pressure incomparably stronger than that of the good old
‘Protestant work ethic’. Therein lies the unbearable paradox of this
postmodern ‘disalienation’: the tension is no longer between my inner-
most idiosyncratic creative impulses and the Institution that does not
appreciate them or wants to crush them in order to ‘normalize’ me: what
the superego injunction of a postmodern corporation like Microsoft
targets is precisely this core of my idiosyncratic creativity — I became
useless for them the moment I start losing this ‘imp of perversity’, the
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moment I lose my ‘countercultural’ subversive edge and start to behave
like a ‘normal’ mature subject. What we are dealing with here is thus a
strange alliance between the rebellious subversive core of my personality,
my ‘imp of perversity’, and the external corporation.

From Phallus to the Act

The retreat of the big @ther thus has two interconnected, albeit opposed,
consequences: on the one hand, this failure of the symbolic fiction
induces the subject to cling increasingly to imaginary simulacra, to the
sensual spectacles which bombard us today from all sides; on the other, it
triggers the need for violence in the Real of the body itself (piercing the
flesh, inserting prosthetic supplements into the body). How does this
bodily violence relate to the structure of castration as the condition of
symbolic empowerment? In our popular narratives and myths, from
Robocop to Stephen Hawking, a person becomes a supernaturally power-
ful hero only after being the victim of some traumatic accident or illness
which literally shatters his body: Robocop becomes the perfect machine-
cop when his body is artificially recomposed and supplemented after an
almost deadly accident; Hawking’s insight into ‘the mind of God'’ is clearly
correlated to his crippling illness. . .. The standard analyses of Robocop
endeavour to oppose ‘progressive’ elements — a cyborg which suspends
the distinction between human and a machine — and ‘regressive’ elements
- the obvious ‘phallic’, aggressive-penetrating nature of his metal equip-
ment, which serves as a prosthesis to his mutilated body; these analyses,
however, miss the point. what is ‘phallic’ in the strict Lacanian sense is the
very structure of the artificial-mechanical prosthesis that supplements the
wound to our body, since the phallus itself qua signifier is such a
prosthesis, empowering its bearer at the price of some traumatic
mutilation.

Here it is crucial to maintain the distinction between the phallus as
signified (the ‘meaning of the phallus’) and the phallic signifier. the phallic
signified is the part of jouissance integrated into the paternal symbolic
order (phallus as the symbol of virility, penetrating power, the force of
fertility and insemination, etc.); while the phallus as signifier stands for
the price the male subject has to pay if he is to assume the ‘meaning of
the phallus’, its signified. Lacan specifies this ‘meaning of the phallus’ as
the ‘imaginary’ number (the square root of —1), an ‘impossible’ number
whose value can never be positivized, but which none the less ‘functions’:
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we encounter ‘the meaning of the phallus’ when, apropos of some notion,
we enthusiastically feel that ‘this is #, the real thing, the true meaning’,
although we are never able to explain what, precisely, this meaning is. Say,
in a political discourse, the Master-Signifier (Our Nation) is this kind of
empty signifier which stands for the impossible fullness of meaning, that
is, its meaning is ‘imaginary’ in the sense that its content is impossible to
positivize — when you ask a member of the Nation to define in what the
identity of his Nation consists, his ultimate answer will always be: ‘T can’t
say, you must feel it, it’s it, what our lives are really about’. . . .

So why is it necessary, in our postmodern age, for the ‘wound of
castration’ to inscribe itself again into the body, as a wound in its very
flesh? In the good old times of modern subjectivity, an individual had no
need to sacrifice part of his flesh (circumcision, a ritualized initiatory
ordeal of risking one’s life, tattooing . . .) in order to gain symbolic status:
the sacrifice was purely symbolic, that is, a symbolic act of renunciation of
all positive substantial content.> This renunciation displays the precise
structure of the ‘loss of a loss’ that defines the modern tragedy. Yanez, a
recent Serb film, deals with the fate of an officer in the Yugoslav Army of
Slovene ethnic origin, married to a Macedonian woman, caught in the
turmoils of the disintegration of Yugoslavia: when the conflict erupts
between Slovenia proclaiming independcnce and the Yugoslav Army,
which endeavoured to keep Slovenia within Yugoslavia, the officer sacri-
fices his particular (Slovene) ethnic roots, that is, the very substance of
his being, for fidelity to the universal Cause (Yugoslav unity), only to
discover later that the sad reality of this universal Cause, for which he
sacrificed everything that mattered to him most, is the corrupt and
deprived Serbia of the nationalist regime of Slobodan Milosevic — so, at
the end, we see the hero alone and drunk, totally at a loss. . . .

A similar double movement of renunciation ~ of first sacrificing every-
thing, the very substance of our being, for some universal Cause, and then
becing compelled to confront the vacuousness of this Cause itself — is
constitutive of modern subjectivity.”® Today, however, this double move-
ment of renunciation seems no longer to be operative, since subjects
increasingly stick to their particular substantial identity, unwilling to
sacrifice it for some universal Cause (this is what so-called ‘identity
politics’, as well as the search for ethnic ‘roots’, are about) - so is this why
the cut of symbolic castration had again to be inscribed on to the body,
in the guise of some horrifying mutilation as the price of the subject’s
symbolic empowerment?

Crucial here is the differencc between the traditional (premodern) cut
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in the body (circumcision, etc.) and the postmodern cut:>® although the
two may be superficially alike — that is, although the postmodern cut may
look like the ‘return to premodern procedures of marking the body’ —
their inherent libidinal economies are opposed — as with postmodernism,
which may look like the return of the premodern archaic forms, but in
reality these forms are already ‘mediated’, colonized by modernity, so that
postmodernism signals the moment when modernity no longer has to
fight traditional forms, but can use them directly — today’s astrologist or
fundamentalist preacher, in his very mode of activity, is already marked
by modernity. One of the definitions of modernity is the appearance of
the ‘natural’ naked body within the symbolic space: nudism and other
forms of the celebration of nakedness — not as part of secret initiatory
transgressive rituals (as in premodern pagan societies), but as finding
pleasure in asserting the ‘innocent’ beauty of one’s natural body — are
distinctly modern phenomena.*”

Hcre one has to repeat the gesture accomplished by Hegel apropos of
the sudden rise of nature as the topos in seventeenth-century art: precisely
because the Spirit has returned to itself, that is, is able to grasp itself
directly and no longer nceds nature as the medium of its symbolic
expression, nature becomes pcrceptible in its innocence, as it is in itself,
as a beautiful object of contemplation, not as a symbol of spiritual
struggle; along the same lines, when the modern subject ‘internalizes’
symbolic castration into the ‘loss of a loss’, the body no longer has to bear
the burden of castration and is thus redeemed, free to be cclebrated as
an object of pleasure and beauty. This appearance of the unmutilated
naked body is strictly correlative to the imposition of the disciplinary
procedures described in detail by Michel Foucault: with the advent of
modernity, when the body is no longer marked, inscribed upon, it
becomes the object of strict disciplinary regulations destined to make it
fit.

We can thus distinguish four stages in the logic of the ‘cutin the body’.
First, in pre-Judaean pagan tribal societies, ‘I am marked, therefore I am’,
that is, the cut in my body (tattoo, etc.) stands for my inscription into the
socio-symbolic space — outsidc it I am nothing, more like an animal than
a member of a human society. Then comes the Jewish logic of circumci-
sion, ‘a cut to end all cuts’, that is, the exceptional/negativc cut strictly
correlative to the prohibition of the pagan multitude of cuts: ‘You shall
not make any gashes in your flesh for the dead or tattoo any marks upon
you: I am the LORD’(Leviticus 19: 28).>% Finally, with Christianity, this
exceptional cut is itself ‘internalized’, there are no cuts. Where, then, lies
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the difference between the premodern plethora of ways to shape one’s
body (tattooing, piercing, mutilation of organs . ..) and the fourth stage,
the postmodern ‘neo-tribal’ cut in the body?

To put it in somewhat simplified terms: the traditional cut ran in the
direction from the Real to the Symbolic, while the postmodern cut runs in the
opposite direction, from the Symbolic to the Real. The aim of the traditional
cut was to inscribe the symbolic form on to raw flesh, to ‘gentrify’ raw
flesh, to mark its inclusion into the big Other, its subjection to it; the aim
of postmodern sado-maso practices of bodily mutilation is, rather, the
opposite one - to guarantee, to give access to, the ‘pain of existence’, the
minimum of the bodily Real in the universe of symbolic simulacra. In
other words, the function of today’s ‘postmodern’ cut in the body is to
serve not as the mark of symbolic castration but, rather, as its exact
opposite: to designate the body’s resistance against submission to the
socio-symbolic Law. When a girl has her ears, cheeks and vaginal lips
pierced with rings, the message is not one of submission but one of the
‘defiance of the flesh’: she changes what, in a traditional socicty, was the
mode of submission to the symbolic big Other of Tradition into its
opposite, into the idiosyncratic display of her individuality.

Only in this way is reflexivization thoroughly global: when — to put it in
Hegelese - it ‘remains by itself in its otherness’, that is, when (what was
previously) its very opposite starts to function as its expression — as in
postmodern architecture, in which a faked return to traditional styles
displays the fancies of reflexive individuality. The old motto plus ¢a change,
plus c’est la méme chose should be supplemented by its opposite, plus c’est la
méme chose, plus ca change the sign of this radical historical change is the
fact that the very features that once defined patriarchal sexual economy
are allowed to stay, since they now function in a new way. Simply recall
the phenomenon of ‘Rule Girls’:* we are apparently dealing with an
attempt to re-establish the old rules of seduction (women are chased and
have to make themselves inaccessible, that is, to retain the status of the
elusive object and never display an active interest in the man they are
attracted to, etc.); however, although the content of these ‘rules’ is, for all
practical purposes, the same as that of the old rules regulating the
‘patriarchal’ process of seduction, the subjective position of enunciation
differs radically: we are dealing with thoroughly ‘postmodern’ emanci-
pated subjects who, in order to enhance their pleasure, reflexively adopt
a set of rules. So here again the adoption of a past procedure is
‘transubstantiated’ and serves as the means of expression of its very
opposite, of ‘postmodern’ reflexive freedom.*
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This brings us to what one is tempted to call the antinomy of postmod-
~ ern individuality: the injunction to ‘be yourself’, to disregard the pressure
of your surroundings and achieve self-realization by fully asserting your
unique creative potential, stumbles sooner or later upon the paradox that
if you are completely isolated from your surroundings, you are left with
‘ nothing whatsoever, with a void of idiocy pure and simple. The inherent
obverse of ‘Be your true Self!’ is therefore the injunction to cultivate
permanent refashioning, in accordance with the postmodern postulate of
the subject’s indefinite plasticity ... in short, extreme individualization
reverts to its opposite, leading to the ultimate identity crisis: subjects
experience themselves as radically unsure, with no ‘proper face’, changing
from one imposed mask to another, since what is behind the mask is
ultimately nothing, a horrifying void they are frantically trying to fill in
with their compulsive activity or by shifting between more and more
idiosyncratic hobbies or ways of dressing, meant to accentuate their
individual identity. Here we can see how extreme individualization (the
endeavour to be true to one’s Self outside imposed fixed socio-symbolic
roles) tends to overlap with its opposite, with the uncanny, anxiety-
provoking feeling of the loss of one’s identity — is this not the ultimate
confirmation of Lacan’s insight into how one can achieve a minimum of
identity and ‘be oneself’ only by accepting the fundamental alienation in
the symbolic network?

