
subversive nature of philosophy.This crucial dimension is missing in Heidegger’s ac-

count: how, from his beloved pre-Socratics onward, philosophizing involved an “im-

possible” position displaced with regard to any communal identity, be it “economy”

(oikos, the household organization) or polis (the city-state). Like exchange according to

Marx, philosophy emerges in the interstices between different communities, in the frag-

ile space of exchange and circulation between them, a space which lacks any positive

identity. Is this not especially clear in the case of Descartes? The grounding experience

of his position of universal doubt is precisely a “multicultural” experience of how our

own tradition is no better than what looks to us like the “eccentric” traditions of others:

I had been taught, even in my College days, that there is nothing imaginable so strange
or so little credible that it has not been maintained by one philosopher or other, and I
further recognized in the course of my travels that all those whose sentiments are very
contrary to ours are yet not necessarily barbarians or savages, but may be possessed of
reason in as great or even a greater degree than ourselves. I also considered how very
different the self-same man, identical in mind and spirit, may become, according as he
is brought up from childhood amongst the French or Germans, or has passed his whole
life amongst Chinese or cannibals. I likewise noticed how even in the fashions of one’s
clothing the same thing that pleased us ten years ago, and which will perhaps please us
once again before ten years are passed, seems at the present time extravagant and ridicu-
lous. I thus concluded that it is much more custom and example that persuade us than
any certain knowledge, and yet in spite of this the voice of the majority does not afford
a proof of any value in truths a little difficult to discover, because such truths are much
more likely to have been discovered by one man than by a nation. I could not, however,
put my finger on a single person whose opinions seemed preferable to those of others,
and I found that I was, so to speak, constrained myself to undertake the direction of my
procedure.12

Thus Karatani is justified in emphasizing the insubstantial character of the cogito: “It

cannot be spoken of positively; no sooner than it is, its function is lost.”13 The cogito

is not a substantial entity but a pure structural function, an empty place (Lacan’s S/)—

as such, it can emerge only in the interstices of substantial communal systems.The link

between the emergence of the cogito and the disintegration and loss of substantial com-

munal identities is therefore inherent, and this holds even more for Spinoza than for

Descartes: although Spinoza criticized the Cartesian cogito, he criticized it as a positive

ontological entity—but he implicitly fully endorsed it as the “position of the enunci-

ated,” the one which speaks from radical self-doubting, since, even more than Des-

cartes, Spinoza spoke from the interstices of the social space(s), neither a Jew nor a

Christian.

Spinoza is, in effect, the “philosopher as such,” with his subjective stance of double

outcast (excommunicated even from the community of the outcasts of Western civi-

lization); this is why we should use him as a paradigm that enables us to discover the

traces of a similar displacement, a communal “out-of-joint,” with regard to all other

great philosophers, up to Nietzsche, who was ashamed of the Germans and proudly

emphasized his alleged Polish roots. For a philosopher, ethnic roots, national identity,
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and so on, are simply not a category of truth—or, to put it in precise Kantian terms, when

we reflect upon our ethnic roots, we engage in a private use of reason, constrained by con-

tingent dogmatic presuppositions; that is to say, we act as “immature” individuals, not

as free human beings who dwell in the dimension of the universality of reason.This,

of course, does not in any way entail that we should be ashamed of our ethnic roots;

we can love them, be proud of them; returning home may warm our hearts—but the

fact remains that all this is ultimately irrelevant.We should act like Saint Paul who,while

he was proud of his particular identity (a Jew and a Roman citizen), was nonetheless

aware that, in the proper space of the Christian absolute Truth, “there is neither Jew 

nor Greek.” . . .The struggle which truly engages him is not simply “more universal”

than that of one ethnic group against another; it is a struggle which obeys an entirely

different logic: no longer the logic of one self-identical substantial group fighting an-

other group, but of an antagonism that cuts diagonally across all particular groups.

It would be easy to counterargue here that this Cartesian multiculturalist opening

and relativizing of one’s own position is just a first step, the abandoning of inherited

opinions,which should allow us to acquire the absolutely certain philosophical knowl-

edge—the abandoning of the false, unstable home in order to reach our true home.

Did not Hegel himself compare Descartes’s discovery of the cogito to a sailor who, af-

ter drifting around in the sea for a long time, finally catches sight of firm ground? Is

this Cartesian homelessness not just a deceitful strategic move? Are we not dealing here

with a Hegelian “negation of negation,” the Aufhebung of the false traditional home in

the finally discovered conceptual true home? In this sense, was Heidegger not justi-

fied in approvingly quoting Novalis’s determination of philosophy as longing for the

true lost home? Two things should be added here. First, Kant himself is in fact unique

with regard to this topic: in his transcendental philosophy, homelessness remains ir-

reducible; we remain forever split, condemned to a fragile position between the two

dimensions, and to a “leap of faith” without any guarantee. Secondly, is the Hegelian

situation really so clear? Is it not that, for Hegel, this new “home” is in a way homeless-

ness itself, the very open movement of negativity?

Along these lines of the constitutive “homelessness” of philosophy, Karatani

asserts—against Hegel—Kant’s idea of the cosmopolitan “world-civil-society/

Weltburgergesellschaft,” which is not simply an expansion of the citizenship of a nation-

state to the citizenship of a global transnational State; it involves a shift from the prin-

ciple of identification with one’s “organic” ethnic substance actualized in particular

tradition, to a radically different principle of identification—Karatani refers here to

Deleuze’s notion of universal singularity as opposed to the triad individuality-

particularity-generality; this opposition is the opposition between Kant and Hegel. For

Hegel, “world-civil-society” is an abstract notion without substantial content, lacking

the mediation of the particular, and thus the force of full actuality—that is to say, it in-

volves an abstract identification which does not seize the subject substantially; the only

way for an individual to participate effectively in universal humanity is therefore via

full identification with a particular nation-state: I am “human” only as a German,

an Englishman. . . .14 For Kant, on the contrary, “world-civil-society” designates the
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paradox of the universal singularity, of a singular subject who, in a kind of short

circuit, bypassing the mediation of the particular, directly participates in the Univer-

sal. This identification with the Universal is not the identification with an all-

encompassing global Substance (“humanity”), but the identification with a universal

ethico-political principle—a universal religious collective, a scientific collective, a

global revolutionary organization, all of which are in principle accessible to every-

one.This is what Kant, in the famous passage of “What Is Enlightenment?”, means by

“public” as opposed to “private”: “private” is not individual as opposed to communal

ties, but the very communal-institutional order of one’s particular identification; while

“public” is the transnational universality of the exercise of one’s Reason.The paradox

is thus that one participates in the universal dimension of the “public” sphere precisely

as a singular individual extracted from or even opposed to one’s substantial commu-

nal identification—one is truly universal only as radically singular, in the interstices

of communal identities.15

It would be easy to get lost in a nonsystematic deployment of the multitude of par-

allax gaps; my aim here is to introduce a minimum of conceptual order into this mul-

titude by focusing on its three main modes: philosophical, scientific, and political.

First, there is the ontological difference itself as the ultimate parallax which conditions

our very access to reality; then there is the scientific parallax, the irreducible gap between

the phenomenal experience of reality and its scientific account/explanation, which

reaches its apogee in cognitivism, with its endeavor to provide a “third-person” neuro-

biological account of our “first-person” experience; last, but not least, there is the

political parallax, the social antagonism which allows for no common ground between

the conflicting agents (once upon a time, it was called “class struggle”), with its two

main modes of existence on which the last two chapters of this book focus (the par-

allax gap between the public Law and its superego obscene supplement; the parallax

gap between the “Bartleby” attitude of withdrawal from social engagement and col-

lective social action). These three modes account for the tripartite structure of the

book; between each part an interlude is added which applies the conceptual net-

work to a more specific domain (Henry James’s novels; the link between capitalism

and anti-Semitism).

In each of the three parts, the same formal operation is discerned and deployed,each

time at a different level: a gap is asserted as irreducible and insurmountable,a gap which

posits a limit to the field of reality. Philosophy revolves around ontological difference,

the gap between ontological horizon and “objective” ontic reality; the cognitivist brain

sciences revolve around the gap between the subject’s phenomenal self-relating and the

biophysical reality of the brain; political struggle revolves around the gap between an-

tagonisms proper and socioeconomic reality. This triad, of course, is that of the

Universal-Particular-Singular: universal philosophy, particular science, the singularity of the

political.16 In all three cases, the problem is how to think this gap in a materialist way,

which means: it is not enough merely to insist on the fact that the ontological horizon

cannot be reduced to an effect of ontic occurrences; that phenomenal self-awareness
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cannot be reduced to an epiphenomenon of “objective” brain processes; that social

antagonism (“class struggle”) cannot be reduced to an effect of objective socioeco-

nomic forces.We should take a step further and reach beneath this dualism itself, into

a “minimal difference” (the noncoincidence of the One with itself) that generates it.

Since I have written many pages in which I struggle with the work of Jacques Derrida,

now—when the Derridean fashion is fading away—is perhaps the moment to honor

his memory by pointing out the proximity of this “minimal difference” to what he

called différance, this neologism whose very notoriety obfuscates its unprecedented ma-

terialist potential.

If anything, however, this reappraisal is intended to draw an even stronger line

of demarcation from the usual gang of democracy-to-come-deconstructionist-

postsecular-Levinasian-respect-for-Otherness suspects. So—to paraphrase Vladimir

Nabokov’s famous barbed anti-Freudian warning from his Foreword to the English

translation of King, Queen, Knave—as usual, I would like to point out that, as usual (and,

as usual, several sensitive people I like will look huffy), the democracy-to-come del-

egation has not been invited. If, however, a resolute democrat-to-come manages to slip

in, he or she should be warned that a number of cruel traps have been set here and

there throughout the book.

Our everyday academic experience provides a nice example of the Lacanian difference

between the subject of the enunciated and the subject of the enunciation.When, at a

conference, a speaker asks me: “Did you like my talk?”, how do I politely imply that it

was boring and stupid? By saying: “It was interesting. . . .”The paradox is that, if I say

this directly, I say more: my message will be perceived as a personal attack on the very

heart of the speaker’s being, as an act of hatred toward him, not simply as a dismissal

of his talk—in this case, the speaker will have the right to protest: “If you really just

wanted to say that my talk was boring and stupid, why didn’t you simply say that it was

interesting?’’. . . If, however, I sincerely hope that readers will find the present book in-

teresting, then I am nonetheless using this word in a more precise, properly dialectical,

sense: the explanation of a universal concept becomes “interesting” when the particu-

lar cases evoked to exemplify it are in tension with their own universality—how?

In any large American bookstore, it is possible to purchase volumes of Shakespeare

Made Easy, a unique series edited by John Durband and published by Barron’s: a “bilin-

gual” edition of Shakespeare’s plays, with the original archaic English on the left-hand

page and the translation into common contemporary English on the right-hand page.

