
Why Is Every Act a Repetition! 

3.1 Beyond "DtsMMiive Just ice" 

Why was Chandler's Playback a failure? 

The obvious failure of Raymond Chandler's last novel, Playback 
(1958), is usually explained by the decline of his creative impetus which 
is then tracked down to his alcoholism, born of despair after his wife's 
death; yet the function of this escape into psychology is, as always, to 
allow us to elude the inherent logic of the failure. In order to detect it, 
one has to bear in mind that Playback grew out of a screenplay written 
in 1947-1948 which, due to a series of unfortunate circumstances, was 
never shot; here is Chandler's initial treatment for the screenplay: 

The crucial week in the life of a girl who decides to spend it m 
a tower suite in a hotel, under an assumed name, her identity 
thoroughly concealed with great care, to accept what comes, and 
at the end of the week to jump to her death. 

During this 'week the frustrations and tragedies of her life are 
repeated in capsule form, so that it almost appears that she 
brought her destiny with her, and that wherever she went the 
same sort of thing would happen to her.1 

What we have here is the skeleton of an entire ethical narrative: at the 
beginning, there is a forced choice which marks the subject's existence 
with guilt (the traumatic death of the girl's husband in Playback}-, this 
traumatic situation is then repeated, "replayed," opening up to the subject 
the possibility to "redeem" himself/herself by means of a suicidal act. 
The crucial change brought about by novellzatlon was of course the in-
troduction of the first-person narrative: the story is now told as it is seen 
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through the eyes of Philip Marlowe and thus changed into a "normal" 
hard-boiled detective novel. Therein consists the ultimate reason of its 
failure: it endeavors to incorporate into the hard-boiled universe a sub-
jective position (an ethical attitude) which is formally excluded from it, 
i.e., the presence of which renders visible the falsity of the very perspective 
from which the story is being told. To put it briefly, the subjective position 
of Marlowe—a cynical romantic sticking to his values against the wicked 
world whose corruption is embodied in the femme fatale—is founded 
upon the misrecognition of the ethical attitude embodied in the girl's 
suicidal act. Which is why the interest of Playback (the novel) consists 
in its very failure: as the confrontation of two incompatible logics (in-
compatible since one of them implies the "repression" of the other), it 
reveals the inherent limitation of the hard-boiled universe. 

We encounter the same ethical narrative of the act qua suicidal repe-
tition of a forced choice in William Styron's Sophie's Choice. The trau-
matic original situation takes place in a German concentration camp 
where a Nazi officer confronts Sophie with an impossible choice: she has 
to choose one of her two children to survive, while the other will be sent 
to a gas chamber; if she refuses to make the choice, both of them will 
die. Driven into a corner, Sophie chooses the younger son, thus con-
tracting a burden of guilt which drives her into madness. At the end of 
the novel, she exculpates herself by means of a suicidal gesture: torn 
between her two loves, a psychotic failed artist to whom she is indebted 
for saving her life after her arrival in America, and a young beginning 
writer, she chooses the first and together they commit suicide.2 Although 
"Sophie's choice" functions today as a true casum evoked in numerous 
ethical treatises, one should note how, as a rule, attention is focused on 
the original situation of forced choice and on its disturbing ethical im-
plications (How should one perform in such a situation? Is not the proper 
attitude to refuse the choice as such, whatever the costs?), whereas the 
problem of repetition, i.e., of the suicidal act by means of which the subject 
can later exculpate himself, is singularity absent from the debate. 

"Distributive justice" and its exception 

This uneasiness betrays the fact that "Sophie's choice" subverts far 
more than the hard-boiled universe: it saps the very foundations of the 
notion of justice which regulates our everyday commerce, namely the 
notion of "distributive justice." Let us just recall its most elaborate ar-
ticulation, John Rawls's Theory of Justice,3' an at tempt to give liberal 
ethics a radical antiutilitarian, Kantian twist. In a thoroughly Kantian 
fashion, Rawls "evacuates" the ethical domain, i.e., empties it of all 
"pathological" (contingent, empirical) objects. That is to say, Rawls's 
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crucial thesis is his affirmation of the primacy of Justice over the good: 
justice has to be defined prior to and independently of what we take for 
good, it cannot be deduced from the notion of good. In contemporary 
secular societies in which a multitude of world views coexist, every par-
ticular, determinate notion of the supreme good is experienced as an 
ultimately "contingent" entity; consequently, no unity—the ideological 
"cement" holding them together—can be defined in the terms of some 
common good. What is thereby refuted is also every form of utilitarianism 
which renders Justice dependent on the "calculus of pleasures," on the 
maximizing of the Good for the greatest possible number of people—to 
refer to psychoanalytical terminology, Rawls takes up a position "beyond 
the pleasure principle," as well as beyond its inherent prolongation, the 
reality principle. This is what is at stake in the distinction he elaborates 
between the rational and the reasonable: the Rational consists of the 
"calculus of pleasures," of the economy of expenses and gains at the level 
of the reality principle, it is the agency which tells us when it is profitable 
to renounce the present pleasure for the sake of the long-term gain, i.e., 
to obey a social norm although this obedience is detrimental to our short-
term interests; whereas Justice concerns ethical principles which are to 
be followed irrespective of the "rational" consideration of our "patho-
logical," contingent interests. Rawls's central notion of the "veil of ig-
norance" aims precisely at this erasure of the subject's "pathological" 
considerations: the ethical subject acts as if he does not know where (which 
position within society) he speaks from, he is constituted by means of this 
abstraction from his position of enunciation. 

The paradox of the subject of Justice is thus that the total transparency 
of his object entails the total impenetrability of the place from which he 
speaks: on the one hand, he is supposed to be totally informed about the 
society on which he is called to pass a judgment, about the position of 
all its subjects, about their interests and their views; on the other hand, 
the reverse of this supposition of total knowledge is a radical ignorance 
of the way the subject himself is "embedded" in the social universe—a 
"reasonable" judgment must express a standpoint which the subject 
would agree with even if his position on the social scale were the lowest.4 

This erasure of the "pathological" content of the subject's position of 
enunciation can be written in Lacanian mathems as S —»$, i.e., the passage 
from the "pathological" subject full of particular interests to the emptied, 
"barred," subject of Justice; in other words, the subject is irreducibly split 
into the "pathological" subject made of "flesh and blood" and the ethical 
subject, a kind of symbolic fiction, an abstract participant of the "original 
situation" in which the social contract was made. The status of this social 
contract—the symbolic pact qua original social fact prior to any utilitarian 
"calculus of interests"—is also that of a symbolic fiction: the only way 
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to pass a coherent ethical judgment on the present state of actual society 
is to proceed from the fiction of the "original situation" in which the 
subjects concluded the social contract, covering with the "veil of igno-
rance" the "pathological" determination of themselves qua beings of flesh 
and blood. The Lacanian notion of the Ego-Ideal (as opposed to the ideal 
ego) is to be located precisely at this fictitious place of the "original 
situation," the place from which the subject looks at himself so that he 
is able to pass ethical judgment—that is to say, judgment on the distri-
bution of goods, since, according to Rawls, Justice ultimately concerns 
the distribution of goods, i.e., is distributive justice. 

However, as was demonstrated by Jean-Pierre Dupuy, 5 "Sophie's 
choice" presents a limit case which, like the apocryphal grain of sand, 
disturbs the logical mechanism of distributive justice. The crucial point 
is that "Sophie's choice" is not just another case of the standard sacrificial 
situation in which we sacrifice the rights of the individual for the larger 
benefit of the community (as in a situation of extreme interethnic tensions 
where the utilitarian logic tells us that it is "rat ional" to put to death 
some innocent individuals since we know that this sacrifice will calm 
passions and thus spare a far greater number of lives). It is easy to defend 
the antiutilitarian liberal standpoint against such a logic of the scapegoat 
into which the collective guilt is projected: one has simply to affirm the 
right of the individual not to be wronged for the sake of the allegedly 
higher interests of the community. Yet, in "Sophie's choice," nobody is 
less harmed if she refuses the choice: in this case, both of the children 
die. In other words, this situation does stand Rawls's test of the "veil of 
ignorance": even if one occupies the position of the sacrificed child, the 
"reasonable" thing to do is to accept the sacrifice since the victim does 
not lose anything by it, only others gain. As pointed out by Dupuy, what 
we encounter here is not just the limit of utilitarianism but the limit of 
reason as such: "Sophie's choice" is not only "rational" but also "rea-
sonable" in Rawls's sense, yet our ethical intuition tells us unmistakably 
that there is something wrong with it . . . Consequently, the paradox 
"Sophie's choice" presents for Rawls's theory is the following: the fun-
damental attitude of this theory is "antisacrificial," i.e., its ultimate aim 
is to undermine the traditional ethics of the individual's sacrifice for the 
benefit of the communi ty and to replace it with the ethics of tolerance, 
of individual rights, etc.; yet its own axioms, when applied to "Sophie's 
choice," legitimate the sacrificial choice. In this sense, we can say that 
this version of the sacrificial situation presents a "blind spot" of Rawls's 
theory: a strange body which is ultimately incompatible with it, yet which, 
at the same t ime, cannot be inherently refuted and therefore has to be 
excluded (sacrificed?) in advance if the theory is to maintain its consistency. 
In a somewhat naive formulation, we could say that Rawls' ethics is "not 
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made for sacrificial situations": Rawls does not offer a better answer of 
how to act in a sacrificial situation, what he offers are rather principles 
which, if followed, prevent the very rise of sacrificial situations.6 

Sacrifice, traditional and utilitarian 

It may seem that we have condensed in the figure of "sacrificial logic" 
two incompatible ethical attitudes, the traditional communitarian one 
and the utilitarian one; however, it can be shown that we are dealing here 
with a split inherent to sacrificial logic which concerns a shift in the status 
of knowledge. The traditional sacrificial logic was described in a para-
digmatic way by Rene Girard: 7 guilt is projected onto the scapegoat whose 
sacrifice allows us to establish social peace by localizing violence; as if 
in recognition of this beneficial role he plays, the victim thus gains the 
aura of sanctity. The crucial component of this "generative scapegoating" 
is of course that society "really believes" in the scapegoat's guilt: the 
"social function" of the scapegoating lies in its by-product, in the way it 
guarantees the social pact, yet it can perform this function only insofar 
as it is not directly posited as its aim. The utilitarian sacrifice implies on 
the contrary a cynical-manipulative attitude: the organizer of the scape-
goating in no way believes in the victim's guilt, his point is simply that 
one has to give preference to the interests of the community over the 
rights of the individual—the individual's sacrifice is acceptable insofar as 
it prevents the disintegration of the social fabric. The problem with this 
cynical-"enlightened" logic of the sacrifice is that it presupposes and needs 
the "other" ("ordinary people") in the role of the simpleton who "really 
believes" in the scapegoat's guilt—otherwise, there is no point in the 
sacrifice. To render visible the dubious nature of this presupposition, we 
have only to think of the Stalinist monster trials as the most explicit 
form of cynical-utilitarian sacrificial logic (apart from fascist anti-Semi-
tism): the answer to the question "Did the prosecutors really believe in 
their victim's guilt?" is far more difficult and ambiguous than it may 
seem. A " t rue" Stalinist would probably say: even if, on the level of 
immediate facts, the accused are innocent, they are all the more guilty 
on a deeper level of historical responsibility—by the very insistence on 
their abstract-legal innocence, they have given preference to their indi-
viduality over the larger historical interests of the working class expressed 
in the will of the Party . . . This argument clearly resumes the paradox 
of the sacred space at work in traditional sacrificial logic: as soon as a 
man finds himself occupying the place of the sacred victim, his very being 
is stigmatized and the more he proclaims his innocence, the more he is 
guilty—since his guilt resides in his very resistance to the assumption of 
"guilt," i.e., the symbolic mandate of the victim conferred on h im by the 
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community. What the victim has to do in order to be "equal to his task" 
is therefore to assume the burden of guilt in full consciousness of his 
innocence: the more he is innocent, the greater is the weight of his 
sacrifice. 

