[image: C:\Users\Paul Taylor\Downloads\issue-banner-highres.jpg]

ISSN 1751-8229
Volume Thirteen, Number Two



[bookmark: _GoBack]Dialectics and Hegelian Negation in Slavoj Žižek’s Enjoy Your Symptom: Fighting the Fantasies of Trauma, Identity, Authority, and Phallophany 


Hue Woodson, Tarrant County College, US





Abstract:
In Enjoy your Symptom (2007), Slavoj Žižek’s notion of “trauma” is critical to understanding the scope and meaning of the “symptom.” This “symptom,” conceptually, is construed through the manner in which identity, authority, and phallophany come to bear psychologically on the meaning of being. Because of this, the definition of “symptom,” when viewed in a Heideggerian way, becomes an ontical representation of that which is oriented primordially. The symptom, as we experience it, is more than just at the level of its ontics, but, instead, has a primordially to it, which is only revealed (or unconcealed, as Heidegger would argue) through the presence of trauma.






In Enjoy your Symptom (2007), Slavoj Žižek’s notion of “trauma” is critical to understanding the scope and meaning of the “symptom.” The “symptom,” as such, a cyclical occurrence--the repetition of the physical manifestation of something metaphysical. In other words, if situating the definition of “symptom” in a Heideggerian way, it is the ontical representation of that which is oriented primordially. That is to say, then, that the symptom, as we experience it, is more than just at the level of its ontics, but, instead, has a primordially to it.
To be clear, the primordial being of the “symptom” is a pre-existence that eventually comes to bear upon the traumatic event. Everything that the “symptom” is existentially prior to our ability to experience it ontically is in the primordial trajectory of it. The “symptom,” so to speak, is already out there before the traumatic experience of the ontical encounter with it. What this means, more specifically, is that human experience shares a dialectic with the “symptom” precisely predicated on the trauma human being (“being”) experiences when the “symptom” makes its full ontical representation to “being.” This existential trajectory of the “symptom” from its primordiality to its ontics becomes “traumatic” to “being.” Moreover, this trajectory, as Žižek points out, is the reason why “a letter always arrives at its destination.”
The question “why does a letter always arrive at is destination” is a distinctly Heideggerian question. It proposes that, in order to know what “trauma” is, we must ask what “trauma” means. Additionally, the only way to know what the “symptom” means, we must trace its origin to its “is-ness.” This line of inquiry positions us to not just focus on the ontics of the traumatic event, but orient our understanding to the primordiality of that event. Not only is this Heideggerian, but Socrates poses this same logic in Plato’s Theaetetus, for example. In this dialogue, Socrates poses the question to young Theaetetus—what is knowledge? Theaetetus proceeds to unknowingly give only ontical representations of knowledge and does not, as Socrates makes clear, ever get to the “is-ness” of knowledge. So what does this mean for Žižek, the “symptom” and “trauma”? It means that, when understanding trauma, as an event of existential (not to mention phenomenological and epistemological) proportions, the “destination” is the wrong place to look. The “letter” always reaches its destination, right? Once a traumatic experience has been experienced, the “symptom” has reached its destination. Meaning is not in the destination—not totally in the ontics of it—but is in the primordiality of the symptom itself.
