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Introduction: Between the
Two Revolutions
Slavoj Zizek

The first public reaction to the idea of reactualizing Lenin is, of course, an
outburst of sarcastic laughter. Marx is OK — today, even on Wall Street,
there are people who still love him: Marx the poet of commodities, who
provided perfect descriptions of the capitalist dynamic; Marx of Culrural
Studies, who portrayed the alienation and reification of our daily lives. But
Lenin — no, you can't be serions! Doesn’t Lenin stand precisely for the
failure to put Marxism into practice, for the big catastrophe which left its
mark on the whole of twentieth-century world politics, for the Real Socialist
experiment which culminated in an economically inefficient dictatorship?
So, if there is a consensus among (whatever remains of) today’s radical Left,
it is that, in order to resuscitate the radical political project, we should leave
the Lemmnist legacy behind: the ruthless focusing on the class struggle, the
Party as the privileged form of organization, the wiolent revolutionary
seizure of power, the ensuing “dictatorship of the proletariat™ ... are all
these not “zombic-concepts” to be abandoned if the Left is to have any
chance in the conditions of “post-industrial ™ late capitalism?

The problem with this apparently convincing argument is that it endorses
all too easily the inherited image of Lenin the wise revolutionary Leader
who, after formulating the basic co-ordinates of his thonght and practice in
What Is to Be Done?, simply ruthlessly pursued them thereafter. What if
there is another stoty to be told about Lenin? It is true that today’s Left is
undergoing the shattering experience of the end of an entire epoch for the
progressive movement, an experience which compels it to reinvent the very
basic co-ordinates of its project = however, it was an exactly homologous
experience that gave birth to Leninism. Recall Lenin’s shock when, in
autumn 1914, all European Social Democratic parties (with the honourable
exception of the Russian Bolsheviks and the Serb Social Demnocrats) adopted
the “patriotic line™ — Lenin even thought that the issue of Vorwirts, the
daily newspaper of the German Social Democrats, which reported how
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Soctal Democrars in the Reichstap vored for military credits, was & forgery
by the Russian secret police destined to deceive the Russian workery. In that
era of the military conflict that cur the European continent in halt, how
dilficult it was to reject the notion that one should take sides in this conflict,
and to fight againse the “patriotic fervour™ in one’s own country! How
many great minds (including Freud) succumbed to the natonalist temp-
tation, even if only for a couple ot weeks!

This shock of 1914 was — to put it in Alain Badiou's terms - a désastre, a
carasiropbe in which an entire world disappeared: nor only the dyllic
lourgeois faith in progress, but also the socialist movement which accom-
panied it. Lenin himself (the Lenin of What Is to Be Done?) lost the ground
under his feet — in his desperare reaction theee is no sarisfaction, no “T told
you so!™. This moment of Verzweiflung, this catastrophe, cleared the ground
for the Leninist event, for breaking the cvolutionary historicism of the
Second International — and Lenin was the only one who realized this, the
anly one who articulated the Truth of the catastraphe, Through this
meoment of despair, the Lenin who, via a close reading of Hegel's Logic,
was able to discern the unique chance for revolution, was borm.!

It is crucial to emphasize this relevance of “high rheory™ for the most
concrete political struggle today, when even such an engaged intetlectual as
Moam Chomsky likes o onderscore how unimportamt theoretical know-
ledge is for progressive political struggle: of what help is studying grear
philosophical and social-theoretical texts in today’s struggle against the
neoliberal model of glohalizanon? Is it not that we are dealing either with
chvious facts (which simply have to be made public, as Chomsky 15 doing
in his numerous political texts), or with such an incomprehensible complex-
ity that we cannot understand anything? If we wish to argue against this
anti-theoretical temptation, it is rot enough to draw artention to numerous
theoretical presuppositions about freedom, power and society, which also
ahound in Chomsky's polifical texts: what is arguably more important is
how, today, pechaps for the first time in the history of humankind, our
daily expericnce {of biogenetics, ecology, cyberspace and Virtual Reality)
compels aff of us to confront basic philosophical issues of the nature of
freedom and human identity, and so on.

Back to Lenin: his State and Revolution is strictly relevant o that
shattering experience of 1214 - Lenin’s full subjective engagement in it is
clear from this famous letter to Kamenev weitten in July 1917:

' This passage draws on conversariens  with Sebastian Budgen and  Fastache
Kaouvilakis,
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Entre sows: [F they kill me, [ ask you to publish my noccbook *“Marxism 4%
the State” (stuck in Stockhalm). It is bound in a hlue cover. It is a cotlecrion
of all the quotations from Mare & FEuopels, hkewise from Kausky apainst
Pannekoek, There is a series of remarks & notes, fermulations. | think with 3
week’s work it could be published. 1 consider it imp. for not only Plekhanos
buor alse Kawtsky got it wreong. Condinon: all this s entre aoses ®

The existennial cngagement s extreme here, and the kerncl of the Lenmnse
“utopia® arises from the ashes of the catastrophe of 1214, in his settling of
the accounts with the Second International orthodoxy: the radical imperarive
to smash the hourgeois state, which means the state as such, and to invent a
new communal social form without a standing army, police or bureaucracy,
in which all could take parr in the administration of social matters. For
Lenin, this was not a theoretical project For some distant futore - in October
1917 he claimed: “We can at once set iIn motion a state apparatus constituting
of ten if not owenty miilion people.™? This urpe of the mament is the true
wtapia, What we should scick to is the smadress {in the strict Kierkegaardian
sense} of this Leninist utopia —and, if anything, Stalinism stands for a return
to the realistic *common sense™, Tt is impossible to overestimare the explosive
potential of The State and Kevolution ~ in this book, “the vocabulary and
gramumar of the Western tradition of politics was abruptly dispensed with™.*

What then followed can be called — bortowing the title of Althusser’s text
on Machiavelli — la solitude de Lénine: the time when he basically stood
alone, struggling against the current in his own party. When, in his “April
Theses” (1917), Lenin discerned the Augenbfick, the unique chance for a
revolution, his proposals were first met with stupor or contempt by a large
majority of his party colleagues. No prominent leader within the Bolshevik
Party supported his call to revolution, and Prarda took the extraordinary
step of dissociating the Party, and the editorial board as a whole, from
Lenin's “April Theses™ — Lenin was far from being an opportunist flattering
and exploiting the prevailing mood of the populace; his views were highly
idiosyneratic. Bopdanov characterized the “April Theses™ as “the delinium
of a madman”,® and Nadeghda Krupskayva hemself concluded: “1 am afeaid
it looks as if Lenin has gone crazy.”®

YL Lenin, Cotected Works, Moscow: Progress Publishers 1265, vol. 42, p, 67.

* (Omoted from MNeil Harding, Leninism, Durham, M Dake University Press 1996,
p. 308,

*Ibid., p. 152,

¥ Ibid., p. 57,

* Thid.
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This is the Lenin from whom we still have something to learn. The
greatmess of Lenin was that in this catasrrophic situation, be wasn't afraid
ta sueceed — in codtrast 1o the negative pathos discernible in Rosa Luxem-
burg and Adorno, for whom the ultimate authentic act is the admission of
the failure which brings the truth of the situation to light. In 1917, instead
of waiting until the time was ripe, Lenin organuzed a pre-empuve strike; in
1920, as the leader of the party of the working class with no working class
{most of it being decimarted in the civil war), he went on organizing a seate,
fully accepting the paradox of the parry which has to organize — even re-
create - it own base, its working class.

Nowhere is this greamess more evident than in Lenin’s writings which
cover the time span from February 1917, when the first revolution abolished
rsartsmn and installed a democranie regime, to the second revolotion
October. The opening text of the present volume (“Letters from Afar™)
reveals Lenin's anittal grasp of the unique revolurionary chance, while the
last text {the minutes of the “Meccting of the Petrograd Soviet of Workers®
and Soldiers’ Deputies™) declares the Bolshevik seizure of power. Everything
is here, from “Lenin the ingenious revolutionary strategist™ to * Lenin of the
enacted utopia” (of the immediate abolishing of the state apparatuses). To
refer again to Kierkegaard: what we are allowed to perceive in these writings
is Lenin-m-becoming: not yet “Lenin the Soviet institution™, but Lenin
thrown into an open situation. Arc we, within our late capitalist closure of
the “end of history™, still able o experience the shattering impact of such
an authentic historical opening?

In February 1917 Lenin was an almost anonymous political emigrant,
stranded in Zurich, with no rehable contacts o Ruossia, mostly learning
about the evenrs from rthe Swiss press; in October 1917 he led the first
-successful socialist revolution — so what happened in between? In tebruary,
Lenin immediarcly perceived the revolurionary chance, the resale of unique
contingent circumstances — if the moment was not scized, the chance for the
revedution would be forfeited, perhaps for decades. In his stubborn msist-
ence that one should take the risk and go on to the next stage — that is,
‘repeat the revolurion ~ he was alone, rnidiculed by the majority of the
Central Committee members of his own party, this selection of his texts
endeavours to provide a ghmpse into the obstinate, patient — and often
trustrating ~ revolutionary work through which Lenin imposed his vision.
Indispensable as Lenin’s personal utervention was, however, we should not
change the story of the October Revolution into the story of the lone genius
confronred with the disorientated masses and gradually imposing his vision.
Lenin succeeded because his appeal, while hypassing the Party nomenkla-
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rurg, found an echo in what | am tempred to call revolutionary micropal-
itics: the incredible explosion of grass-roots democracy, of local committees
sprouting up all around Russia’s big cities and, ignoring the authority of
the “legitimare™ government, taking matters into their own hands. This s
the untold story of the October Revolution, the obverse of the myth of the
tiny group of ruthless dedicared revolutionarics which accomplished a coup
ol 'état.

The first thing that strikes today’s reader is how directly readable Lemin's
texts from 1217 are: there is no need for long explanatory notes - even if
the strange-sounding names are unknown to us, we immediatcly get what
was at stake. From roday’s distance, the texts display an almost classical
clarity in tracing the contours of the struggle in which they participate.
Lenin is fully aware of the paradox of the situation: in spring 1917, afrer
the February Revolution which toppled the tsanst regime, Russia was the
most democratic country in the whole of Europe, with an unprecedented
degree of mass mobilization, freedom of organization and freedom of the
press — yet this freedom made the sitwation non-transparent, thoroughly
ambiguous. If there is 2 common thread runmng through all Lenin's texts
written berween the two revolutions {the February one and the October
one), it is his insistence on the gap which separates the “explicit™ formal
contours of the political struggle between the multitude of parties and other
political subjects from its actual social stakes (immediate peace, the distri-
burion of land, and, of course, “all the power to the soviets”, that is, the
dismantling of the existing state appararus and its replacement with the new
commune-like forms of social management). This gap is the gap between
revolution gua the imaginary explosion of freedom in sublime enthusiasm,
the magic moment of universal solidarity when “everything seems possible”,
and the hard work of social reconstruction which is to be performed if this
enthiusiastic explosion is to lcave its traces in the inertia of the social edifice
itself.

This gap - a repetition of the gap berween 1789 and 17%3 in the French
Revolution — is the very space of Lenin's unique intervention: the fundamen-
tal lesson of revolutionary materialism is thar revolution must strike twice,
and for essential reasons. The gap is not simply the gap between form and
content: what the “frst revolution™ misses is not the content, but the form
itself — it remains stuck in the old form, thinking that freedom and jusrice
can be accomplished if we simply put the cxisting state apparatus and irs
democratic mechanisms to use. What if the “good” party wins the free
elections and “legally™ implements socialist rransformation? {The clearest
expression of this illusion, bordering on the ridiculous, 1s Karl Kautsky's
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thesis, formulated 1n the 1920s, that the logical polirical form of the hirst
stage of socialism, of the passage from capualism to socialism, is the
paritamentary coalition of hourgeais and proletarian partics.) Here there is
a perfect parallel with the era of carly modernity, in which epposition to
the Church ideslogical hegemony first articulated itself in the very form of
another religious ideclogy, as a beresy: along the same lines, the partisans
of the “first revolution™ want to subwvert capitalist domination in the very
political form of capitalist democracy. This is the Hegelian “negation of
negation: first the old order 15 negated within its own ideologico-pohtical
form; then this form itself has to be negated. Those who oscillate, those
who are afraid to take the second step of overcoming this form uself, are
those who (to repeat Robespierre] want a “revolution wirhour revolution™
~ and Lenin displays all the strength of his “hermeneutics of suspicion™ in
discerning the different forms of this retreat.

[n his 1917 writings, Lenin saves his most acerhic irony for those who
engage in the endless search for some kind of “puarantee” far the revolu-
tion; this guarantee assumes two main forms: cither the reified noton of
social Necessity {one should not risk the revolution roo early; one has to
wait for the right moment, when the time is “ripe™ with regard to the laws
of historical development: “It is too early for the Socialist revolurion, the
working class is not yer mature™) or normative (“democratic”) legitimacy
{*The majority of the population are not on our side, so the revolution
would not really be democratic™} — as Lenin repeatedly puts itz as if, before
the revolutionary agent risks the seizure of stare power, it should pget
permission from some Agure of the big Other {organize a referendum which
will ascertain thar the majority support the revolution). Wirth Lenin, as with
Lacan, the puint is that the revolution ne s'autorise que d'elfe-mime: we
should venture the revolutionary act not covered by the big Other — the fear
of taking power “prematurely”, the search tor the guarantee, is the fear of
the abyss of the act. That s the ultimate dimension of what Lenin inces-
santly denounces as “opportunism”, and his premiss s that “opportunism™
is a posirion which is in itself, inherently, false, masking a fear of accom-
‘phishing the act with the protective screen of “objective™ facts, laws or
norms, which is why the first srep in combating it 15 1o @urounce it clearly:
“What, then, is to be done? We must aussprechen was ist, 'state the tacts',
admit the truth that there is a tendency, or an opinion, in our Central
Committee LT

Lemin's answer is not the reference to a different set of “objective facts™,

AL Lenin, “The Crisis Has Matsed”, see the present volume, po 139
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but the repetition of the argument made a decade ago by Rosa Luxemburg
against Kaursky: those who wait for the objective condinions of the revolu-
tion o arnve will wait for ever — such a position of the objective ohserver
{and not of an engaped agent) is itself the main obstacle to the revolution.
Lemun’s counterargument against the formal-democratic critics of the second
step is that this “pure democratic™ option is itself utepian: in the concrete
Russian circumstances, the bourgeois-democratic state has no chance of
survival = the only “realistic™ way to protect the true gains of the February
Revolution {freedom of organization and the press, etc.} is to move on to
the Socialist revolution, otherwise the tsarist reactionaries will win.

The basic lesson of the psychoanalytic notion of temporality is that there
are things one has to do in order to learn that they are superfluous: in the
course of the freatment, one loses months on false moves before “ir clicks™
and one fAnds the right formula — although they retroacrively appear
supcrfluous, these derours were necessary. And does rthe same not go also
for the revolution? What, then, happened when, in his last years, Lenin
became fully aware of the limitations of Bolshevik powee? It is hare thar we
should oppose Lenin and Stalin: from Lenin's very last writings, long afeer
he renounced the uropia of his State and Revolution, we can discern the
contours of 2 modest “realistic” projece of whar Bolshevik power should
do. Because of the economic underdevelopment and culrural backwardness
of the Russian masses, there is no way for Russia o “pass directly to
Socialism™; all thar Soviet power can do is to combine the moderate politics
of “state capitalism™ with the intense cultural education of the inert peasant
masses — nt “Commumist propaganda®™ brainwashing, simply a patienr,
gradual impaosition of developed civilized standards. Facrs and figures reveal
“what a vast amount of urgent spadework we still have ro do to reach the
standard of an ordinary West Buropean civilized country. . . . We must bear
in mind the semi-Asiatic ipnorance from which we have not yet extricated
ourselves.” So Lenin warns repeatedly against any kind of direct *implan-
tation of Communism™:

Under no circumstances must this be understood {in the sensc) that we should
immediately propagate purely in stricely communist ideas in the countryside,
As long as our couneryside lacks the marerial basis for commonism, it wiil he,
I should say, harméul, in fact, ] should say, fatal, far commuonism to o se.”

N T Lenin, “Pages from a Diary”, in Colfected Works, Moscow: Progress Publishers
1966, val. 33, p. 463,
*lmd., p. 465,
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His recurrent theme is: “The most harmlul thing here would be hasie ™
Against this stance of “celtural revelution™, Sralin opred tor the thoroughly
anti-Leninist notion of “huilding Secialism in one stare™.

Does this mean, then, that Lenin silently adopted the standard Menshevik
crticism of Bolshevik utopianism, their idea rhat revolution must follow the
preordained necessary stages (it can occur only once its matenial conditions
are in place)? It is here that we can observe Lenin's refined dialectical sense
at work: he is fully aware chat, now, in the early 1920s, the main task of
Belshevik power is to execute the tasks of the progressive bourgeois regime
{general education, ete.); however, the very facr that ir is a proletarian
revolutionary power which is doing this changes the situation fundamentally
- there is a unigue chance that these “civilizing” measures will be imple-
mented in such a way that they will be deprived of their limited bourgenis
ideclogical framework [general education will he really general education
serving the people, nor an ideclogical mask for propagating narrow bour-
peois class interest, ecc.). The properly dialectical paradox is thus that it is
the wery hopelessness of the Russian situarion {the backwardness chatr
compels the proletarian power to fulfil the bourgeois civilizing mission)
which can be turned into a unique advantage:

What if the complete hopelessness of the sitration, by stimulating the effors
of the workers and peasants tenfold, offered us the opportunity to create the
fundamental requisites of civilization in a different way from that of the West
Evuropean countries?!!

Here we have two madels, two incompatible logics, of the revolution: those
wha wait for the ripe teleclogical moment of the final crisis when revelution
will explode “at its own proper time” according to the necessity of the
hisrorical evelution; and those who are aware that revolution has no
“proper time”, those who perceive the revolutionary chance as something
rthat emerges and has to be seized in the very detours of “normal™ historical
development. Lenin is not a voluntanst “subjectivist™ — what he insists on
is that the exception (the extraordinary set of circumstances, like those in
Russia in 1917) offers a way to undermine the norm itself.

Is this line of argumentanon, this fundamental stance, not more appasite
than ever today? Do not we, also, live in an era when the stare and its
apparatuses, including its political agents, are simply less and less able o
articulate the key issues — as none other than John le Carré put it recently:

AT Lenin, “Berter Fewer, but Better™, in Ooflected Works, vol. 33, p. 483,
AL Lenin, *“Our Revoludion™, in Coflected Works, val. 33, p, 479,
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“Paliticians are ignoring the real problems of the workd™ (hy which he
meant ecolopy, deterioradng healcheare, poverty, the role of multinanionals,
ete ). Le Carré was not simply making a point abowt the shorrsightedness of
yome politicians — if we take whar he said serivusly, the only logical
conclusion is that we urgently need a new forn of politicization which will
directly “socialize™ chese crucial issues. The illusion of 1917 that the
pressing problems which faced Rossia [peace, land distnibution, ctc ) could
be solved through “legal” parlimmentary means 15 the same as roday's
illusion that the ecological theeat, for instance, could be avoided by expand-
ing the market logic to ecology (making pollurers pay for the damage they
cause).

“Lenin” is not the nostalgic name for old dogmatic certainty; quite the
contrary, #e Lemn who 13 to be recrieved ts the Lenin whose fundamental
experience was that of being theown into a cataserophic new constellation
in which the old co-ordinates proved useless, and who was thus compelled
to reinvent Marxism — take his acerbic remark apropos of some new
problem: "About this, Marx and Engels said not a word.” The idea is not
to retutn to Lenin, bur to repeat him in the Kietkegaardian sense: to retrieve
the same impulse in today’s constellation, The return to Lenin aims neither
at nostalpically re-enacting the *good old revolutionary times”, nor at an
apportumistic-pragmatic adiustment of the old programme to “new con-
ditions”, but at repeating, in the present worldwide conditions, the Leninist
gesture of reinventing the revolutionary project in the conditions of imperi-
alism and colonialism - more precisely: after the politico-ideological col-
lapse of the long era of progressivism in the catastrophe of 1914, Eric
Hobsbawm has defined the concepr of the twentieth century as the time
between 1914, the end of the long peaceful expansion of capitalism, and
1990, the emergence of the new form of glohal capitalism after the collapse
of Really Existing Socialism.’”? What Lenin did for 1914, we should do for
1990. “Lenin® stands for the compelling freedom to suspend the stale
exusting (post-lidenlogical co-ordinates, the deilitating Denkverbot (prohi-
bition on thinking} in which we live — it simply means that we arc allowed
to think again,

S0 what role should Lenin’s personality play in aur assessment of his
conrribution? Are we not, in fact, redocing him to a pure symbol of a
certain revoluticnary stance? In a leeter to Enpgels written on 30 July 1862,
Marx designated Ferdinand Lassalle — co-founder of German Social Democ-
racy, and his competitor for influence in it - not only as “a greasy Jew

1z Kee Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extrencs, New Yorks: Vintage 1996,
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chispnised mader brilliantine and cheap jewels®, but, even more bruially, as
“the Jewish Nigger”: “It is now perfectly clear ro me that, as the shape of
his ‘head. and the growth of his hair indicate, he is descended from the
Negroes who joined in Moses” flight from Egypt {unless his mother or
grandmother on the father’s side was crossed with a nigger).”"* Instead of
reading such ststements as proof of the Eurocentric bias of Marx's theory,
we should simply dismiss them as fundamentally irrelevant; their only
positive significance is.that they prevent us from ndulging in any kind of
hagiography of Marx, since they clearly reveal the irreducible gap between
Marx as a person and his theory which, precisely, provides the tools for an
analysis and a crincism of such racist outburses. And, of course, the same
goes for Lenin: his alleged “ruthlessness™ has exactly the same status as his
love af cats and little children in the Stalinist hagiography.

After the Hungarian rebellion of 1956 was crushed by the Russian tanks,
Georg Lukacs (who parricipated in the Imre Nagy government) was taken
prisoner; when a KGB officer asked him if he had a2 weapon, Lukics calmly
reached into his pocket and handed over his pen.'* Does not the implication
of this gesture hold even more for Lenin’s texts collected here? If ever a pen
was & weapon, it was the pen which wrote Lemn’s 1917 texts.

1 Marx-Engels-Werke, Betlin {GDR): Dierz Verlap 1968, vol. XXX, p. 259,
4 Arpad Kadarkay, Georg Lubdcs, Oxford: Blackwell 1991, p. 434,
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Afterword: Lenin’s Choice
Slavo] Zizek

In academic politics today, the idea of dealing with Lenin immediately gives
rise to two qualifications: yes, why not, we live in a liberal demaocracy, there
15 frecdom of thought . .. provided that we treat Lenin in an “objective,
critical and scientific way™, not in an attirude of nostalgic idolatry, and,
furthermore, from a perspective hrmly roored in the democratic paolitical
order, within the horizon of human rights — that is the lesson learncd
painfully through the experience of rwentieth-century totalitarianism.

What are we to say to this? The problem lies in the further implicic
qualifications which can easily be discerned by a “concrete analysis of the
concrete situation”, as Lenin himself would have put ir.! “Fidelity to the
democratic consensus”™ means acceptance of the present liberal-parliamen-
tary consensus, which precludes any serious questioning of the way this
liberal-democratic order is compliat in the phenomena it officially con-
demns, and, of course, any serious attempt to imagine a different sociopalit-
ical order. In shorr, it means: say and write whatever you like - on condition
that you do not actually question or disturb the prevailing political consen-
sus. Everything is allowed, solicited even, as a critical topic: the prospect of
a global ecological catastirophe; violations of human righes; sexism, homo-
phobia, anti-feminism; growing vielence not only in faraway countries, but
also in our own megatopolises; the pap between the First and the Third
Waorld, between rich and poor; the shartering impace of the digiralizacion of
our daily lives . . . today, there is nothing easier than to get international,
state or corporarte funds for a multidisciplinary research project on how to
fight new forms of ethnic, religious or sexist violence. The problem is that
all this occurs against the hackground of a fundamental Denkverbot: a
prohibition on thinking.

Today's liberal-democratic hegemany is sustained by a kind of unwritten
Denkverbot similar to the infamous Berufsverbot (prohibition on employing
individuals with radical Left leanings in the state organs) in Germany in the
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late 19605 — the moment we show a minimal sign of engaging in political
projects which aim seriously to challenge the existing order, the answer is
immediately: “Benevolent as it is, this will inevitably end in a new Gulag!™
The ideclogical function of constant references to the Holocaust, the Gulag,
and more recent Third World catastrophes is thus to serve as the support of
this Denkverbot by constantly reminding us how things could bave been
miuch worse: “Just look around and see for yourself what will happen if we
follow your radical notions!” What we encounter here is the ultimate
example of what Anna Dinerstein and Mike Neary have called the project
of disutopia: “not just the tempotary absence of Utopia, but the polirical
celebration of the end of social dreams™.? And the demand for “scientific
objectivity” amounts to just another version of the same Denkverbot: the
moment we seriously question the existing liberal consensus, we are accused
of abandoning scientific objectivity for ourdated ideological positions. This
15 the “Leninist™ point on which onc cannot and should not concede: foday,
actual freedom of thought means freedom to question the prevailing liberal-
democratic “post-ideclogical” consensus — or it means nothing.

The Right to Truth

The perspective of the critique of ideology compels us to invert Wittgen-
stein’s “What one cannot speak about, thereof one should be silent” into
“*What one should not speak about, thereof one cannot remain silent™. H
you want to speak about a social system, you cannot remain silent about its
repressed excess. The point is not to tell the whole Truth but, precisely, o
append to the (official) Whole the uneasy supplement which denounces its
falsity. As Max Horkheimer purt it back in the 1930s: *1f you don’t want to
talk ahout capitalism, then you should keep silent abour Fascism.”™ Fascism
is the inherent “symptom® (the retumn of the repressed) of capitalism, the
key to its “oruth®, not just an external contingent deviation of its “normal”
logic. And the same goes for today’s situation: those who do not want to
subject liberal democracy and the flaws of its multiculruralist rolerance to
critical analysis, should keep quiet about the new Righrtist violence and
intolerance,

If we are to leave the opposition between liberal-democratic universalism
and cthnic/religious fundamentalism behind, the first step is to acknowledge
the existence of liberal fundamentalism: the perverse game of making a big
fuss when the righes of a scrial killer or a suspected war criminal are
violated, while ignoring massive violations of “ordinary” people’s rights.
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Mnrc precisely, the politically correct. stance betrays its perverse economy
f" through its oscillation between the two extremes: either fascination with the
o wictimized other (helpless children, raped women .. ), or a focus on the
: problematic other whao, although criminal, and so on, also deserves protec-
- tion of his human rights, because “today it's him, tomorrow it'll be us® (an
excellent example is Noam Chomsky’s defence of a French book advocating
the revisiomist stance on the Holocaust). On a different level, a similar
instance of the perversity of Political Correctness occurs in Denmark, where
people speak ironically of the “white woman®s burden™, her ethico-political
duty to have sex with immigrant workers from Third World countries — this
being the final necessary step in ending their exclusion.

Today, in the era of what Habermas designated as die nene Uniibersicht-
lichkeit (the new opacity),® our everyday experience is more mystifying than
ever: modernization generates new obscurantisms; the reduction of freedom
is presented to us as the dawn of new freedoms. The perception that we live
in a society of free choices, in which we have to choose even our most
“natural” features {ethnic or sexual identity), is the form of appearance of
its very opposite: of the absence of trae choices* The recent trend for
“alternate reality” films, which present existing reality as one of a multitude
of possible outcomes, is symptomatic of a society in which choices no longer
really matter, are trivialized. The lesson of the time-warp narratives is even
bleaker, since it points towards a total closure: the very attempt to avoid
the predestined course of things not only leads us back to it, but actually
constitutes it — from Oedipus onwards, we want to avoid A, and it is
through our very detour that A realizes irself.

In these circumstances, we should be especially careful not to confuse the
ruling ideclogy with ideclogy which seems to dowminate. More then ever, we
should bear in mind Walter Benjamin’s reminder that it is not enough to
ask how a certain theory (or art) positions itself with regard to social
struggles — we should also ask how it actually functions in these very
strupgles. In sex, the tree hegemonic attitude is not patriarchal repression,
but free promiscuity; in art, provocations in the style of the notorious
“Sensation™ exhibitions are the norm, the example of art fully integrated
into the establishment. Ayn Rand brought this logic to its conclusion,
supplementing it with a kind of Hegelian twist, that is, reasserting the
official ideology itself as its own greatest transgression, as in the title of one
of her late non-fiction books: “Capitalism, This Unknown Ideal”, or in “top
managers, America’s last endangered species”.

Indeed, since the “normal™ functioning of capitalism involves some kind
of disavowal of the basic principle of its functioning (today's madel capital-
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181 38 someone who, after ruthlessly pencrating profit, then generously shares
parts of it, piving large donations to churches, vierims of ethnic or sexual
abuse, etc., posing as a humanirarian), the ultimate act of transgression is
to assert this principle directly, depriving it of its hbumanitarian mask. [ am
therefore tempted to reverse Marx’s Thesis 11: the first task today is
precisely #of to succumb to the temptation to act, to intervene directly and
change things {which then inevitably ends in a cul-de-sac of debilitating
impossibility: “What can we do against global capital?™), but to question
the hegemonic ideological co-ordinates. In short, our historical moment is
still that of Adorno:

To the guestion “What should we do?™ 1 can most often truly answer only
with “I don't know." [ can only try to analyse rigorously what chere is. Here
people reproach me: When you practise criticism, you are also obliged to say
bow one should make it better. To my mind, this is incontrovertibly a
bourgeois prejudice. Many times in history it so happened that the very works
which pursued purcly theoretical goals transformed consciousness, and thereby
also social reality.”

It, today, we follow a direct call 1o act, this act will nor be performed in an
empty space — it will be an act within the hegemonic ideological co-
ordinates: those who “really want to do something to help people™ get
invalved in {undoubtedly honourable) exploits like Médecins sans frontiéres,
Greenpeace, feminist and anti-racist campaigns, which are all not only
tolerated but even supported by the media, even if they seemingly encroach
on economic territory (for example, denouncing and boycotting companies
which do not respect ecological conditions, or 1se child labour) — they are
tolerated and supported as long as they do not get too close to a certain
limic.®

This kind of activity provides the perfect example of interpassivity:? of
doing things not in order to achieve something, but to prevent something
from really happening, really changing, All this frenetic humanitarian,
Polirically Caorrect, ete., activity fits the formula of “Let’s go on changing
something all the time so that, globally, things will remain the samel™, If
standard Cultural Studies criticize capitalism, they do so in the coded way
that exemplifies Hollywood liberal paranoia: the cnemy is “the system®, the
hidden “organization”, the anti-democratic “conspiracy”, not simply capit-
alism and state apparatuses. The problem with this critical stance is not
only that it replaces concrete social analysis with a strugzle against abstrace
paranciac fantasies, but that - in a typical paranoiac gesture — it unneces-
sarily redoubles social reality, as if there were a secret Organization bebind
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¢ the “visible™ capitalist and state organs. What we should accept is that

L

there is no need for a secret “organization-within-an-organization™; the

. “conspiracy” is already in the “visible” organization as such, in the capital-
jat systemn, in the way the political space and state apparatuses work.s

Let us take one of the hottest topics in today's “radical” American
" academia: postcolonial studies. The problem of postcolonialism is undoubt-
edly crucial; however, postcolonial studies tend to translate it into the
multiculturalist problematic of the colonized minorities’ “right to narrate”
their victimizing experience, of the power mechanisms which repress “oth-
erness”, 50 that, at the end of the day, we learn that the root of postcolonial
exploitation is our intolerance towards the Other, and, furthermore, that
this intolerance itself is rooted in our intolerance towards the “Stranger in
Ourselves™, in ovr inability to confront what we have repressed in and of
ourselves - the politico-economic struggle is thus imperceptibly transformed
into a pseudo-psychoanalytic deama of the subject unable to confront its
inner traumas. . . . {Why pseudo-psychoanalytic? Because the true lesson of
psychoanalysis is not that the external events which fascinate andfor disturb
us are just projections of our inner repressed impulses. The unbearable fact
of life is that there really are disturbing events our there: there are other
hvman beings who experience intense sexval enjoyment while we are half-
impotent; there are people submitred to terrifying torture. . ., Again, the
ultimate truth of psychoanalysis is not that of discovering our true Self, but
that of the traumatic encounter with an unbearable Real.) The true corrup-
tion of American academia is not primarily financial, it is not only that
universities are able to boy many Furopean critical intellectuals {myself
included — up to a point}, but conceptual: notions of “European™ critical
theory are imperceptibly translated into the benign universe of Cultural
Studies chic. At a certain point, this chic becomes indistinguishable from the
famous Citibank commercial in which scenes of Fast Asian, Furopean,
Black and American children plaving is accompanied by the voice-over:
“People who were once divided by a continent . .. are now united by an
econamy” — at this concloding highpoint, of course, the children are
replaced by the Citibank logo.?

The great majority of today's “radical” academics silently count on the
long-term stability of the American capitalist model, with a secure tenured
position as their ultimate professional goal {a surprising number of them
even play the stock market). If there is one thing they are genuinely afraid
af, it s a radical shattering of the (relatively) safe life-environment of the
“symbolic classes™ in developed Western socicties. Their excessive Politically
Correct zeal when they are dealing with sexism, racism, Third World
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sweatshops, and se on, is thus ultimately a defence against their own
innermost identification, a kind of compulsive ritval whose hidden logic is:
“Let’s talk as much as possible about the necessity of a radical change, to
make sure that nothing will really change!™ The journal October is typical
of this: when you ask one of the editors what the tithe refers to, they half-
confidentially indicate thar it is, of course, thar October — in this way, you
can indulge in jargonistic analyses of modern art, with the secret assurance
that you are somehow retaining a link with the radical revolutionary
past. ... With regard to this radical chic, our first gesture towards Third
Way ideologists and practisioners should be one of praise; ar least they play
their game straight, and are honest in their acccptance of the glohal
capitalist co-ordinates — unlike pseudo-radical academic Leftists who adopt
an attitude of utter disdain towards the Third Way, while their own
radicalistn ultimately amounts to an empty gesture which obliges no one to
do anything definite.

There is, of course, 2 strice distinction to be made here between authentic
social engagement on behalf of exploited minorities {for example, organiz-
ing illegally emploved chicano field workers in California) and the multicul-
turalist/postcolonial “plantations of no-risk, no-fault, knock-off rebeltion™'®
which prosper in “radical” American academia. If, however, in contrast to
“corporate multiculturalism”, we define “critical multiculturalism” as a
strategy of pointing out that “there are common forces of oppression,
common strategies of exclusion, stereotyping, and stigmatizing of oppressed
groups, and thus common enemies and targets of attack,”! [ do not see the
appropriateness of the continuing use of the term “multiculeuralism®, since
the accent shifts here to the commion struggle. In its normal accepted
meaning, multiculturalism perfectly fits the logic of the glabal market.

Recently, the Hindus in India organized widespread demonstrations
against McDaonald’s, after it became known that, before freezing its potato
chips, McDonald's fried them in oil of animal {beef} fat origin; once the
company had conceded the point, guaranteeing that all potato chips sold in
India would be fried only in vegetable cil, the satisfied Hindus happily
returned to munching the chips. Far from undermining globalization, this
protest against McDonald’s, and the company’s guick answer, embody the
Hindus' perfect integration into the diversified global order. The point is not
only that the global market thrives on the diversification of demand, but
that, on a purely formal level, the Hindus’ defence of their tradition is already
inscribed in the logic of modernity, that it 1s already a “reflected” gesture:
the Hindus have chosen (to remain faithful to) their tradition, thereby
transforming this tradition into one of the many options available to them.
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" A closer analysis should take into account the gap between the literal and
the metaphorical dimension of the Hindu protest against McDonald’s chips:

iy Ji is clear that this protest functioned as a metaphorical stand-in for global

: discontent with Western cultural imperialism. We can thus imagine two

i further versions {not taking into account the third one; whar if McDonald's

- were to lie, continuing to use beef fat, and the Hindus were to believe the

- company? s it not troe that in this case, everybody wonld have been
satished?):

* What if, having obtained assurances that McDonald’s had teuly stopped
using beef fat, the Hindus somehow felt frustrated? By complying with
their literal demand, McDonald’s prevented them from articulating their
more fundamental protest against Western cultural imperialism?

» What if, after McDonald’s had truly stopped using beef fat, the Hindu
press had continued to spread the lie that this fat was still being used,
and this lie had tripgered a popular revole against culroral imperialism
with some really emancipatery results? Is it not true that in this case, a
blatant lie would have served as the means of arniculating a more global
truth? {Consider also the analogous case of the tnal of an African-
American murderer: even if he really did commit the crime, the sentence
is somehow “wrong”, since it serves to sostain racist attitudes towards
African-Americans.)

Medonald’s “respect” for the Hindus is thus unremittingly patronizing, like
our normal attitude towards small children: although we do not take them
seriously, we “respect”™ their innocuous habits in order not to shatter their
illusory world. When a visitor reaches a local village, with its local customs,
is there anything more racist than his clumsy attempts to demonstrate how
he “understands™ these customs, and is able to follow them? Does not such
behaviour reveal the same patronizing attitude as the one displayed by
advlhs who adapt themselves to their small children by imitaring their
gestures and their way of speaking? Are not local inhabitants legitimately
offended when the foreign intruder mimics their speech? The patronizing
falsity of the visitor does not reside merely in the fact that he is only
pretending to be “one of us™ — the point is, rather, that we cstablish a real
contact with the locals only when they disclose to us the distance they
themselves maintain towards the letter of their own customs.!? There is
a well-known anecdote abour Prince Peter Petrovié Njepos, an early-
mineteenth-century Montenegrin ruler famous both for his battles against
the Turks and for his epic poetry: when an English visitor to his court,
profoundly touched by a local ntual, expressed his willingness to partake in
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it, Njegos cruelly rebuffed him: “Why should you make a fool of yourself
too? Isn’t it bad enough for us to play these silly games?™ , ..

Furthermore, what ahout practices like burning wives after their hus-
band's death, which is part of the same Hindu tradition as sacred cows?
Should we {tolerant Western multiculturalists) also respect these practices?
Here, the tolerant muloculturalist is compelled to resort to a thoroughly
Enrocentrist distinction, a distinction that is totally foreign to Hinduism:
the Other is tolerated with regard to customs which hurt no one — the
moment we come up against some {for vs) traumatic dimension, the
tolerance is over. Inn short, tolerance is tolerance of the Other in so far as
this Other is not an “intolerant fundamentalist™ — which simply mcans: in
so far as it is not the real Other. Tolerance is “zero tolerance™ for the real
Cther, the Other in the substantial weight of its joufssance, We can sce how
this liberal tolerance reproduces the elementary “postmodern” operation of
having access to the object deprived of its substance: we can enjoy coffee
without caffeine, beer without alcohol, sex without direct bodily contact,
right up to Virtual Reality, thar is, reality itself deprived of its inert material
substance — along the same lines, we even get the ethnic Other deprived of
the substance of its Otherness. . . .

In other words, the problem with the liberal multicolturalist is that he or
she is unable to maintain a true indifference towards the Other's jouissance
— this josissance bothers them, which s why their entire steategy is to keep
it at a proper distance. This indiffercnce towards the Other’s jouissance, the
thorough absence of envy, is the key component of what Lacan calls the
subjective position of 4 “saint™. Like the authentic *fundamentalists™ (sav,
the Amish) who are indifferent, not bothered by the secret emjoyment of
Others, true believers in a (universal) Cause, like Saint Paul, are pointedly
indifferent to local customs and mores which simply do not smatter. In
contrast, the multiculturalist liberal is a Rortyan “ironist™, always keeping
his or her distance, always displacing belief on to Others — Others helieve
far them, n their place. And although they may appear (“for themselves™)
to reproach the belicving Other for the particular content of his or her
belief, what acnrally {“in itself™) bothers them is the form of belief as such.
Intolerance is intolerance towards the Real of a belief. These people in fact
behave like the proverbial husband who concedes in principle that his wife
may hzve a lover, only not that guy - that is to say, every particular lover
is unaceeptable: the tolerant liberal concedes the right to believe in principle,
while rejecting every determinate bekief as “fundamentalist™ " The ultimate
jioke of multiculturalist tolerance is, of course, the way class distinction is
inscribed into it: adding (ideclogical) insult to {politico-economic) injury,
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upper-class Politically Correct individuals use it to berate the lower classes
for their redneck “fundamentalism™.

One of the most refined forms of racist {or sexist) oppression is to deny
the other the right to define their identity — we do it for them; we tell them
who and what they really are. This practice is expanded with Politically
Correct multicolturalism: when members of an old ethnic group, for
example, make clear their desire to taste the pleasures of the “consumerist
society”, patromizing multiculturalists try to convince them that they are
victims of Westcrn capitalist ideology, and that they should resist it. This
patronizing attitude can go right up to direct inrerference in naming itself:
at a TV round-table discussion in Minnesota a couple of years ago, the
enlightened white liberals tried to convince their partners to refer to
themselves as “Native Americans™, although they insisted that they
unequivocally preferred the old term “Indians™.

This brings us to the more radical question: is respect for the other’s
belief {say, belief in the sacredness of cows) really the ultimate ethical
horizon? Is this not the ultimate horizen of postmodern ethics, in which,
since reference to any form of universal truth is disqualified as a form of
cultural violence, all that ultimarely matrers is respect for the others
fantasy? Or, to put it in an even more pointed way: OK, vou can claim that
lying to the Hindus about the beef fat is ethically problematic — does this
mean, however, that you are not allowed eo argue publicly that their belief
{in the sacredness of cows) is already in itself a lie, a false belief? The fact
that “ethical committees™ are sprouting up everywhere today points in the
same direction: how did ethics, all of a sudden, became an affair of
bureaucratic {administrative], state-nominated committees invested with the
authority to determine what course of action can still count as ethically
acceptable? The “risk society” theorists’ answer {we need committees
because we are confronting new situations in which it is no longer possible
to apply old norms, that is, ethical commirtees are the sign of “refleced”
ethics) is clearly inadequate: these committees are the symptom of a deeper
malaise (and, at the same time, an inadequate answer to it).

The ulrimate problem with the “right to narrate™ is that it uses a unigue
particular experience as a political argument: “Only a gay black woman
can experience and tell what it means to be a gay black woman”, and so
on. Such recourse to a particular experience which cannot be universalized
is always, and by definition, a conscrvative political gesture: ultimately,
everyonc can evoke his or her unique experience in order o jostify their
reprehensible acts.' Is it not possible for a Nazi cxecutioner to claim that
his victims did not really underscand the inner vision which motivated him?
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Along these same lines, Veit Harlan, the Nazi film director, spoke despair-
ingly in the 19505 about the fact that fews in the USA did not show any
comprehension of his defence for making The few S#iss, claiming that no
American Jew could really understand his sitzation in Nazi Germany — far
from exonerating him, this obscene (factual) truth is the ulimate lie.
Furthermore, the fact that the greatest plea for tolerance in the history
of cinema was made in a defence against “intolerant™ attacks on an
advocate for the Ko Klux Klan tells a 1ot abour the exrent to which — to use
today’s terms — the sighifier “tolerance™ is very much a *floating™ one, For
D. W. Griffith, Infolerance was not a way to exculpate himself for the
aggressive racist message of The Bith of a Natiom: quite the contrary, he
was smarting at what he considered “intolerance”™ on the part of groups
which attempted to have The Barth of a Nation banned because of its anti-
Black thrust. In short, when Griffith complains about “intolerance”, he is
much closer to today’s fundamentalists decrying the “Politically Correct”
defence of the universal rights of women as “intolerant™ towards their
specific way of life than to today’s multiculruralise assertion of differences.

Consequently, Lenin’s legacy, to be reinvented today, is the politics of
truth. Both liberal-political democracy and “totalitarianism™ foreclose a
politics of truth. Democracy, of course, is the reign of sophists: there are
only opinions; any reference by a political agent to some ultimate truth is
denounced as “totalitarian”. What “totalitarianism™ regimes impose, how-
ever, is also a mere semblance of truth: an arbitrary Teaching whose
function is simply to legitimize the pragmatic decisions of the Rulers.1s We
live in the “postmodern™ era, in which truth-claims as such are dismissed
as an expression of hidden power mechanisms — as rebom pseudo-
Nierzscheans like to emphasize, truth is a lie which is most efficient in
asserting our will to power. The very guestion *Is it true?”, apropos of
some statement, is supplanted by the question “Under what power con-
ditions can this statement be uttered?”.

What we get instead of the universal troth 15 the multitude of perspectives,
of — as it is fashionable to put it today — of *narratives”; as a result, the
two philosophers of today’s global capitalism are the two great Left-liberal
“progressives”, Richard Rorty and Peter Singer ~ bath are honesr in their
radical stance, Rorty defines the basic co-ordinates: the fundamental dimen-
sion of a human being is the ability to suffer, to experience pain and
humiliation — therefore, since humans are symbolic animals, the fundamen-
tal right is the right to narrate one’s experience of suffering and humili-
ation.'* Singer then provides the Darwinian backpround: “speciesism™
{privileging the human species) is no different from racism: our perception
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of a difference between humans and {other) animals is no less illogical and
unethical than our former perception of an ethical difference between, say,
men and women, or Blacks and Whites.*”

The problem with Singer is not only the rather obvious fact that while
we, ecologically conscious humans, are protecting endangered animal spe-
cies, our ultimate goal with regard to oppressed and exploited human
groups is not just to “protect” them but, above all, to empower them to
take care of themselves and lead a free and autonomous life. What gets lost
in this Darwinist narrativism is simply the dimension of truth, not “objective
truth” as the notion of reality from a point of view which somehow floats
above the multitude of particular narratives, Without a reference to this
umiversal dimension of truth, we ultimately all remain the “apes of a cold
God™{as Marx put it in his 1841 poem!®), even in Singer's progressive
version of social Darwinism. Lenin’s premiss — which today, in our era of
postmodern relativism, is more pertinent than ever — is that universal truth
and partisanship, the gesture of taking sides, are not only not mutually
exclusive, but condition each other: the amversal truth of a concrete
situation can be articulated only from a thoroughly partisan position; cruth
is, by definition, one-sided.