In other words, the reference to the simpletons who are supposed to 
"really believe" in the victim's guilt and for the sake of whom the entire 
spectacle of scapegoating is staged, is deeply ambiguous: by means of it, 
the utilitarian manipulator transposes onto the other his own (uncon-
scious) belief, like the parents who "of course do not believe in Santa 
Claus, we just pretend to believe in order not to disappoint our chil-
dren . . . " The break separating the manipulating utilitarian who justifies 
scapegoating by its social benefits from traditional sacrificial logic is there-
fore far less clear-cut than it may seem, it is rather a case of continuous 
gradation: manipulation itself must be supported by the presupposition 
of a naive believer, and traditional sacrifice itself is never "pure" but 
contains always an element of "manipulat ion." To put it succinctly, the 
split is inherent to both versions of the sacrifice, both resort to the fe-
tishistic logic of " I know very well (that the victim is innocent), but 
nevertheless . . . " This continuous passage is rendered possible by their 
common feature: the assumption that "sacrifice pays," which results from 
the foundation of ethics in the common Good. On the other hand, the 
Kantian revolution, by repudiating this foundation of ethics in the com-
mon Good (and its corollary, the ethical valuation of an act by its actual 
consequences), 8 breaks without reserve with the sacrificial logic in its 
traditional as well as its utilitarian versions—from what quarter then do 
the paradoxes arise with which Rawls becomes entangled in his endeavor 
to elaborate the contours of a n antisacrificial ethics? 

Le pere . .. 

At this precise point, a reference to psychoanalytic theory comes to 
our assistance: the fundamental insight behind the notions of the Oedipus 
complex, incest prohibition, symbolic castration, the advent of the Name 
of the Father, etc., is that a certain "sacrificial situation" defines the very 
status of man qua "parletre," "being of language." That is to say, what 
is the entire psychoanalytic theory of "socialization," of the emergence 
of the subject from the encounter of a presymbolic life substance of "en-
joyment" and the symbolic order, if not the description of a sacrificial 
situation which, far from being exceptional, is the story of everyone and 
as such constitutive! This constitutive character means that the "social 
contract ," the inclusion of the subject in the symbolic community, has 
the structure of a forced choice, the subject supposed to choose freely his 
communi ty (since only a free choice is morally binding) does not exist 
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prior to this choice, he is constituted by means of it. The choice of com-
munity, the "social contract," is a paradoxical choice where I maintain 
the freedom of choice only if I "make the right choice": if I choose the 
"other" of the community, I stand to lose the very freedom, the very 
possibility of choice (in clinical terms: I choose psychosis). What is sac-
rificed in the act of choice is of course the Thing, the incestuous Object 
that embodies impossible enjoyment—the paradox consisting in the fact 
that the incestuous Object comes to be through being lost, i.e., that it is 
not given prior to its loss. For that reason, the choice is forced: its terms 
are incomparable, what I cede in order to gain inclusion in the community 
of symbolic exchange and distribution of goods is in one sense "all" (the 
Object of desire) and in another sense "nothing at all" (since it is in itself 
impossible, i.e., since, in the case of its choice, I lose all). This is the 
point which clearly marks the specificity of psychoanalysis: all other the-
ories conceive the incest prohibition as a term in an act of exchange 
which ultimately "pays," whereby the subject gets something in return 
(cultural progress, other women, and so forth), whereas psychoanalysis 
insists that the subject gets nothing in exchange (and also gives nothing). 9 

In short, this renunciation is "pure," a pure negative gesture of withdrawal 
which constitutes the space of possible gains and losses, i.e., of the dis-
tribution of goods: women become an object of exchange and distribution 
only after the "mother thing" is posited as prohibited. Therein consists 
the psychoanalytic reading of Kant: the primacy of Justice over the Good 
implies that the supreme Good (the Thing in itself qua incestuous Object) 
is posited as impossible/unattainable. 

In the last years of his teaching, Lacan formulated this choice as the 
alternative of "lepere oupire," "the Father or worse"—the choice is no t 
between good and bad but between bad and worse. The forced choice of 
community, i.e., the subordination to the authority of the Name of the 
Father, is "bad" since, by means of it, the subject "gives way as to his 
desire," and thus contracts an indelible guilt (as Lacan says, the only 
thing that the subject can be guilty of in psychoanalysis is to give way 
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as to his desire). 1 0 Th is guilt constitutive of the subject, which is at the 
root of what Freud calls the "discontent" that pertains to culture, can 
help us to explain why the Lacanian mathem for the subject is $, that is 
to say: the subject crossed off, evacuated, reduced to the empty gesture 
of a forced choice. Which is why the time for the subject is never present: 
the subject constitutes himself when, all of a sudden, the presubjective 
X is posited as the one who has already chosen; social reality is "sub-
jectivized" when, all of a sudden, it is imputed to the subject as something 
that he has freely chosen. 1 1 Consequently, the scheme of alienation that 
Lacan proposes in his Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis 
has to be taken quite literally, as a choice between the two signifiers: the 
subject cannot "have it all" and choose himself as nonbarred, all he can 
choose is a partial mark, one of the two signifiers, the symbolic mandate 
that will represent h im, designate his place in the intersubjective network, 
function as his stand-in in the Other—in other words, in which he will 
be alienated. In the case of "Sophie's choice," the dyad S,-S 2 can be read 
as the two children out of which she is forced to choose one; in Romeo 
and Juliet, S i - S j is the couple of two Names of the Father, Montague 
and Capulet: if Romeo and Juliet would prefer to remain members of a 
community, one of them would have to renounce his/her Name and 
adjoin the other's. Yet the two of them did not "give way as to their 
desire": by means of their suicidal gesture, they repeated the fundamental 
choice into which they were born by disowning their respective Names, 
separating themselves from the totality of S 1 -S 2 and thereby choosing 
themselves as "worse"; the same as with Sophie who, in her repeated 
choice, chooses herself as "worse," as nonsymbolizable object. The La-
canian mathem for this "worse" element which presents the only alter-
native to the "bad " choice of the Father is namely objet petit a: "le pere 
ou pire" ultimately amounts to the alternative "Father or the objet petit 
a." It is against this background that one has to grasp Lacan's thesis that 
"a madman is the only free man": the " m a d m a n" (the psychotic) is the 
subject who has refused to walk into the trap of the forced choice and 
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to accept that he has "always already chosen"; he took the choice "se-
riously" and chose the impossible opposite of the Name of the Father, 
i.e., of the symbolic identification which confers us a place in the inter-
subjective space. Which is why Lacan insists that psychosis is to be "lo-
cated within the register of ethics": psychosis is a mode "not to give way 
as to our desire," it signals our refusal to exchange enjoyment for the 
Name of the Father. ' 2 

... ou pire 

Thereby, we have already indicated that Lacan's last word is not the 
forced choice. The original position of man qua being of language is 
decidedly that of alienation in the signifier (in the symbolic order): the 
first choice is necessarily that of the Father, which marks the subject with 
the indelible guilt pertaining to his very (symbolic) existence. This alien-
ation is best exemplified by the Kantian moral subject: the split subject 
subordinated to the moral imperative, caught in the vicious circle of the 
superego where he is all the more guilty the more he obeys its command. 
Yet Lacan's wager is that it is possible for the subject to get rid of the 
superego pressure by repeating the choice and thus exculpating himself 
of his constitutive guilt. The price of it is exorbitant: if the first choice 
is "bad," its repetition is in its very formal structure "worse" since it is 
an act of separation from the symbolic community: Lacan's supreme 
example is here of course Antigone's suicidal "No!" to Creon. 

Therein consists the Lacanian definition of the authentic ethical act: 
an act which reaches the utter limit of the primordial forced choice and 
repeats it in the reverse sense. Such an act presents the only moment 
when we are effectively "free": Antigone is "free" after she has been 
excommunicated from the community. In our time, such acts seem al-
most unthinkable: their pendants are usually disqualified as " terror ism," 
like the gesture of Gudrun Ensslin, leader of the "Red Army Faction," 
a Maoist "terrorist" organization, who killed herself in the max imum-
security prison in 1978. Her story was told in Margaretha von Trotta 's 
film The Times of Plumb (the parallel between her destiny and that of 
Antigone has already been drawn in Volker Schloendorf s episode in the 
omnibus Germany in Autumn). Today, when Antigone is as a rule "do-
mesticated," made into a pathetic guardian of the community against 
tyrannical state power, it is all the more necessary to insist on the scan-
dalous character of her "No!" to Creon: those who do not want to talk 
about the "terrorist" Gudrun, should also keep quiet about Antigone. 
Was not Antigone's gesture repeated by RAF sympathizers who took part 
in Gudrun's funeral—masked, since they knew they were being filmed by 
the police? What was really disturbing about the RAF "terrorism" was 
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not the b o m b s but the refusal of the forced choice, of the fundamental 
social pact, implied in their attitude. How, then, should one answer the 
reproach that RAF members "went too far" when, in the name of their 
"mad" choice, they suspended the most elementary ethics? One should 
assume i t fully—on condition that "suspension of the ethical" is grasped 
here in its precise Kierkegaardian sense (the obvious "Kierkegaardian" 
overtone of the terms we used to determine the act—"repetition," "choice 
of freedom," "guilt"—should suffice to legitimize this turn). The funda-
mental ethical gesture is the subject's alienation in the universality of the 
symbolic pact, whereas the religious marks the suspension of the ethical, 
i.e., the moment of the " m a d " decision when, instead of the I, the sym-
bolic identity, the universal law, we choose a, the exception, the particular 
object that sticks out from the symbolic order. In short, the leap into the 
religious repeats the ethical forced choice and thereby exculpates us of 
the guilt implied in it. 

Repetition: imaginary, symbolic, real 

Repetition as act is to be distinguished from its other modalities; that 
is to say, the status of the repetition with Kierkegaard is triple, according 
to his triad of the esthetical, ethical, and religious stages (or, to name 
their Lacanian equivalents, Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real) 1 3 

In the esthetical stage, the impossibility of repetition is experienced 
under the guise of the imaginary deadlocks that the subject encounters 
when he endeavors to resuscitate the fullness of past pleasures. In his 
Repetition, Kierkegaard exemplifies this deadlock by means of the failure 
of his (i.e., the narrator's) return to Berlin: every attempt to restore some 
past intense experience is doomed to result in an anticlimax—even if, on 
the level of "reality," the thing is exactly the same (Kierkegaard goes to 
the same restaurants and theaters, visits the same friends), it now leaves 
him cold and indifferent . . . 

In the ethical stage, repetition assumes the form of the universal norms 
of conduct: instead of chasing the elusive moments of esthetical pleasure, 
we rely upon the certitude of repetition. Repetition is a sign of maturity 
when the subject has learned to avoid the twin traps of impatient hope 
in the New and of nostalgic memory of the Old: we find satisfaction in 
the return of the Same, like the happy marital couple who has overcome 
the yearning for exotic adventures, yet is still able to avoid melancholic 
remembrance of past passions. The deadlock which pushes Kierkegaard 
toward the next (religious) stage is of course the experience of how, at 
this stage too, repetition is impossible: the ideal point at which we over-
come the futile yearning for the New without falling into a nostalgic 
backward-directed attitude, is never present as such. The structure of 
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subjective time is such that, from hopeful expectations, from "too early," 
we are thrown all of a sudden into melancholic remembrance, into "too 
late." In other words, the self-referential paradox consists in the fact that 
the ideal point between hope and memory is present precisely and only 
in the mode of hope or memory: in youthful zeal we hope to find peace 
in a beloved spouse one never gets tired of; in old age we remember the 
happy time fulfilled with the reliable rhythm of repetition . . . 