The paradoxical result of out-and-out narcissistic hedonism is thus that
enjoyment itself is increasingly externalized: in the thorough reflexivity of
our lives, any direct appeal to our experience is invalidated - that is to
say, I no longer trust my own direct experience, but expect the Other to
tell me how I really feel, as in the anecdote about the conversation
between two behaviourists: ‘Tell me how I feel today.’ ‘Good - what about
me? More precisely, this direct externalization of my innermost experi-
ence is much more uncanny than the usual behaviourist reduction: the
point is not simply that what counts is the way I behave in observable
external reality, not my inner feelings; in contrast to the behaviourist
reduction of inner self-experience, I do retain my feelings, but these feelings
themselves are externalized. The ultimate paradox of individuation, however,
is that this complete dependence on others —I am what I am only through
my relations with others (see the postmodern obsession with quality
‘relationships’) — generates the opposite effect of drug dependence, in
which I am dependent not on another subject but on a drug that directly
provides excessive jouissance. Is not the dust of heroin or crack the ultimate
figure of surplus-enjoyment: an object on which I am hooked, which
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threatens to swallow me up in the excessive jouissance that suspends the
big Other, that is, all symbolic links? Is not the drug user’s relationship to
the drug therefore the ultimate exemplification of Lacan’s formula s—a?

This antinomy can also be formulated as the antinomy between the
simulacrum (of the masks I wear, of the roles I play in the game of
intersubjective relationships) and the Real (of traumatic bodily violence
and cuts). The key point here is again to assert the Hegelian ‘speculative
identity’ between these two opposites: the price of the global reign of
simulacra s extreme violence to the bodily Real. (Long ago, Lacan
provided the formula for this paradoxical coincidence of opposites: when
symbolic efficiency is suspended, the Imaginary falls into the Real.) So
how are we to break out of this vicious cycle? Any attempt to return to
Oedipal symbolic authority is clearly self-defeating, and can lead only to
ridiculous spectacles like those of the Promise-Keepers. What is needed is
the assertion of a Real which, instead of being caught in the vicious cycle
with its imaginary counterpart, (re)introduces the dimension of the
impossibility that shatters the Imaginary; in short, what is needed is an act
as opposed to mere activity — the authentic act that involves disturbing
(‘traversing’) the fantasy.

Whenever a subject is ‘active’ (especially when he is driven into frenetic
hyperactivity), the question to be asked is: what is the underlying fantasy
sustaining this activity? The act — as opposed to activity — occurs only when
this phantasmic background itself is disturbed. In this precise sense, act
for Lacan is on the sidc of the object qua real as opposed to signifier (to
‘speech act’): we can perform speech acts only in so far as we have
accepted the fundamental alienation in the symbolic order and the
phantasmic support necessary for the functioning of this ordcr, while the
act as real is an event which occurs ex nihilo, without any phantasmic
support. As such, the act as object is also to be opposed to the subject, at
least in the standard Lacanian sense of the ‘alienated’ divided subject: the
correlate to the act is a divided subject, but not in the sense that, because
of this division, the act is always failed, displaced, and so on — on the
contrary, the act in its traumatic tuche is that which divides the subject
who can never subjcctivize it, assume it as ‘his own’, posit himself as its
author—agent — the authentic act that I accomplish is always by definition
a foreign body, an intruder which simultaneously attracts/fascinates and
repels me, so that if and when I come too close to it, this leads to my
aphanisis, sclf-erasure. If there is a subject to the act, it is not the subject
of subjcctivization, of integrating the act into the universe of symbolic
integration and recognition, of assuming the act as ‘my own’, but, rather,
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an uncanny ‘acephalous’ subject through which the act takes place as that
which is ‘in him more than himself’. The act thus designates the level at
which the fundamental divisions and displacements usually associated
with the ‘Lacanian subject’ (the split between the subject of the enuncia-
tion and the subject of the enunciated/statement; the subject’s ‘decentre-
ment’ with regard to the symbolic big Other; etc.) are momentarily
suspended — in the act, the subject, as Lacan puts it, posits himself as his
own cause, and is no longer determined by the decentred object-cause.

For that reason, Kant’s description of how a direct insight into the
Thing in itself (the noumenal God) would deprive us of our freedom and
turn us into lifeless puppets if we subtract from it the scenic imagery
(fascination with the Divine Majesty) and reduce it to the essential (an
entity performing what it does ‘automatically’, without any inner turmoil
and struggle), paradoxically fits the description of the (ethical) act
perfectly — this act is precisely something which unexpectedly ‘just occurs’,
it is an occurrence which also (and even most) surprises its agent itself
(after an authentic act, my reaction is always ‘Even I don’t know how I
was able to do that, it just happened!’). The paradox is thus that, in an
authentic act, the highest freedom coincides with the utmost passivity,
with a reduction to a lifeless automaton who blindly performs its gestures.
The problematic of the act thus compels us to accept the radical shift of
perspective involved in the modern notion of finitude: what is so difficult
to accept is not the fact that the true act in which noumenal and
phenomenal dimensions coincide is forever out of our reach; the true
trauma lies in the opposite awareness that there are acts, that they do occur,
and that we have to come to terms with them.

In the criticism of Kant implicit in this notion of the act, Latan is thus
close to Hegel, who also claimed that the unity of the noumenal and the
phenomenal adjourned ad infinitum in Kant is precisely what takes place
every time an authentic act is accomplished. Kant’s mistake was to
presuppose that there is an act only in so far as it is adcquately ‘subjectiv-
ized’, that is, accomplished with a pure Will (a Will free of any ‘pathologi-
cal’ motivations); and, since one can never be sure that what I did was in
fact prompted by the moral Law as its sole motive (i.e. since there is
always a lurking suspicion that I accomplished a moral act in order to find
pleasure in the esteem of my pcers, etc.), the moral act turns into
something which in fact never happens (there are no saints on this earth),
but can only be posited as the final point of an infinite asymptotic
approach of the purification of the soul - for that reason, that is, in order
none the less to guarantee the ultimate possibility of the act, Kant had to
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propose his postulate of the immortality of the soul (which, as can be
shown, effectively amounts to its very opposite, to the Sadeian fantasy of
the immortality of the body®') — only in such a way can one hope that after
endless approximation, one will reach the point of being able to accom-
plish a true moral act.

The point of Lacan’s criticism is thus that an authentic act does not — as
Kant assumes on misleading self-evidence — presuppose its agent ‘on the
level of the act’ (with his will purified of all pathological motivations, etc.)
- itis not only possible, even inevitable, that the agent is not ‘on the level
of its act’, that he himself is unpleasantly surprised by the ‘crazy thing he
has just done’, and unable fully to come to terms with it. This, incidentally,
is the usual structure of heroic acts: somebody who, for a long time, has
led an opportunistic life of manoeuvring and compromises, all of a
sudden, inexplicably even to himself, resolves to stand firm, cost what it
may - this, precisely, was how Giordano Bruno, after a long history of
rather cowardly attacks and retreats, unexpectedly decided to stick to his
views. The paradox of the act thus lies in the fact that although it is not
‘intentional’ in the usual sense of the term of consciously willing it, it is
nevertheless accepted as something for which its agent is fully responsible
— ‘I cannot do otherwise, yet I am none the less fully free in doing it.’

Consequently, this Lacanian notion of act also enables us to break with
the deconstructionist ethics of the irreducible finitude, of how our situ-
ation is always that of a displaced being caught in a constitutive lack, so
that all we can do is heroically assume this lack, the fact that our situation
is that of being thrown into an impenetrable finite context;*? the corollary
of this ethics, of course, is that the ultimate source of totalitarian and
other catastrophes is man’s presumption that he can overcome this
condition of finitude, lack and displacement, and ‘act like God’, in a total
transparency, overcoming his constitutive division. Lacan’s answer to this
is that absolute/unconditional acts do occur, but not in the (idealist)
guise of a self-transparent gesture performed by a subject with a pure Will
who fully intends them - they occur, on the contrary, as a totally
unpredictable tuche, a miraculous event which shatters our lives. To put it
in somewhat pathetic terms, this is how the ‘divine’ dimension is present
in our lives, and the different modalities of ethical betrayal relate precisely
to the different ways of betraying the act-event: the true source of Evil is
not a finite mortal man who acts like God, but a man who denies that
divine miracles occur and reduces himself to just another finite mortal
being.

One should reread Lacan’s matrix of the four discourses as the three
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modes of coming to terms with the trauma of the (analyst’s) act;®® to these
three strategies of disavowal of the act, one should add the fourth,
properly psychotic one: since an authentic act involves the choice of the
Worse, since it is by definition catastrophic (for the existing discursive
‘universe), let us then directly provoke a catastrophe and the act will
somehow occur ... (therein lies the desperate ‘terrorist’ act of trying to
‘sober’ the masses lulled into ideological sleep, from the RAF in the
Germany of the early 1970s to the Unabomber). While this temptation
must, of course, be resisted, one should no less firmly resist the opposite
temptation of the different modalities of dissociating the act from its
inherent ‘catastrophic’ consequences.

