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Series Editor’s Preface

Adrian Johnston is one of the most visible and influential
younger figures in continental philosophy. With the present book,
Adventures in Transcendental Materialism, his unique authorial
voice resounds even more clearly than before. A trained Lacanian
psychoanalyst and Professor of Philosophy at the University of
New Mexico, Johnston is both a tireless writer and a charismatic
public speaker. He is also the close collaborator of such European
intellectual luminaries as Catherine Malabou and Slavoj Zizek.
Johnston’s work often has an almost magical effect on the young,
who see in his combination of psychoanalysis, Leftist politics,
German Idealist philosophy, and respect for the natural sciences
the promise of a new future in philosophy.

Johnston’s 2005 debut book, Time Driven,! expanded Freud’s
account of drives by identifying a conflict in the heart of the drives
themselves. This first work drew heavily on Lacan, and was an
important further contribution to molding continental philosophy
with the insights of psychoanalysis. But Johnston’s rise to public
prominence can be linked most directly to his second and third
books, in which he established himself as a peerless and insatiable
interpreter of the philosophy of Zizek. In 2008, Johnston pub-
lished the acclaimed Zigek’s Ontology.> Against the frequent ten-
dency to take Zizek for a witty philosophical observer of popular
culture, Johnston energetically captured the serious ontology
underlying Zizek’s work: a specific fusion of Lacan with German
Idealism that is not dissimilar to Johnston’s own. This was fol-
lowed in 2009 by Badiou, Zizek, and Political Transformations, in

! Adrian Johnston, Time Driven: Metapsychology and the Splitting of the Drive,
Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2005.

2 Adrian Johnston, Zifek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist Theory of
Subjectivity, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2008.
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which Zizek was read in parallel with his older comrade-in-arms
Alain Badiou, a duo that might be said to dominate European phi-
losophy at present.> While demonstrating the close link between
ontology and politics in these two thinkers, Johnston was frankly
critical of the details of this link, which in his view has unfortu-
nate political consequences. In 2013, Johnston followed up with
two additional books. There was the long-awaited joint work
with Malabou, Self and Emotional Life,* and the manifesto-like
Prolegomena to Any Future Materialism.> That would make the
present book his sixth unless the relentless Johnston, a veritable
furnace of human energy, has already completed other works of
which I am still unaware.

The title of Adventures in Transcendental Materialism tells us
everything essential about the contents of the book. On the one
hand, Johnston is an ardent materialist, proud of his debt to the
Marxist tradition and lacking in all sympathy even for oblique
flirtations with religion (see for example his blunt critique of
Quentin Meillassoux’s concept of the virtual God).® But the quali-
fication of materialism as transcendental signals a distance from
the old-school materialism in which particles of physical matter
exist independently from the human mind. Johnston’s combined
debt to Lacan and German Idealism forbids him any appeal to
such things-in-themselves, and hence the “matter” of materialism
tends to become an obstacle internal to the subject itself rather
than something lying outside it. (This much he shares with Zizek.)
In turn, the word “adventures” refers to the organizational style
of the book. Just as a pirate captain calls first on Jamaica, then
Barbados, Surinam, Madagascar, and Ceylon, Johnston uses the
present work to call on a variety of dead and living authors whose
work is in some way close to his own: the German Idealists, Lacan,
Zizek, Martin Higglund, Jean-Claude Milner, Badiou, Malabou,
William Connolly, and Jane Bennett.

All of these dialogues will be of interest to the reader, but three

Adrian Johnston, Badiou, Zifek, and Political Transformations: The Cadence of
Change, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2009.

4 Adrian Johnston and Catherine Malabou, Self and Emotional Life: Philosophy,
Psychoanalysis, and Neuroscience, New York: Columbia University Press, 2013.
Adrian Johnston, Prolegomena to Amy Future Materialism: The Outcome of
Contemporary French Philosophy, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2013.
Adrian Johnston, “Hume’s Revenge: A Dieu, Meillassoux?,” in Levi R. Bryant et
al. (eds.), The Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and Realism, Melbourne:
Re.press, 2011.
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in particular stand out as likely to make an especially lasting
impression. Chapters 5 through 7 on Zizek may turn out to be the
most significant of this book, since they show the greatest diver-
gence so far between Johnston and the subject of two of his books.
While Zizek has long paid serious attention to quantum physics
in his work, Johnston finds this emphasis unconvincing, and
recommends a turn to biology instead. In so doing, he also takes
a distance from contemporary eliminativist approaches in the
philosophy of mind. Chapters 8 and 9 show Johnston in friendly
combat with the young Swedish philosopher Martin Hagglund of
Yale University, whose recent writings on Derrida have sparked an
uproar.” Precisely because Johnston and Higglund have so much
in common, their differences become especially striking. Finally,
I would also call the reader’s attention to the remarks in Chapter
12 on Jane Bennett and William Connolly. While Bennett’s work
has already entered continental philosophy through the admiring
approval of the object-oriented ontologists, Connolly is only just
beginning to enter the arena, despite his longstanding prominence
in political theory. Johnston’s closing chapter is among the first to
import Connolly’s ideas into continental thought.

Although Johnston is technically not a Speculative Realist, he
is among the most prominent fellow travelers of the movement,
being personally acquainted with its members and often engaged
in friendly disagreement with them. For this reason, as well as
the importance of Johnston’s ideas themselves, Adventures in
Transcendental Materialism is an important addition to the
Speculative Realism series.

Graham Harman
Ankara
August 2013

7 See Martin Higglund, Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life, Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2008.



The task is to think the subject’s emergence or becoming from the
self-splitting of substance: the subject is not directly the Absolute, it
emerges out of the self-blockage of substance, out of the impossibility
of substance fully asserting itself as One.

Slavoj Zizek
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Introduction

Reports From Philosophical Fronts:
Exchanges with Contemporaries Past
and Present

For philosophical thought particularly, the clashes and struggles
arising from confrontations between partisans of different orienta-
tions are catalysts absolutely essential for this discipline’s vivacity
and development. However, not all such confrontations are pro-
ductive in this way. Conflict-driven philosophical progress is best
fueled by a mixture consisting of a finely balanced blend of fiercely
stubborn adversarial advocacy and patient mutual understanding
sustained by a background of respectful charity.

Over the past several years, I have gradually constructed and
refined the position I label “transcendental materialism” within
a context informed by a number of live fault lines of theoretical
tensions. More precisely, these specific fault lines are rifts between
stances (my own and those with which I engage) relating to each
other in the above-described promising manner of combining
argumentative ferocity with interpretive generosity. Whatever
I might have to contribute to certain ongoing conversations in
philosophy/theory today, I owe to a wonderfully motley ensemble,
a sparklingly multifaceted Marxian “general intellect,” of superb
interlocutors and debating partners. Transcendental materialism
has taken shape in fashions very much determined by its chosen
significant others.

The chapters of this book contain, among other things, treat-
ments of a number of living figures along lines informed by
transcendental materialism. The current thinkers addressed here
include, to provide a non-exhaustive list, Alain Badiou, Jane
Bennett, William Connolly, Markus Gabriel, lain Hamilton Grant,
Martin Hiagglund, Catherine Malabou, Jean-Claude Milner,
Colette Soler, Slavoj Zizek, and Alenka Zupanci¢. Reflecting
the invaluable historical sensibilities of the intellectual traditions
of Continental Europe, these authors, as anyone familiar with

I



2 Adventures in Transcendental Materialism

them knows, draw deeply and broadly from the history of ideas
(philosophical, psychoanalytic, political) in the process of build-
ing their own bodies of concepts. Moreover, like all of the people
just mentioned, I view the history of ideas (especially as regards
philosophy and psychoanalysis) as not merely historical. That is
to say, I am convinced that the canonical figures of philosophy
and psychoanalysis represent rigorously formulated end-points of
particular intellectual possibilities and trajectories, with these end-
points continuing to remain viable options up through the present.
Such proper names as Spinoza, Hume, Kant, Fichte, Schelling,
Hegel, Marx, Freud, and Lacan name theoretical alternatives
whose plausibility and enduring appeal are unlikely to disappear
anytime soon in the foreseeable future. Hence, these members of
the pantheon of the “mighty dead” are as much the contemporar-
ies of transcendental materialism as are Badiou et al. (to refer back
to the list at the start of this paragraph).

Through critical readings of these contemporaries past and
present, I strive in this book to hone and advance transcendental
materialism as a philosophical position with interdisciplinary
links. T aim to illustrate herein how and why this theoretical
framework of mine relies upon critical employments of resources
drawn from German idealism, psychoanalysis, Marxism, and the
life sciences. I draw contrasts and sharpen the distinctions between
my fashions of working with these varied resources and those
practiced by certain other contemporaneous theorists. In so doing,
I underscore the differences these contrasts and distinctions make
to an understanding of political, religious, and scientific issues
central to our present socio-historical circumstances.

The four chapters constituting Part I (“No Illusions: Hegel,
Lacan, and Transcendental Materialism”) push off from what
I call the “principle of no illusions,” a thesis of transcendental
materialism affirming its adamant opposition to mechanistic,
reductive, or eliminative materialisms. More precisely, transcen-
dental materialism, as a contemporary extension of historical and
dialectical materialisms, crucially entails a principled refusal of
recourse to such notions as epiphenomena and “folk psychology,”
notions signaling a dismissal of various entities and events as
purely illusory qua causally inefficacious appearances, falsehoods,
fantasies, fictions, unrealities, etc. Instead, in line with Hegelian-
Marxian concrete/real abstractions (as well as Lacanian struc-
tures that “march in the streets”), my materialism is vehemently
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anti-reductive/eliminative for reasons similar to those furnished
by Hegel, Marx, and Lacan, among others. Part I elaborates the
arguments for this key aspect of transcendental materialism via an
examination of criticisms of Spinoza’s monistic substance meta-
physics spelled out by Hume, Kant, and Hegel as being of continu-
ing contemporary relevance to disputes about what materialism
means today.

Chapter 1 (“The Latest System-Program of German Idealism:
From Tubingen to Today”) performs two tasks. First, it situates
transcendental materialism in relation to the history of modernity
beginning with the birth of modern science in the early seventeenth
century. However, as this chapter’s title and sub-title already indi-
cate, the historical reference most emphasized by me here is the
philosophical agenda of post-Fichtean German idealism initially
forged in the 1790s — more specifically, that of the Tibingen trio
of Holderlin, Schelling, and Hegel (more than that of Novalis and
Friedrich Schlegel as contemporaneous Romantic critics of Kant
and Fichte). In several important senses, transcendental materi-
alism involves a reactivation of suggestions voiced in the 1796
fragment “The Earliest System-Program of German Idealism”
authored by one of these three Tiibingen students (which one
remaining a matter of disagreement amongst scholars). The
second task executed in this chapter is a comparing and contrast-
ing of transcendental materialism with the Zizek of 2012’s Less
Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism
(as well as with Gabriel’s Zizek-informed “transcendental ontol-
ogy”). Zizek’s work is the most influential inspiration for tran-
scendental materialism. Furthermore, in his recent magnum opus,
he articulates his own valuable clarifications regarding the defining
essential characteristics of transcendental materialism. Chapter 1
also foreshadows the core issues around which revolve the three
chapters of Part II (“Zizek: Dossier of an Ongoing Debate”).

Chapter 2 (“For a Thoughtful Ontology: Hegel’s Immanent
Critique of Spinoza”) exegetically reconstructs the multi-pronged
Spinoza critique delineated by Hegel across the bulk of his corpus
(but especially as formulated in his monumental Science of Logic).
It does so in conjunction with sketches of Hume’s, Kant’s, and
Schelling’s critiques of Spinoza too (with Kant’s critiques in par-
ticular informing Hegel’s). I tie the Hegelian immanent (rather
than external) critique of Spinozism to the insistence, from the
preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, on the requirement that
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substance must be thought also as subject (a stipulation central
to transcendental materialism as well). Over the course of this
reconstruction, I fight on behalf of this Hegel against Althusserian
and Deleuzian Spinozist counter-offensives, doing so with an eye
to the antagonism between neo-Spinozisms and neo-Hegelianisms
seen as a fundamental battle front in today’s ongoing struggles
concerning the interrelated topics of materialism, realism, and the
status of (modern) subjectivity.

Chapter 3 (“‘Off with their thistleheads!’: Against Neo-
Spinozism”) expands upon Chapter 2’s defenses of Hegel contra the
neo-Spinozists. Once again on the basis of the no-illusions princi-
ple as already explained and justified prior to this juncture, I argue
against the structuralist and post-structuralist neo-Spinozisms of
Althusser, Deleuze, and their followers as monochromatic world-
views in which the negativity of autonomous subjects is indefen-
sibly written off as an illusory epiphenomenon devoid of actual
causal efficacy. Turning to “speculative realist” Grant’s modified,
updated rendition of Schellingian Naturphilosophie — Grant and
I share convictions regarding the contemporary relevance of
revisiting German idealism (including its long unfashionable phi-
losophies of nature) in light of current philosophical controversies
— I problematize this rendition on the basis of its Spinozist and
Deleuzian tendencies to eclipse from view the speculative-dialec-
tical distances Schelling, like Hegel, takes from Spinoza’s monist
ontology. Then, while still staying with a focus on recent and
current varieties of neo-Spinozism, I address the life-scientific per-
spectives on these same matters offered by Antonio Damasio and
Terrence Deacon. Damasio and Deacon end up advancing argu-
ments against epiphenomenalism — I portray Spinozisms old and
new as committed to treating subjectivity and a number of things
associated with it as epiphenomenal — resonating with Marx’s
Hegel-indebted concept of real abstractions.

Chapter 4 (“‘Lacan, our Hegel’: Psychoanalysis, Dialectics,
and Materialisms”) shifts attention from Hegel to Lacan. As for
Zizek, so too for me: Lacanian psychoanalysis is as important as
Hegelian philosophy for transcendental materialism. Chapters 2
and 3 reread Hegel through the lens of the principle of no illu-
sions. Accordingly, Chapter 4 applies this lens to Lacan (taking
some of its leads from Zizek and Zupandi¢). Herein, I return to the
Lacanian corpus so as to demonstrate how and why Lacan eventu-
ally arrives, in his later teachings, at a qualified endorsement of
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dialectical materialism. Additionally, and running with some of
Zupandic’s perspicuous insights, I seek to highlight the distinctive
features of Lacan’s realism (a realism steering between the poles of
nominalism and metaphysical realism) as deeply relevant to con-
temporary controversies around speculative realism. Needless to
say at this point, this simultaneously realist and materialist Lacan
is a towering forefather of transcendental materialism (whether
Zizek’s or mine).

The three chapters constituting Part II are installments from a
still-unfolding debate between Zizek and me. My transcendental
materialist philosophical framework originated in a certain inter-
pretation of Zizek’s Lacanian appropriations of Kant and the
post-Kantian German idealists Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel (as per
my 2008 book Zigek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist
Theory of Subjectivity). Since then, he and I have been arguing
back and forth about what a contemporary materialism can and
should be as well as how it ought to be positioned vis-a-vis both
politics and science. The stakes of these exchanges include the
relevance of Hegelianism to today’s natural sciences, the history
of Marxism’s relations with these same disciplines, the importance
(or lack thereof) of the life sciences especially for current philo-
sophical and political thinking, and the status of human freedom
within a thoroughly materialist Weltanschauung.

Chapter 5 (“Hegel’s Luther: Zizek’s Materialist Hegelianism”)
is organized around a close reading of Zizek’s 2006 book The
Parallax View, one of his most substantial philosophical works
to date. I focus here on his dialectical materialist handling of the
neurosciences; The Parallax View contains his most sustained
engagement with these sciences thus far, which makes this book
particularly important for me given my preoccupations. I contend
in this chapter that my modified type of dialectical materialism
accomplishes better than Zizek’s type his attempted grounding of
a dual philosophical-psychoanalytic model of subjectivity in the
sciences of the brain.

Chapter 6 (“In Nature More Than Nature Itself: Zizek Between
Naturalism and Supernaturalism”) originally resulted from an
exchange between me and Zizek in a special issue of the journal
Subjectivity. In this chapter, I respond to his charges that my turns
to biology risk naturalizing away key features of non-natural
subjectivity @ la German idealism and Lacanianism. The crux of
this dispute concerns how close to or far from a life-science-based
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naturalism a materialist theory of the subject with allegiances to
Kant, Hegel, Freud, and Lacan should be. I contend that material-
ism must be closer to naturalism than Zizek allows, while simul-
taneously insisting that the spontaneous naturalism of the cutting
edge of the life sciences is not the semi-reductive paradigm Zizek
believes it to be.

Chapter 7 (“Spirit is a Quark: Quantum Physics with Zizek”),
following closely on the heels of the above, is a response to
Zizek’s reply to the contents of the preceding Chapter. Contra my
anchoring of foundational aspects of transcendental materialism
in biology and its branches (especially neuroscience, genetics, and
evolutionary theory), Zizek pleads for basing a renewed material-
ism on dialectical interpretations of quantum physics. I respond
not only by arguing for the greater relevance of biology with
respect to envisioning human subjects — I also show how Zizek’s
recourse to physics violates the core principles of his own ontology
and ends up inadvertently promoting a reductive monism at odds
with his dialectical theories of subjectivity.

The five chapters constituting Part III (“Transcendental
Materialism’s Significant Others: Psychoanalysis, Science, and
Religion”), as this Part’s sub-title announces, explore the psycho-
analytic, scientific, and religious dimensions and repercussions of
transcendental materialism. This materialism draws extensively
upon both Freudian-Lacanian analysis as well as the life sciences
(two of its “significant others”). It does so aware of and interested
in the politico-religious implications of materialist philosophy,
analytic metapsychology, and modern science overall. In par-
ticular, I link transcendental materialism, faithful to its historical
sources, to a radical leftist atheism (specifically, a both Marxist
and psychoanalytic atheism) willing and able to do full materialist
justice to phenomena otherwise pulling for an embrace of idealist
spiritualism when the only alternatives are “contemplative” as
non-dialectical materialisms (a situation described by Marx in the
first of his “Theses on Feuerbach”). That is to say, transcendental
materialism, in fidelity to Marxist historical and dialectical mate-
rialisms, aims to surpass mechanistic and eliminative scientistic
philosophies while nonetheless avoiding relapses into the meta-
physical visions of theosophical confabulating. Succinctly put,
it aspires to be both non-reductive and yet stringently atheistic
at the same time (the latter being a shared commitment between
Marxism and Freudianism). In addition to my disciplinary signifi-
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cant others, I also engage with a whole host of my contemporaries
throughout the chapters forming this last Part of Adventures in
Transcendental Materialism.

Chapter 8 (“Life Terminable and Interminable: Hagglund and
the Afterlife of the Afterlife”) scrutinizes Hagglund’s 2008 book
Radical Atheism: Derrida and the Time of Life. Therein, Higglund
powerfully calls into question, from a Derridean standpoint, just
how seriously strident and internally coherent the atheism of
psychoanalysis really is when all is said and done. In response, I
defend analytic atheism against Hagglund’s criticisms of it and, in
parallel, mount counter-attacks against his own Derrida-indebted
position. What hangs in the balance of the disagreements between
Higglund and me is the question of what a thoroughly consistent
philosophical critique of religion relying upon (among others)
Freud and Lacan looks like in the end. Both of us also have an eye
on recent attempts, in certain circles of Continentalists, to revive
and/or update elements of traditional monotheistic religions (as
per permutations of what has come to be known as “the post-
secular turn”).

Chapter 9 (“The true Thing is the (w)hole: Freudian-Lacanian
Psychoanalysis and Hagglund’s Chronolibidinal Reading”) is a
subsequent installment of my debate with Hagglund. It responds
to texts of his appearing after Radical Atheism, especially his 2012
book Dying for Time: Proust, Woolf, Nabokov (texts in which
Higglund replies to the contents of the preceding chapter). In a
manner connecting back with Part I, I redeploy Hegel’s criticism
of Schelling’s excessive Spinozism — the former famously dismisses
the Absolute of the latter’s philosophies of nature and identity
as a “night in which all cows are black” — against Hagglund’s
Derridean absolutizing of temporal finitude. I proceed to reveal
how this absolutization motivates what arguably are misreadings
of Freud and Lacan proposed by Hagglund. Then, I explain why
my hybrid Freudian and Lacanian drive theory, as per my 2005
book Time Driven: Metapsychology and the Splitting of the Drive
(itself critically addressed by Hagglund on several occasions), pos-
sesses the virtues of a temporality-concerned reinterpretation of
atheistic psychoanalysis while avoiding the pitfalls of Derridean-
Higglundian radical atheist “chronolibidinalism.”