The most succinct determination of the status of repetition in the re-
ligious stage is of course its reflection into itself: insofar as repetition is 
not possible, it is possible to repeat this very experience of impossibility, 
i.e., the failure to attend the Object. This is how Lacan conceives the 
difference between repetition of a signifier and repetition qua traumatic 
encounter with the Real: the repetition of a signifier repeats the symbolic 
trait unaire, the mark to which the object is reduced, and thus constitutes 
the ideal order of the Law, whereas "traumatism" designates precisely 
the reemergent failure to integrate some "impossible" kernel of the Real. 
What Kierkegaard has in mind here is, ultimately, the well-known op-
position of two attitudes to history: when we are thrown into historical 
"becoming," caught in its flow, we experience the abyss of history's 
"openness," we are forced to choose; afterward, when we cast a retro-
spective gaze on it, its course loses the character of "becoming" and 
appears as the manifestation of some "eternal" necessity. It is therefore 
in the name of this abyss of free decision that Kierkegaard turns against 
the retrospective "comprehension of history" which endeavors to account 
for the necessity of what took place: those who "comprehend history" 
are nothing but "backward-turned prophets," they are no better than 
those who pass forward prophecies—both are forgetful of the free decision 
involved in the act of becoming: if we observe the past as necessary, we 
forget that it is something that came into existence.1 4 By means of the 
repetition of the past, we undermine this image of history qua the linear 
process of the unfolding of an underlying necessity and unearth its process 
of becoming: to "repeat" the October Revolution, for example, means 
not to look at it as a link in the chain of historical necessity but to render 
visible the existential deadlock of its participants, the weight of decisions 
they were forced to assume within that unique constellation. 

Kierkegaard's crucial point is that what we have here is precisely rep-
etition, not remembrance: we do not "transpose ourselves into the spirit 
of the past" from a standpoint of an external, neutral gaze; the past 
appears in its "openness," in its possibility, only to those whose present 
situation is threatened by the same abyss, who are caught in the same 
deadlock. In this sense Kierkegaard conceives the Christian attitude as 
the experience of our "simultaneousness with the humiliated Christ of 
the Gospel": in the act of repetition by means of which we became Chris-
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tians we do not identify with Christ qua Master but with a humiliated 
originator of a scandalous act. The same "simultaneousness" with the 
past of catastrophic failures and humiliations is referred to in Walter 
Benjamin's Theses on the Philosophy of History where he determines 
revolution as repetition which suspends linear historical progress: when 
a revolution conceives itself as repetition of past failed revolutionary 
attempts, these attempts are rendered visible in their very "openness," 
as desperate acts to break the "great chain of (historical) being." Revo-
lution "delivers" the past failed attempts by repeating them in their "pos-
sibility, " it retroactively realizes their potentials which were crushed in 
the victorious course of "official" history. 1 5 The specific dimension of 
this repetition, in which, to the gaze of those stigmatized by the utmost 
actual threat, the past appears in its "possibility," is that of theology—it 
is perhaps somewhat easier to understand thus why the concept of rep-
etition was eminently theological for Kierkegaard. 

Repetition and postmodernity 

Now we can approach from a new perspective also the ill-famed prob-
lem of the postmodern loss of proper historical sense, i.e., its lack of 
appreciation of the common tradition which unites us with our past. The 
experience of how we are "embedded" in a historical continuum is al-
legedly superseded by the logic of nostalgia, by the fascination with an 
etheric image of the past wrested from its historical context. Benjamin's 
concept of repetition qua stasis, suspension of the historical continuum, 
forms an appropriate antidote to this reproach, since, in it the two terms 
exchange their respective "value": for Benjamin, " t ru th" lies on the side 
of the anhistorical stasis, whereas History is always "false," a narrative 
of the victor who legitimizes his victory by presenting the previous de-
velopment as the linear continuum leading to his own final triumph. 
How, then, should we deal with this antagonism of the two perspectives 
on history, of the partisans of historicity who deplore the loss of historical 
sensitivity in the postmodern nostalgia and of the Benjaminian reliance 
upon the delivering power of the "anhistorical" repetition which inter-
rupts the historical continuum? The first step is of course to grasp this 
antagonism as inherent to each of the two terms, historicity and anhis-
torical repetition. The "historical sense" is inherently torn between aware-
ness of the way the very place from which we speak is determined by a 
"decentered" historical tradition, and between "historicism," i.e., the 
Master 's gaze which, viewing history from a safe metalanguage distance, 
constructs the linear narrative of "historical evolution." The postmodern 
anhistorical stasis, o n the other hand, is torn between repetition qua 
suspension o f movement by means of which we "synchronize" our men-
aced position with that of our predecessors, and between repetition qua 
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aced position with that of our predecessors, and between repetition qua 
nostalgia, the proper object of which is not the image of the past but 
rather the very gaze enraptured by this image—nostalgia always relies on 
such a reflexive turn, what really fascinates us in it is the gaze still able 
to immerse itself "naively" in the etheric image of the lost past. In both 
cases, the logic of the "fall" (from historical awareness into historicism; 
from repetition qua stasis into nostalgia) is the same, it implies our ex-
clusion from the process, our acquiring an external distance; yet the cru-
cial thing is that in the double form in which this antagonism is expe-
rienced, the terms are linked diagonally (historicity proper is opposed to 
nostalgia and historicism to repetition), so that we obtain a kind of Grei-
masian semiotic square. 

Historici ty Repet i t ion 

His tor ic ism Nostalgia 

The key to this enigma consists in the basic paradox of historicity as 
opposed to historicism: what distinguishes it is precisely the presence of 
an unhistorical kernel. That is to say, the only way to save historicity 
from the fall into historicism, into the notion of the linear succession of 
"historical epochs," is to conceive these epochs as a series of ultimately 
failed attempts to deal with the same "unhistorical" traumatic kernel (in 
Marxism, this kernel is of course the class struggle, class antagonism)— 
in short, to conceive the founding gesture of each new epoch as repetition 
in the precise Kierkegaardian-Benjaminian sense. The most succinct def-
inition of historicism is therefore: historicity minus the unhistorical ker-
nel of the Real—and the function of the nostalgic image is precisely to 
fill out the empty place of this exclusion, i.e., the blind spot of historicism. 
In other words, what the nostalgic image conceals is not the historical 
mediation but on the contrary the unhistorical traumatic kernel which 
returns as the Same through all historical epochs (in Marxist terms, the 
nostalgic image of idyllic precapitalist society as opposed to capitalist 
antagonism ultimately conceals the class struggle which is what remains 
the same in the passage from feudalism to capitalism). 
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"Either/or" redoubled 

The double opposition (historicity vs. nostalgia, historicism vs. repe-
tition) can be arranged into a narrative succession: in a first moment , we 
refuse nostalgic stasis in the name of historical sense; in a second moment, 
we become aware of how this historical sense itself turns into its opposite, 
into historicism, if we do not take into account the unhistorical kernel 
in its midst—the affirmation of historical sense proper implies its punctual 
suspension. This narrative succession offers us also the matrix of Kier-
kegaard's triad esthetical, ethical, religious, where the middle term {eth-
ical) undergoes the same split, which is why the very affirmation of a 
proper ethical attitude entails its punctual suspension. The crucial point 
is that the three moments cannot be "synchronized": we never choose 
among the three positions simultaneously, we choose either within the 
first "either/or," i.e., between the esthetical and the ethical, or within the 
second "either/or," i.e., between the ethical and the religious. First, one 
has to choose either to yield to the pleasure of the moment or to opt for 
the universality of moral law; then, one has to choose either to accept 
the universality of moral law as the ultimate horizon or to be prepared 
to suspend it for the sake of the religious demand. That is to say, the 
problem of the religious suspension of the ethical emerges only after we 
have already chosen the ethical.16 

The shift of perspective at work here can be exemplified by means of 
the dialectic of law and violence: first, law appears as opposed to partic-
ular acts of violence that subvert it, the subject is torn between "path-
ological" impulses to transgress law and between the ethical injunction 
to obey it; then, the ground is suddenly swept from under his feet when 
he experiences how the reign of law itself is founded upon violence, i.e., 
how the imposition of the reign of law consists in the universalization 
of a violence which thereby becomes "legal." This violent reverse of the 
law is—to put it in Kierkegaard's terms—"the law in becoming." The 
experience of this reversal can be rendered palpable apropos of today's 
spontaneous ideological perception of the threats to the existing world 
order: now, with the disintegration of "really existing socialism," the 
neutral, universal medium, the presupposed measure of the "normal" 
state of things, is organized around the notion of capitalist democracy 
(the market, pluralism, etc.), whereas those who oppose it are more and 
more reduced to "irrational," marginal positions ("terrorists," "funda-
mentalist fanatics"). As soon as some political force threatens too much 
the circulation of capital—even if it is, for example, a benign ecological 
protest against woodcutting—it is instantly labeled "terrorist," "irra-
tional," etc. Perhaps, our very survival depends on our capacity to per-
form the above-described reversal and to locate the true source of mad-
ness in the allegedly neutral measure of "normalcy" which enables us to 



Why Is Every Act a Repetition! / 83 

perceive all opposition to it as "irrational." Today when the media bom-
bard us with shocking revelations about different versions of "madness" 
that threaten the "normal" circuit of our everyday lives, from serial killers 
to religious fundamentalists, from Saddam Hussein to narco-cartels, one 
has to rely more than ever on Hegel's dictum that the true source of evil 
is the very neutral gaze which perceives Evil all around. 

In a first approach, all this has nothing to do with Kierkegaard's notion 
of the religious; yet things become clearer as soon as we consider that 
Kierkegaard's aim was to reaffirm the Christian attitude in its "scandal-
ous" reverse, before it settled down into a force of law and order, i.e., to 
reaffirm it as an act, as was the very appearance of Christ in the eyes of 
the keepers of the old law, before Christ was "christianized," made part 
of the new law of Christian tradition. This scandalous "suspension of the 
Ethical" (of the old Jewish law) inherent to the Christian attitude is what 
Kierkegaard wants to resuscitate in his furious polemics against insti-
tutionalized Christianity ("Christendom") that occupied the last years of 
his life. One is here tempted to reread Kierkegaard's insistence that every 
believer must "repeat" Christ's scandal—i.e., Christianity in its "becom-
ing," before it turned into an established necessity—through the per-
spective of G. K. Chesterton's perspicacious remark about how the de-
tective story "keeps in some sense before the mind the fact that 
civilization itself is the most sensational of departures and the most ro-
mantic of rebellions. . . . It is based on the fact that morality is the most 
dark and daring of conspiracies." 1 7 This is what is ultimately at stake in 
the second "either/or": the experience of how the ethical attitude is the 
only true subversion. To paraphrase Chesterton, when the true Christian 
believer stands alone, fearless amid the knives and fists of the servants 
of established necessity, it does certainly serve to remind us that it is the 
agent of belief who is the original and subversive figure, while the esthetic 
footpads yielding to pleasures are merely placid old cosmic conservatives, 
happy in the immemorial respectability of apes and wolves. Or, to par-
aphrase Brecht from his Three-Penny Opera: we enter the religious when 
we say to ourselves "What is a transgression of the law against the 
transgression that pertains to the law itself? What are the petty human 
crimes against the voice of God ordering Abraham the senseless sacrifice 
of his son? Which human crime can approach the cruelty of God's trifling 
with human destiny?" 1 8 

3.2 Identity and Authority 

The "exception reconciled in the universal" 