In so far as the political act par excellence is a revolution, two opposing
strategies arise here: one can endeavour to separate the noble Idea of the
Revolution from its abominable reality (recall Kant’s celebration of the
sublime feeling the French Revolution evoked in the enlightened public
all over Europe, which goes hand in hand with utter disdain for the reality
of the revolutionary events themselves), or one can idealize the authentic
revolutionary act itself, and bemoan its regrettable but unavoidable later
betrayal (recall the nostalgia of Trotskyite and other radical Leftists for
the early days of the Revolution, with workers' councils popping up
‘spontaneously’ everywhere, against the Thermidor, that is, the later
ossification of the Revolution into a new hierarchical state structure).
Against all these temptations, one should insist on the unconditional need
to endorse the act fully in all its consequences. Fidelity is not fidelity to
the principles betrayed by the contingent facticity of their actualization,
but fidelity to the consequences entailed by the full actualization of the
(revolutionary) principles. Within the horizon of what precedes the act,
the act always and by definition appears as a change ‘from Bad to Worse’
(the usual criticism of conservatives against revolutionaries: yes, the situ-
ation is bad, but your solution is even worse . . .). The proper heroism of
the act is fully to assume this Worse.

Beyond the Good

This means that there is none the less something inherently ‘terroristic’
in every authentic act, in its gesture of thoroughly redefining the ‘rules of
the game’, inclusive of the very basic self-identity of its perpetrator — a
proper political act unleashes the force of negativity that shatters the very
foundations of our being. So, when a Leftist is accused of laying the
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ground for the Stalinist or Maoist terror through his otherwise sinccre
and benevolent proposals, he should learn to avoid the liberal trap of
accepting this accusation at face value and then trying to defend himself
by pleading not guilty (‘Our Socialism will be democratic, respecting
human rights, dignity, happiness; there will be no universal obligatory
Party Line..."): no, Liberal Democracy is not our ultimate horizon;
uncasy as it may sound, the horrible experience of the Stalinist political
terror should not lead us into abandoning the principle of terror itself —
one should search even more stringently for the ‘good terror’. Is the
structure of a true political act of liberation not, by definition, that of a
forced choice and, as such, ‘terroristic’> When, in 1940, the French
Resistance called on individuals to join its ranks and actively oppose the
German occupation of France, the implicit structure of its appeal was not
‘You are free to choose between us and the Germans’, but ‘You must
choose us! If you choose collaboration, you renounce your very freedom!’
In an authentic choice of freedom, I choose what I know I Aave to do.

It was Bertolt Brecht who, in his ‘learning’ play The Measure Taken
(1930), fully deployed this ‘terroristic’ potential of the act, defining the
act as the readiness to accept one’s thorough self-obliteration (‘second
death’): the youth who joins the revolutionaries, then endangers them
through his humanist compassion for the suffering workers, agrees to be
thrown into a pit where his body will disintegrate, with no trace of him
left behind.** Here, the revolution is endangered by the remainder of
naive humanity — that is, by perceiving other pcople not only as figures in
the class struggle but also, and primarily, as suffering human beings.
Against this reliance on one’s direct sentiments of compassion, Brecht
offers the ‘excremental’ identification of the revolutionary subject with
the terror nceded to erase the last traces of terror itself, thus accepting
the need for its own ultimate self-obliteration: “Who are you? Stinking, be
gone from the room that has been cleaned! Would that you were the last
of the filth which you had to remove!’*

In his famous short play Mauser (1970%%), Heiner Muller endeavoured
to write a dialcctical rebuttal of Brecht, confronting this figure of the
betrayal of the revolution on account of humanist compassion (‘I cannot
kill the enemies of rcvolution, because I also see in them ignorant
suffering human beings, helpless victims caught in the historical process’)
with the opposing figure of the revolutionary executioner who identifies
excessively with his brutal work (instead of executing enemies with the
necessary impassivity, aware that his murderous work is the painful but
neccssary measure destined to bring about a state in which killing will no



WHITHER OEDIPUS? 379

longer be necessary, he elevates the destruction of the enemies of the
revolution into an end-in-itself, finding fulfilment in the destructive orgy
as such). At the end of the play, it is thus the revolutionary executioner
turned into a killing machine, not the compassionate humanist, who is

roclaimed the enemy of the revolution and condemned to execution by
the Party Chorus. Far from simply undermining The Measure T aken with its
dialectical counter-example, however, the execution of the revolutionary
executioner himself in Mauser offers a perfect example of the ‘last of the
filth which had to be removed’. A revolution is achieved (not betrayed)
when it ‘eats its own children’, the excess that was necessary to set it in
motion. In other words, the ultimate revolutionary ethical stance is not
that of simple devotion and fidelity to the Revolution but, rather, that of
willingly accepting the role of ‘vanishing mediator’, of the cxcessive
executioner to be executed (as the ‘traitor’) so that thc Revolution can
achieve its ultimate goal.

More precisely, in Mauser the executioner himself is not executed
simply for enjoying his killing on behalf of the Revolution as an ¢nd-in-
itself; he is not caught in some kind of pseudo-Bataillean orgy of (self-)
destruction; the point is, rather, that he wants to ‘kill the dead themselves
again’, to obliterate the dead totally from historical memory, to disperse
their very bodies, to make them disappear completely, so that the new age
will start from the zero-point, with a clean slate — in short, to bring about
what Lacan, following Sade, called the ‘second death’. Paradoxically,
however, it is preccisely this that the three revolutionaries in Brecht’s The
Measure Taken aim at: their young comrade must not only be killed, his
very disappearance must disappear, no trace of it must be lett, his
annihilation must be total — the young comrade ‘must disappear, and
totally’."” So when the three revolutionarics ask their young comradc to
say ‘Yes!” to his fatc, they want him freely to endorsc this total sclf-
obliteration, that is, his second death itself. This is the aspect of The
Measure Taken that is not covered in Miller's Mauser: the problem Brecht
is struggling with is not the total annihilation, the ‘second death’, of the
enemies of the revolution, but the horrible task of the revolutionary himself.
to accept and endorse his own ‘second death’, to ‘erase himself totally from
the picturc’. For that reason, also, one can no longer opposc (as Muller
does) the destructive total obliteration of the victim to the respectful
taking care of the dead, to fully assuming the burden of the killing, once
the victim is killed on behalf of the rcvolution: when, at the end of The
Measure Taken, in a scene reminiscent of a pietd, the three comrades gently
take thcir young friend in their arms, they are carrying him towards the
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precipice they will throw him into - that is, they are precisely effecting his
total obliteration, the disappearance of his disappearance itself. . . .

So is there a third way between humanist hysterical shirking the act and
the perverse overidentification with the act, or are we caught in the vicious
cycle of violence in which the very revolutionary attempt to break radically
with the past reproduces its worst features? Therein lies Muller’s displace-
ment with regard to Brecht: the revolutionary act of self-obliteration
preached by Brecht doesn’t work; the revolutionary negation of the past
gets caught in the loop of repeating what it negates, so that history
appears to be dominated by a deadly compulsion to repeat. The third way
advocated by the Party Chorus in Mauser involves a nice paradox: you can
maintain a distance towards your act of revolutionary violence (killing the
enemies of the revolution) in so far as you conceive of yourself as the
instrument of the big Other, that is, in so far as you identify yourself as
the one through whom the big Other itself — History — directly acts. This
opposition between direct overidentification (in which the violent act
turns into the (self-)destructive orgy as an end-in-itself) and identifying
oneself as the instrument of the big Other of History (in which the violent
act looks like the means of creating conditions in which such acts will no
longer be necessary), far from being exhaustive, designates precisely the
two ways of eschewing the proper dimension of the ethical act. While the
act should not be confused with the (self-)destructive orgy as an end-in-
itself, it és an ‘end-in-itself’ in the sense that it is deprived of any guarantee
in the big Other (an act is, by definition, ‘authorized only by itself’, it
precludes any self-instrumentalization, any justification through reference
to some figure of the big Other). Furthermore, if there is a lesson to be-
learned from psychoanalysis, it is that direct overidentification and self-
instrumentalization ultimately coincide: perverse self-instrumentalization
(positing oneself as the instrument of the big Other) necessarily becomes
violence as an end-in-itself — to put it in Hegelian terms, the ‘truth’ of the‘
pervert’s claim that he is accomplishing his acts as the instrument of the
big Other is its exact opposite: he is staging the fiction of the big Other
in order to conceal the jouissance he derives from the destructive orgy of
his acts.

So where is Evil today? The predominant ideological space provides two
opposed answers, the fundamentalist one and the liberal one. According
to the first answer, Clinton is Satan (as someone recently claimed at a
CNN round table) — not overtly evil, but subtly corroding our moral
standards as irrelevant: what does it matter if one lies, commits perjury,
obstructs justice, as long as the economy is booming ...? From this
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perspective, the true moral catastrophe is not a direct outburst of cruel
violence but the subtle loss of moral anchors in an affluent consumerist
society where things just run smoothly — the horror of Evil is that it does
not look horrible at all, that it lulls us into a meaningless life of pleasures.
In short, for a conservative fundamentalist, Clinton is in a way worse than
Hitler, because Hitler (Nazism) was an Evil directly experienced as such
and provoking moral outrage, while with Clinton’s sleaze we are drawn
into moral lassitude without even being aware of it. . . .

Although this attitude may appear utterly foreign to a leftist liberal
stance, is it not true that, as I have already noted, even today’s leftist
liberals experience a strange relief at figures like Buchanan in the USA or
Le Pen in France: here, at least, we have someonc who openly breaks the
liberal consensus stalemate and, by passionately advocating a repulsive
stance, enables us to engage in an authentic political struggle (it is easy to
discern in this stance the repetition of the old leftist stance apropos of
Hitler’s takeover: for the German Communist Party, Nazis were better
than the bourgeois parliamentary regime or even the Social Democrats,
because with them, at least we knew where we stood, that is, they forced
the working class to get rid ot the last parliamentary liberal illusion and
accept class struggle as‘the ultimate reality). In contrast to this position,
the liberal version locates the figure of Evil in the Good itself in its
fundamentalist, fanatical aspect: Evil is the attitude of a fundamentalist
who endeavours to extirpate, prohibit, censor, and so on, all attitudes and
practices that do not fit his frame of Goodness and Truth.

These two opposed versions can sometimes also bc used to condemn
the same event as ‘evil’ — recall the case of Mary Kay Letourneau, the
thirty-six-year-old schoolteacher imprisoned for a passionate love affair
with her fourteen-year-old pupil, one of the great recent love stories in
which sex is still linked to authentic social transgression: this affair was
condemned by Moral Majority fundamentalists (as an obscene illegitimate
affair) as well as by politically correct liberals (as a case of child sexual
molestation).