In Section 3.2, Žižek begins his discussion of identity and authority by proposing an “exception reconciled in the universal” as an “inherent link between [the] suspension of the Ethical and Kierkegaard’s notion of authority” (Žižek 2007: 96). As an example, Žižek offers the Hebrew Bible story of Abraham and Isaac from Genesis 22:1-19—Abraham is asked by God to sacrifice his beloved son Isaac, which, as Žižek rightly argues, “Abraham attests his unconditional submission to God’s authority” (Žižek 2007: 96-97). From this example, Žižek suggests that “God’s proper authority is experienced only in the religious suspension of the Ethical” (Žižek 2007: 97). This kind of religious suspension is not a “simple external abolition, but [an] inherent condition […] which confers on the Ethical its identity (Žižek 2007: 97). Žižek connects this to “an exception which does not relate to the universal as its external transgression, but, precisely qua exception” (Žižek 2007: 97). As a case in point, Žižek uses Kierkegaard’s opposition to Hegel’s “tyranny of the Universal”[footnoteRef:1] to present a Kierkegaardian notion of authority[footnoteRef:2] that ultimately points to what Žižek describes as a “vulgar-sociological” gesture (Žižek 2007: 99). [1:  What Žižek is referring to is Kierkegaard’s opposition to Hegel’s philosophical system of dialectics, history, and Geist. But, Kierkegaard is also reacting to Hegel’s post-Kantian understanding of reason. ]  [2:  This becomes especially crucial to Soren Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms to elude authority. ] 

	The underlying “paradox of the Hegelian notion of identity” becomes what Žižek proposes as a “vicious circle of dialectics” (Žižek 2007: 99). The “paradox” lies not just in “the notion of dialectical identity” found in the Hegelian (post-Kantian) mode, but situates identity itself within a “vicious circle” that “presupposes a kind of self-acquaintance” (Žižek 2007: 101). Žižek believes that this approach “misfires” (Žižek 2007: 101), since it does not meaningfully account for “some surplus which eludes dialectical mediation.” (Žižek 2007: 101). For Žižek, this leads to “the paradox of a universal feature (quality) the suspension of which maintains its field—the paradox which is ultimately that of identity itself” (Žižek 2007: 103). In this regard, “the same paradox of identity [is] at work in the way fantasy guarantees the consistency of a socio[-]ideological edifice” (Žižek 2007: 103).
What Žižek suggests, then, is that identity must subvert fantasy, particularly by conceptualizing and pursuing a “pure authority”—due to the link between identity and authority—and Žižek furthers this by arguing that “it is a symptomatic fact that the first to render visible the outlines of ‘pure’ authority was precisely Kierkegaard, one of the great critics of Hegel” (Žižek 2007: 106).[footnoteRef:3] The latter represents the “traditional” while the former is “modern”—Kierkegaard “breaks” with the Hegelian “traditional” and reaches for a modernized” status of knowledge” (Žižek 2007: 106). Žižek provides a comparison between Socrates and Christ as an example of the “status of knowledge,” with Kierkegaardian epistemology falling firmly under the latter, which argues for the post-Hegelian reversal of essence precedes existence (Žižek 2007: 108). Kierkegaard’s “reversal” creates a paradox of authority (Žižek 2007: 108-111) which, first and foremost, allows for what Žižek calls the “impossible” performative (Žižek 2007: 111)—both call for a Lacanian Master signifier (115). In addition, Žižek argues that Kierkegaard’s “reversal” of Hegel is not strictly with respect to authority, but also “materialist” in nature, which Žižek proposes “seems to be the very opposite of the Enlightenment whose fundamental aim is precisely to render truth independent of authority” (Žižek 2007: 115). This notion of truth, as Žižek discusses it, is not meant to “defend blind submission to authority” but presents the importance of discourse, especially if understanding the term itself as a conflict between Lacan and Habermas. [3:  Another contemporary critic of Hegel’s is Arthur Schopenhauer and his notion of the world being nothing more than how human will  confronts the world as it is represented (or presented). Schopenhauer’s own “reversal” finds a more full-throated confrontation with Martin Heidegger.    ] 

I find it curious that, at various points in his discussion of Kierkegaard, Žižek does not mention Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms and the degree to which Kierkegaard’s notion of “authorship” was a direct result of an unwillingness to provide “pure authority.” Though Žižek does eventually end the section with a discussion of discourse, is Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms as an approach to escaping the “Master signifier” or utilizing it? In other words, can we determine what Kierkegaard might feel about the “Master signifier” through his refusal of a direct authorial voice?
In reference to the previous question, can we assume that Kierkegaard’s notion of authority is linked to his sense of a “Master” identity? Is the use of a pseudonym a way to avoid the link between identity and authority?      
*
Žižek makes a very important connection between authority, knowledge, and authorship, which hinges on the intersectionality of identity. As such, “identity” is not only contingent on issues of authority, but especially crucial to the parameters of epistemology and the boundaries of authorship. In each case, “identity”—to be clear, the “I,” the Cartesian-like subject, or “selfhood”—must make meaning in itself in reference to something outside of itself. In other words, identity is not truly “identity” until it can objectify something in the Other. What this means, then, is that “identity” can be “subjectivized” (or “subjectified”) in three existential manners, with respect to the ethical necessities of the “othering” process: authority, knowledge, and authorship.