What one should not miss here is the inherent link between this sus-
pension of the Ethical and Kierkegaard's notion of authority: by means 
of his readiness to sacrifice his beloved son, Abraham attests his uncon-
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ditional submission t o God's authority; if he would judge God's demand 
as to its content ("How can He demand of me something so atrocious?"), 
God's authority would be submitted to his judgment and thereby de-
valorized. In other words, God's proper authority is experienced only in 
the religious suspension of the Ethical: if God would only be a power 
which confers supplementary authority on ethical commands, he would 
lose his proper authority and function as an esthetical supplement to the 
ethics, i.e., a kind of imaginary creature procuring ordinary people, en-
slaved to imagination, to obey the abstract ethical imperatives. As we 
have already pointed out, this religious suspension of the Ethical is not 
its simple external abolition but its inherent condition of possibility, i.e., 
precisely that which confers on the Ethical its identity. The same point 
can be rendered also in terms of the universal and its constitutive ex-
ception: the religious "suspension of the Ethical" refers to an exception 
which does not relate to the universal as its external transgression but, 
precisely qua exception, founds it: 

The rigorous and determinate exception who although he is in 
conflict with the universal still is an offshoot of it, sustains him-
self. . . . The exception who thinks the universal in that he thinks 
himself through; he explains the universal in that he explains 
himself. Consequently, the exception explains the universal and 
himself, and if one really wants to study the universal, one only 
needs to look around for a legitimate exception. The legitimate 
exception is reconciled in the universal. 1 9 

At the very point at which Kierkegaard opposes himself most violently 
to the alleged Hegelian "tyranny of the Universal," he is of course at his 
closest to Hegel: what is the Hegelian "concrete Universal" if not the 
"exception reconciled in the Universal," i.e., the unity of the abstract 
Universal with its constitutive exception? The most ill-famed Hegelian 
example here is of course that of the state qua a rational totality of 
individuals who " m a d e " themselves by means of their labor: the State 
achieves its actuality in the person of the monarch who is immediately, 
i.e., in his very nature, what he is in his symbolic determination (one 
becomes King by birth, not by one's merits). The King's exception is 
therefore an exception "reconciled in the Universal" since it founds it; 
the abstract, prereligious ethical republicanism a la Fichte would of course 
protest against this royal exception, condemning it as an unbearable af-
front to republican principles, it would call upon us to treat the King the 
same way we treat other citizens, whereas the Hegelian speculation dem-
onstrates how the very ethical universality, in order to sustain itself, 
requires an exception, a point at which it is suspended. 2 0 Yet to avoid 
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repeating over again such commonplaces, let us refer to an entirely dif-
ferent domain, to a certain peculiarity of Theodor W. Adorno's style. As 
was pointed out by Fredric Jameson, the rhythm of his essays always 
contains a sudden halt, the refined dialectical analysis is abruptly cut off 
with a proposition which clearly recalls the good old Marxist invectives 
("ideology of late capitalism," "expression of the class position of big 
capital," etc.). Where does the necessity of these repeated lapses into 
"vulgar sociologism" come from? Far from attesting to Adorno's theo-
retical weakness, they present the way thought's constitutive limit is in-
scribed within the thought itself; that is to say, such a "vulgar-sociolog-
ical" reference 

gestures towards an outside of thinking—whether system itself 
in the form of rationalization, or totality as a socioeconomic 
mechanism of domination and exploitation—which escapes rep-
resentation by the individual thinker or the individual thought. 
The function of the impure, extrinsic reference is less to inter-
pret, then, than to rebuke interpretation as such and to include 
within the thought the reminder that it is itself inevitably the 
result of a system that escapes it and which it perpetuates. 2 1 

The crucial point here is that these "vulgar-sociological" references con-
cern the level of content, they point toward the "social content" of the 
interpreted phenomena—thereby, we finally reached the paradox we were 
aiming at all the time. Dialectical analysis is ultimately analysis of form, 
it endeavors to dissolve the positivity of its object in the totality of its 
formal mediations. Within the standard "poststructuralist" perspective, 
it would therefore seem that such "vulgar" references denote the moment 
of "closure," the moment when the given field is "sutured" and blinds 
itself to its constitutive outside. Jameson's point is on the contrary that 
it is precisely such "vulgar-sociological" references which keep the field of 
the analysis ofform open, i.e., which prevent the thought from falling into 
the trap of identity and mistaking its limited form of reflection for the 
unattainable form of thought as such. In other words, the function of the 
"vulgar-sociological" reference is to represent within the notional content 
what eludes notion as such, namely the totality of its own form: in it, 
that which escapes reflection, the form of its own totality, acquires pos-
itive existence under the guise of its opposite. Is it necessary to point out 
how it is precisely here, where Adorno purports to break the closed circle 
of the Hegelian self-transparency of the notion, that he remains thor-
oughly Hegelian? More precisely: it is only here that he attains the proper 
level of the Hegelian speculative identity: what Hegel calls "speculative 
identity" is precisely the identity of the form, of the totality of dialectical 
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mediation which eludes the thought's grasp, with some unmediated bit 
of content referred t o in the "vulgar-sociological" gesture (or, in the case 
of the state, the identity of the state qua rational totality with the "ir-
rational," biological positivity of the King's body). The proper dialectical 
approach therefore includes its own suspension, a point of exception 
which is constitutive of the dialectical analysis. 

That is the ill-famed dialectical "coincidence of the opposites": the 
pure form of dialectical mediation maintains its distance from the pos-
itive content i t mediates only by means of its coincidence with the most 
inert, "nonmediated," remainder of this content; and the Lacanian 
"Rea l" ultimately denotes such a nonmediated leftover which serves as 
a support of the symbolic structure in its formal pureness. 2 2 Yet the 
paradox of identity resides in the fact that it is precisely through this 
remainder of the Real—through this supplementary remark which main-
tains its nonidentity and openness—that the system (Hegelian state, Ador-
no's theoretical edifice) achieves its identity with itself: as Hegel puts it, 
a state without the monarch at its head is not actually a state, and the 
same goes for Adorno's theory which, devoid of the "vulgar-sociological" 
sallies, would remain a maze of disconnected associations. 

The vicious circle of dialectics and its remainder 

By means of taking into account this paradox of the Hegelian notion 
of identity, one can prove false the extremely influential critique of the 
logic of self-reflection proposed in the 1960s by Dieter Henrich; its basic 
argument is that the self-reflective model of self-consciousness necessarily 
implicates us in a vicious circle. 2 3 According to Henrich, the self-reflective 
model of self-consciousness conceives the relationship of consciousness 
to itself as that of mirroring self-objectivization: the consciousness makes 
itself its own object; this capacity to make oneself one's own object by 
way of reflection distinguishes man from animal. In self-consciousness, 
the I splits into the I-subject and the I-object which are at the same time 
identical (self-consciousness consists in their coincidence). Problems arise 
as soon as we consider the fact that self-consciousness does not exist prior 
to self-reflection—the "object" comprehended by consciousness in the act 
of self-consciousness is the very consciousness conscious of itself. This 
way, one necessarily gets entangled in an impasse: if what the I compre-
hends, makes its object in the act of self-reflection is already in itself self-
consciousness, then self-reflection does not explain self-consciousness, 
does not render i ts inherent structure, since it presupposes it as something 
already there; if, on the contrary, the I-object is not in itself self-con-
sciousness, then the I-subject and the I-object are not identical and we 
do no t have to d o with self-consciousness . . . Self-reflection is thus either 
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superfluous (it presupposes as already there what it purports to explain, 
i.e., self-consciousness) or it destroys the phenomenon to be explained 
(insofar as it implies the nonidentity of the I-subject and the I-object). 

Against the background of this critique, Henrich redefines the standard 
textbook image of the relationship between Fichte's and Hegel's philos-
ophy: the fundamental insight of Fichte's thought, its permanent living 
source, is an awareness of this impasse of self-reflection, and his entire 
philosophical development bears witness to the effort to find a way out 
of it. The successive stages of Fichte's philosophy, the new and newer 
drafts of the "doctrine of science (Wissenschaftslehre)," are so many at-
tempts to tackle an insistent traumatic kernel which "returns as the 
same." Fichte first endeavors to extricate himself from it by means of 
the notion of the pure self-positing of the I: he conceives the identity of 
the I with itself (I = I) as the absolute starting point of philosophy. The 
"I" is an activity which coincides absolutely with its own self-positing, 
it "is" only insofar as it posits itself by means of its consciousness of 
itself; as such, it is the original unity of subject and object, of being and 
doing. In more contemporary terms, one could say that what Fichte aims 
at here is the notion of a pure performative: 1 = 1 designates the absolute 
coincidence of the enunciated (the propositional content) with its process 
of enunciation, i.e., a content which consists of nothing but the act of its 
own positing. Here, however, one encounters the first difficulty: the ab-
solute identity of the I with itself qua self-positing, this point of pure self-
transparency, is something that forever eludes the empirical I, since the 
latter is forever entangled in a network of relations to the "non-I ," to the 
objects around it—in Hegelese, the self-positing I remains forever a pre-
supposition: something that is never "posited as such," present in the 
transparency of an actual I. What right do we have then to attribute to 
this pure performative self-positing the character of an " I , " if, precisely, 
it never possesses its fundamental characteristic, the transparent self-
presence? In his late philosophy, Fichte draws the appropriate conclusion 
from the fact that the point which is forever inaccessible to the actual 
subject is the very point of his absolute self-identity, and conceives the 
absolute as transsubjective, as a foundation out of which the I emerges 
. . . It is not difficult to see how this failed encounter (I = I is first 
presupposed, then dethroned and conceived as a moment of some trans-
subjective absolute) repeats the fundamental deadlock of self-reflection.2 4 

The gist of Henrich's critique of Hegel is that this insight into the 
constitutive impasse of self-reflection gets lost with Hegel: Hegel reaffirms 
self-reflection as "absolute," as a circular movement capable of positing 
its own presuppositions, of "sublating" them without rest. 2 5 The price 
Hegel has to pay for this is numerous nonthematized equivocations, hid-
den shifts of meaning, which blur the vicious circle of the movement of 
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reflection: according to Henrich, the only way out of this vicious circle 
is to presuppose a kind of "self-acquaintance (Selbstvertrautheit)" of the 
I which precedes self-reflection, i.e., to avoid reducing self-consciousness 
to self-reflection. However, the notion of dialectical identity whose con-
tours we already designated enables us to point out exactly where this 
criticism misfires: the vicious circle of reflection cannot be an argument 
against Hegel, since Hegel—like Henrich—is not ignorant of the necessity 
to presuppose some surplus which eludes dialectical mediation. Their 
crucial difference lies elsewhere, it concerns the fact that Hegel locates 
this surplus on the opposite end from Henrich: not in an inner "self-
acquaintance," prior to reflective, self-objectivizing distance of the subject 
from itself, but in a radically contingent externality of some material, 
inert, nonrational remainder. This object is the correlate of the subject: 
it confers on the subject the min imum of consistency and thereby pre-
vents the subject from collapsing into the vicious circle's abyss. Let us 
recall again the above-mentioned examples: Adorno's dialectical edifice 
would crumble into its vicious circle without the support in the "dog-
matic ," "vulgar-sociological" propositions; the state qua a rational to-
tality would disintegrate without the body of the monarch qua an idiotic 
remainder of nonmediated nature . . . All these (and numerous other) 
examples follow the same fundamental logic whose most concise expres-
sion is the Hegelian paradox of phrenology "the Spirit is a Bone" : 2 6 the 
true speculative identity is not a sublation of all particular moments in 
a spiritual totality, but the identity of this very totality of rational me-
diation with an inert, immediate, nonrational "piece of the real"—what 
Lacan would call the collapse of the big Other (the rational symbolic 
order) into petit a, the inert leftover. 