This, of course, goes against the prevailing doxa of compromise, of
finding a middle path among the multitude of conflicting interests. If we do
not specify the criteria of the different, alternative, narrativization, then this
endeavour runs the risk of endorsing, in the Politically Correct mood,
ridiculous “narratives™ like the ones about the supremacy of some abori-
ginal holistic wisdom, of dismissing science as just another narrative on a
par with premodern superstitions. The Leninist answer to the postmodern
multiculturalist “right to narrate” should thus be an unashamed assertion
of the right to truth. When, in the débicle of 1914, almost all the European
Social-Democratic parties succumbed to war fervour and voted for military
credits, Lenin's complete rejection of the “patriotic line”, in its very isalation
from the prevailing mood, stood for the singular emergence of the truth of
the entire situation. Against the cliché according to which politics tears
people apart, introducing disunity into the social body, we should claim
that the only real universality is the political one: the universal link binding
together all those who experience a fundamental solidarity, all those who
became aware that their struggles are part of the very struggle which cues
across the entire social edifice.™ To put it in Badiou’s terms: universality (of
the truth-procedure) can assert itself only in the guise of such a cuot, of a
radical division, at the very heart of the social bady. How did De Gaulle
emerge as the symbol of unified France? Through his “crazy” insistence in
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1940, after the French defeat, that the war was not over, that the fight must
g0 on — an insistence whose effects were deeply divisive.

In a closer analysis, we should show how the cultural relativism of the
“right-to-narrate” orientation contains its own apparent opposite, a fixation
on the Real of some trauma which resists its narrativizanon - this propeily
dialecrical tension sustaine today’s academic “Holocaust industry”. The
postmodern logic of “everything is a discursive construction, there are no
direct firm facts” was never used to deflate the Holocanst: Holocaust
revisionists prefer to argue in the terms of empirical analysis. Their claims
range from the “fact™ that there is no written document in which Hitler
ordered the Holocaust to the weird mathematics of; “Taking into aceount
the number of gas ovens in Auschwitz, it was not possible to burn so many
corpses . ..". ln conteast to the revisionists, it i1s precisely the postmodern
discursive constructionists {like Lyotard} who tend to elevate the Holocaust
into the supreme ineffable meraphysical Evil - for them the Holocaust is the
untouchable-sacred Real, the negative of contingent language games.?® The
problem with those who perceive cvery comparison between the Holocanst
and other concentration camps and mass political crimes as an inadmissible
relativization of the Holocaust is that they miss the point and reveal their
own doubts: yes, the Holocaust wwas unique, but the only way to establish
thiz uniqueness s to compare it with othee similar phenomena, and thus
demonstrate the limit of this comparison. i, instead of risking this compari-
son, you prohibit it, you get caoght in the Wittgensteinian paradox of
prohibiting speech about that about which we cannot speak: if we stick to
the prohibition of the comparison, the gnawing suspicion emerges that if
we were to be allowed to compare the Holocaust with ather similar crimes,
it would be deprived of its uniqueness. . . .

Materialism Revisited

Lenin's truth is ulomately that of materialism, and in fact, in the present
climate of New Ape obscurantism, it may appear attractive to reassert the
lesson of Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticismn: in today’s popular
reading of quantum physics, as in Lenin’s time, the deoxa is that science
itself finally overcame materialism - matter is supposed to “disappear”, to
dissolve in the immaterial waves of energy fields.?! It is also true (as Lucio
Collerei emphasized) that Lenin’s distinction between the philosophical and
the scientific notion of matter eliminates the very notion of *dialectics in/of
nature”: the philosophical notion of matter as reality existing independently
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of mind precludes any intervention by philosophy into science. However
.+ . the *hawever™ concerns the fact that, in Materialissn and Empiriocriti- .
cism, there is no place for dialectics, for Hegel. What are Lepin’s basic
thesis? A refusal to reduce knowledge to phenomenalist or pragmatic
instrumentalism (i.e. the assertion that, through scientific knowledpe, we
- come to know the way things exist independently of our minds - the
- infamous *theory of reflection”™), coupled with an insistence on the precari-
ous nature of our knowledge {(which is always limited, relative, and
“reflects™ external reality only in the infinite process of approximation).
Does this not sound familiar? Is it not, in the Anplo-Saxon tradition of
analytical philosophy, the basic position of Karl Popper, the archetypal
anti-Hegelian? In his short article “Lenin and Popper”,2> Colletti recalls
how, in a private letter written in 1970, first published in Die Zesz, Popper
wrote: “Lenin’s book on empiriocriticism s, in my opinion, truly
excellent.”23

This hard materialist core of Empiriocriticism persists in the Philosophical
Note-Books [1915), despite Lenin’s rediscovery of Hegel — why? In his
Note-Books, Lenin is struggling with the same problem as Adorno in his
“negative dialectics™: how to combine Hegel’s legacy of the cntique of every
immediacy, of the subjective mediation of all given objectivity, with the
minimum of materialism that Adorno calls the “predominance of the
objective”; this is why Lemin still clings to the “theory of reflection™
according to which human thoughr mirrors objective reality):

Here there arc acfually, objectively, three members: (1) nature; (2] human
cognition = the human brain (as the highest product of this same nature); and
i3 the form of reflecton of natere i human cognition, and this form consists
preciscly of concepts, laws, categories, ote. Man, <annot comprehend = reflect
= mirror natare 25 @ whaole, n its completeness, its “immediate totaliy™, he
can only eternally come closer to this, creating abstractions, concepts, laws, a
scientific picture of the world, etc., ete.™

Both Adornn and Lenin, however, take the wrong path here: the way to
assert materialisn is not by clinging to the minimnm of objective reality
outside the thought's subjective mediation, but by insisting on the absolute
inherence of the external obstacle which prevents thought from attaining
full identity with itself. The moment we concede this point, and externalize
the obstacle, we regress to the pseudo-problematic of the thought asymptot-
ically approaching the ever-elusive “objective reality”, never able to grasp it
in #s infinite complexity.?*

The problem with Lenin®s “theory of reflection™ lies in its implicit
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idealism: its very compulsive insistence on the independent existence of
material reality outside consciousness is to be read as a symptomatic
displacement, destined to conceal the key fact that consciousness itself is
implicitly posited as external to the reality it “reflects™. The very metaphor
of reflection infinitely approaching the way things really are, the objective
truth, betrays this idealism: what this metaphor leaves out of consideration
is the fact that the partality (distortion) of “subjective reflection™ occurs
precisely because the subject iz included in the process it reflects — only a
consciousness observing the universe from the outside would see the whole
of reality “the way it really is”, that is, a totally adequate “neutral”™
knowledge of reality would mply our ex-sistence, our external status with
regard to it, just as a mirror can reflect an object perfectly only if it is
external to it (so much for Lenin's theory of cogniton as *mirroring”™
objective reality}.”* The point is not that there is independent reality our
there, outside myself; the point is that [ myself am “out there”, part of that
reality.*™ So the question is not whether there is a reality outside and
independent of consciousness, but whether consciousness irself is outside
and independent of reality: so, instead of Lenin’s {implicitly idealist) notion
of objective reality as existing “out there”, separated from consciousness by
layers of illusions and distortions, and cognitively approachable only
through infinite approximation, we should assert that “objective™ know-
ledge of reality is impossible precisely because we (consciousness) are
always-already part of it, in the midst of it — the thing that separates us
from objective knowledge of reality is our very ontological inclusion in it.

This, of course, in no way entails that the tracing of the difference
between idealism and materialism is not more crucial than ever today: but
we should be careful to proceed in a truly Leninist way, discerning -
through the “concrete analysis of concrete cirenmstances™ - where this line
of separation runs.*® The line of separation between idealism and material-
ism runs even within the field of religion, where the singular point of the
emergence of materialismt is signalled by Christ’s words on the cross:
“Father, why hast thou forsaken me?” — in this moment of total abandon-
ment, the subject experiences and fully assumes the norexistence of the big
Otker. More generally, the line of division is the one between the “idealist®
Socratic—Gnostic tradition which claims that the truth is within us, just
waiting to be (rejdiscovered through an inner journey, and the Judaeo-
Christian “materialist™ notion that truth can emerge only from an external
traumatic encounter which shatters the subject’s balance. “Truth™ requires
a struggle in which we have to fight our “spontaneous”™ tendency.

To put the same argument in a different way: the correct materialist
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pn.smun {which draws the radical Hegehan ontedogical consequence from

Kant's antinomies) is that there is no universe as a Whole: as a Whole, the
pniverse {the world) is Nothing — everyvthing that exists is within thig
Nothing:

The universe did not arsc out of pothing the universe arose inside nothing,
Everything is nothing, seen from the inside. The world without s really
nothing seer from within, We are inside nothing,

Scen from without, there 5 zilch, nothing, Seen from within, there s
everything we know. The whole universe.?®

The line thar separates materialism from idealism is very delicate here. On
the one hand, there 15 the temptation to read this in the subjectivist mode
{the universe “out there”™ emerges only through being perceived by the
Mind); on the other, there is the obverse radical conclision that conscious-
ness is thoroughly included in the observed objects. This is where we again
encounter the limitation of Lenin’s “theory of reflection”: only a conscious-
ness observing the universe from the outside would see the whole of reality
the way it really is. The very notion of the “whole universe” thus presup-
poses the pusition of an external observer, which is impossible to occupy.
To put it in Gilles Delevze’s terms, what this means is absolute perspect-
ivism: the distorting partial perspective is inscribed into the very material
cxistenice of things.

This is what “there is no world” means: there is no “true objective

. reality™, since reality as such emerges from a distorted perspective, from a

dlsmrbance of the equilibrium of the primordial Void-Nothingness. This is
the homology between Hepel and Nagarjuna®s Buddhist thought: Nagarjuna
also asserts that the Void as the ultimate reality does nat assert the overall
denial of beings, but just the fact that every positive entity is thoroughly
telational, that it emerges in the veid of the absent others which condition
it = we arrive at the Void if we try ro conceive of the world as a Whole.??
You could alse put it in the terms of Heideggerian epochality: *absolute
perspectivism™ means that our “world” 15 always disclosed to us within
some fnite horizon which arises against the backpround of an impenetrable
self-concealment of Being. Every ontological disclosure is by definirion
partial, distorted, an “errance” of Being, and this limitation is its positive
condition of possibility,

If there is a fundamental lesson common to Hegel and Lacan, it is the
exact apposite of the common wisdom that one should discard non-essential
appearances and go to the essentials: appearances matter; appearances are
essential. We cannot simply oppose the way the thing is “in itself™ and the
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way it appears from our constrained, partial perspective: this appearance
has more weight than the thing in itself, because it designates the way the
thing in question is inscribed into the nerwork of its relations with others.
In Marxism, “commodity fetishism™ provides the co-ordinates of the way
commodities appear to subjects, and this appearance determines thesr
objective social status; in psychoanalysis, “fantasy” provides the frame
within which objects appear to the desiring subject, and this frame consti-
tutes the co-ordinates of what the subject experiences as “reality™.

1n the properly Hegelian relationship between the Finite and the Infinite,
we should not begin with the Finite and then proceed to ask how we can go
on to the Infinite — the moment we do this, the moment we start with (and
thus acknowledge) the Finite, we already miss the true Infinite, which is not
something beyond the Finite, but nothing but the lack-of-being of the Finite
itself, its negative self-cancellation. That’s the crucial point, in which Alain
Badiou goes wrong when he insists on a strict frontier between the Political
and ihe Social (the domain of State, of history) — he concedes too much;
namely, that society exists. Against this concession, we should endorse the
thesis, articulated by Laclau and Mouffe,® that “society doesn’r exist™ -
that society is not a positive field, since the gap of the Political is inscribed
into its very foundations (Marx’s name for the political which traverses the
entire social body is *class struggle”). Badiou concedes too much when he
accepts that there is the order of Being, and then goes on to how an Event
is possible. Just as society doesn’t exist, we should formulate the basic
materialist thesis that “the world doesn’t exist™ (or, in Badiou’s terms, that
there is no order of Being). The same goes for the relationship berween
Mecessity and Freedom: we should not first assert the cansal network of
Mecessity, and then ask how a break in it is possible, how Freedom can
emerge. Here we can also clearly locate Kant’s ambiguity, his oscillation
between materialism and idealism — not in the normal sense {transcendental
constitution is idealist subjectivism; things-in-themselves are a remainder of
materialism), but in the guise of the oscillation between asserting, in a purely
immanent way, the nonexistence of the World as a Whole, and between the
idea of another noumenal domain of freedom behind phenomena.

From Aristotle and Aquinas, idealism asserrs the existence of ontic objects
within the world, then posits God as its external Limit/Exception which
guarantees its untological consistency. As a result, the formula of material-
ism 15 not to deny the Beyond, to claim that there is only the world of actoal
finite “real™ objects, but to claim that this very “real™ object does not have
full ontological consistency — that from Outside, conceived of as a Whole,
it is nothing. Again, the formula of true atheism is not “God doesn™ exist™,
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but “The world doesn’t exist®. The existence of the world implies its
founding exception, which is God. Here, we should insist on the strict
Hegelian determination of existence as the appearance of a hidden Essence:
the World doesn’t exist means that no hidden Ground-Essence appears in/
through it. {In the same way, for Freud in his Moses and Morotbeism, the
true formula of anti-anti-Semitism is “The Jew (Moses) doesn’t exist . . .".)
Here, the Lenin of Materialism and Empiriocriticism, with his inistence on
the existence of objects there outside Consciousness, is secretly idealist: this
fully constituted world can emerge only through immaterial Consciousness
as its Exception.

What, however, if we were to connect the idea of truth as emerging from
an external encounter with Lenin’s (in)famous notion, from What Is 1o Be
Doneé, of how the working class cannot achieve its adequate class—con-
sciousness “spontaneously”, through its own “organic” development — of
how this truth has to be introduced into it from outside {by Party intellec-
tuals)? In quoting Kautsky at this point, Lenin makes a significant change
in his paraphrase: while Kautsky speaks of how non-warking-class intellec-
tuals, who are outside the class seruggle, should introduce science (providing
objective knowledge of history) to the working class, Lenin speaks of
consciousness which should be introduced by intellectuals who are outside
the economic struggle, not outside the class struggle! Here is the passage
from Kautsky which Lenin quotes approvingly —

socialism and class struggle arize side by side and not one out of the other;
each arises under different conditions. . ., The vehicle of science is not the
prolecariar, but the bosrgeis intelligentsia. . . . Thus, socialist consciousness
is somnething introduced into the proletarian class struggle from without and
not something that arose within it spontaneously .3

— and here is Lenin’s paraphrase of it:

all worship of the spontancity of the working-class movement, all belittling of
the role of “the conscious element™, of the role of Social-Democracy, means,
quite independently of whether be who belittles that role desires it or not, a
strengthening of the influence of bowrgeois ideology upon workers. .. . the
onfy choice is — either bourgeois or socialist ideology. There 15 no middle
course . . . the spontarieons development of the working-class movement leads
to its subordination to bourgeois ideology . . . for the spontancous working-
class movement is trade-unionism.*? :

It may sound the same, burt it is not: for Kautsky, there is no room for
politics proper, just the combination of the social {the working class and its
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struggle, from which intellectuals are implicitly excluded) and the pure
neutral, classless, asubjecrive knowledge of these intellecruals. For Lenin, on
the contrary, “intellectuals™ themselves arce caught in the conflict of ideolo
gies {Le. the ideological class struggle), which is inevitable, (Ir was Marx
who made this point -~ from his youth, when he dreamt of the unity of
German [dealist philosophy and the French revolutionary masses, to his
insistence, in later years, rthat the leadership of the International should
under no arcumstances be left to the English workets: although they were
the most numercus and best organized, they — in contrast to German
workers — lacked theorenical stningency.] So when Lenin mentions the
knowledge chat intellectuals should deliver to the proletariat, it all depends
on the exact status of this knowledge.

Lacan distinguishes four main modalities of knowledge: the servant’s
“know-how”, practical knowledge of the artisan, farmer, and so on; the
“disintercsted™ theoria (Plato in Menon: the philosopher confronung a
slave) as the Master's reappropriation/transformation of knowledge which,
however, is not yet modern scientific knowledge, since it still relies on the
initiatary relationship berween Master and his apprentice/pupil - as Plato
emphasizes, this knowledge presupposcs the transferential relationship of
love; modern scientiic knowledge, which is impersonal, not grounded in
the hgure of a Master, but existing in impersonal manuals and technical
equipment, in principle accessible to all (here the subject is foreclosed, as
Lacan put it); and bureaucratic knowledge, which is the process of registra-
tion, of “writing down™, filing, cataloguing all that {should) exist{s).

Two interrelated paradoxes should be emphasized here, thar of scientific
knowledge and that of bureaucratic knowledge., When scientists tried to
reconstruct the “software”™ for such a common aceivity as walking, they
were amazed 1o learn how many complicated equations our brain has o
solve effortlessly — as an engineer put it: “The upright rwo-footed locomao-
tion of the human being seems almost a recipe for disaster in itself, and
demands a remarkable control to make it practicable.”** A leg has to change
its point of support all at once, and the weight has to be unloaded to do so.
The motors controlling a leg have to alternate between keeping the foot on
the ground while it bears and propels the load, and taking the load off to
make the leg free to move. All the while they have to keep the body's centre
of gravity within the polygon defined by the feet, so that the body doesn’t
topple over. When we walk, we repeatedly tip over, and break our fall in
the nick of time.** This complexity of instant spontaneous calculations, the
knowledge the body has to possess in order to be able to walk, is what
Lacan calted “knowledge in the real” - and, of course, what we should not
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forget here 1s the basic hermeneuric point: it 15 only when we are already
within the compurational scientific horizon, when we observe a walking
body from the enpincering standpomt, trying to explicate the ecquations
which allow this body ro walk, that we are compelled to posit this kind of
“knowledge in the real™; within a more “naive™ approach, we simply refer
to some inpate or learned “dispositions”™. In short, this “knowledge in the
real” emerges once we adopt the actitude of the external data-processing
observer, and endeavour to translate the engaged living bodily agent’s pre-
reflexive know-how inta the activity repulared by following explicit rules,

As for bureaucraric knowledge, 1ts pervasiveness gives birth 1o a certain
gap best exemplified by the French ®cerrificat dexistence™ or by strange
stories, reported from rime to time, on how {usually in Italy) some unfortu-
nate individual, when he asks a certain favour from a stace apparatus, is
informed that, according w the registers, he is othcially dead or nonexistent,
and that, in order to be able to claim, he must first produce official
documents which confirm his existence — is this not the bureaucratic version
of “in-between the two deaths™?2¢ A French businesswoman was recently
summoned to the Préfecture because — as the official letter of inviration
claimed - she had lost her carte witale (the French health smart card). In
fact, she had not lost it; so when, after waiting for over two hours, she
got to the front of the queue and produced her card as proof that she
had not lost it, the bureaucrat wha was dealing with her said: “But the
computer says you've lost it, so the one you have now 15 no longer valid -
you'll have to hand it in to be destroyed, and then ask for a new one!” If
there was ever such a thing as an ethics of bureaucracy, this is an example
of it.

The interrelationship between these two modes of knowledge lies in the
tact that they are the obverse of each other: “knowledge i the real”™ stands
for the immediacy of a knowledge directly mscribed into the Real of the
body itself, bypassing symbolic mediation; while bureaucratic knowledge
brings home the absurd discord berween the Symbolic and the Real.

To these four forms of knowledge we should, of course, add the paradox-
ical status of (supposed) knowledge in psychoanalysis: the analyst is sup-
posed to know the secret of the analysand’s desire. And undoubrtedly, the
infamous “knowledge” to be introduced to the working class from the
outside by the Leninist Party is of the same nature as the (supposed)
knowledge in psychoanalysis. The key question thus concerns the exact
status of this externality: is it simply rthe externality of an impartial
“ohjective” scientist who, afrer studying history and establishing that, in the
long run, the working ¢lass has a great future ahead, decides to join the
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winning side? So when Lenin says: “The Marxian theory is omnipotent
because it is roee,”' everything depends on how we understand “teuth”
here: is it neutral “objective knowledge™, or the truth of an engaged
subject? [One of the consequences of this notion of universal partisan
truth concerns the stance we should adopt towards the populist New Righr:
we should quite “dogmatically™ exclude them, rejecting any dialogue, not
accepting their “normalization”, their transformation into a ®“normal”
political subject-partner. In short, we should fully accept the paradox: yes,
it 15 we, the Leftists, who should reject any dialogue, and ic is the Rightists
who (in the present hepemony of liberal democracy, at least) simply want
to be accepted as *normal partners in a dialogue™ . _ ).

The key to the status of this supposed knowledge in psychoanalysis is the
paradoxical knowledge about the Other's knowledge, Take the final reversal
in Edith Wharton's The Age of Innocence, in which the husband, who for
viars harboured an illicit passionate love for Countess Olenska, learns that
his young wife kmew about his secret passion ali the time. Perhaps this
could also offer 2 way of redeeming the unfortunate film Bridges of Madison
County: if, at the end, the dying Francesca were to learn that her allegedly
naive, down-to-earth husband knew all the rime about her brief passionate
affair with the National Geographic photographer, and how much this
meant to her, but kept silent about it in order not to hurt her. That is the
enigma of knowledge: how is it possible that the whole psychic economy of
a situation radically changes not when the hero directly learns something
{some long-repressed secret), but when he find out that the other (whom he
mustakenly regarded as ignotant) alfso knew it all the time, and simply
pretended not to know, to keep up appearances, Is there anything more
humiliating than the situation of a husband who, afrer a long secrer love
. affair, learns all of a sudden that his wife knew about it all the time, but
kept silent about it out of politeness or, even worse, out of love for him?

Apropos of Hamler, Lacan claims that the presupposition that the Other
doesn’t know maintains the bar that separates the Unconscious from the
Conscious’ — how? In The Age of Immocence, the hero lives under the
* illusion that his big desire 1s to be wath the object of his passion: what he
does not know (what he represses in his unconscious), and what he is forced
to face when he learns that the Other (his wife) also knows, is the fact that
he does mot really want to abandon his family and live with his beloved -
the true object of his desire was this entire situation, in which he was able
to enjoy his passion only in secret. It is nor the object of passion thae is
unconscious, it is the way | actually relate to it, the conditons under which
I was attached to this object. So it is precisely when I think that, decp inside



AFTERWORD: LENIN'S CHOICE 187

mysclt, | know {about my passion, about which the Other doesn™ know),
that 1 am duped abourt the lineaments of this passion. When a married man
has a secrer affair, and is convinced thar he no longer loves his wife, how
often it happens that when, for some reason (divorce; the wife's deach), he
is finally in a position to realize his desire, he breaks down. Or, even more
simply, when he learns that his wife knows about the affair, and she offers
to let him go, he is unable to doit. . . .

The outstanding documentary The Thin Blue Line quortes a memorable
statement by an anonymous public prosecuror: “An average prosccutor can
get a guilty person convicted; it takes a really good prosecutor to get an
innocent person convicted.” The logic of this paradox is the same as thar of
the motte of the Nazi henchmen formulated by Himmler: “It is casy to do
a noble thing for your country, even to give your life for it; true heroism,
however, consists in doing the necessary dirty job for it: to kill and torture
for your country, to take the burden of evil on you!™ That is the secret
seductive lure of cynicism: living in truth and goodness is boring; the only
authentic challenge is that of Evil, that is, the only space for extraordinary
achievements is to be found in transgressive idiosyncrasies. In short, as
Fernando Pessoa put it: “If you possess a truth, keep it to youself!”

Why should we not, then, in contrast to this stance, take the risk of
shamelessly and courageously endorsing the boring classic criticism accord-
ing to which Maexism is a “secularized religion®, with Lenin as the Messiah,
and so on? Yes, taking the proletarian standpoint is exactly like making a
leap of faith and becoming fully engaged its Cause; ves, the *truth™ of
Marxism is perccptible only to those who accomplish this leap, not to
ncutral observers. What the extcrnality means here is that this truth 15 none
the less universal, not just the “point of view™ of a particular historical
subject: “external™ intellectuals are needed because the working class cannot
immediarely perceive its own place within the social totality, which enables
it to accomplish its “mission”™ - this insight has to be mediated through an
external element.

And why not link these twn externalities {thar of rhe rraumatic experience
of the Divine Real, and that of the Party) to the third one, that of the analyst
in the psychoanalytic cure? In all three cases, we are dealing with the same
impassibility which bears witness to a materialist obstacle: it is not possible
for the believer to “discover God in himself”, through self-immersion, by
spontancously realizing his or her own Self - God must intervene from
outside, disturbing our balance; it is not possible for the working class to
actualize its historical mission spontancously — the Party must intervene
from the outside, shaking it out of its selb-indulgent spontaneiry; it is
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niot possible for the pattentfanalyst to analyse himsell - in conteast o
Cnostic sell-immersion, in psychoanalysis there is no self-analysis proper;
analysis 15 possible only if a foreign kernel gives body o the object-cause
of the subject’s desire. Why, then, this impossibility? Precisely because not
one of the three subjects (believer, prolctanian, analyst) 1s a sclf-centred
agent of self-mediation — all are decentred agents stuggling with a fareign
kernel.

In what is for some the most problematic song in The Measure Taken, a
celebration of the Party, Brecht proposes something that is much more
unique and precise than it may appear. That 15 to say, it seems that Breche
15 simply clevating the Party into the incarnation of Absolute Knowledge, a
historical agent which has complete and perfect insight into the historical
situation — a suhject supposed to know il ever there was one: *You have
two eyes, bur the Party has thousand eves!™ A close reading of this poem,
however, makes it clear that somerhing very different 15 going on: in
repoimanding the young Communist, the Chorus says that the Parry does
rtof know all, that the young Communist may be right in his disagreement
with the predominant Pacty line:

Show us the way which we should take, and we
shall follow it Tike you, bur

do not take che right way withour us,

Without us, this way is

the falscst ore.

Do not separate yoursclf from us.*

This means that the authority of the Party is not that of determinate positive
knowledge, hut that of the form of knowledge, of a new type of knowledge
‘linked o a collective patitical subjece. The anly crucial point on which the
Chorus insists is that if the young comrade thinks that he is right, he should
fight for his position within the collective form of the Party, not outside it -
to put it in a somewhat pathetic way: 1f the young comrade is right, then
the Party needs him even more than its other members. What the Parey
demands is that we agree to ground our “17 in the “we®™ of the Party’s
collective idearity: fight with us, fight for us, feght for vour truth againse the
Party line — just don’t do it alone, outside the Party. Exactly as in Lacan’s
formula of the discourse of the analyst, whar is important about the Party's
knowledge is not its content, but the fact that it occupies the place of Truth.
God, Analyst, Party — the three forms of the “subject supposed o know™,
of the transferential object; this 1s why, in all three cases, we hear the claim
“God/the Analystfthe Party s always nghe™; and, as it was clear o
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Kictkegaard, the truth of this staterment is always its negative  mas 15
abwiys wrang. This exterual clement dues not staml for objective knowl-
cdpe, that is, its externaliry is seeicely internal: the need for the Party stems
from the {act that the working class 15 never “FRally iself™, So che wlimare
meining of Lenin®s insislence on this externality s that “advguate™ class-
consciousness does not emerge “spontaneausly™, that iv does not correspond
tey 4 “spoaranecus rendency” of the working class; on the conteary, what 15
“spontanecus” s the msperceprion of one’s social posivion, so that
“adequate” classconsciousness has to be fought oue throuph hard work.
Here, again, the sitnation is homologous to the one in psychounalysis; as
Lacan emphasizes again and again, there is no primordial Wissersireb
{dewve-to-knowledpe): the sponrancous human actitude s that of je s'en
verr rient savoir — 1 don't want ro know anything about it; and, far from
realizing our innermest tendency, the psychoanalytic crearment has o
procesd “against the grain™."

We can make the same point in teemns of the opposition betweren it erfere-
tatioon and formaelization:** the external apenc (Parry, God, Analtyse) is not the
one who “understands us better than we do oursebves™, who can provide the
teve interpretation of what our acts and statements mean; rather, it stands
for the form of our activity, What, then, is this Form? Let us take Ernsr
Maolte’s “revisionist” argument concerning the relarionship between MNuzism
and {Soviet} Communisin: reprehensible as it was, Wazism not only appeared
alter Communising it was also, with regard to its contene, an excessive
reaction to the Communist threat. Furthermore, all the horrors commitred
by Nazism merely copy the harrors already committed by Soviet Commu-
nism: secret police, concentration camps, genocidal terror. _ . 1s this the
Form we are raiking aboue? {s the idea that Communism and Nazism share
the same toralitatian Form, and that the difference heoween them concarng
anly the empitical agents which fiil in che same structural places (% Jews™
instead of “class cnemy”, erc.]? The vsual liberal reaction to Nole is a
moralistic purcry: Nokte relativizes Nazism, reducing it to a secondary echo
of the Communist Evil — how, however, can you even campare Communism,
that thwarted atterpt at liberation, with the radical Evil of Nazism?

In contrast to this dismissal, we shoold fully concede Nolre's central
point: ves, Nazism was o fact a reaction o the Communist threat; it merely
replaced the class strugele with the stroggle hetween Aryans and Jews — the
problem hes, however, 1n this “mercely”, which 1z by no means a5 innocent
as it appears. We are dealing here wath displacement [Verschiebung) in the
Frewdian sense of the term: Nazism displaces class struggle on o racial
struggle, and theeeby obfuscates s true site, What changes in the passage
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from Communism to MNazism is the Form, and it is in this chaoge of Form
that the Maz ideological mysofcation resides: the political struggle 13
naturalized into the racial conflict, the (class) anragonism inherent o the
social edifice is reduced to rthe invasion of a foreign (Jewish} body which
disturbs the harmony of the Aryan commumty. So while we should fully
admir chat Nazism can be understood only as a reaction to the threar of
(Soviet) Communism, as a displaced repetition of the Communist ideological
universe, we should locate the Form which determines the concrete funcrion-
ing of Nazism not in the ahstract notion of “totalitanianism™ which encom-
passes both Communism and Nazism as its two particular cases, but in the
very displacement to which Nazism submits the Communist co-ordinares.
This notion of Form is a properly dialectical one: Form is not the neuatral
frame of particular contents, but the very principle of concretion, that is,
the “strange attractor™ which distorts, biases, confers a specific colour on
every element of the totality.

In other words, formalization is strictly correlative to focusing on the Real
of an antagonism, In the Marxist perspective, “class struggle” is not the last
horizon of meaning, the last signified of all social phenomena, but the formal
generative matrix of the different ideclogical horizons of understanding.
That is to say: we should not confuse this properly dialectical notion of
Form with the liberal-multiculruralist notion of Form as the neotral frame-
work of the multitude of “narratives™ — not only literature, but also politics,
religion, science, are all different narrarives, stories we are telling ourselves
about ourselves, and the ultimate goal of ethics is to guarantee the neutral
space in which this multitude of narratives can coexist peacefully - in which
everyone, from ethnic to sexual minorities, will have the nght and oppor-
tunity to rell their story. Or, as Fernando Pessoa formulated it succinctly:
“the Whaole, the true and rhe genuine one, is an illness of our thoughts™. The
properly dialectical notion of Form signals precisely the ismpossibility of this
liberal notion of Form: Farm has nothing to do with “formalism™, with the
idea of a ncutral Form, independent of its contingent particular content; it
stands, rather, for the trraumatic kernel of the Real, for the antagonism which
“colouars” the entire ficld in question. In this precise sense, class struggle is
the Form of the Social: every social phenomenon is overdetermmed by it, so
that it is not possible to remain neutral towards it

In this precise sense, borh Marx and Freud were the two great formalizers.
In his analysis of commodity ferishism, Marx asserts that the mystery of the
commodity-form resides in cthis form itself, not in the content hidden
beneath it, thereby echoing Freud’s remark (in his masterpiece with the
misleading title The Interpretation of Dreams) that the specificity of the
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dream resides in its form as such, not in the content encoded in this form.*
For this precise reason, Marx's deployment of the commodity-form in
Chapter 1 of Capital is not a “narrative”, a Vorstellung, but a Darstellung,
the deployment of the wnner structure of the universe of merchandise - the
narrative, on the contrary, is the story of “primitive accumulation”, the
myth capitalism proposes abouot its own origins. Along the same lines,
Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit — contrary to Richard Rorty's reading -
does not suggest a grand narrative of the bicth and deployment of subjectiv-
ity, butr the forsm of subjectivity; as Hegel himself emphasizes in the
Foreword, it focuses on the “{ormal aspect [das Formelle]”. This is how we
should also approach the absence of grand all-encompassing nareatives
today — this 15 Fredeic Jameson's subtle descniption of the deadlock of the
dialogue between the Western New Left and the Eastern European dissi-
dents, of the absence of any common language berween them:

To put it bricfly, the East wishes ta ralk in terms of power and oppression; the
West in terms of culture and commodification. There are really no common
denominators in this initial struggle for discursive eules, and what we end up
with is the imevitable camedy of each side muttering ireclevant replies in its
own favorite language.*

At the same nime, Jameson insists thar Marxism still provides the universal
meta-language that enzbles us to situate and relate all other partial narrativ-
izationsfinterpretations — is he simply inconsistent? Are there rtwo Jamesons:
one pestmodern, the theorist of rhe irreducible multiplicity of narratives;
the other the more tradirional partisan of Marxist universal hermeneutics?
The only way to save Jameson from this predicament is to insist that here
Marxism is not the all-encompassing interpretative horizon, but the matrix
which enables us to account for (to generate} the multiplicity of parratives
and/or interpretations. It 15 also here that we should introduce the key
dialectical distinction between the founding figure of a movement and the
later figure who formalized this movement: Lenin did mot just adequarely
translate Marxist theory into political practice - rather, he “formalized”
Marx by defining the Party as the political form of its historical intervention
— just as Saint Paul “iormalized”™ Christ, and Lacan “formalized™ Freud.

The Inner Greatness of Stalinism

When, after Lenin’s dearh, Marxism split into official Soviet Marxism and
so-called Western Marxism, they both misread this externalicy of the Party
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as designating the position of neutral nbjective knowledge — in the steps of
Kautsky, Soviet Marxism simply adopted this position, while Western
Marxists rejected it as the theoretical lepitimization of “totalitanian™ Party
rule. Those few libertarian Marxists who wanted o redeem Lenin -
partially, at least — tended to oppose the “bad” Jacobin—elitist Lenin of
What Is to Be Done?, relying on the Party as the professional intellectual
elite which enlightens the working class from outside, to the “good” Lenin
of State and Revolution, who envisioned the prospect of abolishing the
State, ol the broad masses directly taking the administration of public affairs
into their own hands. This opposition, however, has its limits: the key
premiss of State and Revolution is that you cannot fully “democratize”™ the
State; thar the Srate “as such”, in its very notion, is a dictatorship of one
class over another; the logical conclusion from rhis premiss is that, in so far
as we still dwell within the dormain of the State, we are legitimately entitled
to exercise full violent terror, since, within this domain, every democracy is
a fake. So, since the State is an instroment of oppression, it is not worth
frying to improve its apparatuses, the protection of the legal order, elections,
laws guaranteeing personal freedom . . . - all this becomes irrelevane.™ The
element of truth in this criticism is that you cannot separate the unique
constellation which enabled the revolutionary takeover in October 1917
from its later “Stalinist™ turn: the very constellation that made the revolu-
tion passible (peasants’ dissansfaction, a well-organized revolutionary elite,
cte.) led to the *Stalinist™ turn in its aftermath — that is the real Leninist
tragedy. Rosa Luxemburg’s famous alternative “socialism or barbarism”
ended up as the ultimate infinite judgement, asserting the speculative identity
of the two opposed rerms: “Really Existing Socialism™ was barbarism.*”

In the diaries of Georgi Dimitroff, recently published in German,** we get
a unique glimpse into how bralin was fully aware of what brought him 1o
power, giving an unexpected twist to his well-known slogan “People
{cadres) are our greatest wealth™. When, at a dinner in November 1937,
Dimirroff praises the “grear luck™ of the international workers - thar they
had such a genius as their leader, Stalin — Stalin answers: ! do not agree
with him. He even expressed himself in a non -Marxist way. . .. Decisive
are the middle cadres™ {7 Navember 1937). He puts it even more clearly a
paragraph earler:

Why did we win over Trotsky and others? It is well known thar, after Lenin,
Trotsky was the most popular in our land, . .. But we had the support of the
middle cadres, and they explamed our grasp of the situation to the masses | . .
Trotsky did not pay any attention to these cadres.
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Here, Stalin spells out the secret of his nse to power: as a rather anonymous
CGeneral Secretary, he nominated tens of thousands of cadres who owed
their rise to him. . ., This is why Stalin did not ver want Lenin dead in the
early 1922, rejecting his demand eo be given poison to end his life after his
debilitating stroke: if Lenin were to die in early 1922, the question of
succession would not yet be resolved 1n Stalin’s favour, since Stalin, as
General Secretary, had not yet penetrated the Party apparatus sufficienty
with his own appointees — he needed another year or two, so that when
Lenin actually died, he would be able to count on the support of thousands
of mid-level cadres, nominated by him, to win over the great old figures of
the Bolshevik “aristocracy™.

We should therefore stop the ridiculous game ol opposing the Sealinise
terror to the *aurhentic” Leninist legacy berrayed by Stalinism: “Leninism™
is a thoroughly Stafinist norion. The gesture of back-projecring the emanci-
patory-utopian potential of Stalinism, into a preceding time, thus indicates
our minds’ inability to endure the “absolute contradiction™, the unbearable
tension, ntrinsic to the Stalinist project itself.® It is thercfore crucial to
distinguish “Leninism™ (as the authentic core of Stalinism) from the actual
political practice and ideclogy of Lenin's period: the actual greatness of
l.enin is not the same as the Stalinist aucthentic myth of Leninism. 50 what
about the obvious counterargument that exactly the same poes for every
ideology — including Wazism, which alse, perceived from within, displays
an “inner greatmess” which seduced even such an outstanding philosopher
as Heidegger? The answer should be simply a resounding no: the point is
precisely that Nazism does not contain any authentic “inner greatness®,

If we want to see Stalinist art at its purest, one name is sufficient: Brecht.
Badiou was right to claim that “Hrecht was a Stalinist, if, as one should,
one understands Stalinism as the fusion of the politics and the philosophy
of dialectical materialism under the junisdiction of the latter. Or, let us say,
Brecht practised a Stalinized Platonism.”™™ This is what Brecht’s *non-
Aristotelian” theatre ultimarely amounts to: a Platorist theatre in which the
aestheric charm is strictly controlled, in order to transmit the philosophico-
polirical Truth which is external to it. Brechrian extraneation means that
“aestheric semblance has to distantiate itself from itself, so that, in this gap,
the external objectivity of the True is displayed”™. ' 50 when Badiou says
that “extraneation is a protocol of philosophical surveillance™,** we should
shamclessly confer on this term all its secret-police connotations. 5o let us
stop our ridiculous games of opposing some kind of “dissident” Brechr o
Stalimist Communism: Brechr 15 the ultimate *Sealinist™ artist; he was grear
not in spite of his Stalinism, but because of it. Do we really need proof?
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Towards the end of the 1930s, Brecht shocked the gueses at a New York
party by claiming, abour the accused in the Moscow show trials: “The more
innocent they are, the more they deserve to be shot.”** This statement is to
be raken quite seriously, not just as perverse cockiness: its underlying
premiss 1s that in a concrete historical struggle, the attitude of “innocence”
{“I don’t want to diety my hands by geteing involved in the struggle, [ just
want ro lead a modest and honest life™) embodies the ultimate guilt. In our
waorld, doing nothing is st empty, if already has a meaning — it means
saying “yes” to existing relations of domination. This is why, apropos of
the Moscow trials, Brecht — while admiting thar the methods of the
prosecution were not very gentle — asked himself: is it possible o imagine
how an honest and sincere Communist who entertained doubts abowt
Stalin’s policy of rapid industrializarion ended up seeking help from foreign
secret services and engaging in terrorist plots against the Sealinist leadership?
His answer was “yes”, and he proposed & detaibed reconstruction of theit
reasoning.

Mo wonder, then, that when, on his way from his home to his theatre in
July 1953, Brecht passed a column of Sovier tanks rolling towards the
Staflinallee to crush the workers' rebellion, he waved at them, and wrorte in
his diary later that day that ar that moment, he {never a Party member) was
tempted for the Arse time in his life to join the Communist Party™ - g this
not an outstanding case of what Alain Badiou has called fz passion du réel
which defines the twentieth century? It was not thar Brecht tolerated the
cruclty of the struggle in the hope that it would bring a prosperous future:
the harshness of the violence as such was perceived and endorsed as a sign
of authenrticity. For Brecht, the Soviet military intervention against the East
Berlin workers was aimed not at the workers, bur ar ®organized Fascist
elements™ which exploited the workers' dissatisfaction; for this reason, he
claimed that rhe Soviet intervention actually prevented a new world war.*

Even on a personal level, Brecht *had a real liking for Stalin™,* and
he developed a line of argumentation justifying the revalutionary neces-
sity of the dictatorship of a single individual;®” his reaction to the “de-
Stalinization™ at the Twenticth Congress of the Soviee Communist Party in
1956 was: “Withour a2 knowledge of dialectics, passages hike the one from
Stalin as the motor [of progress] to Stalin as its brake cannot be under-
stood. "% In short, mstead of renouncing Staling Brechr played the pseudo-
dialectical game of *what was progressive before, in ehe 19305 and 194405,
has now (in the 1250s) tumed inte an obstacle™ ... 1 am almost tempred
tor read the moment of Breche's death (avtumn 1956, yust afrer the T'wennicth
Congress and before the Hungarian eprising) as umely: the merciful release
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of death freed him from having to confront the full pain of “de-
Stalinization™.

If we want to see Brecht at his best, we should focus on the great German
Stalinist musical triad: Brecht (words), Hanns Eisler {music), Ernst Busch
{performance).”® If we need to convince purselves of the authentic greatness
of the Stalinist project, it is enough to listen to one of the supreme recordings
of the twentieth century: Hanns Eisler’s Historic Recordings, with {most of
the) words by Brecht and (most of the) songs performed by Busch. In what
is arguably their supremec achicvent, the song “To Sing in the Prison |[Im
Gefingnis zu singen|” from Die Mutter (The Motker), the gap between the
symbuolic breakdewn of the opponent and its acrual defeat is directly alluded
to, when the imprisoned worker Pawel addresses those in power:

You have law-books and rulings

You have prisons and fortresses . . .

You have prison-guards and judges

Whao are well paid and ready to do anything,

What for?. ..

Just before you disappear - and that will happen scon -
You will norice that all this was of no use w you.

You have newspapers and printing-houses

In order to fight against us and keep us quiet. . .
You have priests and professors

Who arc well paid and ready to do anything,
What for?

Lo you really have to be so afraid of truth?

You have tanks and guns

Tommy guns and hand-grenades . . .

You have policemen and soldicrs

Who are well paid and ready to do anythmg.
What for?

Dvr you really have such mighty enemies? . ..
Someday — and that will come soon -

You will see that all this is of no use to you™®

The actual defeat of the enemy is thus preceded by symbolic breakdown, a
sudden msight into how the struggle is meaningless, and all the arms and
tools ar its disposal serve an purpose. That is the ultimate premiss of the
democranc struggle: for a priori structural reasons, and not only owing to
some contngent miscalculanion, the enemy misperceives the co-ordinates ol
the giobal situation, and assembles the wrong kind of torces in the wrong
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place. Twao recent examples: whar did the Shah's repressive apparatus
amount to in 1979, when it was confronted by Khomeini's popular move-
ment? bt just collapsed. And of what use was the overblown neework of
Stasi agents and informers ta the East German Communist nomenklatura in
1989, when it was confronted by the growing mass prorests? Big oppressive
regimes are never defeated in a head-on confrontation — at a certain poin,
when the “old mole” accomplishes its underground work of inner ideolo-
gical disintegration, they just collapse.

Apart from the sublime masterpicce “In Praise of Communism™ (“the
Simplest, which 1s the most difficult to accomplish™), the third key song in
The Mother is “The Song of the Parch and the Gown™, which begins with

an ironic depiction of humanitarians aware of the urgent need o help the
poor:

1 #“

When our gown 15 tattered

¥ou ﬂ]wafs Come rann lng_ ﬂ.THt ny! H'l-'l‘l CATI T h ITVESET Y AaT1.
Things must be remedied, and wich all means!
f‘L]]d., 'Fl,l”' U'F ital, }'ﬂl] run 14 lhf miAaslers
While we wait, freezing.

And FOUI GO back, and L:I'iuﬂlp-h:!nil}-'

Show us what you gained for us:

A gmall pach.

OK, this is the patch.

But where 15

The whole gowsn st

This acerbic rhetorical question is repeated apropos of bread (“OK, this 1s
a piece of bread, but where is the {wholc} loat?”%2), and the song ends in a
sweeping explosion of demands (“. .. we need the whele factary, and the
coal and the ore and the power in the state”) — the properly revolutionary
moment at which the guid pro guo of exchanges with those in power breaks
down, and the revolutionaries brutally assert that they want everything, nol
just some “fair™ part of it

Here Brechr is at the very opposite end of the spectrum from Georg
Lukacs: precisely in so far as Lekacs, the “sok™ European humanist, played
the role of “closer dissident™, waging “guernilla warfare™ against Stalimism,
and even joining the Imre Nagy government in 1936, thus endangering his
very physical existence, he was the sliimate Stafiasist. In conerast o Lukacs,
Brecht was unbearable to the Stalinist cultural establishment because of his
very “over-orthodoxy™ — there 15 no place for The Measure Taken n the
Stalinist cultural universe.®® If the young lukics of History and Class
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Conscrousness was the phidosopher of Lenin®s histonical moment, afrer the
1930s he turned into che ideal Sralinist philosopher who, for that very
reason, in contrast ro Brecht, missed the true grearmess of Stalinism,

Lenin as a Listener of Schubert

Anti-Communist critics who insist on the continuity between Lenin and
Stalinism like to dwell on Lemin's alleged inscnsitivity to the universal
human dimension: not only did he perceive all social events through the
narrow lens of the class struggle, of “us against them”; he was also, as a
porson, insensitive to the human suffering of real individuals. In order to
answer this criticism, ler us recall some details of the daily life of Lenin and
the Bolsheviks in 1917 and the following years, which, in their very
triviality, reveal their distance from the Stalinist nomenklatura.