The old and often-quoted Hegelian motto that Evil is in the eye of the
beholder, that it lies in the point of view which observes Evil all around,
has thus found a double confirmation today: each of the two opposed
stances, liberal and conservative, ultimately defines Evil as a reflected
category, as the gaze that wrongly projects/ perceives Evil in its opponent.
Is not Evil for today’s multiculturalist tolerant liberals the very righteous
conservative gaze that perceives moral corruption all around? Is not Evil
for Moral Majority conservatives this very multiculturalist tolerance which,
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a priori, condemns every passionate taking sides and engaged struggle as
exclusive and potentially totalitarian? Again, it is the act that enables us to
cut the Gordian knot of this mutual interweaving of Good and Evil, of
Evil reflectively residing in the very eye of the beholder who perceives it.
As long as we define ethics in terms of the Good, this Gordian knot is our
fate, and, if we want to be ‘radical’, we end up sooner or later in some
delusive, falsely Romantic fascination with radical or diabolical Evil — the
only way out is to enforce a disjunction between the Good and the domain of
the ethical act® As Lacan put it, an ethical act proper by definition involves
a move ‘beyond the Good’ - not ‘beyond Good and Evil’, but simply
beyond the Good.

The fact that acts are still possible today is demonstrated by the case of
Mary Kay Letourneau. In order to discern the true contours of Mary Kay's
act, one should locate it within the global co-ordinates that determine the
fate of sexual love. Today, the opposition between reflexivization and new
immediacy is that between sexuality under the regime of science and New
Age spontaneity. Both terms ultimately lead to the end of sexuality proper,
of sexual passion. The first option — direct scientific-medical intervention
into sexuality — is best exemplified by the notorious Viagra, the potency
pill that promises to restore the capacity of male erection in a purely
biochemical way, bypassing all problems with psychological inhibitions.
What will be the psychic effects of Viagra if it actually fulfils its promise?

To those who claim that feminism unleashed a threat to masculinity
(men’s self-confidence was seriously undermined by being under attack
all the time from emancipated women who wanted to be liberated from
patriarchal domination, and retain the initiative in sexual contact, and
simultaneously demanded full sexual satisfaction from their male part-
ners) Viagra opens up an easy way out of this stressful predicament: men
no longer have to worry; they know they will be able to perform properly.
On the other hand, feminists can claim that Viagra finally deprives male
potency of its mystique, and thus in effect makes men equal to women . . .
however, the least one can say against this second argument is that it
simplifies the way male potency actually functions: what actually confers a
myethical status on it is the threat of impotence. In the male sexual psychic
economy, the ever-present shadow of impotence, the threat that, in the
next sexual encounter, my penis will refuse to erect is crucial to the very
definition of what male potency is.

Let me recall here my own description of the paradox of erection:
erection depends entirely on me, on my mind (as the joke goes: ‘What
is the lightest object in the world? The penis, because 1 is the only one¢
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that can be raised by a mere thought!’), yet it is simultaneously that over
which I ultimately have no control (if I am not in the right mood, no
amount of willpower will achieve it — that is why, for St Augustine, the fact
that erection escapes the control of my will is the Divine punishment for
man’s arrogance and presumption, for his desire to become master of the
universe . . .). To put it in the terms of the Adornian critique of commod-
ification and rationalization: erection is one of thc last remainders of
authentic spontaneity, something that cannot be thoroughly mastered
through rational-instrumental procedures. This minimal gap — the fact
that it is never directly ‘me’, my Self, who can freely dccide on erection -
is crucial: a sexually potent man elicits a certain attraction and envy not
because he can do it at will, but because that unfathomable X which —
although beyond conscious control — decides on erection presents no
problem for him.

The crucial point here is to distinguish between penis (the erectile
organ itself) and phallus (the signifier of potency, of symbolic authority,
of the — symbolic, not biological — dimension that confers authority and/
or potency) on me. Just as (as we havc noted) a judge, who may be a
worthless individual \in himself, exerts authority the moment he puts on
the insignia that confer his legal authority on him, thc moment he no
longer simply speaks only for himself, since it is the LLaw itself that speaks
through him, the individual male’s potency functions as a sign that
another symbolic dimension is active through him: the ‘phallus’ desig-
nates the symbolic support which confers on my penis the dimension of
proper potency. Because of this distinction, for Lacan, ‘castration anxiety’
has nothing to do with the fcar of losing one’s penis: what makes us
anxious, rather, is the threat that the authority of the phallic signifier will
bc rcvealed as a fraud. For this reason, Viagra is the ultimate agent of
castration: if a man swallows the pill, his penis functions, but he is
deprived of thc phallic dimension of symbolic potency — the man who is
able to copulate thanks to Viagra is a man with a penis but without a
phallus.

So can we really imagine how changing erection into something that
can be achieved through a direct medical-mechanical intervention (by
taking a pill) will affect sexual economy? To put it in somewhat male-
chauvinist terms: what will remain of a woman's notion of being properly
attractive to a man, of effcctively arousing him? Furthermore, is not
erection or its absence a kind of signal which lcts us know what our true
psychic attitudc is: turning erection into a mechanically achif{vable state 1s
somehow similar to being deprived of the capacity to teel pain — how will
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a male subject get to know what his true attitude is? In what forms will his
dissatisfaction or resistance find an outlet, when it is deprived of the
simple sign of impotence? The standard designation of a sexually vora-
cious man is that when lust takes over he thinks not with his head but
with his penis — what happens, however, when his head takes over
completely? Will not access to the dimension usually referred to as that of
‘emotional intelligence’ be further, and perhaps decisively, hindered? It
is easy to celebrate the fact that we will no longer have to battle with our
psychological traumas, that hidden fears and inhibitions will no longer be
able to impede our sexual capacity; however, these hidden fears and
inhibitions will, for that very reason, not disappear — they will persist on
what Freud called the ‘Other Scene’, being deprived merely of their main
outlet, waiting to explode in what will probably be a much more violent
and (self-)destructive way. Ultimately, this turning of erection into a
mechanical procedure will simply desexualize the act of copulation.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, New Age wisdom seems to offer a
way out of this predicament — however, what does it actually offer us? Let
me turn to its ultimate popular version, James Redfield’s mega-bestseller
The Celestine Prophecy. According to The Celestine Prophecy, the first ‘new
insight’ that will open the path to humanity’s ‘spiritual awakening’ is the
awareness that there are no contingent encounters: since our psychic
energy participates in the Energy of the universe, which secretly deter-
mines the course of things, contingent external encounters always carry a
message addressed to us, to our concrete situation; they occur as an
answer to our needs and questions (for example, if I am bothered by a
certain problem and then something unexpected happens — a long- -
forgotten friend visits me; something goes wrong at work — this accident
certainly contains a message relevant to my problem). We thus find
ourselves in a universe in which everything has a meaning, in a proto-
psychotic universe in which this meaning is discernible in the very
contingency of the Real, and what is of special interest are the conse-
quences of all this for intersubjectivity. According to The Celestine Prophecy,
we are caught today in a false competition with our fellow human beings,
seeking in them what we lack, projecting into them our fantasies of this
lack, depending on them; and since ultimate harmony is impossible, since
the other never provides what we are looking for, tension is irreducible.
After spiritual renewal, however, we shall lcarn to find in ourselves what we
were seeking in vain in others (one’s male or female complement): each
human being will become a Platonic complete being, delivered of exclu-
sive dependence on another (leader or love partner), delivered of the



WHITHER OEDIPUS? 385

need to draw energy from him/her. When a truly free subject enters a
partnership with another human being, he is thus beyond a passionate
attachment to the other: his partner is for him only a vehicle for some
message; he endeavours to discern in the other messages that are relevant
to his own inner evolution and growth.... Here we encounter the
necessary obverse of New Age spiritualist elevation: the end of the
passionate attachment to the Other, the emergence of a self-sufficient ego
to whom his Other—partner is no longer a subject, merely the bearer of a
message concerning himself.

In psychoanalysis, we also encounter the position of the bearer of a
message: the subject is unaware that he embodies some message, as in
some detective novels where someone’s life is threatened all of a sudden,
a mysterious agent tries to kill him — obviously the subject knows somc-
thing he shouldn’t have known, partakes in some prohibited knowledge
(say, the secret which could put a top Mafia figure in prison); the key
point here is that, the subject is completely unaware what this knowledge is, he
knows only that he knows something he shouldn’t know. . . . This position,
however, is the very opposite of thc Ncw Age ideology perception of the
Other as the bearer of some message which is relevant to me: in psycho-
analysis, the subject is not the (potential) reader but the bearer of a
message addressed to thc Other and therefore, in principle, inaccessible
to the subject himself.

Back to Redfield: my point is that the allegedly highest insight of
spiritual wisdom overlaps with our most common everyday experience. If
we take Redfield’s description of the ideal state of spiritual maturity
literally, it already holds for late capitalist commercialized everyday inter-
personal experience, in which passions proper disappear, in which the
Other is no longer an unfathomable abyss conccaling and announcing
that which is ‘in me more than myself’, but the bearer of messages for the
self-sufficient consumerist subject. New Agers are not giving us even an
ideal spiritual supplement to commercialized everyday life; they are giving
us the spiritualized/mystified version of this commercialized everyday life
itself. . ..

What, then, is the way out of this predicament? Are we condemned to
the rather depressing oscillation between scientific objectivization and
New Age wisdom, between Viagra and The Celestine Prophecy? That there
still is a way out is demonstrated by the case of Mary Kay. The ridicule of
defining this unique passionate love affair as the case of a woman raping
an underage boy cannot fail to strike the eye; none the less, practically no
one dared to defend the ethical dignity of her act in public; two patterns
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of reaction emerged: one either simply condemned her as evil, fully
responsible for forgetting the elementary sense of duty and decency in
letting herself go and engaging in an affair with a sixth-grade schoolboy;
or — like her defence lawyer — one took refuge in psychiatric mumbo
jumbo, medicalizing her case, treating her as an ill person, describing her
as suffering from a ‘bipolar disorder’ (a new term for manic-depressive
states). When she is in one of her manic fits, she is simply not aware of
the danger she is getting into — or — as her lawyer put it, repeating the
worst anti-feminist cliché — *The only person to whom Mary Kay poses any
threat is herself - she is the greatest danger to herself’ (one is tempted to
add here: with defence lawyers like that, who needs a prosecution?).
Along these lines, Dr Julie Moore, the psychiatrist who ‘evaluated’ Mary
Kay, insisted emphatically that Mary Kay’s problem ‘is not psychological,
but medical’, to be treated by drugs that will stabilize her behaviour: ‘For
Mary Kay, morality begins with a pill." It was rather uncomfortable to
listen to this doctor who brutally medicalized Mary Kay's passion, depriv-
ing her of the dignity of an authentic subjective stance: she claimed that
when Mary Kay talks about her love for the boy she simply should not be
taken seriously — she is transported into some hcaven, disconnected from
the demands and obligations of her social surroundings. . ..