In other words, rational totality clings to an inert "piece of the real" 
precisely insofar as it is caught in a vicious circle. For that reason, Hegel 
converts the Fichtean 1 = 1 into the absolute contradiction Spirit = 
Bone, i.e., into the point of absolute nonmirroring, the identity of the 
subject qua void with the element in which he cannot recognize his mirror 
image, with the inert leftover, the bone, the rock, the hindrance which 
prevents the absolute self-transparency of the pure performative: the sub-
ject is posited as correlative to an object which precisely cannot be con-
ceived as the subject's objectivization. And what Henrich calls "prere-
f lec t ive s e l f - a c q u a i n t a n c e " d e s i g n a t e s s i m p l y t h e g e s t u r e of 
"subjectivization" by means of which the subject "forgets" how his ex-
istence clings on an external piece of contingent reality and thereby es-
tablishes himself as self-present inwardness. The step accomplished by 
Hegel is then to conceive the Fichtean deadlock as its own solution: it 
is no t difficult to notice how the paradoxical logic of this inert surplus 
feature repeats the deadlock of reflection: this feature is stricto sensu 
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superfluous (added to the reflective totality of self-mediation), yet si-
multaneously a foreign body which undermines its consistency. 

Identity and fantasy 

Thereby we reach the paradox of a universal feature (quality) the sus-
pension of which maintains its field—the paradox which is ultimately that 
of identity itself: the identity of a state resides in the monarch, this "ir-
rational" supplement which "sticks out" and suspends its essential quality 
(its rational character); the identity of a dialectical analysis resides in the 
"vulgar" lapses which suspend its essential quality (the delicacy of dia-
lectical s t r a t a g e m s ) . . . Therein consists the crucial shift that has to be 
made with reference to the "deconstructionist" commonplaces about 
identity: indeed, identity is impossible, inherently hindered, its consti-
tutive gap is always already sutured by some supplementary feature—yet 
one should add that identity " i t se l f is ultimately nothing but a name 
for such a supplementary feature which "sticks out" and suspends the 
essential quality of the domain whose identity it constitutes. It is therefore 
not sufficient to present "identity of the opposites" as a paradoxical kind 
or species of identity: identity as such is ultimately always already "iden-
tity of the opposites." 

And is not the same paradox of identity at work in the way fantasy 
guarantees the consistency of a socio ideological edifice? That is to say, 
"fantasy" designates an element which "sticks out," which cannot be 
integrated into the given symbolic structure, yet which, precisely as such, 
constitutes its identity. The psychoanalytic clinic detects its fundamental 
matrix in the so-called "pregenital" (anal) object: according to Freudian 
orthodoxy, the fixation on it prevents the emergence of the "normal" 
(genital) sexual relationship; in the Lacanian theory, however, the "object 
is not what hinders the advent of the sexual relationship, as a kind of 
perspective error makes us believe. The object is on the contrary a filler, 
that which fills in the relationship which does not exist and bestows on 
it its fantasmatic consistency."2 7 Sexual relationship is in itself impossible, 
hindered, and the object does nothing but materialize this "original" 
impossibility, this inherent hindrance; the "perspective error" consists 
in conceiving it as a stumbling block to the emergence of the "full" sexual 
relationship—as if, without this troublesome intruder, the sexual rela-
tionship would be possible in its intact fullness. What we encounter here 
is the paradox of the sacrifice in its purest: the illusion of the sacrifice is 
that renunciation of the object will render accessible the intact whole.. In 
the ideological field, this paradox finds its clearest articulation in the anti-
Semitic concept of the Jew: the Nazi has to sacrifice the Jew in order to 
be able to maintain the illusion that it is only the "Jewish plot" which 
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prevents the establishment of the "class relationship," of society as a 
harmonious, organic whole. Which is why, in the last pages of Seminar 
XI, Lacan is fully justified to designate the Holocaust as a "gift of rec-
onciliation": is not the Jew the anal object par excellence, i.e., the partial 
object-stain which disturbs the harmony of the class relationship? One 
is tempted, here, to paraphrase the above-quoted Jacques-Alain Miller's 
proposition: "The Jew is not what hinders the advent of the class rela-
tionship, as the anti-Semitic perspective error makes us believe. The Jew 
is on the contrary a filler, that which fills in the relationship which does 
not exist and bestows on it its fantasmatic consistency."2 8 In other words, 
what appears as the hindrance to society's full identity with itself is ac-
tually its positive condition: by transposing onto the Jew the role of the 
foreign body which introduces in the social organism disintegration and 
antagonism, the fantasy-image of society qua consistent, harmonious 
whole is rendered possible. 

One of the lessons to be drawn from this notion of antagonism is that 
the concept of ideology must be disengaged from the "representationalist" 
problematic: ideology has nothing to do with "illusion," with a wrong, 
distorted representation of its social content. To put it succinctly: a po-
litical standpoint can be quite accurate ("true") as to its objective content 
and yet thoroughly ideological, and vice versa, the idea it gives of its 
social content can prove totally wrong, and yet there is absolutely nothing 
"ideological" about it. Let us take the case of the "vanishing mediator" 
of the process of democratization in the former East Germany, Neues 
Forum. Neues Forum consisted of groups of passionate intellectuals who 
"took socialism seriously" and were prepared to put all at stake in order 
to destroy the compromised system and replace it with the Utopian "third 
way" beyond capitalism and "really existing" socialism. Their sincere 
belief and insistence that they were not working for the restoration of 
Western capitalism, of course, proved to be nothing but an insubstantial 
illusion: with regard to the "factual truth," the position of Neues Forum— 
the position of conceiving the disintegration of the Communist regime 
as the opening up of a possibility to invent some new form of social space 
that would reach beyond the confines of capitalism—was doubtless illu-
sory; however, we could say that precisely as such (as a thorough illusion 
without substance) it was stricto sensu nonidelogical. Neues Forum was 
opposed by the forces who put all their bets on the quickest possible 
annexation to West Germany, i.e., on the inclusion of their country into 
the world capitalist system; for them, the people around Neues Forum 
were nothing but a bunch of heroic daydreamers. This position proved 
accurate—yet it is nonetheless thoroughly ideological. Why? The conform-
ist adoption of the West German model implied the ideological belief in 
the unproblematic, nonantagonistic functioning of late-capitalist "social 
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state," whereas the first stance, although illusionary as to its factual con-
tent (its "enunciated"), by means of its "scandalous" and exorbitant po-
sition of enunication attested to an awareness of the antagonism that 
pertains to late capitalism. This is one of the ways to conceive the La-
canian thesis according to which truth has the structure of a fiction: in 
those confused months of the passage of "really existing socialism" into 
capitalism, the fiction of a "third way" was the only point at which social 
antagonism was not obliterated. Therein consists one of the tasks of the 
"postmodern" criticism of ideology: to designate the elements within an 
existing social order which—in the guise of "fiction," i.e., of the "utopian" 
narratives of possible but failed alternative histories—point toward its 
antagonistic character and thus "estrange" us to the self-evidence of its 
established identity. 

What we have to be attentive to is the inherently authoritarian char-
acter of this feature, that is to say, the inherent link of identity with 
authority: the monarch performs his role as a figure of pure authority, 
as the one who, by means of his "Such is my will!" i.e., of his abysmal 
decision, cuts through the endless series of pro et contra. And does not 
the same hold for Adorno's "vulgar-sociological" outbursts, do they not 
perform the same authoritarian gesture of reference to the Marxist dogma 
which breaks the endless thread of dialectical argumentation? It is by no 
means accidental that tautologies—statements which purport the identity 
with itself of its subject—are the clearest example of ascertaining au-
thority: "Law is law!" "It is so because I say so!" etc.—identity becomes 
"authoritarian" the moment we overlook, in a kind of illusory perspec-
tive, that it is nothing but the inscription of pure difference, of a lack. 2 9 

In this sense, authority is far from being a kind of leftover of the pre-
Enlightenment: it is inscribed in the very heart of the Enlightenment 
project. Not till the Enlightenment did the structure of authority come 
into sight as such, against the background of rational argumentation as 
the foundation of enlightened knowledge. It is a symptomatic fact that 
the first to render visible the outlines of "pure" authority was precisely 
Kierkegaard, one of the great critics of Hegel. 

What one should bear in mind here is that, according to Lacan, 3 0 An-
tigone's defense against Creon's accusations ultimately consists in pre-
cisely such an "authoritarian" tautology: she does not counter Creon's 
arguments with the arguments of her own (she does not oppose to Creon's 
law of polis the subterranean divine law protecting the right of the de-
ceased, as Hegel wrongly assumed), she simply interrupts his flow of 
argumentation by insisting that "I t is so because it is so!" that "My brother 
is my brother!" . . . The best way to render visible the logic of her defense 
is perhaps to evoke Saul Kripke's notion of the "rigid designator," of a 
signifier which designates the same object "in all possible worlds," i.e., 
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even if all of its positive properties were changed. 3 1 The "rigid designator" 
thus fixes the real kernel of the designated object, what, in it, "always 
returns to its p lace" (Lacan's definition of the real)—in the case of Po-
lynices, it designates his absolute individuality that remains the same i 
beyond the changing properties that characterize his person (his good or ' 
evil deeds). The "law" in the name of which Antigone insists on Polyn-
ices's right to burial is this law of the "pure" signifier, prior to every \ 
positive law tha t judges our deeds: it is the law of the Name which fixes I 
our identity beyond the eternal flow of generation and corruption. 3 2 ; 

Socrates versus Christ f 

The crucial text in which Kierkegaard delineates the break between the 
traditional and the "modern" (i.e., for him, Christian) status of knowledge 
is his Philosophical Fragments. At first sight, this text does not belong 
to philosophy but rather to an intermediate domain between philosophy 
proper and theology: it endeavors to delimitate the Christian religious 
position from the Socratic philosophical one. Yet its externality to phi- f 

losophy is of the same kind as that of Plato's Symposion: it circumscribes 
the discourse's frame, Le., the intersubjective constellation, the relation-
ship toward the teacher, toward authority, which renders possible the 
philosophical (or Christian) discourse. In this sense, the Fragments are 
to be read as the repetition of Plato's Symposion (repetition in the precise 
meaning this term receives with Kierkegaard): their aim is to perform 
Plato's gesture in new circumstances, within the new status that knowl-
edge acquired with the advent of Christianity. Both texts, Symposion as 
well as Philosophical Fragments, are texts on love and transference which 
form the basis of every relationship with the teacher qua "subject sup- r 
posed to know." Kierkegaard's starting point is that all of philosophy 
from Plato to Hegel is "pagan," i.e., embedded in the pagan (pre-Chris-
tian) logic of knowledge and remembrance: our life as that of finite in-
dividuals by definition takes place in an aftermath, since all that really 
matters has always already happened; up till the Hegelian Er-Innerung, 
knowledge is therefore always conceived as a retrospective remembrance/ : 
internalization, a return to the "timelessly past being," "das zeitlos gew-
esene Sein" (Hegel's determination of essence). True, the transient, finite 
subjects attain eternal truth at some determinate instant in the t ime of 
their lives; once the subject enters the truth, however, this instant is f 
abrogated, cast away like a useless ladder. Which is why Socrates is quite 
justified in comparing himself with a midwife: his j o b is just to enable i 
the subject to give b i r th to the knowledge already present in him, so the 
supreme recognition one can grant to Socrates is to say he was forgotten 
the moment we found ourselves face to face with truth. With Christ, it ; 
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is just the opposite which holds: the Christian truth, no less eternal than 
the Socratic one, is indelibly branded with an historical event, the mo-
ment of God 's incarnation. Consequently, the object of Christian faith 
is not the teaching, but the teacher: a Christian believes in Christ as a 
person, not immediately in the content of his statements; Christ is not 
divine because He uttered such deep truths, His words are true because 
they were spoken by Him. The paradox of Christianity consists in this 
bond linking the eternal truth to an historical event: I can know eternal 
truth only insofar as I believe that the miserable creature who two thou-
sand years ago walked around Palestine was God. 