When, on the evening of 24 October 1917, Lenin left his flat for the
Smalny Institute to co-ordinace the revolutionary takeover, he took a tram
and asked the conductress if there was any fighting gomg on in the town
centre that day. In the years after the October Revolurion, Lenin mostly
drove around in a car with only his faithful driver and bodyguard, Gil; a
couple of times they were shot at, stopped by the police and arrestad (the
policemen did not recognize Lenin); once, akter visiting a school in the
suburbs, they were even robbed of the car and their guns by bandits posing
as police, then compelled to walk to the ncarest police station. When Lenin
was shot on 30 August 1918, this occurred while he was ralking to a couple
of women complaining in front of a factory he had just visited; the bleeding
Lenin was driven by Gil to the Kremlin, in which no doctors were present;
50 his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, suggested that someone should run out
to the nearest grocer's shop for a lemon. ... The standard meal in the
Kremlin kgnting in 1918 was buckwheat porndge and chin vegetable soup.
S0 much for the privileges of the nomenklatura!

Lenin’s slanderers like to evoke his famous paranoiac reaction at listening
to Beethoven's appassionata (he frst started to cry, then claimed that a
revolutionary cannot afford to let himself give way to such sentiments,
because they make him too weak, wanting ro pat his enemies on the head
instead of Aghting them mercilessly) as proof of his cold self-control and
cruelty. Even on its own terms, however, is this really an argument against
Lenin? Does it not, rather, bear wirness o an extreme sensitivity to music
that needs to be kept in check if he is to continue the political struggle?
Who among today’s cynical paoliticians srill displays even a trace of such



198 BEVOLUTION AT LELLY GATLES

sensitivity? s not Lenin i this case the very opposite of the high-runking
Mazis wha, withour any difhculty, combined such sensitiviey wich extreme
cruelty in taking political decisions {it 15 reasonable to recalt Flevdoch, the
Holovaust archirect, wheo, afrer a hard day’s work, alwavs found time to
listen 1o Beerthoven's string quartets with his comrades) = is it not proof of
Lenin's humanity that in contrast to this supreme Barbartsm, which lies in
the very unproblemaric unity of high colture and palitical barbarism, he
was still extremely sensitive to the irrcducibie antayoumisse between art and
power struggle?

Furthermore, | am tempted to develop o Leminist theory of this high-
cultural barbarism. lans [Hotter™s outstanding 1942 cecurding of Schubert’s
Winterreise seems (o cabl for an intentionally anachronisric reading: it is
gasy tor imagine German afficers and soldiers listening to this recording in
the Stalingrad trenches in the cold winter of 194243, Does not the topic
of Winzerreise evoke a unique consonance with che historical moment? Was
et the whole Stalingrad campaipn a gigantic Wintereeise, where every
German soldier condd say of himself the very first lines of the cyvcle: *[ came
here a stranger, ! As a stranger | depant™? Do the next lines not express
their hasic expericnce: “Ninw the world is so glosmy, 7 The road shrouded
in snow, ! I cannot choose the time / To begin my journey, £ Must find my
own wav f In this darkness.”

Here we have the endiess meaningless march: “bt burmns under both my
feet, £ Even though [ walle on ice and snow, £ 1 don’t want to cacch my
breath / Ungif } can no longer see the spires.” The dream of returning home
in the spring: “I dreamed of many-coloured flowers, ! The way they bloom
in May: / [ dreamed of green meadows, / Of meery bird calls.™ The nervous
watting lor the post: *From the high road a posthorn sounds. f Why do you
leap so high, my heart?™ The shock of the morning artillery amack: “The
cloud ratrers flutter f Around in weary strife. / And fiery eed flames 7 Dart
around among them.” Urterly exhauvsted, the soldiers are refused even the
solace of death: “I'm tired enoogh to drop, have raken miarral huet. £ Oh,
merciless inn, you feen me away? / Well, onward then, still further, my
loyal walking staff!”

What can one do in such a desperate situanion bur go on with heroic
persistence, closing one’s cars ta the complaint of the heart, assuming rhe
heavy burden of fate in a world deserted by God?

If the snow flics in my face,
| shake it off again,
When iy heart speaks in my breast,
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| sing loudly and gaily,

don't bear what it savs to me,

[ have no cars oo liscen;

I don't feel when it laments,
Complaining 15 for fouls,

!appy through the world along
Facing wind and weather!

If there's no Gad upon the earth,
Then we ourselves are Gods!

The obvious counterargument is that all this is merely a superficial parallel;
even if there 1s an echo of the atnosphere and emotions, they are in each
case embedded in an entirely different context: in Schubert, the narrator
wanders around in winter because his beloved has abandoned him: while
the German soldiers were on the way to Stalingrad because of [ider's
military plans. It is peecisely in this displacement, however, that the elemnen-
tary sdeclogical operation consists: the way for a German soldier to be able
too endure his situation was to avoid the reference w concrete social
citcumstances which would become visible through reflecrion (what che hell
were they doing in Russia? what destruction did they bring to this couniry?
whar about killing the Jews?), and, instcad, to indulge in a3 Romantic
bemoaning of his miserable fate, as if the wider historical catastrophe
simply materializes the trauma of a rejected lover. Is this not the supreme
proof of emotional abstraction, of Hegel's idea that emotions are abstract,
an cscape from the concrete sociopolitical network accessible only to
thinking?

And here | am tempred o take a further Leninist step: in our reading of
thie Winterreise, we did not just link Schubert to a contingent later historical
catastrophe, we did not just try to imagine how rthis song cyvele resonated
with the embarttled German soldiers in Stalingrad. What if the link to this
c:ata.ﬂtr{:-pht cnables us to read what was WIONE with the Schubertian
Romantic position itself? What if the position of the Romantic tragic hero,
narcissistically focused on his own suffering and despair, elevating them o
a source of perverted pleasure, is already in itself a fake one, an ideological
screen masking the true rrauma of the wider hisrarical reality? We should
thus accomplish the properly Hegelian gesture of projecting the split
between the authentic original and its later reading coloured by contingent
circumtstances back into the authentic origingl itself: what looks at first like
a secondary distarmon, a reading ewisted by contingent exrernal circum-
stances, tells us something about whar the authentic original itself not only
represses, leaves out, but bad the function of repressing.
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That is the Leninist answer o the famous passage from the Introduction
tor the Crandrise manuscript, in which Marx poines oue how “ihe difhealey
lies not in understunding thar the Greek arts and epic are bound up with
ceetain forms of social development. The dithculty is that they still afford os
artistic pleasure and that in a certain respecr they count as a norm and as
an unattainable model "™ This universal appeal is cooted 1n s very
ideclogical function of enabling us w absteact lrom vur conerete idenlogico-
political consteflation by raking cetuge in the “universal” [emotional) con-
tent. 50, Lir from sipnalling some kind of trans-ideological human herirage,
the universal artraction of Homer relies on the universalizing gesmre of
ideolopgy.

Drowzs this mean that every pathetic universal reterence w bomnanity is,
by dehaition, ideclagical? What about Lenin's appeals against patriotic fer-
vour during World War [? Were they not an exemplary case of practising
what Badicu*® calls thc universal function of “humamty™, which has
nothing whatseever t do with so-called *humanism™? This *humanio™ is
neither a notional abstraction nor the pathetic imaginary assertion of all-
encompassing hrotherhood, but a universal function which actualizes irself
in unique ecstatic cxpericnces, like those of the soldiers from opposing
trenches starting to (raternize.

In Juroslav Hasek™s legendary comic novel The Goud Soldier Schiveik,
the adventures of an ocdinary Czech soldier whe undermines those in
command by simply following otders too literally, Schweik finds himsclF at
the front-line trenches in Galicia, where the Austrian army is confrunting
the Russians. When the Austrian soldiers start to shoot, the desperate
Schweik runs into the no-man's-land im front of their trenches, waving
desperately and shaoting: “Dan’t shoot! There are men an the other sidel”
This is what Lemin was aiming at in his call to the ticed peasants and other
working masses (n summer t#17 to stop Aghting, dismissed as pare of a
ruthless strategy 1o win popular support, and thus gain power, even if it
meant the military defeat of his nwn country {remember the standard
argument that when, in spring 1917, Lenin was allowed by the Getman
state 1o travel on a sealed train through CGermany on his way from
Switzerland o Sweden, Finland and then Russia, he was de fucto func-
tioning as a German apeni). The barrier which broke down here is best
exemplified by the cerie evemt which twok place on the cvening of
7 November 1942, when, in his special teain rofling through Thuringia,
Hitler was discussing the dav's major news with several aides in the dining
car; since Allied air raids had damaged the eracks, the train frequently
slowed down:
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While dinner was served o exeusiee china the 1ram steppedd vee eme ol 4
siliog. A few feet away, o hospual e marked tone, aad deoo thens teend
coty, wonncled suldaers peered migo the blazing Lighn of the danng onomm wlanie
Hider was immcrsed in conversation, Suddenty be looked wp at ilie awed fans
staring in at him. In great anger he ordered the euraing deawn, plutging s
wounded warriors back inwo the darkoess of their eown bleak warlel

The miracle of this scene is redoubled: the people on each side experienced
what they saw through the window as a fantasmatic apparition: for Hirler,
it was a tighrmarish view of the results of his military adventure; for the
soldiers, ir was an unexpected encounter with the Leader himself, The true
mirach: here would Bave beens if a hand had stretched through the window
- say, Hitler reaching our to a wounded soldier. But of course it was
precisely such an encounter, such an intrusian into his reality, thao Hitler
dreaded; so mstead of stretching out his band, he — in panic — ordered the
curtains drawn. . .. How, then, can we penerrate this barrier, and reach our
o the Real {Ither?

There is a long literary radition of elevaong the face-to-face encounter
with an enemy soldier as the aurhentic war experience [see the writings of
Ernst Junger, who celebrated such encounters in his memoirs of the trench
attacks in Waorld War [): soldiers often fantasize about killing the enemy
soldier in a face-to-face confrontation, looking him in the eyes betore stab-
bing him. Far from preventing fucther fighe, this kind of mysrical camnmuninn
of blood serves precisely as itz fake “spiricial” legitimization., One step
further from such shscurantist ideology is accomplished by sublime moments
of solidarity like the one which ook place in the battle for Stalingrad: on
31 December 1942, New Year's Eve, Russian actors and musicians visited
the besieged city 1o entertain the troops. The violinist Mikhail Goldstein
went te rhe trenches to perform a one-man concert for the soldiers:

The melodees he created deofted out through loudspeakers to the German
crenches and rhe shooring suddenly ceased. Tn the eerie guret, the music Bowed
Fron Goldseein™s chpping b,

When he inshed, a hushed sitence hounmpr over the Russian sulders. Trom
another loudspeaker, in German territory, a voice broke the spell. [n halting
Ruszsian i pleaded: “Play some inore Bach, We won't shoor.”

Coldstein picked up his violin and started a fively Bach pouogee. ™%

‘1he problem with this vielin perfarmance is, of course, that jt in fact
fanctioned as just one hrief sublime moment of suspenston: immediately
afterwards, the shoonng wenr on. Thus this performance not only did not
prevent the shooring, it even sustained it, providing the shared bhackground
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uf the two engaged parries. 1 am tempted to nsk che hypothesis that ic did
not prevent the shooting preascly becavse of was all too noble and “deep™:
something much more superficial is necded to do the job. A much more
effective experience of universal humanity - that is, of the meaningiessness
oof the conflict we are engaged in — can take the foem of a simple exchange
of gazes which says everything.

During an anti-apartheid demonstration in the old South Africa, while a
troop of white policemen were dispersing and pursuing black demon-
strators, a policeman was running after a black lady, a rubber truncheon in
his hand. Unexpectedly, the lady lost one of her shoes; automancally
obeying his “good manners”, the policeman picked up the shoe and gave it
to her: at this moment they exchanged glances, and both became aware of
the inanity of their situarion - after such a gesture of politeness, after
handing her the lost shoe and waiting for her to put it back on, it was
simply impossible for the policeman to continue to run after the lady, and
to hit her with rhe reunchenn; so, after politely nodding to her, he rurned
round and walked away.... The moral of this story 15 not that the
policeman suddenly discovered his innate goodness — we are #ot dealing
here with a case of narural goodness prevailing over racist ideclogical
training; on the contrary, in all probability the policeman’s psychological
stance was that of any other racist. What criumphed here was simply his
“supetficial™ training in politeness.

When the policeman stretched out his hand in order to pass the lady her
shoe, his gesture was more than a moment of physical contact. The white
policeman and the black fady literally lived in two different socio-symbolic
universes with no possibility of direct communication: for each of them, the
barrier which separated the two universes was suspended for a brief moment,
and it was as if a hand from another, spectral, universe reached inio their
ordinary reality, [n order to transform this magic moment of the suspension
of symbuolic barriers into a more substantial achievement, however, sorme-
thing more is needed ~ like, for example, the sharing of obscene jokes.

In ex-Yugoslavia, jokes circulated abour cach ethnic group, whicl was
stigmatized through a cerrain feature — the Montenegrins were supposed o
be extremcly lazy; the Bosnians were stupid; the Macedonians were thieves;
the Slovenes were mean. _ . . Significantly, these jokes waned with the rise
of ethnic tensions in the late 1980s: none of chem was heard in 1990, when
the hostilities erupted. Far from being simply racist, these jokes, especially
those in which members of different nationalities meer - the “A Slovene, a
Serb and an Albanian went shopping, and .. ." type — were one of the key
forms of the actual existence of the official *brotherhood and unity” of
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Tito's Yugoslavia. [n this case, the shared ohscene jokes funcrioned not as a
means of excluding the others who were not “in™, but as the means of their
inclusion, of establishing a minimal symbalic pact. Indians (MNative Ameri-
cans) smoke the proverbial pipe of peace, while we, from the more pnimitive
Balkans, have to exchange obscemtics. To establish actual solidarity, the
vhured experience of high culrure is nor enough — we have ta exchange with
the Other the embarrassing idissyncrasy of obscene enjoyment.

During my military service, I became very friendly with an Albanian
saldier. It is a well-known fact that Albanians are very sensitive to sexual
nsults which refer to their closest family members {mother, sister]; | was in
tact accepted by my Albanian friend when we left the superficial game of
politeness and respect behind, and greeted cach other with formalized
insults. The first move was made by the Albantan: one morning, instead of
the uswal "Hello!™, he greeted me with *I'll screw your mother!™; 1 knew
that this was an offer to which [ had to respond appropriately, so I snapped
back: “Gu ahead, vou're welcome — after Ive Anished with your sister!”™
This exchange soon lost its openly nbhscene or ironic character, and became
formalized: after only a couple of weeks, the two of us no longer bothered
with the whole sentence; in the morning, when we saw each other, he just
nodded and said “Mother!™, to which I simply responded “Sister!™

This example reveals the dangers of such a strategy: the obscene solidarity
all oo often emerges at the expense of a third party — in this case, it involves
male-bonding solidarity at the expense of wotnen, {Can we imagine the
reverse version: a young woman greeting her friend with “I'll screw your
husband!™, to which the friend responds: “Go ahead — after 've finished
with your father!™?) Perhaps this 1s why the relanonship between Jacqueline
and Hilary du Pré strikes us as so “scandalons”: the fact that, with her
sister's approval, Jacqueline had an affair with her brother-in-law is so
unbearable because it involves the reversal of the classic Lévi-Straussian
Ingic of women as nbjects of exchanpe berween men - in rhis case, it was
the man who served as the object of exchange between women.

There 15 another problem here, that of power and authorty: the cxample
of my obscene ritual with the Albanian soldier works only because there
was a presupposed equality between me and the Albanian — we were both
common soldiers. Had 1 been an officer, it would have been much oo risky
— practically unthinkable — tor the Albanian to make his first move. If,
however, the Albanian had also been an officer, the situation would have
been even more obscene: his gesture would have been an offer of false
obscene solidarity masking the underlying power relations - a paradigmatic
case of the “postmodern”™ exercise of power. The rraditional figure of
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authority (boss, father) insists on being treated with proper respect, follow-
ing the formal rules of authority; the exchange of obscenities and mocking
remarks has to take place behind his back. Today’s boss or father, on the
conrrary, insists that we should trear him as a friend; he addresses us with
intrugive familiarity, bombarding us with sexual innuendes, inviting us
share a drink or a vulgar joke — all this is intended to establish the link of
male bonding, while the relationship of authority {our subordination to
him) not only remains intact, but is even treated as a kind of secret which
should be respected and not talked about, For the subordinated, such a
constellation is much more claustrophobic than traditional authority: today,
we are deprived even of the private space of irony and mockery, since the
master is on both levels: an authority as well as a friend.

This conundrum, however, is not as intractable as it may appear: in every
concrete situation, we “spontaneously™ always know which applies — that
is, if the exchange of obscenities 1s "authentic™ or a fake intimacy masking
a relatnonship of subordination, The true problem is a more radical one: 15
a direct contact in the Real, without the underlying symbaolic frame, feasible
at all? The contact with the Real Other is inherently fragile — every such
contact is extremely precarious and fragile; the authende reaching out to
the Other can revert at any moment to a violent intrusion into the Other’s
intimate space. ... The way out of this predicament seems to be provided
by the logic of social interaction best expressed in Henry James's master-
pieces: in this universe, where tact reigns supreme, where an open explosion
of one’s emotions is considered the utmost vulgarity, everything is said, the
most painful decisions are made, the most delicate messages are transmitted
— however, it all takes place in the guise of a formal conversation. Even
when 1 blackmail my partner, I do it with a polite smile, offering him or her
tea and cakes. .. . Is it, then, that while a brutal direct approach misses the
Other's kernel, a ractful dance can reach it? In Minima Moralia, Adorno
pointed out the utter ambiguity of tact clearly discernible in James's work:
respectful consideration for the other’s sensitiveness, care not to violate his
or her intimacy, can easily become brutal insensitivity to the other’s pain,**

There is an old anecdote about two competing shopkeepers on the same
street, When the first puts up a sign saying “My grocery is the best on this
street!”, the ather answers by purting up a sign saying *My grocery is the
best in the entire neighbourhood!™ — and then it goes on and on: “Mine is
the best in the whole rown . . . in the whole country . . . on earth . . . in the
whole universe . . .", until finaily, the winner is the one who simply retorns
to the ariginal sign: “My grocery is the best on this strect!” And does nor
the same go for the gradual replacement of (sexually, racially . . .) aggressive
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idioms with more “correct™ ones, like the chain of subsututions Nigger —
negrns — black — African-American; or crippled - disabled — badily chal-
lenged? This replacement potentially proliferates and enhances the very
{racist) effect it tries to banish, adding insult to injury. As long as “crippled”
contains an indelible mark of aggressivity, this mark will not only be more
or less automatically rransferred on to any of its “correct™ metaphorical
substitutes; this substtution will even open up further possibilities of spicing
up the basic aggressivity with supplementary irony or patronizing politeness
{recall all the ironic uses of “challenged” generated by the PC use of this
term). We should thercfore claim that the only way effecavely to abolish
the hatred effect is, paradoxically, to create the circumstances in which we
can return to the first Iink in the chain, and use it in a non-aggressive way.
The strategy of returning to the first link, of course, is risky; however, the
moment it is fully accepted by the group targeted by i, it can definitely
work. When radical feminists call each other “bitch”, it is wrong to dismiss
this strategy as a mere iromic identification with the male aggressor; rather,
the point is that it functions as an autonomous act of neurralizing the
aggressive sting.®*

Did Lenin Love His Neighbour?

Atom Egoyan's film Exofica tackles the frapile status of the frontier that
separates public from private space. When we share a common space with
outsiders — say, when a delivery man or a repair man enters our apartment
— we politely ignore each other, refraining from probing into the other’s
privacy [what do they desire, what are their sccret dreams?); Exotica,
however, constantly violates this frontier, suddenly establishing a more
intimate contact berween two people brought together by some official duty.
The Lacanian big Other is, among other things, one of the names for this
Wall which enables us to maintain the proper distance, guaranteeing that
the ather's proximity will not overwhelm us - when we ralk wirh a clerk,
we “do not get personal®. (The paradox is that this very Wall 15 not just
negative: at the same time, it generates fantasies about what lurks behind it,
about what the other really desires.™) Qur lare capitalist daily life involves
an unprecedented disavowal of the other’s experience:

In order to pass a homeless person crouched in a doorway and keep walking,
m arder o enjoy dinner when children are hungry, in order to rest ar night
when suffering is incessant — aromized daily lunccion demands thar we
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systematically foreclose our affections for and connectivos with others {in the
werds of dominant culture, our economy is comprised of individuals who
respect each other’s individuality). Behind the caricature of the bleeding-heart
liberal is the truth of politics: how you feel is how you act.™

Here we are dealing not with individual psychology, but with capitalist
subjectivity as a form of abstraction inscribed in and determined by the very
nexus of “objective” social relations:

Indifference towards specific labours corresponds 1o a form of sociery in which
individuals can with ease transfer from one labour to another, and where the
specific kind is 2 matter of chance for them, hence of indifference. Nat only
the category, labour, but labour in reality has here become the means of
creating wealth in general, and has ceased to be organically linked with
particular individuals in any specific form. Such a state of affairs is at its most
developed in the most modern form of existence of bourgeois society, in the
Unmited States. Here, then, for the first dme, the point of departure of modern
economics, namely the abstraction of the carepory *labour”, *labour as such®,
labiowr pure aned simple, becomes true in practice, ™

So, just as Marx described how, within the market economy, abstraction is
inscribed into individual experience itself {a worker directly experiences his
particular profession ag a contingent actualization of his abstracr capacity
to work, not as an organic component of his personality; an “alienated™
lover experiences his sexnal partner as a contingent fill-in that satisfied his
need for sexual andfor emotional gratification; etc.), abstraction is also
inscribed into the way we relate to others at the most immediate level: we
ignore them in the fundamenral sense of the word, reducing them to bearers
of abstract social functions. And the point here, of course, is that “systems
of pawer necessitate specific emational configurations™: the fundamental
“coldness™ of the late capitalist subject is supplanted/concealed by the
phantom of a rich private emotional life which serves as a fantasy-screen
protecting us from the shattering experience of the Real of other people’s
suffering. Today, the old joke abour a rich man telling his servant “Throw
out this destiture beggar — I'm so sensitive thar I can’t stand seeing people
suffer!™ is more appropriate than ever. The necessary price of this abstrac-
tion is that the very sphere of privacy gets “reified”, turned into a domain
of calculated satisfactions: is there anything more depressingly anti-erotic
than the proverbial appeal of a yuppie to his panmner; “Let’s spend some
quality time together!™? No wonder, then, that the obverse of this distance
are brutal and humiliating intrusions into the other’s intimate space: from
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‘vonfessionary talk-shows to cam-websites where we can observe other

people defecating from the bottom of the toiler bowl.

It is a well-known fact that people find it much casier to confide their
innermost dreams and fears to total strangers than to those who are close to
them: phenomena like cyberspace chat-rooms and psychoanalytic treatment
obviously rely on this paradox. The fact that we are telling it to a stranger
totally outside our circle of acguaintances guarantees that our confession
will not farther stir up the imbroglio of passions in which we are enmeshed
- not being one of our neighbouring others, the stranger is, in a way, the big
Other itself, the neutral receptacle for our secrets. Today’s “shared solip-
sism”, however, moves on a different level: it is not only that we use strangers
to confide the secrets of the loves and hatreds which structure our relation-
ships with people whom we knuw and are close to; it is as if we are able to
engage in these relationships themselves only against the background of a
guaranteed distance, Things which, until now, had the status of an exception
{like the proverbial passionate night of sex with a total stranger, in the
knowledge that the next morning each of us will go his or her own way,
never to meet again} are gradually imposing themselves as the new norm.
{Among recent films, it is Patrice Chéreau’s Intemacy which explores this
issue most convincingly: on the morning after a wild night of sex with a
stranger, when we hnd ourselves face to face with him or her, shating an
embarrassed proximity, is it possible to establish intimate personal contact?)

This disappearance of the frontier between public and private means that
precise details of inrimate life are becoming part of the public persona,
accessible ro evervone in books or on websites, not the obscene sectet abont
which we whisper in private - to pur it in a slightly nostalgic conservative
way, the scandal lies in the very fact that there is o scandal any more. It
began with models and movie stars: the (fake) video clip of Claudia Schiffer
in passionate fellario on two penises simultaneously is publicized every-
where; if we lool on the Internet for data about Mimi MacPhemson (the
vounger sister of the better-known Austrahian model Elle MacPherson), we
find sites about her outstanding ecological activity (runming a whale-
observation company), interviews with her as a businesswoman, sites of
“decent™ photos of her, plus the stolen video of her masturbating and then
copulating with her lover. And what about Catherine Millet's latest boolk, ™
in which this world-renowned art critic describes in a cold dispassionate
style, without shame or guilt — and, as a result, also withour any enthusiastic
feeling of transgression — the derails of her exuberant sexual life, up to her
regular paracipation in big orgies, in which she was penetrated by or played
with dozens of anonymous penises in a single session?
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There are no a priori boundaries here — we can well imagine that, in the
near furure, some politician will {discrectly, at first) allow a hard-core video
of his or her sexual shenanigans to circulate in public, to convince the voters
of his or her force of attraction or potency. Almost a hundred years ago,
Virginia Woolf wrote that, around 1912, human nature changed; perhaps
this is a much more appropriate way of describing the radical shift in the
status of subjectivity signalled by today’s disappearance of the divide
between public and private, discernible in phenomena like “Big Brother”
reality soaps.”

So, in the conditions of late capitalism, our affective life is irrevocably
split: on the one hand there is the sphere of *privacy”, of intimate islands
of emotional sincerity and intense engagements which, precisely, serve as
obstacles which blind us to wider forms of suffering; on the other there is
the (metaphorical and literal) screen through which we perceive this wider
suffering, bombarded daily with TV reports on ethnic cleansing, rapes,
tortures, natural catastrophes, with which we deeply sympathize and which
sometimes move us to engage in humanitarian activities. Even when this
engagement is quasi-“personalized” (like the photo and letter from a child
in Africa whom we support through regular financial contributions), ulti-
mately, the payment here retains its fundamental subjective function isolated
by psychoanalysis: we give money in order to keep the suffering others at a
proper distance which allows us to indulge in emotional sympathy without
endangering our safe isolation from their reality. This split of the victims is
the truth of the discourse of victimization: me (the harassed one} versus
others (in the Third World or the homeless in our cities) with whom 1
sympathize at a distance. In contrast to this ideologico-emotional baggage,
the authentic work of Love does not lie in helping the other by, as it were,
throwing him scraps of our wealth across a safe barrier: it is, rather, the
work of dismantling this barrier, of directly reaching out to the foreclosed
suffering Other.

Such authentic work of Love should be opposed to feel-good anti-racism
in the style of Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?, in which the black fiancé
of the white upper-middle-class girl is educated, rich, and s0 on — his only
faule is the colour of his skin: it is easy for the girl’s parents to overcome
the barrier and love such a “neighbor”; what, however, abour the proverhial
African-American from Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing, who annoys the
Whites when he walks around with the boombox turned up loud? It is this
excessive and intrusive jouissance that we should learn to tolerate — is he
not the ideal subject of “cultural harassment™#™ And is not the obsession
with “sexuval harassment™ also a form of intolerance — or “zero tolerance™,
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‘1o use the popular Orwellian term of the law enforcers - for the other's

. enjoyment? This enjoyment is by definition excessive — every attempt to
¢ define its “proper measure” fails, since sexual seduction and proposal are in

themselves intrusive, disturbing. Ts the ultimate theme of the struggle against
“harassment™ not, therefore, the idea of each individual’s right to be left
alone by his or ber neighbours, protected from their intrusive jouissance?

Why does Hamburg have three long-distance railway stations: the main
station Hamburg-Hauptbabnbof, Hamburg Dammtor, and Hamburg-
Altora, all on the same line? The distincion between the frst two, the
apparently *irrational” fact that, a short walk frem the main station, there
is another one, Danmmitor station, is easy to explain: the ruling class wanted
a station where its members could board the train unperturbed by the
lower-class crowd. More enigmatic is the third station, Altona. It is not
clear where this term comes from: while according to some sources it refers
to the fact that this Danish settlement was perceived as standing “alf to
nab™ {*all too near”) to Hamburg itself, the more probable explanation is
“all ten au™, “by the brook™. The fact, however, is that since the early
sixteenth century, the citizens of Hamburg have been complaining continu-
ally about this small, originally Danish, settlement northwest of the city
centre. As for the “all too near™ theory, we should repeat the old ltalian
proverh: se non & vero, & ben' trovato — even if it's not true [on the factual
level], it rings true! This is how a symptom is organized for Freud: as a
hysterical accusation which, on the factual level, is clearly not true, bur
none the less “rings true”™ in so far as an unconscious desire resonates in it,
And, in the same way, the symbolic function of the third station, Altona ~
to keep the intruders who are always “all too near™ at a proper distance —
also serves to displace/mystify the basic social antagonism (class struggle)
into the fake antagonism between “us” {our nation, in which all classes are
united in the same social body) and “them™ {the foreign intruders).

The connection berween these two oppositions provides the mimimal co-
ordinates of what Ernesto Laclan has conceptualized as the struggle for
hegemony, The key feature of the concept of hegemony is the contingent
connection between intrasocial differences (elements within the social space)
and the limit that separates Society itself from non-Society {chaos, utter
decadence, dissolution of all social links) - the limit between the Social and
its exteriority, the non-5ocial, can articulare itself only in the guise of a
difference (by mapping itself on to a difference) between elements of social
space. The struggle within the social body (between Hawptbabnbof and
Dammtor, the oppressed and the ruling class) is always, by a structural
necessity, mirrored in the struggle between the social body “as such™ (*all
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of as, workers and rulers”) and those who are outside {*them”, the
foreigners who are “all too near”, in Altora).”™ That is to say: class struggle
is ulnmately the struggle for the meaning of society “as such”, the struggle
for which of the two classes will impose itself as the stand-in for society “as
such™, thereby degrading its other into the stand-in for the non-5ocial (the
destruction of, the threat to, society).

To sinplify: Does the masses’ struggle for emancipation pese a threat te
civilization as such, since civilization can thrive only in a hierarchical social
order? Or is it that the ruling class is a parasite threatening to drag society
into self-destruction, so that the only alternative to socialism is barbarism?
This, of course, in no way implies that the way we relate to “them” is
secondary, and that we should simply shift the focus back to the antagonism
which splits “our™ society from within: the way we relate to “them”, to the
third element, is the key indicator of where we actually stand with regard
to the inherent antagonism, Is not the basic operation of today®s neo-Fascist
populism precisely to combine working-class interpellation with racist inter-
pellation {“cosmopolitan multinational companies as the true enemy of our
honest workers™)? This is why — to take the extreme example — for Jews in
today’s Israel, “Love thy neighbour!™ means “Love the Palestinians!™ or it
weans nothing at all. ™

The courts in most Western societies know the measure of imposing an
“order of restraint”: when someone sues another person for harassing him
or her (stalking, making unwarranted sexual advances, etc.), the harasser
can be legally prohibited from knowingly appreaching the victim within
more than a hundred yards. Necessary as this measure is in view of the
obvious reality of harassment, there is none the less something of the
defence against the Real of the Other’s desire in it: is it not obvious that
there is something dreadfully violent about openly displaying one’s passion
for another human being to this being him- or herself? Passion, by defini-
tion, burts its object; and even if its addressee gladly agrees to occupy this
place, he or she can never do so without a moment of awe and surprise, Or
— another variation on Hegel's dictum “Evil resides in the very gaze which
perceives Evil all around” - intolerance rowards the Other resides in the
very gaze which perceives intolerant intruding Others all around.

We should be especially suspicious abour an obsession with the sexual
harassment of women when it is voiced by men: after barely scratching the
“pro-feminist™ PC surface, we soon encounter the good old male-chauvinist
myth about how women are helpless creatures who should be protected not
only from intruding men, but ultimately also from themselves. The problem
in not thar they will be unable to protect themselves, but that they might
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. start to enjoy being sexually harassed — that the male intrusion will set free
~ in them a self-destructive explosion of excessive sexual enjoyment. ... In
short, what we should focus on is what kind of notion of subjectivity is
implied in the obsession with different modes of harassment? Is it not the
“parcissistic” subjectivity for which everything others do (talk to me, look
at me . . .) is potentially a threar, so that — as Sartre put it long ago - Penfer,
¢'est les autres?

With regard to woman as an object of disturbance, the more she is
covered, the more our (male) attention focuses on her, on what lies beneath
the veil. The Taleban not only forced women to appear in public completely
veiled, they also prohibited them from wearing shoes with too solid (metal
or wooden) heels, and ordered them to walk in such a way that they would
not make too loud a clicking noise, which might attract men’s attention and
thus distract them, disturbing their inner peace and dedication. This is the
paradox of surplus-enjoyment at its purest: the more the object is veiled,
the more intensely disturbing is the minimal trace of its remainder.

And is not this the case even with the growing prohibition on smoking?
First, all offices were declared “smoke-free”, then flights, then restaurants,
then airports, then bars, then private clubs; then, on some university
campuses, fifty yards around the entrances to the buildings; then — in a
unique case of pedagogical censorship, reminding us of the famous Stalinist
practice of retouching the photos of the nomenklatura — the US postal
service removed the cigarette from stamps with photo-portraits of blues
guitarist Robert Johnson, and of Jackson Pollock; now we have the recent
attempts to impose a ban on lighting up on the pavement or in a park.
Christopher Hitchcns was right to point out not only that medical evidence
for the threat of “passive smoking™ is at best extremely shaky, but that
these prohibitions themselves, intended “for our own good”, are “funda-
mentally illogical, presaging a supervised world in which we’ll live pain-
lessly, safely — and rediously™.™

Is not the target of such prohibitions again the Other’s excessive, risky
jouissance, embodicd in the act of “irresponsibly™ lighting a cigarette and
inhaling deeply, with unabashed pleasure — m contrast to Clintonite yuppies
who do it without inhaling (or have sex without actual penetration, or food
without fat, or . . .}? On top of all this, the notion of the danger of “passive
stnoking” is clearly part of the post-AIDS fear not only of direct physical
contact with others, but also of more ethereal forms of contact (che
*invisible” exchange of fluids, bacteria, viruses . . .). What makes smoking
such an ideal scapegoat is the fact that the proverbial “smoking gun” is
easy to target here, providing a Politically Correct agent of conspiracy, the
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large tobacco companies, and thus disguising envy of the Other’s enjoyment
in the acceptable anti-corporate clout. The ultimate irony is not only that
the tobacco companies’ profits have not yet been affected by ant-smoking
campaigns and legislation, but that even most of the billions of dollars the
tobacco companies have agreed to pay will go to the medico-pharmaceutical
industrial complex, which is the single strongest industrial complex in the
USA, twice as strong as the infamous military—industrial complex.

What makes Fred Walton’s film When a Stranger Calls so interesting is
the unexpected twist after the first twenty minutes, which tell the standard
story of the anonymous murderer harassing the babysitter alone in the
house with two children with repeated phone calls: after he is apprehended
{and we learn that he was in the house all the time, calling from another
phone line, and that he has already killed the two children), we are thrown
mto bis subjective perspective, This reversal of narrative perspective displays
a clear class connotation: the first and last parts of the film take place in
upper-middle-class surroundings (the crimes occur during babysitring, when
the mother and father are out partying; the murderer’s question “Did you
check on the children?” is in fact addressed at the parents). Not only does
the pathological harasser/fmurderer belong to the lower classes; he is also
portrayed as the ultimate disturbing neighbour, whose offers of friendship
and desperate pleas for communication are all brutally rejected (he is beaten
up in 2 desolate low-class bar, ignored by people who walk past him on the
streer). This rejection also gives a clue to the motivation of his artacks: at
the end of the film’s second part (in which his narrative perspective
predominates), we sce him, hidden among dustbins, repeating his mantra:
“Naobody sees me! Nobody hears me! [ don’ exist!™ It is from this position
of subjective nonexistence that he performs the act, and commits his horrible
crimes.

Thete is an extraovrdinary scenc towards the beginning of Kieslowski's
Decalogue 8: in the mddle of a university ethics class, an anonymous
haggard-looking young man (a hemeless drunkard?) enters the large class-
room and looks around perplexed. All the participants are embarrassed and
annoved, not knowing what to do; finally, a formally dressed black man (a
student from an African country?) says in English: “Get out!”, and the
intruder leaves the room.*® The irony of this scene is double: frst, the
participants, who are intensely disconssing love of one’s neighbour, blatantly
not only ignare, but even throw out, the actual neighbour in distress;
second, the person who breaks the impasse by ordering the distressed
neighbour to leave is a black student — the exemplary object of racial
intolerance in Real Soclalist countries, in which African students were
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despised by local students, who perceived them as financially and politically

2. privileged but intellectually inept foreigners who posed a sexual threat by
-seducing white girls.

- In the magnifcent Chapter HC (*You Shall Love Your Neighbor®}) of

" Works of Love, Kierkegaard develops the claim that the ideal neighbour
whom we should love is a dead one - the only good neighbour is a dead
~peighbour. His line of reasoning is surprisingly simple and consistent: in
contrast to poets and lovers, whose object of love is distinguished by its
preference, by its particular outstanding qualities, “to love your neighbor
means equality”™: “Forsake all distinctions so that you can love your
neighbor.”®! It is only in death, however, that all distinctions disappear:
“Death erases all distinctions, butr preference is always related to distine-
tions,”** A further consequence of this reasoning is the crucial distinction
between two perfections: the perfection of the object of love, and the
perfection of love itself. The laver's, poet’s or friend’s love contains a
perfection that belongs to its object and is, for this very reason, imperfect as
love; in contrast to this love:

ey
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precisely because one’s neighbor has none of the excellences which the beloved,
a friend, a cultured person, an admired one, and a rare and extraordinary one
have in high degree — for that very reason love to one’s neighbor has all the
perfections. . . . Erotic love is determined by the object; friendship is deter-
mined by the object; only love to one's neighbar is determined by love. Since
one's neighbor is every man, wnconditionally every man, all distinetions arc
indeed removed from the object. Therefore genuine love is recognizabile by
this, that its object is without any of the more definite qualifications of
difference, which means that this love is recognizable only by love. Is not this
the highcst perfection?®

To put it in Kant's terms: here Kierkegaard is trying to articulate the
contours of a non-pathological love, a love which would be independent of
its {contingent} ohject, a love which (to paraphrase again Kant’s definition
of moral duty) is motivated not by its determinate object, but by the mere
form of love = | love for the sake of love itself, not for the sake of whar
distinguishes its object. The implication of this stance is bizarre, if not
outright morbid: perfect love is thoroughly indifferent to the beloved object,

No wonder Kierkegaard was so obsessed with the figure of Don Juan: do
not Kierkegaard’s Christian love for the neighbour and Den Juan's serial
seductions share this crucial indifference to the object? For Don Juan, too,
the quality of the seduced object did not matter: the ultimate point of
Leporello’s long list of conquests, which categorizes them according to their
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characteristics (age, nationality, physical features), is that these character-
istics are irrelevant — the only thing that matters is the pure numerical fact
of adding a2 new name to the list. In this precise sense, is not Don Juan a
properly Christian seducer, since his conquests were “pure”, non-pathologi-
cal in the Kantian sense, done for the sake of it, not because of any
particular and contingent properties of their objects? The poet’s preferred
love object is also a dead person {paradigmatically the beloved woman): he
needs her to be dead in order to articulate his mourning in his poetry (or,
as in courtly love poetry, a living woman is elevated to the status of a
monsirous Thing). In contrast to the poct’s fixation on the sinpular dead
love object, the Christian, however, treats the still living neighbour as
already dead, erasing his or her distinctive qualities. The dead neighbour
neans the neighbour deprived of the annoying excess of jouissance which
tmakes him or her unbearable. So it is clear where Kierkepaard cheats: in
trying to sell us, as the authenric difhcult act of love, what is in fact an
escape from the effort of authentic love. Love for the dead neighbour is an
easy fease: it basks in its own perfection, indifferent to its object — what
about not only “tolerating™ but loving the other because of bis or ber very
imperfection?

Is this love for the dead neighbour really just Kierkegaards theological
idiosyncrasy? On a recent visit to 5an Francisco, while listening to a blues
CD in a friend’s apartment, | uttered the unfortunate remark: “Judging by
the colour of her voice, the singer is definitely black. Strange, then, that she
has such a German-sounding name — Nina.” Of course, | was immediately
admonished for Political Incorrectness: one should not associate someone’s
ethnic identity with a physical featore or a name, because all this just bolsters
racial clichés and prejodices. Ta my ensuing query about how, then, one
should identify ethnic belonging, I got a clear and radical answer: in no way,
by means of no particular feamure, because every such identification is
potentially oppressive in constraining a person to his or her particular
identity. . . . Is this not a perfect contemporary example of what Kierkegaard
had in mind? One should love one’s neighbours {African-Americans, in this
case) only in so far as they are implicitly deprived of all their particular
characteristics — in short, in so far as they are treated as already dead. What
abour loving them for the wnique sharp-melancholic quality of their voices,
for the amazing libidinal combinarions of their names {the leader of the anti-
racist movement in France two decades ago was named Harlem Désirl) —
that is to say, for the idiosyncrasy of their modes of jouissance?

Lacan's name for this “imperfection™, for the obstacle which makes me
love someone, is objet petit a, the “pathological™ tic which makes him or
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her unique. In authentic love, [ love the other not simply for being alive, but
* because of the very troubling excess of life in him or her. Even the common
wisdom is somehow aware of this: as they say, there is something cold in
pecfect beauty; we admire it, but we fall in love with an pmperfect beauty,

- because of this very imperfection. For Americans, at least, there is something

all too cold in Claudia Schiffer’s perfection: it is somehow easier to fall in

“ Jove with Cindy Crawford because of her very small imperfection (the

famous tiny mole near her lip = her objet petit 4).** And T am tempted to
add to the couple of Schiffer and Crawford the couple of the Federal
Republic of Germany and the defunct German Democratic Republic: there
still are people who love the GDR inclusive of and for its very imperfections
- they love the memory of the bitter sulphur taste of the air due to the
heavy industry poltution — but there is hardly anyone who loves the Federal
Republic of Germany.#*

This failure of Kierkegaard also explains the problems which emerge
when we apply the Kierkegaardian triad of the Aesthetic, the Fthical and
the Religicus to the domain of sexual relations: which is the religious mode
of the erotic, if its aesthetic mode is seduction and its ethical mode marriage?
Is it at all meaningful to talk abour a religious maode of erotics in the precise
Kierkegaard ian sense of the rerm? The poinr of Lacan is that this, precisely,
is the role of courtly fove: the Lady in countly love suspends the ethical level
of universal symbolic obligations, and bombards us with totally arbitrary
ordeals in a way which is homologous to the religtous suspension of the
Ethical; these ordeals are on a par with God ordering Abraham to slaughter
his son Isaac. And, contrary to the surface appearance, here that sacrifice
reaches its apogee: it is only here that we finally confront the Other gua
Thing that pives body to the excess of enjoyment over mere pleasure.

Just like Kierkegaard’s love for the dead neighbour, this tragic vision of
courtly love is not only false, but ulimately even unchristian. In Hitchcock’s
Vertign, the low-class Judy — who, under the pressure exerted from and out
of her love for Scottie, endeavours to look and act like the high-class fatal
and ethercal Madeleine — turns out to be Madeleine: they are the same
person, since the “true”™ Madeleine Scottie encountered was already a fake.
This idenrity of Judy and Judy-Madeleine, however, reveals all the more
clearly the absolute otherness of Madeleine with regard to Judy — a
Madaleine who is nowhere, who is present only in the guise of the ethereal

“aura” that envelops Judy-Madeleine.

In a stnictly homologous gesture, Christianity asserts that there is nmhmg
beyond appearance — nothing but the imperceptible X that changes Christ,
an ordinary man, into God. In the absolute identity of man and God, the
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Divine is the pure Schein of another dimension that shines through Christ,
this miserable creature, 1t 15 only here that the iconoclasm is truly brought
1o its conclusion: what is in fact “beyond the image” is that X which makes
the man Christ God. In this precise sense, Chrisnanity reverses Jewish
sublimation into a radical desublimation: not desublimation in the sense of
a simple reduction of God to man, bur desublimation in the sense of the
descent of the sublime Beyond to the evervday level. Christ is a “ready-
made God” (as Boris Groys put it); he iz fully homan, inherently indis-
tinguishable from other humans in exactly the same way as Judy is
indistinguishable from Madeleine in Verfigo — it is only an imperceptible
“something”, a pure appearance which can never be grounded in a substan-
tial property, that makes him divine.

This is why Scottie’s obsessive love for Madeleine is a fake: if his love
were true, he should have accepted the full identity of (the commaon, vulgar)
Judy and {the sublime) Madeleine.® It is in this identity of incongruous
opposites, of the sublime and the ridiculous, that we find the comedy of
love = or, as Fernando Pessoa puts it: “All love letters are / comical. / They
would not be about love, if they were not f comical.”

There is, nevertheless, an indifference which pertains to true love: not an
indifference to its object, but an indifference to the positive qualities of the
beloved obiect, This indifference of love is closely linked to that of the
Lacanian “empty signifier”: of course, this signifier is never really “empty”
~ a king, for example, is always identified with a series of personal
idiosyncratic features which characterize him; however, we, his subjects, are

- aware at all times that these features are thoroughly indifferent and replace-
able, thar it is not these features which make him 3 king. The difference
berween rthe “empty” signifier and the “full™ signifier lies not in the absence
or presence of positive features of the object desipnated by it, but in the
different symbolic status of these features; in the first case these featores are
a positive magnitude (the subject’s gualities), while in the second they
function as a negative magnirude, that is, their very “full presence” is a
stand-in for — holds the place of — the “emptiness” of the signifier (of the
symbolic mandate) *King™. 50 “fullness™ and “emptiness™ are not directly
opposed: the very “emptiness” of the empty signifier is sustained by a
specific “negative” fullness. And the same goes for love: to say “I love you
because . . . [you have a nice nose, attractive legs]™ 1s a priori false. With
lave, it is the same as with religious belick: [ do nat love you becanse T find
your positive features attraceive but, on the contrary, ! find your positive
features actractive because I love vou, and therefore observe you with a
loving gaze. Consequently, all the *Fullness™ of the positive features which 1
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adore in the beloved are a stand-in for the “emptiness” which 1 really love
- even if they were obliterated, T would sdll love you.