Chapter 10 (“Antiphilosophy and Paraphilosophy: Milner,
Badiou, and Antiphilosophical Lacanianism”) takes up Badiou’s
notion/category of “antiphilosophy” as developed on the grounds
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of his recasting of the history of Western philosophy starting with
the ancient Greek split between philosophy and sophistry. In a
series of three consecutive unpublished seminars given between
1992 and 1995, Badiou addresses (one per academic year) three
figures he identifies as the great antiphilosophers of the present
age: Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, and Lacan. Motivated by my philo-
sophical reliance upon Lacan, I contest Badiou’s portrait of Lacan
as an antiphilosopher, doing so with special focus on the former’s
1994—95 seminar (albeit also drawing on his other published
discussions of Lacan). In the process, I critically examine Milner’s
influential glosses on Lacan’s complicated, vexed relations with
philosophy (apropos these themes, Badiou and Milner have influ-
enced such prominent Lacanians as Zizek, Soler, and Francois
Regnault). I conclude by suggesting that Lacanianism is neither
separable from nor identical with philosophy, defying capture by
schematizations such as Badiou’s opposition between the philo-
sophical and the antiphilosophical.

Chapter 11 (“The Real Unconscious: Malabou, Soler, and
Psychical Life After Lacan”) defends Lacan along another front,
one opened up by Malabou’s critical appraisals of Freudian-
Lacanian psychoanalysis. Malabou and I recently published a
co-authored book entitled Self and Emotional Life: Philosophy,
Psychoanalysis, and Neuroscience. Many of the themes and topics
at the heart of Adventures in Transcendental Materialism (as
already summarized here) are connected with the contents of Self
and Emotional Life. In this chapter here, I continue my dialogue
with Malabou, pushing our debate with each other beyond what
is contained in our co-authored book. In sympathy with some
of Soler’s excellent work on Lacan (in her 2009 book Lacan,
Pinconscient réinventé and 2011 book Les affects lacaniens), 1
rebut Malabou’s depth-hermeneutic rendition of the unconscious
as it figures in her neuroscience-inspired criticisms of psychoa-
nalysis. Unlike Malabou, I see analysis as vindicated rather than
undermined by the exponential progress made in the past several
decades by empirical, experimental studies of the human central
nervous system. For me, a novel Lacanian neuropsychoanalysis,
constructed under the supervision of a transcendental material-
ist stance, is a real possibility for the twenty-first century. This
chapter helps to explain this view.

Chapter 12 (“Toward a Grand Neuropolitics: Why I am Not an
Immanent Naturalist or Vital Materialist”), bringing Adventures
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in Transcendental Materialism to a close, addresses the political
theory duo of Connolly and Bennett. It focuses on the former’s
2002 book Neuropolitics: Thinking, Culture, Speed and 2011
book A World of Becoming as well as the latter’s 2010 book
Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. On first glance,
Connolly’s framework of “immanent naturalism” looks to be very
similar to my transcendental materialism. However, there is a wide
divide lurking here with major ramifications. Whereas Connolly’s
and Bennett’s theoretical perspectives ultimately are rooted, in
terms of the history of philosophy, in Spinoza’s monistic ontology,
my position is heavily reliant on the Hegel who is sharply critical
of Spinoza for a number of important theoretical and practical
reasons (with this twelfth and final chapter thus circling back
to Part I above). Basically, this chapter pits the neo-Spinozism
shared between Connolly’s immanent naturalism and Bennett’s
“vital materialism” against the neo-Hegelianism of transcendental
materialism. Given that Connolly and Bennett are motivated by
interests in intervening with respect to environmental problems on
the basis of their theories, I sketch out, with reference to ecology,
the ethical, political, and practical differences resulting from this
contrast between their Spinozism and my Hegelianism. Hence, this
book closes by gesturing toward the contemporary significance of
transcendental materialism not only for philosophy, but also for
many of the socially shared circumstances and challenges charac-
terizing the early twenty-first century.






Part 1

No Illusions:
Hegel, Lacan, and
Transcendental Materialism






The Latest System-Program of German
Idealism: From Tiibingen to Today

Since the early seventeenth century of Francis Bacon, Galileo
Galilei, and René Descartes, the relations between science and
religion as well as mind and body have remained volatile sites of
conflicts. The various controversies surrounding these relations
are as alive and pressing now as at any point over the course of
the past four centuries. Under the heading of “transcendental
materialism,” I seek to offer a new theoretical approach to these
issues. Arming myself with resources provided by German ideal-
ism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, the life sciences, and contemporary
philosophical developments, my aim is to formulate an account of
subjectivity that, while both materialist and naturalist, nonetheless
does full justice to human beings as irreducible to natural matter
alone. At the same time, and in conformity with the sensibilities
of my chosen historical sources, I adamantly oppose relapses into
idealisms, dualisms, and spiritualisms.

But, what, exactly, is “transcendental materialism?” This is
a name for a philosophical position indebted primarily to the
speculative dialectics of G.W.F. Hegel and the historical material-
ism of Karl Marx and his followers. However, whereas certain
versions of Hegelian-Marxian dialectical materialism tend to
emphasize possible unifying syntheses of such apparent splits as
that between mind and matter, transcendental materialism treats
these splits as real and irreducible (while nevertheless depict-
ing them as internally generated out of a single, sole plane of
material being). As both Maoists and the young Alain Badiou
would put it, this is the distinction between the Two becom-
ing One (dialectical materialism) and the One becoming Two
(transcendental materialism).! Or, with reference to emergent-
ism as a set of theoretical frameworks in the life sciences, this is
the difference between a somewhat weak and holistic/organicist
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emergentism versus a very strong and anti-holistic/organicist
emergentism.

Along these lines, I am tempted to characterize transcendental
materialism as an emergent dual-aspect monism, albeit with the
significant qualification that these “aspects” and their ineradi-
cable divisions (such as mind and matter, the asubjective and
the subjective, and the natural and the more-than-natural) enjoy
the heft of actual existence (rather than being, as they arguably are
in Spinozistic dual-aspect monism, mere epiphenomena deprived
of true ontological substantiality). My philosophical program is
driven by the question: What sort of ontology of “first nature”
(i.e., the one-and-only original reality of natural material sub-
stances) allows for the genesis of a “second nature” (i.e., autono-
mous subjects as epistemologically inexplicable and ontologically
irreducible with reference to natural material substances alone) —a
second nature immanently transcending first nature and requiring
theorization in a manner that avoids the twin pitfalls of reductive/
eliminative monisms and idealist/spiritualist dualisms? I strive to
answer this question by combining inspirations from philosophy
past and present with resources drawn from psychoanalysis and
the sciences.

Slavoj Zizek, in his magisterial 2012 tome Less Than Nothing:
Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism, provides a
clear and concise definition of transcendental materialism. With
Quentin Meillassoux’s “speculative” critique of “correlationism”
(as anti-realist idealisms) in view,> he states:

one can make out the contours of what can perhaps only be designated
by the oxymoron ‘transcendental materialism’...: all reality is tran-
scendentally constituted, ‘correlative’ to a subjective position, and, to
push this through to the end, the way out of this ‘correlationist’ circle
is not to try to directly reach the In-itself, but to inscribe this transcen-
dental correlation into the Thing itself. The path to the In-itself leads
through the subjective gap, since the gap between For-us and In-itself
is immanent to the In-itself: appearance is itself ‘objective,” therein
resides the truth of the realist problem of ‘How can we pass from
appearance For-us to reality In-itself?>

Zizek soon adds — “The real difficulty is to think the subjective
perspective as inscribed in ‘reality’ itself.”* By sharp contrast with
the Meillassoux of After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of
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Contingency, who seeks to resuscitate the pre-Kantian epistemo-
logical question of how the subjective mind transcends itself so as
to make direct knowing contact with the objective world, Zizek
and I are preoccupied by the inverse problem: not how to escape
from the idealist correlational circle so as to “touch the Real,”
but, rather, how this ideal circuit of subjectivity irrupts out of (and
thereafter perturbs from within) the asubjective Real an sich of
being qua being (I’étre en tant qu’étre).

Throughout Less Than Nothing, Zizek advances a number of
interlinked theses whose systematic cohesiveness is what I aim to
capture with the label “transcendental materialism” as a sort of
point de capiton for these theses (as per the sub-title of my 2008
book Zizek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist Theory
of Subjectivity). The ultimate material condition of possibility
for trans-material autonomous agency (a la the self-determining
subject of transcendental idealism and its legacy) is, in hybrid
Hegelian and Lacanian locution, the barring of the big Others
of both Natur und Geist® (“we are free because there is a lack in
the Other, because the substance out of which we grew and on
which we rely is inconsistent, barred, failed, marked by an impos-
sibility”;” “the axiom of true materialism is not ‘material reality
is all there is,” but a double one: (1) there is nothing which is not
material reality, (2) material reality is non-All”®). Geist as minded
“spiritual” subjectivity, arising from natural substance thanks to
this substance’s “barred” status, is a desubstantialized negativity
nonetheless immanent to substantial nature itself’ (“spirit is part
of nature”'?). Furthermore, the irreducibility of such subjectivity
is not merely an epistemological limit to humanity’s explanatory
powers, but an ontological fact mirrored by the disunity of the
proliferating branches and sub-branches of knowledge and the
perpetual elusiveness of a grand “Theory of Everything.”!! From
this perspective, the existence of subjects testifies to the dialectical
self-sundering character of substance as itself, given its auto-
destructive character, not as solidly substantial as it is typically
imagined to be.!?> More specifically, rendering the subject imma-
nent to substance (as per Hegel’s post-Spinozist project to think
substance and subject together,'* with the attendant “absolute
immanence of transcendence”'* in Hegelian philosophy) results in
“an immanent de-naturalization of nature.”!® That is to say, “nat-
uralizing” subjectivity affects not only images and ideas of it, but
also those of nature in and of itself. This is because, by contrast
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with garden-variety naturalisms that one-sidedly reduce away or
eliminate altogether any and every robust, full-blooded version
of more-than-natural subjectivity (treating it as either partially
or entirely illusory), transcendental materialist (quasi-)naturalism
refuses to water down or liquidate the denaturalized strangeness
of the subjects it forces the notion of nature to accommodate and,
in so doing, to undergo radical change as a notion.'®

Despite being comrades-in-solidarity on these points, Zizek
and I indeed do diverge from each other in a number of respects.
To begin with, whereas he adamantly assigns quantum physics
pride of place as the alpha-and-omega scientific discipline on the
basis of which materialism today is to be rethought,!” I consider
quantum physics by itself to be insufficient to serve as the sole or
ultimate referent in the natural sciences for a materialism engag-
ing with these sciences (for more on this disagreement, see Part
IT below). Particularly for any materialist theory of irreducible
subjectivity (such as furnished by versions of historical, dialectical,
or transcendental materialisms), biological, rather than quantum-
physical, explanatory resources are the most viable and plausible
bases on which to build such a theory (for several reasons, doing
so on the basis of the physics of the incredibly tiny is neither fea-
sible nor defensible). The bodies out of which minded agents get
produced are, in many ways, very different from physical objects
of sizes smaller than cells, molecules, and even atoms.

Additionally, and related to the preceding, Zizek sides with
Hegel contra Marx apropos the latter’s insistence that the origin
of (historical) dialectics resides in the brute corporeal positivity
of physical human labor.!® This is another difference between
him and me." Through his “quantum physics with Hegel (and
Lacan),” Zizek muses somewhat vaguely about a materialism
according to which various realities, including those of concern to
Marx’s historical materialism, emerge out of a primal Void (such
as quantum vacuums), namely, the fundamental Nothingness of
an ostensibly materialist version of creation ex nihilo.”° On the
more scientific side of things, I suspect that string theory, despite
its contentious status as armchair mathematical speculation in
relation to the discipline of physics as a modern empirical, experi-
mental science, at least raises questions and casts doubts on some
of Zizek’s quantum-physical associations linked to, for instance,
the figure of the Big Bang as an explosion of Everything out of
Nothing (in the field of string theory, Edward Witten, M-theory,
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and the consequent possibility that the universe is itself part of a
much larger multiverse challenge the notion of a nibil as the dark,
empty backdrop out of which bursts the Big Bang).

Debates in and around physics aside, and turning to the more
philosophical side here, I would defend Marx against Zizek’s
Hegel by making two claims in connection with the Darwinian
life sciences (enthusiastically embraced by Marx and Friedrich
Engels following the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin
of Species in 1859, an embrace consistent with and motivated by
earlier aspects of Marxian materialism dating back to 1843—44%!).
First, as I observed above, an epistemological, if not also ontologi-
cal, gulf separates the quantum-physical (to which Zizek relates
Hegelian negativity) from the biological (to which Zizek relates
Marxian positivity) such that the dialectics of the former (unlike
the latter) by no means, even for the most committed physical
reductionist or eliminativist, can account for the different subject-
object dialectics operative at the levels of labor-driven human
history. Second, at the significantly larger-than-quantum scales
of the natural and human histories of evolution and phylogeny,
dialectical-speculative negativities, rather than mysteriously and
inexplicably pre-existing these histories in what could only be a
spiritualist or supernatural mode, arguably are immanently gener-
ated by-products of material bodies and their kinetic processes
(such as physical human labor & la Marx).?? Apropos this second
claim, Zizek’s more Hegelian dialectics privileges the dynamic of
the explosion of positivity out of negativity, whereas my com-
paratively more Marxian perspective focuses on the genesis of
negativity out of positivity (to be more precise, the surfacing of the
negativities characteristic of denaturalized, more-than-material
subjects out of the positivities of natural matter[s]). One of my
inspirations along these lines going against Zizek’s Hegel-inspired
criticisms of Marxist materialism is the later Georg Lukdcs of his
unfinished project on The Ontology of Social Being.*?

Lingering for a moment longer in the conceptual vicinity of the
life sciences, Zizek, also in Less Than Nothing, displays a deep
ambivalence concerning the topic of emergentism (something
addressed mainly in biology, cognitive science, and Analytic phi-
losophy of mind). On the one hand, he is critical of what he char-
acterizes as “the obscurantism of ‘emergent properties.””** On the
other hand, he invokes the idea of “downward causality” several
times.? This idea is inseparable from the notion of emergence
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(specifically as per extremely strong versions of emergentism, in
which emergent properties manage to achieve self-relating stand-
ings independent of their underlying material grounds) insofar as
downward causation amounts to an emergent property coming to
exert a reciprocal causal influence of its own on the ontological-
physical base out of which it emerged. Although the negative side
of Zizek’s ambivalence makes him sound somewhat dismissive
of emergentist models, his version of Hegel and appeals to
downward causation oblige him to formulate a non-obscurantist
variant of strong emergentism, which he has yet to do to date (this
task preoccupies much of my ongoing work?®). Transcendental
materialism, as, in large part, an account of the emergence of
self-determining, auto-reflexive transcendental subjectivity out of
asubjective substance, also fairly could be depicted as a genetic,
temporally elongated (meta-)transcendentalism.

Specifically as I conceive it, transcendental materialism starts
with a decision to commit to an axiomatic positing of the real
existence of subjects as transcendental, autonomous, and irreduc-
ible free agents of negativity nonetheless immanent/internal to the
physical realities constituted by material bodies (in this respect, it
can be viewed as a materialist recasting of the methodology and
starting point of Fichteanism?’). Its ontology of objective first
nature is then reverse-engineered out of this commitment to there
being an ineliminable facticity of subjective (as well as objective)
second nature.?® With this beginning and the focus on the subject-
object dialectics between first and second natures it immediately
entails, the human body as it features in biology, psychoanalysis,
Hegel’s philosophical anthropology, and Marxian-Engelsian his-
torical and dialectical materialisms is by far the most important
locus of intersection for the collisions and entanglements between
the natural and the more-than-natural (as the denaturalized/
non-natural gua cultural, social, etc.). Neither quantum physics
a la Zizek nor pure mathematics 4 la Badiou can capture and
adequately address this corporeal crossroads as the privileged
place at which self-sundering substance becomes subject and being
begins to think in and of itself.?’

Panning back again to a wider historical perspective, philosoph-
ical materialism today, in the wake of the dialectical materialist
orientation of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, still
remains charged with an unfinished task: the rigorous construc-
tion of a rendition of human subjects as fully internal and imma-
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nent to the physical universe of the sciences of material nature.
Non-dialectical materialisms (as “contemplative” a la the first of
Marx’s 1845 “Theses on Feuerbach”3?), which have been around
for as long as the perennial mind-body problem itself, enthusiasti-
cally help themselves to contentious (pseudo-)solutions of a reduc-
tive variety, unreservedly dissolving subjectivity into bodily matter
in mechanical motion. The challenge for a contemporary material-
ism faithful to the anti-reductivism of the dialectical tradition is to
preserve intact the reality of the subject while nonetheless avoiding
relapses into idealisms, dualisms, or spiritualisms. Transcendental
materialism aims to accomplish exactly such a feat.

Having briefly articulated these interlinked historical and philo-
sophical characterizations of my position by way of a cursory
introduction, I will proceed in what follows (specifically, in the
chapters constituting Part I here), first, to state and unpack one of
transcendental materialism’s core axioms (all of which I enumer-
ate and summarize elsewhere®!) and, second, to link both this spe-
cific axiom and transcendental materialism more generally to two
of my most significant sources of inspiration, namely, Hegel and
Jacques Lacan. The axiom in question could be labeled “the prin-
ciple of no illusions.” The phrase “no illusions™ is here endowed
with several senses which will clearly come to light over the course
of the ensuing elaborations.

For the time being and to begin with, the decision to commit to
the no-illusions principle as philosophically axiomatic flows from
faithfulness to Hegel’s insistence that true, systematic philosophy
avoids falling into any and every sort of “one-sidedness.” That is
to say, as per one of the several intended meanings of the dictum
from the preface to the 1807 Phenomenology of Spirit according
to which “The true is the whole” (Das Wabhre ist das Ganze),*?
philosophies (or, more broadly, worldviews in general) fall into
the nullifying untruth of self-induced dialectics when they opt
to dismiss select features and facets of things as purely epiphe-
nomenal, fictional, illusory, ineffective, unreal, and the like. Put
differently, theoretical thought becomes lop-sided through utterly
neglecting some dimensions in excessively favoring others. What
is more, these imbalances inevitably result in the theories of such
partial thinking being plagued by inconsistencies and impasses
as symptoms of, in psychoanalytic terms, the returns of what is
repressed by these theories’ forms of one-sidedness (i.e., other
sides left in the dark by lop-sidedness). In line with this Hegelian
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perspective, the principle of no illusions expresses a fundamental
resolve not to explain away dismissively via reductions or elimina-
tions (if not outright ignore altogether) anything as a mere illusion
qua entirely ineffective epiphenomenon or completely unreal
fiction.3?

However, the no-illusions axiom of transcendental materialism
by no means entails a monotone ontology in which everything is
repeatedly said to be equally actual, situated on the same unidi-
mensional surface of being. In other words, recognizing that every-
thing possesses some degree of ontological gravity as a weight,
however minimal, demanding acknowledgement by non-one-sided
philosophy is not tantamount to endorsing an agenda of radically
de-hierarchizing the inventory of real beings. Renouncing recourse
to the concepts and categories of epiphenomenalism (such as that
of “illusion” gua sterile unreality) does not automatically lead to
endorsing a vision of all realities and existences as on a par with
each other, as leveled down to a single stratum of ontological
parity. A flattened out theoretical landscape of de-stratified enti-
ties and events is hardly an inevitable consequence following with
automatic necessity from the principle of no illusions. Different
degrees and kinds of real being consistently and unproblematically
can be affirmed in tandem with the no-illusions axiom.