Motifs which, according to the philosophical common knowledge, de-
fine the post-Hegelian reversal—the affirmation of the event, of the in-
stant, as opposed to the timeless, immovable truth; the priority of ex-
istence (of the fact that a thing exists) over essence (over what this thing 
is); etc.—acquire here their ultimate background. That which is "eternal" 
in a statement is its meaning, abstracted from the event of its enunciation, 
from its enunciation qua event: within the Socratic perspective, the truth 
of a statement resides in its universal meaning; as such, it is in no way 
affected by its position of enunciation, by the place from which it was 
enunciated. The Christian perspective, on the other hand, makes the truth 
of a statement dependent on the event of its enunciation: the ultimate 
guarantee of the truth of Christ's words is their utterer's authority, i.e., 
the fact that they were uttered by Christ, not the profundity of their 
content, i.e., what they say: 

When Christ says, "There is an eternal life"; and when a the-
ological student says, "There is an eternal life"; both say the 
same thing, and there is no more deduction, development, pro-
fundity, or thoughtfulness in the first expression than in the 
second; both statements are, judged aesthetically, equally good. 
And yet there is an eternal qualitative difference between them! 
Christ, as God-Man, is in possession of the specific quality of 
authority. 3 3 

Kierkegaard develops this "qualitative difference" apropos of the abyss 
that separates a "genius" from an "apostle": "genius" represents the high-
est intensification of the immanent human capacities (wisdom, creativity, 
and so forth), whereas an "apostle" is sustained by a transcendent au-
thority which a genius lacks. This abyss is best exemplified by the very 
case where it seems to disappear, namely the poetic exploitation of re-
ligious motifs: Richard Wagner, for example, in his Parsifal, used Chris-
tian motifs as means to invigorate his artistic vision; he thereby esthe-
ticized them in the strict Kierkegaardian sense of the term, i.e., made use 
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of t hem with their "artistic efficacy" in mind—religious rituals like the 
uncovering of the Grail fascinate us with their breathtaking beauty, yet 
their religious authori ty is suspended, bracketed. 3 4 

The paradoxes of authority 

If, however, the t ruth claim of a statement cannot be authorized by 
means of its inherent content, what is then the foundation of its authority? 
Kierkegaard is here quite outspoken: the ultimate and only support of a 
statement of authority is its own act of enunciation: "But now how can 
an Apostle prove that he has authority? If he could prove it physically, 
then he would not be an Apostle. He has no other proof than his own 
statement. That has to be so; for otherwise the believer's relationship to 
h im would be direct instead of being paradoxical." 3 3 When authority is 
backed up by an immediate physical compulsion, what we are dealing 
with is not authority proper (i.e., symbolic authority), but simply an 
agency of brute force: authority proper is at its most radical level always 
powerless, it is a certain "call" which "cannot effectively force us into 
anything," and yet, by a kind of inner compulsion, we feel obliged to 
follow it unconditionally. As such, authority is inherently paradoxical; 
first, as we have just seen, authority is vested in a certain statement insofar 
as the immanen t value of its content is suspended—we obey a statement 
of authority because it has authority, not because its content is wise, 
profound, etc.: 

Authority is a specific quality which, coming from elsewhere, 
becomes qualitatively apparent when the content of the message 
or of the action is posited as indifferent. . . . To be prepared to 
obey a government department if it can be clever is really to 
make a fool of it. To honor one's father because he is intelligent 
is impiety. 3 6 

Yet at the same t ime Kierkegaard seems to purport the exact opposite 
of this priority of the teacher over the teaching: an apostle—a person in 
w h o m God's authority is vested—is reduced to his role of a farr ier of 
some foreign message, he is totally abrogated as a person, all that matters 
is the content of the message: ' 

Just as a man , sent into the town with a letter, has nothing to 
do with its contents, but has only to deliver it; just as a minister 
who is sent to a foreign court is not responsible for the content 
of the message, but has only to convey it correctly: so, too, an 
Apostle has really only to be faithful in his service, and to carry 
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out his task. Therein lies the essence of an Apostle's life of self-
sacrifice, even if he were never persecuted, in the fact that he is 
"poor, yet making many rich." 3 7 

An apostle therefore corresponds perfectly to the function of the sig-
nifying Reprdsentanz; the invalidation of all "pathological" features (his 
psychological propensities, etc.) makes out of him a pure representative 
whose clearest case is a diplomat: 

We mean by representatives what we understand when we use 
the phrase, for example, the representative of France. What do 
diplomats do when they address one another? They simply ex-
ercise, in relation to one another, that function of being pure 
representatives and, above all, their own signification must not 
intervene. When diplomats are addressing one another, they are 
supposed to represent something whose signification, while con-
stantly changing, is, beyond their own persons, France, Britain, 
etc. In the very exchange of views, each must record only what 
the other transmits in his pure function as signifier, he must not 
take into account what the other is, qua presence, as a man who 
is likable to a greater or lesser degree. Interpsychology is an 
impurity in this exchange. The term Reprdsentanz is to be taken 
in this sense. The signifier has to be understood in this way, it 
is at the opposite pole from signification.3 8 

Therein consists the paradox of authority: we obey a person in whom 
authority is vested irrespective of the content of his statements (authority 
ceases to be what it is the moment we make it dependent on the quality 
of its content), yet this person retains authority only insofar as he is 
reduced to a neutral carrier, bearer of some transcendent message—in 
opposition to a genius where the abundance of his work's content ex-
presses the inner wealth of its creator's personality. The same double 
suspension defines the supreme case of authority, that of Christ: in his 
Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard points out how it is not enough 
to know all the details of the teacher's (Christ's) life, all he has done and 
all his personal features, in order to be entitled to consider oneself his 
pupil—such a description of Christ's features and deeds, even if truly 
complete, still misses what makes Him an authority; no better is the fare 
of those who leave out of consideration Christ qua person and concentrate 
on His teaching, endeavoring to grasp the meaning of every word he ever 
uttered—this way, Christ is simply reduced to Socrates, to a simple mid-
dleman enabling us the access to the eternal truth. If, consequently, 
Christ's authority is contained neither in his personal qualities nor in the 
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content of his teaching, in what does it reside? The only possible answer 
is: in the empty space of intersection between the two sets, that of his 
personal features and that of his teaching, in the unfathomable X which 
is "in Christ more than Himself'—in this intersection which corresponds 
exactly to what Lacan called objet petit a. 

The "impossible" performative 

As it is clear from the quoted passage from Lacan's Four Fundamental 
Concepts, the paradox of this double suspension is ultimately the paradox 
of the signifier itself. A signifier is by definition a pure representative 
which "has nothing to do with its signified content, but has only to deliver 
i t" (to conceive the meaning of the word "fish," one has to obliterate all 
its immediate physical features); the necessary reverse of this is, however, 
the signifier's constitutive authority: in the symbolic order, the purely 
formal network of differential features has priority over the content (the 
"signified") of its individual components, i.e., its "signified" is ultimately 
posited as secondary and indifferent. To refer to the terms of speech-acts 
theory, this paradox is the "impossible" point of intersection between 
constative and performative—the true stumbling block of this theory. 
That is to say, already in John Austin's How to Do Things with Words, 
the passage from the opposition performative/constative to the triad lo-
cution/illocution/perlocution and to the subsequent classification of il-
locutionary acts betrays a fundamental theoretical deadlock. Far from 
being a simple elaboration of the original insight into how one can "do 
things with words ," the transposal of performative into illocutionary act 
entails a certain radical loss: already at the level of an immediate, "naive" 
approach, one cannot avoid the impression that, in the course of this 
passage, what was truly subversive in the notion of performative some-
how gets lost. On the other hand, it is clear that Austin was impelled to 
accomplish this passage from performative to illocutionary act by an 
insufficiency of the couple performative/constative itself. The taxonomy 
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of illocutionary acts proposed by John Searle3 9 has the advantage of en-
abling us to locate this lack by producing the point of intersection between 
Austin I and Austin II: one of the species of illocution ("declarations") 
coincides with the "pure" performative. 

The starting point of Searle's taxonomy is the "direction of fit" between 
words and the world implied by the different species of speech acts: in 
the case of assertives, the direction of fit is words to world (when I say 
"There is a table in the room next door," the condition of satisfaction 
of this proposition is that the content of the utterance corresponds to the 
designated state of things, i.e., that there really is a table in the room 
next door); in the case of directives, the direction of fit is world to words 
(when I say "Shut the door!" the condition of satisfaction of this prop-
osition is that the act in the world follows, realizes, the uttered command, 
i.e., that the addressee effectively shuts the door and that he does it 
because of my command and not for other reasons). The "trickiest case," 
as Searle puts it, is, however, declarations: their direction of fit is double, 
world to words as well as words to world. Let us take the proposition 
"The meeting is closed"—what does the speaker accomplish by pro-
nouncing it? He brings about a new state of things in the world (the fact 
that the meeting is closed), the direction of fit is therefore world to w o r d s -
yet how, precisely, does he effectuate it? By stating that the meeting is 
closed, i.e., by presenting, in his utterance, this state of things as already 
accomplished—-in short, he effectuates the act by describing it as effec-
tuated. In the declarations, the speaker "is trying to cause something to 
be the case by representing it as being the case. . . . [I]f he succeeds he 
will have changed the world by representing it as having been so 
changed."4 0 

Every utterance, to be sure, accomplishes the act defined by the illo-
cutionary force that pertains to it; there is, however, a crucial difference 
between declarations and, say, directives. By saying "Shut the door!" I 
accomplish the act of command, but it remains to the addressee to carry 
it out and effectuate the new state of things (to shut the door), whereas 
by saying "The meeting is closed" I effectively close the meeting—only 
declarations contain this "magical power" of effectuating their proposi-
tional content. The direction of fit world to words is here not limited to 
the fact that a new state of things in the world has to follow the utterance, 
since the causality is so to speak immediate: utterance itself brings about 
the new state of things. Yet, as we have just seen, the price to be paid 
for this "magic of the verb" is its "repression": one closes the meeting 
by stating that it is closed, i.e., one pretends to describe an already-given 
state of things—in order to be effective, the "pure" performative (the 
speech act which brings about its own propositional content) has to en-
dure an inner split and assume the form of its opposite, of a constative. 
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I t is in the light of this split that one has to interpret Searle's theory 
of "indirect speech acts," i.e., of the propositions of the type "Can you 
pass the salt?" where the primary illocutionary act (the directive, the 
demand to the addressee to pass the salt) is accomplished by means of 
a secondary illocutionary act (the interrogation concerning the addressee's 
ability to comply with the demand). Searle conceives such propositions 
as "parasitic": their nature is secondary, they presuppose some logically 
prior illocutionary act (in the case of "Can you pass the salt?" the direct 
command "Pass the salt!"). Yet do not "declarations" denote the case 
where "parasi t ism" is in a way originaP. Their primary illocutionary 
dimension (the "magical power" to bring about the prepositional content) 
can manifest itself only under the guise of the assertive, of a statement 
that "it is like that." This paradox offers us a clue to Lacan's thesis 
according to which ontology pertains to the "discourse of the Master": 
the (philosophical) discourse of being 

is simply being on thrust [a la botte], being on order, what will 
have been if you have understood what I have ordered you. The 
entire dimension of being is produced within the movement of 
the discourse of the Master, of the one who, uttering a signifter, 
expects from it what is one of its effects of link not to be ne-
glected, namely that the signifier commands. The signifier is first 
of all imperat ive. 4 1 