How does all this relate to sex? The true miracle occurs when sex 1
“tratisubstantiared” into an act of love, There are four ways to disavow this
impossiblefreal conjunction of love and sexual enjoyment:

1. the celebration of asexoal “pure” love, as i sexual desire for the heloved
demmonstrates the love’s inauthenticicy;®

2. the opposite assertion of intense sex as “the only real thing”, which
redhuces love to a mere imaginary lure;

3. the division of these two aspects, their allocarion to two different people:
ane loves one’s gentle wife (or the idealized inaccessible Lady), while one
has sex with a *vilgar” mistress;

4, their false immediate merger, in which intense sex is supposed to
demonstrate that one “truly loves™ one’s partner, as if, in order to prove
that our love is a truec one, every sexual act has to be the proverbial
“furck of the century™.

All these four stances are wrong, an escape from assuming the impossible/
real conjunction of love and sex; a true love is enough in itself, it makes sex
irrelevant — but precisely because “fundamentally, it doesn’t matter”, we can
fully enjoy it without any superego pressure. . .. And, paradoxically, this
brings us back to Lenin: when, in 1916, Lenin's {at that point ex-)mistress
Inessa Armand wrote to him that even a fleeting passion was more poetic
and cleaner than kisses without love between man and woman, he replied:

Kisscs without love between valgar spouscs are filthy. | agree. These need to
be contrasted . .. with what? ... It would seem: kisses twirh love. RBut you
contrast “a flecting {why a fleeting} passion {(why not love?)” — and it comes
out logically as if kisses without love (flocting) are contrasted 1o marital kisses
without love. . . - This is odd, ®®

Lenin’s reply is usually dismissed as proof of his petty-bourgeois sexual
restraint, sustained by his bitter memory of the past affair; however, there
is more to it: the insight that marital “kisses without love” and the
extramarital “fleeting affaic” are the two sides of the same coin — they both
shrink from combining the Real of an unconditional passionate attachment
with the form of symbolic proclamation. Lenin is profoundly right here, but
not in the classic prudish sense of preferring “normal™ marriage for love to
illicit promiscuity. The wnderlying insight is that, against all appearances,
love and sex are noc only distinct, but ulimately izcompatible — that they
operate on completely different levels, like agape and eros: love is charitable,
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sel-effacing, ashamed of itself; while sex s intense, self-assertive, possessive,
inherently tiolent {or the opposite: possessive love virsus generons indulging
in sexual pleasures).® The troe miracle, however, socurs when (exception-
ally, not “as a rle™), these two series momentarily coindide — an achieve-
ment which is realfimpossible tn the procise Lacanian senve and, ag such,
marked by an inherent rarity.

Taday, it is as if the nexus of three levels which characterized craditional
sexnality (reproduction, sexual pleasure, love) s gradually dissolving: repro-
ductian i5 left 1o hiogenetic pracedores which are making sexual intercourse
redundant; sex itself is turned into recreational fun; while love 15 reduced tnn
the domain of “emotional fulfilment™.* In such a sitwation, it is all the
mare precious to be reminded of those rare miraculous moments in which
two of these three dimensions can still overlap. T am almost tempted to
paraphrase Brecht’s “What is a bank robhery compared to the founding of
a bank?™ here: what i¢ an extramaritil affair compared to an affair which
declares itself publicly in the form of marnage?

In a recent book against the “excesses™ of May 1268 and, more generally,
against the “sexnoal liberation™ of the 19260s, The Independent reminded us
what the radicals of 68 thought abour child sex. A quarter of a century
ago, Daniel Cohn-Bendit wrote about his experience in a kindergarten:

My conscant fist with all ¢he children soon took on erotic characteristics. |
cold eeally Feel how from the ape of five the small girls had already learned
to make passes ac me. . . . Seversl times a few childeen opened the Hies of my
trousers and started to stroke me. . . . When they insisted, 1 then stroked themn.

Shulamith Firestone wenr even further, expressing her hopes that, in a world
“without the incest taboo . . . relations with children would include as much
genital gex as they were capable of — probably considerably mare than we
now beticve™,*’ Confronted with these statements, Cohn-Bendit played rthem
down, claiming: “Thiz did not really happen, [ oaly wanted to provoke
people. When one reads it today, it is unacceptable.™¥ The question,
however, stll remains: how, at that time, was it possible to provoke people,
presenting sexual games with pre-school children to them as something
appealing, while inday, the samc “provocation™ would immediately give
rise to an outhurst of moral disgust? After all, child sexoal harassmoent is
one of the nutions of Bvil today. Withourt directly taking sides in this debate,
we should read it as a sign of the change in our meores from the utopian
criergies of the 19603 and early 1970s to stale contemporary Political
Correctness, in which every authentic encounter with another human being
is denounced as a victimizing experience. This, of course, does not mply
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that we should simply take the side of “sexual liberation™: the prablem is,
* rather, that “sexual liberation” in the style of Cohn-Bendit and hedonistic
Politically Correct asceticism are intrinsically linked - the second atritude is
the “truth”, the consequent realization, of the first one: that is to say,
unconstrained hedonism bas to end up in some form of rencwed asceticism.

In Gasparone, a silly German musical from 1937, the young Marika
Roekk, reproached by her father for treating her rich and powerful fancé
unkindly, promptly answers: “I love him, so T have the right to treat him in
any way I want!” There is some truth in this statement: far from obliging
me to be “respectful® and “considerate”™ — all signals of cold distance ~ love,
in a way, allows me to-dispense with these formalities. Dioes this mean that
love gives me a kind of carte blanche, justifying every brutality? No, and
that is the miracle of love: love sets its own standards, so that, within a
love-relationship, it is immediately clear when we are dealing with love and
when we are not (as with Politically Incorrect terms, which can also be used
as proof that 1 am a real friend of the person concerned).

From passage a Pacte to the Act Ttself

This is also why authentic love for one’s neighbour has nothing to do with
compassion: one of the key lessons of psychoanalysis concerns the hypocrisy
of compassion, that is, the secret pleasure [Schadenfrende] one gets from
sympathizing with the other’s difficult predicament, Nowhere is this clearer
than in Lars von Trier’s films. In his remarkable intervention at the
Krzysetof Kieslowski conference ar UCLA in April 2001, Fredric Jameson
violently protested against the unexpected death by drowning of a voung
boy, the traumati: cvent around which Kieslowski's Decalogwe 1 turns: he
emphatically claimed that Kieslowski should never be forgiven for killing
the boy, that he should be held accountable for his death — just as, according
to some late medieval legislation, if an author kills a popular fictional
character in his narrative, we should be allowed to prosecute him for
murder. .. . Brilliant as this idea is, it is probably misplaced: the author
who should in Fact never be forgiven for the way he treats his heroines in
Breaking the Waves and Dancer in the Dark is Lars von Trier.

Dancer in the Dark is one of those painful films in which it is clear from
the very beginning where the story will end: in total catastrophe. While we
are watching, we sceretly hope — believe, even - that something will happen
which will prevent this unbearable ending, so that, paradexically, the final
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shock is that there is no surpnse: the horrible ending towards which the
filmn has pointed all the time does materialize.

The story takes place in the USA in the 1960s: Selma (Bjork), a Czech
emigree who works in a textile factory, is going blind because of an
inherited disease; she works overtime to save money for the operation which
would save her son from the same predicament. Her friendly neighbour, in
whom she confides, steals the money from her; she kills him, is condemned
to death and executed. ... How can Selma live through such an ordeal?
Her big passions are singing and musicals: after workiog hours, she parnci-
pates in an amateur group practising for a performance of The Sound of
Musie, and the drab reality of her life is continuously suspended by the
songs she imagines singing to herself. These songs, which grow organically
out of the rhythmic sounds of her working environment {reminding us of
the good old Marxist theoties of the birth of music out of the collective
work rhythm), become leaner and leaner, with diminishing orchestral
accompaniment, until when she is on her way to her execution, we hear just
her hesitant voice trying to linger with the melody. The ambiguity here is
radical; does Dancer celebrate the magic power of music {and musicals)
which allows us to survive hnrr'tf]ring reality, or does it condemn music as
an escapist fantasy which makes us passively endure social reality?

%0 how is Selma able to sustain such a radical subjective stance? By
adopting the ferishist position. What is a fetish? Patricia Highsmith's short
stoty “The Button’ tells the story of a middle-aged New Yorket who lives a
miserable life with his wife and their Down’s Syndrome child; late one
night, unable to stand his son’s meaningless gibber any longer, he goes for
a walk through the empty streets, where he bumps into a homeless drunken
beggar. Although the begjrar is in no way intrusive, the hero spills out all
his anger and frustrations on hirm; after beating him senselessly to death, he
tears a burton off his dirty coat and runs home. From this evening on, he
keeps the butron in his pocket all the rime, clinging to it as o a kind of
superstitious prop — whatever misery hefalls him, there will always be this
button to remind him how - once, at least — he was really able to hit back.
So he regains the ability to confront life with new hope, even to smile kindly
at his handicapped son. ... This is a ferish at its purest: the in-between
element which enables the subject to endure miserable reality. And perhaps
the true secrer of Danscer is thac it narrates a case of feminine fetishism,
turning around the classic psychoanalytic doxa which opposes feminine
hysteria and male (fetishist} perversion. s it not that Selma is able to endure
everything, even the most painful sitations, because she has her fetish —
singing — to which she clings all the time? Underlying all this is a question:
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what is singing? Why do we sing? At the very beginning of Eugene Onegin,
Pushkin presentz a scene of women singing as they pick strawberries in a
field — with the acerbic explanation that they are ordered to sing by their
mistress, so that they cannot eat the strawberries as they pick them.

What, then, is the sociaf dimension of such a ferishist stance? Let us take
another film which deals with music and the working class, Mark Herman's
Brassed Off, whose topic is the relationship berween a “real” political
struggle (the miners’ struggle against the threatened pit closure legitimized
#  in terms of technological progress) and the idealized symbolic expression of
¢ the miners' community, their glaying 0 a brass band. At first, the two
i aspects seem to be opposed: to the miners caught in their struggle for
" economic survival, the “Only music matters!™ attitude of their old band
leader dying of lung cancer looks like the vain fetishized insistence of the
empty symbolic form deprived of its soctal substance, Onue the miners lose
their political struggle, however, the “music matters™ attitude, their insisr-
ence on going on playing and participating in a national competition, turns
imto a defant 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 shart, the symbolic act occurs when we
areive at this intersection or, rather, short circuit of the two levels, so that
insistence on the cmpty form itself {we’ll continue to play in our brass band,
whatever happens . ..) becomes the sign of fidelity to the content (to the
struggle against the closure, for the continuation of the miners’ way of life).

This role of music achieved its highest expression in the legendary event
at the Vorkuta Gulag camp Mine 29 in 1953, A few months after Stalin’s
death, strikes broke out in labour camps all across Siberia; the strikers’
demands were modest and “reasonahble”: the release of the very old and the
too young, a ban on randem shooting by watch-tower guards, and so on.
One by one, the camps soccumbed to threats or false promises from
Moscow, and only Mine 29 at Votkuta held out, surrounded by two
divisions of NKVD troops, with tanks. When the troops finally entered the
main gate, they saw the prisoners standing behind it in a solid phalanx,
their arms linked, singing. After a brief moment of hesitation, the heavy
machine-guns opened up - the miners remained massed and erect, defiantly
continuing to sing, the dead held up by the living. After about a minure,
reality prevailed, and corpses started to Litter the ground. However, this
brief minute in which the strikers’ defiance seemed to suspend the very laws
of narure, transubstantiating their exhaosted bodies into the appearance of
an immortal singing collective Body, was an occurrence of the Sublime at
its purest, the protonged moment in which, in a way, time stood sall.
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What, then, if we risk purting Dasncer in the Dark into this series, viewing
Selma’s singing not as an escapist gesture but as a gesture of heroic defiance?
Furthermore, what if - before immersing ourselves in speculation about the
relanonship between voice and reality — we take note of the fact that in a
society with universal healthcare, Selma’s predicament (having to toil for
her son’s eye surgery while she is going blind herself) could not have
emerged in the first place?

Furthermore, the hAlm’s supreme achievement is the avoidance of melo-
dramatic effects where the events seem to call for them. The key scene 1s the
exchange between Selma and the neighbour who stole her money out of
despair that were his wife to discover that he was broke, she would leave
him. %0 when Slma (in a calm and dignified way, without any pathetic
reproaches) confronts him with his erime, the friendly neighbour answers
her in a calm, rational way, admitting everything, and presenting her with a
choice: if he were to lose the money, he would not be able to endure the
facr that his wife has left him, so the only alternative for him would be
suicide. 5o Selma has to make a choice: either she lets him keep her painfully
earned money, or she kills him (he even gives her his gun), which she does.
This scene is unigue in its radical tension: the cruelty of what is going on
{the victim confronting the criminal who has ruined her life) is expressed in
the form of a sincerely open and compassionate exchange between two true
friends, both victims of circumstance, so that when Selma kills the thief, the
act is accomplished not with uncontrolled rage, but as a tender act of
helping a friend, reminding us of the final scene of Brecht’s Die Massnabme,
when the three revolutionaries throw their young companion who has failed
in his work to his death - political liquidation as an act of pietd.

Al this brilliance, however, does not alter the fundamental fact that there
is something terribly wrong with the flm. Dancer s the final part of Von
Triet's trilogy, which also includes Breaking the Waves and The Idiots. All
three films focus on the same figure of feminine subjectivity: the fairytale
figure of the girl walking alone in a forest, who endeavours to escape the
sense of being exposed to the menacing darkness all around her by offering
bits of what she has to the surrounding shadows. While they profess
compassion with the excessively good heroine, the way these films depict
her progressive suffering and inexorable self-destruction cannot but put us
in the position of the sadistic observer secretly enjoying what he officially
condemns: this sadistic pleasure is the obverse, the hidden truth, of compas-
sion. And for this, Von Trier should never be forgiven. The only antidote to
this murderous compassion is its apparent opposite: loving aggressivity.

In June 2001, Andrea Yates from Houston, Texas, drowned all five of
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her children {from Mary, aged six months, to Noah, aged seven) in a
bathtub. At nine in the morning, after her husband had lefr for work, she
filled the bathtub and began killing her children. When she picked Mary up
and put her in the tub, Noah caught her in her act and tried to run away;
she chased him and wrestled him into the tub. She did her job methodically,
killing them one by one, holding them underwater (with, as we can imagine,
their eyes staring back at her), then laying them out on the bed wrapped in
sheets. Then she calmly called the police and her husband, informing them
of her act, for which she assumed full responsibility — when a policeman
asked her: “Do you realize what you have done?”, she answered: “Yes, 1
do. 1 killed my children.”

Her case revealed the misery of all the talk about “PPD™ (postpartum
depression). This obfuscates not only the subjective impasse this violent
passage a P'acte was destined to resolve, but also the ideological co-ordinates
of this Medeaesque act which, as the very names of the children {Mary,
Luke, Paul, John, Noah - ironically, the last to be drowned ...} reveal,
took place in a devout Chnistian household. (In the case of Susan Smith,
who drowned her two boys in a South Carolina lake in 1994, her religious
faith played a crucial role: she thought that by killing the children she was
sending them to heaven, and thus sparing them the misery of terrestrial life.)

The Yateses were an ideal Christian family: after their marriage, Rusty
and Andrea decided that Andrea should give up her job (23 a nurse in a
cancer clinic), stay at home, and dedicate herself fully to the children. And
she did so with utter dedication: in addition to feeding, bathing and discip-
lining the children, and teaching them readings and maths, she rook care of
her father, who suffered from Alzheimer’s. So, far from being psychotic, her
mindset was that of feminine vbsessional nevrosis: the object of her desire
was the other's demand. She dedicated her life to serving others — she cared
too much, she tried to be too good a mother, always thinking of other
people, never of herself. Caught in this subservience to the other’s demand,
she was by definition unable to fulfil it: in accordance with the inexorable
logic of the superego, the more she tried to comply with the demand to serve
her neighbours, the more she felt inadequarte, with attacks of depression and
emotional detachment as the consequences of her predicament. After drown-
ing her children, she rold the police that she was a bad mother, and thar her
children were hopelessly damaged. This left her only two ways out: either to
kill herself or to kill the children. First, in June 1999, after her father’s death,
unable to sustain the situation without him to care for, she tmicd to kill
herself by overdosing; finally, she chose the other path.

At a press conference, her hoshand described his attitude towards Andrea:
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My wife, I'm supportive of her. But . ., [ know that the woman here is not
the woman who killed my children. . . . One side of me blames her because
. .+ she did it. But the other side of me says, “Well, she didn’t, because that
wasn't her; she wasn't in her oight frame of mind.™

This, precisely, is an all-too-casy way out: we should assert here what Hegel
would have called the speculative identity of these two sides. How, then,
arc we to read the bond between these two aspects of Andrea’s psyche
{loving and self-effacing care; the ourburst of murderous viclence)? If
anything, there are too many explanations — a whole proliferation of them,
Feminists could claim that Andrea’s act was a desperate wild rebellion
against the traditional mother-role; “risk society™ theorists could interpret
it asx the result of the inability of traditional family values to enable
individuals to cope with the dynamics of modern social life; conservatives
could focus on the unbearable stress modern life is putting on the family.

There is, in fact, something “premodern™ in Andrea’s refusal to follow
the path of today’s narcissistic injunction: “Realize yourself” — she found
satisfaction in the old-fashioned self-obliterating attitude of serving others,
What made her burden unbearable was the fact that in contrast to premad-
ern times, when the childcare was more collectivized {grandparents, brothers
and sisters and other relatives shared in it), the modern nuclear family tends
to confer this task on the mother alone. Abandoning her professional career
and dedicating herself to her offspring, she is subjected to the ideclogical
injunction to expericnce this predicament as supreme happiness: the pure
bliss of privacy and intimacy, as opposed to “alienated” professional work.
What about the obvious fact that between the ages of two and five, children
really are monsters, the closest a human being can come to “radical Ewil™:
creatures of insatiable demand, inflexible and stubborn, by definition never
satisfied? No wonder that in 1646, the General Court of Massachusetts Bay
enacted the “stubborn-child law™ which allowed rebellious sons to be tried
and put to death. Kant knew that small children display a kind of “wild
freedom™ that has no counterpart in the animal kingdom — a freedom in
which, perhaps, the noumenal dimension of the Real appears.

While all these readings are feasible, we should focus on the more
fundamental dimension underlying them: that of the violent passage @ lacte
as the only way to break out of an ideolopgical deadlock. Here we are
dealing not with the simple tension between the impossible ideological
injunction and subjective resistance to it, but with the double-bind inherent
to this injunction itself: the injunction’s “explicit” message is redoubled
{supplemented, sustained) by an implicit obscene message which says the
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exact opposite. The “complete™ message of the injunction is thus, in the
- gase of the mother: be happy and find fulfilment in the very hell of your
" home, where your children bombard you with impossible demands, where
all your hopes are thwarted! And is not a similar double-hind at work in
the multicultural liberal injunction to be tolerant? Here again, the true
- message is: learn to love the dwgusnng Other whose display of excessive

i jouissance makes you sick! This injunction also contains an additional twist

which explains why a liberal subject is ready to follow it: “Zero tolerance
for any kind of harassment!”, which means that you should tolerate the
Other in so far as ke bimiself is tolerant. Tolerance towards the Other thus
passes imperceptibly into a destructive hatred of all (*fundamentalist™)
Others who do not fit our idea of tolerance - in short, against all actual
Others. Or - to apply the same logic to the family haven: infinite dedication
to one’s children can turn into a destructive rage against real children who
do not appreciate their mother’s sacrifice.

It is against this double-bind that the (self-)destructive passage a lacte
explodes; and it is all too simple to oppose this passage a Facte directly to
the authentic political act. The first reaction ro an ideotogical double-bind
has to be a “blind™ viclent passage @ Pacte, which can only later, in a
subsequent move, be properly politicized. We simply bave to accept the risk
that a blind violent outburst will be followed by its proper politicization —
there is no short cut here, and no guarantee of a successful outcome either.
Horrible as it may sound, we should therefore not simply condemn acts like
the one committed by Andrea: we should discern in them a hidden liberating
potential. What is a passage @ acte — this moment of “Speak, hands, for
me!”, as Casca puts it in Shakespeare’s Julins Caesar?

Perhaps its ultimate cinematic expression is found in Paul Schrader’s and
Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, in Travis’s (Roberr de Niro) final outburst
against the pimps who control the young girl he wants to save {Jodie Foster).
The imphicit suicidal dimension of this passage d Uacte is crucial: when Travis
is preparing for his attack, he practises drawing the gun in front of the
mirror; in what became the best-known scene in the Glm, he addresses his
own image in the mirror with an aggressive-condescending “You talkin® to
me?”. In a textbaok illustration of Lacan’s notion of the “mirror stage™, the
apgressivity here is clearly aimed at oneself, at once’s own mirror-image, This
suicidal dimension re-emerges at the end of the slaughter scene when Travis,
heavily wounded and leaning against the wall, mimics with the forefinger of
his right hand a gun aimed at his bloodstained forehead and mockingly
triggers it, as if to say: *The true aim of my outburst was myself.” The
paradox of Travis is that he perceives démself as part of the degenerate dire
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of the city life he wants to eradicate, so that - as Brecht put it apropos of
revolutionary violence in The Measure Taken — he wants to be the last piece
of dirt after whose removal the room will be clean.?

In a real-life case of such a deadlock, in 1999 Private Barry Winchell from
Fort Campbell US Army base beat to death a fellow soldier who harassed
him all the time about his homosexuality. This event is usually quoted as
proof of the failure of Bill Clinton’s “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy on gays
in the army; what is perhaps more crucial is to perceive how this failure is
linked to the tension berween explicit symbeolic rules and their supplement,
the obscene unwritten rules that actually sustain a community. In his unit,
Winchell was continually submitted to anti-gay gibes and taunts — not only
by his fellow soldiers, but also by his immediate superior, Sergeant Kleifgen.
Typically, when Kleifgen was asked why he did not intervene and order the
platoon members to stop harassing Winchell, he replied: “Everybody was
having fun” - in short, harassing Winchell functioned as the secret ohscene
male-bonding ritual that cemented the community. (In military jargon,
“having fun” refers as a rule to cruel and humiliating ritualized procedures
- take my own experience in the Yugoslav People’s Army, where the supreme
example of “having fun” was to pick out a soldier asleep in his bed, tie his
testicles with a rope to one of his toes when his legs were not fully stretched,
then put a piece of paper between his toes, and set it on fire; when the fire
awakened the unfortunate soldier, his automatic reaction was, of course, to
stretch out his leg repeatedly, trying to get rid of the burning piece of paper
that was causing him pain - in military jargon, this was called “making him
ride a bicycle™, and the result could be heard hundreds of vards away. .. )

Apain, the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy put Winchell in an unbearable
double-bind: he was afraid that if he complained to his superior officers
about the harassmens, he would break the second part of the policy rule
{“don’t tell”) - that is to say, his complaint would involve the act of publicly
declaring his gay sexual orientation, which would then eventually lead to his
expulsion. In order to break up this double-bind deadlock, he resorted to a
phyzical attack on his most persistent harasser, killing him with a basehall
bat. S50 what should Winchell have done? In abstract terms, instead of acting
out and beating the tormenting other to death, he should first have beaten
himself up, that is, got rid of bis own libidinal investment in the rituals of
his humiliation, Ais own secret participation in them. More concretely, he
should have devised a strategy for turning the system against itself by
manipulating the split between its explicit rules and their obscene supplement
— pethaps, say, he should have summeoned up the courage to break the false
spirit of group solidarity {*Whatever problems we have, we deal with them
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among ourselves — a real man doesn’t go outside and complam to others™)
and simply denounced bis tormentors to the higher authorities for sexually
harassing kim; if his superiors had asked: “Bur are you gay?”, he should
have accused thers of breaking the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” rule.

A couple of years ago, a lesbian feminist claimed that today gays are the
privileged victims, so that the analysis of how gays are underprivileged
provides the key to understanding al other exclusions, repressions, violence,

cand so on (religious, ethnic, class ... The problem with this theory is

precisely its implicit (or, in this case, even explicit} universal claim: it is
making exemplary victims of those who are #ot - of those who, much more
easily than religious or ethnic Others {not to mention the socially — “class”
— excluded), can be fully integrated into the public space, enjoying full
rights, Here, we should explore the ambiguity of the connection between
gay and class struggte. There is a long tradition of Leftist gay-bashing,
whose traces are discernible up to Adorno - I will mention only Maxim
Gorky's infamous remark from his essay “Proletarian Humanism™ (sicf —
1934): “Exterminate [séc!] homosexuals, and Fascism will disappear.”*s

All this cannot be reduced to opportunistically flirting with the tradirional
patriarchal sexmal morality of the working classes, or with the Stalinist
reaction against the liberating aspects of the first years after the October
Revolution; we should remember that Gaorky’s provocative statement, as
well as Adorno’s reservations about homosexuality {“Totality and hemo-
sexuality belong together”™ is one of the aphorisms in Mirtiima Moralia®),
are all based on the same historical expertence: that of the 5A, the “revolu-
tionary” paramilitary Nazi organization of street-fighting thugs, in which
homesexuality abounded right up to the top (Réhm). The first thing to nate
here is that it was Hitler himself who porged the SA in order to make the
Nazi regime publicly aceeptable by cleansing it of its obscene-violent excess,
and that he justificd the slaughter of the SA leadership precisely by citing
their “sexual depravity®.

In order to function as the support of a “totalitarian™ community, homao-
sexuality has to remain a publicly disavowed “dirty secret™, shared by those
who are "in". Does this mean that when gays are persecuted, they deserve
only qualified support, a kind of “Yes, we know we should support you,
but none the less . . . (you are partly responsible for Nazi violence)™? All we
should insist on is that the political overdetermination of homosexuality is
by no means simple, that the homosexual libidinal economy can be co-opted
by ditferent political orientations, and that it is bere that we should avoid
the “essentialist™ mistake of dismissing Rightist “militaristic” homosexuality
as a secondary distortion of “avthentic” subversive homosexuality. 37
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The greatness of Pasolini’s 53/6 or The 120 Days of Sodowm (1975) is that
it does not shirk this thoroughly ambivalent status of homosexuality. The
onty hesoic anti-Fascist act of resistance in the film is committed by Ezio,
one of the victims, who is denounced by his peers for breaking the
prohibition imposed on them by their masters—libertines: every night, he
makes. love to the black maid at the villa. When the libertines and their
guards burst into the room where the two are making love, pointing their
guns, the naked Ezio springs to his feet and raises his fist in the Communist
salute; this unexpected heroic act has a paralysing effect on the libertines -
stunned, they take some time to shoot him down, Should we not read this
pathetic scene against the background of the strange absence of actual
sexual penetration in the film — a feature which indicates “a prohibition, or
the libertines” exacting distaste for, sexual intercourse of any kind”?*® This
only apparently surprising fact is intrinsic to the very fundamental structure
of perversion: in the perverse universe, in which “evervthing is permitted”,
this very universal permissiveness is based on the underlying fundamental
prohibition of what is already in itself impossible — in short, the plethora of
perversions supplants the impossibility of the sexual relationship.®

So when — in the long tradition which runs from medieval courtly love to
the latest Hollywaod hlm — love is elevated into an “impossibility™, cel-
ebrated as something which cannot be fully actualized in real social life, we
are dealing with a “decoy impossibility™'*® which masks the true impossi-
bility, that of the sexual relationship: while, for Lacan, love as such emerges
in order to supplement chis second impossibitity, it is as if today, in our
sexually permissive society, the refation is turned around, with the impossi-
bility displaced on to love ~ it is the proliferation of sexual relationships
which covers up the impossibility of authentic love, Of course, agamst the
spiritual temptation of taking this reversal at face value, we should insist
that “love™ here still refers to the impossibility of sexual relationship
masked by the proliferating diversity of sexual relations. '

[*o not these two features, read together, deliver the standard sexually
conservative Leftist rejection of perversions — in short, a kind of elaborate
illustration of Gorky's outrageous statement? Furthermore, whar are the
consequences of this implicit conclusion which seems to impose iself on
Pasolini himself, who provocatively displayed his homosexpality in public?
Is 52l to be read as a kind of masochistic sell-indictment, 2 statement of
disgust at cneself? The answer to this reading — according to which Sald
makes public the obscene, sexually perverse underground of Fascism — is to
cite the film's thorough ambiguity, which emerges the moment we include
its position of enunciation: in order to formulate such a disgust — that is, to
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:? make a film like Salé — you bave to be gay. In other words, it is only from

a gay pasition that one can reveal the thorough ambiguity of the possible
political comnotations of homosexuality,

Welcome to the Desert of the Real!

The ultimate American paranoiac fantasy is that of an individual living in a
small idyllic Californian ciry, a consamerist paradise, who suddenly starts
to suspect that the world he lives in is a fake, a spectacle staged to convince
him that he lives in a real world, while all the people around him are in face
actors and extras in a gigantic show. The most recent example of this is
Peter Weir's The Truman Show (1998), with Jim Carrey playing a small-
town clerk who gradually discovers that he is the hero of a permanent
twenty-four-hour TV show: his home town is constructed on a giganric
studio set, with cameras following him everywhere. Among its predecessors,
it is worth mentioning Phillip K. Dick’s Tise out of Josst [1959), in which
the hern, leading a madest daily life in a small idyllic Californian city in the
late 1950s, gradually discovers that the whole town is a fake staged to keep
him satisfied. . . . The underlying experience of Time out of Joint and The
Truman Show is that the late capitalist consumerist Californian paradise is,
in its very hyperreality, in a way snreal, without substance, deprived of
material gravites.

The same “de-realization™ of the horror went on after the World Trade
Centre artack: while the number of victims, 6,000, is repeated all the time,
it is surprising how little of the actual carnage we see — no dismembered
badies, no blood, no desperate faces of dying people . . . in clear contrast to
the reporting of Third World catastrophes, where the whole point was to
produce a scoop of some gruesome detail: Somalis dying of hunger, raped
Bosnian women, men with their throats cut. These shots were always
accompanied by the advance warning that “some of the images you will see
are extremely graphic, and may hurt children™ — a warning which we never
heard in the reports on the W'TC collapse. Is this not vet another proof of
how, even in this ragic moment, the distance which separates Us from
Them, from their reality, is maintained: the real horror happens there, not
beredla

So it is not only that Hollywood stages a semblance of real life deprived
of the weight and substance of materiality - in late capitalist consumerist
society, “real social life” itself somehow acquires the features of a staged
fake, with our neighbours behaving in “real” life like stage actors and
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extras. . .. The ultimate truth of the capiralist urtilirarian de-spiritualized
universe is the de-materialization of “rcal life” itself, its reversal into a
spectral show. Christopher Isherwood, among others, gave expression to
this unreal quality of American daily life, exemphfied in the motel room:
“American motels are unreal! ... they are deliberately desipned to be
unreal. ., .. The Buropeans hate us because we've reticed to live inside our
advertisements, like hermits going into caves to contemplate.” Peter Sloter-
dijk’s notion of the “sphere” is literally realized here, as the giganric metal
sphere that envelopes and isolates the entire city.

Years ago, a series of science-fiction films like Zardoz or Logan's Run
forecast today’s postmodern predicament by extending this fantacy to the
community itself: the isolated group living an aseptic life in a secluded area
longs for the experience of the real world of material decay. Is not the
endlessly repeated shor of the planc approaching and hitting the second
WTC tower the real-life version of the famous scene from Hitcheock's The
Birds, superbly analysed by Raymond Bellour, in which Melanie approaches
the Bodega Bay pier after crossing the bay in a small boat? When, as she
approaches the wharf, she waves to her (furure} lover, a single bird (first
perceived as a barely distinguishable dark blot) unexpectedly enters the frame
from above right, and hits her on the head.’ Was not the plane which hit
the WTC tower literally the ultimate Hitchcockian blot, the anamorphic
stain which de-naturalized the famous idyllic New York skyline?

The Wachowski brothers' hit Matrix (1999) brought this logic to its
climax; the macerial reality we all experience and see around us is a virtual
one, generated and co-ordinared by a gigantic mega-computer to which we
are all connected; when the hero (played by Keanu Reeves) awakens into
“real reality”, he sees a desolate landscape listered with burnt ruins — what
remains of Chicago after a global war. The resistance leader Morpheus
utters the ironic greeting: “Welcome to the desert of the real.™ Did not
something of a similar order rake place in New York on 11 September? Its
citizens were introduced to the “desert of the real” - to us, corrupted by
Hollywood, the skyline and the shots we saw of the collapsing towers could
not fail to remind s of the most breathtaking scenes in the big catastrophe
productions. For the great majority of the public, the WTC explosions were
events on the TV screen, and when we watched the oft-repeated shot of
frightened people running towards the camera ahead of the giant cloud of
dust from the collapsing tower, was not the framing of the shot itself
reminiscent of the specracular shots in the carastrophe movies, a special
effect which outdid all others, since, as Jeremy Bentham knew, reality is the
best appearance of itself?

s e o i
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.7 When we hear how the attacks were a totally unexpected shock, how the
unimaginable Impossible happened, we should remember the other defining
" .gntastrophe from the beginning of the twentieth century, that of the Titanic:
. - this, also, was a shock, but the space for it had already been prepared in

' Idenlogical fantasizing, since the Titanic was the symbol of the might of
nineteenth-century industrial civilization. Does not the same hold for these
attacks? Mot only woere the media bombarding us all the time with ralk
about the terrorist threar; this threat was also obviously libidinally invested
- just recall the series of movies from Escape from New York to Independ-
ence [ay, That is the rationale behind the often-mentioned association of
the attacks with Hollywood disaster movies: the unthinkable which hap-
pened was the object of fantasy, so that, in a way, America got what it bad
fantasized about — and that was the greatest surprise. The ultimate twist in
this link between Holiywood and the “war against terror™ occurred when
the Pentagon decided to solicit help from Hollywood: at the beginning of
October, the press reported that a group of Hollywood scenarists and
directors, specialists in catastrophe movies, was established at the instigation
of the Pentagon, with the aim of imagining possible scenarios of terrorist
attacks and how to fight them,

We should therefore invert the standard reading according to which the
WTC cxplosions were the intrusion of the Real which shattered our illusory
Sphere: quite to the contrary, it was prior to the WTC collapse that we
lived in our own world, perceiving Third World horrors as something which
were not actually part of our social reality, as things which existed (for us)
as spectral apparitions on the (TV) screen — and what happened on 11
September was that this famtasmatic screen apparition entered our reality. It
is not that reality entered our image: the image entered and shattered our
reality (that is, the symbolic co-ordinates which determine what we experi-
ence as reality). The fact that, after 11 September, the opening of many
“blockbuster” movies with scenes which bear a resemblance to the WTC
collapse (high buildings on fire or under attack, terrorist action , . .) was
postponed (or the films were even shelved), should therefore be read as the
“repression” of the fantasmatic background responsible for the impact of
the WTC collapse. Of course, the point is net to play a pscudo-postmodern
game of reducing the WTC collapse to just another media spectacle, reading
it as a catastrophe version of snuff porno movies; the question we should
have asked ourselves when we stared ar our TV screens on 11 September is
simply: Where bave we already seen the same thing over and over again?

This means that the dialectic of sembiance and Real cannot be reduced to
the rather elementary fact that the virtualization of our daily lives, the
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experience that we are living mote and more m an artificially constructed
univarse, gives rise 1o the irresistible urge to return to the Real, to regain
firm ground in some kind of real reality. The real which returns bas the
status of a{nother) semblance: precisely because it is real — that is, because
of its traumatic/excessive nature — we are unable to mtegrate it inta [what
we experience as) our reality, and are therefore compelled to experience it
as a nightmarish apparition. This is what the compelling image of the
collapse of the WTC was: an image, a semblance, an effect, which, at the
same time, delivered the thing itsclf. This effect of the Real is not the same
as what, way back in the 19605, Roland Barthes called Feffer du réel; it is,
rather, its exact opposite, ['gffet de Uirréel. That is to say: in contrast to the
Barthesian effet du réel, in which the text makes us accept its fictional
product as real, here, the Real itself, in order to be sustained, has to be
perceived as a nightmarish vnreal specrre. Usually we say that we shoold
not mistake fiction for reality — consider the postmodern doxa according to
which reality is a discursive product, a symbolic fiction which we misper-
ceive as a substantial autonomous entity, The lesson of psychoanalysis here
is the opposite one: we should not mistake raxlity for fiction; we should be
able to discern, in what we experience as fiction, the hard kernel of the Real
which we are able to sustain only if we fictionalize it. Tn short, we should
discern which part of reality is “transfunctionalized” through fantasy, so
that although it is part of reality, it is perceived in a fictional mode. Much
more difficult than denouncimg-uvnmasking (what looks like) reality as
fiction is recognizing the parr of fiction in “real™ reality.

It is precisely now, when we are dealing with the raw Real of a
catastrophe, that we should bear in mind the ideclogical and fantasmatic
corordinates which determine its perception. If there is any symbolism in
the collapse of the WTC towers, it is not 50 much the old-fashioned notion
of the “centre of financial capitalism™ but, rather, the notion that the two
WTC towers stood for the centre of vitnal capirtalism, of Anancial specu-
lation disconnected from the sphere of material production, The shattering
impact of the attacks can be accounted for only against the background of
the borderline which, today, separates the digitalized First World from the
Third World *desert of the Real”. It is the awareness that we live in an
insulated arnficial universe which generates the notion that some ominous
agent is threatening us all the time with total destruction. In this paranoviac
perspective, the terrorists are turned into an irrational abstract agency —
abstract in the Hegelian sense of subtracted from the concrete socio-
idenlogical network which gave birth to it. Every explanation which evokes
social citcumstances is dismissed as a covert justification of terror, and every
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- particalar entity is cvoked only in a negative way: the terrorists are betraying

the true spirit of Islam; they do not express the interests and hopes of the
poor Arab masscs,

Whenever we encouster such a purely evil Qutside, we should summon
up the courage to endorse the Hegelian lesson: in this pure Qutside, we

" should recognize the distilled version of our own essence. For the last five

centuries, the (relative) prosperity and peace of the “civilized™ West has
been boughr at the price of ruthless viclence and destruction of the “barbar-
ian™ OQutside: a long story, from the conquest of America to the slaughrer
in the Congo. Cruel and indifferent as it may sound, we should also, now
more than ever, bear in mind that the actual effect of these attacks is much
more symbolic than real: in Africa, more people die of AIDS every single
day than all the victims of the WTC collapse, and their deaths could easily
have been avoided at relatively small financial cost. The USA simply got a
taste of what goes on around the world on a daily basis — from Sarajevo to
Grozny, from Rwanda and the Congo to Sierra Leone. If we add to the
situation in New York rapist gangs and a dozen or so snipers blindly
targeting people as they walk along the streets, we pet an idea of what
Sarajevo was like a decade ago.

When, in the days after 11 September 2001, our gare was transfixed by
the images of the plane hitting one of the WTC towers, we were all forced
to experience the “compulson to repeat” and jossssarce beyond the
pleasure principle: we wanted to see it again and again; the same shots werc
repeated ad mauseam; and the encanny satisfaction we got from it was
jomissgrce at its purest. It was when we warched the two WTC towers
collapsing on the TV screen that it became possible for us to experience the
falsity of “reality TV shows™: even if these shows are “for real™, people still
act in them - they simply play themselves. The standard disclaimer in a
novel [“Characters in this text are a fiction; any resemblance to real
characters is purely accidental™) holds also for the participants in reality
soaps: what we see there are fctional characters, even if they play themselves
for real.

Of course, the “return to the Real” in the WTC attacks can be given
different twists: we have already heard some conservatives claiming that
what made us so vulnerable was our very openness — with the inevitable
conclusion lurking in the background that if we are to protect our “way of
life™, we will have to sacrifice some of our freedoms which were “misused”
by the enemies of freedom. This logic should be rejected out of hand: is it
not 2 fact that vur “open™ First World countries are the most controlled
countries in the entire history of humanity? In the United Kingdom, aii
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publie spaces, from buses to shopping malls, are constantly videotaped, not
to mention the almost total control of all forms of digital commiunication,
© Along the same lines, Rightist commentators lke George Will also
immedtately proclaimed the end of the American “holiday from history™ -
the impact of reality shattening the isolated tvwer of the liberal tolerant
atritnde and che Cultural Studies focus on texorality. Mow, we are forced to
wertkee back, to deal with real eonemies in the teal world, | . . Whom, howeyer,
do we strike at? Whatever the response, it will nover hit the igh? target,
bringing us full satisfaction. The ridicule of America attacking Afghanistan
camnot fail to strike os: if the greatest power i the world destroys one of
the warld’s poorest conntries, in which peasants barely survive on barren
hills, will this net be the ultimate case of impotent acting out? In many ways
Afphanistan is an ideal target: a coontey that s aleeady reduced to rubble,
with no infrastructure, repeatedly destroved by war for the fast two decades
. .. we cannot avoid the surmise that the choice of Afghanistan will alsa be
derermined by economic considerations: is it not best procedure to act out
one’s anger at a country for which no one cares, and where there is nothing
to destroy? Unformanately, the choice of Afghanistan recalls the anecdore
about the madman who searches for a lost kcy heneath 2 StrEEtlamp; asked
why there, when he lost the key in a dark corner somewhere, he answers:
“But it"s easicr to search under stromg lighe!™ Ts ir not the ultimate irony
that the whale of Kabul already looks like downtewn Manhatean?

To succumb to the urge to act and retalizte means preasely to avnid
confronting the true dimensions of what occerred on 11 Seprember — it
means an act whose trug aim is to lolt us into the secure conviction that
nothing has really changed. The true long-term threats are further acrs of
mass terror in comparison with which the memory of the WTC collapse
will pale = acts that are less spectacular, but much more homifying. What
abour bacteriological warfare, what about che use of lethal gas, whar about
the prospect of DNA terrorism (develnping poizons which will affect only
people who share a determinate genome)? In this new warfare, the agents
claim their acts less and less publicly: not only are “terrorists” themselves
no longer eager to claim responsibility for their acts {even the notoriouns Al
Caida did not explicidy approprate the 11 Seprember attacks, not two
mention the mystery about the otiging of the anthrax lerters); "anti-
terrorist™ state measures themselves are deaped in a shroud of secrecy; all
this constitutes an ideal breeding ground for conspiracy theories and
generalized social parancia. And is not the obverse of this paranoiac
omnipresence of the invisible war its desubstantialization? So, again, just as
we donk becr withour alcohol or caffee without caffeine, we arc now
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%ﬁf‘gﬁtﬁng war deprived of its substance — a vircnal war fought behind computer

o

.

: goreens, a war cxperienced by its participants as a video game, a war with

nir casnalties {on oor side, at least],
* With the spread of the anthrax panic in October 2001, the West got the

- nbout what is gaing on, totally at the mercy of the authoritics: we sce and

“ hear nothing; all we know comes from the official media. A superpower

hombing a desolate desert country and, at the same time, hostage to invisible
bacteria —~ this, not the WIC explosions, is the first image of twenty-first-
century warfare. Instead of a quick acting-out, we should confront these
difficult questions: what wil! “war™ mean in the cwenty-first cenory? Who
will “they™ be, if they are, clearly, neither states nor criminal gangs? Here |
cannot resist the temptation to recall the Freudian opposition of the public
Law and its obscene superege double: along the same lines, are not
“internativnal terrorist organizations™ the obscene dooble of the big mulei-
national corporations = the nlimate rhizomatic machine, omnipresent, yet
with no clear territorial base? Are they vot the form in which nationalist
andfar religious “fundamentadism® accommodated stself to plobal capital-
ism? Do they not embody the uitimate contradiction, with their parcicular/
exclusive content and their global dynamic flunciioniog?

For this reason, the fashivnable notion of the “clash of covilizatons™ must be
thoroughly rojected: what we are witnessing today, rather, are clashes within
cach civilization. A brief ook ar the comparative history of Islam and Chrise-
anity tells s cthat the “human righes record” of Tslam (to use an anachronistic
term} is mmuch better than that of Christianity: in past centories, Islam was
significantly more tolerant towards other rebigions than Chosbanity, It is also
time to remember thar it was through the Arabs that, in the Middle Ages, we in
Western Europe regained access to our Ancient Greek legacy. While | do notin
any way excuse today’s hormfic acts, these facts none the less clearly demon-
strave that we are dealing not with a feature inscribed into Islam “as such”, but
with the curcome of mosdern socopoliical conditions.

IF we look more closely, what is this “clash of cvibzations” really about?
Are not all real-life “clashes™ clearly related to global capitalism? The Muslim
“fundamentalist™ target is not only global capitalism’s coreosive impact on
social life, but aiso the corrupt “tradidonalist” regimes in Saudi Arahda,
Kuwait, and so on. The most horrifying slaughters (those in Rwanda, Congo,
and Sierra 1eone) noc anly rook place ~ and are taking place — within the
same “civilization™, but are ako clearly related o the interplay of plobal
ceconpmic interests. Even in the few cases which would vagucly fit the
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definition of the “clash of civilisations™ {Bosnia and Kosovo, southern Sudan,
erc.), the shadow of other interests is easily discernible. A suitable dose of
“economic reductionism™ would therefore be appropriate here: instead of the
endless analyses of how Islamic “fundamentalism” is intolerant towards our
liberal societies, and other “clash-of-civilizacon™ topics, we should refocus
our attention on the economic background of the conflicc — the clash of
economic interssts, and of the geopolitical interests of the United States irseif
{how to retain privileged links both with Israel and with conservative Arab
regimes like those of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait).