The notion of ‘bipolar disorder’ popularized by two Oprah Winfrey
shows is interesting: its basic claim is that a person suffering from this
disorder still knows the ditference between right and wrong, still knows
what is right and good for her (patients are, as a rule, women), but when
she is in a manic state she goes ahead and makes impulsive decisions,
suspending her capacity of rational judgement which tells her what is
right and good for her. Is not such a suspension, however, one of the
constituents of the notion of the authentic act of being truly in love?
Crucial here was Mary Kay’s unconditional compulsion to accomplish
something she knew very well was against her own Good: her passion was
simply too strong; she was fully aware that, beyond all social obligations,
the very core of her being was at stake in it. . . . This predicament allows
us to specify the relationship between act and knowledge. Oedipus didn’t
know what he was doing (killing his own father), yet he did it; Hamlet
knew what he had to do, which is why he procrastinated and was unable
to accomplish the act.

There is, however, a third position, that of — among others — Paul
Claudel’s Sygne de Coufontaine from his drama The Hostage,*® a version
of je sais bien, mais quand méme — Sygne fully knew, was fully aware of, the
horrible reality of what she was about to do (bringing ruin to her eternal
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soul), yet she did it. (Does not the same hold also for the noir hero, who
is not simply duped by the femmne fatale, but fully aware that his liaison with
her will end in total catastrophe, that she will betray him - nevertheless
he goes ahead and commits himself to her?) The fact that this formula of
Sygne coincides with the formula of cynicism should not deceive us:
Sygne’s act stands for the radical opposite of cynicism. We are thus
dealing here with the structure of Hegelian speculative judgemecnt: with
the statement which can be read in two oppositc ways, as the lowest
cynicism (‘I know that what I am about to do is the lowest depravity, but
what the hell, who cares, I'll just do it ...”) and the highest tragic split (‘I
am fully aware of the catastrophic consequences of what I am about to
do, but I can’t help it, it’'s my unconditional duty to do it, so I'll go on
with it. . .).

A recent German poster for Davidoff cigarcttes deftly manipulates this
gap between knowledge and act — this suspension of knowledge in thc act,
this ‘T'll do it, dlthough I'm well aware of the catastrophic consequences
of my act’ —in order to countcract the effect of the obligatory warning at
the bottom of every cigarette advertiscment (a variation on the theme
‘Smoking may be dangerous for your health’): the image of an experi-
enced man smoking is accompanied by the words ‘The More You Know’,
suggesting the conclusion: if you arc truly daring, then the morc you
know about the dangers of smoking, the more you should demonstrate
your defiance by taking the risk and continuing to smoke — that is, by
refusing to give up smoking for reasons concerning care for your own
survival. . . . This advcrtisement is the logical counterpart to the obsession
with health and longevity that charactcrizes today’s narcissistic individual.
And does not this formula of the tragic split also perfectly cxpress Mary
Kay’s predicament?

This, then, is the sad reality of our late capitalist tolerant liberal society:
the very capacity to actis brutally medicalized, treated as a manic outburst
within the pattern of ‘bipolar disorder’, and as such to be submitted to
biochemical treatment — do we not encounter here our own, Western,
liberal-democratic counterpart to the old Soviet attcmpts to diagnose
dissidence as a mental disorder (the practice centred on the infamous
Scherbsky Institute in Moscow)? No wonder, then, that part of the
sentence was that Mary Kay has to undergo therapy (thc lawyer even
explained her second transgression — being found with her lover in a car
in the middle of the night after her relcase, which led to her outrageous
sentence of over six years in prison — as resulting from the fact that in the
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days immediately preceding this encounter she was not given her pre-
scribed medication regularly).

Oprah Winfrey herself, who dedicated one of her shows to Mary Kay,
was at her worst here: she was right to reject the talk of ‘bipolar
personality’ as legal prattle, yet she rejected it for the wrong reason — as a
simple excuse allowing Mary Kay to avoid her fundamental guilt of
behaving irresponsibly. Although Oprah pretended to be neutral and not
to take sides, she referred to Mary Kay’s love all the time in a mockingly
distantiated way (‘what she thoughtwas love’, etc.), and finally passionately
voiced the surprised question of her peers, of her husband, of the so-
called decent common people: ‘How could she have done it, not thinking
about the catastrophic consequences of her act? How could she not only
put at risk, but effectively abandon and renounce, everything that formed
the very substance of her life — her family, with three children, her
professional career?’ Is not such a suspension of the ‘principle of sufficient
reason(s)’, however, the very definition of the act? Undoubtedly the most
depressive moment was when, at the trial, under the pressure of her
surroundings, Mary Kay conceded, in tears, that she knew she was doing
something that was legally and morally wrong — a moment of ethical
betrayal in the precise sense of ‘compromising one’s desire’ if ever there
was one. In other words, her guiltat that point lay precisely in renouncing
her passion. When she later reasserted her unconditional fidelity to her
love (stating with dignity that she had learned to remain true and faithful
to herself), we have a clear case of someone who, after almost succumbing
to the pressure of her surroundings, overcomes her guilt and regains her
ethical composure by deciding not to compromise her desire. :

The ultimate false argument against Mary Kay evoked by a psychologist
on the Oprah show was that of gender symmetry: let us imagine the
opposite ‘Lolita’ case of a thirty-four-year-old male teacher who gets
involved with a thirteen-year-old girl, his pupil - is it not true that in this
case we would insist much more unambiguously on his guilt and responsi-
bility? This argument is misleading and wrong — not only for the same
reason that the argumentation of those who oppose affirmative action
(helping underprivileged minorities) on the grounds that it is a case of
inverted racism is wrong (the fact is that men rape women, not vice
versa...).”” On a more radical level, one should insist on the uniqueness,
the absolute idiosyncrasy, of the ethical act proper - such an act involves
its own inherent normativity which ‘makes it right’; there is no neutral
external standard that would enable us to decide in advance, by a simple
application to a single case, on its ethical status.
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So our ultimate lesson is that we should supplement the Lacanian
notion of ‘between two deaths” with ‘between the two death drives’: the
ultimate choice is directly the one between two death drives. The first
aspect of the death drive is the indestructible swpidity of superego
enjoyment. A supreme example of this idiotic superego compulsion is
provided by Charles Russell’s film The Mask, with Jim Carey (1994), the
story of a weak ordinary bank teller, humiliated again and again by his
peers and by women, who acquires extraordinary powers when he puts on
a mysterious old mask found on a city beach. A series of details are
essential to the story’s background. When the mask is thrown on to the
seashore, it sticks to the slimy decaying remains of a corpse, bearing
witness to what remains of the ‘person behind the mask’ after he totally
identifies with the mask: a formless slime like that of Mr Valdemar from
Poe’s story when he is resuscitated from death, this ‘indivisible remainder’
of the Real. Another crucial feature is that the hero, before acquiring the
mask, is presented as a compulsive TV cartoon-watcher: when he puts on
the green wooden mask, and it takes possession of him, he is able to
behave, in ‘real life’, as a cartoon hero (dodging the bullets, dancing and
laughing madly, sticking his eyes and tongue far out of his head when he
is excited) - in short, he becomes ‘undead’, entering the spectral phantas-
mic domain of unconstrained perversion, of ‘eternal life’ in which there
is no death (or sex), in which the plasticity of the bodily surface is no
longer constrained by any physical laws (faces can be stretched indcfi-
nitely; I can spit out from my body bullets which were shot into me; after
I fall from a high building, spread-eagled on the pavement, I simply

reassemble myself and walk away - - -)-
This universe is inherently compulsive: even those who observe it cannot

resist its spell. Suffice it to recall perhaps the supreme scene of the film in
which the hero, wearing his green mask, is cornered by a large policc
force (dozens of cars, helicopters): to get out of this impasse he treats the
light focused on him as spotlights on a stage, and starts to sing and dance
a crazy Hollywood musical version of a seductive Latino song — the
policemen are unable to resist its spell; they also start to move and sing as
if they are part of a musical-number choreography (a young policewoman
is shedding tears, visibly fighting back the power of the mask, but she
none the less succumbs to its spell and joins the hero in a popular song-
and-dance number ...). Crucial here is the inherent stupidity of this
compulsion: it stands for the way each of us is caught in the inexplicable
spell of idiotic jouissance, as when we are unable to resist whistling some
vulgar popular song whose melody is haunting us. This compulsion is
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properly ex-timate: imposed from the outside, yet doing nothing but
realizing our innermost whims — as the hero himself puts it in a desperate
moment: ‘When I put the mask on, I lose control - I can do anything I
want.” ‘Having control over oneself’ thus in no way simply relies on the
absence of obstacles to the realization of our intentions: I am able to exert
control over myself only in so far as some fundamental obstacle makes it
impossible for me to ‘do anything I want’ — the moment this obstacle falls
away, I am caught in a demoniac compulsion, at the whim of ‘something
in me more than myself’. When the mask - the dead object — comes alive
by taking possession of us, its hold on us is effectively that of a ‘living
dead’, of a monstrous automaton imposing itself on us — is not the lesson
to be drawn from this that our fundamental fantasy, the kernel of our
being, is itself such a monstrous Thing, a machine of jouissance?”!

On the other hand, against this stupid superego injunction to enjoy
which increasingly dominates and regulates the perverse universe of our
late capitalist experience, the death drive designates the very opposite
gesture, the desperate endeavour to escape the clutches of the ‘undead’
eternal life, the horrible fate of being caught in the endless repetitive
cycle of jouissance. The death drive does not relate to the finitude of our
contingent temporal existence, but designates the endeavour to escape
the dimension that traditional metaphysics described as that of immortality,
the indestructible lifc that persists beyond death. It is often a thin, almost
imperceptible line which separates these two modalities of the death
drive: which separates our yielding to the blind compulsion to repeat
morc and more intense pleasures, as exemplified by the adolescent
transfixed by the video game on the screen, from the thoroughly different
experience of traversing the fantasy. ’

So we not only dwell between the two deaths, as Lacan put it, but our
ultimate choice is directly the one between the two death drives: the only
way to get rid of the stupid superego death drive of enjoyment is to
embrace the death drive in its disruptive dimension of traversing the
fantasy. One can beat the death drive only by the death drive itself - so,
again, the ultimate choice is between bad and worse. And the same goes
for the properly Freudian ethical stance. The superego injunction ‘Enjoy!’
is ultimately supported by some figure of the ‘totalitarian’ Master. ‘Du
darfst! / You may!’, the logo on a brand of fatfree meat products in
Germany, provides the most succinct formula of how the ‘totalitarian’
Master operates. That is to say: one should rcject the standard explanation
of today’s new fundamentalisms as a reaction against the anxiety of
excessive freedom in our late capitalist ‘permissive’ liberal society, offering
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us a firm anchor by providing strong prohibitions — this cliché about
individuals ‘escaping from freedom’ into the totalitarian haven of closed
order is profoundly misleading.