The discourse of ontology is thus sustained by an "indirect speech act": 
its assertive surface, its stating that the world "is like that," conceals a 
performative dimension, i.e., ontology is constituted by the misrecog-
nit ion of how its enunciation brings about its propositional content. The 
only way to account for this "magical power" of declarations is by having 
recourse to the Lacanian hypotheses of the "big Other": Searle himself 
has a presentiment of it when he points out that "it is only given such 
institutions as the church, the law, private property, the state and a special 
position of the speaker and hearer within these inst i tut ions" 4 2 that one 
can accomplish a declaration. In Hans Christian Andersen's Emperor's 
New Clothes, all the world knows that the emperor has no clothes, and 
everybody knows that all the world knows it—why, then, does a simple 
public statement that " the emperor has no clothes" blow up the entire 
established network of intersubjective relations? In other words: if ev-
erybody knew it, who did not know it? The Lacanian answer is, of course: 
the big Other (in the sense of the field of socially recognized knowledge). 
Declarations imply the same logic: the meeting is closed when, by means 
of the utterance, "The meeting is closed," this fact comes to the big Other's 
knowledge. 
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When, in his Four Fundamental Concepts, Lacan specifies the Freudian 
"primordial repression" as the "fall of the binary signifier,"4 3 he seems 
to allude precisely to this inherent split of the "pure" performative (of 
the declaration), i.e., to the fact that it can actualize itself only under the 
guise of its opposite. What is "originally repressed," what, in accordance 
with a structural necessity, has to disappear in order that the symbolic 
network can establish itself, is a signifier of the "pure" performative, i.e., 
of a performative which would not assume the form of its opposite, of 
a constative. In this split, in this impossibility of a "pu re" performative, 
the subject of the signifier emerges: his place is the void opened up by 
the fall of the "impossible" binary signifier. That is to say, the gesture 
which constitutes the subject is the empty gesture of a forced choice: 
reality is "subjectivized" when the subject posits as his free choice what 
is forced upon him, i.e., what he encounters as given, positive reality. 
This formal act of conversion of reality qua given into reality qua pro-
duced is founded precisely in the above-described coincidence of "pure" 
performative with its opposite (constative): the performative production 
of reality necessarily assumes the form of stating that "it is so." Because 
of this split, the Lacanian mathem for the subject is $: an empty gesture 
of consenting to what is given as if to one's free choice. 4 4 

The Lacanian Siy the "Master signifier" which represents the subject 
for other signifiers, is therefore the point of intersection between perfor-
mative and constative, i.e., the point at which the "pu re" performative 
coincides with (assumes the form of) its opposite. We can see, now, what 
is lacking to Austin I (that of the "performative") as well as to Austin II 
(that of the "illocutionary force"): a kind of paradoxical, inward-inverted 
topological model where the extreme interior of the "pure" performative 
coincides with the exterior of the constative. This "extimate" point of 
intersection is of course that of authority; its immanent split is best ren-
dered by the ambiguity of the verb " to establish": authority is ultimately 
the name of a gesture which "establishes (constitutes, creates, sets up ) " 
a certain state of things in the very act of "establishing (certifying, stating, 
ascertaining)" that "things are thus." 

Kierkegaard's "materialist reversal of Hegel" 

Such an assertion of authority seems to be the very opposite of the 
Enlightenment whose fundamental aim is precisely to render truth in-
dependent of authority: truth is arrived at by means of the critical pro-
cedure which questions the pro et contra of a proposition irrespective of 
the authority that pertains to its place of enunciation . . . To undermine 
the false evidence of this incompatibility between authority and Enlight-
enment, it suffices to recall how the two supreme achievements of the 
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unmasking of ideological prejudices that grew out of the project of the 
Enlightenment, Marxism and psychoanalysis, both refer to the authority 
of their respective founders (Marx, Freud). Their structure is inherently 
"authoritarian": since Marx and Freud opened up a new theoretical field 
which sets the very criteria of veracity, their words cannot be put to the 
test the same way one is allowed to question the statements of their 
followers; if there is something to be refuted in their texts, this are simply 
statements which precede the "epistemological break," i.e., which do not 
belong under the field opened up by the founder's discovery (Freud's 
writings prior to the discovery of the unconscious, for example). Their 
texts are thus to be read the way one should read the text of a dream, 
according to Lacan: as "sacred" texts which are in a radical sense "beyond 
criticism" since they constitute the very horizon of veracity. For that 
reason, every "further development" of Marxism or psychoanalysis nec-
essarily assumes the form of a "return" to Marx or Freud: the form of 
a (re)discovery of some hitherto overlooked layer of their work, i.e., of 
bringing to light what the founders "produced without knowing what 
they produced," to invoke Althusser's formula. In his article on Chaplin's 
Limelight, Andre Bazin recommends the same attitude as the only one 
which befits Chaplin's genius: even when some details in Limelight appear 
to us aborted and dull (the tedious first hour of the film; Calvero's pathetic 
vulgar-philosophical outbursts; etc.), we have to put the blame on us and 
ask ourselves what was wrong with our approach to the film—such an 
att i tude clearly articulates the transferential relationship of the pupil to 
the teacher: the teacher is by definition "supposed to know," the fault is 
always ours . . . The disturbing scandal authenticated by the history of 
psychoanalysis and Marxism is that such a "dogmatic" approach proved 
far more productive than the "open," critical dealing with the founder's 
text: how m u c h more fecund was Lacan's "dogmatic" return to Freud 
than the American academic machinery which transformed Freud's 
oeuvre into a collection of positive scientific hypotheses to be tested, 
refuted, combined, developed, and so on! Lacan's scandal, the dimension 
of his work which resists incorporation into the academic machinery, 
can be ultimately pinned down to the fact that he openly and shamelessly 
posited himself as such an authority, i.e., that he repeated the Kierke-
gaardian gesture in relationship to his followers: what he demanded of 
them was not fidelity to some general theoretical propositions, but pre-
cisely fidelity to his person—which is why, in the circular letter announc-
ing the foundation of La Cause freudienne, he addresses them as "those 
who love m e . " This unbreakable link connecting the doctrine to the 
contingent person of the teacher, i.e., to the teacher qua material surplus 
that sticks out from the neutral edifice of knowledge, is the scandal ev-
erybody who considers himself Lacanian has to assume: Lacan was not 
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a Socratic master obliterating himself in front of the attained knowledge, 
his theory sustains itself only through the transferential relationship to 
its founder. In this precise sense, Marx, Freud, and Lacan are not "ge-
niuses," but "apostles": when somebody says "I follow Lacan because 
his reading of Freud is the most intelligent and persuasive," he imme-
diately exposes himself as non-Lacanian. 4 5 

This "scandal" of the spot of contingent individuality which smears 
over the neutral field of knowledge points toward what we could designate 
as Kierkegaard's "materialist reversal of Hegel." Hegel ultimately stays 
within the boundary of the "Socratic" universe: in his Phenomenology 
of Spirit, consciousness arrives at the Truth, recollects it and internalizes 
it, via its own effort, by comparing itself with its own immanent Notion, 
by confronting the positive content of its statements with its own place 
of enunciation, by working through its own split, without any external 
support or point of reference. The standpoint of dialectical truth (the "for 
us") is not added to the consciousness as a kind of external standard by 
which the consciousness' progress is then measured: "we," dialecticians, 
are nothing but passive observers who retroactively reconstruct the way 
consciousness itself arrived at the Truth (i.e., the "absolute" standpoint 
without presuppositions). When, at some point of the consciousness' jour-
ney, Truth effectively appears as a positive entity possessing an inde-
pendent existence, as an "in i t se l f assuming the role of the external 
measure of the consciousness's "working through," this is simply a nec-
essary self-deception "sublated" in the further succession of the "expe-
riences of consciousness." In other words—in the words of the relation-
ship between belief and knowledge: the subject's belief in an (external) 
authority which is to be accepted unconditionally and "irrationally," is 
nothing but a transitional stage "sublated" by the passage into reflected 
knowledge. For Kierkegaard, on the contrary, our belief in the person of 
the Savior is the absolute, not abolishable condition of our access to 
truth: eternal truth itself clings to this contingent material externality— 
the moment we lose this "little piece of the real" (the historical fact of 
Incarnation), the moment we cut our link with this material fragment 
(reinterpreting it as a parable of man's affinity with God, for example), 
the entire edifice of Christian knowledge crumbles. 4 6 On another level, 
the same goes for psychoanalysis: in the psychoanalytic cure, there is no 
knowledge without the "presence of the analyst," without the impact of 
his d u m b material weight. Here we encounter the inherent limitation of 
all attempts to conceive psychoanalytic cure on the model of the Hegelian 
reflective movement in the course of which the subject becomes conscious 
of his own "substantial" content, i.e., arrives at the repressed truth which 
dwells deep in him. 4 7 If such were the case, psychoanalysis would be the 
ultimate stage of the Socratic "Know thyself!" and the psychoanalyst's 
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role would be tha t of an accoucheur, a kind of "vanishing mediator" 
enabling the subject to achieve communication with himself by finding 
access to i ts repressed traumas. 

This di lemma comes forth at its clearest apropos of the role of trans-
ference in psychoanalytic cure. Insofar as we remain within the domain 
of the Socratic logic of remembrance, transference is not an "effective" 
repetition but rather a means of recollection: the analysand "projects" 
past t raumas which unconsciously determine his present behavior (the 
repressed and unresolved conflicts with his father, for example) onto his 
relationship to the analyst; by means of the deft manipulation of the 
transferential situation, the analyst then enables the analysand to recall 
the t raumas which were hitherto "acted out" blindly—in other words, the 
task of the analyst is to make evident to the analysand how "he (the 
analyst) is not really the father," i.e., how the analysand, caught in the 
transference, used his relationship to the analyst to stage the past traumas 
. . . Lacan's emphasis is, on the contrary, throughout Kierkegaardian: 
transferential repetition cannot be reduced to remembrance, transference 
is not a kind of " theater of shadows" where we settle with past traumas 
in effigia, it is repetition in the full meaning of the term, i.e., in it, the 
past t rauma is literally repeated, "actualized." The analyst is not father's 
"shadow," he is a presence in front of which the past battle has to be 
fought out "for real." 

Lacan versus Habermas 

The point of the preceding argumentation, of course, is not to defend 
blind submission to authority, but the fact that discourse itself is in its 
fundamental structure "authoritarian" {for that reason, the "discourse of 
the Master" is the first, "founding" discourse in the Lacanian matrix of 
the four discourses; or, as Derrida would say in his writings of the last 
years, every discursive field is founded on some "violent" ethicopolitical 
decision). Out of the free-floating dispersion of signifiers, a consistent 
field of meaning emerges through the intervention of a Master Signifier— 
why? The answer is contained in the paradox of the "finite infinity/ 
totali ty" which, as one knows from Claude Levi-Strauss onward, pertains 
to the very notion of the signifier: the symbolic order in which the subject 
is embedded is simultaneously "finite" (it consists in a limited and ul-
timately contingent network which never overlaps with the Real) and 
"infinite," or, to use a Sartrean term, "totalizing" (in any given language, 
"everything can be told," there is no external standpoint from which one 
can judge its l imitations). Because of this inherent tension, every language 
contains a paradoxical element which, within its field, stands in for what 
eludes it—in Lacanese, in every set of signifiers, there is always "at least 
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one" which functions as the signifier of the very lack of the signifier. This 
signifier is the Master Signifier: the "empty" signifier which totalizes 
("quilts") the dispersed field—in it, the infinite chain of causes ("knowl-
edge") is interrupted with an abyssal, nonfounded, founding act of 
violence. 

The philosophical term for this inversion of the impotence into a con-
stitutive power is, of course, the notion of the transcendental with all its 
inherent paradoxes: the subject experiences as his constitutive power the 
very horizon which frames his vision due to his finitude. For that reason, 
it is precisely the notion of the transcendental which enables us to dis-
tinguish Lacan from, say, Habermas. With Habermas, the status of the 
"disturbances" which vitiate the course of "rational argumentation" by 
way of a nonreflected constraint is ultimately contingent/empirical, these 
"disturbances" emerge as empirical impediments on the path of the grad-
ual realization of the transcendental regulative Idea. Whereas with Lacan, 
the status of the Master Signifier, the signifier of the symbolic authority 
founded only in itself (in its own act of enunciation), is strictly tran-
scendental: the gesture which "distorts" a symbolic field, which "curves" 
its space by introducing in it a nonfounded violence, is stricto sensu 
correlative to its very establishment—in other words, the moment we 
subtract from a discursive field its "distortion," the field itself disinte-
grates ("dequilts"). Lacan's position is therefore the very opposite of that 
of Habermas according to whom the inherent pragmatic presuppositions 
of a discourse are "nonauthoritarian" (the notion of discourse implies 
the idea of a communication free of constraint where only rational ar-
gumentation counts, etc.). 