By marked contrast with so many varieties of neo-Spinozism,
anti-humanism, structuralism/post-structuralism, deconstruction-
ism, and similar theoretical brands and trends, transcendental
materialism, consistent with its Hegelian and Lacanian roots,
preserves the idea of subjectivity as philosophically central while
nevertheless simultaneously repudiating the anti-realism of sub-
jective idealisms (much of the background justification for this
repudiation resides in Hegel’s multi-pronged attack on Immanuel
Kant’s critical philosophy as transcendental idealism, something
I will address in Chapter 2). In fact, as regards recent revivals
of materialist and realist orientations in current Continental
philosophical circles, I would go so far as to maintain that one
of the primary antagonisms splitting materialism today from
within is that between neo-Spinozist and neo-Hegelian tenden-
cies, the former (incarnated by, for instance, Louis Althusser,
Gilles Deleuze, and their various progeny) seeking to dissolve the
figure of the subject and the latter (represented most notably by
Zizek and Slovene Lacanianism®*) to preserve it. Transcendental
materialism’s Hegel-inspired principle of no illusions obviously
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rules out writing off subjectivity as utterly illusory gua epiphe-
nomenal, unreal, etc. — hence its opposition to all past and present
denials of or eulogies for this subject in the veins of Spinozism,
neo-Spinozism, and similar recent theoretical orientations. From
this perspective, a cursory outline of the German idealist critical
handlings of Spinoza’s system (specifically, those of Hegel and
F.W.]. Schelling) is warranted at this juncture.
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For a Thoughtful Ontology: Hegel’s
Immanent Critique of Spinoza

Near the end of the eighteenth century, while the ancien régime was
being decapitated and its remnants liquidated in Revolutionary
France, a new philosophical agenda was born in Tubingen. As is
well known, German idealism in the wake of Kant, J.G. Fichte,
and the controversies stirred up by F.H. Jacobi starting in the
1780s initially is animated by an ambition somehow to synthesize
substance a la Spinozism with subjectivity a la Fichteanism.! What
three students together in the Tubingen theological seminary,
namely, Schelling, Hegel, and Friedrich Holderlin, share in this
vein is a desire to move beyond the anti-realist subjective idealisms
of Kantian and Fichtean transcendentalisms without, for all that,
anachronistically regressing back to the metaphysical dogmatisms
decisively destroyed by Kant’s critical “Copernican revolution.”?
Holderlin’s brief 1795 fragment “Uber Urtheil und Seyn” (“On
Judgment and Being”)® as well as the lifelong endeavors of
Schelling and Hegel (with their objective and absolute idealisms
respectively) are the reflections of this youthful vision of a rap-
prochement between a monist ontology of the substantial and a
transcendental theory of the subjective as radically autonomous.
Another brief fragment from the immediate post-Tiibingen period,
“The Earliest System-Program of German Idealism” of 1796
(authored in all likelihood by either Hegel or Holderlin), also can
be read as announcing a project born out of a post-Kantian staging
of a collision between Spinoza’s and Fichte’s philosophies.*
Likewise, I am inclined to label transcendental materialism “the
latest system-program of German idealism” insofar as, partially
through a materialist re-reading of German idealism informed by
a number of post-Hegelian developments (in particular, Marxism,
psychoanalysis, and the life sciences of the past several decades),
it seeks to fuse monistic material being(s) and transcendent(al)
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subjects in a singular systematic fashion (admittedly, recasting
Hegel’s corpus especially in light of historical/dialectical material-
isms and subsequent scientific developments apparently at odds
with his commitments demands a sizable amount of interpretive
labor in order to be executed in a satisfactory scholarly and philo-
sophical manner — something I attempt elsewhere’). However, I
diverge from the more Romantic side of German idealism repre-
sented by Holderlin, Schelling, and even a certain Hegel (the one
who periodically toys with the picture of a vast cosmic organ-
ism) in two interconnected ways. On the one hand, in solidarity
with the Kant of the Critiqgue of Pure Reason in particular, with
his embrace of the disenchantment of nature brought about by
modern science a la Bacon, Galileo, and Newton, as well as the
Fichte who follows in this Kant’s footsteps (not to mention the
Marxist tradition later on), I resist and reject non/anti-scientific
moves to “re-enchant” the material being of physical reality (a
project of German Romanticism still pursued by some today,
including Heideggerians and certain self-declared Hegelians).®
On the other hand, I wholeheartedly concur with Holderlin,
Schelling, and Hegel (with the naturalized version of Spinozism
informing their absolute idealisms) that the transcendental subject
as per Kant’s and Fichte’s subjective idealisms can and must be
rendered fully immanent (yet nonetheless irreducible) to a meta-
transcendental substance (of a material nature, at least for me as
a materialist), with the latter (i.e., meta-transcendental substance)
as the asubjective being giving rise to the former (i.e., the transcen-
dental subject) as a speculative identity-in-difference with this its
ontological ground. However, an additional crucial caveat to this
last point is requisite to note: By contrast with the idealists’ ten-
dencies to help themselves to floridly teleological language, I deny
the existence of any preordained teleology whatsoever necessitat-
ing and making inevitable the genesis of subject out of substance.
Especially considering the aftermath of the Darwin-event postdat-
ing the idealists, I treat this genesis (or geneses) as contingent, as
an accident.

With the benefits of post-Newtonian, post-Darwinian, and
post-Hebbian hindsight,” benefits obviously unavailable to the
Tubingen trio and their illustrious immediate predecessors, I am
confident that it is both possible and promising to reattempt a
merger of “system” a la Spinoza and “freedom” a la Kant and
Fichte (to employ the terms of Schelling’s 1809 Freibeitschrift),?
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albeit to do so without ceding an inch of the modern scientific
territory of desacralized, disenchanted material nature(s) to the
irrationalist spiritualisms and superstitions of (neo-)Romantic
mystical re-enchantments as regressions to a pre-modern, unsci-
entific Weltanschauung. 1 believe this option, one simply not
on the table at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the
nineteenth centuries, is feasible now because the natural sciences
at the beginning of the twenty-first century do not automatically
and necessarily entail a rigid, exceptionless determinism, namely,
the vision of a single causal kingdom of universal heteronomy.’
In connection with post-nineteenth-century natural science, it
could be maintained that the neo-Humean skepticism leveled
against Kant’s critical philosophy by his contemporary Salomon
Maimon!® represents not an epistemological problematization
of natural science as relying on the concept of causality analyzed
in the first Critique but, instead, an ontological revelation of
a lack of absolute, unqualified, iron-clad causal determinism
within real material being itself.!' Ontologizing Hume’s problem
of induction in the same manner that Hegel ontologizes Kant’s
“Transcendental Dialectic” is a key part of exorcizing Laplace’s
demon. These qualifications in this and the preceding paragraph
to my labeling of transcendental materialism as the latest system-
program of German idealism are far from minor or negligible.

Markus Gabriel, inspired similarly by a combination of German
idealism and Zizekianism, proposes, under the heading of “tran-
scendental ontology,” a contemporary reactivation of the agendas
motivating Schelling and Hegel. How is my transcendental mate-
rialism to be situated vis-a-vis Gabriel’s transcendental ontology?
Both positions share a commitment to combining a monist picture
of being with a transcendental account of autonomous subjectivity
in a style resembling the scheme hatched in late-eighteenth-century
Tubingen to wed Spinoza and Fichte. Furthermore, as should be
expected in connection with certain of his Hegelian allegiances,
Gabriel subscribes to an outlook reflected in my no-illusions prin-
ciple (as does Zizek too'2).

However, as the different labels for our two stances already
signal, Gabriel and I part company as regards materialism. The
ontology of Gabriel’s transcendental ontology, itself resulting
mainly from the gesture of ontologizing Kantian and post-
Kantian transcendental subjectivity, is a vision of being as a
non-hierarchized, detotalized plurality of “fields of sense” defying
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grounding capture by any type of naturalism and/or science-allied
materialism.'* From my standpoint, one viewing classical German
idealism with the benefit of hindsight provided by the immediately
subsequent developments of historical and dialectical material-
isms, Gabriel is still too proximate to subjective idealism and too
distant from speculative dialectics: too proximate to subjective
idealism in that the fields of sense into which being is parceled
out in transcendental ontology seem to be modeled directly on the
phenomenal spheres arising from Kantian and/or Fichtean ideal
cognizing subjectivities; too distant from speculative dialectics
in that transcendental ontology, in a one-way, lop-sided fashion,
transforms the image of being after rendering thinking subjectivity
immanent to it while, at the same time, not altering the image of
thinking subjectivity in tandem with this gesture of immanentiza-
tion. In a related vein, my materialist leanings incline me to see
“fields of sense” as arising from embodied minded beings in ways
at least partially explicable in natural-scientific (especially biologi-
cal) terms. Similarly, Gabriel’s transcendental ontology, from my
perspective, is a realism about transcendental subjectivity in such
a fashion as to be simultaneously an anti-realism about empirical
reality (as objectively independent of subjectivity gua beyond,
behind, or beneath subject-centered “fields of sense”).

To return to German idealism itself, when Hegel, in the preface
to the Phenomenology, dismisses the Schellingian philosophies of
identity and nature as promoting an image of the Absolute as a
“night in which all cows are black,”'* part of what he is object-
ing to is Schelling’s allegedly insufficient distance from Spinozism
specifically.!s This charge certainly sticks to many Schellingians of
the time; it also arguably applies quite well to the young Schelling
of the late 1790s and early 1800s. However, perhaps in response
to Hegel’s indictment, the more mature Schelling — in his Lectures
on the History of Philosophy, Hegel concedes that the author of
the 1809 Freibeitschrift displays a profound dialectical-speculative
sophistication during a moment of his self-conducted philosophi-
cal education enacted on the public stage!® — takes great pains
to make explicit his differences with and distance from Spinoza.
In fact, Hegel and the later Schelling articulate essentially the
same criticisms of Spinoza’s philosophy,!” without either of
them, in the wake of their split induced by Hegel’s publication
of the Phenomenology, directly acknowledging this convergence
of views on the topic of Spinozism.
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Several passages in Hegel’s monumental Science of Logic
furnish exemplary formulations of the complaints he directs
toward Spinoza as expressed dissatisfactions with the latter’s
monist substance metaphysics that Schelling comes to share too.
Immediately prior to the transition from “The Doctrine of Being”
to “The Doctrine of Essence” (i.e., the first two of the three main
divisions of Hegelian logic), Hegel says of Spinoza:

Since absolute indifference (absolute Indifferenz) may seem to be the
fundamental determination of Spinoza’s substance, we may add that
this is indeed the case in so far as in both every determination of being,
like every further concrete differentiation of thought and extension
and so forth, is posited as vanished (als verschwunden gesetzt werden).
If we stop short at the abstraction [of substance] then it is a matter of
complete indifference (iiberbaupt gleichgiiltig) what something looked
like in reality before it was swallowed up in this abyss (Abgrund). But
when substance is conceived as indifference (Indifferenz), it is tied up
with the need for determining it and for taking this determining into
consideration; it is not to remain Spinoza’s substance, the sole deter-
mination of which is the negative one that everything is absorbed in it.
With Spinoza, the moment of difference (die Unterschied) — attributes,
thought and extension, then the modes too, the affections, and every
other determination — is introduced quite empirically (ganz empirisch);
it is intellect (der Verstand), itself a mode, which is the source of the
differentiation. The relationship of the attributes to substance and to
one another is not specified further than that they express the whole
of substance, and their content, the order of things as extended and
as thoughts, is the same. But by the determination of substance as
indifference, the difference too, comes to be reflected on (Reflexion);
whereas with Spinoza, the difference is an external (duberlicher)...

difference only by implication (an sich), now it is posited (gesetzt) as
such.'®

Hegel, summing up his objections, soon repeats his complaint
that, with Spinoza, “substance is not determined as self-differ-
entiating, not as subject” (die Substanz nicht als das sich selbst
Unterschiedende, nicht als Subjekt bestimmt)' — and this contrary
to the Phenomenology’s insistence on “grasping and expressing the
True, not only as Substance, but equally as Subject” (das Wabre
nicht als Substanz, sondern ebensosehr als Subjekt aufzufassen
und auszudriicken),’® an insistence he sticks to right up through
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his 1831 Berlin Lectures on Logic.?! Further on in the Science of
Logic (as well as in the Encyclopedia Logic** and Philosophy of
Mind?3), this complaint is again rearticulated — “substance lacks
the principle of personality (der Personlichkeit).”?*

In the first two sentences of the above block quotation,
Spinoza’s monistic metaphysics clearly is being depicted as a
“night in which all cows are black” (@ la the dismissal of a certain
Schellingianism in the Phenomenology), namely, as an indeter-
minate “abyss” into whose flat, uniform blackness everything is
abandoned to mere “vanishing.”?® Such an “abstraction™ fails
to do philosophical justice to the multicolored and multifaceted
differentiations of manifest revealed reality, treating these dif-
ferentiations as insubstantial epiphenomena with no real being
relative to the lone One-All of God/Nature as substance; they are
“posited as vanished” in the Spinozist worldview, left to be “swal-
lowed up” by an undifferentiated, monochromatic ontological
darkness.?® The associative link between Spinoza and Schelling is
further strengthened by Hegel’s repeated employment of the word
“Indifferenz”; an allusion to the early Schelling’s philosophies of
nature and identity, with their Absolute as the “point of indiffer-
ence,”?” undoubtedly is intended here.

The remainder of the preceding lengthy quotation from the
Science of Logic succinctly elaborates an immanent critique of
Spinozism, showing how this philosophical framework self-sub-
vertingly dialecticizes itself.?® The key to this critical maneuver is
Hegel’s observation that Spinoza (or anyone else speculating along
similar monist lines) at least has to determine substance, even if
this amounts to the most minimal of determinations of substance
as nothing more than indeterminate qua devoid of distinguishable
attributes, modes, and so on?’ (“But when substance is conceived
as indifference [Indifferenz], it is tied up with the need for deter-
mining it and for taking this determining into consideration”).
Through the reflective intuiting (as “Reflexion”) of God/Nature
by Spinoza’s “intellect” — Hegel’s use of “der Verstand” (as per
Verstand [understanding] qua distinct from Vernunft [reason]) to
translate the latter should be heard with the full range of multiple
resonances this German term has in the Hegelian system — a sup-
plementary difference is added to the indifference of substance,
namely, the difference between the being of substance itself and
the thinking of this being. That is to say, in Hegelian locution,
substance cannot be thought without the “also” of subjectivity as
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reflective cognition (i.e., the Phenomenology’s “substance also as
subject”).30

However, since Spinoza’s substance admits no differences (as
determinations, distinctions, etc.), a destabilizing dialectical con-
tradiction arises for his system in that he cannot escape philo-
sophical reliance upon, at a minimum, the difference between
substantial being and subjective thinking (“it is not to remain
Spinoza’s substance, the sole determination of which is the nega-
tive one that everything is absorbed in it”). In other words, his
substance is negated as pure indifference by the very intellectual
intuiting of it as supposed pure indifference (“But by the deter-
mination of substance as indifference, the difference too, comes
to be reflected on [Reflexion]”). This is because such intuiting, in
the language of Spinoza himself, must be performed by a mode
(i.e., intellectual intuition) of an attribute (i.e., thinking) of this
substance, a mode somehow or other distinguished from sub-
stance per se in and of itself (insofar as this mode is not entirely
“absorbed in” substance without remainder or trace).3!

Spinoza obviously is aware that existence, at least as he and other
human beings experience it, is not registered as the infinite, indivis-
ible, homogeneous Whole of a single divine-yet-also-natural Being
— hence his inclusion of attributes and modes in his philosophical
discourse, concepts designating the differences, determinations,
and distinctions familiar to human subjects in their experiences of
what they take to be the world of humdrum, normal reality. But,
as Hegel points out, “With Spinoza, the moment of difference (die
Unterschied) — attributes, thought and extension, then the modes
too, the affections, and every other determination — is introduced
quite empirically (ganz empirisch)”3* (subsequently in the Science
of Logic, Hegel combines the charges of externality and empiri-
cism). Three fundamental critical claims are compressed into this
statement. First, Spinoza allegedly defines and depicts attributes,
modes, and the like (i.e., instances of differences, by contrast with
the allegedly perfect self-sameness of presumably homogeneous
substance in and of itself) on the basis of nothing more than
empirical examination of everyday experience; a descriptive phe-
nomenology of quotidian phenomena, instead of rationalist-type
deductive proofs a la the “geometric method” (more geometrico)
of the Ethics, justifies the inclusion of everything other than seam-
lessly undifferentiated substance alone (and this despite Spinoza
deceptively dressing up this disavowed phenomenology in the
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trappings of mathematical-style argumentative systematicity).3?
Of course, Hegel repeatedly criticizes both Spinoza and Schelling
for practicing a dry, mechanical, and rigid formalism suitable for
the lifeless Verstand of mathematics but entirely unsuited for the
living Vernunft of speculative philosophy.** Second, with Spinoza
himself being a (partially) finite entity situated in a world divided
up between thinking, extension, and their various permutations,
his (intellectual) intuition of the infinite, indivisible One-All of
God/Nature is a reflection internal to and arising from the world
of differences. Third, the Spinozist system therefore utterly lacks,
even judged by its own methodological standards for theoretical
systematicity, a properly philosophical (rather than simply empiri-
cal) account of the very position from which this system itself
is constructed (not to mention, as underscored by Fichte,
Schelling,®® and Hegel,?” its general failure to explain how and
why substance takes the trouble to fragment itself into and refract
itself through the multitude of different finite appearances of seem-
ingly individuated thinking and extended beings — hence Hegel’s
recurrent accusation that Spinoza proceeds initially from attributes
and modes to substance without ever providing a systematic philo-
sophical delineation of the inverse logical and/or genetic movement
wherein attributes and modes proceed from substance in the first
place as itself supposedly primary?®). From the subsequent vantage
point of Marx’s first, and quite dialectical-speculative, thesis
on Feuerbach (to refer to it once again), Spinoza’s philosophy
shares with those of the eighteenth-century French materialists he
inspires the defect of being purely and strictly contemplative. In his
Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Hegel already draws this
exact connection of culpability between “Spinoza’s nature” (i.e.,
the closed, deterministic Whole of subjectless substance) and “the
matter and nature of the materialists and naturalists” (as Spinoza’s
heirs).?’

As per Hegel’s characteristic “hands off” dialectical proce-
dure of stepping back so as to allow other figures and positions
to unfold their inner resources up to the point of inadvertently
undermining themselves of their own accord (i.e., “doing violence
to themselves at their own hands”),* he notes, in the earlier block
quotation from the Science of Logic, that, “whereas with Spinoza,
the difference is an external (duberlicher) ... difference only by
implication (an sich), now it is posited (gesetzt) as such.” Put dif-
ferently, Hegel is asserting that his critique of Spinoza is an imma-
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nent one in which what is implicitly (“by implication”) already
there in Spinozism (i.e., its dialectically self-subverting “in itself”
[an sich]) is merely made explicit (i.e., “posited [gesetzt] as such”).
To paraphrase Jacobi’s most famous gripe about Kant’s critical
transcendental idealism (concerning the notorious thing-in-itself
[Ding an sich]),** for Hegel, without “the moment of difference
(die Unterschied)” (i.e., attributes, modes, and so on) one cannot
enter into Spinoza’s philosophy, but, with it, one cannot remain
within the parameters of this same philosophy (as one of sheer
indifference). Hegel reiterates all of these indictments later in the
Science of Logic.*?