The obscene satisfaction provided by reading these volumes derives from the fact that

what purports to be a mere translation into contemporary English turns out to be much

more: as a rule, Durband tries to formulate directly, in everyday locution, (what he

considers to be) the thought expressed in Shakespeare’s metaphoric idiom—“To be

or not to be, that is the question”becomes something like:“What’s bothering me now

is: Shall I kill myself or not?” Maybe the only way to de-jargonize a literary classic is

to accept this crazy wager of “retranslating” its text into everyday colloquial speech.
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One can imagine the translation of the most sublime of Hölderlin’s verses into every-

day German:“Wo aber Gefahr ist, wächst das Rettende auch”—“When you’re in deep

trouble, don’t despair too quickly, look around carefully, the solution may be just

around the corner.” Or, in a similar procedure, one can well imagine supplementing

the Heideggerian commentary on some pre-Socratic line with an obscene twist.When,

in Holzwege, apropos of Anaximander,Heidegger deploys all the dimensions of the word

Fug, fügen, of the tension between Fug and Unfug, ontological accord and discord, what

about indulging in speculation about how the f . . . word itself is rooted in this cos-

mic Fug, along the lines of the pagan notion of the universe as resulting from the pri-

mordial copulation of the masculine and feminine cosmic principles (yin and yang, and

so on)—so, to put it in Heideggerian terms, the essence of fucking has nothing to do

with the ontic act of fuck itself; rather it, concerns the harmonious-struggling Fuck-

ing which provides the very composition of the universe.

In the documentary Derrida, in answer to the question of what he would ask some

great classic philosopher if he were to meet him, Derrida immediately snaps back:

“About his sex life.” Here, perhaps, we should supplement Derrida: if we asked this

question directly, we would probably get a common answer; the thing to look for,

rather, would be the theory about sexuality at the level of each’s respective philosophy.

Perhaps the ultimate philosophical fantasy here would be the discovery of a manuscript

in which Hegel, the systematician par excellence, develops a system of sexuality, of sexual

practices contradicting, inverting, sublating each other,deducing all (straight and “per-

verse”) forms from its basic deadlock.17 As in Hegel’s Encyclopaedia, we would first get

the deduction of the main “subjective attitudes toward sex” (animal coupling, pure ex-

cessive lust, expression of human love, metaphysical passion), followed by the proper

“system of sexuality,” organized, as one would expect from Hegel, into a sequence of

triads.The starting point here is copulation a tergo, the sexual act in its animal, presub-

jective immediacy; we then go on to its immediate (abstract) negation: masturbation,

in which solo self-excitation is supplemented by fantasizing. (Jean Laplanche argued

that masturbation-with-fantasy is the elementary, zero-level, form of the properly hu-

man drive as opposed to the animal instinct.) What follows is the synthesis of the two:

the sexual act proper in a missionary position, in which face-to-face contact guaran-

tees that full bodily contact (penetration) remains supplemented by fantasizing.This

means that the “normal” human sexual act has the structure of double masturbation:

each participant is masturbating with a real partner. However, the gap between the raw

reality of copulation and its fantasmatic supplement can no longer be closed; all vari-

ations and displacements of sexual practices that follow are so many desperate at-

tempts to restore the balance of the two.

The dialectical “progress” thus first goes through a series of variations with regard

to the relationship between face, sexual organs, and other bodily parts, and the modes

of their respective uses: the organ remains the phallus, but the opening to be pene-

trated changes (anus,mouth).Then, in a kind of “negation of negation,”not only does

the object to be penetrated change, but the totality of the person who is the partner
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passes into its opposite (homosexuality). In a further development, the goal itself is

no longer orgasm (fetishism). Fist-fucking introduces into this series an impossible

synthesis of hand (the organ of instrumental activity, of hard work) and vagina (the

organ of “spontaneous” passive generation).The fist (focus of purposeful work, the

hand as the most tightly controlled and trained part of our body) replaces the phallus

(the organ out of our conscious control par excellence, since its erection comes and goes

independently of our will), in a kind of correlate to somebody who approaches a state

that should emerge “spontaneously” in a well-planned instrumental way (a poet who

constructs his poems in a “rational”way, for instance, is a poetic fist-fucker).There are,

of course, further variations here which call for their speculative deduction: in mas-

culine masturbation, the vagina, the ultimate passive organ, is substituted by the hand,

the ultimate active organ which passivizes the phallus itself. Furthermore, when the

phallus penetrates the anus, we obtain the correct insight into the speculative identity

of excrementation and insemination, the highest and the lowest.There is no room here

to explore further variations to be deduced: doing it with an animal, with a machine-

doll; doing it with many partners, sadism and masochism. . . .The main point is that

the very “progress” from one form to another is motivated by the structural imbal-

ance of the sexual relationship (Lacan’s il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel), which condemns any

sexual practice to eternal oscillation between the “spontaneous” pathos of self-

obliteration and the logic of external ritual (following the rules).Thus the final out-

come is that sexuality is the domain of “spurious infinity” whose logic, brought to an

extreme,cannot but engender tasteless excesses like those of “spermathon”contests—

how many men can a woman bring to orgasm in an hour, and so on . . . for a true

philosopher, there are more interesting things in the world than sex.

What accounts for the weird (if not—for some, at least—tasteless) character of

this exercise is not the reference to sexual practices as such, but the short circuit be-

tween two spheres which are usually perceived as incompatible, as moving at onto-

logically different levels: that of sublime philosophical speculation and that of the

details of sexual practices. Even if there is nothing which, a priori, prohibits the appli-

cation of the Hegelian conceptual machinery to sexual practices, it nonetheless ap-

pears that the entire exercise is somehow meaningless, a (rather bad) joke. The

unpleasant, weird effect of such short circuits shows that they play a symptomal role

in our symbolic universes: they bring home the implicit, tacit prohibitions on which

these universes rely. One practices concrete universality by confronting a universality

with its “unbearable” example. Of course, Hegelian dialectics can be used to analyze

anything—nonetheless, one is tacitly summoned not to apply it to sexuality, as if this

move would make the very notion of dialectical analysis ridiculous; of course, all

people are equal—nonetheless, one is tacitly summoned to treat some of them as “less

equal,” as if asserting their full equality would undermine the very notion of equality.

This, then, is the nontrivial sense in which I hope readers will find the present book

interesting: insofar as I succeed in my effort to practice concrete universality—to en-

gage in what Deleuze, that great anti-Hegelian, called “expanding the concepts.”
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part i

The Stellar Parallax: 

The Traps of Ontological Difference



chapter 1

The Subject, This “Inwardly Circumcised Jew”



The Tickling Object

Many times I am asked the obvious yet pertinent question about the title of my longest

book (the present one excepted): “So who or what is tickling the ticklish subject?”

The answer, of course, is: the object—however, which object? This, in a nutshell (or,

rather, like a nut within the shell), is the topic of this book.The difference between

subject and object can also be expressed as the difference between the two corre-

sponding verbs, to subject (submit) oneself and to object (protest, oppose, create an

obstacle).The subject’s elementary, founding, gesture is to subject itself—voluntarily, of

course: as both Wagner and Nietzsche, those two great opponents, were well aware,

the highest act of freedom is the display of amor fati, the act of freely assuming what is

necessary anyway. If, then, the subject’s activity is, at its most fundamental, the activ-

ity of submitting oneself to the inevitable, the fundamental mode of the object’s pas-

sivity, of its passive presence, is that which moves, annoys, disturbs, traumatizes us

(subjects): at its most radical the object is that which objects, that which disturbs the

smooth running of things.1Thus the paradox is that the roles are reversed (in terms of

the standard notion of the active subject working on the passive object): the subject is

defined by a fundamental passivity, and it is the object from which movement

comes—which does the tickling. But, again, what object is this?The answer is: the par-

allax object.

The standard definition of parallax is: the apparent displacement of an object (the

shift of its position against a background), caused by a change in observational posi-

tion that provides a new line of sight.The philosophical twist to be added, of course,

is that the observed difference is not simply “subjective,” due to the fact that the same

object which exists “out there” is seen from two different stances, or points of view.

It is rather that, as Hegel would have put it, subject and object are inherently “medi-

ated,” so that an “epistemological” shift in the subject’s point of view always reflects

an “ontological” shift in the object itself.Or—to put it in Lacanese—the subject’s gaze

is always-already inscribed into the perceived object itself, in the guise of its “blind

spot,” that which is “in the object more than the object itself,” the point from which

the object itself returns the gaze. “Sure, the picture is in my eye, but I, I am also in the

picture”:2 the first part of Lacan’s statement designates subjectivization, the depen-

dence of reality on its subjective constitution; while the second part provides a materi-

alist supplement, reinscribing the subject into its own image in the guise of a stain (the

objectivized splinter in its eye). Materialism is not the direct assertion of my inclusion

in objective reality (such an assertion presupposes that my position of enunciation is

that of an external observer who can grasp the whole of reality); rather, it resides in

the reflexive twist by means of which I myself am included in the picture constituted

by me—it is this reflexive short circuit, this necessary redoubling of myself as stand-

ing both outside and inside my picture, that bears witness to my “material existence.”

Materialism means that the reality I see is never “whole”—not because a large part of

it eludes me, but because it contains a stain, a blind spot, which indicates my inclu-

sion in it.
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Nowhere is this structure clearer than in the case of Lacan’s objet petit a, the object-

cause of desire.The same object can all of a sudden be “transubstantiated” into the ob-

ject of my desire: what is just an ordinary object to you is to me the focus of my

libidinal investment, and this shift is caused by some unfathomable X, a je ne sais quoi in

the object which can never be pinned down to any of its particular properties. L’objet

petit a is therefore close to the Kantian transcendental object, since it stands for the un-

known X, the noumenal core of the object beyond appearances, for what is “in you

more than yourself.” L’objet petit a can thus be defined as a pure parallax object: it is not

only that its contours change with the shift of the subject; it exists—its presence can be dis-

cerned—only when the landscape is viewed from a certain perspective. More precisely, objet petit a is

the very cause of the parallax gap, that unfathomable X which forever eludes the sym-

bolic grasp, and thus causes the multiplicity of symbolic perspectives.The paradox here

is a very precise one: it is at the very point at which a pure difference emerges—a dif-

ference which is no longer a difference between two positively existing objects, but a

minimal difference which divides one and the same object from itself—that this dif-

ference “as such” immediately coincides with an unfathomable object: in contrast to

a mere difference between objects, the pure difference is itself an object. Another name for the

parallax gap is therefore minimal difference, a “pure”difference which cannot be grounded

in positive substantial properties. In Henry James’s “The Real Thing,” the painter-

narrator agrees to hire the impoverished “true” aristocrats Major and Mrs. Monarch as

models for his illustrations of a de luxe book. However, although they are the “real

thing,” drawings of them look fake, so the painter has to rely more and more on a low-

class couple: the vulgar Cockney model Miss Churm and the lithe Italian Oronte,

whose imitation of the high-class pose works much better . . . is this not the unfath-

omable “minimal difference” at its purest?