Lacan's fundamental thesis is that the Master is by definition an im-
postor, the Master is somebody who, upon finding himself at the place 
of the constitutive lack in the structure, acts as if he holds the reins of 
that surplus, of the mysterious X which eludes the grasp of the structure. 
This accounts for the difference between Habermas and Lacan as to the 
role of the Master: with Lacan, the Master is an impostor, yet the place 
occupied by him—the place of the lack in the structure—cannot be abol-
ished, since the very finitude of every discursive field imposes its struc-
tural necessity. The unmasking of the Master's imposture does not abolish 
the place he occupies, it just renders it visible in its original emptiness, 
i.e., as preceding the element which fills it out. Therefrom the Lacanian 
notion of the analyst qua envers (reverse) of the Master: of somebody 
who holds the place of the Master, yet who, by means of his (non)activity, 
undermines the Master's charisma, suspends the effect of "quilting," and 
thus renders visible the distance that separates the Master from the place 
it occupies, i.e., the radical contingency of the subject who occupies this 
place. 
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For that reason, their strategy of subverting symbolic authority is also 
fundamentally different. Habermas simply relies on the gradual reflective 
elucidation of the implicit, nonreflected, prejudices which distort com-
munication, i.e., on the asymptotic approaching to the regulative ideal 
of free, unconstrained communication. Lacan is also "antiauthoritarian," 
he is as far as possible from any kind of obscurantism of the "ineffable," 
he too remains thoroughly attached to the space of "public communi-
cation"—this unexpected proximity of Lacan to Habermas is corrobo-
rated by a procedure, proposed by Lacan, which caused a great amount 
of resistance even among some of his closest followers: la passe, the 
"passage," of an analysand into the place of the analyst. Its crux is the 
intermediate role of the so-called passeurs: the analysand (the passant) 
narrates the results of his analysis, the insights he arrived at, to the two 
passeurs, his peers, who thereupon report on it to the committee (comite 
de la passe)—the committee then decides on the analysand's "passage" 
into the place of the analyst. The idea of these two middlemen who 
channel every contact between the passant and the committee is very 
"Habermasian" indeed: they are here to prevent any kind of "initiatic" 
relationship between the passant and the committee, i.e., to prevent la 
passe from functioning as the transmission of an initiatic knowledge, after 
the model of secret cults: the analysand must be able to formulate the 
results of his analysis in such a way that the two passeurs, these two 
average men who stand in for the common knowledge, are able to trans-
mi t it integrally to the committee—in other words, the detour through 
the field of public knowledge must not affect the "message" in any way. 

The contrast between Habermas and Lacan finds its clearest expression 
apropos of the notion of the "ideal speech situation": Habermas conceives 
it as the asymptotic ideal of intersubjective communication free of con-
straint, where the participants arrive at consensus by means of rational 
argumentation. Contrary to the common opinion, Lacan also knows of 
an "ideal speech si tuation" which undermines the imposture of the Mas-
ter Signifier: it is none other than the analytic situation itself—here, the 
abyss that separates Lacan from Habermas strikes the eyes. In the process 
of psychoanalysis, we also have two subjects speaking to each other; yet 
instead of facing each other and exchanging arguments, one of them lies 
on the couch, stares into thin air and throws out disconnected prattle, 
whereas the other mostly stays silent and terrorizes the first by the weight 
of his oppressive mute presence . . . This situation is "free of constraint" 
in the precise meaning of suspending the structural role of the Master 
Signifier: the analytic discourse qua envers of the discourse of the Master 
transposes us into a state of undecidability, previous to the "quilt ing" of 
the discursive field by a Master Signifier, i.e., in the state of the "free 
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floating" of signifiers—what is "repeated" in it is ultimately the very 
contingency which engendered the analysand's symbolic space. 

And, to conclude by uniting the two slopes of our argumentative edifice, 
is not "exception reconciled in the universal" the most succinct definition 
of act! In this precise sense, an act is always "beyond good and evil": it 
suspends the given ethical standards of good, yet it does so in a way that 
is inherent to the very maintenance of good. In other words, an act does 
not only apply the given ethical standards but redefines them. As to the 
problem of choice, this means that choice becomes an act when its effec-
tuation changes the value of its terms. In a long note to the first chapter 
of Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard exemplifies it by means of the 
choice between freedom and nonfreedom (fall into sin): at the beginning, 
it is possible for me to choose equally between the two terms; however, 
as soon as I choose nonfreedom (sin), I am no longer in a position to 
exchange it for freedom, i.e., I lose the very freedom of choice. 4 8 The 
same goes for all ethical acts: once the decision is taken, the very field 
of choice is transformed. Is it necessary to add how it is precisely this 
paradox of an act of choice changing the value of its terms which escapes 
distributive justice? 

Notes 

1. Raymond Chandler's Unknown Thriller (New York: The Mysterious Press, 
1987), p. XIX. 

2. A homologous repetition of the forced choice is found in a series o f Hol-
lywood films, from Now, Voyager to Deerhunter. in a primordial scene, the 
hero is forced to choose, and this choice, although forced, marks his existence 
with a permanent brand of guilt which is erased when, in a repeated scene 
of choice, he "chooses the impossible" via a gesture of suicidal renunciation 
(Christopher Walken in Deerhunter confronts DeNiro again in Russian rou-
lette in the last days of pre-Communist Saigon and pays off his debt by his 
death; Bette Davis in Now, Voyager renounces her great love when she finds 
herself occupying the place that was once her mother's, since this is for her 
the only way to repay the maternal debt). 

3. Cf. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1971). 
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4. What Rawls does here is simply to give theoretical expression to the everyday 
intuition according to which it is not ethical to change one's judgment when 
one perceives that one's particular interest is affected by it. 

5. Cf. Jean-Pierre Dupuy, "La Theorie de la justice: Une Machine anti-sacri-
ficielle," in Critique 505-6 (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1989). 
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7. Cf. Rene Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1977). 

8. The argument that Kantian ethics can offer as to its actual consequences is 
a new version of the logic of "by-products": the short-term costs of the 
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weighed by the long-term benefits, since the essential by-product of this re-
fusal is that it prevents the advent of situations which call for a sacrificial 
solution. 

9. Cf. Joan Copjec, "The Sartorial Superego," in October 50 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1989). 

10. Consequently, the obscene superego agency is the necessary reverse of the 
choice of the Name of the Father: it was Freud who said that the superego 
draws its energy from the renounced drive. 

11. As to this mechanism, cf. Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Subject of Ideology 
(London: Verso Books, 1989), chapters 5 and 6. 

12. Cf. Jacques-Alain Miller, "Die Lektion der Psychosen," in Wo es war 5-6 
(Vienna: Hora Verlag, 1989). 

13. This congruity of the religious with the Real attests anew Lacan's thesis that 
gods appertain to the Real. 

14. Cf. "Interlude" in Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard's Writings VII 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 73-88. 

15. With regard to the notion of the "vanishing mediator" which becomes in-
visible (i.e., a "missing link") once the change it set in motion reverses into 
a new equilibrium, we could say that repetition in the Kierkegaardian-Ben-
jaminian sense renders visible again the "missing link." For the notions of 
"vanishing mediator" and "missing link," cf. chapter 5 of Slavoj Zizek, For 
They Know Not What They Do (London and New York: Verso Books, 1991). 

16. The same goes also for the Lacanian triad Imaginary—Symbolic, Real: the 
choice is always between the two, i.e., we either have to choose between 
Imaginary and Symbolic (captivation by the imaginary form versus the 
empty symbolic structure: one of the great motifs of the Lacan of the 1950s) 
or between Symbolic and Real (the symbolic network versus the traumatic 
kernel of the Real which eludes its grasp: the focus of the late Lacan). 

17. G. K. Chesterton, "A Defence of Detective Stories," in H. Haycraft, ed., 
The Art of the Mystery Story (New York: Universal Library, 1946), p. 6. 
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18. On another level, the same reversal is to be accomplished apropos of ancient 
Greece, this object of nostalgia par excellence, the originating moment of 
what we call "Western civilization." Classical hermeneutics in its different 
forms, from the Renaissance through the Classicist ideal of Greek harmony 
and temperate beauty up to the Heideggerian themata of Greece as the place 
of original disclosure of the truth of being, treats Greeks as part of our own 
historical continuum, as the starting point of the tradition out of which grew 
the very place from which we speak—in opposition to, let us say, Eskimos 
or Polynesians, who are to be dealt with from an "anthropological" per-
spective, as cultures which are not part of our tradition, as foreign lands to 
which bridges are yet to be constructed. Here, recent French historiography 
performed a true revolution when it assumed toward ancient Greeks the 
"anthropological" attitude and started to treat them as part of a foreign 
tradition, the same way one treats Eskimos or Polynesians. The results of 
such a new reading of Greek sources have been fascinating: instead of the 
"classical" Greece of the polis, of the harmony between individual and com-
munity, of the tragic but well-tempered organic unity of life as opposed to 
Oriental barbarism, we have obtained an "extraneated" image of Greece 
fully integrated into its Mediterranean context, a Greece of wild rituals, 
sacrifices, violence, and myths . . . In short, ancient Greeks did not know 
they were starting a new epoch of reason, they did not become the "dawn 
of Western civilization" until later—until when? To locate this moment, one 
has to draw into the account the opposition between Athens and Rome; 
their respective positions within theoretical mythology are easy to determine 
by means of the Derridean opposition of voice and writing: Greece exem-
plifies the experience of origins, the harmony and tragic authenticity of the 
polis, whereas Rome stands for its disintegration, external understanding as 
opposed to inherent reason, etc. Yet it is crucial that the universal language 
of Western civilization became Latin, the language of oblivion, not Greek, 
the language of authentic roots and origins—why? There is only one answer 
possible: because Greece qua the image of authentic origins came to be in 
the very moment of its loss. In other words, "ancient Greeks" never existed: 
there were Mediterranean "barbarians" who retrospectively, for the Roman 
gaze, became "ancient Greeks." To be sure, Greeks were not "barbarians" 
like the rest, there was a radical break accomplished by them—yet this break 
is not the break between "barbarians" and our nostalgic figure of "ancient 
Greeks" inherited from Rome: if we are to conceive Greeks "in their be-
coming," "in their possibility," we have to unearth the contours o f an un-
precedented act which is the hidden reverse of the figure of "ancient Greeks" 
inherent to our historical tradition. 
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own product—the motif given its ultimate expression in Georg Lukacs's 
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Germany in the early 1970s; cf. Helmut Reichelt, Zur logischen Struktur 
des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970). 

25. Henrich articulated the detailed criticism of the Hegelian "absolute reflec-
tion" in his famous article "Hegel's Logik der Reflexion" (cf. Dieter Henrich, 
Hegel im Kontext (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971). What he has in mind 
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26. The Marxian version of this speculative identity is "the proletariat is 
money": the equation of the proletariat—the pure, substanceless working-
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ence of money. The proletariat establishes itself as pure, substanceless sub-
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opposite, its exchangeability for money, for this piece of dead metal I can 
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ignorance" tells me that, even if I were to occupy the lowest place in the 
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gle. 

34. Such an esthetic attitude toward religion is of course characteristic of ro-
manticism as such; the very title of Chateaubriand's Genie du Christianisme 
(1802) is indicative in this respect: what interests him is not the inherent 
truth and authority of Christian religion but the poetic power of Christian 
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