The Science of Logic’s subsequent critical revisitation of
Spinozism, situated in a remark on “The Philosophy of Spinoza
and Leibniz” in the third and final section (“Actuality” [Die
Wirklichkeit]) of “The Doctrine of Essence,” repeats some of the
content already covered immediately above. However, Hegel does
introduce some new twists to his critique here, two of which are
relevant in relation to my purposes in the present context. The
first of these has to do with the role of negation in Spinoza’s and

Hegel’s respective systems*3:

Determinateness is negation (die Bestimmtheit ist Negation) — is the
absolute principle of Spinoza’s philosophy; this true and simple (wah-
rhafte und einfache) insight establishes the absolute unity of substance.
But Spinoza stops short at negation as determinateness or quality;
he does not advance to a cognition of negation as absolute, that is,
self-negating, negation (sich negierender Negation); thus his substance
does not itself contain the absolute form, and cognition of it is not an
immanent cognition (immanentes Erkennen). True, substance is the
absolute unity of thought and being or extension; therefore it contains
thought itself, but only in its unity with extension, that is, not as sepa-
rating itself from extension, hence in general not as a determinative
and formative activity (Bestimmen und Formieren), nor as a move-
ment which returns into and begins from itself (die zuriickkebrende
und aus sich selbst anfangende Bewegung).**

Hegel rarely, if ever, offers merely external criticisms, namely,
shrill, dogmatic objections in which others’ positions ultimately
are confrontationally and narcissistically criticized simply and
solely for nothing more than the sin of not being one’s own. The
above observations regarding negation are no exception. In other
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words, despite possible appearances to the contrary, they do not
rest upon an unproductive side-by-side juxtaposition in which
two independent and incompatible conceptions of negativity (i.e.,
a Spinozist versus a Hegelian one) are externally compared and
contrasted. Instead, Hegel’s real underlying point is once more
that a dialectical-speculative engagement with Spinozism reveals
it to rely implicitly upon something which nonetheless it cannot
explicitly avow and accommodate within the strict confines of its
own systematic parameters (here, “self-negating negation” a la
the dialectical-speculative “negation of negation” that is not the
straightforward double-negation of classical, bivalent logic).*’

To unpack the preceding quotation in detail, Hegel starts by
endorsing the Spinozist dictum according to which omnis deter-
minatio est negatio (any reader of him knows just how important
this proposition is for Hegel’s own philosophical apparatus). But,
Hegel intends to go on to make the point that Spinoza neither
should nor can, as he nevertheless does, limit negation to its
relationship with determination exclusively in the sense of differ-
entiation and individuation as themselves compatible all the same
with the radical monism of infinite substance as the one-and-only
single Totality. Now, Spinoza’s intellectual intuition is a mode of
the attribute of thinking, hence a determination which, as such,
is what it is in its differentiated and individuated identity by not
being everything else (as per “all determination is negation”). And
yet, in Spinoza’s own philosophy, this mode is simultaneously the
privileged finite node within the infinite network wherein the infi-
nite network as a whole is reflected and encompassed. Thereby, in
Hegel’s language, substance becomes subject, the infinite achieves
reflexive self-consciousness in and through a finite moment of
itself. In this dynamic, intellectual intuition as a mode of the
attribute of thinking is a specific determination-qua-negation
that self-reflexively negates (as a second negation, a negation of
negation, added to the first negation of its monism-compatible
determinism) its particularity as a finite determination. Intellectual
intuition must perform this dialectical-speculative double-negation
so as to think, as Spinoza-the-philosopher indeed thinks, both all
determinations (itself included) as well as the infinite ontological
ground of all determinations irreducible to any particular finite
determination (i.e., the One-All of substance).*® Although failing
to acknowledge and explain what he actually does, Spinoza
nonetheless demonstrates and performs the power of thinking to
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separate and distance itself from being (as un/pre-thinking) so as
to be capable of capturing in thoughts both this being and itself
as a sublating (als Aufhebung) identity-in-difference (i.e., unity of
unity and disunity) with respect to this same being.*” That is to
say, Spinoza unavowedly presupposes thinking subjectivity as a
dual epistemological and ontological transcendence-in-immanence
in relation to substance without being willing and able avowedly
to posit this subjectivity as such.

Hegel thus turns against Spinoza the very insight into the true
nature of the infinite the former takes from the latter. From a
Hegelian perspective, Spinoza’s greatest breakthrough arguably
is his realization of the mutual exclusivity between infinitude and
transcendence (i.e., what is transcendent cannot be infinite and
vice versa). If something stands separately over and above other
things, then this something is limited, namely, rendered finite by
whatever subsists beyond/outside its own transcendent sphere;
inversely but correlatively, if something is genuinely (instead of
spuriously) infinite, it neither is external to anything else nor is
anything else external to it. Hence, the true (rather than specious)
infinite directly and necessarily entails strict immanence insofar as
it fundamentally excludes any and every transcendence. According
to Hegel’s immanent critique of Spinoza’s rationalist substance
metaphysics (with the latter’s radical monism inextricably inter-
twined with these musings on the infinite), what Spinoza rightly
prohibits for the infinity of God/Nature as the One-All of ultimate
Being he implicitly and wrongly, judged even by his own ideas
and standards, permits for the reflective position of intellectual
intuition as external reflection. In other words, with Spinozism
being a contemplative metaphysics in Marx’s precise sense of this
adjective, Spinoza’s epistemological subject is surreptitiously and
illegitimately granted a tacit transcendence vis-a-vis the otherwise
exemptionless universality of ontological immanence as required
under the strictures of a consistent, consequent thinking of authen-
tic infinitude. Succinctly stated, the Spinozist ban on complete,
unqualified transcendence, as a ban brooking no exceptions, must
apply to the subjective as well as the divine.

Therefore, referring back to the prior block quotation from
the Science of Logic, Hegel reaches the verdict regarding Spinoza
that “his substance does not itself contain the absolute form,
and cognition of it is not an immanent cognition (immanentes
Erkennen).” Put differently, a supposedly absolute substance that
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does not include within itself, in an explicitly explained fashion,
the philosophical subject that reflects upon it is not really absolute
(as infinite, omnipresent, all-embracing, and so on) — and this
insofar as such a substance thereby is left lacking a non-negligible
part of the reality related to it (i.e., the part through which this
substance becomes self-reflectively cognizant of itself).*® Similarly,
when Hegel, in the same passage, remarks that the attribute of
thinking (of which intellectual intuition is a mode) is not properly
conceived of by the author of the Ethics “as a determinative and
formative activity (Bestimmen und Formieren)” — of course, in
Hegel’s parlance, this is presupposed (as “in itself”) without being
posited (as “in and for itself” [an und fiir sich]) by Spinoza®® — this
reiterates a now-familiar charge: The kinetic process of the thinking
subject endowing substantial being with a definite determination
and form (as, in this instance, God/Nature qua the infinite One-All
of substance) impermissibly drops out of and is unreflected by
the resulting static object of this thus-determined/formed picture
of substantial being.>® Likewise, Hegel’s phrase “Bestimmen und
Formieren” hints at a dialectical dynamic between substance and
subject in which the latter defies being quickly and easily dismissed
as a mere epiphenomenon, as nothing more than an ineffective
appearance, attribute, fantasy, fiction, illusion, mode, etc.

To paraphrase an earlier-quoted Hegel, the true infinite/
Absolute is the whole, a totality including subject as well as sub-
stance, namely, a subject immanent to substance as demanded by
a systematic monism of the genuinely infinite (i.e., the very type
of ontology to which Spinoza himself avowedly is committed).’!
Additionally, this Hegelian line of criticism, summarized thusly,
even hints that the Tubingen-born version of the shotgun mar-
riage between Spinoza and Kant/Fichte (i.e., “the earliest system-
program of German idealism” shared by Schelling, Holderlin, and
Hegel and also arrived at by the later Fichte of 1804 and after®?)
is more an Aufhebung of Spinoza’s own philosophy than a force-
ful imposition from without. This perhaps licenses hearing yet
another resonance in the later Hegel’s well-known statement, from
his Berlin Lectures on the History of Philosophy, that “thought
must begin by placing itself at the standpoint of Spinozism; to
be a follower of Spinoza is the essential commencement of all
Philosophy”*® (I also strongly suspect that this declaration about
philosophy’s beginnings is a rejoinder to Jacobi’s claim that all
rigorously consequent philosophizing ends in Spinozism). If to
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follow Spinoza can mean to be faithful to “what is in Spinozism
more than Spinozism itself” (as Lacan might put it), to be true to
Spinozism’s “extimate” an und fiir sich (to resort to another bit of
Lacanese), through immanent critique, then Hegel, from Tiibingen
to Berlin, indeed counts as “a follower of Spinoza.”**

But, to conclude from this, as do Althusser and his student
Pierre Macherey,> that Spinoza already anticipates and answers
Hegel’s immanent critique in advance is to confuse and falsely
conflate two very distinct levels: on the one side (that of Hegel’s
“in itself”), that which is implicitly presupposed without accompa-
nying supporting argumentation; on the other side (that of Hegel’s
“in and for itself”), that which indeed is explicitly posited with
accompanying supporting argumentation. Moreover, this very
“thing” implicit in Spinozism made explicit by Hegelianism is that
which Spinozism is unable to accommodate within its systematic
parameters — at the same time, this system is made possible by and
relies upon this its unavowable presupposition — and that which
Althusserianism is unwilling to accommodate: in a word, subjec-
tivity. I even am tempted to suggest that those defending Spinoza
against Hegel sometimes mistake Hegelian for Spinozist ideas due
to the ever-so-close immanence of Hegel’s critique, anachronisti-
cally crediting Spinozism an sich with insights that arise an und fiir
sich only in and through Hegelianism.>®

The second additional critical twist added in the later discussion
of Spinoza in the Science of Logic has to do with Spinozism’s par-
ticular form of one-sidedness. Hegel notes that “The one-sidedness
of a philosophical principle is usually countered by its opposite
one-sidedness and totality, as in all of them, is usually present as
a dispersed completeness.”®’ This observation alludes to central
features of Hegel’s manner of relating his philosophy to the history
of philosophy as a whole; it calls to mind the Hegelian system
as a speculative sublation of the dialectics generated within and
between its one-sided historical predecessors. That said, Hegel, in
this specific context, has in view the relationship between Spinoza
and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. In particular, on the plane of
rationalist substance metaphysics, he sees Leibniz’s monadological
ontology as the diametrically opposed counter-thrust to Spinoza’s
intellectual image of substantial being as a seamlessly consistent
fullness of unified ontological homogeneity. With Leibnizian mon-
adology, being is parceled out instead into a teeming multitude of
entirely separate and absolutely self-enclosed “formal atoms” (i.e.,
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non-physical “monads”). As pictures of substance, the contrast
could not be sharper and more extreme: Spinoza’s continuous and
indivisible One versus Leibniz’s discrete and divided Many. With
their shared rationalism, Hegel portrays the substance metaphys-
ics of Spinoza and Leibniz as two poles of complementary-but-
contradictory one-sidedness.’®

Before Hegel, the British empiricist David Hume similarly plays
off Spinoza and Leibniz against each other. In the fifth section
of the first book of A Treatise of Human Nature — this section,
entitled “Of the Immateriality of the Soul,” immediately precedes
(and is closely related to) the famous analysis of personal identity
in the following sixth section®” — Hume takes up the topic of
the “soul” as metaphysical principle or essence of individuated
personhood. Such an entity is traditionally defined and charac-
terized as a supersensible substance underlying the manifest and
accessible dimensions of the familiar everyday self. But, according
to Hume’s empiricism, there is no epistemologically justifiable
and defensible way of knowing whether or not substantial being,
as supersensible, is, in fact, divided up into individual units in
such a fashion as to contain metaphysical correlates paired with
sensible-as-experiential empirical selves. In short, there is no way
of really knowing if substance does or does not harbor souls
within itself. For Leibniz, whose monadology is bound up with a
Christian theosophical worldview, metaphysical substance indeed
is dispersed into a plurality of individuated units (i.e., monads as
indivisible formal atoms), some of which are souls corresponding
to persons (as per traditional Christianity). However, for Hume,
with his anti-rationalist epistemology, Spinoza’s non-Christian
metaphysics, in which substance is not individuated and, there-
fore, is devoid of souls as singular supersensible selves, is no less
(and no more) plausible than Leibniz’s ostensibly intellectually
intuited Weltanschauung. These rationalists’ mutually exclusive
systems, in which two seemingly equal degrees of intense certainty
about substance(s) are pitted directly against each other, arguably
cancel out each other, leaving the question of whether or not there
are “immaterial souls” unresolved.®°

Hume’s handling of Spinoza and Leibniz exemplifies certain
aspects of his empiricism integral to Kant’s critical philosophy.
The Kantian critique of rationalism via the “Transcendental
Dialectic” (particularly the “Antinomies of Pure Reason”) clearly
is foreshadowed by this Hume. What is more, Hegel, as should
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go without saying, is well aware of Hume’s profound influ-
ence on Kant.®! Of course, Kant, with his comparatively greater
empiricist sympathies, draws the conclusion from this that the
sorts of substances as noumenal referents aimed at by Spinozist
and Leibnizian intellectual intuitions are epistemologically inac-
cessible and philosophically out-of-bounds things-in-themselves.
In Kant’s eyes, the particular dialectics of pure reason enacted
and exemplified by the Spinoza-Leibniz couple reveal rationalist
substance metaphysics as a whole to be futile and illusory, imma-
nently generating insurmountable contradictions. Insofar as the
noumenal Real is assumed by Kant to be free of contradictions,
these deadlocks and impasses bear witness to the impossibility of
transcending the limits of possible phenomenal experience so as to
touch directly this thinkable-but-not-knowable Real through pure
reason as intellectual intuition.

As seen above, Hegel appears to adopt Hume’s and Kant’s
similar responses to the antinomic antagonisms pitting the sub-
stance metaphysics of Spinoza and Leibniz against each other.
So, what, if anything, distinguishes Hegel’s response to these two
early-modern Continental rationalists? There indeed is a major
difference here, and it has everything to do with the contrast
between, on the one hand, Hume’s empiricist skepticism as well
as Kant’s transcendental idealism and, on the other hand, Hegel’s
absolute idealism. For Hegel, whereas subjective idealism (such as
the transcendental sort of his immediate predecessors) is diametri-
cally opposed to robust realism, absolute idealism is anything but
anti-realist. That is to say, to interpret Hegel’s philosophy as an
anti-realism in any standard, traditional sense is to misinterpret
it as a subjective (including macro-subjective qua panpsychical)
idealism.®? I have made this case in detail on a prior occasion.®
Moreover, anyone who believes German idealism overall to be
an aggressively anti-realist movement/orientation would do well
to read Frederick Beiser’s meticulous and massive study German
Idealism: The Struggle Against Subjectivism, 1781-1801.°* Beiser
persuasively demonstrates that idealism as per the German ideal-
ist program, starting with Kant and Fichte, is not the opposite
of realism tout court. Quite the contrary: From the Critique of
Pure Reason (with its “empirical realism” and “Refutation of
Idealism”®) onward, these idealists, unlike, say, Bishop Berkeley,
“struggle against subjectivism” by highlighting and insisting upon
necessary and universal features of intersubjectively valid, spatially
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extended objective reality. The admittedly thin, minimalist sense
of realism a la the Kant of the B-version of the first Critique
maintains the reality of universal constraints on minds as param-
eters irreducible to individual subjects, which already is enough
to capture much of what is desired by many of those espousing
realist views; of course, Schelling and Hegel especially go much
further down realist paths in their breaks with the subjective (and
intersubjective) idealisms of Kantian and Fichtean transcendental-
isms. Furthermore, as long maintained in the Marxist tradition
(by Engels®® and V.I. Lenin,®” among others), the true opposite of
idealism is materialism — and this insofar as a number of variants
of realism are perfectly compatible with anti-materialist ideal-
ism (such as the realisms of Kant and, arguably, Fichte too). The
proper name “Plato” is enough to make this point: The metaphysi-
cal realist position he establishes at the dawn of Western philoso-
phy is robustly realist and, at the same time, virulently opposed to
any and every variant of materialism. Excluding vitalisms, panpsy-
chisms, and similar sorts of stances, being a materialist entails
being a realist, although the opposite certainly is not the case.
Directly related to the preceding, a “Remark” (Anmerkung)
on “Idealism” (Der Idealismus) closing the second chapter
(“Determinate Being” [Das Dasein]) of the first book of the
Science of Logic unambiguously stipulates that the opposite of
absolute idealism is not realism, but, instead, finitism.®® Long
before Meillassoux (who indeed is avowedly influenced by the
German idealists), Hegel is obsessed with pursuing what comes
“after finitude.” In Hegel’s logical framework, this path beyond
the finite unfolds through the immanent critical deabsolutizing,
at the end of “The Doctrine of Being,” of “determinate being”
(a dialectic leading on to “The Doctrine of Essence” and “The
Doctrine of the Notion”). It is no coincidence at all that Hegel
issues his “Remark on Idealism” on the heels of a chapter han-
dling determinate being, namely, the manner of existence of
purportedly immediate, particularized thises, thats, and others.®’
Absolutizing such being would be tantamount to making finite
things, conceived of as wholly self-standing and completely
independent individual beings, sufficient unto themselves as the
unmediated alpha-and-omega constituents of the ultimate true
Real iiberbaupt. Hegel, by objecting to a finitist worldview of this
kind (through his usual procedure of showing how it spontane-
ously self-sublates in inadvertently but inevitably inflicting fatal
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dialectical damage on itself of its own accord), does not in the
least cancel out objective reality as the actual, factual existence of
asubjective entities and events. Contrary to the disinformation of
propagandistic myths, he does not negate and replace the latter
with an implausibly insane metaphysics of an inflated God-like
mega-Mind, a ridiculously puffed up Geist as a gargantuan cosmic
macro-Subject always-already having devoured the entire universe
without leaving any leftovers whatsoever. Similarly, a casual
glance at the opening of the Philosophy of Nature (the first part of
the more-than-logical Realphilosophie of Natur und Geist and the
significant middle third of Hegel’s system as per the Encyclopedia)
reveals to the reader that Hegel rejects Kant’s pivotal anti-
realist thesis regarding the strict ideality of space and time in the
“Transcendental Aesthetic,””® with Hegelian Naturphilosophie
(and the Realphilosophie in its entirety) pushing off from a foun-
dational conception of space and time as objectively real instead of
subjectively ideal.”!

However, again contrary to yet another popular myth, Hegel’s
not-anti-realist absolute idealism is resolutely post-, rather than
pre-, Kantian. Hegel unreservedly accepts that Kant’s critical-
transcendental turn breaks the history of philosophy in two (to
use a Nietzschean turn of phrase) — more specifically, that the
“Transcendental Dialectic” of the first Critique in particular
sounds the death knell of old-fashioned substance metaphys-
ics (such as practiced by Spinoza and Leibniz) especially.”?
Admittedly, Hegel repeatedly purports to reveal that what he labels
the “subjective idealism””3 of transcendentalism & la Kant (and
Fichte), like all other non-Hegelian theoretical positions, inevita-
bly succumbs to self-subversion via its own internally generated
dialectical contradictions, imploding under the weight of these
inner antagonisms and conflicts lying within its heart. In line with
many of his predecessors and contemporaries, he construes Kant
as relying upon a dogmatic two-worlds metaphysics at odds with
the spirit, if not also the letter, of the very critical philosophy Kant
himself founds. Such Kantian notions as that of a “limit” between
phenomenal and noumenal realms as well as that of das Ding an
sich are widely dismissed by the German idealists, Hegel included,
as pre-Kantian residues compromising the systematic consistency
of the critical-transcendental apparatus. Hegel’s distinctive dia-
lectical approach aims to uncover how these notions upon which
Kant rests dissolve themselves, autonomously inducing their own
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destabilization and collapse.” But, from Hegel’s vantage point,
the immanent (self-)critique of the Kantian critical philosophy as
lop-sidedly subjectivist by no means licenses the anachronism of a
regression back to any type of pre-Kantian transcendental realism
(whether associated with metaphysical rationalism, materialist
empiricism, or whatever else along these lines). In short, Hegel, as
is to be expected of the philosopher of the Aufhebung, strives to
sublate (qua preserve and elevate while negating and destroying)
Kant’s transcendental idealism.