One should also reject the standard Freudo-Marxist thesis according to
which the libidinal foundation of the totalitarian (Fascist) subject is the
so-called ‘authoritarian personality’ structure: the individual who finds
satisfaction in compulsively obeying authority, repressing spontaneous
sexual urges, fearing insecurity and irresponsibility, and so on. The shift
from the traditional authoritarian to the totalitarian Master is crucial here:
although, on the surface, the totalitarian Master also imposes severe
orders, compclling us to renounce our pleasures and to sacrifice ourselves
for some higher Duty, his actual injunction, discernible betwecn the lines
of his explicit words, is exactly the opposite — the call to unconstrained
and unrestrained transgression. Far from imposing on us a firm set of
standards to be obeyed unconditionally, the totalitarian Master is the
agency that suspends (moral) punishment — that is to say, his secrct
injunction is: You may!: the prohibitions that seem to regulate social life
and guarantee a minimum of decency are ultimately worthless, just a
dcvice to keep the common people at bay, while you are allowed to kill,
rape and plunder the Enemy, let yourself go and excessively enjoy, violate
ordinary moral prohibitions ... in so far as you follow Me. Obedience to
the Master is thus the operator that allows you to reject or transgress
everyday moral rules: all the obscene dirty things you were dreaming of,
all that you had to renounce when you subordinated yourself to the
traditional patriarchal symbolic Law — you are now allowed to indulge in
them without punishment, exactly like the fatfree German meat which
you may eat without any risk to your health. . ..

It is here, however, that we encounter the last, fatal trap to be avoided.
What psychoanalytic ethics opposcs to this totalitarian You may! is not
some basic You mustn’t!, some fundamental prohibition or limitation to be
unconditionally respected (Respect the autonomy and dignity of your
neighbour! Do not encroach violently upon his/her intimate fantasy
space!). The ethical stance of (selt-)limitation, of ‘No trespassing!’ in all
its versions, inclusive of its recent ecologico-humanist twist (Do not engage
in biogenetic engineering and cloning! Do not tamper too much with
natural processes! Do not try to violate the sacred democratic rules and
risk a violent social upheaval! Respect the customs and mores of other
ethnic communities!) is ultimately incompatible with psychoanalysis. ®ne
should reject the usual liberal-conservative game of fighting ‘totalitarian-
ism’ with a reference to some firm sct of ethnical standards whose
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abandonment is supposed to lead to catastrophe: no, the Holocaust and
the Gulag did not occur because people forgot about the basic rules of
human decency and ‘set free the beast in themselves’, letting themselves
give rein to the unconstrained realization of their murderous impulses.
So - once more, and for the last time - the choice is between bad and
worse; what Freudian ethics opposes to the ‘bad’ superego version of You
may! is another, even more radical You may!, a Scilicet (‘You are allowed
to..." — the title of the yearbook edited by Lacan in the early 1970s) no
longer vouched for by any figure of the Master. Lacan’s maxim ‘Do not
compromise your desire!’ fully endorses the pragmatic paradox of order-
ing you to be free: it exhorts you to dare.

Notes

L. Jacques Lacan, Les complexes familiaux dans la formation de Uindividu (1938), Paris:
Navarin 1984.

2. See Eric Santner, Ay Own Private Germany, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press
1996.

3. Is it not, however, that after this description of the crisis of the empirical-social form
of the Oedipus complex, Lacan later (in the 1950s) reformulated Oedipus as a kind of
formal-transcendental frame independent of concrete historical circumstances and inscribed
into the very structure of language (the Oedipal paternal prohibition merely exemplifies the
loss, the prohibition of jouissance, inherent to the symbolic order as such ...)? In a strictly
homologous gesture, Louis Althusser resolves the ‘empirical’ crisis of Marxism as the tool for
concrete social analysis by transforming it into a formal-structural theoretical edifice with no
direct link to determinate historical content. What this criticism (of resolving an ‘empirical’
ciisis by recourse to the a priori symbolic formal order) fails to take into account is that, in
the late Lacan of the 1970s, historicity returns with a vengeance.

4. Tim Pat Coogan, D¢ Valera, London: Arrow Books 1995, p. 249.

5. Ibid.

6. Ibid., p. 278.

7. The usual comparison of the couple De Valera-Collins with the couple Robespierre-
Danton (Robespierre leaving Danton to win the battles, then having him sacrificed) is
therefore deeply misleading: it was, rather, Collins himself who was a kind of combined
Danton/Robespierre, while De Valera was closer to a Napoleonic figure. Two quotesthrowa
clear light on their relationship in the crucial phase of negotiating with the British
government and then signing the Treaty in 1921. The first, from De Valera’s efficial
biography, approved by himself, describes his reasons for not going to London himself to
conclude the negotiations, but insisting on a team headed by Collins: De Valera

believed it was vital at this stage that the symbol of the Republic [i.e. De Valera himself!]
should be kept untouched and that it should not be compromised in any sense by any
arrangements which it might be necessary for our plenipotentiaries to make ... it was
necessary to keep the Head of State and the symbol untouched and that was why he asked
to be left out. (quoted from Coogan, De Valera, p. 247)

Collins’s main argument for not going to London to negotiate was completely different from
this self-appointed position of the ‘living symbol of the Republic’ - his point was:



WHITHER OEDIPUS? 393

in England as in Ireland, the Michael Collins legend existed. It pictured me as a
mysterious, active menace, elusive, unknown, unaccountable.... Bring me into the
spotlight of a London conference and quickly will be discovered the common clay of
which I am made. The glamour of the legendary figure will be gone. (quoted from ibid.,
p. 248)

De Valera and Collins are referring not to any factual reasons concerning their respective
abilities, or the dangers and intricacies of the negotiating process, hut, rather, to the damage
the fact of participating in the negotiations might do to their properly mythical symbolic
status: De Valera fears the loss of his status as the symbol of the Republic, which must not be
tarnished by any mundane business of dirty negotiations involving necessary compromises;
while Collins fears the loss of his status as the invisible Agent, whose spectral omnipotence
dwindles once he is broughtinto daylight and shown to be just another ordinary guy. What
we encounter here, of course, is — in Lacanese — the opposition between S, and objel petit a,
between the symbolic Master sustained by the charisma of his public insignia and its spectral
double, the mysterious object which, on the contrary, exerts its power only as half-seen, never
fully present in daylight.

8. For a concise description of these shifts, see Michel Lapeyre, Au-deld du complexe
d’'(kdipe, Paris: Anthropos—Economica 1997.

9. The title of Chapter 9 of Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaive, livie XVII: Lenvers de lu
psychanalyse, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1991.

10. For a more detailed account of this distinction, see Chapter 2 of Slavoj Zizek, The
Indivisible Remainder, London: Verso 1996.

11. For this reason, the way the obsessional hysteric and the pervert relate to rules is
exactly opposed: the obsessional follows his rules in order to pacify the traumatic impact of
the symbolic Law/Prohibition, its unbearable unconditional injunction - that is, for him,
rules are there to normalize the traumatic excess of the Law (if you follow the clear and
explicit rules, you do not have to worry about the ambiguous pressure of your conscience —
the Catholic Church has always been skilful in manipulating rules in this way: if you are
bothered by the sense of sin, the priest prescribes you a set of procedures — so many prayers,
so many good deeds, and so on — which, once you have accomplished them, deliver you of
the guilt feeling); while the pervert establishes (and follows) rules in order to conceal the
fact that there is no underlying Law in his psychic universe, that is, his rules serve as a kind
of ersatz-law.

12. See Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VIII: Le transfint, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1991.

13. See Jacques Derrida, Donner la mort, Paris: Galilée 1995.

14. Assign of how even the Church is not resistant to this shiftin the fundamental attitude
are the recent grass-roots pressures on the Pope to elevate Mary to the status of co-
redempurix: one expects the Pope to make the Catholic Church viable for the post-paternal
third millennium by proclaiming a dogma which asserts that the only way for us, sinful
mortals, to gain divine mercy is via our plea to Mary — Mary serves as our mediator; if we
convince her, she will speak in our favour to Christ, her son.

15. Hegel, of course, brought this meta-physical search to the point of self-reference: for
him, ‘the suprasensible is appearance as appearance, that is, the Other World beneath
appearance is precisely something which appears, it is the apfrarance that there is Another
World beyond the phenomenal sensible world.

16. See Paul-Laurent Assoun, La Voix et le Regard, vol. 1, Paris: Anthropos-Economica
1995, pp. 64 ff.

17. That is also the measure of true love: even when I catch my partner red-handed, in
bed with another man (or woman), I give preference to his (or her) words - the verhal
protestations of innocence — over the hard, stupid fact perceived by my eyes. . ..

18. Richard Andrews and Paul Schellenberger, The Tomb of God, 1.ondon: Warner Books
1997, p. 433.



394 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

19. Ibid., p.428.

20. See Jacques-Alain Miller and Eric Laurent, ‘L’Autre qui n’existe pas et ses comités
d’éthique’, in La Cause freudienne 35 (1997), Paris, pp. 7-20.

21. Paul Verhaeghe (see his unpublished paper ‘“The Collapse of the Father Function and
its Effects on Gender Roles’) drew attention to another interesting feature of this suspension
of paternal symbolic authority: in so far as paternal authority is the ‘relay’ that enables the
subject’s entry into the symbolic universe, is not today’s ‘regression’ from language to modes
of communication that combine language with other types of signs (say, the replacement of
writing with iconic signs: when we deal with a computer, instead of writing orders, we
increasingly operate by merely clicking the mouse on to the appropriate iconic sign) also an
index of the suspension of paternal authority?

22. See Ulrich Beck’s classic Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, London: Sage 1992; and
Anthony Giddens's, The Consequences of Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press 1990. For a popular
ovenview of this theory, see The Politics of the Risk Society, ed. Jane Franklin, Oxford: Polity
Press 1998.

23. For this very reason, the anxiety generated by the risk society is that of a superego:
what characterizes the superego is precisely the absence of ‘proper measure’ — one obeys its
commands not enough and/or too much; whatever one does, the result is wrong and one is
guilty. The problem with the superego is that its command can never be translated into a
positive rule to be followed: the Other issuing the injunction demands something from us,
but we are never in a position to guess what, exactly, this demand is. . . .