A more complex literary case of this minimal difference is the editorial fate of Tender

Is the Night, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s masterpiece, the sad story of the disintegrating marriage

between the rich American heiress Nicole Warren,a schizophrenic victim of incest, and

Richard Diver, a brilliant young psychiatrist who treated her in Switzerland. In the first

edition, the novel begins years later at the Divers’ villa on the French Riviera, where the

couple live a glamorous life; the story is told from the perspective of Rosemary,a young

American movie actress who falls in love with Dick, fascinated by the Divers’ glitzy

lifestyle. Gradually, Rosemary gets hints of a dark underside of traumas and psychic

breakdowns beneath the surface of this glamorous social life. At this point, the story

moves back into how Dick met Nicole, how they got married in spite of her family’s

doubts, and so on; after this interlude the story returns to the present, continuing the

description of the gradual falling apart of Nicole’s and Dick’s marriage (Dick’s desper-

ate affair with Rosemary,and so on,up to one of the most depressing and hopeless end-

ings in modern literature). For the novel’s second edition, however (the first printing

was a failure), Fitzgerald tried to improve it by rearranging the material in chronolog-

ical order: now the novel begins in 1919 Zurich, with Dick as a young doctor called by

a psychiatrist friend to take over the difficult case of Nicole.3
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Why is neither of the two versions satisfying? Obviously, the first version is the

more adequate one, and not only for purely dramatic-narrative reasons (it first creates

the enigma—what is the secret behind the glitzy surface of the Divers’ marriage?—

and then, after arousing the reader’s interest, proceeds to give the answer). Rosemary’s

external point of view, fascinated by the ideal(ized) couple of Dick and Nicole, is not

simply external. Rather, it embodies the gaze of the social “big Other,” the Ego-Ideal,

for which Dick enacts the life of a happy husband who tries to charm everybody

around him: that is to say, this external gaze is internal to Dick, part of his immanent

subjective identity—he leads his life in order to satisfy this gaze. What this implies,

furthermore, is that Dick’s fate cannot be accounted for in terms of the immanent de-

ployment of a flawed character: to present Dick’s sad fate in this way (in the mode of

a linear narrative) is a lie, an ideological mystification that transposes the external net-

work of social relations into inherent psychological features. I am even tempted to say

that the flashback chapter on the prehistory of Dick’s and Nicole’s marriage, far from

providing a truthful account of the reality beneath the false glitzy appearance, is a

retroactive fantasy, a kind of narrative version of what, in the history of capitalism,

functions as the myth of “primordial accumulation.”4 In other words, there is no di-

rect immanent line of development from the prehistory to the glitzy story proper: the

jump is irreducible here; a different dimension intervenes.

The enigma is: why was Fitzgerald not satisfied with the first version? Why did he

replace it with the clearly less satisfying linear narrative? If we take a closer look, we

can easily discern the limitations of the first version: the flashback after the first part

sticks out—while the jump from the present (the French Riviera in 1929) to the past

(Zurich in 1919) is convincing, the return to the present “doesn’t work,” is not fully

justified artistically.The only consistent answer is therefore: because the only way to

remain faithful to the artistic truth is to “bite the bullet” and admit defeat—to cir-

cumscribe the gap itself by presenting both versions.5 In other words, the two versions

are not consecutive, they should be read structurally (synchronously), like the two

maps of the same village in the example from Lévi-Strauss (developed in detail below).

In short, what we encounter here is the parallax function at its purest: the gap between

the two versions is irreducible, it is the “truth” of both of them, the traumatic core

around which they circulate; there is no way to resolve the tension, to find a “proper”

solution. What at first looks like a merely formal narrative deadlock (how, in what

order, to tell the story) is thus symptomatic of a more radical deadlock that pertains

to the social content itself. Fitzgerald’s narrative failure and his oscillation between the

two versions tells us something about social reality itself, about a certain gap that is

stricto sensu a fundamental social fact. The “tickling object” here is the absent Cause, the

unfathomable X that undermines every narrative solution.

Since l’objet petit a is the object of psychoanalysis, it is no wonder that we encounter

a parallax gap at the very core of psychoanalytic experience.When Jean Laplanche elab-

orates the impasses of the Freudian topic of seduction, he in effect reproduces the pre-

cise structure of a Kantian antinomy. On the one hand, there is the brutal empirical
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realism of the parental seduction: the ultimate cause of later traumas and pathologies

is that children were in fact seduced and abused by adults; on the other hand, there is

the (in)famous reduction of the seduction scene to the patient’s fantasy.As Laplanche

points out, the ultimate irony is that the dismissal of seduction as fantasy passes today

for the “realistic” stance, while those who insist on the reality of seduction end up ad-

vocating all kind of abuse, up to satanic rites and extraterrestrial harassment. . . .

Laplanche’s solution is precisely the transcendental one: while “seduction” cannot be

reduced simply to the subject’s fantasy,while it does refer to a traumatic encounter with

the Other’s “enigmatic message,” bearing witness to the Other’s unconscious, it cannot

be reduced to an event in the reality of the actual interaction between child and his or

her adults either. Seduction is, rather, a kind of transcendental structure, the minimal 

a priori formal constellation of the child confronted with the impenetrable acts of the

Other which bear witness to the Other’s unconscious—and we are never dealing here

with simple “facts,”but always with facts located in the space of indeterminacy between

“too soon” and “too late”: the child is originally helpless, thrown into the world when

he is unable to take care of himself—that is, his or her survival skills develop too late;

at the same time, the encounter with the sexualized Other always, by a structural ne-

cessity, comes “too soon,” as an unexpected shock which can never be properly sym-

bolized, translated into the universe of meaning.6 The fact of seduction is thus that of

the Kantian transcendental X, a structurally necessary transcendental illusion.

The Kantian Parallax

In his impressive book Transcritique,7 Kojin Karatani endeavors to assert the critical po-

tential of such a “parallax view”: confronted with an antinomic stance in the precise

Kantian sense of the term, we should renounce all attempts to reduce one aspect to the

other (or, even more so, to enact a kind of “dialectical synthesis” of opposites); on the

contrary, we should assert antinomy as irreducible, and conceive the point of radical

critique not as a certain determinate position as opposed to another position, but as the

irreducible gap between the positions itself, the purely structural interstice between

them. Kant’s stance is thus “to see things neither from his own viewpoint, nor from the

viewpoint of others, but to face the reality that is exposed through difference (paral-

lax).”8 (Is this not Karatani’s way of asserting the Lacanian Real as a pure antagonism,

as an impossible difference which precedes its terms?) This is how Karatani reads the

Kantian notion of the Ding an sich (the Thing-in-itself, beyond phenomena): this Thing

is not simply a transcendental entity beyond our grasp, but something that is dis-

cernible only via the irreducibly antinomic character of our experience of reality.9

Let us take Kant’s confrontation with the epistemological antinomy which charac-

terized his epoch: empiricism versus rationalism. Kant’s solution is neither to choose

one of these terms nor to enact a kind of higher “synthesis” which would “sublate”

the two as unilateral, as partial moments of a global truth (neither, of course, does he

withdraw into pure skepticism); the stake of his “transcendental turn” is precisely to
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avoid the need to formulate one’s own “positive”solution.What Kant does is to change

the very terms of the debate; his solution—the transcendental turn—is unique in that

it, first, rejects the ontological closure: it recognizes a certain fundamental and irre-

ducible limitation (“finitude”) of the human condition, which is why the two poles,

rational and sensual, active and passive, can never be fully mediated-reconciled—the

“synthesis” of the two dimensions (the fact that our Reason seems to fit the structure

of external reality that affects us) always relies on a certain salto mortale, or “leap of faith.”

Far from designating a “synthesis” of the two dimensions, the Kantian “transcenden-

tal” stands, rather, for their irreducible gap “as such”: the “transcendental” points to

something in this gap, a new dimension which cannot be reduced to either of the two

positive terms between which the gap is gaping.And Kant does the same with regard

to the antinomy between the Cartesian cogito as res cogitans, the “thinking substance,” a

self-identical positive entity, and Hume’s dissolution of the subject in the multitude of

fleeting impressions: against both positions, he asserts the subject of transcendental

apperception which, while displaying a self-reflective unity irreducible to the empir-

ical multitude, nonetheless lacks any substantial positive being—that is to say, it is in

no way a res cogitans. Here, however, we should be more precise than Karatani, who di-

rectly identifies the transcendental subject with transcendental illusion:

yes, an ego is just an illusion, but functioning there is the transcendental apperception
X. But what one knows as metaphysics is that which considers the X as something sub-
stantial. Nevertheless, one cannot really escape from the drive [Trieb] to take it as an em-
pirical substance in various contexts. If so, it is possible to say that an ego is just an
illusion, but a transcendental illusion.10

The precise status of the transcendental subject, however, is not that of what Kant calls

a transcendental illusion or what Marx calls the objectively necessary form of thought.

First, the transcendental I, its pure apperception, is a purely formal function which is

neither noumenal nor phenomenal—it is empty, no phenomenal intuition corre-

sponds to it, since, if it were to appear to itself, its self-appearance would be the “thing

itself,” that is, the direct self-transparency of a noumenon.11 The parallel between the

void of the transcendental subject (S/) and the void of the transcendental object,

the inaccessible X that causes our perceptions, is misleading here: the transcendental

object is the void beyond phenomenal appearances, while the transcendental subject

already appears as a void.12

Perhaps the best way to describe the Kantian break toward this new dimension is

with regard to the changed status of the notion of the “inhuman.” Kant introduced a

key distinction between negative and indefinite judgment: the positive judgment “the

soul is mortal” can be negated in two ways: when a predicate is denied to the subject

(“the soul is not mortal”), and when a non-predicate is affirmed (“the soul is non-

mortal”)—the difference is exactly the same as the one, known to every reader of

Stephen King, between “he is not dead” and “he is un-dead.”The indefinite judgment

opens up a third domain which undermines the underlying distinction: the “undead”
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are neither alive nor dead, they are precisely the monstrous “living dead.”13 And the

same goes for “inhuman”:“he is not human” is not the same as “he is inhuman”—“he

is not human” means simply that he is external to humanity, animal or divine, while

“he is inhuman” means something completely different: the fact that he is neither hu-

man nor inhuman, but marked by a terrifying excess which, although it negates what

we understand as “humanity,” in inherent to being-human. And, perhaps, we should

risk the hypothesis that this is what changes with the Kantian revolution: in the pre-

Kantian universe, humans were simply humans, beings of reason, fighting the ex-

cesses of animal lusts and divine madness, while only with Kant and German Idealism

is the excess to be fought absolutely immanent, the very core of subjectivity itself (this

is why, with German Idealism, the metaphor for the core of subjectivity is Night,

“Night of the World,” in contrast to the Enlightenment notion of the Light of Reason

fighting the darkness all around).14 So when, in the pre-Kantian universe, a hero goes

mad, it means he is deprived of his humanity—that is, animal passions or divine mad-

ness have taken over—while with Kant, madness implies the unconstrained explosion

of the very core of a human being. (In Kafka’s Metamorphosis, Gregor Samsa’s sister Grete

calls her brother-turned-insect a monster—the German word used is “ein Untier,” an

inanimal, in strict symmetry to inhuman.What we get here is the opposite of inhu-

man: an animal which, while remaining animal, is not really animal—the excess over

the animal in animal, the traumatic core of animality,which can emerge “as such”only

in a human who has become an animal.)15

What, then, is this new dimension that emerges in the gap itself? It is that of the

transcendental I itself, of its “spontaneity”: the ultimate parallax, the third space be-

tween phenomena and the noumenon itself, is the subject’s freedom/spontaneity,

which—although, of course, it is not the property of a phenomenal entity, so that it

cannot be dismissed as a false appearance which conceals the noumenal fact that we

are totally caught in an inaccessible necessity—is also not simply noumenal. In a mys-

terious subchapter of his Critique of Practical Reason entitled “Of the Wise Adaptation

of Man’s Cognitive Faculties to His Practical Vocation,” Kant endeavors to answer the

question of what would happen to us if we were to gain access to the noumenal do-

main, to the Ding an sich:

instead of the conflict which now the moral disposition has to wage with inclinations
and in which, after some defeats, moral strength of mind may be gradually won, God
and eternity in their awful majesty would stand unceasingly before our eyes. . . .Thus
most actions conforming to the law would be done from fear, few would be done from
hope, none from duty.The moral worth of actions, on which alone the worth of the
person and even of the world depends in the eyes of supreme wisdom, would not ex-
ist at all. The conduct of man, so long as his nature remained as it is now, would be
changed into mere mechanism, where, as in a puppet show, everything would gestic-
ulate well but no life would be found in the figures.16

In short, direct access to the noumenal domain would deprive us of the very “spon-

taneity” which forms the kernel of transcendental freedom: it would turn us into life-
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less automata—or, to put it in today’s terms, into “thinking machines.”The implica-

tion of this passage is much more radical and paradoxical than it may appear. If we

ignore its inconsistency (how could fear and lifeless gesticulation coexist?), the

inescapable conclusion is that, at the level of phenomena as well as at the noumenal

level, we—humans—are “mere mechanisms” with no autonomy and no freedom: as

phenomena, we are not free, we are part of nature, “mere mechanisms,” totally sub-

mitted to causal links, part of the nexus of causes and effects; as noumena,we are again

not free, but reduced to “mere mechanisms.” (Is what Kant describes as a person who

has direct knowledge of the noumenal domain not strictly analogous to the utilitar-

ian subject whose acts are fully determined by the calculus of pleasures and pains?)