Before discussing “authorship,” I want to discuss what I mean by “authority” and “knowledge,” since the latter two build a foundation upon what I mean—and Zizek undoubtedly means—by “authorship.”
Both “authority” and “knowledge” are Others, which means that they represent--and not just in the sense of Lacan’s Imaginary, the Symbolic, or the Real, but in all three--something that is outside of “identity.” The relationship that “identity” has with “authority” and “knowledge” is, in fact, dialectical, even if it is, unfortunately, a mutual dialectic. What this relationship best represents is a true Hegelian dialectic, particularly of the Lordship-Bondsman variety--identity is in the role of the Bondsman, while authority and knowledge, respectively, are in the Lordship roles. This may be quite evident with respect to the “Identity-Authority dialectic”—authority becomes a meaning-maker that greatly influences how identity defines itself. For example, two identities that respectively come in contact with authoritarian and democratic forms of authority not only will view what “authority” is quite differently in relation to Power , but will view their own notion of “identity” differently in relation to how much Power is wielded by “authority” and to what extent does that Power bestows power for “identity.” Obviously, an identity that comes in contact with an authoritarian form of authority will discover a more tangible sense of powerlessness than the identity that comes in contact with a democratic form of authority. That said, “identity,” as such, must formulate an ethics with respect to what “authority” is, which then, in turn, presents an ethics towards “knowledge.”
The “Identity-Knowledge dialectic”--particularly as Žižek points out with the Socrates’ midwife example--requires identity to be  oriented towards what is “Right,” and the extent to which that “Right-ness” unconceals (as Heidegger calls it) something that is already as it is. This is especially important when considering Plato’s dialogue Theaetetus, where the point of inquiry is “what is knowledge.” Though Socrates discovers—by using Theaetetus as a foil—that there is no way to satisfactorily answer that question (at least not in a sufficient enough manner), Socrates simply tells Theaetetus that he (Socrates) is simply acting in the role of the midwife and it is his (Socrates’) duty to help Theaetetus give birth to the answer, because that answer is already inside him (Theaetetus)—this is an ethical imperative that Socrates cannot “answer.”
What becomes evident about the ethics that “identity” must hold in relation to authority and knowledge is that both come to bear on issues of identity and authorship. Žižek points this out with the Kierkegaard example, though I wish Žižek could have elaborated on what makes that example meaningful. The Kierkegaard example is especially important because Kierkegaard ignores the ethics of the “Identity-Authorship” dialectic by decidedly using pseudonyms on more of his work and having those pseudonyms converse with one another as if they were different identities—when they were, in fact, all Kierkegaard. So what does this mean then? What is Žižek’s point here with the dialectical problem presented by the Kierkegaard example? Perhaps, like Socrates, Žižek wants to be the midwife.
*
In Section 4.2, Žižek discusses the “status of paternal authority” as being based on a postmodern shift away from modernism. This “shift,” according to Žižek, moves away from “assert[ing] the subversive potential of the margins which undermine the Father’s authority, of the enjoyments which elude the Father’s grasp” (modernism)—the “postmodern shift” moves towards “focus[ing] on the father himself and conceives him as ‘alive’ in his obscene dimension” (Žižek 2007: 142). Though the Father embodies a “phantom-like object”—capable of hindering “normal” sexual relationship—and is, essentially, a “dead-symbolic father,” the father remains “alive” as a “partial object” that has not yet transubstantiated into the symbolic function (Žižek 2007: 143). Žižek suggests, then, that “under the guise of the phantom-like ‘living dead,’” there exists the anal father “who definitely does enjoy (Žižek 2007: 143). The anal father is “Father-Enjoyment.” Rather than becoming “the agency of symbolic Law, its repression, which hinders sexual relationship,” Žižek ascribes this “Father-Enjoyment” to a “Lacanian commonplace,” where “the role of the Name of the Father as a means “to enable the semblance of a sexual relationship”—instead of acting as a “stumbling block,” Žižek proposes that “a certain excessive ‘sprout of enjoyment’ materialized in the obscene figure of the ‘anal father’” (Žižek 2007: 143). 