24. What is an empty gesture? There is tension in Slovenia between the Prime Minister
and the President of the republic: the latter, although the constitution reduces his role to
protoco! functions, wants to play a larger role with effective power. So when, recently, it was
clear that the Slovene representative at the meeting of Europcan leaders organized by’
Jacques Chirac would be the Prime Minister, journalists were told that the President wrote
Chirac a letter explaining that since, unfortunately, he was unable to be at the summit, the
Prime Minister would take his place. ... This is the empty gesture at its purest: although it
was clear that the Prime Minister should go to France to represent Slovenia, the President
acted as if the fact that the Prime Minister went was not ‘natural’, but resulted from his — the
President’s — decision not to go and, instead, let the Prime Minister take his place. This is
the way to turn defeat into victory - to transform into the result of one’s free decision (to
withdraw) the fact that one cannot go in any case.

25. Eva Hoffman, Exit Into History, London: Minerva 1993.

26. See Max Horkheimer, ‘Authority and the Family’, in Critical Theory, New York:
Continuum 1995.

27. This, of course, in no way entails that the difference between the theory of postmod-
ernism and the theory of the second modernity is merely nominal, another name for the
same phenomenon; what we are dealing with here, rather, is the inherent split between two
fundamentally incompatible notions of postmodernity that are operative today: on the one
hand, the idea that postmodernity brings to an end the logic of modernity, deploying all its
potential (Fredric Jameson’s version — no wonder many of his determinations of postmodern-
ity coincide with those of the second modernity); on the other, the idea that postmodernity
negates the basic feature of modernization (rational reflexivity) in favour of some new form
of immediacy (the New Age holistic attitude or some other version of the ‘post-Cartesian
paradigm’). Within this context, it is interesting how recent discussions on globalization
again brought into focus the topic of modernization in its different aspects (globalized
reflexivity, the dissolution of the last traditional social links . . .): we are becoming increas-
ingly aware that ‘postmodernism’ wes just an endeavour to come lo terms with accelerated moderniza-
tion. Do not the turbulent events in all spheres of life, from economic and cultural
‘globalization’ to the reflexivization of the most intimate domains, demonstrate how we still
have to learn to cope with the real shock of modernization?

28. In La fin de l'inlm/;rémli(m (available on the Internet), Jacques-Alain Miller tried to



WHITHER OEDIPUS? 395

resolve this deadlock by situating the analyst at the level of pre-symbolic jouis-sense, meaning-
less gibber, something like the rhizomatic flow of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. This reference to
Joyce is significant in so far as Joyce is the paradigmatic case of the reflexive artist: his works,
specifically Finnegans Wake, are not simply external to their interpretation but take their
possible interpretations into account in advance, and enter into dialogue with them. Since
the interpretation or theoretical explanation of a work of art endeavours to ‘frame’ its object,
one can say that this Joyceian dialectics provides another example of how the frame is always
included in - is a part of — the framed content: the theory about the work is comprised in
the work; thework s a kind of pre-emptive strike at possible theories about itsclf. So, instead
of the S, of interpretation (the chain of Knowledge) adding itself to the S, of the interpreted
signifier, elucidating its meaning, we have ‘in Finnegans Wake a gigantic, polymorphous S,
which not only resists being subordinated to the interpretive S,, but in a way swallows it (its
interpretations) in advance into its own mad dance of jouis-sense. . .. Is this really, however,
the only way out? Does not this solution merely go from bad to worse, replacing the delirium
of interpretation with the immersion in the nightmare of the pre-symbolic/pre-discursive
Thing?

29. Here I draw on extensive discussions with Renata Salecl, to whom I also owe a lot of
the ideas expressed in this chapter; see Renata Salecl, (Per)Versions of Love and Hate, London:
Verso 1998.

30. In the 1960s and 1970s, it was possible to buy soft-porn postcards with a girl clad in a
bikini or wearing a proper dress; when one moved the postcard a little bit or looked at it
from a slightly different perspective, however, the dress magically disappeared, and one was
able to see the girl's naked body — is there not something similar about the image of Bill
Gates, whose benevolent features, viewed from a slightly different perspective, magically
acquire a sinister and threatening dimension?

31. This tendency was already discernible in Bryan Singer's excellent lm The Usual
Susprects (1995), in which the invisible-omnipotent Master-Criminal turns out to be none
other than the clumsy, frightened Kevin Spacey character.

32. See Slavoj Zizek, *“I Hear You with My Eyes”; or, The Invisible Master’, in Gaze and
Voice as Love Objects, Durham, NC: Duke University Press 1996.

33. Adorno pointed out how the very emergence of psychology as ‘science’, with the
individual’s psyche as its ‘object’, is strictly correlative to the predominance of impersonal
relations in economic and political life.

34. Among the advocates of risk society politics, it is popular to point out, as a sign that
we are moving into a new era ‘beyond Left and Right’, how none other than George Soros,
the very embodiment of financial speculation, came to the insight that the unrestrained rule
of the market presents a danger greater than Communist totalitarianism, and thus has to be
constrained through some sociopolitical measures — however, is this insight really enough?
Should we not rather, instead of celebrating this fact, ask ourselves if this does not prove the
contrary: namely, that the new politics ‘beyond Left and Right’ does not really pose a threat
to the reign of Capital?

35. The answer to the question ‘Why do we privilege the economic level of the logic of
Capital over other spheres of socio-symbolic life (political processes, cultural production,
ethnic tensions . . .)? Is this privileging not essentialist in that it neglects the radical plurality
of social life, the fact that its multiple levels cannot be conceived as depending on the crucial
role of one of the agencies? is therefore clear: of course we are dealing today with the
proliferation of multiple forms of politicization {not only the standard fight for democracy
and social justice, but also all the new forms of feminist, homosexual, ecological, ethnic
minority, etc., political agents); however, the very space for this proliferation of multiplicity
is sustained by the recent stage in the development of capitalism, that is, by its post-nation-
state globalization and reflexive colonization of the last vestiges of ‘privacy’ and substantial
immediacy. Contemporary feminism, for example, is strictly correlative to the fact that, in



396 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

recent decades, family and sexual life itself has become ‘colonized’ by market logic, and is
thus experienced as something that belongs to the sphere of free choices.

36. Retroactively, one thus becomes aware of how deeply the phenomenon of so-called
‘dissidence’” was embedded in the socialist ideological framework; of the extent to which
‘dissidence’, in its very utopian ‘moralism’ (preaching social solidarity, ethical responsibility,
etc.), provided the disavowed ethical core of socialism: perhaps one day historians will note
that - in the same sense in which Hegel claimed that the true spiritual result of the
Peloponnesian War, its spiritual End, is Thucydides’ book about it - ‘dissidence’ was the true
spiritual result of actually existing Socialism. . . .

37. See Slavoj Zizek, ‘Introduction’, in Mapping Ideology, London: Verso 1995.

38. Karl Marx, ‘Preface to A Critigue of Political Economy’, in Selected Writings, Oxford:
Oxford University Press 1977, p. 389.

39. Among today’'s Marxists, it is Fredric Jameson who has most consistently emphasized
this aspect.

40. At least concerning cultural studies, I speak here not from a condescending position
of a critic assuming the safe position of an external observer, but as someone who has
participated in cultural studies — I, as it were, ‘include myself out’. . ..

41. According to Jean-Claude Milner (see Le salaire de 'idéal, Paris: Seuil 1997), the same
reflexivity determines the status of today’s new ruling class, the ‘salaried bourgeoisie’: the
criterion of the ruling class is no longer primarily property, but more and more the fact of
belonging to the circle of those who are acknowledged as ‘experts’ (managers, state
administrators, lawyers, academics, journalists, doctors, artists . ..) and are for this reason
paid more than average wage-earners. Milner’s point is that, contrary to misleading appear-
ances (sustained by the vast network of university diplomas, etc.), this belonging to the circle
of experts is ultimately not grounded in any ‘actual’ qualifications, but is the result of the
sociopolitical struggle in the course of which some professional strata gain entry into the
privileged ‘salaried bourgeoisie’: we are dealing here with the closed circle of self-reference,
that is, you are paid more if you generate the impression that you should be paid more (a
TV news presenter is paid much more than a top scientist whose inventions can change the
whole industrial landscape). In short, what Marx evoked as a paradoxical exception (the
strange case in which price itself determnines value instead of merely expressing it, like the
opera singer who is not paid so highly because his singing has such a great value, but is
perceived as more valuable because he is so highly paid) is the rule today.

42. It is interesting to note how here theorists of the second modernity follow Habermas,
who also tends to dismiss phenomena.like Fascism or economic alienation not as results of
the inherent trends of Enlightenment, but as proofs that Enlightenment is still an ‘unfinished
project’ — a strategy somewhat similar to that of defunct Socialist regimes, which put all the
blame for the present woes on the ‘remainders of the (bourgeois or feudal) past’. ...

43. To put it another way: the theory of second modernity obliterates the double
impossibility and/or antagonistic split: on the one hand, the antagonistic complicity between
progressive reflexivization and violent returns of substantial identity that characterizes the
body politic; on the other, the antagonistic complicity between reflexive freedom and the
‘irrational’ need for subjection that characterizes the ‘postmodern’ subject.

44. See Robert Hughes, Culture of Complaint, Oxford: Oxford University Press 1993.

45. The shift from traditional Left to ‘postmodern’ Left is as a rule described by
the motto ‘from redistribution to recognition’: the traditional Social-Democratic Left aimed
at the redistribution of wealth and social power on behalf of the exploited-powerless-
underprivileged; while today's ‘postmodern’ Left puts in the foreground the multiculturalist
fight for the recognition of a particular (ethnic, lifestyle, sexual orientation, religious . . .)
group identity. What, however, if they both participate in the same logic of ressentiment,
indicated/concealed by the common prefix ‘re-? What if they both victimize the underprivi-
leged/excluded, endeavouring to culpabilize the ruling/wealthy and demanding restitution
from them? Consequently, what if a certain dose of old-fashioned Marxist criticism is



WHITHER OEDIPUS? 397

appropriate here: what if our focus should change from redistribution to the very mode of
production which causes ‘inequitable’ distribution and recognition?

46. The masochistic self-inflicted wound thus serves a different purpose in hysteria and in
perversion: in hysteria the aim is to disavow castration (I wound myself in order to conceal
the fact that the wound of castration is already there); while in perversion I wound myself in
order to disavow the failure/luck of castration (i.e. I do it toimpose the semblance of a Law).