Our freedom persists only in a space in between the phenomenal and the noumenal. It is therefore not

that Kant simply limited causality to the phenomenal domain in order to be able to as-

sert that, at the noumenal level, we are free autonomous agents: we are free only in-

sofar as our horizon is that of the phenomenal, insofar as the noumenal domain

remains inaccessible to us.

Is the way out of this predicament to assert that we are free insofar as we are nou-

menally autonomous, but our cognitive perspective remains restricted to the phe-

nomenal level? In this case, we are “really free” at the noumenal level, but our freedom

would be meaningless if we were also to have cognitive insight into the noumenal do-

main, since that insight would always determine our choices—who would choose

evil, confronted with the fact that the price of doing evil will be divine punishment?

However, does this imagined case not provide us with the only logical answer to the

question “what would a truly free act be,” a free act for a noumenal entity, an act of true

noumenal freedom? It would be to know all the inexorable horrible consequences of

choosing evil, and nonetheless to choose it. This would be a truly “nonpathological” act, an

act of acting with no regard for one’s pathological interests. . . . Kant’s own formula-

tions are misleading here, since he often identifies the transcendental subject with the

noumenal I whose phenomenal appearance is the empirical “person,” thus drawing

back from his radical insight into how the transcendental subject is a pure formal-

structural function beyond the opposition of the noumenal and the phenomenal.

The philosophical consequences of this Kantian parallax are fully explored in the

notion of ontological difference, the focus of Heidegger’s entire thought, which can

be properly grasped only against the background of the theme of finitude.There is a

double doxa on Heidegger’s ontological difference: it is a difference between the What-

ness, the essence of beings, and the mere That-ness of their being—it liberates beings

from subordination to any ground/arche/goal; furthermore, it is a difference not

merely between (different levels of) beings, of reality, but between the All of reality

and something else which, with regard to reality, cannot but appear as “Nothing.”. . .

This doxa is deeply misleading.

With regard to the notion of ontological difference as the difference between what

things are and the fact that they are, the doxa says that the mistake of metaphysics is to

subordinate being to some presupposed essence (sense, goal, arche . . .) embodied in

the highest entity, while ontological difference “de-essentializes” beings, setting them
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free from their enslavement to Essence, letting-them-be in their an-archic freedom—

prior to any “what-for? why?”, and so on, things simply are, they just occur. . . . If, how-

ever, this were Heidegger’s thesis, then Sartre, in Nausea, would also outline ontological

difference at its most radical—does he not describe there the experience of the stupid

and meaningless inertia of being at its most disgusting, indifferent to all our (human)

meanings and projects? For Heidegger, in contrast to Sartre, “ontological difference”

is, rather, the difference between the entities’ stupid being-there, their senseless real-

ity, and their horizon of meaning.

There is a link between ontological and sexual difference (conceived in a purely

formal-transcendental way, along the lines of Lacan’s “formulas of sexuation,” of

course).17 The male side—universality and exception—is literally “meta-physical”

(the entire universe, all of reality, is grounded in its constitutive exception, the highest

entity which is epekeina tes ousias), while the ontological difference proper is feminine:

reality is non-all, but there is nothing beyond-outside it, and this Nothing is Being it-

self. Ontological difference is not between the Whole of beings and their Outside, as

if there were a Super-Ground of the All. In this precise sense, ontological difference

is linked to finitude (Heidegger’s original insight and link to Kant), which means that

Being is the horizon of finitude which prevents us from conceiving beings in their

All. Being cuts from within beings: ontological difference is not the “mega-difference”

between the All of beings and something more fundamental, it is always also that

which makes the domain of beings itself “non-all.”Apropos of “telling all the truth,”

we should again apply the Lacanian paradoxes of the non-All; that is to say, we should

strictly oppose two cases. Because truth is in itself non-all, inconsistent, “antagonis-

tic,” every telling of “all the Truth” has to rely on an exception, on a secret that is withheld; the

opposite case, the telling of non-all truth, does not imply that we keep some part of truth

secret—its obverse is that there is nothing we did not tell.18

This also means that ontological difference is not “maximal,” between all beings,

the highest genus, and something else/more/beyond,but, rather,“minimal,” the bare

minimum of a difference not between beings but between the minimum of an entity

and the void, nothing. Insofar as it is grounded in the finitude of humans, ontological

difference is that which makes a totalization of the “All of beings” impossible—

ontological difference means that the field of reality is finite. In this precise sense, on-

tological difference is “real/impossible”: to use Ernesto Laclau’s determination of

antagonism, in it, external difference overlaps with internal difference.The difference between be-

ings and their Being is simultaneously a difference within beings themselves; that is

to say, the difference between beings/entities and their Opening, their horizon of

Meaning, always also cuts into the field of beings themselves, making it incomplete/

finite.Therein lies the paradox: the difference between beings in their totality and their Being precisely

“misses the difference” and reduces Being to another, “higher” Entity.The parallel between Kant’s an-

tinomies and Heidegger’s ontological difference is to be found in the fact that, in both

cases, the gap (phenomenal/noumenal; ontic/ontological) is to be referred to the

non-All of the phenomenal-ontic domain itself. However, the limitation of Kant was

t
h

e
 s

u
b

j
e

c
t

, 
t

h
is

 “
in

w
a

r
d

l
y

 c
ir

c
u

m
c

is
e

d
 j

e
w

”



that he was not able fully to assume this paradox of finitude as constitutive of the on-

tological horizon:ultimately,he reduced the transcendental horizon to a way in which

reality appears to a finite being (man), with all of it located in a wider encompassing

realm of noumenal reality.

Thus the shift of the place of freedom from the noumenal beyond to the very gap

between phenomenal and noumenal is crucial—is this shift not the very shift from

Kant to Hegel, from the tension between immanence and transcendence to the mini-

mal difference/gap in immanence itself? Hegel, therefore, is not external to Kant: the

problem with Kant was that he produced the shift but was unable, for structural rea-

sons, to formulate it explicitly—he “knew” that the place of freedom is in fact not

noumenal, but the gap between phenomenal and noumenal, but he could not put it

so explicitly, since, had he done so, his transcendental edifice would have collapsed.

Without this implicit “knowledge,” however, there would also have been no transcen-

dental dimension, so that we are forced to conclude that, far from being a stable con-

sistent position, the dimension of the Kantian “transcendental” can sustain itself only

in a fragile balance between the said and the unsaid, through producing something the

full consequences of which we refuse to articulate, to “posit as such.”19 This means

that Karatani is wrong in the way he opposes Kant and Hegel: far from overcoming the

parallax logic,Hegel brings it from the Kantian “in itself” to “for itself.” It is only Hegel

who can think the parallax in its radicality, as the priority of the inherent antagonism

over the multiple/failed reflection of the transcendent/impossible Thing.

Claude Lévi-Strauss’s exemplary analysis, from Structural Anthropology, of the spatial dis-

position of buildings in the Winnebago, one of the Great Lakes tribes, might be of

some help here.The tribe is divided into two subgroups (“moieties”), “those who are

from above” and “those who are from below”; when we ask an individual to draw on

a piece of paper, or on sand, the ground-plan of his or her village (the spatial disposi-

tion of cottages), we obtain two quite different answers, depending on his or her be-

longing to one or the other subgroup. Both perceive the village as a circle; but for one

subgroup there is within this circle another circle of central houses, so that we have two

concentric circles, while for the other subgroup the circle is split in two by a clear di-

viding line. In other words, a member of the first subgroup (let us call it “conservative-

corporatist”) perceives the ground-plan of the village as a ring of houses more or less

symmetrically disposed around the central temple, whereas a member of the second

(“revolutionary-antagonistic”) subgroup perceives his or her village as two distinct

heaps of houses separated by an invisible frontier. . . .20 The point Lévi-Strauss wants

to make is that this example should in no way entice us into cultural relativism, ac-

cording to which the perception of social space depends on the observer’s group-

belonging: the very splitting into the two “relative” perceptions implies a hidden

reference to a constant—not the objective, “actual” disposition of buildings but a

traumatic kernel, a fundamental antagonism the inhabitants of the village were unable

to symbolize, to account for, to “internalize,” to come to terms with, an imbalance

in social relations that prevented the community from stabilizing itself into a
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harmonious whole.The two perceptions of the ground-plan are simply two mutually

exclusive endeavors to cope with this traumatic antagonism, to heal its wound via the

imposition of a balanced symbolic structure. It is here that one can see in what precise

sense the Real intervenes through anamorphosis. We have first the “actual,” “objec-

tive”arrangement of the houses, then its two different symbolizations which both dis-

tort the actual arrangement in an anamorphic way. However, the “Real” here is not the

actual arrangement, but the traumatic core of some social antagonism which distorts

the tribe members’ view of the actual arrangement of the houses in their village.

The Real is thus the disavowed X on account of which our vision of reality is

anamorphically distorted; it is simultaneously the Thing to which direct access is not

possible and the obstacle which prevents this direct access, the Thing which eludes our

grasp and the distorting screen which makes us miss the Thing.More precisely, the Real

is ultimately the very shift of perspective from the first standpoint to the second. Re-

call Adorno’s well-known analysis of the antagonistic character of the notion of soci-

ety: in a first approach, the split between the two notions of society (the Anglo-Saxon

individualistic-nominalistic notion and the Durkheimian organicist notion of society

as a totality which preexists individuals) seems irreducible; we seem to be dealing with

a true Kantian antinomy which cannot be resolved via a higher “dialectical synthesis,”

and elevates society into an inaccessible Thing-in-itself; in a second approach, how-

ever, we should merely take note of how this radical antinomy which seems to pre-

clude our access to the Thing is already the Thing itself—the fundamental feature of

today’s society is the irreconcilable antagonism between Totality and the individual.