Beneath the opposiion of “liberal” and “fundamentalist” societies,
“McWorld versus jihad®, there is the embarrassing third term: countries like
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, deeply conservative monarchies but economically
American allies, fully integrated into Western capitalism. Here, the USA has a
very precise and simple interest: in order for it to be able to count on these
countries for their cil reserves, they bave to remain non-democratic (the
uniderlying notion is, of course, that a2 democratic awakening could give
expression to ant-American atttudes). This is an old staory whose infamous
first chapter after World War 11 was the ClA-orchestrated conup d'dtat against
the democratically elected Prime Minister, Mossadeq, in lran in 1953 — there
was no “fundamentalism™ there, not even a “Soviet threat”, just a plain
democratic awakening, with the idea that the country should take control of
its oil respurces and break up the monopoly of the Western oil companies.

The lengths to which the USA is ready to go m order to maintain this pact
were made clear in the Gulf War in 1991, when the Jewish American soldiers
stationed in Sandi Arabia had to be transported by helicopter to the aircraft
carriers in the Gulf so that they could pray, since non-Muslim rituals are
prohibited on Saudi soil - a fact which should undoubtedly be taken together
with another fact, very rarely mentioned in the Western press: Tariq Aziz, the
Iraqi Foreign Minister and one of the key figures of the Saddam regime, is not
a Muslim but a Christian. This “perverted” position of truly *fundamentalist™
conservative Arab regimes is the key to the {often comical) conundrums of
American politics in the Middic East; they stand for the point at which the
USA is forced cxplicitly to acknowledge the primacy of economy over
democracy ~ that is, the secondary and manipulative character of legitimizing
international interventions by talking about the protection of democracy and
human rights.

On the subject of this “clash of cvilizations”, let us recall the letter from a
seven-year-old American girl whose father is a pilot fighting over Afghanistan:
she wrote that although she loves her father deeply, she is ready to let him die,
ta sacrifice him for her country. When President Bush quoted these lines, they
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“yere perceived as a “normal” outburst of Amcrican patriotism; let us conduct
a simple mental experiment, and imagine an Arab Muslim girl pathetically
reciting into the camera the same words about her father fighting for the
Taleban — we do not have to give much thought to what our reaction would
have been: morbid Muslim fundamentalism which does not stop even at cruel
manipulation and exploitation of children.

Every feature attributed to the Other is alrcady present in the very heart of

“the USA. Murderous fanaticism? Today in the USA there are more than two
million populist Rightist “fendamentalists” who also practise a terror of their
awn, legitimized by (their understanding of) Christianity. Since America 15, in
a way, “harbouring” them, should the US Army have punished the USA itself
after the Oklahoma bombing? And what about the way Jerry Falwell and Pat
Robertson reacted to the events of 11 Septernber, perceiving them as a sign
that God removed His protection from the USA because of the sinful lives of
the Americans, putting the blame on hedonist materialism, liberalism and
rampant sexuality, and claiming that America got what it deserved? The fact
that this very condemnation of “liberal” America, which marched the condem-
parion from the Muslim Other, came from the very heart of IAmérigue
profonde should give us fuod for thought. On 19 October, George W. Bush
himself had to concede that the most probable perpetrators of the anthrax
attacks are not Muslim terrorists but America’s own extreme Right Cheistian
fundamentalists — again, does not the fact thar the acts first avmiboted to an
external enemy may turn out to be acts begotten in the very heart of P'Amérigue
profonde provide an unexpected confirmation of the thesis that this clash is a
clash within each civilization?

In the aftermath of 11 Seprember, Americans en masse, including liberals,
rediscovered the innocence of their American pride, displaying flags and
singing together in public — as if, after decades of ethico-political doubts about
the American role in the world, the vicious destruction of the WTC towers de-
culpabilized them, giving them the right to assert their identty in all its
innocence. . .. Against this reclaimed innocence, we should emphasize more
than ever that there is nothing “innocent™ in this rediscovery of American
innocence, in getting tid of the sense of historical guilt ot irony which
prevented many Americans from fully claiming their nationality, What this
gesture amounted to was *objectively”™ assuming the burden of all that being
“American™ stood for in the past - an exemplary case of ideological interpel-
lation, of fully assuming one’s symbolic mandate, which enters the stage after
the perplexity cansed by some historical cranma.

In the craumatic aftermath of 11 September, when the old security seemed

- momentarily to be shattered, what could be more “natural” than to take
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refuge in the innocence of a fir ideological identificanon ™ However, it is
precisely such moments of tmnspacent innocence, of “back ro basics™, when
the gesture of identification seems “natural”, that are, from the standpoint of
the critique of 'iden]ugy, the most ubscure — even, in a certain way, obscurily
siself, 1o quote Fernando Pessoa’s supert formulation: “¥When [ speak frankly,
I don't know with what frankness I speak.,” Let us recall another soch
imnocently ransparent moment, the mdlessly reproduced video-shor, from
Beijing’s Avenue of Frernal Peace at the heighe of the *troubles” in 1989, of 2
tiny young man with a can who stands alone in front of an approaching
gigantic tank, and conrageously tries to prevent its advance, so thar when the
tank tries to circumvent him by turning nght or left, the man also moves
aside, again standing in its path:

The representation is so powerful that it demolishes all other wnderstandings.
This streetseene, this time and this event, have come to constitute the compass
point for virmally all Western jourters inm the interior of the contemporary
political and cultural life of China, 1™

And, again, this very moment of transparent clarity (things ave presented in
their starkest form: 2 single man against the brute force of the State) is, w
our Western gaze, sustained by a cobweb of ileclogical implications,
embodying a series of oppositions: individual versus state, peacehul resist-
ance versus state violence, man versus machine, the inner force of a tny
individual versus the impotence of the powerful machine. . . . These impli-
cations, against the background of which the shot exerts its full direct
impact, these “mediations™ which sastain that impact, are oot present for a
Chisnese observer, since the above-mentioned series of oppositions is pare of
the Evropean ideological legacy. The same idenlogical background also
overdetermines, say, our perception of the homifying images of tny mdi-
viduals jumping from the buening WT'C towers to certam death.

Amoang the ideological reappropriations of 11 Seprember, there are
already calls for rethinking some of the basic ingredients of the modern
notion of human dignity and freedem. Take Jonathan Alter’s article in
Newsiereek of 5 November 2001, “Time to Think abour Torture”, with the
anminnus subhtle “It's a new widd, and sorvival may well require obd
techniqoes that seemed vat of the question™. After flirting with the Isracli
idea of legitimizing physical and psycholagical torture in cases of extreme
urgency (so-called ticking-clock cases, when we konow that a terronst
prisoner possesses information which may save hundreds of lwves), and
neutrat statements like “Some torture clearly works™, Alter concludes:

oo
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\ - We can’t legalize torture; it’s contrary o Amcrican values. But cven as we
continue ta speak ouk against human-rights abuoses argund rhe wmrld, we need
to kecp an open mind about certain measures to fght terrorism, like court-
sancricned psychological interrogation. And we'll have to think abeut trans-
ferritg some suspects to our less squeamish allies, even if that's hypoctitical,
Mobody said this was going to be pretty.

The obscenity of such statements is blatant. First, why use the WTC artack
as fustification? Are there not much more terdble atrocities going on all the
rme around che world? Second, what is sew about this idea? Has not the
CIA been teaching Latin American and Third World American military
allies the praciice of toroure for decader? Hypocrisy has prevailed for vears.
Even Alan Dershowite’s liberal argument, cited by Aleer, is suspicious: “I'm
pot in favour of tortare, but if you're going to have it, it should damm well
have court approval.™ The underlying logic — since we are doing it in any
case, better legalize it, and thus present excesses! - is extremely dangerous:
it gives legitimacy to torture, and thus opens up the space for sore illicit
torture. When, along the same lines, Dershowntz argues that torturing n the
ticking-clack sitnation 1s not against the prisener’s rights as an acoused
person (the information obtamed will not be psed in erial against him, and
the torture is dose not as punishment, bur only to prevent the mass killing
to come), the underlying premiss is even more disturbing: so one should be
allowed to torture people not as part of a deserved punishment, but simply
becanse they know something? Why, then, not also legalize the torture of
prisoners of war who may possess information which may save hundreds of
our soldiers’ lives?

I shoxt, such debates, such calls 1o kecp an open mind, are nothing less
than the ultimare sign that the terrorises are winning the idenlngical war.
FEssays like Alter’s, which do not advocate tormre ourright, bot just intro-
duce it az a legitimate topie of debate, are even maore dangerous than an
explicit endorsement of torrure: while — at this moment, ar least — an cxplicic
endorsement would be too shocking, and therefore rojected, the merc
introduction of torture as a legibmate topic allows us te entertain the idea
while retaining a pure conscience (of course I'm against torture, but whom
does it hurt if we merely discuss 1t2). Such legitmization of tortare as a
topic of debate changes the background of jdenlogical presuppositions and
options much more radically than itz outnghe advocacy: it changes che
entire field, while, without this change, outright advocacy remains an
idiosyncratic view. The problem here is that of the fundamental ethical
presupposidons: of caurse we can legitimize torture for the sake of short-
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wim profie {saving hundreds of hves), but what about the long-term
conseguences for our symbolic universe? Where do we stop? Why not
torture parsistént criminals, a parent who has kidnapped his child from a
divorved spouse? The idea that once we let the gemie out of the bottle,
torture cafi be kept at a ceasonable level, is the worst legalistic iflusion. Any
consistent ethical stance smust completely reject such prapmatic-utilitarian
reasomag. Moreover, I am again tempted to conduct a simple meatal
experiment: let us imagine an Ared newspaper making a case for the torture
of American prisoners, and the explosion of comments about fundamental-
1, barbanism and disrespect for human rights that would provoke.

5o what about the phease which reverberates everywhere: “Nothing wiil
be the same afcer 11 September™? Significanily, this phrase is never further
claborated = it is just an cmpty gesture of saying something “deep™ withonot
really kiowing what we want to say. So our frst reaction to it should be:
Really? 1s it not, rather, that the only thing that actually chanpged was that
Armetica was forced to realize the kind of world it was part of? On the
other hand, such changes in perception are never without consequences,
since the way we perceive our situatian determines the way wo act in it
Remember the collapse of a palicical regime — for cxample, the collapse of
the Comnmunist tegimes in Fastern FEurope in 1920: at 4 cerrain moment,
people became aware all of a sudden that the game was over, thar rthe
Crommunists had lost, The break was purely symbuolic, nothing changed “in
realitjr” — nonie the less, from this moment on, the final collapse of the
regime was simply a matter of time.

What if somﬂhlng of the same arder did ocour on 11 Seprember? We
should bear in mind that Hollywood is the nerve centre of the American
ideclopy which exerts a worldwide hegemonic tole: what draws millions of
Third World people to the USA — even those whose “official” ideclogy is
opposed tn everything America stands for - is not merely the prospect of
material wealth, but also the “American Dream™, the chance to participate
in it. Hollbwood is literally a “dream factory™: its main function is 1o
fabricate hepemonic ideological dreams, to provide individuals with co-
ordinates for their private fantasies. 50 when the Hollywood machinery is
perturbed, as in the past-11 September era, when the executives are desper-
ately trying to guess andfor establish the new rules (no carastrophe movies;
will single-hero movies like the James Bond series survive? Will there be a
turnt towards family melodramas or a turn towards direct patriotisme), this
fact does hear witmess to the deep deological wnpact of the eveors of
11 September.

Pethaps the ubtimate victim of the WTC attacks will be a certain figare of
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%'?ﬁg big Other, the American Sphere. During Nikita Khrushchev’s secret
Eﬂmel:h tor the Twentieth Congress of the Sovier Party, denouncing Stalin’s
wigpimes, a dozen or so delegates had a nervous breakdown, and had to be
‘ﬁmed out and given medical treatment; one of them, Boleslaw Bierut, the
"hardline General Secretary of the Polish Communist Party, even died of a
‘heart attack some days later. (The model Stalinist writer Alexander Fadeyev
“shot himself a few days later.) The point is not that they were “honest
"Communists” — most of them were brutal manipulators withoutr any
subjective illusions about the nature of the Soviet regime. What broke down
‘was their “objective™ illusion, the figure of the “big Other” against the
background of which they could exert their ruthless deive for power: the
- (Othet on to which they transposed their beltief, the Other which, as it were,
helieved on their behalf, thuir subject-supposcd-to-helieve, disintegrared.
And did not something homologous happen in the aftermath of 11 Septom-
ber? Was not 11 September 2001 the “Twentieth Congress® of the Amer-
ican Dream?

That day is already being appropriated for ideological causes: from the
claims in all the main media that anti-globalization is now finished, to the
notion that the shock of the WTC attacks revealed the substanceless
character of postmodern Culrural Srudies, their lack of contact with “real
life™. While the second notion is {partially) right for the wrong reasons, the
hest one is downright wromg. What is true is thac the relatively trifling
character of standard Cultural Studies critical topics was thereby revealed:
what is the use of a Politically Incorrect expression with possible racist
undertones, compared with the tortured death of thousands? The dilemma
of Culrural Studies is this: will they stick to the same topics, dircctly
admirting thar their fight against oppression is a fight rwithin First Wosld
capitalism's universe — which means that, in the Western First World's
wider conflict with the external threat to it, one should reassert one’s fdelity
to the basic American liberal-democraric framework; or will they risk a step
towards radicalizing their criical stance: will they problemarize this frame-
work itself? As for the end of anti-globalization, the dark hints from the
first days after 11 September that the attacks could also have been the work
of anti-globalization terronsts is, of course, nothing but a crude manipula-
tion: the only way to conceive of what happened on 11 September is 1o
locate it in the context of the antagonisms of global rapitalism. We shoald
always bear in mind apropros of Afghanistan that entil the 1970s - that is,
until the country became directly involved in the superpower strugele — it
was one of the most tolerant Muslim societies, with a long secular tradition:
Kabul was known as a city with a vibeant cultural and political hife. The
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paradox, therefore, is that far from expressing some deep tradidonalist
tendency, the rise of the Taleban, an apparent regression into ulrra-funda-
meptalism, was the result of the country being caught np ia the whirlpoal
of international politics — it was not only 2 defensive reaction to this, it
ernerged directly through the support of foreign powers (Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia, the USA itself).

Another victim of 11 September among some liberals seems to be the
notion of the punty of moral intention: 1t i3 as if any claim to puriry is
suspected of breeding some kind of terroristo. We should remember Hegel's
thesis on how the actual outcome of our ace discloses our true intention: T
am not allowed to defend myself by claiming: “Bur that wasn’t what I
wanted!™, because [ do not really know what I wanted. It is in the actual
comsequences of my ace that the trurth of my intention becomes visible:
however unpleasant the outcome of my act, this is what I really wanted. ... .
Artractive as this combination of Hegel and psychoanalysis may sound, we
sheuld bear in mind when confronted with it that Hegel's thesis is meaning-
ful only within the idealist identity of the Actoal and the Radonal, of the
Subject and Substance: we can trust that reafity will reveal 1o us the e
meaning of cur acts only if we presuppose the pre-established harmony
hetween our psychic structure and that of ohjective social reality ~ there is
“Keason in History”, as Hegel pue it. And s not Freud's fundamental
insight, repeatedly reasserred by Lacan, that we, human subjects, are not
“at home in thiz world”, that the reality in which we live 1s fundamentally
foreign, hestile to our innermost intentions and drives?

This Hepelian pasition gees hand in hand with the mistrust of any form
of moral purity, with its dismissal as the false position of the “Beautiful
Soult™ = and, in fact, it seerns thar today’s ethico-religions “fundamental-
istns" provide the most forceful arpument against moral fanaticism. The
warst thing to do when we are confronted with the onslaught of dedicated
“fundamentalists”, however, iz to suspect ethical purity as swch — o
reactivate the ald conservative wisdom according to which we should
mistrust les purs et les ders: low-level minor corruption; a telerance for
human weaknesses enables the smooth functioning of the social machine,
while rigid moral fanaticism necessarily reverts to utter corruption in which
everything, every human consideration, is sacrificed for the Canse.

What is wrong with thiz suspicion is that it conflates rwo different forms
of purity: *authentic™ ethical purity and the false superego purity of turning
oneself into the instrument of the Other's enjoyment. *Wise™ tolerance fur
minor everyday corruption and fanaticist superego rigour are opposites
within the same horizon, they are two sides of the same coin - or, to put it
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jn Hegelese, there is an underlying identty of these opposites. That is o

" say, within this domain, corruption is the ultimate horizon, and the only
* choice is the one between tolerance of minor corruption and a direct
_intolerant onslaught against corraption, which coinddes with the highest
" corruption. What Lacan, on the contrary, called the “act™ is precisely an
" jntervention which breaks out of this vicious cycle of minor corruption and
- rigour as the supreme corruption. So there i an infinite gap between

religions fapaticist *fundamentalism™ and authentic revolutionary interven-
tion, although they both seem to share an *uncompromising” radical
character; this gap does not concern only the sociopolitical dimension, but
alzo the immanent structure of the act: the "fundamentalist” ace is done for
the big Other; in it, the subject instrumentalizes himself for the Other; while
an authentic act authorizes itself only in itself — that is to say, it is oot
“eovered™ by the big Other; on the contrary, it intetvenes ar the very point
of inconsisrency of the big Other. This diffarence is the difference between
Kant and Sade: Sade is not simply the truth of Kant; the Sadeian perverse
position emerges, rather, when the radical Kantian ethical stance is
compromisad.

The supreme example here is, yet again, that of Antigone. From the
standpoint of the Hegelian position mentioned above, Antigone is to be
unambiguously condemned: the actual consequences of her act were cata-
stcophic; she was an ethical rigourist if ever there was one, in contrast to
her sister Ismene’s tolerance and compromising attitode — is this what we
want? The opposite of the rationality of the Real, or its closed circuit of
Fare which gives us back our teue message, is the acr itself which intervenes
in the very rational order of the Real, changing-restructuring its co-ordinates
- ap act 15 not irationaly rather, it creates its own (new) rationalicy, This is
what Antigone accomplishes; this is the true consequence of ber act, And
this cannot be planned in advance — we have o rake a risk, a step into che
open, with no big Other to return our true message to us.

We do not yet know all the consequences this event will have for the
econemy, ideclogy, politics, warfare, bur tme thing is certain: the US4 -
which, hitherto, perceived itself as an island exempt from this kind of
violence, witniessing this kind of thing only from the safe distance of the TV
screert — is now directly involved. So the alternative 1s: will the Americans
decide to fortify their *sphere”™ further, or will they risk stepping out of ic?
Either America will persist in — even sirengthen - the deeply énmoral
attinnde of “Why shouold chis happen to us? Things like this just don’t
happen berel™, leading to more aggressivity towards the threacening Ourside
- in short: to a paranoid acting-out. Or America will finally risk stepping
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through the fantasmartic screen separating it from the Outside World,
accepting its arrival in the Real world, making the long-overdue move from
“A thing like this shouldn™ happen here!” to “A thing like this shouldn't
happen amnwbere!™. That is the true lesson of the attacks: the only way to
ensure that it will not happen bere again is to prevent it happening anyuwbere
eise. In short, America should learn humbly to accept its own vulnerability
as part of this world, enacting the punishment of those responsible as a sad
duty, not as an exhilarating retaliaton.

The WTC attacks again confronted us with the necessity of resisting the
temptation of a douhle blackmail, If one simply, only and unconditionally
condemns it, one cannot but appear to endorse the blatantly ideclogical
position of American innocence under attack by Third World Ewil; if one
draws attention to the deeper sociopolitical causes of Arab extremism, one
cannot but appear to blame the victim, which ultimarely gor what it
deserved. . . . The only appropriate solution here is to reject this very
oppasition, and to adopt both positions simultaneously; this can be done
only if one resorts to the dialectical category of totality: there is no choice
between these two positions; both are biased and faise. Far from nffening a
case apropos of which one can adopt a clear ethical stance, we encounter
here the limit of moral reasoning: from the moral standpoint, the victims
are innocent, the act was an abominable crime; however, #his very innocence
is mat immocent - 10 adopt such an “innocent” position in today’s global
capitalist universe is in itself a false abstraction.

The same poes for the more ideological clash of interpretations: one could
claim that the attack on the WTC was an arrack on whart is worth fighting
for in democratic freedoms — the decadent Western way of life condermned
by Muslim and other fundamentahists is the universe of women's nghts and
multiculturalist tolerance;’® one could also claim, however, that it was an
attack on the very centre and symbol of global financial capitalism. This, of
course, in no way entails the compromise notion of shared guilt {the
terrorists are to blame, but the Americans are also partly to blame . .|} -
the point is, rather, that the two sides are not really opposed, that they
belong to the same fetd. The fact that global capitalism is a totality means
that ir is the dialectical unity of itself and of its other — of the forces which
resist it on “fundamentalist™ ideological grounds.

As a result, of the two main stories which emerged after 11 September,
both were worse, as Stalin would have put . The Amernican patriotic
narrative — the innocence under siege, the surge of patriotic pride = is, of
course, simplistic; however, is the Leftist narrative {with its Schadenfrende:
the USA got what it deserved, what it had been doing to others for decades)
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really any better? The prevailing reaction of Europiean — but also American
- Leftists was nothing less than scandalous: every imaginable stupidity was
gaid and written, up to the “feminist” point that the WTC towers were two
phallic symbols waiting to be destroyed (“castrated”). Was there not
- gomething petty and miserable in the mathematics reminding us of Holo-
caust revisionism (what are 6,000 dead against millions in Rwanda, Congo,
etc.}? And what abour the fact that the ClA {co-lereated the Taleban and
pin Laden, financing and helping them to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan?
Why was this fact quored as an argument against attacking them? Would it
not be much more legical to claim that it is precisely their duty to rid us of
the monster they created?

The moment we think in the terms of “Yes, the WTC collapse was a
tragedy, but we should not be in full solidarity with the victims, since this
would mean supporting US imperialism™, the ethical catastrophe has
already arrived: the only appropriate stance is an unconditional solidarity
with all victims. 'The ethical stance proper is replaced here with the
moralizing marhematics of gmle and horror, which misses the key point: the
terrifying death of cach individual is absolote and incomparable. In short,
let us conduct a simple mental expertment: if you detect in yourself any
reluctance to empathize fully with the victims of the WTC collapse, if yoa
feel the prge to qualify your empathy with “Yes, but what about the
millions who suffer in Africa .. .”, you are not demonstrating your Third
World sympathies, merely the sauvaise foi which bears wimess to your
implicit patronizing racist attitude towards Thied World victims. (Maore
precisely, the problem with such comparative statements is that they are
both necessary and inadmissible: one bas to make them, one bas to make
the point that much worse horrors take place all aver the world on a daily
basis — but one has to do so without getting involved in the obscene
mathematics of guilt.)

No wonder this anti-Americanism was most discernible in “big” Euro-
pean nations, especially France and Germany: it is part of their resistance to
globalization. We often hear the complaint that the recent trend towards
plobalization threatens the sovereignty of nation-states; here, however, we
should gqualify chis statement: which states are most exposed to this threat?
it is not the small states, but the second-rank {ex-jworld powers, countries
like the United Kingdom, Germany and France: what they fear is that once
they are fully immersed in the newly emerging global empire, they will be
reduced to the same level as, say, Austria, Belgium, or even Luxembourg.
The refusal of “Americanization” in France, shared by many Leftists and
Rightist nationalists, is thus ulimately the refusal to accept the fact that
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France #tself is losing its hegemoniic role in Europe. The results of this
refusal are often comical — at a recent philosophical colloquium, a French -
Lefrist philosopher complained how, apart from him, there are now prac-
tically no French philosophers in France: Derrida is sold to American
deconstructionisi; academia is overwhelmed by Anglo-5axon cognitivism.

. Another simple mental experiment is called for here: let us imagine
someone from Serbia claiming that he is the only remaining truly Serb
philosopher - he would immediately be denounced and ridiculed as a
nationalist. The levelling of weight between larger and smaller nation-states
should therefore be counted among the beneficial effects of globalization:
beneath the contemptuous deriding of the new Eastern European post-
Communist states, it is casy to discern the contours of the wounded
narcissism of the European “great mations™. Here, a good dose of Lenin's
sensitivicy towards small nations {consider his insistence that, in the relation-
ship between large and small nations, we should always allow for a greater
degree of “small” nationalism) would be helpful.

Interestingly, the same matrix was reproduced within ex-Yugoslavia — not
only by the Serbs themselves, but even by the majority of the Western
powers, Serbia was self-evidently perceived as the only ethnic group with
encugh substance ro form its own state. Throughout the 19205, even radical
democratic critics of Milogevié who rejected Serh nationalism acted on rthe
presupposition that, among the ex-Yugoslav republics, only Serbia had
democratic potential: once it had overthrown Milogevic, Serbia alone could
turn into a thriving democratic state, while other ex-Yugoslav nations were
too “provincial® to sustain their own democratic State. Is this not the ccho
of Friedrich Engels’s famous scathing remarcks about how the small Balkan
nations are politically reactionary, since their very existence is a reaction, a
survival of the past?

America’s “holiday from history™ was a fake: America's peace was
bought at the price of catastrophes clsewhere. These days, the prevailing
point of view is that of an innocent gaze confronting unspeakable Evil
which struck from the Qutside - and again, apropos of this gaze, we should
summaon up our strength and apply to it Hegel's well-known dictum thar
Evil resides (also) in the innocent gaze itself which perceives Evil all around.
So there is an clement of treth even in the most constricted Moral Majority
vision of a depraved America dedicated to mindless pleasures, in the
conservative horror at this netherworld of sexploitation and pathological
violence: what they do not perceive is merely the Hepelian speculative
dentity between this netherworld and ctheir own position of fake purity —
the fact that so many fundamentalist preachers turn out to be sexoal
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;.n'mrvem in private is more than a contingent empirical fact. The infamous
immy Swaggart’s claim that the fact that he visited prostitutes only gave
aaditonal strength to his preaching (he knew from intimate struggle what

";-_.he was preaching against), althoongh undoubtedly hypocritical on the imme-
* diate subjective level, is none the less objectively true.

And does not the same go for the statement by the Taleban leader Mullah

. Mohammad Omar who, on 25 September 2001, appealed o Americans to

*uge their own judgement in responding to the devastating attacks on the
" World Trade Centre and the Pentagon rather than blindly following their
_government’s policy to attack his country? “You accept everything your
- government says, whether it is true or false. .. . Don’t you have your own

thinking? . . . Sa it will be better for you to use your sense and understand-

ing.” Are not these statements, taken in an abstract decontextualized sense,

absolutely appropriate? To this first great irony of the situation (irony in
the precise Mozartian sense of the term: although you may be subjectively
hypocritical, your statements are more true than you think), we should add
a second: the fact that the first codename for the US operation against
terrorists was “Infinite Justice™ (later changed in response to a protest by
Islamic clerics that only God can cxercise infinite justice).

Taken seriously, this name is profoundly ambiguous: either &t means that
the Americans have the right ruthlessly to destroy not only all terrocists bat
also all those who gave them material, moral, ideological, etc., support (and
this process will be, by definition, endless in the precise sense of Hegelian
“bad infinity” - such work will never be really accomplished; some other
terrorist threat will always be there...); or it means that the justice
exercised must he truly infinite in the strict Hegelian sense - that, in relating
to others, it has to relate to itself: in short, that it has to pose the question
of how we who are exercising justice are involved in what we are fighting
against. When, on 22 September 2001, Jacques Derrida received the Theo-
dor Adorno award, he referred in his speech to the WTC attacks: “My
unconditional compassion for the vichims of 11 September does not prevent
me from saying it aloud: with regard to this crime, 1 do not believe that
anyone is poliricaily guiltless.” This self-relating, this inclusion of oneself in
the picture, is the only true “infinite justice”.

The worst thing to do apropos of the events of 11 September is to elevare
them to a point of Absolute Evil, a vacuum which cannot be explained and/
or dialecticized. To posit them in a series with the Shoah is a blasphemy:
the Shoah was carried out methodically by a vast network of state apparat-
chiks and their executors whe, in contrast to the destroyers of the WIC
towers, lacked the suicidal acceptance of their own death — as Hannah
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Arendt has shown, they were anonymous bureaucrats doing their job, and
an enormous gap separated what they did from thetr individoat self-
experience. Thiz “banality of Evil” is missing in the case of the terrorist
attacks: the terrorists fully assumed the horror of their acts; this horror was
part of the fatal attraction which drew them towards committing them. Or,
to put it in a shightly different way: the Nazis did their job of “solving the
Jewish guestion™ as an obscene secret hidden from the public gaze, while
the terrorists blatantly displayed the spectacle of their act. The second
difference is that the Shoah was a part of Enropean history, it was an event
which did not directly concern the relationship between Muslims and Jews:
remember Sarajevo, which had by far the largest Jewish community in ex-
Yugoslavia and, maorecever, was the most cosmopolitan Yugoslav city, a
thriving centre of cinema and rock music — why? Precisely because it was
the Muslim-dominated city, where the Jewish and Christian presence was
tolerated, in contrast to the Christian-dominated large cities from which
Jews and Muslims were purged long ago.

Why should the New York catastrophe be in any way privileged over,
say, the mass slaughter of Hurns by Tutsis in Rwanda in 19947 Or the mass
bombing and gas-poisoning of Kurds in the north of iraq in the early 1990s?
Or the Indonesian forces’ mass killings in Fast Timor? Or . .. the list of
countries where mass suffering was and is incomparably greater than the
suffering in New York, but which do not have the good tortune 1o be in the
limelight in order to be elevated by the media into the sublime victim of
Absolute Evil, is long, and that is the point: if we insist on the use of this
term, these are all *Absolute Evils”. So should we extend the prohibition or
explaining, and claim that none of these evils could and should be “dialect-
icized”? And are we not obliged to go even a step further: whar about
“individual® horrible crimes, from these of the sadist mass murderer Jeffrey
Dahmer to those of Andrea Yates, who drowned her five children in cold
blood? Is there not something real/impossiblefinexplicable about every one
of these acts? Is it not that — as Schelling put it more than two hundred
years ago - in each of them we confront the ultimate abyss of free will, the
imponderable fact of “I did it because T did it!” which resists any expla-
nation in psychological, social, ideological, ctc., terms?

We should therefore reject Lacan’s famous reading of the Holocaust {the
Nazi extermination of the Jews) as, precisely, a holocaust in the old Jewish
meaming of the term: a sacrifice to the obscure gods, intended to satisfy their
tetrible demand for jomissance; the annihilated Jews, rather, belong to the
series of whar the ancient Romans called Howo sacer — those who, although
human, were excluded from the human community, which is why one could
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kill them with impunity; for that very reason, one could not sacrifice them
- (because they were not a worthy sacrificial offering). Have the events of 11

September something to do with the obscure God who demands human
sacrifices? Yes, the spectacular explosion of the WTC towers was not simply
a symbolic act {in the sense of an act whose aim is to “deliver a message™):
it was primarily an explosion of lethal fouissance, a perverse act of making
oneself an instrument of the big Other’s joufssance. Yes, the colture of the
attackers is a morhid culture of death, the attitude which finds the climactic
fulfilment of one’s own life in violent death. Yes, the ultimate aim of the
attacks was not some hidden or obvious ideological agenda, but - precisely
in the Hegelian sense of the term — to (re)introduce the dimension of
absolute negativity into our daily lives: to shatter the mnsulated daily course
of the lives of us, true Nietzschean Last Men, Sacrilegious as it may appear,
the WTC antacks do share something with Antigone’s act: they both
undermine the “servicing of the goods®, the reign of the pleasure—reality
principle. 'The “dialectical” thing to do here, however, is not to include
these acts in some grander narrative of the Progress of Reason or Humanity,
which somehow, even if it does not redeem them, ar least makes them part
of an allencompassing latger consistent narrative, “sublates™ them in a
“higher” stage of development (the naive notion of Hegelianism), but to
make us question our own innocence, to discuss and assess our own
{fantasmatic libidinal) investment and engagement in them.

5o, rather than remain stuck in debilitating awe in the face of Absolute
Ewil, an awe which prohibits us from thinking aboutr what is going on, we
should remember that there are two fundamental ways of reacting to such
traumatic cvents, which cause unbearable anxiety: the way of the superego
and the way of the act. The way of the superego is precisely thar of the
sacrifice to the obscure gods of which Lacan speaks: the reassertion of the
barbaric violence of the savage obscene law in order to fill in the gap of the
failing symbolic law. And the act? One of the heroes of the Shoah for me is
a famous Jewish ballerina who, as a gesture of special humiliation, was
asked by the camp officers to perform a dance for them. Instead of refusing,
she did it, and while she held their attention, she quickly grabbed the
machine-gun from one of the distracted guards and, before being shot down
herself, succeeded in killing more than a dozen officers . . . was not her act
comparable to that of the passengers on the flight which crashed down in
Pennsylvania who, knowing that they would die, forced their way into the
cockpit and crashed the plane, saving hundreds of other lives?

+
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Redemptive Violence

The thing to do, therefore, is not aggressively to protect the safety of our
Sphere, but to shake ourselves out of the fantasy of the Sphere — how? David
Fincher’s Fight Club (1999), an exttaordinary achievement for Hollywood,
tackles this deadlock head-on. The film’s insomniac hero (superbly played
by Edward Norton) follows his doctor’s advice and, in order to discover
what true suffering is, joins 4 support group for victims of resticular cancer 197
He soon discovers, however, how such practice of love for one’s neighbour
relies on a false subjective position {of voyeurist compassion), and soon gets
involved in a much more radical exercise. On a flight, he meets Tyler (Brad
Pirt), a charismatic young man who shows him the futility of a life filled
with failure and empty consumer coltore, and offers him a solution: why
don’t they fight, beating each other to pulp? Gradually, a whole movement
develops out of this idea: secret after-hours boxing matches are held in the
basements of bars all over the country. The movement quickly gets politi-
cized, organizing terrorist attacks against big corporations . . . In the middle
of the film there is an almost unbearably painful scene, reminiscent of the
maost hizarre David Lynch moments, which serves as a kind of clue to the
surprising final twist: in order to blackmait his boss into paying him for not
working, the narrator throws himself around the man’s office, beating himself
bloody before security staff arrive; in front of his embarrassed boss, the
narrator thus enacts on himself the boss’s aggressivity towards him. After-
wards, the narrator muses in a voice-over: “For some reason, [ thought of
my first fight — with Tyler.” This first ficht between the narrator and Tyler,
which takes place in a parking lot outside a bar, is watched by five young
men who laugh and exchange glances in wondrous amusement:

Because the fight is being watched by people who do not know the partici-
pants, we are led to believe that what we are seeing is what they are seeing:
that is, a fight between two men. It isn’t until the end that we are shown that
they were watching the narrator throw himself around the parcking lot, beacing
himgelf up, 1

Towards the end of the film, we thus learn that the narrator did not know
that he had been leading a second life until the evidence became so
overwhelming that he could no longer deny the fact: Tyler has no existence
outside the narrator’s mind; when other characters interact with him, they
are really interacting with the narrator, who has taken on the Tylet persona.
However, it is obvicusly not sufficient to read the scene of Norton beating
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himself in front of his boss as an indication of Tyler’s nonexistence — the
unbearably painful and embarrassing effect of the scene hears witness ta the
. fact thar it discloses (stages} a certain disavowed fantasmatiec teuth. In the
- novel on which Fight Club is based, this scene is written as an exchange
between what is really poing on (Norton is beating himself up in front of

" his boss) and Norton’s fantasy {the bass is beating up Tyler):

At the projectionist union office, Tyler had laughed after the union presiderm
punched him. The one punch knocked Tyler our of his chair, and Tyler sat
against the wall, laughing.

“Go ahead, you can't kill me,” Tyler was Jaughing. “You stupid fuck. Beat
the crap out of me, but you can’t kill me.”

“1 am trash,” Tyler said. *1 am rrash and shit and crazy to you and this
wholc fucking world.”

His honor shot the wingtip into Tyler’s kidneys after Tyler curled into a
ball, but Tyler was still laughing,

*CGet it our,” Tyler said. “Trust me. You'll feel a lot better. You'll feel
great,”

1 am standing at the head of the manager's desk when I zay, whart?

You don't like the idea of this?

And without flinching, still lovking at the manager, | roundhouse the fist at
the centrifugal force end of my arm and slam fresh blood out of the cracked
scabs in my nose.

Blood gets on the carpet and T reach up and grip moenster handprints of
blood on the edee of the hotel manager's desk and say, please, help me, bur [

sLart o gigple

You have so much, and T have nothing. And 1 start to climb my blood up
the pinstriped legs of the manager of the Pressman Hotel who is leaning back,
hard, with his hands on the windowsil behind him and cven his thin lips
retreating froum his teech.

There's a struggle as the manager screams and tries to get his hands away
from me and my blood and my crushed nose, the filth sticking to the bicod oo
hoth of us, and right then at our most cxm.llmt mament, the stcurlq.r guards
decide to walk in 109

What does this self-beating stand for? On a Arst approach, it is clear that its

. fundamental functon is to reach out and re-establish the connection wich
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the real Other — to suspend the fundamental abstraction and coldness of
capitalist subjectivity, best exemplified by the figure of the lone monadic
individaal who, alone in front of the PC screen, communicates with the
entire world. In contrast to the humanitarian compassion which enables us
to retain our distance towards the other, the very violence of the hAght
signals the abolition of this distance. Althouph this strategy is risky and
ambiguous (it can eastly regress into a prote-Fascist macho logic of violent
male bonding), this risk has to be taken — there iz no other direct way out
of the closure of capitalist subjectivity. -

The first lesson of Fight Club is thus that we cannot go d:resn'y from
capitalist to revolutionary subjectivity: the abstraction, the foreclosure of
others, the blindness to the other’s suffering and pain, has first to be broken
in a gesture of taking the risk and reaching directly out to the suffering
wther — a gesturc which, since it shatters the very kemnel of our identity,
cannot fail to appear extremely violent. However, there is another dimen-
sion at work in self-beating: the subject’s scatological (excremental) identi-
fication, which is cquivalent to adopting the position of the proletarian who
has nothing to lose. The pure subject emerges only through this experience
of radical seli-degradation, when I allow/provoke the other 1o bear the crap
out of me, emptying me of all substantial content, of all symbolic support
which could confer a modicum of dignity on me. 50 when Norton beats
himself up in front of his boss, his message to the boss is: “1 know you want
to beat me, but you see, your desire to beat me is also my desire, so if you
were to beat me, Yo would be fulﬁlli.ug the role of the servant of my
_perverse masochistic desire. But vou're too much of a coward to act out
your desire, 50 I'll do it for you — here it is, vou’ve got what you really
wanted. Why are you so embarrassed? Aren’t you ready to accept it?”!1?
The gap berween fantasy and reality is crucial here: the boss, of course,
would never actually have beaten Norton up, he was merely fantasizing
about doing it, and the painful effect of Norton’s self-beating hinges on the
very fact thar he stages the content of the secret fantasy his boss would
never be able to actualize.

Paradoxically, such 2 staging is the first act of kberation: by means of i,
the servant’s masochistic libidinal atrachment to his master is brought to
light, and the servant thus acquires a minimal distance towards it. Even on
a purely formal level, the fact of beating oneselt up reveals the simple fact
that the master is superfluons: *Who needs you to terrorize me? [ can do it
myself!™ 5o ir is only through frst beating up (hitting) oneself that one
becomes free: the true goal of this heating is to beat our that in me which
artaches me to the master. When, towards the end, Norton shoots ar himself
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{surviving the shor, in fact killing only “Tyler in himself”, his double), he
thereby also liberates himself from the dual mirror-relationship of beating:
in this culmination of self-aggression, its logic cancels itself; Norton will no
longer have to beat himself — now he will be able to beat the true enemy
{the system).""" And, incidentally, the same strategy is occasionally used in
political demonstrations: when a crowd is stopped by the police, who are
ready to bear them, the way to bring about a shocking reversal of the

- sitnation is for che individuals in the crowd to start beating each other.

In his essay on Sacher-Masoch,'? Gilles Delenze elaborated this aspect in
detail: far from bringing any satisfaction to the sadist witness, the mas-
ochist’s self-torture frustrates him, depriving him of his power over the
masochist. Sadism mvolves a relationship of domination, while masochism
is the necessary first step towards liberation. When we are subjected to a
power mechanism, this subjection is always and by definition sustained
by some libidinal investment: the subjection itself generates a surplus-
enjoyment of its own. This subjection s embodicd in a network of
*material” bodily practices, and for this reason we cannaot get rid of our
subjection through a mercly intellectual reflection — oar liberation has to be
staged in some kind of bodily performance; furthcrmore, this performance
bas to be of an apparently “masochistic™ natute, it Bas to stage the painful
process of hitting back at oneself."'* And did not Sylvia Plath adopt the
same strategy in her Famous poem “Daddy ™

What she does in the poem is, with a weird detachment, to turn the violence
against herself so as to show thar she can equal her oppressors with her self-
inflicted oppression. And this is the strategy of the concentration camps, When
suffering is rhere whatever you do, by inflicting it upon yourself you achieve
your identity, you set yourself free 1+

This also resolves the problem of Plath’s reference to the Holocaust: some
of her critics say that her implicit equarion of her appression by her facher
to what the Nazis did to the Jews is an inadmissible exaggeration: what
matters is not the {vbviously incomparable) magnritude of the crime, but the
fact that Plath felt compelled to adopt the concentration camp strategy of
turning violence against herself as her only means of psychic liberation, For
this reason, it is also far too simplistic to dismiss her thorooughly ambivalent
hysterical athtude towards her father (her horror at his oppressive presence
and, simultaneously, her obvious libidinal fascination with him — “Every
woman adores a Fascist, the boor in the face . . .”): this hysterical knot!!? of
libidinal investment in one’s own vicomization ‘can never be undone.!'
That is to say, you cannot oppose the “redemptive” awareness of being
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appresied: to the “pathological™ enjoyment the hysterical subject derives
fromn this very oppression, interpreting their conjunction as the result of the
“liberation from patniarchal domination as an unfinished project™ (to
paraphrase Habermas), that is, as the index of a splic between the “good”
feminist awareness of subjection and the persistent patriarchal libidinal
economy which chains the hysteric to patriarchy, making her subordination
into a servitude volontaire, If this were the case, then the solution would be
stmple: we should enacr what, aprapos of Proudhon, Marx characrerized as
the exemplary petty-bourgeois procedure — that of distinguishing in every
phenomenon a “good” and a “bad™ aspect, and then affirming the good
and getting rid of the bad: in our case, struggling to keep the “good” aspect
{awareness of oppression) and discard the “bad” one {finding pleasure in
oppression). This “untying of the knot” does not wark because the only
true awareness of our subjection is the awareness of the obscene excessive
pleasure (surplus-enjovment) we derive from ity this is why the first gestare
of liberarion is not to get rid of this excessive pleasure, but actively to
assume it — exactly what the hero of Fight Club does. In his Autobiographby,
Bertrand Russell reports how he tried to help T.5. Eliot and his wife Vivien
in their marital troubles, “until | discovered that their troubles were what
they enjoyed”™''” — in short, until he discovered that they emjoyed their
symptom.

What, then, is a symptom? In his new book The Skadow of the Sun,''*
Ryszard Kapuscinski reports on the consequences of an enormous hole’
which had opened in the main street of Onitsha .in Nigeria, holding up
tratfic for miies: the hole had become an institution, An entre new focus of
urban life started to blossom argund it: one crowd of boys unioading the
next truck in line, another dragging the vehicle into the flooded pit and then
heaving it out; rows of women around the edge, selling hot food, others
hawking homemade lemonade and beer; boys selling cigarettes and chewing
gum. “There arose, suddenly and spontanecusly, thanks solely to that
unfortunate hole, a dynamic, humming, bustling neighborhood.”*'® Fresh-
painted “Hotel” signs showed where local shops had been converted into
refoges for drivers forced to spend noights waiting for their tuen too get
through; people with nothing to do stood around, turning the hole into a
place for mectings and conversations — in short, a ridiculous contingent and
meaningless obstacle triggered a swarm of social activity; people started to
enjoy their symptom. The superficial solution, of course, would have been:
why not simply fill in the bole, enabling the traffic to run through smaoothly
again? The mechanism here is in fact that of a hysterical symptom: when a
hysterical subject encounters a similar contingent obstacle, he or she turns
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it into a focus of activity, rather than simply abolishing or bypassing it. And

is it not the same in our societies with, say, ferries bringing passengers and

- gargo across a bay or a river? The embarcation points are, as a rule, places

with a thriving social life which disappears once a bridge is constructed.

The same point could also be made in the terms of Heidegger's aopposition
between “substitutive-dominating solicitnde™ and “anticipatory-Hberating
solicitude™: while it is fully concerned with what the other needs, substitu-
tive solicitude ignores the “care” which the other should take upon himself
in this activity of procuring something; anticipatory soliatude, in contrast,
helps the other clearly to understand his “care”, so that he can go freely
towards it.!2¢ Does not this distinction apply perfectly ro liberal humanitar-
ians? Is not their solicitude “substitutive”, in the sense that they want to
help others (the poor, deprived, victims), instead of enabling them to help
themselves (perhaps, even, in order to prevent them from helping them-
selves)? And is not this also what is wrong with the Politically Correct
discourse of victimization — it continues to address the establishment with
the voice of the victim who demands compensation, help from the Other?
This is what is ultmately at stake in revolutionary wiolence: the trans-
formation of the oppressed victim into an active agent, captured by Marx’s
famous statement that the emancipation of the proletariat can only be the
act of the proletariar itself.

In an owstanding reading of Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philos-
ophy of History”,'2' Fric Santner elaborates Benjamin’s notion that a
present tevolotionary intervention repeats/redeems past failed attempts: the
“symptoms” — past traces which are retroactively redeemed through the
“miracle™ of the revolutionary intervention — are “not so much forgotten
deeds, but rather forgotten failures to act, failures to swspend the force of
social bond inhibiting acts of solidarity with society’s *others'*:

symptoms register not only past failed revolutionary attempes but, more
modestly, past faifures to respond to calls for action or even for empathy on
behalf of those whose suffering in some sense belongs o the form of life of
which one is a part. They hold the place of something thar is thera, that imsiczs
in our life, though it has never achieved full onrological consistency. Symproms
are thus in some sense the virtual archives of poids — or, perhaps, berer,
defenses against voids — that persist in historical cxperience.