Žižek points to the two-part film Mephistopheles from 1935 as an example of the anal father motif—while Part One depicts conflict between a dark figure and white, shadow-like double, Part Two portrays the same two figures harmoniously walking down the street (Žižek 2007: 143-144). For Žižek, the relationship between the dark figure and the white, shadow-like double is an “imaginary mirror relationship”—Žižek makes it clear that “the double embodies the phantom-like Thing in me” (Žižek 2007: 144). What results, then, is a “radical asymmetry in the relationship,” which represents a “Dorian Gray-like imbalance between myself and the mirror image” (Žižek 2007: 145). As such, from the Dorian Gray example, “the lesson of the dialectic of the double is therefore the discordance between eye and gaze” (Žižek 2007: 145).
Žižek unpacks “the lesson of the dialectic of the double” by associating the “discordance” to a “‘secret’ beneath the mask”—the “secret,” Žižek explains, is the “revealed phallus, the phallus which is not yet ‘sublated’ (aufgehoben) in the signifier” (Žižek 2007: 147). The “revelation of the phallus” encapsulates, then, “[an] identification with the phallus qua signifier of desire,” which furthers “the paradox of identification with nonidentity, with the gap which maintains the desire” (Žižek 2007: 147). This “paradox” is between “phallophany” and the “phallic signifier,” which plays out, according to Žižek, in the “ultimate paradox of what Lacan calls ‘the dialectic of desire’—the renunciation of desire as the very form of appearance of its fulfillment—the paradox which gets lost as soon as the phallus begins to ‘appear’” (Žižek 2007: 148). From this “paradox,” Žižek sets up a conflict, one with phallophany versus the phallic signifier—Žižek interprets this in “class struggle in the opera,” especially in the “political topography of Phantom of the Opera,” and the degree to which the Phantom can be read as an obsessive embodiment of class struggle (Žižek 2007: 152). Žižek ties the Phantom-fetish and class struggle in the opera to “[an] empty form, [a] black stain in the very heart of reality […] the ‘objective correlative’ of the subject himself”—this, then, symbolizes what Žižek calls “the subject of the enlightenment” (Žižek 2007: 154).
In “The Subject of the Enlightenment” section, Žižek discusses “the Transcendental,” seemingly moving from the Enlightenment age (of Descartes, Locke, and Hume) to Kant’s “Transcendental turn” and finally to Hegel’s “radicalization” of Kant. Though not mentioned explicitly, Transcendental problem is associated with an epistemological conflict between “noumenon” and “phenomenon”—while the former (Kantian) as a “Thing-in-itself” that cannot be “known” directly with the senses, the latter (Hegelian, et al) as the possibility to access a “knowledge” about the “Thing-in-itself” directly with the senses. With this in mind, is the notion of the anal father a case of “noumenon” or “phenomenon”? In other words, what role do the senses play in our knowledge of the anal father?
Though Žižek does not provide this as an example of the “anal father,” “phallophany,” and the “phallic signifier,” how can we read Act 1 of Shakespeare’s Hamlet through these concepts? If we ascribe the “anal father” to the death of King Hamlet, what exactly does the Ghost (of Hamlet’s father) represent to Hamlet? Is this “dead-symbolic father […] the father who is still alive” the embodiment of “Father-Enjoyment”? If so, how does this come to bear on the debate about Hamlet’s insanity or measured calculation through the duration of the play?
*
Žižek begins an interesting “postmodern” discussion of the appearance of the anal father. Once it “appears” to the Cartesian cogito, the “anal father” becomes a representation of the self. That representation, to some extent, is precisely what Hamlet confronts in the appearance of his dead father as a Ghost. The Ghost is an “anal father,” or, as Zizek coins it, a “phallophany,” that is not only a representation of something missing in Hamlet’s cogito, but becomes a God-like appearance of theophanic proportions.