This means that,ultimately, the status of the Real is purely parallactic and, as such,non-

substantial: is has no substantial density in itself, it is just a gap between two points of

perspective, perceptible only in the shift from the one to the other.The parallax Real

is thus opposed to the standard (Lacanian) notion of the Real as that which “always

returns to its place”—as that which remains the same in all possible (symbolic) uni-

verses: the parallax Real is, rather, that which accounts for the very multiplicity of ap-

pearances of the same underlying Real—it is not the hard core which persists as the

Same, but the hard bone of contention which pulverizes the sameness into the multi-

tude of appearances. In a first move, the Real is the impossible hard core which we can-

not confront directly, but only through the lenses of a multitude of symbolic fictions,

virtual formations. In a second move, this very hard core is purely virtual, actually non-

existent, an X which can be reconstructed only retroactively, from the multitude of

symbolic formations which are “all that there actually is.”21

In philosophical terms, the topic of parallax confronts us with the key question of

the passage from Kant to Hegel.There are two main versions of this passage (which is

still one of the great dividing lines among philosophers: those—mostly of the analytic

orientation—who think that Kant is the last one who “makes sense,” and that the post-

Kantian turn of German Idealism is one of the greatest catastrophes, regressions into

meaningless speculation, in the history of philosophy; and those for whom the post-

Kantian speculative-historical approach is the highest achievement of philosophy):
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1. Kant asserts the gap of finitude, transcendental schematism, negative access to the
Noumenal (via the Sublime) as the only possible one, and so on, while Hegel’s absolute
idealism closes the Kantian gap and returns to pre-critical metaphysics;

2. It is Kant who goes only halfway in his destruction of metaphysics, still maintaining the
reference to the Thing-in-itself as the external inaccessible entity; Hegel is merely a rad-
icalized Kant, who takes the step from negative access to the Absolute to the Absolute
itself as negativity. Or, to put it in the terms of the Hegelian shift from epistemological
obstacle to positive ontological condition (our incomplete knowledge of the Thing
turns into a positive feature of the Thing which is in itself incomplete, inconsistent): it
is not that Hegel “ontologizes” Kant; on the contrary, it is Kant who, insofar as he con-
ceives the gap as merely epistemological, continues to presuppose a fully constituted
noumenal realm existing out there, and it is Hegel who “deontologizes” Kant, intro-
ducing a gap into the very texture of reality.

In other words, Hegel’s move is not to “overcome” the Kantian division but, rather, to

assert it “as such,” to drop the need for its “overcoming,” for the additional “reconciliation” of

opposites: to gain insight—through a purely formal parallax shift—into how posit-

ing the distinction “as such” already is the looked-for “reconciliation.”The limitation

of Kant is not in his remaining within the confines of finite oppositions, in his inabil-

ity to reach the Infinite, but, on the contrary, in his very search for a transcendent

domain beyond the realm of finite oppositions: Kant is not unable to reach the

Infinite—he is unable to see how he already has what he is looking for.This reversal provides

the key to the infamous “Hegelian triad.”

When we talk about the “Hegelian triad,” the first thing to do is to forget the story

about alienation, loss of the original organic unity, and the return to a “higher” medi-

ated unity.To get a more appropriate idea of it, it is worth recalling the sublime rever-

sal found, among others, in Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations.When, at his birth, Pip is

designated a “man of great expectations,” everybody perceives this as a forecast of his

worldly success; at the end, however, when he abandons London’s false glamour and

returns to his modest childhood community, we become aware that he did live up to

the forecast that marked his life—only by finding the strength to leave the vain thrill of

London’s high society behind does he authenticate the notion of being a “man of great

expectations.”We are dealing here with a kind of Hegelian reflexivity: what changes in

the course of the hero’s ordeal is not only his character, but also the very ethical stan-

dard by which we measure his character. And did not something of the same order

happen at the opening ceremony of the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta,when Muham-

mad Ali lit the Olympic flame with the torch held by a hand shaking violently on ac-

count of his severe illness—when the journalists claimed that, in doing this, he truly 

was “The Greatest” (a reference to Ali’s boastful self-designation decades ago, the title of 

the film about himself in which he starred, and of his autobiography), they, of course,

wanted to emphasize that Muhammad Ali has achieved true greatness now, through his

dignified endurance of his debilitating illness, not when he was enjoying the full adu-

lation of popularity and smashing his opponents in the ring. . . .This is what “negation

of negation” is: the shift of perspective which turns failure into true success.
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The main way to assert the actuality of Hegel—that is, to save him from the accu-

sation that his system is totally outdated metaphysical madness—is to read his thought

as an attempt to establish the normative conditions or presuppositions of our cogni-

tive and ethical claims: Hegel’s logic is not a system of universal ontology, but simply

a systematic deployment of all the ways available to us of making claims about what

there is, and the inherent inconsistencies of these ways. In this reading, Hegel’s start-

ing point is the fact that the fundamental structure of the human mind is self-

reflective: a human being does not simply act, he or she (can) act(s) upon rational

freely assumed norms and motivations, which means that, in order to account for our

statements and attitudes, we can never simply refer to some positive data (natural laws

and processes, divine Reason, God’s Will . . .)—each of these references has to be jus-

tified; its normative binding power has to be somehow accounted for.The problem

with this elegant solution is that, in contrast to the robust direct metaphysical reading

of Hegel as presenting the structure of the Absolute, it is too modest: it silently reduces

Hegel’s logic to a system of global epistemology, of all possible epistemological

stances, and what gets lost to it is the intersection between the epistemological and

ontological aspects, the way “reality” itself is caught in the movement of our know-

ing it (or, vice versa,how our knowing of reality is embedded in reality itself, like jour-

nalists embedded with the US Army units in Iraq).

The Birth of (Hegelian) Concrete Universality 

out of the Spirit of (Kantian) Antinomies

On the southern side of the demilitarized zone in Korea, there is a unique visitors’ site:

a theater building with a large screenlike window in front,opening up onto the North.

The spectacle people observe when they take their seats and look through the window

is reality itself (or, rather, a kind of “desert of the real”): the barren demilitarized zone

with walls, and so on, and, beyond, a glimpse of North Korea. (As if to comply with

the fiction, North Korea has built in front of this theater a pure fake, a model village

with beautiful houses; in the evening, the lights in all the houses are turned on at the

same time, although nobody lives in them.) Is this not a pure case of the symbolic ef-

ficiency of the frame as such? A barren zone is given a fantasmatic status, elevated into

a spectacle, solely by being enframed. Nothing substantially changes here—it is

merely that, viewed through the frame, reality turns into its own appearance. A supreme

case of such an ontological comedy occurred in December 2001 in Buenos Aires, when

Argentinians took to the streets to protest against the current government, and espe-

cially against Cavallo, the economy minister. When the crowd gathered around Ca-

vallo’s building, threatening to storm it, he escaped wearing a mask of himself (sold

in disguise shops so that people could mock him by wearing his mask). It thus seems

that at least Cavallo did learn something from the widespread Lacanian movement in

Argentina—the fact that a thing is its own best mask.What one encounters in tautology (the
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repetition of the same) is thus pure difference—not the difference between the ele-

ment and other elements, but the difference of the element from itself.

The fundamental lesson of Hegel is that the key ontological problem is not that of

reality, but that of appearance: not “Are we condemned to the interminable play of ap-

pearances, or can we penetrate their veil to the underlying true reality?”, but “How

could—in the middle of the flat, stupid reality which just is there—something like

appearance emerge?”The minimal ontology of parallax is therefore that of the Moe-

bius strip, of the curved space that is bent onto itself.That is to say, the minimal paral-

lax constellation is that of a simple frame: all that has to intervene in the Real is an

empty frame, so that the same things we saw “directly” before are now seen through

the frame.A certain surplus-effect is thus generated which cannot simply be cancelled

through “demystification”: it is not enough to display the mechanism behind the

frame, the stage effect within the frame acquires an autonomy of its own. How is this

possible? There is only one conclusion which can account for this gap: there is no

“neutral” reality within which gaps occur,within which frames isolate domains of ap-

pearances. Every field of “reality” (every “world”) is always-already enframed, seen

through an invisible frame.The parallax is not symmetrical, composed of two incom-

patible perspectives on the same X: there is an irreducible asymmetry between the two

perspectives, a minimal reflexive twist. We do not have two perspectives, we have a

perspective and what eludes it, and the other perspective fills in this void of what we

could not see from the first perspective.

One of the minimal definitions of a modernist painting concerns the function of

its frame.The frame of the painting in front of us is not its true frame; there is another,

invisible, frame, the frame implied by the structure of the painting, the frame that

enframes our perception of the painting, and these two frames by definition never

overlap—an invisible gap separates them.The pivotal content of the painting is not

communicated in its visible part, but located in this dis-location of the two frames, in

the gap that separates them.This dimension in-between-the-two-frames is obvious in

Kazimir Malevich (what is his Black Square on White Background if not the minimal mark-

ing of the distance between the two frames?), in Edward Hopper (recall his lone fig-

ures at night in office buildings or diners, where it seems as if the picture’s frame has

to be redoubled with another window frame—or, in the portraits of his wife close to

an open window, exposed to the sun’s rays, the opposite excess of the painted content

itself with regard to what we actually see, as if we see only the fragment of the whole

picture, the shot with a missing countershot), and, again, in Edvard Munch’s Madonna—

the droplets of sperm and the small fetuslike figure from The Scream squeezed in between

the two frames.The frame is always-already redoubled: the frame within “reality” is

always linked to another frame enframing “reality” itself. Once introduced, the gap

between reality and appearance is thus immediately complicated, reflected-into-itself:

once we get a glimpse, through the Frame, of the Other Dimension, reality itself turns into

appearance. In other words, things do not simply appear, they appear to appear.This is why
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the negation of a negation does not bring us to a simple flat affirmation: once things

(start to) appear, they not only appear as what they are not, creating an illusion; they

can also appear to just appear, concealing the fact that they are what they appear to be.

It is this logic of the “minimal difference,” of the constitutive noncoincidence of a

thing with itself, which provides the key to the central Hegelian category of “concrete

universality.” Let us take a “mute” abstract universality which encompasses a set of ele-

ments all of which somehow subvert, do not fit, this universal frame—in this case, is

the “true” concrete universal not this distance itself, the universalized exception? And

vice versa, is not the element which directly fits the universal the true exception? Not

only—as the cliché would have it—is universality based in an exception; Lacan goes

a step further: universality is its exception, it “appears as such” in its exception.This is

what Badiou et al. deployed as the logic of the “supernumerary” element: the excep-

tion (the element with no place in the structure) which immediately stands for the

universal dimension. Christianity first introduced this notion: Christ, the miserable

outcast, is man as such (ecce homo). Democracy—in its true grandeur, not in its post-

political logic of administration and compromise among multiple interests—is part

of the same tradition: the “part of no-part,” those with no proper place within the so-

cial edifice, are directly the universality of “people.”