Santner specifics how these symptoms can also take the form of perturba-
tions of “normal” social life, like participation in the obscene rituals of the
reigning ideology. Was not the infamous Kristalinacht in 1938 ~ thar half-
organized half-spontaneous outburst of violent attacks on Jewish homes,
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synagogves, businesses, and people themselves — a Bakhtinian “carnival™ if
ever there was one? We should read Kristallnacht precisely as a “symptom”™;
“the furious rage of such an outburst of violence makes it a symptom — the
defence-formation covering the void of the failure to intervene effectively in
the social crisis.

In other words, the very rage of the anti-Semitic pogroms is proof, a
contrario, of the possibility of the authentic proletarian revolution: its
excessive energy can be read only as a reaction to the (“unconscious”)
awareness of the missed revolutionary opportunity.!?2 And is not the
ultimate canse of Ostalgie (nostaigia for the Communist past) among many
intellectuals (and even “ordinary people™) in the defunct German Demo-
cratic Republic also a longing not so much for the Communist past, for
what really went on under Communism, but, rather, for what might have
bappented there, for the missed opportunity of another Germany? Are nor
the post-Communist outhurses of neo-MNazi violence also a negative proof of
the presence of these emancipatory chances, a symptomatic outburst of rage
displaying an awareness of missed oppottunitics? We should not be afraid
to draw a parallel with individual psychic life: just as an awareness of a
missed “private” opportunity (say, the opportunity of engaging in a fulfill-
ing love-relationship) often leaves its traces in the form of “irrational™
anxieties, headaches, and fits of rage, the void of the missed revolutionary
chance can explode in “irrational” fits of destructive rage.

According to Alain Badiou, the state of a situation whose function is to
represent the multtude (for example, the 5State with regard to society)
always involves an excess with regard to rhe situation it represents: the State
apparatus is never a transparent representation of society; it relies on its
own logic, which retroactively intervenes in and exerts violent pressure on
what it represents.!?* At this point, we should add to his argument: not only
is there an excess of State with regard to the multitude it represents; the
State is, at the same time, excessive with regard to itself — that is to say, it
gencrates its own excess which, although necessary for its functioning, has
to remain unrecognized,

Apocalypse Now Redux (2000; Francis Ford Coppola’s newly edited
longer version of Apocalypse Now) stages, in the clearest possible way, the
co-ordinartes of this structural excess of State power. Is it not significant that
in the figure of Kurtz, the Freudian “primordial fathee” — the obscene
father-enjoyment beyond the reach of symbolic Law, the total Master who
dares to confront the Real of terrifying enjoyment face to Face — is presented
not as a residue of some barbaric past, but as the necessary outcome of
modern Western power itself? Kurtz was the perfect soldier — as such,
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i- through his overidentification with the military power system, he turned
: into the excess which the system has to eliminate.’2*

Badion is right, however, in his emphasis on how the vicious cycle of
superego violence has to be broken — this, precisely, is what does noz
happen in the film. The ultimate horizon of Apocalypse Now is the insight
into how Power generates its own excess, which it must annihilate in an
-pperation which has to imitate what it fights {Willard’s mission w kill
Kurtz does not appear in the official record — “It never happened”, as the
general who briefs Willard points cut). We thereby enter the domain of
secret operations, of what the Power does withaut ever admitting it. And
does not the same go for taday’s figures presented by the official media as
the embodiments of radical Evil? Is this not the truth behind the fact that
Bin Laden and the Taleban emerged as part of the ClA-supported anti-
Soviet guerrilla war in Afghanistan, and the fact that Noriega in Panama
was an cx-CIA agent?'2* In all these cases, is not the USA fighting its own
excess? And was not the same true of Fascism? The liberal West had to
join forces with Communism to destroy ity pwn excessive ontgrowth,
{Along the same lines, I am tempted to supgest what a truly subversive
version of Apocafypse Now would have been like: to repear the formula
of the anti-Fascist coalirion, and have Willard propose to the Vietcong a
pact to destroy Kurtz.) What remains outside the horizon of Apocalypse
Now is the perspective of a collective political act breaking out of this
vicious cycle of the System which generates its superego excess, and is then
compelled to annihifate it: a revolutionary violence which no longer relies
on the superego obscenity. This “impossible” act is what takes place in
every authentic revolutionary process.

S0, back to Fight Club: is not the very idea of the “fight club”, the
evening encounters between men who play the game of beating each other
up, the very model of such a false transgression/excitation, of the impotent
passage & Pacte which bears witness to the failure actually to intervens in
the social body? Does not Fipht Club stape an exemplary case of the
imberent transgression: far from effectively undermining the capitalist sys-
tem, it enacts the obscene nnderside of the “normal™ capicalist subjece? And
does not the same go for the politicized viclence - the atrack on bank
headquarters — which concludes the film? Is not Fight Cheb the film about
the emergence of American terrorism? Is not the final scene — the modern
glass buildings exploding as a result of terrorist artacks - strangely reminis-
cent of the WTC collapse? 'This aspect was develaped in detail by Diken
and Laustsen, in their outstanding “Frnjoy your fight!®, the most pertinent
analysis of Fight Club:'2*

:
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The nermalized and law abiding subject is haunted by a spectral donble, by a
subject that materializes the will to transgress the law in perverse enjoy-
ment, ... Thus Fight Clek is hardly an “anti-institutional™  response to
contemporary capitalism, just as creativity, perversion or [ransgression arc not
necessarily cmancipatory today. ... Rather than a political act, Fight Club
thus seems to be a trancelike subjective experience, a kind of pseudo-Bakhti-
mian carnivalesque activity in which the chythm of cvoryday life is only
terporatily suspended. . . . The problem with Fight Club is that it falls into
the trap of presenting its problématigue, violence, from a cynical distance,
Fight Club is of course extremely reflexive and ironic. Tt can even be said that
it ig an irony on fascism.

The ultimate ground of this irony is that, in accordance with late capitalist
global commuodification, Fight Club offers as an “experiential commedity™
the very attempt to explode the universe of commodities: instead of concrete
political practice, we get an aestheticist explosion of violence. Furthermore,
following Delenze, Diken and Laustsen discern in Fight Club two dangers
which invalidate its subversive thrust: frst, there is the tendency to go to
the extreme of the spectacle of ecstatic {(sclf-)destruction — revoletionary
politics is obliterated in a depoliticized acstheticist orgy of annihilation;
second, the revolutionary explosion “deterritorializes, massifies, but only in
order to stop deterritorialization, to invent new territorializations™: “in spite
of a deterritarializing start, Fight Club ends up transforming into a fascist
organization with a new name: Project Mavhem. Violence is now turned
outwards, which culminates in a plan for “organized’ terror to undermine
the foundations of the consumerist society.” These twa dangers are comple-
mentary, since “the regression to the undifferentiated or complete disorgan-
ization is as dangerous as transcendence and organization®.

[s the solution really the “just measure™ between the two extremes:
neither the new Organization nor the regression to undifferentiated vio-
lence? What we should problematize here is, rather, the very opposition
between de- and re-territorialization ~ that is to say, Deleuze’s idea of the
irreducible tension between the “good” schizophrenic-molecular collectivity
and the “bad™ paranociac-molar one: molarfrigid versus melecular/supple;
rhizomatic flows, with their molecular segmentarity (based on murations,
de-territorialization, connectons, and accelerations), versus classes or sofids,
with their rigid segmentarity (binary organization, resonance, overcod-
ing).'#7 This opposition (a variation on Sartre’s old thesis, from his Critigue
of Dialectical Reason, about the reversal of the praxis of authentic group
dialectics tnto the “practico-inert” logic of the alienated institution -
Deleuze himself often directly refers to Sartre) is a false (“abstract™)
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universalization, in so far as it offers no space to articulate the key
distinction between the two different lngics of the very connection between
micro- and macro-, local and global: the “paranoiac™ State which *re-
territorializes™ the schizophrenic explosion of the molecular multitude is
not the only imaginable frame of the global collective social organization;
the Leninist revolutionary party gives body to (or, rather, announces) a
totally different logic of collectivity. {(Beneath this opposition is, of course,
Delenze’s profoundly anti-Leninist distrust of any form of firm global
Organization. What is interesting here, however, is that Alain Badiou
himself, who draws attention to this anti-Leninist thrust of Deleuze, seems
to rely on the sane opposition in his *anri-5tatist™ assertion of the utopian
goal of pure presence of the multitude, without any state of re-presemtation
which totalizes this multitude, and thus generates a remainder for which
there 1s no place within the rtotality - significantly, Badiou also refers here
to Sartre.’®) What disappears in this perspective is simply the fundamental
Marxist insight that the molar State has to “totalize”™ the molecular multi-
tude Pecause a radical “awtagonism” is already at work within this
mltitude.

As Deleuze saw very clearly, we cannot provide in advance an unambig-
uous criterion which will allow us to distinguish “false® violent outburst
from the “miracle™ of the authentic revolutionary breakthrough. The ambi-
puity 1s irreducible here, since the “mracle” can occur enly through the
repetition of previous failures. And this is also why violence is a necessary
ingredient of a revolutionary political act. That is to say: what is the
criterion of a political act proper? Success as such clearly does not count,
even if we define it in the dialectical terms of Merleau-Ponty: as the wager
that the Future will retroactively redeem our present horrible acts (this is
how Merleau-Ponty, in Humanism and Terror, provided one of the more
intelligent justifications of the Stalinist terror: retroactively, it will become
justified if its final outcome is true freedom):™* ncither does reference to
some abstracr-universal ethical norm. The only criterion is the absolutely
inherent one: that of the enacted utopia.

in a genuine revolutionary breakthrough, the utopian future is neither
simpty fully reatized, present, nor simply evoked as a distant promise which
justifics present violence - it is rather as if, in a unique suspension of
temporality, in the short circuit between the present and the future, we are
— as if by Grace — bricfly allowed to act as if the wtopian future is (not yet
fully here, but} alceady at hand, there to be seized. Revolution is experienced
not as a present hardship we have to endure for the sake of the happiness
and freedom of future generations, but as the present hardship over which
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this futiure happiness and freedom already cast their shadow — in it, we are
alrzady free even as we fight for freedom; we are already happy even as we
fight for happiness, no matter how difficult the circumstances. Revolution is
not a Merlean-Pontyan wager, an act snspended in the futur antéricur, to
be legitimized or de-legitimized by the long-term outcome of present acts; it
is, as it ‘were, its own ontological proof, an immediate index of its own
truth, . .

Let us recall the staged performance of *Storming the Winter Palace” in
Petrograd on the third anniversary of the QOctober Revolution, 7 November
1920. Tens of thousands of workers, soldiers, students and artists worked
round the clock, living on kasha (tasteless wheat porrdge), tea and frozen
apples, and preparing the performance in the very place where the event
“really happened™ three years earlier; their work was co-ordinated by army
officers, as well as by avant-garde artists, musicians and directors, from
Malevich to Meyerhold. Although this was acting, not “reality™, the soldiers
and szilors were playing themselves — many of them had not only actually
participated in the events of 1917, but were also simultaneously invelved in
the real bartles of the Civil War that were raging in the vicinity of Petrograd,
a city under siege and suffering from severe food shorrages. A contemporary
commented on the performance: “The forure historian will record how,
throughout one of the bloodiest and most brutal revolutions, all of Bussia
was acting™;'* and the formalist theoretician Vikror Shklovski noted that
“gome kind of clemental process is taking place where the living fabric of
life is being transtormed into the theatrical™. ¥ We can all remember the
infamous self-celebratory First of May parades that were one of the supreme
signs of recognition of Stalinist regimes - if we need proof of how Leninism
functioned in an entirely different way, are not such performances the
supreme proof that the October Revolution was definitely not a simple coup
d'éiat by a small group of Bolsheviks, but an event which unleashed a
tremendous emancipatory potential?

The archetypal Eisensteinian cinematic scene that depicts the exuberant
orgy of revolutionary destructive violence (what Eisenstein himself called “a
veritable bacchanalia of destrucoon™) belongs to the same series: when, in
October, the victorious revolutionaries penetrate the wine ceflars of the
Winter Palace, they indulge in an ecstatic orgy of smashing thousands of
bottles of expensive wine; in Bebzin Meadow, after the village Pioneers
discover the body of the young PPavlik, brutally murdered by his own father,
they force their way into the local church and desecrate it, robbing it of its
relics, squabbling over an icon, sacrilegiously trving on vestments, laughing
heretically at the statuary. ... In this suspension of goal-orientated
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" instrumental activity, we in fact get a kind of Bataillean “unrestrained
expenditure” - the pious desire to deprive the revolution of this excess is
simply the desire to have a revalution without revolution. It is against this
background that we should approach the delicate issue of revolutionary
violence which iz an authentic act of liberation, not just a blind passage a
Pacre 132

And did we not get exactly the same scene in the Great Culiural
Revolution in China, with thousands of Red Guardists ecstatically destroy-
ing old historical monuments, smashing old vases, defacing old paintings,
chipping at old walls#'** In spite of (or, rather, because of) all its horrors,
the Great Cultural Revolution undoubtedly contained elements of such an
enacted utopia. At the very end, before such activity was blocked by Mao
himself (since he had already achieved his goal of re-establishing his full
power and getting rid of the top somenklarura competition), there was the
“Shanghai Commune”: one million workers who simply took the official
slogans seriously, demanding the abolition of the State and even of the Party
itself, and the direct communal organization of society. It is significant that
it was at this very point that Mao ordered the restoration of order. The
{often noted) parallel between Mao and Lacan is fully justified here: the
dissotution of the Ecole Freudienne de Paris in 1979 was Lacan’s “Great
Cultural Revolution”, mobilizing his young followers (whao, incidentally,
were mostly ex-Maoists from 1968!) in order 1o get rid of the inner circle
of his “mandarins”. In both cases, the paradox is that of a leader who
tripgers an uncontrolled upheaval, while trying to exert full personal power
— the paradoxical overlapping of extreme dictatorship and extreme emanci-
pation of the masses.

It is with regard to political terror that we can locate the gap which
separates Lenin’s era from Stalinism:'** in Lenin’s time, terror was openly
admatted (Trotsky sometimes even boasted, in an almost cocky way, about
the non-democratic nature of the Bolshevik regime and the terror it used),
while in 5talin’s time rhe symbolic status of the terror changed completely:
terror turned into the publicly non-acknowledged obscene shadowy sup-
plement of the public official discourse. It is significant that the climax of
terror {1936-37) came after 1933, when the new constitution was accepted
— this comstitution was suppuscd to end the state of emergency, and proclaim
that things had pone back to normal: the suspension of the civil rights of
whole strata of the population (kulaks, ex-capitalists) was revoked, the
franchise was now universal, and so on. The key idea of this constitution
was that now, after the stabilization of the Sccialist order and the anmbhila-
tion of the enemy classes, the Soviet Union was no longer a class society:
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the gubiect of the State was vo longer the working class (workers and
persamts), but the people. This does nor mean, howewver, that the Stalinist
consdtition was a mere hypocosy concealing the social realicy - the
possibility of tercor is inscribed into its very core; since the class war is now
offcially over, and the Soviet Union is conceived of as the classless country
of the People, those who (ace still presumed o) oppose the regime are no
longer meee ¢lass enemies in a conflict thar tears the social body apart, but
enemies of the People, vermic, worthless scum which must be excluded
from humanirty itself.

This repression of the regime’s own excess was strictly corrclative to the
inventton of the psychological individual which took place in the Sovict
Union in the lare 15205 and early 1%30)s. Russian avant-garde art of the
early 1920s {Futurism, Constructivism) not only zealously endorsed indus-
trialization, it even endeavoursd to reinvent a new industrial man - oo
longer the old man of sentimental passions and roots in tradition, bat the
new man wheo giadly accepts his role as a bolr or sgrew in the gigantic co-
ordinated industrial Machine. As such, it was subversive in its very “ultra-
orthodoxy”, in it overidentification with the core of the official ideology:
the image of man or woman that we pet in Eisenstein, Meverhold, Construc-
tivist paintings, and so on, emphasizes the beauty of his or her mechanical
movements, his or her tharough de-psychologization, What was perceived
in the West as the ultimate nightmare of liberal mdividualism, as the
ideclogical covncerpoine to “Taylorization™, to the Fordist assembly line,
was hailed in Russia as the stopran prospect of liberation: consider how
Meyerhold viclently advocated the “behaviourist™ approach to acting - no
longer emphatic familiatization with the person the actor is plaving, but
tuthiess bodily training to achieve cold physical discipline, the actor's ability
to perform a series of mechanized movements.'¥ What the Russian avant-
garde artists were doing here was simply drawing the consequences of
Lenin's own celebration of “Taylonzation™ as the new scientific way to
arganize production.

Does this vision {and practice} of mechanized production really harboor
an emancipatery potential? The first thing co do here is to ask an elementary
question: What iz a factory? Leslis Kaplan's essay-poem L'excés-usine 1V
with its descopdon of the “hell® of factory life, reveals the dimension
overlooked in standard Marxist depictions of the worleers’ “alienation™.
Kaplan opposes the seli-eonclosed universe of the factory to the open
environment of the previous work process: the factory space 15 a timeless
space i which fiction and reality ultimately coincide — that is to sav, the
very reality of this space functions as a fantasmatic space cut off from its
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environs. What is lacking in this space is the full *background noise™ which
provides a life-waorld context for human individuals: in a factory, as Kaplan
puts it, instead of the rich tapestry of the background environment, there 13
only whiteness — in short, it is as if, when we 2o into a factory, we cater an
artificial vniverse deprived of the substantial wealth of the texture of real
life. In this space, (historical-narrative] memaory itseif is threatened: workers
are cut off from their ancestral roots, and this alsu affects their own ntonian
potential: reduced to robots endlessly repeating the same mechanical ges-
tures, they lose the very capacity to dream, to devise projects of afternative
reality. What they experience is no longer nostalgia for a determinare past
{zay. of their previous more “organic™ farmers’ lives), but, as Kaplan puts it
perspicacionsly, an “absolute nostalgia™ for an empry Otheroess whaose sole
positive content is, again, facrary life itself — say, the empty corridors of a
factory. ;

However, is this Inss of histnrical memaory, of the capacity 10 dream,
veally just a nepative expetience? What if this disintegration of our embed-
dedness in the concrete life-world is {a necessary step towards} the emer-
zence of free subjectivity? What if, n order to emerge as a subject, ! have
first o lose all the wealth of my objective being, so that, at this level of
objective being, 1 am nothing but a corporeal machine? This s what was
unbearable ta and i the nfficial Stalinist ideclogy, so that Srakinist “socialist
rcalism™ weas actually an attempt o reassert “Socialism with a human face™,
to reinscribe the process of industrialization into the constraines of the
traditional psychological individual: in Socialist Realist rexts, paintings and
films, individuals are no longer depicted as parrs of the global Machine, but
as warm passionate people.

Against Pure Politics

This teference to liberating viclence also allows us ro distinguish Lenin's
notiom of universal humanity frum the recent tendency to introduce moral-
stic-legalistic reasoning into political struggles. When “apolitical™ human
rights are evoked as the ranionale for a pulitical — even a military —
intervention, our first, naive reaction cannot fail to be that of spontancous
rejoicing: isn’t it comforting to see NATO forus imtcrvene not for any
specific econoimic or strategic reasons, but simply because 2 country is
cruelly violating the basic human rights of an ethnic group? Is this not the
only hape in nur globalized era - te see some internationally acknowledged

force as a guaranree that all countries will respect a certain minimum of
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ethical (and, ideally, also health, social, ecological) standards? What can we
have against a respected international tribunal in The Hague prosecuting
criminal politicians?

Of course, the no less spontaneous reaction of a Leftist radical is that of
contemptuous distrust: first, the neotrality of the reference to human rights
is obviously a fiction ~ in the present constellation, this reference to human
rights serves the global New Order dominated by the USA. The question to
be asked apropos of every particular intervention on behalf of human rights
is thus always: On whart criteria did this selection rely? Why Albanians in
Serbia and not also Palestinians in Jsragl, Kurds in Turkey, and so on? Why
is Cuba boycotted, while a much harsher North Korean regime gets free
help to develop “safe” atomic energy capacities? Here, of course, we enter
the shady world of international capital and its strategic interests. Further-
more, this purely humanitarian-ethical legitimization of an intervention
thoroughly de-politicizes it, changing it into an intervention into hamanitar-
ian catastrophe, grounded in purely moral reasons, not an intervention into
a well-defined political struggle. In this way, the reality of a political struggle
is transformed into a moral steuggle between Good and Evil — in short, the
moralization of politics runs the risk of imperceptbly turning into the
politicization of morals, in which the political opponent is transformed inro
the personification of moral Evil. '

Burt is this standard Leftist answer good enough? What it amounts to is a
rehashing of the old Marxist denunciation of a false ideological universality:
“Universal human rights in fact privilege individuals in highly developed
First World countries. . . .7 The problem with this rehashing is that it misses
the wmgue chance of tuming human rights themselves into a terrain of
hegemonic struggle, rather than surrendering them to the enemy. Ler us
recall the fare of the reference to human rights in the late eighteenth century:
of course, at the beginning, they were “in fact™ the rights of white male
property-owners, silently excluding the lower classes, women, other races,
and so forth. Their very universal form, however, set in motion an unstop-
pable process of expansion: first women said “Why not us too?”, then
Blacks {in Haiti) said the same, then the workers. . . .

And it is well worth following the same strategy today. There will always
be a bitter raste ta the tragicomedy of MiloSevid's arrest ar the end of March
2001, and ro his extradition to The Hague in June: in both cases, the act
was exccuted in order to comply with the deadline set by the USA if it was
to grant Yugoslavia generous financial aid. This bitter taste docs not result
only from a suspicion that the world powers singled out MiluSevié and
elevated him into a personification of Evil; it also artests to the new
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Yugoslav government’s reloctance to admit Yugoslay cesponsibility for the
war in the 1990s, its intention to cling to the myth of Yugoslavs as victims
of Western aggression, Much more important — and the first step in the
right direction — was the unexpected arrest of Augusto Pinochet two vears
carlier. Whacever its ultimate outcome, the immediate ideclogical repercus-
sians were immense: when Pinnchet arrived in London, he was perceived in
Chile as an all-powerful untouchable fminence grise; after his arrest, the
psychological barrier was broken, he was just a frail old criminal inventing
humiliating excuses to avoid arrest. The limitation of the Pinochet case,
however, is that he comes from a small marginal country.

What, then, comes after Pinochet and Milofevic? The true achievement
would have been to go for the jugular - to pursue this logic to the very end:
to arrest someone who “really matters®. And here Henry Kissinger is
arguably the ideal candidate:1?® the accusation that he is a war criminal is
an old and well-substandated one {remember the famous BBC talk ar which
the moderater asked him directly: “How does it feel to be a war eriminal 2
- Kissinger, of course, immediately stormed out of the studio). Furthermore,
he is no longer politically active, so the USA cannot claim that his arrest
would in any way impede the functioning of its state appararuses, This,
then, would have been an authentic political act: if, when Kissinger was on
a world rout promoting a new book, some {preferably West European)
country arrested ham just as they arrested Pinochet. This gesture would put
the international human rights machinery to the test, forcing its functionar-
ics to clarify their stance and make a choice: either the US Empire would
force his release, thus exposing the big fake of huran rights, or. . . .

Sometimes, the most cunning politics is that of utter naivety — or, to
paraphrase Gandhi's ingenious quip apropos of British civilization: “Univer-
sal Human Rights? A good idea — maybe we should test it out!” Is not the
May 2001 decision of the Us Senate (orchestrated by Jesse Helms) to reject
any jurisdiction of The Hague and other international tribunals over
American citizens — a decision which took European Community gnvern-
ments by surprise — already a clear sign of the open and brutal exclusivism
of US human rghts policics? The only way to give some actual content to
the “anti-terrorist alliance™ which is cmerging after the 11 September
attacks is to confer the ultimate competence on some kind of international
court — which means that this court will alse have to have the right to
prosecute US cirizens. Mo wonder thar after [ finished reading Christopher
Hitchens's The Trial of Henry Kissinger, 1 had a kind of inverted Martin
Luther King egalitarian dream: | saw, in the row of prisoners sitting on the
benches of the Hague tribunal, Miloevi¢ alongside Kissinger; I imagined
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these rwo hardened unscrupulous cynics sitting together at a table during
breaks in the trial, sipping whisky and sharing their cheap wisdom. This,
then, should be the message to those in power who referred to human righrs
in their arrest of Noriega, in their bombing of Iraq, in their economic
blockade of Cuba, in the pursuing of the Yugoslav war criminals by the
Hague tribunal; arrest Kissinger or shut up!

I am tempted to go even further here — what about the catastrophic short-
sighted madness of President Bush’s decision, at the end of March 2001, to
renege on his clectoral promise to implement the Kyoto treaty on global
warming, which sets limits for carbon dioxide emissions? Some of his critics
were fully justified in claiming that this action amounted to the Americans’
betrayal of their responsibility as global citizens: what right has the USA
now to condemn Brazil for destroying the rainforest, or China for building
a dam on the Yellow River? The total cynicism of this decision lies in its
jusitfication: presumably, only in this way can we prevent a hike in
electricity and oil prices, which would hit poor people hardest. This stance
of “first economy, then ecology™ forgets that it was the very “de-regulation™
of the electricity supply in California which caused the power crisis.

It is here that liberal-capitalist globalization should be counteracted with
a truly democratic globalization: why not start a big global campaign for a
kind of international ecological court, aiming (in the long term, at least) to
achieve some kind of legal sratus with executive authority, setting clear
criteria for what constitutes an ecological crime, and with the power to
impose at least some kind of measures against the people and institutions
responsible? Why not mobilize the full force of the legalistic-moralistic
discourse, treating {in this case) Bush not merely as a political adversary,
bur as a criminal who should be publicly treated as such, and boycotted?13*

Perhaps, on a more general level, | should take the risk of applyving ro the
logic of political subversion Lacan's opposition of masculine {universality
and its constitutive exception) and feminine {no exception to the set, which
renders the ser non-all) formulas of sexuation.’*® The normal oppositional
logic remains on the masculine side: it either assumes the position of a
simple exception/externality with regard to the system (clinging to some
element — pure love, some version of non-alienated human essence, the
correct class position, scientific insight — which is supposed to guarantee
. that one is outside the system, able to attack it without being contaminated
by it}, or asserts the absolute closure of the system (late capitalism contains,
in an unprecedented way, its own excess, so that all attempts to break out,
to transgress its domain, are inherent transgressions taken into account by
the system in advance).
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The way to break out of this impasse is to reformulate the problem in
terms of the feminine side of the formulas of sexuation: there is nothing
which is simply external to the system, which is not part of it; at the same
time, the system is non-all, it is never able to totalize itself, fully to contain
the excesses it generates. This means thae the system’s excesses are thor-
oughly and irredeemably ambivalent [or “undecidable™, to use a more
fashionable term): the very element which was engendered by the system in
order to guarantee its closure can turn into a threat — even the most crivial
Hollywood melodramas can be “transfunctionalized™ into the bearcrs of
explosive utopian potential, Nowhere is this more obvious than in the case
of religion: it can function as the “opium of the people™, as the imaginary
supplement which makes us endure vnbearable reality, or it can turn against
the very conditions which pave birth to it, as was the case with different
sects and heresies. 141

The two formulas of sexuation could be condensed into the triad Univer-
sal/Parocular/Singular, by introducing a split into universality itself - in
Hegelese: between “abstract” and “concrete™ universality, or, in Lacanese:
hetween (not only “All § are P”, but) *$§ as such is P, and “there iz no §
which is not P". First, we have the opposition between universality and its
exception — for example: *Man (as such) is a rational being”, supplemented
by “Somc men are not fully rational® {and — the racist implication -
therefore not fully human). Or, the more directly politicized version: “A
citizen of the USA is, by definition, free”, supplemented by “Some of them
do not deserve {are not ready and fit for) full freedom.” The crucial insight
here is the one into the structural necessity of this exception: as Hegel put
it, the differentia specifica is at the same time the difference between genus
and its species. “Man as such is free” megns that “Some people are not
free.” Or, with regard to the logic of explicit symbolic norms and their
obscene supplement: “the Law is neutral and equal for all” means that there
is a set of obscene unwritten rules which privilege some and exclude others,
and these obscene rules are the condition for the law to function cffectively
and regulate social relatians. In Kantian terms, the obscene unwritten rules
which posit exceptions ta the norm [i.e. the way we are not only permirted,
but even nbliged, to violate the norm) are a kind of transcendental schema
which mediates between the symbolic norm and “real life”.

The “feminine® counterpoint to this logic of universality and its constitu-
tive exception is: “There is no man who is not a rational being {or, more
precisely, thete is nothing infof man which is outside rationality)” and, for
that very reason, “MNot-all of man is rational.” The logic here is not that of
the exception to the universality, bur of some abject, some singularity,
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which directly gives body to the falsity of “its” universality. This is the logic
of the singular symptomal element, like the proletariat for Marx: it does not
function only #s an exception to its universality; rather, it directly belies,
undermines, this universality — the very existence of the proletariat means
that the whole of the capitalist system is “irrational”. {Perhaps this is also
how we should read Hegel's “Everything rational is actual and everything
artaal is rational® from his Foreword to the Philosopby of Right: “There is
nothing actual which is not rational.”) This is how proper dialectical
“concrere universality™ works: “there is nothing which is not political” {or,
in traditional terms, *there is nothing which is not affected by class
struggle”), which, precisely, docs not mean that “politics is everything”™,
but, rather, that the political class struggle is that “pathological” diagonal
feature which affecrs every element of the social edifice, submitting it to a
kind of anamorphic distordon.

In Tceland, some thirty miles northeast of Revkjavik, you can see das
Ding in one of its historical configurations, under the name of “Althing”,
the site of the annual cavcus of {almost) all inhabitanes during which they
debated common issues and established new laws. So what do you acrually
see there? A high cliff (from which the “law-speaker” proclaimed new laws
hy shouting) separated by a rift valley from the plain to the east {where the
crowd gathercd). This, then, is the first surptise: the Icelanders chose as
their gathering place the site of a geological roptore {the divide berween the
Morth American and the Eurasian continental plates, which are physically
tearing apart — this is why there are so many earthquakes in Ieeland), as if
they intended to indicate how politics is, in its very notion, the field of
intractable antagonisne struggle. Interestingly encugh, the Althing func-
tioned from %30 until 1798, roughly the period of the French Revolution,
when the last assembly was held — again, as if to indicate how modern
parliamentary democracy 15 incompatible with the active engagement of all
citizens, and thus belying the assertion that the Althing was the first
democratic parliament in the history of humaniry, "this Thing is not simply
the mute presence of the Real - it speaks, imposing its decrees and
judgements. When the assembled popolation had reached 2 conclusion, the
speakers on top of the cliff informed them by shouting what the Thing had
concluded.

That is the difference berween the Althing and the modern democratic
parliament or national assembly: in the Althing, the Thing coincides with
the big Other {the symbaolic order); while in modern democracy, the Thing
{enjoyment) 15 evacuated from the Criher, the Other is the neutral order of
laws, blind to the particularity of enjoyment, If, none the less, we concede
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that the Althing was an exemplary site of political antagonism, then,
perhaps, a guide to Iceland culture provides the reason in a quite open and
brutal way: “The essence of Icelandic conversation is insule.” Is not insulting
the adversary {attempting to undermine his symbolic statos) inscribed into
the very heart of the political process? Is this insulring not the fundamental
modus operandsi of political debate?

From this point, we should return to the thesis that one of the basic
fearures of democracy is the transformation of {political} enemy into adver-
sary, of unconditional antagonism into agonistic competition: an adversary
is not a mortal threat to power, since the place of it is originally empty, a
place for whose (temporal) occupation different agents can legitimately
compete.” Whenever we hear that we need to suspend the logic of
exclusion or excommunication in the ficld of polidcs, however, we should
always bear in mind that such an agonistic thriving multicude of adversaries,
not enemies, has by definition to rely on some {explicit or implicit) symbolic
pact which defines the rules of this agonistic compenition. For this simple
reason, wide as this field of agonistic competition can be, the translation of
antagonism into agonism, of enemy into adversary, can never be complete
~ there will always be some “indivisible remainder” of those who do not
recognize this pact. And are not the terms in which we have to define this
exclusion necessarily ethico-legalistic?

This means that the key political struggle is not so much the agonistic
competition, within the field of the admissible, of political subjects who
acknowledge each other as legitimate adversaries, but, rather, the struggle
for the delimitation of this field, for the definition of the line which will
separate the legitimate adversary from the illegitimate enemy.

Classic liberal democracy, for example, involves the excommunication of
the extreme (Fascist) Right and (terrorist or Communist) Left: there is no
pact with them; coalitions are out of the question. Why should the Lefrist
strategy not be to impose an even more radical exclusion: does not the
struggle between Right and Left often revolve around the inclusion of the
far Right, with the Right accepting its inclusion and the Left insisting on its
exclusion (Haider in Austria, the neo-Fascist Alfeanza nazionale in Italy,
cte.)? Why not, instead of condemning out of hand the introduction of
maoralistic and legalistic categories into the political struggle proper, extend
their application, censuring the extreme Right as ethically Evil, as morally
inacceptable, as a pariah to be shunned? In short, why not openly endorse
the politicization of ethics, in the sense of abolishing the distance between
the two, of changing the legal and moral terrain into another bartlefield of
political hegemony, of resorting to direct ethico/legal arguments and meas-
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ures to discredit the enemy?'%* The goal of radical Leftist politics should
therefore be the very opposite of unprincipled tolerant pluralism: to create
the public space in which some (racist, etc.) statements and practices are
inadmissibie, that is, simply not possible — those who utter or practise them
exclude themselves from the communal space. This is why, every time a
radical Rightist stance (from Holocaust revisionism to anti-feminism)
becomes “acceptable” in public debates, the Left suffers a defeat.

Do we thereby in fact court some kind of dangerous “extremism”, which
is also one of the standard criticisms of Lenin? Lenin’s critique of “Leftism
as the Infantile Disorder of Communism™ has been more than pertinent
over recent decades, when the Left has often succumbed to the terrorist
temptation. Political “extremism” or “excessive radicalism™ should always
be read as a phenomenon of ideologico-political displacement: as an index
of its opposite, of a limitation, of a refusal actually to “go right to the end”.

What was the Jacobins' recourse to radical “terror® if not a kind of
hysterical acting-out bearing witness to their inability to disturb the very
fundamentals of economic order (private property, etc.)? And does not the
same go even for the so-called “excesses™ of Political Correciness? Don't
they, also, reveal a retreat from disturbing the real (economic, etc.) causes
of racism and sexism? Perhaps, then, the time has come to raise as a
problem the classic topos, shared by practically all “postmodern™ Leftists,
according to which political “totalitarianism™ somehow results from the
predominance of material production and technology over the intersubjec-
tive communication andfor symbolic practice, as if the root of political
terror resides in the fact that the “principle” of instrumental reason, of the
technological exploitation of narure, is extended also to society, so that
people are treated as raw material to be transformed into New Men. What
if the exact opposite were the case? Whar if political “terror™ indicates
precisely that the sphere of (material) production is demsed in its antonomy
and subordinated to political logic? Is it not that all political “terror”, from
the Jacobins to the Maoist Cultural Revolution, presupposcs the foreelosure
of production proper, its reduction to the terrain of political conflict?

Take Badiou’s exalted defence of Terror in the French Revolution, in
which he quotes the justification of the guillotine for Lavoisier: *“La répu-
blique w'a pas besomn de savants. [The Republic has no need for scientists.]”
Badiow’s thesis is that the truth of this statement emerges if we cut it short,
depriving it of its caveat: “La républigue w'a pas de besoins. [The Republic
has no needs.]” The Republic gives body to the purely political logic of
equality and freedom, which should follow its path with no consideration
for the “servicing of goods™ destined to satisfy the needs of individuals,**
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::"In the revolutionary process proper, freedom becomes an end in itself,
. caught in its own paroxysm — this suspension of the importance of the
- sphere of the economy, of (material) producton, brings Badiou close o

Hannah Arendt, for whom, as for Badiou, freedom is opposed to the
domain of the provision of goods and services, the maintenance of house-
holds and the exercise of administration, which do not belong to politics
proper: the only place for freedom is the communal political space.

In this precise sense, Badiou’s {and Sylvain Lazarus’s'®f) plea for the
reappraisal of Lenin is more ambiguous than it may appear: what it actually
amounts to is nothing less than an abandonment of Marx's key insight into
how the political struggle is a spectacle which, in order to be deciphered,
has 1o be referred to the sphere of economics (“if Marxism had any
analytical value fur pofitical theory, was it not in the insistence that the
problem of freedom was contained in the social relations implicitly declared
‘unpolitical’ - that is, naturalized - in liberal discourse™!45). No wonder the
Lenin Badiou and Lazarus prefer is the Lenin of What Is to Be Done?, the
Lenin who (in his thesis that socialist-revolutionary consciousness has to be
brought to the working class from outside} breaks with Marx's alleged
“economism” and asserts the autonomy of the Political, not the Lenin of
The State and Revolution, fascinated by modern centralized industry,
imagining (depoliticized) ways of reorganizing the cconomy and the state
apparatus.

This “pure politis™ of Badiou, Ranciére and Balibar, more Jacobin than
Marxist, shares with its great opponent, Anglo-Saxon Cultural Studies and
their focus on struggles for recognition, the degradation of the sphere of the
economy. Thar is to say: what all the new French {or French-orientated)
theories of the Pelitical, from Balibar through Ranciére and Badiou to
Laclau and Mouffe, aim at is — to put it in traditional philosophical terms —
the reduction of the sphere of the economy (of matenal production) to an
“ontic” sphere deprived of “ontological™ dignity. Within this horizon, there
is simply no room for the Marxian “critique of political cconomy®: the
structure of the universe of commodities and capital in Marx's Capital is
not just that of a limited empirical sphere, but a kind of socio-transcendental
a priori, the matrix which generates the torality of social and political
relations.

The relationship between economy and palitics is ultimately that of the
well-known visual paradox of “two faces or a vase™: you see either two
faces or a vase, never both — you have to make a choice.'™ In the same way,
you either focus on the political, and the domain of the economy is reduced
to the empirical “servicing of goods”, or yvou focus on the cconomy, and
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politics is. reduced to a theatre of appearances, to a passing phenomenon
whick will disappear with the arrival of the developed Communist {or
technocratic) society in which, as Engels put i, the “administration of
people” will vanish in the “administration of things™. 142

The “political™ critique of Marxism {the claim that if you reduce politics
to a “formal™ expression of some underlying “objective™ sociceconomic
process, you lose the openness and contingency constitutive of the political
field proper) should therefore be supplemented by its obverse: the field of
economy is, & its very form, irreducible to politics — this level of the form
of the economy (of the economy as the determining form of the social) is
what French “political post-Marxists™ miss when they reduce the economy
to one of several positive social spheres. In Badiou, the root of this notion
of pure “politics”, radically autonomous with regard 1o history, society,
economy, State, even Party, is his opposition between Being and Event -
this is where Badion reenains “idealist”. From the materialist standpoine, an
Event emerges “out of nowhere™ within a specific constellation of Being -
the space of an Event is the minimal “empty” distance between two hl_mgs,
the “uvther” dimension which shines through this pap.*+

S0, Lenin the ultimate political strategist should in no way be separated
from Lenin the “technocrat” dreaming about the scientific reorganization of
production. The greatness of Lenin is that although he lacked the proper
conceptual apparatus to think these two levels together, he was aware of
the nrgency of doing so — an impossible yet necessary task.'™ What we are
dealing with here is another version of the Lacanian “il n'y a pas de
rapport ., .1 if, for Lacan, there is no sexoal relationship, then, for Marx-
ism proper, there s no relationship between economy and politics, no
“meta-lanpoage™ that enables us o grasp the two levels from the same
neutral standpoint, although - or, rathcr, because — these two levels are
inextricably intertwined, The “political™ class struggle takes place in the
midst of the economy (recall that the very last parageaph of Capital Volume
1L, where the text stops abruptly, tackles the class struggle}, while, at the
same time, the domain of the economy serves as the key thar enables us to
decode political struggles. No wonder the structure of this impeossible
relationship is that of a Moebius strip; first, we have to progress from the
political spectacle to its ceconomic infrastrocture; then, in a second step, we
have to confront the irreducible dimension of the political struggh: at the
very heart of the economy.

Here, Lenin’s stance against economism as well as against pure pnhtlcs is
crucial mday, apropos of the split attitude towards the economy in {what
remains of) radical circles: on the one hand, the above-mentioned pure
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“noliticists”™ who abandon the economy as the site of struggle and interven-
tion; on the other, the economists, fascinated by the functioning of today’s
- global economy, who preclude any possibility of a political intervention
proper. Today, more than ever, we should go back to Lenin: yes, the
economy is the key domain; the battle will be decided there, we have to
break the spell of global capitalism - but the intervention should be truly
political, not economic. Today, when cveryone is “ann-capitalist”, night up
to the Hollywood “socio-critical™® conspiracy movies (from Enemy of the
State wo The Insider) m which the villains are the big corporations, with
their ruthless pursuit of profit, the signifier “anti-capitalism™ has lost its
subversive sting. What we should be discussing, rather, is the self-evident
opposite of this “anti-capitalism™: the trust that the democratic subsrance
of honest Americans can break up the conspiracy. This is the hard kernel of
today’s global capitalist universe, its true Master-Signifier: democracy.

The limit of democracy is the State: in the democratic electoral process,
the social body is symbolically dissolved, reduced to a pure numerical
multitude. The electoral bedy is precisely not a body, a structured whole,
but a formless abstract multitude, a multitnde without a State (in both
Badiouian senses of this term: the State as the re-presented unity of the
multitude, and the State with its apparatuses). The point is thus not that
democracy is intrinsic to the State, sustained by its apparatuses, but that it
structurally igrnores this dependency. When Badiou says that the Statc is
always in cxcess with regard to the multitude it represents, this means that
it is precisely this excess which is structurally overlooked by democracy: the
democratic illusion is that the democraric process can control this excess of
the State,

That is why the ant-globalization movement is not enough: at some
point, we will have to tackle the problem of the self-evident reference to
“freedom and democracy”. That is the ultimate Leninist lesson for today:

‘paradoxically, it is only in this way, by problematizing democracy — by

making it clear that liberal demaocracy a priori, in its very notion {as Hegel
would have put it), cannot survive without capitalist private property - that
we can become truly anti-capitalist, Did not the disintegration of Com-
munism in 1990 provide the ultimate confirmation of the most “vulgar”
Marxist thesis that the actual economic base of political democracy is
the private ownership of the means of production, that is, capitalism, with
its class distinctions? The big urge after the introduction of. polirical
democracy was “privatization”, the frantic efforr to find — at any price, in
whatever way — new owners, who can be descendants of former owners
whose property was nationalized when the Communists took power, ex-
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. Communists, apparatchiks, Mafiosi . . . anybody, as long as we peta “base”
of desnocracy.15 The ultimate tragic irony is that all this is aking place too
late — at exactly the moment when, in First Wozld “post-industrial™
societies, private ownership has started ta lose itz central regulative role.

The battle to be fought is therefore twofold: fiest, yes, anti-capitalizm.
However, anti-capitalism without tackling the problem of capitalism's pofit-
ical form (liberal parliamentary democracy) 15 not sufficent, no matter how
“radical® it is. Perhaps the lure today 1= the halicf that we can undermine
capitalism without actoally problematizing the hberal-democratic legacy
which — as some Lefiists claim — although cngendered by capitatism,
acquired autonomy and can serve to criticize capitalism, This hure is strictly
correlative oy its apparent opposite: to the pseudo-Deleuzian love-hare
fascinatingffascinared poetic depiction of Capital as a rhizomatic monster/
vampire which de-territorializes and swallows np everything — indomirable,
dynamic, always riving from the dead, each crisis making it stronger,
Dionysos—Phoenix reborn. . .. It is in this poetic {anti-jcapitalist reference
to Marx that Marx is realfy dead: appropriated and deprived of his political
STNgE,.

Marx was fascinated by the revolutionary “de-territonalizing™ impact of
capitalism which, in its mcxorable dynamic, undermines all stable tra-
ditional forms of human interaction — everything solid meles into aie, up to
the corpses of the fews who disappeared into the smoke of the Aonschwitz
gas ovens. ... He criticized capitalism becanse its “de-territoriahization™
was not thorpugh enoupgh, because it generated new “re-territorializatons™
— the ultimate obstacle to capitalism is capitalism irself, that is to say,
capitalistn unleashes a dynamic it is po longer able to contaim. Far from
being cutdated, this claim seeims to gain relevance with today’s growing
deadlocks of globalization, in which the inherently antagonistic nature of
capitalism behies its worldwide teiumph, The problem, however, is: is it still
possible to imagine Communism {or another form of post-capitalist society)
as a fortnation whick liberates the dﬁ-terrjmrlahzmg dynamic of capiralisn,
Freeing it of its intrinsic constraints?

Marx’s fundamental vision was that a new, higher sncial order [Com-
muanism) is possible — an order that would nat only maintain bot cven raise
to a higher degree, and fully release in reality, the potential of the self-
increasing spiral of productivity which, i capitalism, on account of its
inherent obstaclefcontradiction, is thwarted again and again by socially
destructive economuc crises. What Marx overlooked is that — to pur it in
classic Detridean terms — this inherent obstacle/antagonism as the “con-
dition of impossibility” of rhe full deployment of productive forces is
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s:multaneouslf its “condition of possibility”: if we abohbsh the obstacle, the
wrrinsic contradiction of capitalism, we do not get the fully unbridled desve
_to productivity fnally delivered of itz impediment, we lose precisely this
= productivity thar szemed to be genersted and simultaneously thwarted by
capltallsm — if we take away the obstacle, the very potential thwarted
by this obstacle dissipares . .. that would be 2 possible Lacanian cririque
of Maix, locusing on the ambiguous overlap between surplus-value and

-, surplus-enjoyment, 152

While thiz constant sclf-propelling revolutionizing still haolds for high
Stalinism, with irs total productive mobilization, “stagnant™ late Real
Socialism legitimized itself (between the lines, ar least) as a society in which
we can live peacefully, avoiding capitalist competitive stress. This was the

“last line of defence when, from the late 1960z onwards, aftar the fall of
- Khruschchey (the last enthusiast who prophesied during a visit to the USA,

that “your prandchildren will be Communists™}, it became clear that Real
Socialism was losing irs competitive cedge in the war with capitalism, Sa
stagnant late Real Sociahsm was already, in a way, “socialism with a human
face™: silently abandoning great historical tasks, it provided the secnnity of
everyday life going on in benevolent boredom. Today's Ostalgie for defunct
Yocialism mostly consists in such a conservarive nostalgia for thag self-
satisfied, restricted way of life; even nostalgic anti-capitalist artists from
Peter Handke to Juscph Beoays celebrate this aspect of Sacialism: the absence
uf stressful mobilization and frantic commadification. Erich Miellce himself,
the chief of the GDR secret police, admirted in simple terms the Communist
regime’s inability o cope with the capitalist logic of self-propelling excess:
“Socialism is 50 good; so people demand more and more. Thar's the way
things are.”"! Of course, this onexpected shift tells us something about the
deficiency of the original Marxist project irself: it reveals the limitation of
its goal of unbridled productive mobilization.