Without getting bogged down too much in the task of rehears-
ing yet again the highly fraught and incredibly complicated Kant-
Hegel relationship so decisive for the past two centuries of Western
philosophy, suffice it for now to state that the post-Kantian
realism of Hegel’s absolute idealism is grounded, in part, on the
problematization of Kant’s gestures of attempting to establish an
uncrossable boundary demarcating what is potentially knowable
(i.e., the “limits of possible experience” within which phenomenal
objects appear) and, in addition, hypothesizing, on the other side
of this boundary, a Beyond of beings unknowable in principle (i.e.,
things-in-themselves as essentially and eternally evading the grip
of concepts). If these Kantian gestures undo themselves, as Hegel’s
(immanent) critique maintains, then the realm of the conceptual
is no longer finite in the sense of bounded vis-a-vis another realm
forever out of its reach, namely, the thinkable-but-not-knowable
noumenal domain of things-in-themselves.

Nevertheless, the consequent Hegelian infinitude of the concept
does not signify the completed, exhaustive conceptual digestion
of non/extra-conceptual reality. Focusing on Kant’s Ding an sich,
Hegel’s specific manner of doing away with this thing’s “in itself”
dimension in no way signals the intention to push forward with the
attempted absorption-without-remainder of everything real into
the ideal spiritual cobwebs of micro- and/or macro-subjectivities.
The conceptual is “infinite” for Hegel only in the sense of not
being rendered finite through being limited in principle by any-
thing intrinsically unknowable, by supposed things-in-themselves
presumed to be insurmountably refractory to the advances of
knowing. In still other words, Hegelian knowing is “absolute”
strictly insofar as there is nothing that by some eternal nature
absolutely eludes the possibility of being grasped conceptually, no
timeless “x” of an utterly ineffable je ne sais quoi as non-subjective
being externally opposing and limiting subjective cognition (with



For a Thoughtful Ontology 41

Kantian transcendental idealism’s rigid dualism of phenomenal
objects-as-appearances and noumenal things-in-themselves being,
from Hegel’s perspective, the latest and most sophisticated version
of this insistence on the inherent finitude of knowledge due to
unchanging limits maintained by ineliminable unknowns).

The crucial caveat not to be missed is that none of this is
equivalent to claiming that everything always-already has been
grasped conceptually. Put differently, concluding that there is no
apriori limitation permanently imposing a finite status on knowl-
edge as bounded by an unknowable transcendent Outside (i.e.,
the noumenal Beyond of things-in-themselves) is not the same as
asserting that the actual process of knowing ever was, is, or will
be completed in the form of a definitively accomplished totality
of decisively established “absolute knowledge.” In Hegelian phi-
losophy, the verb of kinetic knowing is absolute/infinite, while the
noun of static knowledge, in whatever shape at whatever moment
in its historical development, nevertheless is not.”> Knowing is
not checked in principle by anything eternally and intrinsically
unknowable (epitomized here by das Ding an sich). But, this
does not entail that conceptually mediated knowing therefore
ever achieves full penetration into and saturation of the extra/
non-subjective being(s) of the realities of both nature as well as
the trans-subjective dimensions of Geist (with these realities being
dealt with in Hegel’s Realphilosophie as distinct from his logical
apparatus). Succinctly rearticulated once more, the infinitude/
absoluteness of knowledge is, for Hegel, a principle of potentiality
rather than a fact of actuality.

The preceding responses to commonplace, widespread misread-
ings of Hegel as an intoxicated spiritualist anti-realist nonethe-
less imply a feature of Hegelian thought further provoking and
encouraging these very same misreadings. Before proceeding
further, I must identify this feature and explain why, in truth, it
does not support those who accuse Hegel of being a grandiose
macro-subjective idealist. The Hegelian immanent critical dis-
mantling of Kantian transcendental idealism’s alleged dogmatic
dependence on a two-worlds metaphysics — again, Hegel’s repu-
diation of subjectivist anti-realism is post-Kantian, arrived at by
passing through (rather than simply bypassing) Kant — implies that
the extra/non-subjective Real is not extra/non-conceptual in terms
of its own mind-independent architectures and trajectories.”®
This Real, despite being extra/non-subjective as transcending the
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confines of first-person conscious and self-conscious mindedness
(i.e., the cognitions, emotions, and motivations of sentient and
sapient individuals), is “conceptual” in the precise-yet-broadened
Hegelian sense of consisting of structures and dynamics allowing,
at least in principle, for being apprehended by “concepts” in the
narrower sense of mental mappings by human thinkers. If all two-
worlds metaphysics of the kind epitomized by Kant’s subjective
idealism (with its limits of possible experience and unknowable
things-in-themselves) ultimately self-destruct, as Hegel maintains,
then mutually mirroring isomorphisms between the logics of the
an sich objective Real and the fiir sich subjective Ideal are, at a
minimum, always possible. That is to say, in the absence of a
forever epistemologically inaccessible dimension (such as a nou-
menal realm 4 la Kant), the in-principle infinite knowability of the
extra/non-subjective Real implies that it itself, in its very being as
mobile ensembles of spatio-temporal entities and events ontologi-
cally distinguishable from the being of thinking, is not absolutely
different-in-kind from the concepts and logics operative in the
minds of cognizing beings as knowers. In fact, instances of actual
Hegelian knowing involve two-way reflections into each other of
the “concepts” and “logics” of the Real and those of the Ideal (the
latter being concepts and logics according to more familiar, non-
Hegelian definitions and characterizations).

Those inclined to indict Hegel for some sort of subjective idealism
likely would latch onto this post-Kantian expansion and generali-
zation of the conceptual/logical to cover the Real of being as well
as the Ideal of thinking as proving Hegelianism culpable of being
a panpsychism. However, this verdict relies upon an illegitimate
conflation of panlogism with panpsychism. Hegel indeed might be
guilty of a certain variety of panlogism — and this insofar as one of
the upshots of his Kant critique is that the organization and func-
tioning of objective realities beyond subjects’ concepts and logics,
as knowable realities capable of being captured by these subjects,
are organized and function in “conceptual”/“logical” ways (taking
“conceptual”/“logical” in Hegel’s broadened senses). To be know-
able in and through subjects’ thoughts, asubjective things must not
be wholly alien and completely foreign to the forms and contents
of thoughts. Therefore, if the forms and contents of the subjective
thoughts of things known are logical and conceptual, then the
dynamics and structures of these things themselves are similarly
somehow logical and conceptual too. This might very well be pan-
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logism of a particular (post-Kantian) type. But, non-dogmatically
reasoning via a critical assessment of Kant’s transcendentalism
that the architectures and trajectories of the extra/non-subjective
Real are not different-in-kind from those of the subjective Ideal
(i.e., the mindedness of sentient and sapient thinking knowers)
is hardly tantamount to positing that everything in existence (in
particular, non-human existences) really is minded as aware, con-
scious, etc.”” Hegel’s panlogism is far from hypothesizing anything
panpsychical, since ascribing knowability to something by no
means entails attributing knowledge of itself (through reflective/
reflexive self-awareness/consciousness) to this same something.
As further exculpatory evidence in this case, Hegel tends to depict
minded human subjects as exceptional points at which substantial
being uniquely achieves a cognizance of itself. Such subjects are
the exception rather than, as in panpsychism, the universal rule.

To return to the topic of Hume’s and Kant’s critical responses to
the clash between Spinozist and Leibnizian versions of rationalist
substance metaphysics, Hegel’s stance on this issue with respect
to the more empiricist side of transcendental idealism is nuanced
and multifaceted. To begin with, given that Hume takes up this
matter in connection with the disputed notion of the soul, it
should be noted that Hegel greatly appreciates the post-Humean
assault mounted by Kant in “The Paralogisms of Pure Reason”
on Cartesian-style “rationalist psychology” (i.e., non-empirical
discourses about the soul qua Kantian “psychological idea of
reason” in which the “I” of first-person subjectivity is spoken
of as if it were a stable metaphysical thing, a reified object-refer-
ent of an apriori philosophical psychology).”® Leibniz’s reaction
against the, as it were, soullessness of Spinoza’s ontology is clearly
to be situated as an instance of the Cartesianism targeted by the first
Critique’s “Paralogisms.” Hegel agrees with Kant that “spiritual”
(als geistige) subjects are not to be grounded upon the inertness
of the objectified substantiality of a special sort of soul-stuff, not
to be reduced to fixed and frozen metaphysical entities. However,
consistent with his above-glossed departure from Kant’s limits of
possible experience and related things-in-themselves, Hegel disa-
grees with what he portrays as the Kantian move of preserving the
old soul of rational psychology in the modified guise of a peculiar
type of Ding an sich, namely, as a thinkable-but-unknowable
noumenal self hiding behind or beneath the manifest dialectical
conflicts strikingly put on display in the “Paralogisms.”
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A fundamental difference between Kant and Hegel is directly
related to the immediately preceding. This has to do with their
respective conceptions of the implications of dialectics. Of course,
the basic intention of Kant’s lengthy “Transcendental Dialectic”
(including the “Paralogisms” and “Antinomies”) is to hammer
home the thesis that human knowers, contrary to the vast bulk of
the Western metaphysical tradition, have no true epistemological
access to such supposed transcendent beings as the soul, the world,
and God, namely, the three ideas of reason: the psychological, the
cosmological, and the theological (as illusory noumenal referents
inevitably posited due to the “interest of reason” as a mental
faculty in completing, totalizing, or unifying the finite regions of
phenomenal experience). Kant brings to light various dialectics
afflicting pre-Kantian philosophical discussions of the soul, the
world, and God. The Critique of Pure Reason makes the case for
interpreting these deadlocks and impasses in the history of philos-
ophy (i.e., the contradictions and antagonisms arising within and
between metaphysicians’ non-empirical treatments of the psycho-
logical, the cosmological, and the theological) as interminable and
insurmountable — thus suggesting that a resolution on terms other
than those of the metaphysicians of the past is desirable, possible,
and, in truth, requisite (this resolution being nothing other than
Kant’s proffered Copernican revolution).

With its intra-systemic links to the “Transcendental Aesthetic”
(with this section’s insistence on the pure ideality of time and
space) and the rest of the theoretical edifice of the first Critique
(especially its load-bearing notions of the noumenal-phenomenal
distinction, the limits of possible experience, and the thing-in-
itself), the “Transcendental Dialectic” is employed by Kant in
the service of arguing for a subjective idealism (at loggerheads
with, among other alternate options, a realist materialism). His
arguments involving dialectics betray an assumption, arguably
a dogmatic one at odds with his own critical epistemology, that
being-beyond-knowing (i.e., noumenal things-in-themselves on the
nether side of the limits of possible experience) is free of anything
and everything dialectical. That is to say, the demonstrative power
of the “Transcendental Dialectic” depends upon the presumption
that the supersensible Real of being(s) an sich, whatever else it
might be, is consistent with itself and fully cohesive on its own,
devoid of dialectical contradictions. If this is so, then revealing the
metaphysics of the soul, the world, and God to be burdened by
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irremovable contradictions is to prove that the knowing subject
has no knowledge of such asubjective, supersensible entities.

With respect to Kant’s critique of discourses about the soul
in the “Paralogisms” and elsewhere (as itself foreshadowed by
Hume’s objections to this notion as it features in the various ver-
sions of seventeenth-century rationalist substance metaphysics),
Hegel implicitly takes up the contradiction between the ontologies
of Spinoza and Leibniz as indicative of the really contradictory
character of subjectivity in and for itself, with the real dialec-
tics of the subject involving unity and disunity, continuity and
discontinuity, immediacy and mediation, and other oscillating
opposites too. And, with reference to the “Antinomies” of the
“Transcendental Dialectic,” Hegel alleges that Kant is wrong to
limit such contradictions to only four; Hegelian philosophy, as
dialectical-speculative, obviously is invested in the thesis that a
thriving multitude of antinomic contradictions (well in excess of
four) are constitutive of being(s) an sich, including the existence
of the soul-like subject.” Furthermore, Hegel’s admiration for
Kant’s redeployment of the previously neglected art of dialectics
as per ancient (rather than modern) skepticism is tempered by
his dismay that Kant limits dialectics to being subjectively ideal
and not (also) objectively real (a limitation relying upon the dog-
matic presupposition that the Real is self-consistent and free of
contradictions).%°

This lament regarding the anti-realism gua subjective idealism of
Kant’s brand of (transcendental) dialectics is expressed by Hegel’s
repeated indictments of the Kantian “tenderness for the things of
this world.”®! As he puts it in the Science of Logic, “It shows an
excessive tenderness for the world to remove contradiction from it
and then to transfer the contradiction to spirit, to reason, where it
is allowed to remain unresolved.”®? Or, as he reiterates this in his
Lectures on the History of Philosophy, “Kant shows . . . too much
tenderness for things: it would be a pity, he thinks, if they con-
tradicted themselves. But that mind, which is far higher, should
be a contradiction — that is not a pity at all.”® Therefore, from a
Hegelian perspective on Hume’s and Kant’s skeptical and critical
assessments of the Spinoza-versus-Leibniz tug-of-war over the soul
as supposed seat of subjectivity, Humean empiricism and Kantian
transcendentalism are far from cruel enough to the souls of the
rationalist substance metaphysicians of the previous century.
To be more precise, insofar as, one, Hume leaves the supposed
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seat of subjectivity alone once introspection results in skeptical
agnosticism regarding its existence and, two, Kant hypothesizes an
at-one-with-itself noumenal “I” as a self-consistent thinking Ding
an sich untouched by its own intra-subjective contradictions (as
antinomies, paralogisms, etc.), both Hume and Kant avoid making
the Hegelian move of quite un-tenderly identifying antagonisms,
oppositions, and so on as integral epistemological and ontological
structures of the subject an und fiir sich (with this move paving
the way for, among other things, Lacan’s psychoanalytic barring/
splitting of subjectivity).

Before I rejoin certain current discussions and debates in what is
soon to follow (in Chapters 3 and 4), the relevance of the preced-
ing revisitation of modern philosophical history for today can be
summed up with a now-clichéd (but no less true) warning from,
of all people, Edmund Burke: Those who do not know history
are doomed to repeat it (of course, this is especially ironic given
the sharp contrast between the German idealists” sympathies and
Burke’s antipathy toward the French Revolution). Forgetting or
repudiating the legacies of Kant and Hegel eventuates only in lax
indulgences in the quaint hobby of playing at antiquated reenact-
ments of pre-Kantian metaphysical squabbles, with the original
battles themselves, as already demonstrated at detailed length in
the “Transcendental Dialectic,” being essentially fruitless due to
their unwinnable, interminable natures. As approximately 2,000
years of pre-critical Western philosophy amply revealed by the
end of the eighteenth century, these stalemates (i.e., those of meta-
physical and/or transcendental realism) are foregone conclusions.
They are preordained argumentative cul-de-sacs always-already
mapped out in advance by dialectical logics delineated by Kant
and Hegel and inevitably coming into force as soon as the critical
stance and its positive legacy is ignored. No amount of fashionable
new jargon (whether that of “speculative realism” as an overall
orientation or so-called “new materialisms”) can conceal these
simultaneously both historical and philosophical facts. Hence, as
instances of an anachronistic regression to a pre-Kantian position,
contemporary permutations of Spinozism, with their interrelated
rejections of subjectivity and epistemologically un- or under-
justified intellectual intuitions into the purported fundaments
of ontology, are just as vulnerable to, for instance, Leibnizian,
Humean, Kantian, and (most importantly here) Hegelian con-
testations as Spinoza’s philosophy itself. By contrast, a neo/post-



For a Thoughtful Ontology 47

Hegelian ontology including within itself a neither reductive nor
eliminative theory of non-epiphenomenal subjectivity — and, as I
showed above, this ontology also is post- rather than merely anti-
Spinozist in that it results from Hegel’s own immanent critique of
Spinozism — circumvents and makes progress beyond these sterile
old dead-ends. Not all history bears well being repeated, however
knowingly or not.
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“Off with their thistleheads!”:

Against Neo-Spinozism

In relatively recent European intellectual history, Hegel’s phi-
losophy, especially its logic, has been reinterpreted as a powerful
precursor of mid-twentieth-century anti-humanism, itself closely
associated with permutations of structuralism and its aftermath.
Jean Hyppolite’s Logic and Existence, so influential for Deleuze
and those of his generation in French philosophy, is the paradig-
matic example of this arguably anachronistic reading of Hegel’s
corpus.! This reading is motivated, in part, by a reaction against
and desire to counter-balance Alexandre Kojeve’s preceding and
equally anachronistic introduction of Hegel into twentieth-century
France, during the 1930s, via an existentialist and quasi-Marxist
interpretation indefensibly favoring the Phenomenology of Spirit
(over the Science of Logic) as itself a sort of humanist philosophi-
cal anthropology. Although Hyppolite portrays Hegel’s Spinoza
critique in an approving light,? this Hegelian non/post-Spinozism
is, of course, not shared by structuralist Althusserianism or post-
structuralist Deleuzianism, both quite favorably inclined toward
Spinoza’s philosophy. Nonetheless, Althusser and Deleuze defi-
nitely are solidary with the anti-humanism coloring Hyppolite’s
structuralist rendition of Hegelian logic.

In an 1808 letter to his personal friend and professional pro-
tector Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, Hegel complains about
“those thistleheads the Spinozists” who “in general view man as
a portion of seawater sealed off in a bottle floating adrift in the
ocean.”® As regards Hyppolite’s above-mentioned structuralism-
inspired rereading of the Hegelian system, this complaint is a
reminder that one must distinguish between anti-humanism and
anti-subjectivism. Although Hyppolite evinces awareness of this
difference, his structuralist and post-structuralist neo-Spinozist
contemporaries seem to conflate the two, operating as though an
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anti-humanist program requires dissolving any and every figure of
subjectivity tracing its lineage back to the post-Cartesian moder-
nity of, among others, Hegel himself. However, Hegel’s radical,
unflinching assault on all forms of finitude and finite understand-
ing (Verstand) as prematurely and one-sidedly elevated to an
absolute standing likewise would entail rejecting “humanism” as
defined and derided in post-war France (hence Hyppolite’s ability
to justify and carry off his particular exegesis). Nonetheless — and,
this signals that the forced choice between either repudiating
humanism or embracing subjectivity is a false dilemma — Hegel
almost certainly would level against Althusserian and Deleuzian
neo-Spinozisms objections to their subject-squelching stances along
the exact same lines as his above-summarized immanent critique of
Spinoza himself (see Chapter 2). These more historically proximate
and still-influential “thistleheads” view humans as nothing more
than mere portions of such “oceans” as a “process-without-a-
subject” or a “pre-individual, impersonal virtual,” bodies of water
as uniformly dark as the night in which all cows are black.

The intellectual milieu of the early-twenty-first-century present
hardly is lacking in neo-Spinozists. Variants of “post-humanism”
and so-called “new materialism” are advocated from a number of
quarters. In philosophy, politics, science, and other fields, refer-
ences to Spinoza and appeals to Spinozist notions have become
increasingly frequent and fashionable. Contemporary authors such
as, to name just a few, Macherey, Jane Bennett, William Connolly,
Manuel Delanda, Elizabeth Grosz, and Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri all are, to varying degrees and in different manners,
representative of this revival of Spinozism in today’s multi-
disciplinary theoretical landscape. These authors’ revivals often
are inflected by additions of elements (ones consistent with the
absolutely flat immanent ontology of Spinozistic monism) drawn
from Schelling, Henri Bergson, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Althusser,
and/or Deleuze, among others. Admittedly, those joining the big
tent of neo-Spinozism do so in the name of any number of distinct
reasons, be these, for instance, metaphysical, phenomenological,
(quasi-)Marxist, feminist, democratic, multicultural, ecological,
or (ostensibly) biological. Nonetheless, adherents to Spinozism,
whether in the early nineteenth century of Hegel or nowadays and
whatever their differences, are united in their common cause to
liquidate Cogito-like subjectivity a la Descartes, Kant, Fichte, and
Hegel. Equivocating between the subject of humanism and the
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modern subject zberbaupt, this motley coalition of modernity’s
discontents blames such a subject for a daunting, dizzying array of
theoretical and practical problems plaguing humanity. They lend
their voices to the chanting of mantras straining to conjure away
this awful “x.” However updated the terminology, the refrain
remains the same over the centuries: Hen kai pan (‘Ev xei ITiv).