Universality is not the neutral container of particular formations, their common

measure, the passive (back)ground on which the particulars fight their battles, but this

battle itself, the struggle leading from one particular formation to another. Take

Krzysztof Kieślowski’s passage from documentary to fiction cinema: we do not simply

have two species of cinema, documentary and fiction; fiction emerges out of the in-

herent limitation of the documentary. Kieślowski’s starting point was shared with all

the cineastes in the Socialist countries: the conspicuous gap between the drab social

reality and the bright, optimistic image which pervaded the heavily censored official

media.The first reaction to the fact that, in Poland, social reality was “unrepresented,”

as Kieślowski put it, was, of course, the move toward a more adequate representation

of real life in all its drabness and ambiguity—in short, an authentic documentary

approach:

There was a necessity, a need—which was very exciting for us—to describe the world.
The Communist world had described how it should be and not how it really was. . . .
If something hasn’t been described, then it doesn’t officially exist. So that if we start
describing it, we bring it to life.22

I need only mention Hospital, Kieślowski’s 1976 documentary, in which the camera fol-

lows orthopedic surgeons on a 32-hour shift. Instruments fall apart in their hands, the

electric current keeps breaking, there are shortages of the most basic materials, but the

doctors persevere hour after hour, and with humor. . . . Then, however, the obverse

experience set in, best captured by the slogan used recently to publicize a Hollywood

movie: “It’s so real, it must be fiction!”—at the most radical level, one can portray the

Real of subjective experience only in the guise of a fiction.Toward the end of the doc-
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umentary First Love (1974), in which the camera follows a young unmarried couple

during the girl’s pregnancy, through their wedding, and the delivery of the baby, the

father is shown holding the newborn baby in his arms and crying—Kieślowski re-

acted to the obscenity of such unwarranted probing into the other’s intimacy with the

“fright of real tears.” His decision to move from documentaries to fiction films was

thus, at its most radical, an ethical one:

Not everything can be described.That’s the documentary’s great problem. It catches it-
self as if in its own trap. . . . If I’m making a film about love, I can’t go into a bedroom
if real people are making love there. . . . I noticed, when making documentaries, that
the closer I wanted to get to an individual, the more objects which interested me shut
themselves off.

That’s probably why I changed to features.There’s no problem there. I need a couple
to make love in bed, that’s fine. Of course, it might be difficult to find an actress
who’s willing to take off her bra, but then you just find one who is. . . . I can even buy
some glycerine, put some drops in her eyes and the actress will cry. I managed to pho-
tograph some real tears several times. It’s something completely different. But now I’ve
got glycerine. I’m frightened of real tears. In fact, I don’t even know whether I’ve got
the right to photograph them.At such times I feel like somebody who’s found himself
in a realm which is, in fact, out of bounds.That’s the main reason why I escaped from
documentaries.23

The crucial intermediary in this passage from documentary to fiction is Camera Buff

(1979), the portrait of a man who,because of his passion for the camera, loses his wife,

child, and job—a fiction film about a documentary film-maker. So there is a domain

of fantasmatic intimacy which is marked by a “No trespassers!” sign and should be ap-

proached only via fiction, if one is to avoid pornographic obscenity.This is why the

French Véronique in The Double Life of Véronique rejects the puppeteer: he wants to pene-

trate her too much, which is why, toward the end, after he tells her the story of her

double life, she is deeply hurt and escapes to her father.24 “Concrete universality” is a

name for this process through which fiction explodes documentary from within—

for the way the emergence of fiction cinema resolves the inherent deadlock of docu-

mentary cinema. (Or, in philosophy, the point is not to conceive eternity as opposed

to temporality, but eternity as it emerges from within our temporal experience—or,

in an even more radical way, as Schelling did it, to conceive time itself as a subspecies

of eternity, as the resolution of a deadlock of eternity.)25

This brings us to the very heart of the concept of concrete universality: concrete

universality is not merely the universal core that animates a series of its particular

forms of appearance; it persists in the very irreducible tension, noncoincidence, be-

tween these different levels. Hegel is usually perceived as an “essentialist historicist,”

positing the spiritual “essence” of an epoch as a universal principle which expresses

itself in a specific way in each domain of social life; the modern principle of subjec-

tivity, for example, expresses itself in religion as Protestantism, in ethics as the sub-

ject’s moral autonomy, in politics as democratic equality, and so on.What such a view
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misses is what I am tempted to call temporal parallax: in the complex dialectic of his-

torical phenomena,we encounter events or processes which, although they are the ac-

tualization of the same underlying “principle” at different levels, for that very reason

cannot occur at the same historical moment.

Take the old topic of the relationship between Protestantism, the Kantian philo-

sophical revolution, and the French political revolution. Rebecca Comay recently re-

futed the myth that Hegel’s critique of the French Revolution can be reduced to a

variation of the “German” idea of how the Catholic French had to perform the violent

“real” political revolution because they missed the historical moment of Reformation

which had already accomplished in the spiritual sphere the reconciliation between

spiritual Substance and infinite subjectivity sought after in social reality by the revolu-

tionaries.According to this standard view, the German ethico-aesthetic attitude “sub-

lates” revolutionary violence in the inner ethical order, thus enabling the replacement

of the abstract “terrorist” revolutionary freedom by the concrete freedom of the State

as an aesthetic organic Whole.Already,however, the temporality of this relationship be-

tween the French political revolution and the German spiritual reformation is am-

biguous: all three possible relations seem to overlap here. First, the idea of “sublation”

points toward a succession: the French “immediate” unity of the Universal and the

Subject is followed by its sublation, the German ethico-aesthetic mediation.Then there

is the idea of a simultaneous choice (or lack thereof) which made the two nations fol-

low a different path: the Germans opted for Reformation, while the French remained

within the Catholic universe, and had thus to take the tortuous route of violent revo-

lution. However, the empirical fact that Kant’s philosophical revolution precedes the

French Revolution is also not just an insignificant accident—in the spectacle of revo-

lutionary Terror, Kantian ethics itself encounters the ultimate consequence of its own

“abstract” character, so that Kant’s philosophy should be read retroactively, through the

prism of the French Revolution, which enables us to perceive its limitations:

If [the Kantian moral view] presents itself as the narrative successor to the revolution,
this is not because it logically fulfils or supersedes it: Kant’s critical venture phenomeno-
logically succeeds the revolution that it chronologically, of course, anticipates only insofar as
his text becomes legible only retroactively through the event that in institutionalizing
the incessant short circuit of freedom and cruelty puts the project of modernity to its
most extreme trial. . . .The revolution itself inflicts on Kant’s own text a kind of retroac-
tive trauma.26

This means that the revolutionary Terror is a kind of obscene double of Kant’s ethical

thought: its destructive violence merely “externalizes” the terrorist potential of Kant’s

thought.That is why—and this is Hegel’s central insight—it is hypocritical to reject

the “excesses” of the French Revolution from the standpoint of the “German” moral

view: all its terrifying features found their counterpart in, are contained and repeated

within, the Kantian spiritual edifice (and here the term “repetition” has to be given the

entire weight of Freud’s Wiederholungszwang):
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the purity of the moral will can be no antidote to the terrifying purity of revolutionary
virtue. All the logical problems of absolute freedom are essentially carried over into
Hegel’s analysis of Kantian morality: the obsessionality, the paranoia, the suspicion,
the evaporation of objectivity, within the violent hyperbole of a subjectivity bent on
reproducing itself within a world it must disavow.27

So, insofar as we are dealing here with a historical choice (between the “French” way

of remaining within Catholicism, and thus being obliged to engage in self-destructive

revolutionary Terror, and the “German” way of Reformation), this choice involves ex-

actly the same elementary dialectical paradox as the one,also from Phenomenology of Spirit,

between the two readings of “the Spirit is a bone” which Hegel illustrates by the phal-

lic metaphor (the phallus as the organ of insemination or the phallus as the organ of

urination): Hegel’s point is not that, in contrast to the vulgar empiricist mind which

sees only urination, the proper speculative attitude has to choose insemination.The

paradox is that the direct choice of insemination is the infallible way of missing it: it

is not possible to choose the “true meaning” directly, one has to begin by making the

“wrong” choice (of urination)—the true speculative meaning emerges only through

the repeated reading, as the after-effect (or by-product) of the first, “wrong” reading.

The same goes for social life in which the direct choice of the “concrete universal-

ity” of a particular ethical life-world can only end in a regression to premodern or-

ganic society that denies the infinite right of subjectivity as the fundamental feature

of modernity. Since the subject-citizen of a modern state can no longer accept his im-

mersion in some particular social role that confers on him a determinate place within

the organic social Whole, the only way to the rational totality of the modern State leads

through revolutionary Terror: we should ruthlessly tear up the constraints of the pre-

modern organic “concrete universality,” and fully assert the infinite right of subjec-

tivity in all its abstract negativity. In other words, the point of Hegel’s analysis of the

revolutionary Terror is not the rather obvious insight into how the revolutionary proj-

ect involved the unilateral direct assertion of abstract Universal Reason, and was as

such doomed to perish in self-destructive fury, since it was unable to organize the

transposition of its revolutionary energy into a concrete stable and differentiated so-

cial order; Hegel’s point is, rather, the enigma of why, despite the fact that revolution-

ary Terror was a historical deadlock, we have to go through it in order to arrive at the

modern rational State. So—back to the choice between the Protestant “inner revolu-

tion” and the French violent political revolution—this means that Hegel is far from

endorsing the self-complacent German superiority (“We made the right choice, and

can thus avoid revolutionary madness”): precisely because the Germans made the right

choice at the wrong time (too early: in the age of Reformation), they cannot gain access to

the rational State that would be at the level of true political modernity.

We should take a step further here: it is not only that the universal Essence articu-

lates itself in the discord between its particular forms of appearance; this discord is

propelled by a gap that pertains to the very core of the universal Essence itself. In his

33



book on modernity, Fredric Jameson refers to the Hegelian “concrete universality” in

his concise critique of the recently fashionable theories of “alternate modernities”:

How then can the ideologues of “modernity” in its current sense manage to distinguish
their product—the information revolution, and globalized, free-market modernity—
from the detestable older kind, without getting themselves involved in asking the kinds
of serious political and economic, systemic questions that the concept of a postmoder-
nity makes unavoidable? The answer is simple: you talk about “alternate” or “alterna-
tive” modernities. Everyone knows the formula by now: this means that there can be a
modernity for everybody which is different from the standard or hegemonic Anglo-
Saxon model.Whatever you dislike about the latter, including the subaltern position it
leaves you in, can be effaced by the reassuring and “cultural” notion that you can fash-
ion your own modernity differently, so that there can be a Latin-American kind, or an
Indian kind or an African kind, and so on. . . . But this is to overlook the other funda-
mental meaning of modernity which is that of a worldwide capitalism itself.28

The significance of this critique reaches far beyond the case of modernity—it con-

cerns the fundamental limitation of nominalist historicizing.The recourse to multi-

plication (“there is not one modernity with a fixed essence, there are multiple

modernities, each of them irreducible to others . . .”) is false not because it does not

recognize a unique fixed “essence”of modernity,but because multiplication functions

as the disavowal of the antagonism that inheres to the notion of modernity as such:

the falsity of multiplication resides in the fact that it frees the universal notion of

modernity of its antagonism, of the way it is embedded in the capitalist system, by rel-

egating this aspect to just one of its historical subspecies. (We should not forget that

the first half of the twentieth century was marked by two big projects which fit this

notion of “alternate modernity” perfectly: Fascism and Communism.Was not the ba-

sic idea of Fascism that of a modernity which provides an alternative to the standard

Anglo-Saxon liberal-capitalist one of saving the core of capitalist modernity by cast-

ing away its “contingent” Jewish-individualist-profiteering distortion? And was not the

rapid industrialization of the USSR in the late 1920s and 1930s also an attempt at a mod-

ernization different from the Western-capitalist one?) And, insofar as this inherent an-

tagonism could be designated as a “castrative” dimension, and, furthermore, insofar

as, according to Freud, the disavowal of castration is represented as the multiplication

of the phallus-representatives (a multitude of phalluses signals castration, the lack 

of the one), it is easy to conceive such a multiplication of modernities as a form of

fetishist disavowal.