47. Exemplary here is Oliver Stone’s JFK Stone is the foremost meta-nationalist in
Hollywood today; I use the term ‘meta-nationalism’ in parallel with Balibar’s ‘meta-racism’
(the contemporary paradox of racism formulated in terms of its very opposite, of the fear of
racist outbursts: ‘one should keep ethnic groups apart in order to prevent racist vio-
lence .. ."): Stone seems to undermine great American ideologico-political myths, but he
does it in a ‘patriotic’ way, so that on a deeper level his very subversion reasserts American
patriotism as an ideological attitude.

48. The outstanding example of a leftliberal conspiracy movie is Barracuda (1978), with
its ingenious additional ‘turn of the screw’ on the standard natural disaster formula: why do
sharks and other fish suddenly start to attack swimmers in an idyllic American town resort?
It turns out that the whole city was an illegal experimental site for a mysterious government
agency injecting the water supply with an untested drug that raises the aggression level (the
goal of the experiment is to develop means of raising the combativeness of the American
population after the demoralizing influence of the flower-power 1960s), and the fishes’
aggressivity was caused by the water dumped in the sea.

X Files goes even a step further in this direction by inverting the standard icleological
operation of exchanging all our social and psychic fears (of foreigners, of big business, of
other races, of the force of raw nature . ..) for the attacking animal (shark, ants, birds . . .)
or for the supernatural monster who comes to embody all of them: in X Files, it is the State
Conspiracy — the dark Other Power behind the public power — which is presented as a kind
of general equivalent hidden behind the multitude of ‘supernatural’ threats (werewolves,
extraterrestrials . . .), that is, the series of supernatural horrors is exchanged for the alienated
Social Thing.

49. For that reason, anxiety is clinically not a symptom, but a reaction that occurs when
the subject’s symptom — the formation that allowed him or her to maintain a proper distance
towards the traumatic object-Thing — dissolves, ceases to function: at that moment, when the
subject is deprived of the buffer-role of his symptom and is thus directly exposed to the
Thing, anxiety emerges to signal this overproximity of the Thing.

50. Gilles Deleuze, Coldness and Crueity, New York: Zone 1991, pp. 82-3.

51. According to the standard narrative of modernity, what distinguishes it from even the
most universal versions of premodern Law (Christianity, Judaism, etc.) is that the individual
is supposed to entertain a reflected relationship towards ethical norms. Norms are not there
simply to be accepted; the subject has to measure not only his acts against them, but also the
adequacy of these norms themselves, that is, how they fit the higher meta-rule that legitimizes
their use: are the norms themselves truly universal? Do they treat all men — and women —
equally and with dignity? Do they allow free expression of their innermost aspirations, and
so forth. This standard narrative gives us a subject who is able to entertain a free reflexive
relationship towards every norm he decides to follow — every norm has to pass the judgement
of his autonomous reason. What Habermas passes over in silence, however, is the obverse of
this reflexive distance towards ethical norms expressed by the above quote from Deleuze:
since, apropos of any norm I follow, I can never be sure that it is actually the right norm to
follow, the subject is caught in a difficult situation of knowing thatthe.rc are norms to follqw,
without any external guarantee as to whal these norms are. . . . There is no mo@ern refle:fl\'t?
freedom from the immediate submission to universal norms without this situation of a prioni

uilt.
s 52. Jacques Lacan, The Four Furdamental Concepts of Psycho-Anabsis, New York: Norton
1977, p. 276.



398 THE TICKLISH SUBJECT

53. See Darian Leader, Promises Lovers Make When It Gets Late, London: Faber & Faber
1997.
54. Was it not St Paul who emphasized this difference in Romans 2: 26-97

...if those who are uncircumcised keep the requirements of the law, will not their
uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision? ... For a person is not a Jew who is one
outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. Rather, a person is a
Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart — it is spiritual and
not literal.

55. For a more dctailed description of this double movement of the ‘sacrifice of a
sacrifice’, see Chapter 2 of Slavoj Zizek, The Indivisible Remainder.

56. Here I draw again on Renata Salecl; see Salecl, (Per)Versions of Love and Hate.

57. Here one should emphasize the difference between the sado-maso practices of self-
mutilation and the practices of tattooing and other versions of inscription on the bodily
surface: tartooing involves the relationship between the naked skin and its covering up by
clothes — that is to say, the problem of tattooing is how to transfonm the naked skin itself
into clothing, how to close the gap between the two; so that even while we are naked we are
in a way already dressed; on the other hand, the sado-maso practice of self-mutilation cuts
into the surface of the skin, revealing the raw flesh beneath. What is threatened in both
cases is the notion of the naked body, of the bare surface of the skin: either by direct
symbolic inscriptions which cover it up, or by opening up access to the ‘raw flesh’ beneath;
in short, what we get if we put the two practices together is a body which, when it is actually
undressed, is no longer a naked body but a mass of raw flesh.

58. Against this background, one can well understand why, in his (unpublished) Seminar
on Anxiety (1962/63), Lacan emphasizes that the Jewish practice of circumcision is definitely
nol a version of castration (as a vulgar and naive line of association seems to imply) but,
rather, its exact opposite: the effect of circumcision is not that of a traumatic cut, but that of
pacification, that is, circumcision enables the subject to find its allocated place in the
symbolic order.

59. Analysed by Renata Salecl in (Per)Versions of Love and Hate.

60. The triad of premodern cut, the modern absence of cut, and the postmodern return
to the cut thus effectively fonns a kind of Hegelian triad of the ‘negation of negation’ — not
in the sense that in postmodernity we return to the cut at an allegedly higher level, but in a
much more precise sense: in premodern society the cut in the body performs the subject’s.-
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the big Other (the substantial symbolic order) is fully consummated: in it, we return to the
feature that characterizes the first phase (there is again a cut in the body), but this cut now
stands for the exact opposite of the first phase ~ that is to say, it signals not the inscription
into the big Other, but its radical nonexistence.

61. See Alenka Zupanci¢, ‘The Subject of the Law’, in S/C 2, ed. Slavoj Zizek, Durham,
NC: Duke University Press 1998.

62. For this reason, l.acan is to be strictly opposed to the recently fashionable ‘post-
secular’ trend of giving theology a deconstructionist spin, reasscrting the Divine as the
dimension of the unfathomable Otherness, as the ‘undeconstructible condition of
deconstruction’.

63. See the end of Chapter 3 above.

64. For a detailed reading of Brecht's 7he Measure Taken, see Chapter 5 of Slavoj Zizek,
Enjoy Your Symptom!, New York: Routledge 1993.
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65. Bertolt Brecht, ‘The Measure Taken’, in The Jewish Wife and Other Short Plays, New
York: Grove Press 1965, p. 97.

66. See Heiner Miiller, ‘Mauser’, in Revolutionsstiicke, Stuttgart: Reclam 1995.

67. Brecht, ‘'The Measure Taken’, p. 106.

68. This disjunction between Good and the ethical act also allows us to resolve the
following impasse: if we accept the notion of ‘diabolical Evil’ (Evil elevated to the status of
the Kantian ethical duty, that is, accomplished for the sake of principle, not for any
pathological profit), to what extent, then, does this parallel with the Good hold? Can there
also be a ‘voice of Evil Consciousness’ rendering us guilty when we did not do our duty to
radical Evil? Can we also feel guilty for not accomplishing a horrible crime? The problem
disappears the moment we cut the link between the ethical domain proper and the
problematic of Good (and Evil as its shadow-supplement).

69. For a close reading of Claudel's The Hostage, see Chapter 2 of Zizek, The Indivisible
Remainder.

70. A detailed comparative analysis of the case of Mary Kay with Nabokov’s Lolita (if I
may be excused for comparing a ‘real-life’ case with a fictional one) immediately helps us to
pinpoint this difference: in Lolita (a story which is also, even more than it was when the
novel was first published, unacceptable in our politically correct times — remember the
problems with the American distribution of the latest cinema version), Humbert Humbert
discerns in Lolita a ‘nymphet’, a girl between nine and fourteen who is potentially a woman:
the appeal of a nymphet resides in the very indefiniteness of her form — she resembles a
young boy much more than a mature woman. So while Mary Kay, the woman, treated her
young lover as a grown-up partner, in the Lolita case she is for Humbert Humbert a
masturbatory fantasy, the product of Ais solipsistic imagination — as Humbert puts it in the
novel: “‘What I had madly possessed was not she, but my own creation, another, fanciful
Lolita. . .. As a result, their relationship is teasing-exploitative, cruel on both sides (she is a
cruel child towards him; he reduces her to the abused object of his masturbatory solipsistic
imagination), in contrast to the sincere passion between Mary Kay and her young lover.

71. Another nice feature of the film is that, in its dénouement, it avoids the standard
cliché about ‘the real person behind the mask’: although, at the end, the hero throws the
mask back into the sea, he is able to do so precisely in so far as he incorporates into his
actual behaviour elements of what he was doing when he was under its spell. Therein lies
our ‘growing mature’: not in simply discarding masks, but in accepting their symbolic
efficiency ‘on trust’ —in a court of law, when a judge puts on his mask (his official insignia),
wein effect treat him as if he is under the spell of the symbolic Institution of Law which now
speaks through him. ... However, it would be wrong to conclude from this that the mask is
just a more ‘primitive’ version of symbolic efficiency, of the hold exerted upon us by symbolic
authority: it is crucial to maintain a distinction between the proper symbolic authority which
operates on a strictly ‘metaphoric’ level and the obscene ‘totemic’ literality of the mask. No
wonder the hero, when he is wearing the mask, often assumes an animal’s face: in the
phantasmic space of cartoons, animals (Tom, Jerry, etc.) are perceived precisely as humans
wearing animal masks and/or clothing (take the standard scene in which an animal’s skin is
scratched, and what appears beneath it is ordinary human skin).

To paraphrase Lévi-Strauss, what The Mask presents us with is thus in effect a case of
‘totemism today’, of the phantasmic efficiency of the totemic animal mask which is inopera-
tive in today’s public social space: when the hero confronts the psychelogist who wrote a
bestseller on masks, the psychologist calmly answers the hero’s questions to the effect that
we all wear masks only in the metapheric meaning of the term; in one of the crucial scenes
of the film, which then follows, the hero tries to convince him that in his case the mask
really i5 a magical object — when he puts the mask on, however, it remains a dead piece of
carved wood; the magical effect fails to occur, so that the hero is reduced to imitating, in a
ridiculous way, the wild gestures he is able to perform gracefully when he is under the mask’s
spell. . ..
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