In the present context, lain Hamilton Grant’s efforts to resus-
citate Schelling and Naturphilosophie deserve and promise to
repay some attention. Although his 2006 book Philosophies of
Nature After Schelling contains ample detailed investigations into
Schelling’s texts and their reception backed up by a substantial
amount of painstakingly careful scholarship, this is not a work of
intellectual/philosophical history exclusively. As the word “after”
in its title signals at the get-go, Grant is interested in reviving the
legacy of Schellingian Naturphilosophie in the contemporary
conjuncture, thereby deliberately and avowedly opting to view it
through the lenses of post-Schellingian hindsight.*

Coming after Schelling, the philosopher who seems most
profoundly to shape Grant’s reconstruction of Schelling’s phi-
losophy (or philosophies) of nature is none other than Deleuze.
As a glance at the index of Philosophies of Nature After Schelling
quickly reveals, Deleuze’s name indeed is peppered throughout
the book. But, even when not explicitly named, Deleuzianism
manifestly is the omnipresent theoretical master-matrix under-
girding Grant’s endeavors. How so? To begin with, Grant rejects
both Hegel’s derisive accusation that Schelling self-indulgently
underwent his philosophical education publicly in print as well
as those strains of Schelling scholarship likewise reading his itin-
erary as a discontinuous series of incompatible and incomplete
“systems” (of whatever number, depending on which scholar is
doing the counting). Instead, Grant’s proposal is that specific ideas
of “Identity” and “Nature” function as consistent red threads
running uninterrupted throughout the entire span of Schelling’s
philosophical career even after he moves past the youthful periods
in his development of the philosophies of identity and nature per
se.> Despite the chronological sweep of this proposal in relation
to the Schellingian oeuvre in its entirety, Grant generally limits
his interpretive coverage of Schelling’s writings to the first decade
between 1794 and 1804. Hence, the later Schelling (for instance,
of the 1809 Freiheitschrift) insisting on his dialectical-speculative
(and more than just Spinozist) credentials® (maybe provoked
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into doing so by the potent sting of Hegel’s Phenomenology of
Spirit) does not feature centrally in Philosophies of Nature After
Schelling. Given Deleuze’s virulent anti-Hegelianism, the absence
of a more dialectical-speculative Schelling (i.e., a post-1809,
middle-period Schelling) from Grant’s book perhaps should not
come as a surprise to readers.

Weirdly, Grant refers to Spinozism only once, in the context of
critically discussing Fichte.” This is strange because both Schelling
and Deleuze, Grant’s two key sources of inspiration, obviously
engage with and rely upon Spinoza extensively. Nonetheless,
insofar as Deleuze’s recasting of the rapport between the modali-
ties of possibility and actuality via his notion of the virtual
involves reactivating Spinoza’s Verstand-type distinction between
natura naturans and natura naturata, the Schelling of Philosophies
of Nature After Schelling is doubly anachronistic: not only,
through a deliberate anachronism on Grant’s part, retrojectively
Deleuzian, but also projectively more Spinozist than he defensibly
can be claimed to be. As I noted much earlier here (see Chapter
2), Schelling, soon after 1804, begins distancing himself from
Spinozism, articulating criticisms of it very much in line with those
spelled out by Hegel. This shift away from pre/non-dialectical
Spinozism in Schelling’s thinking, postdating the initial period of
his trajectory focused on by Grant, problematizes Grant’s asser-
tion that his reconstruction of Schelling the philosopher of nature
and identity of the decade 1794-1804 does fundamental justice to
the full stretch of Schelling’s evolution unfolding over the course
of the subsequent fifty years of his life.

In fact, Grant’s Schelling appears to be quite guilty of Hegel’s
charge of insufficiently dialectical Spinozism (a la the night in which
all cows are black). This Schelling’s culpability of dissipating all
differences and determinations in the dark abyss of Nature-with-
a-capital-N as a primal One-All is testified to by three main aspects
of Grant’s interpretation. First, Grant debatably reads Schelling
and Schellingianism as essentially non/anti-, instead of ambiva-
lently post-, Kantian® (a reading open to challenge through, for
example, an appreciation of the German Romantics’ immanent,
rather than external, critiquings of Kantianism in which the young
Schelling of interest to Grant participates). Therefore, Grant’s
“realist” Schellingian Naturphilosophie rejects and ignores the
critical revolution with the stylistic flourish of a defiant gesture
of abruptly thumbing its nose at Kant (although, admittedly, this
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gesture is tempered and qualified by Grant’s occasional indications
that Schellingianism is more of a post-Kantian geneticization and/
or naturalization of Kant’). Thus, this realism is as much regres-
sively pre-Kantian as non/anti-Kantian. By not being arrived at
through a post-Kantian path laid out via an immanent critique
of the critical philosophy, the Schellingianism of Philosophies
of Nature After Schelling is closer to the early-modern rational-
ist metaphysics of Spinoza than to the late-modern, post-critical
systems of the German idealists themselves (Schelling arguably
included). Hence, this realism is a throwback to the sort of meta-
physical worldviews mercilessly scrutinized by the “all-destroyer”
(as per Moses Mendelssohn) in the Critique of Pure Reason, with
its “Transcendental Dialectic” marking a black-and-white bound-
ary line between early and late modernity. In the current theoreti-
cal conjuncture, one of the important stakes hanging in the balance
in both the struggles between neo-Spinozism and neo-Hegelianism
as well as the clashes around “speculative realism” is the question
of whether or not it is possible or defensible to step out from under
the long shadows cast by Kant’s critical philosophy and revive pre-
Kantian styles of metaphysical speculation, with their intellectual
intuitions into the supposed absoluteness of being(s) an sich.

The second piece of evidence bearing witness to an excessively
Spinozist gua monochromatic ontology is that Grant’s Schelling
propounds a Naturphilosophie in which distinctions between
multiple levels and layers of nature (such as the mechanical, the
chemical, and the organic) are in danger of being reduced away
or eliminated altogether. Grant repeatedly objects to any parti-
tioning of the organic and the inorganic in particular. In place of
an emergentist-type dialectical-speculative identity-in-difference
between nature’s multiple strata, Grant opts to (over)emphasize
the seamless continuity and unity of all things both living and non-
living.'® He one-sidedly envisions Nature as a cosmic Totality such
that discrepancies between the realms of astrophysics, geology,
evolution, etc. are rendered negligible as ultimately unreal epi-
phenomena with no true ontological standing. If this is not the
straightforward pre-nineteenth-century Spinozism ruthlessly criti-
cized by Kant and his idealist successors, then what is?

The third Spinozist black mark besmirching Grant’s brand
of Schellingian Naturphilosophie is nothing other than the
Ur-distinction forming the very foundation of Philosophies of
Nature After Schelling in its entirety. A posited difference between
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productivity and products is absolutely fundamental to Grant.
He constantly elaborates variations of this difference throughout
his book.!! Probably as a result of his Deleuzianism, Grant, like
Deleuze, basically redeploys the Spinozist non/anti-dialectical
contrast between natura naturans (i.e., productivity) and natura
naturata (i.e., products). According this too neat-and-clean con-
trast, the empirical and experimental natural sciences begin and
end with references to the actual, ontic bodies and movements of
already-constituted natura naturata. By contrast, Grant situates his
Schellingian-Deleuzian (and crypto-Spinozistic) Naturphilosophie
at a separate, non-empirical level, that of Nature as natura natur-
ans, namely, a virtual, ontological creative power of constitution
functioning as a single, homogeneous, and ultimate transcenden-
tal possibility condition for natura naturata as its created (by-)
products. Like Spinoza’s God-Nature and Althusser’s History as
process, the only subject in Grant’s framework is the mega-Subject
of a dynamic universal Whole, a divine One-All transcendent vis-
a-vis its creations. Not only is this Weltanschauung completely
exposed to exactly the same criticisms Hegel hurls with deadly
effectiveness against Spinoza and the early Schelling — if this
counts as the naturalism of a philosophy of nature with any rela-
tionship whatsoever, however distant and tenuous, to the natural
sciences, then the label “naturalism” loses all meaning. Insofar
as naturalism, in recent philosophical history up through today,
designates positions not without their connections to materialism
and empirical science, rationalist apriori intellectual intuitions into
an infinite and indivisible sovereign creator absolutely separate as
over-and-above its creations signal fidelity to a type of position
at the antipodes of naturalism as characterized by professional
philosophers: theosophical, obscurantist pantheism/panpsychism.

The time has come for a circling back to the anti-epiphenomenalist
principle of no illusions as an axiomatic thesis of transcendental
materialism (see Chapter 1). Neo-Spinozisms, to the extent that
they remain faithful to their historical origin in Spinoza himself as
their chosen authoritative source, inevitably involve some degree
of reliance upon epiphenomenalism. In the original Spinozist
system, differentiated attributes and modes are epiphenomena
as de-ontologized appearances; solely the one undifferentiated
Substance behind or beneath the many attributes and modes is
ontologically real. Likewise, for neo-Spinozists, individuated,
sapient subjects seemingly irreducible to and indissoluble within
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the flatly monistic expanse of a lone “plane of immanence” also
are epiphenomenal. Cogito-like transcendental subjectivity resists
full absorption without remainder within a trans-individual,
exhaustively interconnected web of whatever sort (envisionings
of this saturated Network-of-networks vary, depending on the
particular permutation of neo-Spinozism in question). As such, it
automatically gets written off by neo-Spinozists as a mere illusion,
an unreality often associated in these dismissals with any number
of insidious, pernicious ideologies.

In the conclusion (“The Unbearable Lightness of Being Free”) to
Zigek’s Ontology (2008), I lay out a number of arguments against
epiphenomenalism drawing on philosophy (especially Kant’s prac-
tical philosophy), psychoanalysis, and neurobiology (particularly
the Lacanian neuro-psychoanalysis of Francois Ansermet).!? I
wish here briefly to extend and embellish upon certain of these
arguments through a couple of more recent references. World-
renowned neuroscientist Antonio Damasio, despite his enthusiasm
for Spinozism in 2003’s Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and
the Feeling Brain, curtly dismisses the plausibility of epiphenom-
enalism in his most recent book, 2010’s Self Comes to Mind:
Constructing the Conscious Brain, thus:

Conscious deliberation, under the guidance of a robust self built on
an organized autobiography and a defined identity, is a major conse-
quence of consciousness, precisely the kind of achievement that gives
the lie to the notion that consciousness is a useless epiphenomenon, a
decoration without which brains would run the life-management busi-
ness just as effectively and without the hassle. We cannot run our kind
of life, in the physical and social environments that have become the
human habitat, without reflective, conscious deliberation. But it is also
the case that the products of conscious deliberation are significantly
limited by a large array of nonconscious biases, some biologically set,
some culturally acquired, and that the nonconscious control of action
is also an issue to contend with.!3

Whatever Damasio’s degree of awareness of the tensions between
his Spinozism and his anti-epiphenomenalism, he clearly insists
here that subjective mindedness shapes and guides cognition and
comportment by the human organism as itself internal to and
interacting with the material world. As such, the mental subject
cannot be demoted to the meager (non-)standing of an epiphe-
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nomenon gua causally inefficacious fantasy, fiction, etc. But, as the
last sentence of the preceding block quotation rightly stipulates,
anti-epiphenomenalism does not and should not rule out a range
of mitigations and checks on the powers of reflective deliberation
and sapient mindedness more generally.

Even more recently, biological anthropologist Terrence Deacon
(Chair of the Department of Anthropology and affiliated with
the Helen Wills Neuroscience Institute and the Cognitive Science
Program at the University of California, Berkeley), in his 2012
book Incomplete Nature: How Mind Emerged from Matter,
independently makes several arguments also made in the conclu-
sion to Zizek’s Ontology (I address Deacon’s book at greater
length elsewhere!*). On the second page of his almost 60o-page
tome, Deacon, speaking precisely of the types of structures and
phenomena targeted for reduction or elimination by monistic
reductivists and eliminativists, contends, “even this property of
being a pretender to significance will make a physical difference in
the world if it somehow influences how you might think or act.”!’
Much later in the book, in a sub-section entitled “Evolution’s
Answer to Nominalism,” he expands upon this important obser-
vation in some detail. By this juncture in his study, Deacon is
talking about what he dubs “teleodynamics” defined as “A
form of dynamical organization exhibiting end-directedness and
consequence-organized features”!® (i.e., the distinctive, charac-
teristic configurations of sentient and/or sapient organisms as
teleologically driven living beings internally generated out of
non-teleological natural processes). Several of his remarks warrant
quoting. To begin with, apropos the ancient, perennial debate
between metaphysical realists and nominalists, Deacon maintains:

there is a sense in which the emergence of teleodynamics has signifi-
cantly augmented this efficacy of generals; and with the evolution of
the teleodynamics of brains, this mode of causality has even begun to
approach a quasi-Platonic abstract form of causal influence. Ironically,
the structure of the nominalistic argument for the epiphenomenality
of general types provides the essential clue for making sense of this
augmented notion of causal realism. This is because both living and
mental processes do indeed break up the physical uniqueness of physi-
cal processes into similarity classes, due to the way they ignore details
that are not relevant to the teleodynamic processes they potentially

impact. But this simplification has causal consequences.!”
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He continues:

Seeing this clustering by simplification as necessitating epiphenom-
enality turns out to be both right and wrong at the same time. It is
right when it comes to providing a reliable predictor of causal proper-
ties that are present irrespective of organism discernment. It is wrong,
however, when one includes organism agency as a causal factor.'’

Deacon’s solution to the conflict between metaphysical realism
and nominalism is to draw a level distinction such that each side
has its appropriate domains of both ontological and epistemologi-
cal jurisdiction. On the level of the purely inorganic as inanimate
matter devoid of any trace of sentience or agential purposiveness
(as per physics, chemistry, and similar scientific disciplines and
sub-disciplines dealing with the non-living material universe),
nominalism, arguably the spontaneous philosophy of scientism
(to paraphrase Althusser), indeed is the best framing worldview.
But, on the levels of life, sentience, and especially sapience (as per
biology as well as both the social sciences and humanities), living
beings’ powers of abstraction problematize strict nominalism — and
this because the resulting abstractions influence and steer actions
realized in the actual physical world within which organisms are
included as members (i.e., Deacon’s “organism agency as a causal
factor”). Particularly in the case of human beings, the symbolic-
linguistic groupings of unique spatio-temporal individuals into
general categories, concepts, predicates, sets, and the like (i.e.,
“naming” a la nominalism as the means by which particulars are
subsumed under universals, with the latter as Deacon’s “similar-
ity classes”) are integral to and inseparable from the mind’s sense
of overall reality itself.!” These symbol- and language-facilitated
falsifications of the nominalist “truth” of the pure uniqueness
of each and every spatio-temporal individual themselves become
true as causally efficacious via mind-molded behavior operative in
and through the spatio-temporal reality of the non-living material
world. As Deacon points out, “physical responses, perceptions,
and mental categories aren’t merely passive reflections on the
world . . . the mere resemblance of an object to a perceptual class
can be what causes that object to be modified in a particular way
by an animal or person.”?’

Although mindedness appears to the most committed, hard-
nosed nominalists (whether reductivists or eliminativists) to be
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illusory (i.e., epiphenomenal as fantasmatic, fictional, unreal, etc.),
this appearance itself is illusory. Even when the mental construct
motivating a given instance of behavior is as false gua otherworldly
fantastic as can be imagined — this also holds for mindedness tout
court — insofar as it gets translated into this-worldly action gen-
erating material effects, it cannot be dismissed even by the most
die-hard scientistic types as entirely epiphenomenal (i.e., illusory
as causally inefficacious — for instance, one does not have to be
a practicing psychoanalyst to know that fantasies can have very
real consequences). In other words, although the structures and
phenomena of minded beings as intentional agents are “absen-
tial” in Deacon’s sense (i.e., of an order other than the presence
of here-and-now matter in motion as the only reality acknowl-
edged and recognized by positivist sciences and scientisms), the
natural sciences themselves must become “absentialist” in order
to take account of and do justice to such far-from-epiphenomenal
realities.?!

Deacon himself quickly proceeds to focus on the sapience actu-
alized by human brains specifically. With respect to the causally
efficacious power of metaphysical-realism-style abstractions (i.e.,
what Deacon dubs “causal realism”), he states:

Brains have elaborated this causal realism to an extreme, and minds
capable of symbolic references can literally bring even the most
Platonic of conceptions of abstract forms into the realm of causal par-
ticulars. To list some extreme but familiar examples, a highly abstract
concept like artistic beauty can be the cause of the production of vastly
many chiseled marble analogues of the human female form; a concept
like justice can determine the restriction of movement of diverse indi-
viduals deemed criminal because of only vaguely related behaviors
each has produced; and a concept like money can mediate the organi-
zation of the vastly complex flows of materials and energy, objects and
people, from place to place within a continent. These abstract generals
unquestionably have both specific and general physical consequences.
So human minds can literally transform arbitrarily created abstract
general features into causally efficacious specific physical events.?

Serendipitously, certain of Deacon’s examples here provide bridges
back to key philosophical precursors of his absential realism of
more-than-material (final) causes (as cases of teleodynamics).
Of course, the choices of beauty and justice cannot but call to
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mind the Platonic origins of Western philosophy as a whole. But,
the quite heterodox version of a highly qualified metaphysical
realism advanced by Deacon in his parallel compromise with
nominalism is closer to Hegel’s and Marx’s related handlings of
abstractions. For a Hegelian, the notion of the concrete apart
from the abstract (or, in Deacon’s scheme, the nominalist’s par-
ticulars apart from the metaphysical realist’s universals) is itself
the height of abstraction. Countless remarks by Hegel about
beauty and justice/goodness (as well as truth) convey this thesis
that concrete particulars in such domains as art, ethics, politics,
and the myriad branches of knowledges are what they are, as
“singular”/“individual” (einzeln) in Hegel’s technical sense of being
simultaneously neither-nor/both-and particular and universal, only
in and through their dialectical-speculative relations with abstract
universals.??

Similarly, Marxian “real abstractions,” epitomized by com-
modity fetishism?* and the real becoming-abstract of labor
through capitalist industrialization?® (as well as the virtual reali-
ties of capital itself iiberbaupt), are not unrelated to this aspect
of Hegelian philosophy. Moreover, perhaps fortuitously (or,
alternately, maybe with a subtle knowing nod to Marx), Deacon
mentions in the passage quoted immediately above how “a
concept like money can mediate the organization of the vastly
complex flows of materials and energy, objects and people, from
place to place.” For attentive, careful Marxist critics of ideologies,
it always must be taken into account that the nitty-gritty materi-
alities of social realities both infrastructural and superstructural
are suffused with the real effects of mediating abstractions in the
forms of beliefs, doctrines, errors, ideas, illusions, mistakes, and
so on. Especially through the Marxist historical materialist uptake
of Hegelian dialectics, “false consciousness,” to the extent that
it indeed has actual causal repercussions in social reality, is, in
certain fashions, more true than what is (pre)supposed to be objec-
tively true as independent of such consciousness. When seeming
“distortions” become part of the very field they distort, there no
longer is a real field apart from the distortions since the real field
now includes within itself the distortions as aspects of its an sich
existence. In this situation (i.e., the topsy-turvy “inverted worlds”
of human realities), the “distortion,” as the skewed perspective
mistaking fiction for fact, is the very notion of a non-distorted

field.
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Lacan, like Deacon after him, takes up this same Hegelian-
Marxian line of thought.?® I will address Lacan’s appropriations
of dialectical materialism and real abstractions below (see Chapter
4). However, before turning sustained attention to the Lacanian
background behind transcendental materialism, I need to say a
few more things about anti-epiphenomenalism and real abstrac-
tions a la Hegel and Marx. A stubbornly resistant partisan of
reductive or eliminative materialistic-scientistic nominalism might
promptly retort that the neurological and evolutionary-genetic
underpinnings of human mindedness and everything this brings
with it remain where the explanatory buck stops as the causal
alpha-and-omega of subjective and social abstract (epi)phenom-
ena. He/she could maintain that, however many intermediary
links in chains of causes and effects consist of mental and cultural
constructs, the ultimate first and/or final causes of all this are of a
physical nature entirely explicable by the modern natural sciences
in their present-best positivist, presentist (as non-absentialist in
Deacon’s sense) incarnations.