I find it particularly interesting that Zizek’s phallophany seems to purposefully point to the theological concept of “theophany”--which means the appearance of God (“theos” as in God, and “phanos” as in appearance or revealed). The term “theophany” is, quite literally, at least theologically speaking, much more than just the appearance of God, but is the appearance (what Heidegger calls “unconcealment”) of a Transcendental signifier--that which is of Kantian Transcendental value, whose value is quantified (signified) out of the qualitative. Like “theophany,” Žižek’s phallophany is about unconcealment. What Žižek describes is the appearance of what is already within--this aligns with Heidegger’s notion that what is “unconcealed” from concealment (a state of concealedness) merely exists “as it already is.” With this in mind, the “phallophany” of the anal father is the appearance of what “already is” within the cogito--this is crucial to what happens “within” Hamlet in Act 1 of Hamlet. 
To be clear, the Ghost (of Hamlet’s dead father) is not the result of something that happens “around” Hamlet. In other words, though others in Act 1—namely, the watchmen—see the ghost and alert Hamlet to its presence, the ghost represents so much more than a “happening” occurrence. Instead, if we follow Žižek, the Ghost (of Hamlet’s father) is something happening “within” Hamlet’s cogito, especially if we follow Žižek’s notion of the anal father and phallophany. What the Ghost (of Hamlet’s father) represents is a representation of Hamlet himself--a side of his “self” that, though repressed (Heideggerian “concealed”) manifests itself as that which “already is.” In this way, Hamlet is fighting his fantasies and confronting trauma, identity, authority, and phallophany, all of which ascribe to forms of negation—when reading Hamlet in this manner, as it comes to bear on Žižek’s phallophany, we find that Žižek’s Lacanianism and Hegelianism informs 
*
In Lacan and Contemporary Film (2004), in a chapter entitled “Fighting Our Fantasies: Dark City and the Politics of Psychoanalysis,” Todd McGowan denotes that Žižek draws a “connection between contemporary Lacanian analysis of culture and political action” (McGowan 2004: 145). To be clear, McGowan offers this in relation to Fredric Jameson’s own critique of Žižek’s implied position, which is that there is a relationship between the two, even though, as McGowan contends, it is “a concrete delineation of the nature of this relationship seems conspicuously absent from [Žižek’s] work and the work of fellow Lacanian theorists” (McGowan 2004: 145). As absent as this might be from Žižek and other Lacanian theorists, there is no question that (pure) Marxism informs Žižek as much as post-Kantianism undoubtedly is in the background of other pure Lacanians. The juncture where Žižek and his fellow Lacanian theorists meet is at Hegelianism—the degree to which there exists, as McGowan suggests, a “connection between contemporary  Lacanian analysis of culture and political action” is situated in Hegel’s notion of negation.
“Negation,” for Hegel, is a component of dialectics. This dialectic—in Hegel’s version—is based on three parts: the abstract, the negation, and the concrete. The relatedness between these parts revolves mainly around the dialectical tension between “the abstract” and “the negation,” which, as a result of dialectical tension, opens the possibility for “the concrete.” Though not necessarily different from Kant’s version—“thesis-antithesis-synthesis”—Hegel’s version highlights the role that “negation” plays in how well (or how badly) “the abstract” becomes concretized. To this end, Žižek can be read through what I call “Hegelian negation,” especially if any Lacanian analysis of culture is existentially dependent—that is, as a way of making-meaning—on political action. But, more importantly, since Žižek is particularly indebted to Marxism, Žižek’s notions of “culture” and “political action” are both ideologically linked to Hegelianism, even if that link is charted through Marxism (and the Marxist dialectic). As a result, any sense that we are “fighting our fantasies” is, as Žižek would likely agree, a fight against “negation” and the desire to convert “the abstract” into “the concrete.” Our “fantasies” suppress us in “the abstract” by way of “negation”—to fight these “fantasies” means, simply, recognizing that “negation” exists and that “the abstract” does lend anything of existential value, if we are to align this “fight” either as Heideggerian or Sartrean.
While Heidegger suggests that “negation” can always be concretized, particularly through recognizing the analytic possibilities of Dasein, Sartre argued that “negation” may not always be overcome, since choice opens the possibility of choosing meaninglessness (or living an existence where one remains in “the abstract.” So, if understanding how differently Heidegger and Sartre approach Hegelian negation, is it safe to assume that Žižek has not necessarily chosen one route over the other, but has, instead, adjudicated between the two, with marrying Lacanian psychoanalysis with Marxist thought—this adjudication is especially apparent in Žižek drawing a relationship between culture and political action, when encountering the issues of trauma, identity, authority, and phallophany.
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