Jameson’s critique of the notion of alternate modernities thus provides a model of

the properly dialectical relationship between the Universal and the Particular: the dif-

ference is not on the side of particular content (as the traditional differentia specifica), but

on the side of the Universal.The Universal is not the encompassing container of the

particular content, the peaceful medium-background of the conflict of particularities;

the Universal “as such” is the site of an unbearable antagonism, self-contradiction, and
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(the multitude of) its particular species are ultimately nothing but so many attempts

to obfuscate/reconcile/master this antagonism. In other words, the Universal names

the site of a Problem-Deadlock, of a burning Question, and the Particulars are the at-

tempted but failed Answers to this Problem.The concept of State, for instance, names

a certain problem: how to contain the class antagonism of a society? All particular

forms of State are so many (failed) attempts to propose a solution to this problem.

This is how one should answer the standard critique of Christian universalism:what

this all-inclusive attitude (recall Saint Paul’s famous “There is neither male nor female,

neither Jew nor Greek”) involves is a thorough exclusion of those who do not agree

to be included into the Christian community. In other “particularistic” religions (and

even in Islam, despite its global expansionism) there is a place for others; they are tol-

erated, even if they are looked upon condescendingly.The Christian motto “All men

are brothers,”however, also means that “Those who are not my brothers are not (even)

men.” Christians usually praise themselves for overcoming the Jewish exclusivist no-

tion of the Chosen People, and encompassing the whole of humanity—the catch here

is that, in their very insistence that they are the Chosen People with a privileged direct

link to God, the Jews accept the humanity of other people who celebrate their false

gods, while Christian universalism tendentially excludes nonbelievers from the very

universality of humankind. . . .

But Christian universality is not the all-encompassing global medium where there

is a place for all and everyone—it is, rather, a struggling universality, the site of a con-

stant battle.Which battle,which division?To follow Saint Paul:not the division between

Law and sin, but between, on one side, the totality of Law and sin as its supplement,

and, on the other, the way of Love. Christian universality is the universality which

emerges at the symptomal point of those who are “part of no-part” of the global or-

der—this is where the accusation of exclusion gets it wrong: Christian universality, far

from excluding some subjects, is formulated from the position of those excluded, of those for

whom there is no specific place within the existing order, although they belong to it;

universality is strictly codependent with this lack of specific place/determination.

Or, to put it in a different way: the accusation against Saint Paul’s universalism

misses the true site of universality: the universal dimension he opened up is not the

“neither Greek nor Jew but all Christians,” which implicitly excludes non-Christians;

it is, rather, the difference Christians/non-Christians itself which, as a difference, is universal, that is to

say, cuts across the entire social body, splitting, dividing from within every substantial

ethnic, etc., identity—Greeks are divided into Christians and non-Christians, as well

as Jews.The standard accusation thus, in a way,knocks on an open door: the whole point

of the Pauline notion of struggling universality is that true universality and partiality

do not exclude each other, but universal Truth is accessible only from a partial engaged subjective

position.

Another name for this cut across the entire social body is, of course, antagonism;

the logic of irreducible antagonism was recently developed by Ernesto Laclau in con-

trast to the Hegelian concrete universality which, allegedly,“sublates” (overcomes) all
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antagonisms in a higher mediated unity. Is this really the case, however, or, on the con-

trary, does the reference to Hegel enable us to discern a flaw in Laclau’s theory? The

philosophical/notional limitation of Laclau’s coupling of two logics, that of difference

and that of antagonism, is that he treats them as two externally opposed poles.When

Laclau elaborates his fundamental opposition between the logic of difference and the

logic of equivalence, he asserts the coincidence of opposites: the two logics are not

simply opposed, but each logic, brought to its extreme, converts into its opposite.29

That is to say, as he repeatedly points out, a system of pure differentiality (a system to-

tally defined by the differential structure of its elements, with no antagonism and/or

impossibility traversing it) would lead to a pure equivalence of all its elements—they

are all equivalent with regard to the void of their Outside; and, at the other extreme, a

system of radical antagonism with no structure at all, just the pure opposition of Us

and Them, would coincide with a naturalized difference between Us and Them as the

positively existing opposed species. . . . From a Hegelian standpoint, however, this

logic continues to rely on the two externally opposed poles—the fact that each of the

opposites, in its abstraction from the other (that is, brought to the extreme at which it

no longer needs the other as its opposite), falls into this other, merely demonstrates

their mutual reliance.What we need to do is to take a step further from this external

opposition (or mutual reliance) into direct internalized overlapping,which means:not

only does one pole, when abstracted from the other and thus brought to the extreme,

coincide with its opposite, but there is no “primordial” duality of poles in the first place, only the

inherent gap of the One. Equivalence is primordially not the opposite of difference; equiva-

lence emerges only because no system of differences can ever complete itself, it “is” a

structural effect of this incompleteness.30 The tension between immanence and tran-

scendence is thus also secondary with regard to the gap within immanence itself:“tran-

scendence” is a kind of perspective illusion, the way we (mis)perceive the gap/discord

that inheres to immanence itself. In the same way, the tension between the Same and

the Other is secondary with regard to the noncoincidence of the Same with itself.

This means that the opposition of two logics, that of antagonism and that of differ-

ence, is the deployment of a logically preceding term,of the inherent “pure”difference,

the minimal difference which marks the noncoincidence of the One with itself.This

noncoincidence, this “pure difference,” can either unravel into a multitude of entities

forming a differential totality, or split into the antagonistic opposition of two terms.

And this duality again follows the logic of Lacan’s formulas of sexuation—contrary to

expectations, the differential multitude is “masculine,” while the antagonism is “fem-

inine.”The primordial gap is thus not the polar opposition of two principles (mascu-

line and feminine, light and dark, opening and closure . . . ), but the minimal gap

between an element and itself, the Void of its own place of inscription. It is this gap

that Schelling aims at when he distinguishes between Existence and its impenetrable

Ground, and this is why he is right to reject the accusation of dualism: Schelling re-

mains a monist: there is only One, the gap is inherent to this One itself—not as the

gap between its two opposite aspects, but as the gap between One and the Void.31
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The Master-Signifier and Its Vicissitudes

In Lacanian terms, the space of the Laclauian logic of hegemony is that of the tension

between the empty Master-Signifier and the series of “ordinary” signifiers which

struggle to fill in the Master-Signifier with a particular content: the struggle for

Democracy (today’s Master-Signifier) is in what it will mean, which kind of democ-

racy will hegemonize the universal notion.

So what is a Master-Signifier? Let us imagine a confused situation of social disinte-

gration, in which the cohesive power of ideology loses its efficiency: in such a situa-

tion, the Master is the one who invents a new signifier, the famous “quilting point,”

which stabilizes the situation again and makes it readable; the university discourse

which then elaborates the network of Knowledge which sustains this readability by

definition presupposes and relies on the initial gesture of the Master.The Master adds

no new positive content—he merely adds a signifier which, all of a sudden, turns dis-

order into order, into “new harmony,”as Rimbaud would have put it.Think about anti-

Semitism in 1920s Germany: people experienced themselves as disoriented, thrown

into undeserved military defeat, an economic crisis which eroded away their life sav-

ings,political inefficiency,moral degeneration . . . and the Nazis provided a single agent

which accounted for it all—the Jew, the Jewish plot.Therein lies the magic of a Mas-

ter: although there is nothing new at the level of positive content, “nothing is quite

the same” after he pronounces his Word. . . . For example, in order to illustrate le point

de capiton, Lacan quotes the famous lines from Racine’s Athalie: “Je crains Dieu, cher Abner, et

je n’ai point d’autre crainte./I fear God, my dear Abner, and have no other fears”—all fears

are exchanged for one fear; that is to say, it is the very fear of God which makes me

fearless in all worldly matters. The same reversal that gives rise to a new Master-

Signifier is at work in ideology: in anti-Semitism,all fears (of economic crisis,of moral

degradation . . .) are exchanged for the fear of the Jew—je crains le Juif, cher citoyen, et je

n’ai point d’autre crainte. . . . And is not the same logic also discernible in a horror film like

Spielberg’s Jaws? I fear the shark, my friend, and have no other fears. . . .

So when, in his (forthcoming) Logique des mondes, in order to designate the moment

of pure subjective decision/choice which stabilizes a world,Badiou proposes the con-

cept of “point” as a simple decision in a situation reduced to a choice of Yes or No, he

implicitly refers to Lacan’s point de capiton, of course—and does this not imply that there

is no “world” outside language, no world whose horizon of meaning is not deter-

mined by a symbolic order? The passage to truth is therefore the passage from lan-

guage (“the limits of my language are the limits of my world”) to letter, to “mathemes”

which run diagonally across a multitude of worlds. Postmodern relativism is precisely

the thought of the irreducible multitude of worlds, each of them sustained by a specific

language-game, so that each world “is” the narrative its members are telling them-

selves about themselves, with no shared terrain, no common language between them;

and the problem of truth is how to establish something that—to use terms that are

popular in modal logic—remains the same in all possible worlds.
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We can now see in what precise sense we are to conceive of Lacan’s thesis according

to which what is “primordially repressed” is the binary signifier (that of Vorstellungs-

Repräsentanz): what the symbolic order precludes is the full harmonious presence of the

couple of Master-Signifiers, S1–S2 as yin-yang, or any other two symmetrical “funda-

mental principles.”The fact that “there is no sexual relationship” means precisely that

the secondary signifier (that of the Woman) is “primordially repressed,” and what we

get in the place of this repression, what fills in its gap, is the multitude of “returns of the repressed,” the series

of “ordinary” signifiers. In Woody Allen’s Tolstoy parody Love and Death, the first association

that automatically crops up, of course, is: “If there is Tolstoy, where is Dostoevsky?” In

the film, Dostoevsky (the “binary signifier” to Tolstoy) remains “repressed”—how-

ever, the price exacted for this is that a conversation in the middle of the film,as it were,

accidentally includes the titles of all Dostoevsky’s main novels: “Is that man still in the

underground?” “You mean one of the Karamazov brothers?” “Yes, that idiot!” “Well,

he did commit his crime and was punished for it!”“I know, he was a gambler who al-

ways risked too much!”, and so on. Here we encounter the “return of the repressed,”

that is, the series of signifiers which fills in the gap of the repressed binary signifier

“Dostoevsky.”