Arguably, neuroplasticity and epigenetics in particular have
severely problematized these sorts of reductivist and eliminativist
stances. Insofar as both of these biological facts entail the conse-
quence that the brain and body of the human organism are shaped
by and shot through with more-than-biological (i.e., cultural,
historical, linguistic, social, etc.) mediating influences, purport-
edly satisfactory and complete explanations of humans that
simply begin and end with appeals to what is presumed to be raw,
natural, bare biology alone are highly contentious. Nonetheless,
with reference to the phylogeny-ontogeny couplet, reductivists
and eliminativists could, for instance, fall back to a phylogenetic
position, defending their views by moving to encompass the more-
than-biological ontogenetics of neuroplasticity and epigenetics
within a larger temporal arc in which fully biological forces and
factors hold undisputed sway (vulgar evolutionary psychologies
exemplify this kind of position).

Therefore, advocates of non-reductive, post-dialectical, and
science-informed materialisms cannot confine themselves solely to
the spheres of ontogeny. Incursions into the realms of phylogeny
are mandatory. In the absence of such measures, real abstractions
are open to being redescribed as mere pseudo-causes qua second-
ary ontogenetic outgrowths of causally ultimate natural grounds.
Minds and subjects likewise are open to being redescribed as
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phylogenetically epiphenomenal, even if not ontogenetically so —in
other words, as on long leashes (even if not short ones) held firmly
in the grasp of Nature-with-a-capital-N as a phylogenetic Prime
Mover with its inviolable laws written in the codes of DNA.?”
When all is said and done, a non-reductive, post-dialectical, and
science-informed materialism, including its materialist theory
of non-epiphenomenal subjectivity, must demonstrate nature to
be underdetermining and self-sundering on phylogenetic as well
as ontogenetic levels: underdetermining, namely, not the still-
influential Newtonian-era Weltanschauung of a seamless plane of
all-powerful universal necessity dictated strictly by efficient causes;
self-sundering, namely, giving rise out of itself to movements
of (auto-)denaturalization eventually achieving full independ-
ence vis-a-vis natural material grounds — with these movements
therefore being strongly emergent, more-than-natural structures
and phenomena endowed with efficacious powers of downward
causation exerted on the physical and biological bodies of nature
itself.?®

I turn now to Lacan as another indispensable, invaluable source
of inspiration for transcendental materialism. In line with the
principle of no illusions as spelled out in the preceding, Lacanian
theory contributes much to arguments against epiphenomenal-
ism and to arguments for real abstractions — not to mention its
controversial and anti-neo-Spinozist fidelity to modern concep-
tions of subjectivity, namely, its untimely refusal to repudiate the
Cogito-like subject. However, discerning these contributions and
appropriating them as resources requires appreciating hitherto
underappreciated facets of Lacan’s oeuvre. Not only is Lacan,
despite certain widespread impressions to the contrary, situated in
the lineage of post-Hegelian historical and dialectical materialism
— he is far from being, as per orthodox, textbook Lacanianism,
a rigid, unflinching anti-naturalist (as I elsewhere already have
argued at detailed length?’). Furthermore, he is an especially
radical realist, going so far as to espouse a realism of the non-
phenomenal in additional to the (epi)phenomenal; put differently,
the negatives of impossibilities unrepresentable but nonetheless
influential within the representational economies of subjects both
conscious and unconscious (i.e., points situated in the Lacanian
register of the Real) are causally efficacious (non-)beings in addi-
tion to the positives of the experiential and ideational contents of
minded life (i.e., constituents of Lacanian reality as both Imaginary
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and Symbolic).?° This ultra-realism of the non-existent also can be
thought of as an extreme extension of Deaconian absentialism
avant la lettre.>' The next chapter scrutinizes the unfamiliar figure
of a materialist, realist, and quasi-naturalist Lacan who engages in
informative delicate balancing acts between transcendental ideal-
ism and historical/dialectical materialism. As Germans sometimes
like to observe, most philosophical discussions over the past two
centuries sooner or later boil down to the basic question, “Kant
oder Hegel?”
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“Lacan, our Hegel”:
Psychoanalysis, Dialectics,
and Materialisms

In Reality More Than Reality Itself — Zupanéi¢, Zizek,
and a Materialist Lacanianism

In his 1982 Theory of the Subject, Badiou proclaims that “Lacan
... 1is our Hegel.”! Badiou’s reading of him in this set of seminars
artfully and compellingly situates Lacanian analysis in the lineage
of Hegelian dialectics from Hegel through Marxism, up to and
including Maoism. Distinguishing between different dialectical
dynamics in different periods of Lacan’s thinking — Badiou herein
proposes an early version of the now-standard distinction between
the middle Lacan of the Symbolic and the late Lacan of the Real? -
he evinces a preference for the later Lacanianism centered around
the Real in conjunction with this rapprochement between Hegel’s
leftist legacy and Freudian psychoanalysis as carried forward by
Lacan. This Badiou can be identified as a powerful precursor
of the version of Lacanian theory pioneered by Zizek and the
Slovenian School.

A recent article by Alenka Zupancic elaborating a Lacanian cri-
tique of Meillassoux’s speculative materialism, entitled “Realism
in Psychoanalysis,”3 footnotes a passage from Lacan’s eighteenth
seminar (D’un discours qui ne serait pas du semblant [1971]) as
evidence for Lacan being both a realist and a dialectical material-
ist.* In Less Than Nothing, Zizek quotes this same passage (in a
chapter section entitled “Why Lacan Is Not a Nominalist”), cred-
iting Zupanci¢ with having pointed it out to him.® The remarks in
question, from the January 20, 1971 session of this seminar, run
as follows (the translations are Zizek’s):

If there is something I am, it is clear that I am not a nominalist. What I
want to say is that my starting point is not that the name is something
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like a nameplate which attaches itself, just like that, onto the real.
And one has to choose. If one is a nominalist, one has to renounce
completely dialectical materialism, so that, all in all, I evidently reject
the nominalist tradition which is effectively the only danger of ideal-
ism which can arise in a discourse like mine. The point is not to be a
realist in the sense in which one was a realist in Medieval times, in the
sense of the realism of the universals; the point is to emphasize that our
discourse, our scientific discourse, can only find the real.®

Lacan continues:

The articulation, and I mean the algebraic articulation, of the semblant
— and because of this we are only dealing with letters — and its effects,
this is the only apparatus which enables us to designate what is real.
What is real is what opens up a hole in this semblant, in this articu-
lated semblant which is the scientific discourse. The scientific discourse
progresses without even worrying if it is a discourse of semblance or
not. All that matters is that its network, its texture, its lattice, as one is
used to say, makes the right holes appear at the right place. The only
reference reached by its deductions is the impossible. This impossible
is the real. In physics, we aim at something which is real with the help
of the discursive apparatus which, in its crispness, encounters the
limits of its consistency.”

Before unpacking Zupanci’s and Zizek’s interpretations of
Lacan’s statements here, situating these statements in the larger
context of this 1971 seminar as a whole promises to be helpful.
Such contextualizing will bring out into sharper relief how and
why Lacan performs his specific Aufhebung of the opposition
between metaphysical realism and nominalism with an eye to
modern science especially (and Freudian psychoanalysis as an heir
to the legacy of scientific modernity). Of course, Hegel repeatedly
sublates this same opposition too.

In particular, the opening session of Seminar X VIII (January 13,
1971, the week prior to the second session from which the preced-
ing quotations are taken) contains a series of claims setting up the
crucial supports for Lacan’s dialectical anti-nominalism as spelled
out the following week. Therein, he stipulates that the discursive
realities inhabited by (and inhabiting) speaking beings (parlétres)
constitute a “désunivers,” namely, a detotalized, disunified multi-
plicity multiplying without set limits — and this by contrast with
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the universe as One-All (i.e., “uni-").® He then goes on to declare
that “the truth is only a half-saying” (la vérité n’est qu’a mi-dire).’
Soon after this declaration, it is added that “for discourse, there is
no fact, if I can speak thusly, there is only a fact from the fact of
saying it. The stated fact is entirely a fact of discourse.”'® What do
these theses mean? And, how do they fit together?

Beginning with the last assertion immediately above, Lacan’s
insistence on the strictly discursive status of “facts” makes him
sound utterly guilty of propagating a non-dialectical, anti-realist,
socio-symbolic constructivism (as per Badiou’s accusation, also
voiced in Theory of the Subject, that Lacan sometimes traffics in
“idéalinguisterie”'!). However, Lacan nonetheless is not culpable
of this. Understanding his innocence requires taking into consid-
eration, as indispensable parts of the background of his 1971 talk
of discours, both analysis as theory and practice as well as Lacan’s
then-new account of the four discourses (of the “master,” “univer-
sity,” “hysteric,” and “analyst”) first delineated in the seventeenth
seminar of 1969—70 (The Other Side of Psychoanalysis).

Within the four walls of the analytic consulting room, the
analyst, listening to the analysand, is not (or, at least, should
not be) concerned with truth-as-correspondence, namely, with
whether what the patient says matches up with and accurately
reflects in the forms of linguistic representations extra-analytic
states of affairs in the world outside the analyst’s office. If psy-
chical, rather than empirical, reality is what is truly of interest
in analysis, with the unconscious as its fundamental “object” of
investigation, then correspondences between, on the one hand,
the analysand’s words and, on the other hand, the entities and
events of empirical reality off the couch are secondary, if not
negligible, issues. Instead, as the analytic sessions go by and the
analysand unfurls an ever-growing web of associations through
the textual tapestry-in-formation of his/her free associations, the
analyst listens attentively for cross-resonating consistencies, as
well as inconsistencies, in the analysand’s monologue. The truths
of the unconscious and psychical reality, as the types at stake in
analysis, have to do with truth-as-coherence (in this case, [in]
coherence amongst the myriad statements spoken on the couch
by the patient) rather than truth-as-correspondence (with extra-
psychical reality). More precisely, given the interpretive orienta-
tion of analysis toward slips of the tongue and related sorts of
phenomena, it might be more accurate to talk here of truth-as-
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incoherence, with the unconscious speaking through moments of
inconsistency, incompetence, and contradiction surfacing within
the flow of speech. This analytic focus on coherence within psy-
chical reality rather than correspondence with empirical reality, a
focus dictated by the quite specific aims of analytic practice, by no
means entails an extreme idealist as anti-realist denial of the extra-
psychical existence of empirical reality. Lacan certainly does not
commit himself to negating beings beyond the speaking subject on
the couch, namely, things outside the consulting room.

Furthermore, a “discourse” (discours) in Lacan’s precise sense is
a kind of “social link” (lien social).'? That is to say, the discourses
of the master, university, hysteric, and analyst embody four dif-
ferent permutations of how socio-symbolic beings (i.e., speaking
subjects) can be and are positioned in relations with each other.
And, of course, these various sorts of social links come into play
in clinical analyses too. According to the theory of the four dis-
courses, each of them involves four positions (filled in differently
in each discourse): those of “agent,” “other,” “product,” and
“truth.” Without delving into specifics for the time being, suffice it
to note at this juncture that every discourse as social link involves
the structure of an “agent-other” rapport. Hence, with reference
to Lacan’s above-quoted 1971 assertion about the discursive
status of facts, several clarifications now are possible on the basis
of these brief reminders regarding his concept of discourse.

To begin with, Lacan understands “facts” not as asubjective
states of affairs in the extra-mental world (he does not in the least
ridiculously deny that there are such states of affairs) but as propo-
sitions and judgments stated in language claiming that something
is the case, that such-and-such holds as “true.” Considering that
Lacan is an analyst whose teachings are first and foremost about
analysis, an analytic approach to facts as discursive phenomena —
and, once more, one must keep in mind that a Lacanian discourse
structurally contains a social link between an agent and an other
addressed by this agent — is attentive not so much to whether given
facts are true at the level of correspondence with empirical reality
(recalling again the analyst’s methodical preoccupation with truth
as psychical-subjective [in]coherence). Instead, this approach is
attentive precisely to such questions as: Why are you stating this
fact right now? Why are you stating this fact to me right now?
What investment do you have in this fact being true, and being
true to me as well as you? How does affirming the truth of this
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fact fit with other things you have (or have not) said? In this sense,
saying the truth as stating a fact is a “half-saying” (mi-dire), as
Lacan stresses in the same context of the opening session of the
eighteenth seminar in which he emphasizes the discursive nature
of facts. This is because of these yet-to-be-answered questions that
immediately arise and proliferate, for an analytically attuned ear,
with each stating of a fact. Moreover, the “universe of discourse”
constructed over the course of an analysis-in-process is a “désuniv-
ers” because each new discursive fact added to the already articu-
lated network of discourse expands and retroactively modifies (via
the Nachtrdglichkeit of aprés-coup) this network, decompleting
and recompleting it in an open-ended structural dynamic moving
within and between both linear and non-linear temporalities.
Whatever else they might be, facts are argumentative-inferential
moves (i.e., “reasons” a la Robert Brandom’s inferentialism)
made by subjects (qua agents as per Lacan’s discourse theory)
engaged in and by discourses in which others (and Others) nec-
essarily figure too. Apropos the Lacanian clinic, the preceding
underscores that analytic interpretation, even when dealing with
supposed “facts,” must not deviate from its focus on the speaking
subject’s transferences to Symbolic, Imaginary, and Real others
and Others (with transferences and their accompanying fantasy-
templates configuring social links between the subject and its
addressees).

Although Lacan, in this same January 13, 1971 seminar session,
insists that he is not a philosopher comically trying to cover
“everything” with his pronouncements,'3 he still, as is usual for
him, theoretically ventures well beyond the circumscribed domain
of analytic practice alone. But, before I shed some light on these
wider-ranging theoretical forays (having to do primarily with
modern science), I should make a few additional remarks regarding
the more clinical-practical upshots of Lacan’s claims. Despite the
explanatory virtues and merits of the above-employed distinction
between truth-as-correspondence and truth-as-coherence, Lacan
soon, in the first two sessions of Seminar X VIII, destabilizes and
problematizes this distinction both practically and theoretically.
In the opening session and promptly following his earlier-quoted
statements, he presents the Oedipus myth as illustrating that, in
psychoanalysis, truth has the future anterior (i.e., the “will have
been” tense) status of a self-fulfilling prophecy!* (as is common
knowledge, in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, the oracle’s true warnings
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about the tragic events-to-come are precisely what drive Oedipus
down his fateful path). Analysis shows how words, thoughts,
and fantasies (all involving signifier-like psychical Vorstellungen),
although semblances, are not mere semblances as inconsequen-
tial fictions. Like Hegelian-Marxian real abstractions (and the
related no-illusions principle of transcendental materialism), the
semblants of psychoanalysis are not epiphenomenal since they
are causally efficacious, quite palpably shaping the vicissitudes of
subjects’ life histories. These signifying materials have a lot of say
in determining one’s a venir. Going through an analysis involves,
among many other experiences, appreciating just how concretely
actual and causally efficacious abstract phenomena can be and are.
The coherence truths of intra-psychical reality tend to become the
correspondence truths of extra-psychical reality. As Lacan puts
it, semblants intrude into the real, signifiers fall into the realm of
signifieds.’

Still in the opening session of the eighteenth seminar and on
the heels of the reference to Oedipus just mentioned, Lacan estab-
lishes a chain of equivalence between three of his better-known
one-liners, all beginning with “Il n’y a pas”: There is no meta-
language; There is no Other of the Other; There is no truth about
the truth.!® I can provide here a few quick indications regarding
some of the practical-clinical implications of these statements.
Analytic patients often believe that certain of their utterances and
behaviors are performed, so to speak, in parentheses. Of course,
analysands interact with their analysts off the couch too, however
brief these windows are: on the “fringes” of sessions (i.e., the times
of meeting the analyst before getting on the couch, dealing with
the analyst right after the “official” couch portion of the session
is over, settling bills, confirming upcoming session schedules,
simply saying “Goodbye,” etc.), over the phone between sessions,
or even if and when analyst and analysand accidentally bump
into each other at some public place. Moreover, during the couch
portions of analytic sessions themselves, patients sometimes signal
in any number of ways their desire that something they have said
or are about to say is to be bracketed off from the rest of their
free-associational monologues, to be heard and understood by
their analysts as separate from and unrelated to what the patients
themselves intend to offer up for their analysts’ interpretive con-
sideration. In short, through viewing these kinds of instances of
speech and conduct as situated above and apart from the signify-
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ing materials of the analysis proper, analysands believe, in their
defensiveness against being analyzed (what Lacan would call their
“passion for ignorance”!”), that they are able occasionally to
have recourse in their relations with their analysts to a meta-level
beyond analysis, namely, that they can take periodic refuge from
being analyzed and interpreted by their analysts when interacting
with the latter. One of the meanings of Lacan’s “there is no meta-
language” — non-Lacanian analytic practitioners certainly would
agree with this — is that this perspective of analysands is defensive
self-deception on their part. Any clinician worth his/her salt knows
that, precisely because patients let their guards down when under
the impression that they are speaking and acting, as it were, “off
the record,” everything, including “parenthetical” material, is to
be analyzed.

Similarly, quotidian individuals (and many who are analysands
too) are prone to consider certain phenomena in their lives (such
as their dreams, daydreams, mistakes, jokes, fantasies, and the
like) as trivial froth and fringe, as mere, meta-level window
dressing of no real importance or significance. Beginning with
Freud’s work of the 1890s, culminating in the early magnum
opera The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), The Psychopathology
of Everyday Life (1901), and Jokes and Their Relation to the
Unconscious (1905), analysis is founded on a categorical rejection
of the view that these phenomena are “meta(-languages)” in this
sense. This rejection not only is captured by and reflected in the
principle of no illusions — the reciprocal, back-and-forth influences
running between intra- and extra-psychical realities blurs, without
totally dissolving, the distinction between truth-as-correspondence
and truth-as-coherence.

Clinically speaking, Lacan’s denial of there being an “Other of
the Other” can be understood in several fashions. Patients both
neurotic and psychotic often evince convictions that certain inac-
cessible authorities and powers lie hidden behind the courses of
their lives (the invisible hands of Fate, God, Society, etc.), that
impersonal transcendent guarantees underpin and necessitate their
ways of living, and that the ultimate meaning and purpose of their
individual, institutional, and/or historical existences somehow is
vouched for somewhere. Through transference, the analyst him/
her-self also becomes a representative standing in for Analysis as
such, for objectively true Absolute Knowledge of the unconscious
in general and the analysand’s unconscious in particular. All of
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these articles of faith posit some second-order big Other as a
repository of authority, power, and/or knowledge. As working to
analyze away such things as fate neuroses, paranoid delusions, and
transference neuroses, analysis operates according to the dictum
that “there is no Other of the Other.”

The topic of vérité a la Lacan, like that of truth overall, is
too huge for me to address adequately in passing. Nevertheless,
apropos analytic practice, suffice it for now to connect Lacan’s
“there is no truth about the truth” with his opposition to portray-
als of psychoanalysis as any sort of depth-psychological herme-
neutics. For Lacan, the “subjective destitution” experienced at
the end of a genuinely completed analysis is associated with the
analysand confronting the unembellished contingency and mean-
inglessness of the destinal truths of his/her unconscious, the brutal,
idiotic facticity of the nodal points forming the “extimate” core
of the analysand’s subjectivity. By sharp contrast with Jungian or
other approaches, Freudian-Lacanian analysis attributes no quasi-
religious “deep meanings” to what its interpretive procedures
uncover. Such profound rhymes and reasons would be truths
about the truths of the unconscious, which Freud and Lacan
pointedly eschew.