Hewr was it that Wim Wenders’s Bueng Vista Social Club (1599), a
rediscovery and celebration of pre-revolutionary Ceban music, of the tra-
dition obliterated for many years by the fascinacing image of the Revolution,
was none the less percetved as a pesture of openine towards today’s ~
“Castro’s” — Coba? Wounld it nut be much more logical to see in this film
the nostalgic-reactionary gesture par excelfence, that of discovering and
resuscitating teaces of a long-forgotten pre-revolutiongry past (mustcians in
their seventies and eighties, the old dilapidated streets of Havana, as if time
has stond still for decades)? 1t is precisely at this level, however, that we
shosld Iocave the paradoxical achievement of the flm: it depicts the very
nostalgia for the pre-revolutionary nightelub musical past as part of the



276 REVOLUTION AT THE GATES

post-revolutionary Cuban present {this is clear in the very first scene, where 3
the old musician cornments on old photos of Fidel and Che). This is what- @
made this “apolitical” film a model political intervention: by demonstrating ‘3
how the “pre-revolutionary” mwusical past was incorporated into post- 3
revolutionary Cuba, it undermines the standard perception of Cuban reality, 3
The price for this, of conrse, is that the image of Cuba we get is an image 3
of a country where time is ar a standstill: nothing happens, no industrial
activity; there are old cars, empty railway tracks; people just walk around - 4
and, occasionally, they sing and play music. Wenders's Cuba is therefore

the Latin American version of the nostalgic image of Eastern Eurape: 3
space outside history, outside the dynamic of today’s second modemnizarion. 5§
The paradox {and, perhaps, the final message of the film) is thar this was 3

the ultimate function of the Revolution: not to accelerate social development 2

but, on the contrary, ta carve out a space in which time stands still.

For They Know Not What They Believe

Capitalism is not just one historical epoch among others — in a way, the
once fashionable {and today forgotten) Francis Fukuyama was right: global

capitalism és “the end of history”. Christopher Nolan's ourstanding neo-

noir thriller Memenio (2004)) is, among other things, a perfect metaphor for
where we stand today with regard to historical memory. As always,
memento utimately refers to moré — the film is the story {told in fashback,
from the final killing of the alleged murderer to the original ctime) of a
young man whose wife was raped and killed in his presence, and who, as a
consequence of this trauma, suffers from an uncanny mental disorder: while
he can remember past events prior to the murder, he can kecp in his mind
what has happened since the trauma only for a couple of minutes, so the
only way for him to organize his recent experience is through external
material inscriptions (all the time he takes Polarcid photos, writes notes on
scraps of paper, or even has the crucial data tattooed on to his body). With
the help of these meagre resources, he desperately tries to trace the murderer
and avenge his wife’s death; the ending is ambiguous: either there was a
crime, but he himself was the murderer; or there was no ctime at all, and
he simply needs this traumaric point of reference to justify and co-ordinate
his recent activities.

Is this not, in a way, the predicament of every one of us today? Are we
all not split berween the remembrance of the old historical past and the
post-historical present which we are unable to insert into the same grand
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ative with the past, so thar the present is experienced as a confused
gaccession of fragments which rapidly evaporate from our memory? In
short, the problem of our post-historical era is not that we cannot remember
4+ past, our history praper (there are more than enough narratives of that|,
¢ but that we cannot remember the present itself - thar we cannot historicize-
Farrate it properly, that is, acquire a proper cognitive mapping with regard
%30 it: either we refer to some elusive trauma (like the Holocaust) whose
& ymbearable truth 15 that we ourselves are (co-jresponsible for it, or we
% gonstruct such traumas in order to make sense of our present.
Ew In what precise scnse, then, is capitalism “post-historical™? A certain
axcess which was, as it were, kLPt in check in previous history, perceived as
E a local perversion, a limited deviation, is elevated in capitalism to the very
tprinciple of social life, in the speculative movement of money begetting
E more money, of a systern which can survive only by constantly revolution-
« @ng its own conditions — that is to say, in which the thisg can survive only
: ds its oo excess, constantly exceeding its own “normal” constraints,
v Let us take the case of consumption: before modernity, we were dealing
- with a direct opposition between moderate consumption and its excess
« {gluttony, etc.); with capitalism, the excess {the consumption of “useless
' things™) becomes the rule, that is, the elementary form of buying is the act
. of buying things we “don’t really need”. There is an ccological limit to
. growth, of course: it is clear, for example, that the prospect of rapid
. development in China, with millions of new cars, would — in the present
* world constellation - provoke a global ecolugical catastrophe. However, we
should not underestimate capitalism®s ability to colonize domains which
seetn tO TESISt it — to turn catastrophes caused by its own development into
incentives to further development. If it is one of capitalism’s highest
achievements to turn every human catastrophe {from illness to war} into a
source of lpcrapive investment, why shouold it not also do this with ecology?
The notion that a scrious ecological catastrophe will awaken us from
capitalism and turn us into devoted no-growth, no-profit producers fatefully
underestimates capitalism’s capacity to turn catastrophes into blessings in
disguise.!™* This is why we should remain faithful to Marx’s fundamental
insight: unbridled capitalist expansion encounters its limit not in an external
factor — the available ecological resources, for example - but in itself: the
limit of capitalism is absolutely intrinsic to it = or, as Marx himself put it,
the limic of caplta]aqm is capital itself.'s
And perhaps it is only today, under the glubal capitalism in its pmt—
industrial® digitalized form, that — to put it in Hegelian terms — really
existing capitalism is reaching the level of its notion: perhaps we should
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reiterare Marx’s old anti-evolutionist dictum {incidenraily, wmken verbatim -

from Hegel) that the anatomy of man provides the key to the anatomy of a
monkey ~ that in order to deplay the inherent notional structire of a social
formation., you must start with its most developed form, Marx Incated the
elementary capitalist antagonism tn the opposition between use- and

exchange-value: in capitalism, the potentials of this opposition are fully _.

realized, the domain of exchange-value acquires autonnmy, iz transformed
into the spectre of self-propelling specnlative capital which nses the produc-
tive capaciticz and needs of actuzl people only as its dispensable temporal
embodiment. Marx derived the very notion of economic cnsis from this
gap: a crisis occurs when reality catches up with the tllusory self-gencrating
mitage of money begetting more money — this speculative madness cannot
o on indefinitely; it has to explode in ever stronger crises. The ultimare
root of the crisis, for Mar, is the gap betwesn nse-valoe and exchanpge-
value: the logic of exchange-value follows its awn path, its own mad dance,
irrespective of the real needs of real people,

It may appear that this analysis is more redfevant than ever today, when
the tension berwecn the virtual universe and the real is reaching almost
tangibly unbearable proportions: on the one hand, we have crazy solipsistic
speculations about Futures, mergers, and =0 on, following their own inherent
logic; on the other, reality is catching up in the form of ccological catas-
trophes, poverty, the collapse of social life in the Third World, mad cow
disease. This is why cyber-capitalists can appear to be the paradipmatic
capitalists today; this is why Bill Gares can dream of cyberspace as providing
the frame for what he calls “frictionless capitalism®.

What we have here is an ideological short circuit between the two versions
of the gap between reality and virtuality: the gap between real production
andl the virtoal/spectral domain of Capital, and the gap berween expeniential
reality and the Virtual Reality of cyberspace. The true hetror of the slogan
“frictionless capitalism” is that alkhough actual “frictions” continoe, they
become invisible, repressed into the netherworld outside oor “postrodern®
post-industrial nniverse; this is why the *frictionless™ universe of digitalized
communication, technological zadgets, and so on, is always haunted by the
notion that there is a global cacasteophe just around che corner, threatening
ta uxp]udt at any moment.

Ikt acrvalty seems that the cyherspace gap between my fascinating screen
persona and the miserable flesh which is “me” offscreen translates into
immediate experience the gap between the Real of the speculative circulation
of capital and the drab reality of the impoverdshed masses. On today's
market, we find a whole series of products deprived of their malignant
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perty: coffee without caffeine, cream without far, beer withour alco-
“Hinl.. .. Virmal Reality simply generafizes this procedure of offering a
s product deprived of its substance: it provides reafity dtself deprived of its
- gubstance, of the hard resistant kernel of the Real - just as decaffeinated
 caffee smells and tastes like the real coffee without being real coffce, Virtual
= Reality is expenienced as reality without being so.1% In the case of Virtoal
*‘Rﬂaht}r, the difference does not concern ouly quantity: coffee without
caffeine is seill pare of reality, whereas Virtual Reality suspends the very
- notien of reality, . . .17 Is a recourse to “reality™ which will sooner or later
* eatch up with the virmal game, bowever, really the only way to conduct a
= genuine critique af capitalism? What if the problem of capitalism s not chis
- solipsistic mad dance, bur preciscly the opposite: that it continues to
i disavow its distance from “reality™, that it presents itself as seeving the real
¢ needs of real people? The originality of Marx is that he played both cards
7 sinmltaocously: the orgin of capitalist crises is the gap between use- and
© exchange-value, and capitalism constrains the free  deployment of
producciviry.

The problem with the deconstructionist or Deleuzian poetry of capital s

. that it totally suspends Marx's intention te provide an actoal econotiic
analysis of existing capitalism, not a critical philosophy of commeodity
fenshism and reification. Let us rake Derrida’s Specrers of Marx:'™® does it
ot contain a tension between Dernda’s *official” anti-capitalist claim (his
call for a “New International™ against global capitaliam) and his analysis of
the itreducible spectrality which has to supplement the gap of every positive
ontological edifice, as the proto-transcendental a priori which opens vp the
space for the spectrality of capital? Does this not compel Derrida
conclade that, ultimately, Marx's critique of capitalism and his revelution-
ary praject of 2 Communist society constituted an attempt to reduce (or,
rather, contain) the dimension of spectrality and différance within the
positive ontological frame of maliepated humanity in which che collecrive
*general intellact™!*® repulares ies reproduction as a totally (self-)transparent
process? In short, is not Derrida’s conclusion that capital is différance: a
movement which never reaches completion {the full circle of its circulztion};
which always postpones the nai settling of accounts?

Capitalism expands by repeatedly “borrowing from the future™, by
referring to some indefnite future moment of “full reimbursement” which
is forever deferred, like the constant rescheduling of the debts of Second
and Third World countrics by the IMF, with the fictional notion {which is
operative, although no one believes in it} that, at some future moment, these
debts will be repaid. It was fohn Maynard Keynes who, in his criticism of
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the idea that, in the long term, reality has to carch vp with capital’s |
speculative movement, added acerbically that in the long term we are all

dead: actual economic life, however, is preciscly the endless postponement
of this full sertling of accounts. So, when Kojin Karatani, in hiz otherwise
admirable Dertidean reading of Marx’s Capital, claims thar capitalism is
already its own deconstruction, that it is no longer a stable self-centred
system disrupted by excesses and interferences, but a system which, pre-
cisely, maintains itself through incessant self-revolutionizing; a system
whose mstability is its very strength; one which is, in a way, in excess with
regard to itself (this, incdentally, is ultimately just a deconstructionist
rephrasing of Marx’s formulations from the Comtmunist Manifesto), he
ultimately arrives at a purely formal definition of capitalism as a self-
referential system sostained by its very structural imbalance:

The self-referential formal system is dynamic because of incessant internal
slippage (self-differentiation). Tt cannor maintain 2 definitive meta-Tevel or
center that sysicmatzes a sysrem. Rather, like the “mulophcity of subjects”
that Nictzsche once proposed, it is multicentered. ... In short, the self-
referential formal system is always disequilibriated and excessive 140

How, then, is radical anti-capitalism possible within these co-ordinares? Is
the notion of the anti-capitalist struggle as the struggle berween two
spectralities, the “bad®” spectrality of capital and the “good” spectrality of
the messianic promise of justice and democracy-to-come, strong enongh?
Are we not - in so far as we remain within this frame — competled to apply
the deconstructive logic of supplement to this opposition itself, and to claim
that the “guod™ spectrality of the messianic promise 1 always-already
contaminated by the “bad® spectrality of capital? The standard deconstruc-
tionist notion of how capitalism is an order which generates/contains its
OWT1 eXCess, 5o that it #s already its own différance, lacking any fixed centre
to be subverted, thus confuses what Marx so coavincingly - and, I am
ternpted to add, sedoctively — describes as the intrinsic “theological whim-
sies™ of capital with his theory of the class struggle, and of haw capitalism
has inexorably to produce an excess it will no longer be able to contain.
Let us take a closer look at Marx’s classic description of the passage from
money to capital, with its explicit allusions to the Hegelian and Christian
background. First, there is the simple act of market exchange, in which I
sell in order ta buy — I sell the product 1 own or made in order to buy
another one which is of some use to me: “The simple circulation of
commodities — selling in order to buy — is a means of carrying out 2 purpose
unconnected wirh circulation, namely, the appropoation of ose-values, the
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satisfaction of wants.”*! What happens with the emcrgence of capital is
not just the simple reversal of C-M-C {Commodity-Money—Commodity)
inte M—C-M — thar is, investing money into some commuodity in order to
sell it again, and thus get back (mare} money; the kev effect of this reversal
is the externalization of circulaton: “The circulation of money as capital is,
on the contrary, an end in itself, for the expansion of value takes place only
within this constantly renewed movement. The circulation of capital has
therefore no limits.” %2 Crucial here is the difference between the capitalist
and the traditional miser, hoarding his treasure in a sceret hideout, and the
capitalist who augments his treasure by throwing it into circulation:

The testless never-ending process of profit-making alone is what he aims at.
This boundless greed after riches, this passionate chase after exchange-value,
is common to the capitalist and the miser; but while the miser is merely a
capitalist gone mad, the capitalist is a ratonal miser. The never-ending
angmentation of cxchange-value, which the miser strives after, by seeking to
save his moncy from circulation, is attained by the more acute capitalist, by
constantly throwing it afresh into circulation.'*

Mone the less, this madness of the miser is not something which simply
disappears with the rise of “normal” capitalism, or its pathological devia-
vion. It 1s, rather, inberent to it; the miser has his moment of triumph in the
economic c¢risis. In a crisis, it is not — as you would cxpect — money which
loses its value, and we have to resort to the “real™ value of commodities;
commodities themselves (the embodiment of “real use-|value™) become
useless, becanse there is no one to buy them. In a crisis:

money suddenly and immediately changes from its merely nominal shape,
money of account, into hard cash. Profane commedities can no longer replace
it. The wse-value of commoadities becomes value-less, and their value vanishes
in the face of their own form of value. The bourgeois, drunk with prosperity
and arrogantly cortain of himself, has just declared that money is a purely
imaginary creation. *“Commodities alone are money,” he said. But now the
opposite cry resounds over the markets of the world: only money is a
eommaodity. . - - In a crisis, the anithesis berween commodities and their value-
form, money, s raised to the level of an absolute contradiction. '

It is crucial how, in this elevation of money to the status of the only true
commodity (“The capitalist knows that all commodities, however scurvy
they may look, or however badly they may smell, are in faith and in truth
money, inwardly circumcised Jews™!%), Marx resorts to the precise Pauline
definition of Christians as *inwardly circumcised Jews™: Christians do not
need real external circumcision (that is, the abandonment of ordinary
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commaodities with use-values, dealing only with money), since they know
that each of these ordinary commodities is already “inwardly circumeised™,
that its true substance is money. It is even more cructal that Marx describes
the passage from money to capital in the precise Hegelian terms of the
passage from substance to subject:

In teuth, however, value is here [in capital) the active factar in a process, in
which, while ¢onstantly assuming the form in furn of money and commaodities,
it at the same time changes in magnitude, differentiates itself by throwing off
surplus-value from itzelf; the original value, in other words, expands sponta-
neously. For the movement, in the course of which it adds surplus-value, is its
OWN IMOVEMEnt, its expansion, therefore, is automatic expansion. Because it is
value, it has acyuired the occult gquality of being able to add value to itself. It
brings forth living offspring, or, at the least, lays golden cges. . . .

In simple circulation, C-M-C, the value of commodities attained at the
most a form independent of their use-values, i.e., the farm of money; but the
same value now in the circulation M-C=M, or the circulation of capital,
suddenly presents itself as an independent substance, endowed with a motion
of itg own, passing through a life-process of its own, in which money and
commedities zre mere fomms which it assumes and casts off @0 turn. MNay,
more: instead of simply representing che relations of commodities, it encers
now, so to sy, into privare celations with itself. T differentiates itself as
original valuc from itself as surplus-value; as the father differentiates himself
from himself gua the son, yet both are one and of one age: for anly by the
surplus-vahie of 10 pounds does the 100 pounds criginally advanced become
capital, and so on as this takes place, so soon as the son, and by the son, the
father is begotren, so soon does their difference vanish, and they again become
one, 110 pounds. 16

In short, capital is money which is no longer a mere substance of wealth, its
universal embodiment, but vaiue which, through its cicculation, generates
more value, value which mediates-posits itself, retroactively positing its own
presuppositions. First, money appears as a mere means of the exchange of
commodities: instead of endless bartering, we first exchange our product for
the universal equivalent of all commodities, which can then be exchanged
for any commaodity we may need. Then, once the circulation of capiral is set
in motion, the relationship is inverred, the means rurns into an end in itself
~ the very passage through the “material” domain of use-values (the
production of commodities which satsfy individuals’ particular needs) is
posited as a moment of what is substantially the self-movement of capital
itself = from this moment on, the true aim is no longer the satisfaction of
individuals’ needs, but simply more money, the endless repeating of the
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~ circulation as such. . .. This arcane circular movement. of self-positing is

then equated with the central Christian tenet of the identity of God the
Father and His son, of the immaculate conception by means of which the
single Father directly (without a female spouse) begets his only son, and
thus forms what is arguably the ultimate single-parent family.

Is capital, then, the true Subject/Substance? Yes and no: for Marx, this

self-engendering circular movement is = to put it in Frendian terms —

precisely the capitalist "unconscious fantasy”™ which parasitizes upon the

" praletariat as “pure substanceless subjectivity”; for this reason, capital's

speculative self-generating dance has a limit, and it brings about the
conditions of its own collapse. This insight allows us to solve the key
interpretative problem of the quote above: how are we to read 1ts first three
words: “In truth, however™?

First, of course, they imply that this truth has to be asserted against some
falze appearance or experience: the everyday experience that the vltimate
goal of capiral’s circulation is still the sacisfaction of human needs, that
capital i3 simply a means of bringing about this sansfaction in a mare
efficient way. This “truth®, however, is nof the reality of capitalism: in
reality, capital does not engender itself, but exploits the worker’s surplus-
value. So there is a ncuessary third level to be added to the simple opposition
of subjective experience {of capiral as a simple means of efficiently satisfying
people®s needs) and objective social reality (of exploitation): the “objective
deception”, the disavowed “unconscious” fantasy (of the mysterious self-
generating circular movement of capital), which is the truth {albeit not the
reality) of the capitalist process. To gquote Lacan again, truth has the
structure of a fiction: the only way to formulate the troth of capital is to
describe this fiction of its “immaculate™ self-generating movement. And this
ingight also allows os to locate the weakness of the above-mentioned
“deconstructiomist” appropriation of Marx’s analysis of capitalism:
although it emphasizes the endless process of deferral which characterizes
this movement, as well as its fundamental inconclusivencss, its sclf-blockage,
the “deconstructionist” retelling still describes the fentasy of capital — it
describes what individuals believe, although they don’t know it.167

All this means that the urgent task of economic analysis today is, again,
to repeat Marx’s “critique of political economy™, without succumbing to
the temptation of the multitude of idealogies in “post-industrial” societies.
The key change concerns the status of private property; the ultimate element
of power and control is no longer the last link in the chain of investments,
the firm or individual who “really owns” the means of production. The
ideal capitalist today functions in a wholly different way: investing bor-
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rowed maney, "really owning”™ nothing, even in debt, but nonc the less
controlling things. A corparadon is owned by another corporation, which
is again borrowing money from banks, which may ultimately manipulate
money owned by ordinary people like oursclves. With Bill Gates, the
“private property of the means of prodoction™ becomes meaningiess, at
least in the normal meaning of the term, 159

The paradox of this virtualization of capitalism is nltmately the same ax
that of the electron in elementary particle physics. The mass of each element
in our reality i composed of its mass ac rest plus the surplus provided by
the acceleration of its movement; an clectron’s mass at cest, however, i
zero; its mass consists only of the sarplus generated by the acceleration of
its movement, as if we are dealing with a nothing which acquires some
deceptive substance only by magically spinning itzelf into an oxcess of stself.
Does pot today’s virtual capitalist fuaction i a similar way - his "net
value™ is zero, he directly operares just with the surplus, borrowing from
the future?!s

“Cultural Capitalism”

This virtual capitalism, brought to its logical conclusion, confronts us with
the Master-Signifier at its purest. Just imagine a totally “ootsounoed”
company —let vs imagine, say, that Nike “ontsources”™ not only its material
productian {to Indonesian or Central American contractors}, the disteibu-
tion of its products, and its marketing strategy and advertising campaigns,
bue also the design itself, to some selecred top designer agency, and,
moreoever, borrows money from a bank. Nike would thetefore be “nothing
in itself” = nothing but the pore brand name *Nike®, the “empty™ Master-
Sigmificr which connotes the cultural experience pertaining to a certain
“litestyle™. This is where the polemics against the fetishized role of the loge
itt our daily lives goes wrong: it overlooks how the efficiency of different
logos is parasitical upon a certain gap (between the Master-Signifier and the
chain of “nurmal™ signifers) which pertains to language as such — there is
no such thing as a languase whose terms divectly desisnate eealiey, bypassing
“lifestyla™ connotations.

Two new labels have recently established themselves in the fruit juice
(and also ice-creamn) marker: “forest fuit™ and- “multivitamin™, Both are
associated with a clearly identified flavour, but the point 1s that the connec-
tion berween the label and what it designates s ubtimately concingent: the
lakel canmot be directly grounded in its designated content. A defferent
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combination of forest fruirs would produce a different flavoor, and it would
be possible to generate the same flavoar artificially (the same, of course, goes
- for “multivitamin® juice}, 50 that we can easily imagine z child who, on
heing piven aucthentic home-made forest fruit juice, complains tor his mother:
“That's not what T want! I want the reaf forest fruir juice!™ It is all too easy
tor distmiss this as an example of the way bxed designations function within
- - commodity fetishism: what such examples reveal is a gap which pertains 1o
lanpuage “as soch™: there is always a gap betwsen what a word actually
meants (in this case, the flavour recognized as *multivitamin®) and what its
meaning would be were it to function literally {any juice enriched with a
multtude of vitamins). The autonomons “symbolic efficiency™ is sa strong
thar it can sometimes generate effects which are almost uncannily mysterious;
I clearly remember how | reacted when, for the first time, I tasted “zupps
inglese [sherry trifle — literally ‘English soup®]™ Itahan ice cream: although §
had no ides whatsoever what this “English soup” tastes {or should taste)
like, the effect of recogridon was instant and spontanecus — I immediately
“knew” that what I was licking tasted like zupspa inglese, | .,

Jeremy Rifcin has called this new stage of commadiheation "cultucal
capitalism™. '™ In “cultural capitalism”, the relationship between an obiect
and its symbolHmage is turned around: the image does not represant the
prodoct; rather, the product represents the image, ' We buy a prodoct - an
organic apple, for example - because it represents the image of a healthy
lifestyle. This reversal is brought to its extreme when a secondary associa-
tion becomes the ultimate poine of reference, as in the case of Mozarts
Piano Concerto Mo, 20 since the 1960s, when the second movemnent was
used for the sounderack of the popular Swedish senrimental love story
Ehvira Madigar, even “serious” recordings of it usually add the filnr's title:
Mozart, Piano Concertny Mo, 20 (“Elvira Madigan™), so that when we buy
and listen to the CD, the experience we buy 15 that of an insipid Romantic
melodeama. . . . Along the same lines, the main reason why so many people
still continue to go to *real™ shops i5 not so much that you can “see and
fecl® the prodonce itself, butr that you can “enjoy browsing irself as a
recreational activicy .72

Ax the example of buying an organte apple indicates, the very ecological
protest againat the ruthless capitalist exploitative of natural resources is
already caught in the commuodification of cxpericnees: although ccology per-
ceives itself as a protest against the digitalizationfvirtualization of our daily
lives, and advocates a return to the direct expenience of sensual matenal
reality, in all its unprediceable fragilicy and substance, coology itself is
. branded as a new lifestyle — what we are really buying when we buy “orpanic
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food”, and so on, is already a certain cultural experience, the experience of a
“healthy ecological lifestyle™. The same goes for every return to “reality™ a
recent TV advertisernent shown on all the main US channels features a groop
of ordinary people at a barbecue with country music and dancing, with the
accompanying message: “Beef. Real food for real people.™ The irony is that
the beef offered here as the symbol of a certain lifestyle (that of “real” grass-
roots working-class Americans) is much more chemically and genetically
manipulated than the “organic” food consumed by “artificial * yuppies.

Ultimately, Nation itself is turning into an experiential commodity: we
buy things which enable us to experience ourselves as participating in a
Nationhood. ... And | am tempted to nisk even a step further, following
Benedict Anderson’s thesis on nations as *imagined communities™:1?* what
if nations were “artificial® formations from the very outset? Is not the rise
of modern nations (as opposcd to premodern “organic” commuonities) co-
dependent with the rise of capitalism, that is, of commaodity production? Is
not “nation” the undead spectre of a Community which starts to haunt us
after the marcket economy has killed the “living” organic communities?
Nation is an *imagined community” not only in the sense that its material
base is the mass media, not the direct mumal acquaintance of its members;
it is “imagined” also in a more radical sense of an “imaginary supplement”
to the social reality of disintegration and irresolvable antagonisms. Nation
thus functioned from the very beginning as a fetish: the point is not to believe
in the National Cause, but to use this belief as a prop which enables us to
engage in our egotistic pursuits {“we are really doing it for cur nation”).

The ultimate example of not enly commedity fetishism, but, in a2 much
more literal way, fetishism itself commodified, is today’s Japan, whetre you
can buy from vending machines, alongside cans of Coke and prepacked
food, panties guaranteed to have been worn by young girls. What we are
witnessing today, the defining feature of “postmodern™ capitalism, is the
direct commadification of our experience itself: what we are buying on the
market are less and less products (material objects) which we want to own,
and more and more life-expericnces — expenences of sex, eating, communi-
cating, cultural consumption, participating in a hfestyle. Material objects
are increasingly there simply to scrve as props for this experience, which is
increasingly offered for free to seduce us into buving the true “cxperiential
commodity”,'™ like the free cellular phones we get if we sign a one-year
contract:

As cultural productivo comcs to dominate the economy, poads increasingly
take on the qualities of props, They become mere plavforms or scttings around
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which elaborate cultural meanings are acted cut. They lose their material
importance and take on symbolic importance. They become less objects and
more tools to help Facilitate the performance of lived experiences 1™

This is the trend ~ from “Buy this DVD player, and get five DVDs for freel”
to “Commit yourself to buying DVDs from us regularly (or, even better,
buy access to a cable which allows you free access to digitalized movies),
and we’ll give you a DVD player for free!” - or, to quote Mark Slouka’s
succinet observation: “As more of the hours of vur days are spent in
synthetic enviropments . . . life itself is turned into a commodity. Someone
makes it for us; we buy it from them. We become the consumers of our
own lives.”"78 Here the logic of market exchange is brought to a kind of
Hegelian sclf-relating identity: we no longer buy objects, we ultimately buy
{the time of) our own life. Michel Foucault™s notion of tarning one’s Self
itself into a work of art thus finds unexpected confirmation: I buy my bodily
fitness by visiting fitniess clubs; I buy my spiritual enlightenment by enrolling
in transcendental meditation courses; 1 buy my public persona by going to
restaurants frequented by people with whom I want to be associated.
Although this shift may appear to be a break with the capitalist market
economy, we could argue that it brings its logic to its consequent climax,
The industrial market economy involves the temporal gap between the
purchasing of a commaodity and its consumption: from the seller’s point of
view, the affair is over the moment he sells his commodity — what happens
afterwards {what the purchaser does with it, the direct consumption of the
commadity) does not concern him; in the commedification of experience,
this gap is closed, the consumption itself is the cormmodity bought. The
possibility of closing this gap, however, is inscribed into the very nominal-
istic logic of the modern society and its community. That is to say: since the
purchaser buys a commodicy for its use-value, and since this use-value can
be broken down into its various components {when | buy a Land Rover, |
do so in order to drive myself and other people around, and to signal my
participation in a certain lifestyle associated with the Land Rover), there is
a logical next step towards commodifying and selling these components
directly thiring a car instead of buying it, etc.). At the end of all this,
therefore, is the solipsistic fact of subjective experience: since the subjective
experience of individual consumption is the ultimate goal of the entire
production process, it is logical to bypass the object, and to commeodify and
sell this experience directly. And perhaps, instead of interpreting this
commodification of experiences as the result of a shift in the prevailing
mode of subjectivity {from the classical bourgeois subject focused on
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possessing objects, to the “postmodern™ Protean subject focused on the
wealth of his experiences), we should, rather, conceive of this Protean
subject itself as the effect of the commodification of experiences 177

This, of course, compels us to reformulate completely the classic Marxist
topic of “reification” and “commodity fetishism”, in so far as this topic
gtill relies on the notion of the fetish as a concrete object whose stable
presence obfuscates its social mediation. Paradoxically, fetishism reaches
its acme precisely when the fetish irself is “de-materialized™, turned into a
fluid “immaterial” virtual entity; money fetishism will culminate with the
passage to its electronic form, when the last traces of its matenality will
disappear — clectronic money 15 the third form, after “real® money which
directly embodies its value (gold, silver) and paper money which, although
it is a “mere sign” with no intrinsic valve, sdll clings to its material
existence. And it is only ar this stage, when money becomes a purely virrual
paint of refecence, that it finally assumes the form of an indestructible
spectral presence: | owe you a thousand dollars, and no matter how many
material notes T burn, T will still owe you a thousand doilars — the debr is
inscribed somewhere in virtual digital space. . . . Does not the same go for
warfare? Far from heralding owenty-first-century warfare, the WTC owin
towers explosion and collapse in September 2001 were, rather, the last
spectacular cry of twentieth-century warfare. Whar awaits us is something
much more uncanny: the spectre of an “immarerial™ war where the artack
is invisible — viruses, poisons which can be anywhere and nowhere. On the
level of visible material reality, nothing happens, no big explosion, yet the
known universe starts to collapse; life disintegrates. . . . We are entering a
new era of paranoiac warfare, in which our bigpest task will be to identify
the enemy and his weapons. It is only with this thorough “de-materializ-
ation”, when Marx's famous thesis from The Conmsmunist Manifesto accord-
ing to which, in capitalism, “all that is solid melts inte air"™ acquires a
much more literal meaning than the one Marx had in mind, when not only
is our maverial social reality dominated by the spectral/speculative move-
ment of Capital, but this reality itself is progressively “spectralized™ (the
“Protean Self” instead of the old self-identical Subject, the elusive fluidity of
its experiences instead of the stability of the owned objects); in shorr: when
the usual relationship berween solid material objects and fAuid ideas iz
turned around {objects are progressively dissolved in fluid experiences, while
the unly stable things are virtual symbolic obligations) — it is only at this
point that what Derrida called the spectral aspect of capitalism!™ is fully
actualized.

Convinging as it may sound, however, Rifkin®s vision has its limitations:

etnt b e L etk
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" he passes all too rapidly from an “industrial® to a “post-industrial® vrder,

" in which (so we are repeatedly told) market and ownership no longer play
the key role. What about the obvious all-pervasive fact that the rmarker is
still here? First, “cultural capitalism™'s focus on marketing experiences, not
objects, has 1o rely on a complex material infrastructure (food, machinery,
etc.); second, experiences themsclves still have to be sold, and thus marketed
= there are people who own them (in the puise of copyrights on brand
names, etc.). So, instead of claiming that market and ownership no longer
play the key role, we should, rather, argue that the character of ownership
is changing: what matters is less and less the ownership of material objects,
and more and more the ownership of "immaterial™ formulas of experiences
{copyrights, logos . . ).

The key inzight is that “eaftural capitalism™ is not a totality - if we are
to grasp it in its totality, we have to include both poles: the production of
cubtural experiences as well as “rcal™ material production. What character-
izes “late capitalism” is the split between the production of cultural cxperi-
ences as such and its (partially invisible) marterial base, between the Spectacle
{of theatrical experience} and its secret staging mechanisms; far from
disappearing, material production is still here, transfunctionalized into the
supporting mechanism for the stage production. In today’s ideological
perception, work itself {manual labour as opposed to the “symbolic™
activity of cultural production), nor sex, appears as the sire of ohscene
indecency to be concealed feom the public cye. The tradition which poes
back to Wagner's Rbeingold and Lang’s Metropolis, the tradition in which
the work goes on underground, in dack caves, culminares today in the
“invisibilitcy™ of the millions of anonymous workers sweating in Third
Warld factories, from Chinese Gulags o Indonesian or Brazilian assembly
fings = the West can afford ta babhble about the “disappearing working
class™, even as its traces are easily discernible all around us: all we need to
do is to look art the litcle label “Made in . . . (China, Indonesia, Bangladesh,
Guatemala)” on mass products, from jeans to Walkmans.

What is crucial in this tradition is the equation of labour with crime - the
idea that labour, hard work, Is an indecent criminal activity to be hidden
from the public eve. The only place in Hollywood cinema where we see the
production process in all its intensity is when the hero of an action film
penetrates the master-criminal’s sceret domain and finds a site of intense
labour (distilling and packaging drugs, constructing a rocket that will
destroy New Yotk . . .). When, in a James Bond movie, the master-criminai,
after capturing Bond, usually takes him on a towr of his illegal factory,
is this not the closest Hollywood comes to the proud socialist-realist
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prescntation of factory producrion? And the function of Bend's intervention,
of course, is to explade this site of production in a Breball, allowing us to
teturn to the dzily semblance of our existence in a warld where the warking
class is “disappearing”.

Today, the twe suporpowers, the USA and China, relate more and more
as Capital and Labour, The USA is turning inte a country of managerial
planning, banking, services, and s0 on, while ity “disappearing working
class” fexcept for migrant Chicanos and others who work predominantly in
the service coconomy) is reappearing in China, where the majority of US
produces, from towvs to electronic hardware, are manufactured in ideal
conditions for capitalist exploitation: no strikes, limited freedom of move-
ment for the workforce, low wages. . . . Far from being simply antagonistic,
the relationship between China and the USA is, at the same time, desply
symbiotic. The irony of history is that China fully deserves the title
“workers® state”: it is the state of the working class for American capital.
Although Rifkin is aware that the cybervommodification of expetience of
*cultural capitalism® affects only 20 per cenr of humankind, be does not
develop this structwral co-defrendency between this 20 per cone and the
remmaining & per cent.

How, then, are we to sithate not only Thicd World manual labour
sweatshops but digital sweatshops like the one in Bangalore, where tens of
thousands of Indians programme software for Western corporations? s it
adequate to designate these Indians as the “intellectual proletariat™? Will
they be the final revenge of the Third World? What are the consequences of
the {tor the conservative Germans, at least) unsetcling fact thar, after decades
af importing bundreds of thousands of physical immigrant workers,
Germany has now discovercd that it mecds at least tens of thousands of
intellectual immigrant workers, mostly computer programmers? The disab-
ling alternative of today’s Marxism is what to do abour the growing
impaortance of “immaterial production®™ today {cyber-workers)? Do we insist
that enly these involved in “real™ maierial production are the working
class, or do we take the fateful stiep of acecpting that these “symbolic
workers”™ are the (true) proletatians of today? We shoold resist this step,
because it obfuscates the division between immatenal and material produog-
tion, the split in the working class between {as a rule, geographically
separated) cyber-workers and macerial workers {programmers in the USA
or India; sweatshops in China or Indonesia).

Perhaps it is the figure of the unemployed {jobless) person whe stands far
the pure proletarian today: the substantial determination of an wiemploved
person remaing that of a worker, but he or she is prevented from either
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. actualizing or renouncng it, so that he or she remains sospended in the
- potentiality of a worker who cannot work. Perhaps today we are, in a
. senge, “all jobless™: jobs tend to be based more and more on short-term
" gontracts, 0 that the jobless state ig the rule, the zero-level, and the

temporary job the exception. This, then, should also be the answer to

" advocates of “post-indusirial society”™ whose message o workers Is that
. their time s over, that their very existence is obsolete, and thae all they can
" gount on is purely humanitarian compassion: there is less and less coom for

workers in the universe of today’s capital, and we should draw the only
logical conclusion from this fact. I today’s “post-industrial” sudety needs
fewer and fewcr workets to reproduce itself (20 per cent of the wotkforce,
on SOme accounts), then # is not workers who gre in excess, but Capital
itself.

Thiz mitanon of Rifkin's vision also accounts for the weakness of his

proposed solution to our crisis - you can almost touch the discrepancy

between the outstanding first part of his book and the “regression” into
postmodern New Age jargon in the second part. Rifkin®s preouss is cultuee
as the communal soil of human existence, which precedes the economy: if
we are able to produce and exchange objects, we have te share 2 commoen
space of cultural understanding, and cvery material produoction is ultimarely
parasitic upon this space. As a resolt, when the market threatens 1o colonize
and swallow up culture, it unknowingly drains off its own resources; we
should therefore ind a new balance betwern market and culture by revital-
izing ¢ivil society and community life, affirming theie antonomy against
market forces — we need not only access to commodiries, but even more
access to our shared cultural substance. . . . This pseudo-solution cannor fail
to remisid us of the pseudo-Oriental New Age ralk about the need tn
establish the balance of opposite principles — in this case, of the market
econamy and i3 cultural faundacion.

Rifkin is noot alone — many other analysts have also pointed out how the
current expansion of global canses a progressive disintegration of societal
links: the old *arganic™ forms of civil society and political organization are
increasingly replaced with forms of interaction organized on the marker
model; the ultimate consequence of this stance is the idez, proposed by
some peoliberal ideclogues, thar the polineal logic of decisinn-making as
such should be replaced with the economic one - the true voting in our
societies poes on cvery day, when, by buring 1 product or scrvice, we
“yotc” for it against its competitors; along the same loes, we should strive
to treat the state apparatus as jost another “service organization™ a society
chooses to buy ameng a choice of comperitors. {Is not the logical conse-
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guence of this stance that the state flag iself, the symbol of national
community, is turned into just another company logo?) It is becoming
increasingly clear, however, that the market cannot play the role of pre-
market forms of social life: a shopping mall cannot replace a political
meetng proper; an opinion poll cannot serve as a substitute for genuine
electoral engagement; paid courses on “spiritual growth™ cannot replace
real educational interaction.

Furthermore, does not the rise of so-called “gated communities™ —
residential quarters isolated from their environs, the upper-class equivalent
of ghettos — show how the First World and the Third Wotld can no longer
be simply oppased as disonet political unines: they are developing more and
more within each political unity {state, ciry)? So when, a decade ago, Francis
Fukuyama launched his psevdo-Hegelian thesis on the “end of history™, he
was right, although not in the way he thought: in so far as the proper
opposite of history is nature, the “end of hisrory™ means that the social
process itself is more and more “naturalized™, experienced as a new form
of “fare™, as a blind uncontrollable force. There are multiple reactions to
and symptoms of this threat: desperate attempts to revive old forms of
“organic” communal life, from conservative grass-roots organizations to
more liberal attempts at the revival of civil society; calls for stronger state
control and recourse o viclent measures to maintain “law and order™; and
30 on. These reactions are doomed to failure precisely in so far as they are
mere reactions: instead of challenging the market logic itself, they resign
themselves to mere damage limiration.

A Cyberspace Lenin?

S0 where is Lenin in all this? According ta the prevailing doxa, in the years
after the Ocrober Revalution Lenin’s loss of faith in the creative capacities
of the masses led him to emphasize the role of science and the scientists, to
rely on the authority of the expert: he hailed “the beginning of that very
happy time when politics will recede inta the background, . . . and engineers
and agronomists will do most of the talking”."" Technaocratic post-politics?
Lenin’s ideas about how the road to socialism runs through the terrain of
monopoly capitalism may sound dangerously naive today:

Capitalism has created an accounting appardtus in the shape of the banks,
syndicates, postal service, consumers’ societies, and office employees” unions.
Without big banks socialism would be impossible. . . . Our task is here merely
ro fop off what capitalistically mutilates this excellent apparatus, to make it
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even bigger, even more democratic, even more comprehensive. . . . This will
be country-wide book-keeping, country-wide accomnting of the production
and distribution of goods, this will be, so to speak, something in the nature of
the skeleton of socialist socicty. 82

Is this aot the most radical expression of Marx’s notion of the general
mtellect regulating all social life in a transparent way, of a post-political

“wortld in which the “administration of people™ is supplanted by the “admin-

istration of things”? It is easy, of course, to play against this quote the tune
of the “critique of instrumental reason™ and *administered world |vereal-
tete Welt]”: the “totahtarian™ potential s inscribed in this very form of
total social control. Ir i§ easy to observe sarcastically that in the Stalinist
epoch, the apparatus of social administration did actually become “even
bigger”. Furthermore, is not this post-political vision the very oppaosite of
the Maoist notion of the eternity of the class struggle {“everything is
political )2

However, are things really so unambigucus? Whar if we replaced the
{obviously dated) example of the central bank with the World Wide Web,
today’s perfect candidate for the General Intellect? Dorothy Sayers claimed
that Aristotle’s Poetics is in fact the theory of the detective novel avant la
lettre — since poor Aristotle didn’t yet know abourt the detective novel, he
had to refer to the only examples at his disposal, the tragedies. . . .'* Along
the same lines, Lenin was in fact developing the theory of the role of the
World Wide Web, but since the World Wide Web was unknown to him, he
had to refer to the unfortunate central banks. Consequently, can we also
say that “without the World Wide Web socialism would be impassible. . | .
Our task is here merely to lop off what capitalistically mutilates this
excellent apparatus, to make it even bigger, even more democratic, even
more comprehensive™? In this context, I am tempted to revive the old,
approbrious and half-forgotten Mandan dialectics of the productive forces
and the relations of production: it is aleeady a cliche to claim that, ironically,
it was this very dialectics which buried Really Existing Socialism: Socialism
was unable to sustain the passage from industrial to post-industrial
Ecﬂnum}r,

(e of the tragicomic victims of the disintegration of Socialism in ex-
Yugoslavia was an old Communist appararchik interviewed by Ljubljana
student radio in 1988, The Communists knew they were losing power, s0
they desperately tried to please everyonc. When this old cadre was asked
provocative questions about his sex life by the student reporters, he desper-

_ately tried to prove that he was in rouch with the younger generation; since,

however, the only language he had at his disposal was wooden bureaucrat-
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ese, the result was an uncanny obscene mixture — statements like “Sexuality
is an important component of my daily activity. Touching my wife between
her thighs gives me great new incentives for my work of building socialism.”
And when we read East German official documents from the 1970s and
early 1980s, formulating their project of turning the GDR into a kind of
Silicon Valley of the Eastern Furopean Socialist bloe, we cannot avoid the
same impression of a tragicomic gap berween form and content: while they
were fully aware that digitalization was the way of the future, they
approached it in terms of the old Socialist logic of industrial planning —
their very words betrayed the fact that they did not understand what was
really going on, the social consequences of digitalization.

However, dovs capitalism really provide the “natural™ frame of relations
of production for the digital universe? Is there not also, in the World Wide
Web, an explosive potential for capitalism itself? Is not the lesson of
the Microsoft monopoly precisely the Leninist one: instead of fighting
this monopoly through the state apparatus (remember the court-ordered
splitting-up of the Microsoft Corporation), would it not be more “logical”
simply to nationalize it, making it freely accessible?'® 5o roday, I am thus
tempted to paraphrase Lenin's well-known slogan “Socialism = electrifica-
tion + the power of the soviets™: “Socialism = free access to the Internet +
the power of the soviets.” {The second element is crucial, since it specifies
the only social organization within which the Internet can realize its
liberating potential; without it, we would have a new version of crude
technological determinism. )

The key antagonism of the so-called new (digital) industries is thus how
we can maintain the form of {private) property, the only form within which
the logic of profic can prevail (consider the Napster problem: Napster was
an organization offering software for the free circulation of copyrnight
recordings of pop music). And do not the legal complications in biogenetics
point in the same direction? The crucial element of the new international
trade agreements is the “protection of intellectual property”: in a merger,
whenever a big First World company takes over a Third World company,
the first thing they do is close down the research department. Phenomena
emerge here which subject the notion of property to extraordinary dialect-
ical paradoxes: in India, local communities suddenly discover that medical
practices and marterials they have been using for centuries are now owned
by American companies, so they have to be bought from them; now that
the biogenetic companies are patenting genes, we are all discovering that
parts of oursclves, our genetic components, are already under copyright,
owned by others.
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The outcome of this crisis of private property and the means of produe-

* tion, however, is by no means guaranteed — this is where we should take

into account the ultimare paradox of Stalinist society: against capitalism ~
which is a class society, albeit in principle egalitarian, without direct
hierarchical divisions — “marure™ Stalinism is a classless sociery articulated
in precisely defined hierarchical groups (top nomenklatyra, technical intelli-
gence, the army . . ). This means that cven for Stalinism, the classic Marxist
notion of the class strogele s no longer adequate to describe its hierarchy
and domination: in the Soviet Union from the late 19205 onwards, the key
social division was defined not by property, but by direct access to power
mechanisms and to the privileged material and cultural conditions of life
(food, accommodation, healthcare, freedom of travel, educatiomn). And
purhaps the ultimate irony of history will be that, just as Lenin’s vision of
“central bank Sodalism™ can be properly read only retrospectively, from
today’s World Wide Web, the Soviet Union provided the first model of a
developed “post-property” society, of the true “late capitalism® in which
the ruling class will be defined by direct access to the (informaticnal,
administrative) means of social power and control, and to other material
and social privileges: the point will no longer be to own companies, but
directly to run them, to have the right to use a private jet, to have access to
the best healtheare, and so on — privileges which will be acquired not by
owning property, but by other (educational, managenial, ctc.) mechanisms.