This is why the standard deconstructionist criticism according to which Lacan’s

theory of sexual difference falls into the trap of “binary logic” totally misses the point:

Lacan’s la femme n’existe pas aims precisely at undermining the “binary” polar couple

Masculine and Feminine—the original split is not between the One and the Other, but

is strictly inherent to the One; it is the split between the One and its empty place of in-

scription (this is how we should read Kafka’s famous statement that the Messiah will

come one day after his arrival).This is also how we should conceive the link between

the split inherent to the One and the explosion of the multiple: the multiple is not the

primordial ontological fact; the “transcendental” genesis of the multiple resides in the

lack of the binary signifier: that is, the multiple emerges as the series of attempts to fill

in the gap of the missing binary signifier.The difference between S1 and S2 is thus not

the difference of two opposed poles within the same field but, rather, the cut inherent

to the one term, its noncoincidence with itself: the original couple is not that of two

signifiers, but that of the signifier and its reduplicatio, that is to say, the minimal differ-

ence between a signifier and the place of its inscription, between one and zero.32

The same self-reflexivity is crucial for the status of the gaze itself: the gaze turns

into an object when it passes “from inquisitiveness, from the gaze into the interior, to

the gaze ex qua—from inside to outside.This turning constitutes a fundamental up-

heaval: it assumes that one goes from a kind of public gaze on intimate scenes to the

entry of the gaze itself into the secret, the intimate—this would also be the ultimate

moment necessary for the entry of the voyeur.”33 The homology with the figure of the

Master (agent of symbolic prohibition) is significant here: just as the Father qua the

agent of prohibition (preventing the subject’s free access to libidinal objects) himself

has to be prohibited (as a libidinal object), the gaze which seeks satisfaction by peer-
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ing into intimate domain of private secrets has itself to turn into a secret, into some-

thing that strives to remain hidden, invisible in the public space.What this reflexivity

of the symbolic order (the fact that this order involves the minimal difference between

an element and its structural place) does to the ethical choice is to introduce its re-

doubling: the choice is never simply the one between doing my duty or following my

striving for “pathological”pleasures and satisfactions; this elementary choice is always

redoubled by the one between elevating my striving for pleasures itself into my

supreme Duty, and doing my Duty not for the sake of Duty but because it gives me sat-

isfaction to do it. In the first case pleasures are my duty: the “pathological” striving for

pleasures is located into the formal space of Duty; in the second case duty is my plea-

sure: doing my duty is located in the formal space of “pathological” satisfactions.Thus

Derrida is fully justified in emphasizing the self-reflexivity of the prohibition with

regard to the Law—the Law not only prohibits, it is itself prohibited:

The law is prohibition: this does not mean that it prohibits, but that it is itself prohib-
ited, a prohibited place . . . one cannot reach the law, and in order to have a rapport of
respect with it, one must not have a rapport with the law, one must interrupt the rela-
tion. One must enter into relation only with the law’s representatives, its examples, its
guardians.These are interrupters as much as messengers. One must not know who or
what or where the law is.34

In one of his short fragments, Kafka himself pointed out how the ultimate secret of the

Law is that it does not exist—another case of what Lacan called the nonexistence of the big

Other.This nonexistence,of course,does not simply reduce the Law to an empty imag-

inary chimera; rather, it makes it into an impossible Real, a void which nonetheless

functions, exerts influence, causes effects, curves the symbolic space. So when Derrida

writes:

the inaccessible transcendence of the law, before which and prior to which man stands
fast, only appears infinitely transcendent and thus theological to the extent that, near-
est to him, it depends only on him,on the performative act by which he institutes it. . . .
The law is transcendent and theological, and so always to come, always promised, because
it is immanent, finite, and thus already past,35

the ambiguity of this statement is crucial: does it mean that this appearance of tran-

scendence is a necessary illusion, a structural misperception (as Deleuze also claims in

his reading of Kafka)? Is it, then, possible to break out of this misreading, to fully as-

sume that “it all depends only on me”? And does this not happen precisely in Chris-

tianity? Is this not the core of incarnation? The obverse aspect of this reflexivity is to

be found in the fact that what Lacan calls “Master-Signifier” is the reflexive signifier

that fills in the very lack of the signifier. Spinoza’s own supreme example of “God” is

crucial here: conceived as a mighty person, God merely embodies our ignorance of

true causality. Examples from the history of science abound here—from phlogiston
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(a pseudo-concept which merely betrayed the scientist’s ignorance of how light really

travels) to Marx’s “Asiatic mode of production” (a kind of negative container: the only

true content of this concept is “all the modes of production which do not fit Marx’s

standard categorization of the modes of production”), not to mention today’s popu-

lar “postindustrial society”—notions which, while they appear to designate a positive

content, merely reveal our ignorance.

However, did we not oscillate here between two opposed versions? In the first ver-

sion, the binary signifier, the symmetric counterpart of S1, is “primordially repressed,”

and it is in order to supplement the void of his repression that the chain of S2

emerges—that is to say, the original fact is the couple of S1 and the Void at the place of

its counterpart, and the chain of S2 is secondary; in the second version, in the account

of the emergence of S1 as the “enigmatic term,” the empty signifier, the primordial

fact is, on the contrary, S2, the signifying chain in its incompleteness, and it is in order

to fill in the void of this incompleteness that S1 intervenes. How are the two versions

to be coordinated? Is the ultimate fact the vicious circle of their mutual implication?

What if, yet again, these two versions point toward the logic of Lacan’s “formulas of

sexuation”? Contrary to our expectations, it is the first version—the multitude emerges

in order to fill in the void of the binary signifier—which is “feminine,” that is, which

accounts for the explosion of the inconsistent multitude of the feminine non-All; and

the second version which is “masculine,” that is, which accounts for the way a multi-

tude is totalized into an All through the exception which fills in its void.

Thus we have generated the four constituents of a discourse: S1, S2, S/, a; their inter-

action, of course, always implies a more complex web.36 How, then, does objet petit a

function in this tension between the Master-Signifier and the series of “ordinary” sig-

nifiers that struggle to hegemonize it? While Ernesto Laclau is on the right track when

he emphasizes the necessary role of objet petit a in rendering an ideological edifice op-

erative,37 he curtails the true dimension of this role when he restricts it to the fact of

hegemony (of how the void of the Master-Signifier has to be filled in with some par-

ticular content).Things are much more precise here: since objet petit a is (also) the ob-

ject of fantasy, the catch lies in what I am tempted to call, with Kant, the role of

“transcendental scheme” played by objet petit a—a fantasy constitutes our desire, pro-

vides its coordinates; that is to say, it literally “teaches us how to desire.”

The role of fantasy is thus, in a way, analogous to that of the ill-fated pineal gland

in Descartes’s philosophy, this mediator between res cogitans and res extensa: fantasy me-

diates between the formal symbolic structure and the positivity of the objects we en-

counter in reality: it provides a “scheme” according to which certain positive objects

in reality can function as objects of desire, filling in the empty places opened up by

the formal symbolic structure.To put it in somewhat simplified terms: fantasy does

not mean that, when I desire a strawberry cake and cannot get it in reality, I fantasize

about eating it; the problem is, rather, how do I know that I desire a strawberry cake in the first

place? This is what fantasy tells me.This role of fantasy hinges on the fact that “there is
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no sexual relationship,” no universal formula or matrix guaranteeing a harmonious

sexual relationship with one’s partner: on account of the lack of this universal formula,

every subject has to invent a fantasy of his own, a “private” formula for the sexual rela-

tionship—for a man, the relationship with a woman is possible only inasmuch as she

fits his formula. In exactly the same way, objet petit a is the “sublime object of ideology”:

it serves as the fantasmatic support of ideological propositions—the anti-abortion

struggle, for example, is “schematized”in the figure of a successful professional woman

who suppresses her maternal vocation in order to pursue her career; or, as in the UK

under John Major’s Conservative government, the single unemployed mother was stig-

matized by the media as the singular cause of all social ills (Are taxes too high? It is be-

cause the state has to support unemployed single mothers! Is there too much juvenile

delinquency? It is because single mothers, lacking firm paternal authority, cannot pro-

vide proper moral education . . . ).

The crucial point here is that, in this tension between a universal statement and its

fantasmatic support, the “truth” is on the side of the universality. Consider Marx’s brilliant anal-

ysis of how, in the French Revolution of 1848, the conservative-republican Party of

Order functioned as the coalition of the two branches of royalism (Orleanists and Le-

gitimists) in the “anonymous kingdom of the Republic.”38The parliamentary deputies

of the Party of Order perceived their republicanism as a mockery: in parliamentary

debates, they continually generated royalist slips of the tongue, ridiculed the Republic,

and so on—to let it be known that their true aim was to restore the monarchy.What

they were not aware of was that they themselves were duped as to the true social sig-

nificance of their rule: what they were actually doing was establishing the very con-

ditions of bourgeois republican order that they despised so much in their heart of

hearts (guaranteeing the safety of private property, etc.). So it is not that they were roy-

alists who were just wearing a republican mask:although they experienced themselves

as such, it was their very “inner” royalist conviction which was the deceptive front

masking their true social role. In short, far from being the hidden truth of their public

republicanism, their “sincere” royalism was the fantasmatic support of their actual re-

publicanism—it was what provided their activity with “passion.”39

Furthermore, it is not enough to say that every ideological universal functions as

an empty signifier which has to be filled in with (hegemonized by) a particular con-

tent—to demonstrate how all positive content is a contingent fill-in of the void of the

empty signifier; we should move beyond this gap between empty signifier and deter-

minate content, and ask a more radical question: how, through what violent gesture, does the

very void of the empty signifier arise?This empty space of universality arises from the radical

inadequacy (noncoincidence, inherent gap) of a Particular with itself. In other words,

not only has the structural lack/void of all universality to be filled in by a particular

content, its stand-in; it is this empty universality itself which is a stand-in for the radi-

cal noncoincidence of the particular to itself, for a missing particular, the element whose

addition would make the particular “full,” coinciding with itself.
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Soave sia il vento . . .

Such a convoluted topology is totally absent from Spinoza’s thought. Does Spinoza not

formulate the highest parallax? The substance is One, and the difference between mind

and body, its two modes, is purely that of parallax:“body”or “mind”are the same Sub-

stance perceived in a different mode.There is nonetheless a key difference between

Spinoza and Hegel here: for Spinoza, the parallax is symmetric (there is no point of

contact or of passage between the two modes, each of them merely reveals the same

network in a different mode), while for Hegel, the two levels involved in a parallax

shift are radically asymmetric: one of the two levels appears to be able to stand on its

own, while the other stands for the shift as such, for the gap between the two. In other

words,Two are not simply One and One, since Two stands for the very move/shift from

One to Two. (A simplified example: in the class struggle between bourgeoisie and pro-

letariat, the proletariat stands for the struggle as such.) The passage from the Spinozan

One qua the neutral medium/container of its modes and the One’s inherent gap is the

very passage from Substance to Subject.40

The standard critical procedure today is to mobilize the opposition of man and

subject: the notion of subjectivity (self-consciousness, self-positing autonomy, and so

on) stands for a dangerous hubris, a will to power, which obfuscates and distorts the

authentic essence of man; the task is thus to think the essence of man outside the do-

main of subjectivity. What Lacan tries to accomplish seems to be the exact opposite

of this standard procedure: in all his great literary interpretations, from Oedipus and

Antigone through Sade’s Juliette to Claudel’s The Hostage, he is in search of a point at which

we enter the dimension of the “inhuman,” a point at which “humanity” disintegrates,

so that all that remains is a pure subject. Sophocles’ Antigone, de Sade’s Juliette,

Claudel’s Sygne—they are all figures of such an “inhuman” subject (in contrast to

their “human” counterpoint: Ismene, Justine . . .).To paraphrase Nietzsche, what we

should consider problematic is what is “human, all too human” in us.We should not

be afraid to apply this insight to politics as well: it is only too easy to dismiss the Nazis

as inhuman and bestial—what if the problem with the Nazis was precisely that they

remained “human, all too human”?41

One of the curious stories about Hitler reported in the (in)famous record of his

“table conversations” is that, one morning in the early 1940s, he awakened terrified

and then, tears streaming down his cheeks, explained the nightmare that haunted him

to his doctor: “In my dream, I saw the future overman—they are so totally ruthless,

without any consideration for our pains, that I found it unbearable!”The very idea of

Hitler, our main candidate for the most evil person of all time, being horrified at a lack

of compassion is, of course, weird—but, philosophically, the idea makes sense. Hitler

was implicitly referring to the Nietzschean passage from Lion to Child: it is not yet

possible for us, caught as we are in the web of the reflective attitude of nihilism, to en-

ter the “innocence of becoming,” the full life beyond justification; all we can do is

engage in “self-overcoming of morality through truthfulness,”42 that is, bring the
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