This, then, is the approaching crisis which will hald out the perspective
of a new emancipatory struggle, of the complete reinvention of the political:
not the old Marxist choice between private property and ics nationalization,
but the choice between a hierarchical and an egalitarian post-property
sociery. Here, the old Marxist thesis on how bourgeois freedom and equality
are based on private propecty and market conditions takes an unexpected
twizst: what market relations enable are (at least) “formal” freedom and
“legal® equality: since social hierarchy can be sustained through property,
there is no need for its direct political assertion.

If, then, the role of property is diminishing, the danger is that its gradual
disappearance will create the need for some new {racise or expert-rule) form
of hierarchy, directly founded in individual qualities, and thus cancelling
cven the “formai™ hourgenis equality and freedom. In short, in so far as the
determining factor of social power will be inclusion infexclusion from the
privileged set (of access o knowledge, control, etc.), we can expect an
increase in various modes of exclusion, up to downright racism, The first
clear sign of this is the new alliance between politics (government) and

_natural sciences: in the newly emerging biopolitics, the government is
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instipating an “embryo industry™, a control over our genetic legacy that is
outside demowraric contred, justificd by an offer no one can refose: “Don't
you wamt to be cored of cancer, diabetes, Alzheimer’s . . /™ While polii-
cians are making such “scientific” promises, however, sciendsts themselves
remain deeply sceptical, often emphasiving the peed for decsions to be
reached through a wider social consensus.

The ultimate problem of genetic engineering lies not in its wnpredictable
consequences {what if we create monsters — tor example, humans with no
sense of moral responsibility #) but in the way biogenetic engineeting funda-
mentafly affects ouwr notion of cducation: instead of cducadng a child 1o be
a good musician, will it be pussible to manipslate bis or her gencs so that
ke or she witl be “spontanecusly™ inchiued towards music? Instead of
instilling in a child a sense of discipling, with it be pussible to manipulate his
or her genes so that he or she will “spontancously” tend to ubey arders?

One aof the most nighnmarish prospects -opened up by the identification of
the genome 1x thar of a DINA warfare which will give new meaning to the
notion of “ethnic cleansing™ it is well known (although not widely
reported) that secret avmy agencies all over the world are already using the
latest biogenetic results to expeniment with lethal chemical substances
which, when disseminared, will affect only members of a2 certain ethnic
group. The situanion here is radically open — if two classes of people
gradually emerge, the “naturally born™ ones and the genetically manipu-
lated ones, it is not even clear in advance which class will vecupy the higher
level i the social hierarchy: will the *naturals™ consider the manipolated
uncs as mere tools, not truly free beings, or will the much more perfoc
manipulated ones consider “naturals” as belonging to 2 lower rung of
evolution?

S0 the struggle ahead has no puaranteed outcome — it will confront us
with an unprecedented need to act, since it will concern not only a2 new
made of production, bur a radical rupture in what it means ro be 2 human
being. "™ Today, we can alveady discern the signs of a kind of general uncase
~ recall the series of protests nsnally Hsted under the name “Seattle”. The
ten-year honeymoon of rrivmphant global capitalism s over; the long-
overdue “seven-year itch” is here — witness the panicky reactions of the
mass media, which, from Tise magazine to CNN, started all of a sudden
tn warn us about the Marxists manipulating the crowd of *honest”
protesters. The problem now is the strictly Leninist one: how do we
actualize the media’s accusations? How do we invent the organizational
scructure which will confer on this unrest the form of the universal political
demand? Otherwise, the momentun will be lost, and all that will remain
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will be marginal disturbances, perhaps organized like a new Greenpeace,
with a certain efficiency, but alsa strictly limited goals, marketing stracegy,
and so on. In short, without the form of the Parry, the movement remains
czught in the vicious cyele of “resistance™, one of the big carchwords of
“sostmodern™ politics, which likes to oppose “gond™ resistance to power
to a “bad” revolutionary takeover of power — the last thing we want is the
domcstication of anti-globalization into just another “site of resistance™
against capicalism.

As a result, the key “Lenimist™ lesson teday is: politcs without the
organizational form of the Party 1s politics wathout politics, sa the answer
to those who want just the {quitc adegoately named) “New Sociaf Move-
ments™ is the same as the Jacobins’ answer to the Girondin compromisers:
“¥oo want revolution without a revolution!” Today's dilemma is that there
are two ways open for sociopolitical engagement: either play the game of
the system, engage in the *long march through the institations™, or become
active in new social movements, from feminism through ecology o anti-
tacist. And, again, the limit of these movements is that they are not
political in the sense of the Universal Singulat: they are “single-issuc
movements” which lack the dimension of wniversality — that is to say, they
do not relace to the social totality,

Against Post-politics

In *A Contribution to the Critique of Hepel’s Philosophy of Right”, Mare
deploys something like the logic of hegemony: at the climax of revolutionary
enthusiasm, a “universal class™ emerges, that is, somc particular class
imposes dkselt as universal, and thereby engenders global enthusiasm, since
it stands for society as such against cthe ancen régime, antisocial crime as
such {like the bourgenisie in the French Revolution), What then follows is
the disillusion so sarcastically described by Marx: the day after, the gap
between the Universal and the Parricular becomes visible again; capitalist
vaulgar proht emerges as the acality of universal freedom, and so on.1%s
For Marx, uf course, the only universal elass whose singulanity {exclusion
from the society of propettyl goarantees its actual universality is the
proletariat. This 1s what Emesto Laclaw rejects in his version af the logic of
hegemony: for Laclau, the short circoit between the Universal and the
Particular is @leays illusory, temporary, a kind of “transcendental paralo-
gism™. %" However, is Marx's proletariat really the negative of positive fuil
essential humanity, or “only” the gap of universality as soch, irrccoverahle
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in any positivity?*® In Alain Badiouw’s terms, the proletariat is not another
particular class, but a singularity of the social structure and, as such, the
universal claes, the non-class among the classes.

What is crucial here is the properly temporal-dialectical tension between
the Universal and the Pardicular, When Marx says that in Germany, becanse
of the compromised pettiness of the bowrgeocisie, it is oo late for partial
bourgeois emancipation, and that for this reasan, in Germany, the condition
of every particular emancipation is #siversal emancipation, one way to read
this is to see in it the assertion of the universal “normal™ paradigm and its
exception: in the “normal™ case, partial {false) bourgeois emancipation will
be followed by universal emancipation through the proletarian revolution;
while in Germany, the “normal™ order gers mixed up. There is, however,
another, much moere radical way to read u: the very German exception, the
German bourgeoisie’s inability to achieve partial emancipation, opens up
the space for a possible wafirersal emancipation..

The dimension of universahty thus emerges {only)} where the “normal™
order that links the succession of particulars is discopted. For this reason,
there is no “normal” revolution; each revolutionary explosion is grounded
in an exception, in a short circuit of “too late™ and “too early™. The French
Revolution occurred because France was not able to follow the “normal®
English path of capitalist development; the very “normal” English path
resulted in the “unnatural” division of labour between the capitalists, who
held sociocconomic power, and the aristocracy, which was left with political
power. And, according to Marx, this was how Germany prodoced the
ultimate revolution it thought (German ldezlism as the philosophical
counterpart of the French Revolution): precisely because it lacked a political
revolution,

The structural necessity of this non-contemporancity, of this discrepancy,
is what gers lost in Habermas: the basic point of his notion of “modemnity
as an unfinished project™ is thar the project of modernity contained two
facets: the development of “instrumental reason™ {scientific-technological
mamipulation and domination of nature} and the emergence of intersub-
jective communication free of constraints; hitherto, only the first facet has
been fully deployed, and our task iz to bring the project of modernity to
completion by actualizing the potential of the second facet. What, however,
it this discrepancy is structural? What if we cannot simply supplement
instrumental Reason with communicational Feason, since the primacy of
instrumental Reason is constitutive of modern Reason as such? Habermas
is fully consistent in applying the same logic to today’s globalization — his
thesis is that of “globalization as an unfinished project™:
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The discrepancy berween progressive economic integration and the political
miregration which lags behind can be overcome only through a politics which
airms at constructing a higher-level capacity of politcal acring which would be
able to keep pace with dercgulated markers.'#

In short, there is no need to fight capitalist globalizarion directly — we need
- only ro supplement it with an adequate political globalization (a stronger
central political body m Strasbourg; the imposition of pan-European social
legislation, ctc.). However, what if, again, modern capitalism, which gener-
ates economic globalization, cannot simply be supplemented by political
globalization? Whar if such an extension of globalization to the political
project forced us radically to redefine the contours of economic globaliza-
tion itself?1%°

In short, Habermas™s basic attitude is nothing less than 2 disavowal af
the Boenticth-century — he acrs ax if the twentieth century, in its specific
dimension, did not take place: as if what happened in it were basically juse
contingent detours, so that the underlying conceptual narrative — that of
enlightencd demogcratic liberalism, with its indefinite progress - can be rold
without them." Along the same lincs, in order to characterize the demise
of the Socialist regimes in 1990, Habermas coined the term “catch-up
revolution™:1*2 the West (Western liberal democracy) has nothing to learn
from the Eastern Furopean Communist experience, since in 1990, these
countrics simply caught up with the social development of the Western
liberal-democratic regimes. Habermas thereby writes off this experience as
stmply accidental, denying any fundamental structural relationship between
Western demoeracy and the rise of “totalitarianism™ - any notion that
“totalitarianism™ is a symptom of the inner tensions of the democratic
project itself.

The same goes for Habermas®s treatment of Fascism: against Adorno’s
and Horkheimer’s notion of Fascist “barbarism™ as the ineluctable outcome
of the “dialectic of Enlightenment™, the Fascist regimes are for him a
contingent detour (delay, regression) which does not affect the basic logic
of modernization and Enlightenment. The task is thus simply to abolish this
detonr, not to rethink the Enlightenment project itself. Thix victory over
“totalitarianism™, however, is a Pyrrhic one: what Habermas needs here is
a Hircheockian lesson {remember Hitcheock’s claim that a Alm is only as
inreresting as its main evil character). Dismissing the “totalitarian”™ deadlock
as a mere contingent detour leaves us with a comfurtable, but ultimately
impotent, position of someone who, unperturbed by the catastrophes
around him, clings to the basic rationality of the universe.



300 REVOLUTION AT THE GATES

The promise of the *Seattle™ mavement lies in the fact that it is the very
apposite of its uswal media designation {the “anti-globalization protest™): it
is the first kerpel of a new global movement, global with regard to its
content (it aims at a global confrantation with today’s capiralism} as well
as its form (it is a global movement, a mobile int¢rnational network ready
tn mtervene anywhere from Seattle to Praguc). It iz more global than
“olabal capitalism®, sintce it brings into the game its victims — that is, those
who are excloded from capitalist globalization, as well as those who are
included in a way which reduces them to praletarian misery.** Perhaps 1
should take the risk here of applying Hegel's old distnction betweon
“abstract™  amd  “concrete®  wniversality: capitalist  globalization s
“abstract”, focosed on the speculative movement of Capital; whereas the
“Seattle” movernent stands for “concrete universality”, both for the totality
of global capitalism and for its excluded dark side. The reafity of capitalist
globabization is best cxemplified by the victory in June 2001 of the Russian
nuclear labby, which forced the parliament’s decision thar Russia would
import nuclear waste from developed Western countries.

Here, Lenin's reproach to liberals is crucial: they merely exploit the
working classes” discontent to strengthen their position pés-d-ufs the conser-
vatives, instead of identifying with it to the end.”* Is this not also wuoe of
today’s Left liberals? They like to evoke racism, ecology, workers’ griev-
ances, and so on, to score points over the conservacives — without endanger-
ing the system, Remember how, in Seatcle, Bill Clinton himself defely
referred to the protesters on the streets ousside, reminding the assembled
leaders inside the gnarded palaces that they shuuld liswen to the demon-
strators’ message (the message which, of course, Clinton incerpreted, depriv-
ing it of its subversive sting, which he attributed to the dangerous extremists
introducing chaos and vivlence into the majority of peaceful protesters).
This Clintonesque stance later developed into an elaburate “carrot-and-
stick™ strategy of cantainment: on the one hand, paranuia (the notion that
thetre is 2 dark Marzist plor lueking behind ic); on the other hand, in Genoa,
none other than Berluseoni provided food and sheleer for the anti-globali-
zation demonstrarors — on condition that they “behaved properly™, and did
not disturb the official event. It is the same with afl New Yocial Movenents,
up to the Zapatistas in Chiapas: cstablishment is always ready to “listen to
their deinands™, depriving them of their proper politcal sting. The system
is by definition ecumenical, open, tolerant, ready to *listen™ to all — even if
you insist on your demands, they are deprived of their vniversal political
sting by the very form of negotiation. The teue Third Way we have to look
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for is this third way between institutionalized parliamentary politics and the
Nuew Social Movements.

As a sign of chis emerging uneasiness and need for a true Third Way, it is
interesting to sce how, in a recent interview, even a conservarive diberal like
John le Carré had to admit that, as a consequence of the “tove affair
between Thascher and Reagan™ in minst of the developed Western countries,

- and especialty in the United Kingdom, “the social infrastructure has practi-

cally stopped working™; this then ieads him to make s dircct plea for, at
least, “re-nationalizing the railways and watee™.t™ We arc in fact approach-
ing a state in which {selecdve] private affluence is accompanicd by a global
{ecalogical, infrastroctural) degradation which will soen start to affect us
all: the quality of warer is not a problem confined to the UK = a recent
survey showed that the entire reservoir from which the Los Angeles area
pets its water 15 already so polluted by man-made toxic chemicals chac it
will soon be imposuble to make it drinkable even through the use of the
most advanced filters, Le Clarré expressed his fury at Blair for accepting the
basic Thatcherite co-ordinates in very precise terms: “I thoaghe tast time, in
19497, that he was bying when he denied he was a socialist. The worst thing
{ can say about him is that he was telling the trath.” " More preciscly, cven
if, in 1297, Blair was “subjectively”™ lying, cven if his seeret agenda was to
save whatever can be salvaped of the sacialist agenda, he was “objectively”™
telling the truth: his (eventual] sobjective socialist conviction was a self-
deception, an illusion which enabled him o fulfil his “chjective” role, that
af camplering the Thatcherite “revolution™.

How, then, are we to respond to the eternal dilemma of the radical Left:
should we strategically sepport cenere-Left figures like Bill Clinton against
the conservatives, or shoold we adopt the stance of "It doesn’t matrer, we
shouldn’t get nvolved in these hghts — in a way, it's even betrer i the Right
is directly in power, since, in this way, it will be casier for the poople to see
the truth of the sitnation™? The answer is a variation on Sralin's answer to
the guestion: “Which deviation is worse, the Rightist or the Leftist one?™:
they are boib worse. What we should do s adopt the stance of the proper
dialectical paradox: m principle, of course, one should be indifferent to the
struggle between the liberal and conservative poles of wdav’s official politics
— however, one can only affard to be indifferent if the liberal ofrtion is
prower, Othorwise, the price may appear much too high — consider the
catastrophic consequences of the German Communist Party's decision in
the early 1930s not to focus on the struggle against the Navis, with the
justification thar the MNazi dictatorship was the last desperate stage of
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capitalist domination, which would open the eyes of the working class,
shattering their belief in “bowrgenis™ democratic institutions,

Along these lines, even Clande Lefori, whom no one can accuse of
Communist sympathies, recenily made a crucial point in his answer to
Frangois Furet: tday’s liberal consensus is the result of a hundred and fifty
veaps of Loftist wotkers' strugple and pressure upoen the State; it incorpo-
rated demands which were dismisscd by liberals with horror a hundred
yeatrs ago — even less,™” If we nced proof, we should simply lock at the list
of the demands at the end of the Comsmunist Manifesto: apart from two or
three of them {which, of course, are the crucial ones), all che others are
today part of the consensus (at least the disintegrating Welfare Statc
consensus): universal franchise; free edocation; oniversal healthcare and
care for the elderly; a limitation on child labowr. ... ln short, today's
“honrgesis democracy” is the resule not of liberalism’s intrinsic develop-
ment, but of the proletarian class struggic.

1t is true that, today, it is the radical populist Right which usually breaks
the {still} prevailing liberal-democratic conzensuy, gradually making accept-
able hitherto excluded ideas {the partial justification of Fascism, the need to
constrain abstract cibizenship ot grounds of ethnic ideatity, etc.). However,
the hegemonic liberal democracy is using this fact to blackmail the Left
radicals: “We shouldn’t play with fire; against the new Rightist onslaught,
we should insist more than ever on the democratic consensus — any criticism
of it, wittingly or unwitringly, belps the New Right!™ This is the key tine of
separation: we should reject this hlackmail, taking the nsk of disturbing the
liberal consensus, even up to yoestioning the very notion of democracy.

The wltimate answer to the criticism that radical Left proposals are
utopizn should thus be that, today, the true utopia is the belief thac the
present liberal-democratic capitalist consensus can go on indefinitely, with-
aut radical change. We are therefore back with the old '68 slogan “Soyons
realistes, desmandons Fimpossible!™: in order to be a true “realist™, we must
consider breaking out of the constraines of what appears “possible” {or, as
we usually pur it, “feasible™).

If there is a lesson to be learned from 5ilvio Berhasconi's electoral victory
in May 2001, it is that the true ntopians are the Third Way Leftists — why?
The main ternpeation te be avoided apropos of Bardusconi®s victory in Kaly
is to ose it as a pretext fur yer another exercise in the tradition of the
cotservative-Leftist Kulrurbritik {from Adorno to Virilio), which bemoans
the stupidity of the manipnlated masses, and the eclipse of the autonomous
individual capable of critical reflection. This, however, does not mean that
the consequences of this victory are to be underesomared. Hegel said that
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-alt historical events have to happen twice: Napoleon had o lose twice, and
‘so ott, And it seems that Berlusconi also had to win the election twice for us

- to become aware of the full conseguences of this event: the first time can be

written off as a mere accidental cuciosity, while the sccond demonstrates
that we are dealing with a deeper necessity.

S0 what did Berlusconi achieve? His victory provides a depressing lesson
abimt the role of morality in politics: the uvltimate ourcome of the great
moral-patbitical cacharsis — the anti-corruption campaign of “clean hands®

- which, a decade ago, ruined Chrstian Democracy, and with it the ideolo-

gical polarity of Christian Democrats and Communistz which dominated
postwar [talian politics - is Berlusconi in power. It is something like Bopert
Murdoch winning a British clection: a political movement run as a business-
publicity enterprise. Berlusconi®s Forza Ttalia is no longer a political party,
but — as its name indicates - more like a sports fan club. If, in the good old
Socialist countries, sport was ditectly polincized (remember the DDR's
enormous investment in its top athletes), now, politics itself is corned into a
sporting contest. And che paraltel goes even further: if the Communist
regimes nationalized industry, Berlusconi is, in a way, privatizing the state
itself. For this reason, all the Leftises’ and liberal democrats’ worry about
the danger of neo-Fascism lurking beneath Berlusconi’s victory is misplaced
and, in a way, much toe optimistic: Fascism is still a determinate political
project, while in the case of Berluscomn, there is viimately nothing Tarking
keneath, no secret ideclogical project, just the sheer assurance that things
will function, that be will do better. In short, Betlusconi is post-politics at
its purest.'* The ultimate sign of “post-politics™ in all Western countries is
tI'IE g,r{‘.nwt]'] ﬂ'F a manageria' ﬂpprﬂﬂ.ﬂh Tty gtwernment: gnvernmem: i_S CECoi-
ceived as a managerial function, deprived of its properly political dimension,

The true stake of roday’s political scrugeies is: which of the two former
main parties, the conservatives or the *moderare Left®, will succeed in
presenting itself as truly embodyimg the post-ideological spirit, against the
uther party dismissed as “still caught in the old ideslogical machine™? If the
1980s belonged to the conservatives, the lesson of the 19905 seemed to be
that, in our late capitalist societies, Third Way social democracy [or, even
more relevantly, post-Communism in the ex-Socialist countries) actnally
functions as the represencative of capital as such, in irs totality, againse jts
particular factions represented by the various “conservative™ parties, which
then, in order to present themselves as addressing the entire population,
also try to satisfy the particular demands of the anti-capitalise strata (say, of
domestic “patriotic” middle-class workers threatened by cheap immigrant
labour — reeall the CDU, which, agamst the Social Democratic proposal
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that Germany should import 50,000 Indian computer programmers,
launched the infamous slogan “Kinder statt Inder! / Children rather than
Indians!™}. This economic constellation explains to a great extent how and
why Third Way Social Democrats can simultaneously stand both for the
interests of big capital and for the multiculturalist tolerance which aims at
protecting the interests of ethnic minorities.

The Thicd Way dream of the Lefr was that the pact with the Devil mighs
work out: OK, no revolution, we accept capitalism as the only game in
town, but at least we will be able to save some of the achievements of the
Welfare State, and build a society that is tolerant towards sexual, religious
and ethnic minorities. If the trend announced by Berlusconi’s victory
persists, a much darker prospect is discermble on the horizon: 2 world in
which the unlimited rule of capital is supplemented not by Left-liberal
tolerance, but by a typical post-political mixture of pure publicity spectacle
and Moral Majority concerns {remember that the Vatican gave Berlusconi
its tacit support!). If there is a hidden ideological agenda ro Berlusconi's
“post-politics”, it 1s — to put it bluntly - the disintegration of the fundamen-
tal post-World War II democratic pact. In recent years, there have already
been numerous signs that the post-World War Il ann-Fascist pact is slowly
cracking: from “revisionist™ historians to the New Right populists, so-called
“taboos® are disappeanng. ... Paradoxically, those who undermine this
pact refer to the very liberal universalized logic of victiimization: sore, there
were victims of Fascism, but what abour other victims of the Postwar
expulsions? What about the Germans evicred from their homes in Czecho-
slovakia? Do they not also have some right to (financial) compensation?

The immediate future belongs not ro outright Rightist provocateurs like
Jean-Marie le Pen or Pat Buchanan, but to people like Berlusconi and
Haider: these advocates of global capital in the sheep’s clothing of populist
nationalism. The struggle between them and the Third Way Left is the
struggle over who will be mare effective in-counteracting the excesses of
globul capitalism: Third Way multiculturalist tolerance or populist homo-
phobia. Will this bering alternative be Eorope’s answer to globalization?
Berlusconi is therefore post-politics at its worst: even The Fconomist, that
staunch voice of ant-Left liberalism, was accused by Berlusconi of being
part of a “Communist plot™ when it asked some searching questions about
how a convicted criminal can become Prime Minister! What chis means is
thar, for Berlusconi, all opposition to his post-politics is rooted i a
*Communist plot”. And in a way, he is nght: this is the only true
oppaosition; all the others ~ liberals or Third Way Leftists — are basically
playing the same game as he is, only with a diffcrent gloss, Is the Third Way
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Left really able te offer a global alternative to Berlusconi’s politics? And the
hope 15 that Berlusconi will alse be night zbout the second aspect of his
paranciac cognitive mapping: that his victory will give an impetus to the
more radical Left.

Return versus Repetition
Where, then, are we today? The entire history of the Suviet Union can be

comprehended as analogous o Freud’s famous imape of Rome, a city whose
history is deposited in its present in the guise of different layers of archaco-

- logical remainders, each new level covering up the preceding one, like

{another model) the seven layers of Troy; so that history, in its regress
towards ever older epochs, proceeds like an archacologist, discovering new
layers by probing deeper and deeper into the ground. Was not the (official
ideological) history of the Saviet Union the same accumulation of exclusions,
of turning people into non-persons, of a retroactive rewriting of history?
Cuite logically, “de-Stalinization™ was indicated by the opposite process
of “rehabilitation”™, of admitting “errors” in the past politics of the Party.
The gradual “rehabilitation™ of the demonized Bolshevik ex-leaders can thus
serve as perhaps the most sensitive index of how far {and in what direction)
the “de-Stalinization” of the Soviet Union was going. The first to be reha-
bilitated were the senior military leaders shot in 1937 (Tukhachevsky and
others); the last to be rehabilitated, in the Gorbachev era, just before the
collapse of the Communist regime, was Bukharin — this last rehabilitation,
of course, was a clear sign of the urn rowards capitalism: the Bukharin who
was rehabilitated was the one who, in the 1920s, advocarted a pact berween
workers and peasants (owners of their land), launching the famous slogan
“Enrich yourselves!”, and opposed forced collectivization. Significantly,
however, one Agure was #ever rehabilitated, excluded by the Communists
as well as by the ant-Communist Russian nationalists: Trotsky, the “wan-
dering Jew "™ of the Revolution, the true anti-Stalin, the arch-enemy, opposing
“permanent revolution” to the idea of “building socialism in one country™.
I am tempted here to risk a parallel with Freud's distinction between
primordial (founding} and secondary repression in the Unconscious: Trot-
sky’s exclusion amounted to something like the “primordial repression™ of
the Soviet State, to something which can never be readmitted through
“rehabilitation™, since the entire Qrder relied on this negative gesture of
exclusion.™ Trotsky is the one for whom there is no room either in pre-
1990 Really Existing Socialism or in post-1990 Really Existing Capitalism,
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in which even those who are nostalgic for Communism do not know what
to do with Trotsky’s permanent revolution — perhaps the signifier “Trotsky”
1s the most appropriate designation of that which is worth redeeming in the
Leninist legacy. Here we should look at “Holderkn’s Hyperion®, a bizarre
but crucial short essay by Georg Lukacs written in 1935, in which Lukéacs
praises Hegel’s endorsement of the Napoleonic Thermidor against Helder-
lin"s intransigent fidelity to the heroic revolutionary utopia:

Hepel comes to terms with the post-Thermidarian epoch and the close of the
revolutionary period of bourgeois development, and he builds up his philo-
sophy precisely on an understanding of this new turning-point in world
history. Holderlin makes no compromise with the post-Thermidorian realiry;
he remains faithful to the old revolutionary ideal of renovating “polis®
demogcracy and is broken by a reality which has no place for his ideals, not
even on the tevel of poetry and thoughe, 2o

Here Lukics is referring ro Marx's notion that the heroic period of the
French Revolution was the necessary enthusiastic breakthrongh followved by
the unheroic phase of market relations: the e social function of the
Revolution was to establish the conditions for the prosaic reign of the
bourgeois economy, and the true heroism lies not in blindly clinging to the
eatly revolutionary enthusiasm, but in recognizing “the rose in the cross of
the present”, as Hegel liked to paraphrase Luther — that is, in abandoning
the position of the Beautiful Soul, and fully accepting the present as the only
possible domain of actual freedom. Thus it was this “compromise™ with
social reality which enabled Hegel to take his crucial philosophical seep
forward: that of overcoming the proto-Fascist notion of “organic™ com-
munity in his Systerm der Sittlichkeit manuscript, and engaging in a dialect-
ical analysis of the anragonisms of bourgeois civil society. (That is the
properly dialectical paradox of the proto-Fascist endeavour to return to a
premodern “organic® commuonity: far from being simply “reactionary”,
Fascist “feudal Socialism” iz a kind of compromise solution, an ersatz
atternpt to boild socialism within the constraines of capitalism itself.) It is
obvious that Lukacs’s analysis is deeply allegorical: it was written a couple
of months after Trotsky launched his thesis that Stalinism was the Thermi-
dor of the Ocrober Revolution. Lukacs's text should therefore be read as an
answer to Trotsky: he accepts 'I'totsky’s characterization of Stalin’s regime
as “Thermidorian®, giving it a positive twist — instead of bemoaning the
loss of ntopian energy, we should, in a heroically resigned way, accepr its
consequences as the only actual space of social progress,

For Marx, of course, the sobering “morning after” which follows the
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revolutionary intoxication indicates the original limitation of the “bour-
geois™ revolutionary project, the falsity of its promise of universal freedom:
the “rruth™ of universal human rights are the rights of commerce and private
property. If we read Lukacs’s endorsement of the Stalinist Thermider, it
implies {argubly against his conscious intcntion) an utterly pessimistic anti-
Marxist perspective: the proletarian revolution itself is also charactenized by
the gap between its illusory universal assertion of freedom and the ensuing
awakening in the new relations of domination and exploitation, which means
that the Communist project of realizing “actual freedom™ failed.

What, then, are we to do in these circumstances? The problem with those
few remaining orthadox “Leninists™ wha behave as if we can simply recycle
the old Leninism, and continue to talk about the corrupted leaders’ betrayal
of the working masses’ revolutionary impulses, is that it is not quite clear
from which subjective position of enunciation they speak: they either engage
themselves in passionate discussions about the past {demonstrating with
admirable erudition how and where anti-Communist “Leninologists™ falsify
Tenin, etc,), in which case they avoid the question of why {apart from a
purely bistorical interest] this matters at all foday; or, the closer they get to
contemporary politics, the closer they are to adopting a purely jargonistic
pose which threatens no one,

When, in the last months of 2000, the Milofevi¢ regime in Serbia was
finally roppled, many Marxists in the West raised the question: “What
about the coal miners whose strike led to the disruption of the eiectricity
supply, and thus, in effect, brought Miloienid down? Was that not a genuine
workers’ movement, which was then manipulated by the politicians, who
were nationalists or corrupted by the CIA?” The same symptomatic point
emerges apropos of every new social upheaval (like the disintegration of
Real Socialism ten wears ago): in each of these cases, they identify some
working-class movement which allegedly displayed a true revolutionary -
or, at least, Socialist — potential, but was first exploited and then betrayed
by pro-capitalist andfor nationalist forces. In this way, we can continue to
dream that Revolution is round the corner: all we need is the authentic
leadership which would be able to organize the workers” revolutionary
potential. If we can bclieve its members, Solidarnosé was originally a
workers’ democratic-socialist movement, later “betrayed” by its leadership,
which was corrupted by the Church and the CIA,

There is, of course, an element of truth in this approach: the ultimate
irony of the disintegration of Communistn was that the great revolts (the
GDR in 1953; Hungary in 1256; Solidarity in Poland) were originally
workers’ uprisings which only larer paved the way for the classic "anti-
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Commmunist™ movements — before succumbing o the “external®™ enemy, the
regime got a message aboot its falsity from those whom these “workers’
and peasants’ states” evolked as their own social base. This very fact,
however, also demonstrates how the waorkees' revult lacked any ssbstantial
sacialist commitment: in all cases, once the movement exploded, it was
smoothly hegemonized by the standard “bourgeois™ ideclogy {policcal
freedom, private property, national sovercignty, €. ).

This mysterious working class whose revolutionary thrust is repeatedly
thwarted by treacherous nationalist andfor liberal politicians is the fetish of
some of the remaining Trotskyists, these actoal Hélderling of today's
Marxism — the singular puint of disavowal which enables them to sustain
their overall interpretation of the state of things. Their fecighist fixacion on
the oid Marxist—Leninizt framework is the exact opposite of the fashionable
tallk about “new paradigms™, about how we should leave behind old
*zombie-concepis” like working class, and so on - the two complementary
ways of aveading the effort to think the New which is emorging today. The
first thing to do here is to cancel this disavowal by lully admitting that this
“authentic” working class simply does mot exist.2” And if we add to this
position four furcther ones, we get a pretry clear picture of the sad predica-
ment of today’s Left: the acceptance of Cultural Wars {feminist, gay, anti-
tacist, etd., molticultuealist struggles) as the dominane terrain of
emancipatary politics; the purely defensive stance of protecting the achieve-
ments of the Welfare State; the naive helief in cvber-communism (the idea
that the new media are directly creating conditions for a new authentic
community); and, fnally, the Third Way, capitulation itself. Let us just hope
that the present antiglobalization movement will introduce a new dimen-
sivm by, finally, again conceiving of capitalism neither as a salubon nor as
one of the problems, but as the problem itself.

The reference o Lenin should serve as the signifier of the effort to break
the wicions circle of these false opnions, The first thing to do is o learn to
decode the way the basic political conflice continues to function as the secret
puint oof ceference of even seemingly “apolitical” aneagonisms,

Lot us take Krzysztof Kicslowski’s Decafogies, a series conspicuous for its
“apolitical ™ stance: the fiest thing thae strikes the viewer who s aware of
the historical circumstances m which Decalogue was shot is the otal
absence of any refersnce to politics: although the series was shot in the most
turbulent period of post-World YWar IT Polish history (rhe state of emergency
impased by General Jaruzelski's coup d'état in order to curb Solidarity),
Kieskrwski resisted the temptation to score easy points by spicing up the
story with dircet dissident theills, A close analysis, however, demonstrates
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how this very avoidance of explicit politicization was, in its propet historical
context, a political gesture par excellenice — the gesture of eopecting not only
the ruling Communist regime bot also the “dissident™ opposition, at least
in its classic anti-Commuaist form. Furthermore, the polincal dinension s
not simply absent, but actively erased: in so far as the cunflict berween
science and religion in Desafogue 1 is the encoded formulation of che
political strugple between (“scientific™ atheist) Commuunists and {religious)
Solidarity dissidents 2?2 the catastrophe in which science and religion sus-
pend each other anneunces the depoliticization of the universe of the
Decatopus, a limitation to the world of middle-class privacy, with its typical
trautnas {ethical choices, fidelity, aborrion).

Erom here, ! am tempted to return to Kesiowski's carlier Blind Charnce -
this is the hlm's storyline. Witek runs to catch a train. Three vatiations
follow on how such a seemingly banal incident could influence the rest of
kis hife. One: he caiches the train, meets an honest Communist, and becomes
a Party activist himself. Two: while running for the train, he knocks down
a raitway guard, is agrested, brovght to trial and sentenced o unpaid labour
in a park, where he meets someone from the opposition. He, in turn,
becomes a militant dissident. Theee: he simply misses the teain, retuns to
his mterrupted studies, marries a fellow student and leads a peaceful life as
a doctor unwilling to ger mixed up in politics. He is sent abroad to a
symposium the plane he is on cxplodes in midair. . . . In so far as there are
reasons to claim that the only “truc® story is the thicd one (the first two
being just Witek’s hallucinated aliernatives when he is approaching deach),
the Klm indicates the escape into privacy after the deadlock of the struggle
between Conununists and dissidents — in short, Blied Chance provides the
ey to decode Decalopne 1.

Haowever, is this triad really complete, are the options really exhavsted, as
the final catasteophe {the hera's death in the plane crash) seems to indicare,
functioning as a kind of closure? What if there is a fourth option: repolitic-
ization beyord the opposition Communisnv/dissidence, and its sublation in
post-Communist post-pohinical sociery?2%? This politicization is not simply
external to the previous one; its base should, rather, be conceived as che
intersection of the two apparently oppasite poles of Communism and dissi-
dence. Does not Decafogue 10 poine in this direction, with its society of
philatelists, a kind of secret authentic community, theiving tnder Socialism
because it is allowed contact with Foreign countries#2%* Are not these philate]-
igts, then, the model for other societies in which the communal spieit survives,
From psychoanalytic associations to subversive hall-illegal political organi-
zations? There is yet another aspect o this: Fredric Jameson has pointed out
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how, today, the standard doxa against conspiracy theories (they are the
political epistemology of the poor, projecting their perplexity into the fantasy
of a secret enemy which pulls the strings, and the reference to whom thus
explains all} is na langer sufficient. Today, a lot of ongoing phenomena have
to be explained through some kind of conspiracy theory (acts of semi-
clandestine government agencies; the strategies of large companies). And, in
order to fight them, we are more and more in need of our own half-
clandestine organizations. Perhaps Lenin’s formula of the Party from his
much-vilified What Is to Be Done? has acquired new relevance today.

John Berger recently made a salient point apropos of a French poster for
the Internet investment brokers Selftrade: under the image of a hammer and
sickle cast in solid gold and embedded with diamonds, the caption reads:
“And what if everybody profited from the stock market?” The strategy of
this poster is obvious: today, the stock market fulfils egalitarian Communist
criteria: everybody can participate in it. Berger indulges in a simple mental
experiment: “Tmagine a communications campaign today using an image of
a swastika cast in solid gold and embedded with diamonds! It would of
course not work, Why? The Swastika addressed potential victors not the
defeated. It invoked domination not justice.” The hammer and sickle, in
contrast, involeed the hope that “history would eventually be on the side of
those struggling for fraternal justice™.2% The irony is thus that, at the very
moment when this hope is offidally proclaimed dead by the hegernonic
ideology of the “end of ideologies®, a paradigmatically *post-industrial®
enterprise (is there anything more “post-industrial” than dealing with stocks
on the Internet?) has to mobilize this dormant hope in order to et its
message through, ™ *Repeating Lenin™ means giving new life to this hope,
which still continues to haunt us.

As a result, repeating Lenin does not mean a rettorn to Lenin — to repeat
Lenin is to accept that *Lenin is dead”, rhat his parricular solution failed,
even failed monstrously, but that there was a utopian spark in it worth
saving.*"® Repeating l.enin means that we have to distinguish berween what
Lenin actually did and the field of possibilities he opened up, the tension in
Lenin between what he actually did and another dimension: what was “in
Lenin mote than Lenin himself”. To repeat Lenin is to repeat not what
Lenin did but whart he failed to do, his missed opportunities. Today, Lenin
laoks like a figure frem a different time zone: it is not that his notions of
the centralized Party, and so on, seem o pose a “rotalitarian threat™ — it is
rather that they seem to belong to a different epoch to which we can no
longer properly relate,

Instead of reading this fact as proof that Lenin is outdated, however, we
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should, perhaps, risk the opposite conjecture: whart i this impenetrabilicy of
Lenin is a sign that there is something wrong with our epuch? What if the
fact that we cxperience Lenin as ierelevant, *out of syac™ with our postmod-
e times, imparts the much more unscttling messapge chat our time irself is
“out of sync”, that a cenain hisrorical dimension is disappearing from it?**
if, to some people, such an assertion appears dangerously close to Hegel's

- infamous quip when his dedoction thar there should be only eight planets

circulating around the Sun was proved wrong by the discovery of the ninth
planct (Pluto}: “So much the worse for the facts!®, then we should be ready
fully to assume thiz paradox,

How did the ideclogy of Enlightenment cvolve in eighteenth-century
France? First there was the epoch of salons, in which philosophers tried to
shock their benefaceors, the generous Counts and Countesses, even Kings
and Empresses (Holhach Frederick the Great, Diderot Catherine the Great)
with their “cadical™ ideas on eguality, the origin of power, the nature of
mzan, and so on — all chis remaining a kind of intellectual game. Arc this
stage, the idea thar somennea could take these ideas literally, as the bluweprint
for a radical sociopolitical transformation, would probably have shocked
the ideclogues themselves, who were either part of the entourage of an
enlightened nobleman or a lone pathetic figure ke Roussean = their reaction
would have been that of Ivan Karamazov, disgusted apon learning that his
hastard half-brother and servant have acted on his whilistic ruminatons,
killing his father. This passage from intellectual game to an idea which
actuzlly “seizes the masses™ is the moment of fruth - in it, the incellectual
gets his own message back in its invertedftrue form. Tn France, we go from
the gentle reflections of Foussean to the Jacobin Terror; within the histocy
of Marxism, it is only with Lenin that this passage occurs, that the pames
ate realfy over. And ir is up to us to repeat this same passage, and
accomplish the fateful srep from lodic *postmodern™ radicalism to the
domain in which the games are over.

There is an old joke about socialism as the synthesis of the highest
achievements of the whole of homan history te date: from prehistoric
societies it took primitivism; from the Ancienc world it ool slavery; from
medieval society brutal domination; feom capitalism exploitztion; and from
socialistn the name. . . *'7 Coold not something similar be said about our
attempt to repeat Lenin's gesture? From conservative cultural criticism it
takes the idea that woday’s democracy is no longer the site where crucial
decisions are made; from cybcrspace ideclogues the idea that the global
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chgital network offers a new space for communal life, and so on; and from
Lenin more or less just the name itself. . . . This very facr could, however,
be turned in an argument for the *return to Lenin™: the extent to which the
signifier “Lenin” retains its subversive edge is easily demonstrated — when,
for example, one makes the “Leninist” point that today’s democracy is
exhausted, that the key decisions are not taken there, one is directly accused
of “totalitarianism”; when a similar point is made by sociologists, or even
Viaclav Havel, they are praised for the depth of their insight.... This
resistance is the answer to the question “Why Lenin?™: it is the signifier
“Lenin™ which formalizes this content found clsewhere, transforming a
series of common notions into a subversive theoretical formartion.

Nates

1. There is also, of course, a [alse reference to “concrete cinpumstances™ - recall
Silvic Berluseoni who, in Seplember 2001, after the widespread critical reaction againse
his remarks on the superiority of Western Christian civilization over Islam, countersd
that the scandal was cooked up by journalists who used his remarks out of context It is
significant that when people defend themselves in this way, they never give us a positive
definiton of the comtext in which such remarks are accepiable (the same happened to the
British representative of Louis Farrakhan, who also claimed that Farrakhan's anti-
Seminc remarks were “torn ot of their proper context”™; when he was given time to
claborate this “proper context™ in a TV interview, he natrally refused o do so), To
put it in Hegelian terms, such a direcr and unspecified reference wo “context”™ is
abstraciinm at i pruvesl

2. Ouoted from Peter Melaren, Che Guevarn, Poaulo Freve, and the Pedagogy of
Renotufion, Oxford: Rowan & Litdeficld 2000, p. oo,

3. See Jurgen Habermas, {dc News Undbersichilichheit, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag
1985,

4. Heve 1 draw on Anna Kornblub, "The Family Man™, unpublished manuscript
(UCLA, March 2001).

5. Theodor W. Adorno, Vermdschle Schrifien 1, Frankbourt: Suhrkamp Verlag 1997,
p. 404

6. Furthermore, the struggle against Eurocentric racism often generates a racism of
its cwn. Shepard Krech's The Beological Indian: Myth and History (New York: Norion
1999) demonsirates convincingly how the myth of Native Americans living in undis-
turhed balance with nature, instead of trying to dominate and transform i, is the
wltimate racist myth, implicitl reducing Native Americans to beings who, like animals,
left no traces on their land, while “aggressive” Western man cultivated i1, This notion
ohliterates the key fact that the preservation and conservation of nataral resources are
decidedly Western concepts, foreign in fundamental ways to a Native American world-
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7. For ihis notion, see Chapter 8 of Slavaj Fizek, The Plague of Farteses, London and
MWew York: Verso 1997

8. Conspiracy theortes are the obverse of the Enlightenment conviction that Reason
(rational conscicus intention) rules the world: il this is the case, then Reason's very
{apparent) failure to establish i reign bas 10 be accounted for in the terms ol Reason
— not simply as Beason's failure to master the romplexity of real life, but as the vesalt
of some dark powers which are rationafly ploting against the rule of Reason {from the
idea that the masses ave ignorant and act against their interests becawse reacionary
forces of religion are manipulating them 1o the Sialinist noton thar, behind the
*difficulties” in rthe construction of socialisim, tere must be some couner-revalutionary
plot), Does not all this confirm Adorne’s and Horkheimer's thesis that modern ant-
Semitism {the conspiracy theory par exvellemee) is grounded in the Enlightenment?

4. I owe this example to Anna Kommbluh (UCLA), whose unpublished paper
“Multiculuralism and Multnational Corporate Capilism” includes a justified imitigue
of some of my finmulations concerning muldculturalism in Chapter 4 of The Ticklish
Subfect (London and New York: Verso 1999),

10 Mclarcn, Che Grevgrz, p. x,

11. Donglas Kellner, Madia Culture, London: Routedge 1995, p. 97,

12, Parallel wo this attitde of “respect for the Cther’s specific eustoms™, which in
Fact involves a hwuiliating condescension, i the false imposed subjectivization we often
encounter in the pedagogical process: after cxplaining some point in an allegedly
“objective”, impartial way, the teacher tns 10 a pupil and asks him: "Now, in order to
prove that you were able to follow my explanation, please put it is your swn words . .7

13. The “bourgeois™ way out of this predicunent is the displacement of tolerance on
to the Siate: the State should be neaoral, indifferent, so that we, indivitduals, can go on
hating and struggling, while the State goaraneecs the neuoral frame which prevents us
from actuallty hurting orhers.

14. There iz, of course, an element of pargal puih in this position. | mysell am
mindful of how, every time 1 visit my Western friends, they explain to me in detail the
real stakes of the post-Yogoslay war, everything | ahvays wanted 0 know about Slovene
nationalism and “egotism”, amd 0 on - an exemplary case of Leftist racism, if ever
there was one. The way to fight it, however, is to provide a hetter concrete analysis, not
to counter them with *Only someone from ex¥ugoslavia can really grasp whar the war
was abowt.”

15. Alain Badiou, Dun désasre abrenr, Paris: Editions de 1'Aube 1008, p. 50,

16. See Richard Rorty, Contingency, Frony, Safidarity, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press 1985,

Along similar lines, Habermas, Rorty's great opponent, elevates the risc of the
“public sphere” ol civil socicty, the spuce of free discussion that mediies beiween
private lives aodd polidcal/state apparatuses in the Enlightenment era, The problem is
that this spare of enlightened public debate was always redoubled by the fear of the
irratiomal /passionate erowd which can, through contamination {what Spinoea called
fmitatio affecti), cxplode into murderows violence based on superstitions manipulated by
priests or other ideclogues. So the enlightened space of mtonal debater was always
based on cermin cxclusions: on the exclusion of those who were nol considered
“rational” enough {the lower classes, women, children, savages, criminals . ) — they
needed the pressure of “irrational”™ authority W keeép them in check: that is to say, for











































