However, shifting from a practical-clinical to a theoretical-
philosophical angle is requisite for solidly grasping the knot
conjoining Lacan’s three “il n’y a pas” claims in the opening
session of Seminar X VIII in connection with, first, the other asser-
tions from this same session quoted by me even earlier above,
as well as, second, some other related remarks I will be quoting
soon below. In this first session of the eighteenth seminar, Lacan
also identifies his “semblance” (semblant) with “the signifier in
itself” (le signifiant en lui-méme)'® and insists that this semblance
“is not the semblance of another thing” (n’est pas semblant
d’autre chose)."” In other words, the Lacanian signifier (unlike
the Saussurian one as bound up with a signified so as to form a
meaningful sign) is not a unit of resemblance vis-a-vis something
else it is intended to reflect representationally. Lacan deliberately
opts to speak of “semblance” rather than “resemblance.” Another
way to put this would be to say that signifiers in Lacan’s sense
here are not to be taken as meta-level redoublings of any sort
of supposed first-order real(ity). These signifiers are a real unto
themselves (or in themselves as an sich [en lui-méme]). They are
not epiphenomenal or illusory abstract idealities with respect to
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concrete realities. Moreover, as I noted a short while ago, signifiers
and their coherences with each other can become parts of (i.e.,
“fall into”) the register of the objective signifieds with which they
presumably are intended to correspond (as “resemblances” qua
representational reflections). Similarly, when Lacan, in the second
session of Seminar XVIII (January 20), maintains that “Truth is
not the contrary of semblance” (La vérité n’est pas le contraire
du semblant),?° this stresses several points all at once (points both
clinical and philosophical). As formations of the unconscious, the
truths of concern to analysis are themselves “semblances” (i.e.,
the ideational representations and signifiers [Vorstellungen] of
fantasies and the like). These very semblances become “true” qua
real as causally efficacious forces and factors integrally shaping
subjects’ lived existences, regardless of whether or not these sub-
jects have had any dealings with analysis. Also, in such theoretical/
intellectual fields as psychoanalysis and the sciences of modernity,
semblances as abstract formalizations and models are absolutely
necessary for, so to speak, hitting the bull’s-eye of the Real and
pinning down the truth.

Still in the same session of the eighteenth seminar (January 13,
1971), Lacan, as I just foreshadowed, turns his attention to modern
science in addition to psychoanalysis per se. Therein, he states that
“the discourse of science . . . started very specifically from the con-
siderations of semblances” (le discours de la science . .. est parti
tres spécialement de la considération de semblants).*' In connec-
tion with this statement, he later, in the third session of February
10, argues that contemporary science, despite the dethroning of
Newton at the start of the twentieth century, remains, in a certain
manner, decidedly Newtonian.?? In this context and elsewhere,
one must bear in mind that Lacan adheres to Alexandre Koyré’s
Galileo-centric narrative about the essence of modern scientificity,
as established during its early-seventeenth-century birth, consist-
ing in the mathematization of nature (a narrative problematically
downplaying the empiricist methodology forged by Galileo’s con-
temporary Francis Bacon in the latter’s 1620 New Organon).>

That said, the Newtonianism Lacan alleges is intrinsic to
modern science tout court, including post-Newtonian physics, is
the Galilean method of formal modeling as the privileged route of
access to the material Real an sich. Empirically observed reality
presents, as per nominalism, always-unique spatio-temporal par-
ticulars, namely, entities and events as absolutely singular thises,
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thats, and others. But, as per scientific method, abstraction from
these particulars through the construction, on the basis of carefully
gathered empirical observations, of ideal mathematical models of
the phenomena under investigation is an underlying possibility
condition for both the initial designing of experiments as well as
subsequent interpreting of their results. Such formalized abstrac-
tions, couched in the language of mathematics (as algorithms,
equations, formulas, and the like), establish virtual baselines
against which deviations from the hypothetical, ideal models can
be registered and measured. A key interpretive question invariably
is whether or not a model can, with compatible supplementary
information, accommodate and account for whatever deviations
from it are recorded. If so, then the model has a chance to be pro-
moted from tentative hypothesis to less-tentative theory (with this
step also involving an intra-discursive, coherentist cross-checking
of the hypothesis-become-theory with other already-established
theories in the same scientific field). If not, then these deviations
become problematic anomalies for the model, forcing it to be
revised or scrapped altogether.

With reference to the title of Lacan’s twenty-first seminar (Les
non-dupes errent [1973—74]), an unbending nominalist would be,
scientifically speaking, a non-dupe who errs. Put differently, as
regards the post-Baconian, post-Galilean sciences of modernity,
affirming only absolutely unique spatio-temporal particulars as
true qua concrete and real — this would be to reject all generalizing
abstractions and idealizations from these particulars as false gua
illusory and unreal — would be to “err” by refusing to be “duped”
by the hypothetical virtual realities of formal models. Through
this refusal, the uncompromising nominalist would deprive him/
her-self of the very possibility of arriving at the truths of the
modern natural sciences (i.e., their experimentally tested theories
and laws) insofar as these disciplines rely on modeling as integral
to scientific method itself. Exclusively through the ideal detours of
the abstractions of formal fictions is one able to arrive at the actual
facts of the material Real an und fiir sich (as in Lacan’s gloss on
the Oedipus myth mentioned previously, such truths arrived at
thereby are generated by a process akin to a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy). The nominalist who tries to bypass this fictional mediation so
as to seize this factual Real directly is doomed to miss it. However,
especially given the empirical component to all of the above,
Lacan’s stress on this Newtonianism as inherent to modern science
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hardly amounts to an endorsement of metaphysical realism, with
its strong links to anti-empiricist rationalism. All of this also is
articulated by Lacan in the passages from the session of the eight-
eenth seminar (January 20, 1971) referred to by both Zupancic
and Zizek.

Returning again to Lacan’s earlier-quoted statement that “The
stated fact is entirely a fact of discourse” (from the opening
session of Seminar XVIII), this thesis is related to his philosophy
of science as much as to his positions apropos psychoanalysis as a
clinical practice. In the New Organon, the founding document of
modern scientific method, Bacon emphasizes again and again that
his new approach to gaining knowledge of the real world is not a
matter of placing the human mind in a purely passive and recep-
tive position vis-a-vis this world. Instead of being a mere “mirror
of nature,” the Baconian-minded natural scientist is an engaged
agent of praxis applying a procedure and exercising a discipline so
as actively to intervene in nature and, through intervening thusly,
constitute and extract true facts about nature itself (a point deeply
appreciated by Kant,?* Schelling,*® and Hegel,2® among others).
That is to say, for Bacon as an inaugurator of scientific modernity,
subjective activity (as methodically guided) is an indispensable
condition of possibility for objective knowledge, for generating
and confirming factual truths about asubjective objects in and of
themselves.?” In conjunction with Lacan’s above-glossed under-
scoring of Newtonian-style modeling as also pivotal to making
possible the empirical modern and contemporary sciences as
experimental — these models are couched in the artificial formal
languages of mathematics and symbolic logic — his assertion about
the discursive nature of facts is scientifically as well as psychoana-
lytically cogent. Moreover, given that, as I explained a while ago,
a “discours” a la the Lacan of this later period of his teachings is
a “social link” and, hence, is not strictly linguistic (i.e., not limited
to the structures and phenomena of natural languages per se), a
discourse in this precise Lacanian sense encompasses under its
broad heading socio-symbolically mediated practices,?® including
those of the natural sciences as reliant on a coordination between
formal modeling and experimental activity (in Seminar VIII
[1960-61], Lacan even knots together three declarations of “In the
beginning was...”: the Word [le Verbe], the Act/Deed [Tat], and
Praxis?®®).

To further tie together the bundle of Lacan’s seemingly disparate
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remarks quoted by me throughout this chapter thus far, discourses
and their facts, in line with a post-Hegelian immanentism, do not
stand in complete separateness over-and-above their ostensible
corresponding referents (in the case of natural science, these being
natural objects and processes). As fully immanent to nature itself,
the open-ended socio-historical unfolding of the sciences de/
in-completes the material universe of which this unfolding is an
internal member and inhering constituent, making it a not-All (pas
tout) “désunivers” — and this through repeatedly and perpetually
adding, via its signifier-mediated practices, supplementary facts
and truths to the thereby mutating and expanding expanse of the
one-and-only Real. Or, there being no meta-language also means
that language is no meta, namely, in this context, that the lan-
guages and language-facilitated activities of the natural sciences are
not entirely ontologically transcendent (i.e., meta) vis-a-vis nature
(addressing nominalism again in Seminar XXII [1974-75], Lacan
refers to Saul Kripke’s account of names in Naming and Necessity
to drive home this point from Seminar X VIIT*?). Additionally and
relatedly, apropos there being “no truth about the truth” and
“no Other of the Other,” the disenchanted, desacralized infinite
universe of modern science (the same universe in which psychoa-
nalysis as both a metapsychological theory and clinical practice
comes to be and operates) is a meaningless material Real of brute,
contingent facticities not in the least bit underwritten by any
more profound reality of meaningfulness as a deeper truth/Other
beyond, behind, or beneath the superficial, stupid immanence of
senseless material being(s).?!

However, the immediately preceding is best illustrated and
appreciated through the examples furnished by scientifically based
technology (as already signaled by Lacan with his neologistic
talk of the “alethosphere” of “lathouses” in Seminar XVII
[1969-70]3%). Such gadgets, instruments, tools, and toys, whose
production is enabled by scientific knowledge, are quite literal
materializations in the lone register of physical existence of the
discourses and facts of the sciences, putting the “real” in the real
abstractions of these disciplines. Technologies are incarnations
of scientific signifiers falling into, and thereby transforming, the
plane of signifieds. Like Hegel before him and Deacon after him
(see Chapters 2 and 3), Lacan, on these grounds, refuses to take
either side in the traditional dispute between nominalism and
metaphysical realism.
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With this framing of the later Lacan in place, referring back to
Zupandi¢’s and Zizek’s readings of Lacan’s pronouncements (from
the second session of Seminar XVIII) on dialectical materialism
and the nominalism-realism debate now is appropriate. Zupancic,
citing the second session of the eighteenth seminar specifically, notes
that, for Lacan, “The true materialism . . . can only be a dialectical
materialism.”® Such a Lacanian dialectical materialism: “is not
grounded in the primacy of matter nor in matter as first principle,
but in the notion of conflict, of split, and of the ‘parallax of the real’
produced in it. In other words, the fundamental axiom of material-
ism is not ‘matter is all’ or ‘matter is primary,’ but relates rather to
the primacy of a cut.”3* This “cut” can be equated with the incisions
made in the Real by the Symbolic, namely, the descent of signifiers
(as ideational formations, real abstractions, formal models, etc.
however “realistic” or “unrealistic” by the standards of truth-as-
correspondence) in which they slice into and become parts of signi-
fied beings. In an essay whose main agenda is a Lacanian critique of
Meillassoux’s brand of (non-dialectical) realism, Zupanci¢’s focus
is on a Real permeated by the effects of the Symbolic as a result of
materialist dialectics in which the concrete and the abstract, the sub-
jective and the objective, and the like dance, get entangled, reverse
positions, and thoroughly interpenetrate each other (without, for
all that, becoming utterly indistinct from one another). She spells
out the upshot of this focus a few pages after the prior quotation:

If the subject of the unconscious is the subject of (modern) science,
this is precisely insofar as it is essentially linked to the field in which
discourse has consequences. Without the latter there is no subject, and
certainly no subject of the unconscious. This is how one should under-
stand Lacan’s statement that the subject is the ‘answer of the real,” la
réponse du réel. Which is something else than to say that it is an effect
of discourse or discursively constituted. The subject, or the uncon-
scious, are not the effects of language, let alone linguistic entities, they
belong to the field of the real, that is to the field that only emerges with
language, but which is not itself language, nor is reducible to it (say as
its performative creation); the real is defined by the fact that language
has consequences in it. And we could perhaps say: if science creates
and operates in the field where discourse has consequences, psychoa-
nalysis is the science of this singular field, of the surprising ways in

which these consequences work, and of the peculiar ontological status
of the objects of this field.?’
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For dialectical materialism, Lacanian or otherwise, the sort of
realism advocated by Meillassoux is dangerously close to what
Marx, in his “Theses on Feuerbach,” critically diagnoses as the
pre-dialectical “contemplative” standpoint. As Zupanci¢ bril-
liantly illuminates, the sole way to avoid contemplation and its
shortcomings both epistemological and ontological is, following
Lacan, to embrace, so to speak, a realism of the signifier (as tran-
scendental materialism does too with its axiomatic no-illusions
principle). Only thereby can one account for the fact that sym-
bolico-linguistically mediated structures and phenomena indeed
do take on lives of their own, coming to be as real as anything
presumed to be entirely asubjective qua immediately an sich.
Resonating with Hegel’s dialectics of universality and particu-
larity and Marx’s real abstractions (both of which undermine and
move beyond the impasse between nominalism and metaphysical
realism), Lacanian dialectical materialism a4 la Zupandic rightly
recognizes that responsibly taking the full measure of signifiers’
impacts on the surface of thereby cratered signifieds in no way
automatically amounts to conceding an inch to the idealisms of
the so-called “linguistic turn,” social constructivisms, pragmatist
relativisms, and similar anti-realisms. If anything, contemplative
realism, just like contemplative materialism, already harbors
or is at risk of inadvertently endorsing an anti-realist subjective
idealism precisely through its failure to include subjects and their
discourses/languages (including the subjects contemplatively con-
structing a realist discourse/language) in its realist picture of the
world. This exclusion, however principled or not, is tantamount
to insinuating that contemplation stands on a transcendent meta-
level above whatever is material/real, thus implicitly making
contemplation something immaterial/ideal (as is explicitly done by
traditional idealisms as anti-materialist and/or anti-realist).3®
Zizek most lucidly elaborates his interpretation of the same
Lacan referred to by Zupanci¢ not so much in the place in Less
Than Nothing where he quotes from Seminar XVIII and credits
ZupanCi¢ with alerting him to this material. Instead, somewhat
earlier in this 2012 book, his glosses on select moments in Lacan’s
deservedly famous eleventh seminar clearly and compellingly
bring to the fore what is under discussion here. Zizek zeroes in
on one line in particular from Seminar XI: “Le tableau, certes, est
dans mon ceil. Mais mot, je suis dans le tableau”>” (“The picture is
certainly in my eye. But me, I am in the picture” — Alan Sheridan’s
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English translation mistakenly renders the second sentence as the
contradictory statement “But I am not in the picture”3®). Just
prior to quoting this line, Zizek declares, “the move from Kant
to Hegel has to be accomplished, the move from transcendental
constitution to the dialectical self-inclusion of the subject into
substance”?’ (i.e., the move from the transcendental to the specu-
lative, as per his tripartite distinction between the metaphysical,
the transcendental, and the speculative drawn much earlier in Less
Than Nothing*®). After quoting it, Zizek adds:

The picture is in my eye: as the transcendental subject I am the always
already given horizon of all reality, but, at the same time, I myself am
in the picture: T exist only through my counterpoint or counterpart
in the very picture constituted by me; I as it were have to fall into my
own picture, into the universe whose frame I constitute, in the same
way that, in the Christian Incarnation, the creator God falls into his

own creation.*!

He continues:

From the transcendental standpoint, such an inclusion of the subject
into its own perceptum can only be thought as the transcendental
subject’s constitution of itself as an element of (constituted) reality: I
constitute ‘myself’ as an inner-worldly entity, the ‘human person’ that
is ‘me,’ with a set of positive ontic properties, etc. But the self-inclusion
of the transcendental itself into the field of its own percepium is non-
sensical from the transcendental standpoint: the transcendental I is the
a priori frame of reality which, for that very reason, is exempted from
it. For Lacan, however, such a self-referential inclusion is precisely
what happens with the objet petit a: the very transcendental I, $, is
‘inscribed into the picture’ as its point of impossibility.*?

The transcendentalism being referred to here is that of Kant and
the early Fichte. This is a subjective idealism in which the minded
“I” makes possible the sphere of its experience (Erfabrung) as
the only reality to which it has valid and genuine epistemological
access. However, as Zizek explains, such transcendental subjectiv-
ity, for Kantian and early Fichtean transcendental idealism, cannot
appear (to itself) as one phenomenal object among others within
this same sphere of experience it makes possible (like Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s eye that by nature necessarily cannot see itself
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within its own visual field*?). The verso of the activity of constitut-
ing is barred by a level distinction from showing up on the side of
the recto of the passivity of the thus-constituted.

Zizek’s thesis here is that the later Fichte, Schelling, Hegel,
and Lacan all share in common the project of sublating this level
distinction through a proper Aufhebung in which, as such, key
aspects of the differences between the transcendental and the
ontic/empirical are preserved even while being problematized too
— and this through the gesture of rendering transcendental subjec-
tivity fully immanent to its others (whether as the Absolute, God,
nature, substance, and/or experience, depending on the figure
performing this gesture). As a consequence of being thereby folded
into each other, both the transcendental and the non-transcenden-
tal are reciprocally modified. Before proceeding further, I must
point out a potentially misleading aspect of the first of the two
block quotations in the prior paragraph. Particularly as reinforced
through the comparison between Lacan’s “I am in the picture”
and the act of creation by the Christian God, Zizek is at risk of
erroneously suggesting that the subject of a post-Kantian (and
post-early-Fichtean) transcendentalism enjoys logical and/or tem-
poral priority as an “x” that pre-exists and/or can be isolated from
what it contributes to making possible (thus reintroducing the very
non-dialectical level distinction being dialectically sublated). But,
just a couple of paragraphs later, Zizek rearticulates himself such
that this misleading aspect is corrected:

the task is to think the subject’s emergence or becoming from the
self-splitting of substance: the subject is not directly the Absolute, it
emerges out of the self-blockage of substance, out of the impossibil-
ity of substance fully asserting itself as One. Hegel’s position here is
unique: the subject is the operator of the Absolute’s (self-)finitization,
and to ‘conceive the Absolute not only as Substance, but also as
Subject’ means to conceive the Absolute as failed, marked by an inher-
ent impossibility. Or, to borrow terms from one interpretation of
quantum physics: the Hegelian Absolute is diffracted, splintered by
an inherent — virtual/real — impossibility/obstacle. The key turning
point in the path toward Hegel is Fichte: the late Fichte was struggling
with the right problem resolved later by Hegel. After radicalizing
the Kantian transcendental subject into the self-positing ‘absolute
I, Fichte then struggled till the end of his life with how to limit this
absolute I, how to think the primacy of the trans-subjective absolute
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(‘God’) over the I without falling back into a pre-critical ‘dogmatism.’
(This problem is first outlined in Holderlin’s famous system-fragment.)
Frederick Beiser is right to point out that the basic problem of all post-
Kantian German Idealism is how to limit subjectivity: Fichte’s attempt
to think a trans-subjective Absolute is based on a correct insight, but
he is unable to accomplish his task successfully; later, Schelling and
Hegel offer two different ways out of this Fichtean deadlock.*

In this passage, Zizek rectifies his account of this common thread
arguably conjoining the post-Kantian idealists and Lacan. For
both German idealism (especially that of Schelling and Hegel) and
Lacanian psychoanalysis, transcendental-type subjectivity geneti-
cally emerges out of a substantial, asubjective ground before or
beneath it (and not, as per Zizek’s above-noted comparison of
Lacanianism and Christianity, the other way around).

Sticking with a focus on Lacan in relation to the preceding (I
already have covered much of the German idealist ground surveyed
by Zizek in the immediately prior block quotation [see Chapters 2
and 3]), a number of other moments in Lacan’s eleventh seminar
related to his “I am in the picture” remark can be reinterpreted
in light of Zizek’s and Zupanéi&’s Lacanian dialectical material-
ism. To begin with, Lacan therein evinces a bit of evasiveness in
response to Jacques-Alain Miller inquiring about his ontology.*
Furthermore, he seems rapidly to rattle off a series of conflicting
statements in this context: “I ought to have obtained from him
to begin with a more specific definition of what he means by the
term ontology”#® (this hints that Lacan might have an ontology, at
least as per a certain characterization of it); “when speaking of this
gap one is dealing with an ontological function”*” (this appears
to affirm that, with his manque-a-étre [i.e., “this gap”], he indeed
intervenes at the level of matters ontological); “The gap of the
unconscious may be said to be pre-ontological”*® (with this claim
and the questions it raises about exactly what “pre-ontology” is
and how it is positioned with respect to ontology, doubts sud-
denly arises as to whether Lacan really is admitting to having an
ontology); “the unconscious . . . does not lend itself to ontology”*’
(insofar as psychoanalysis is centered on the unconscious, he now
seems to be indicating that he, as an analytic thinker, is not in the
business of putting forward ontologies); “the unconscious ... is
neither being, nor non-being, but the unrealized”>° (the waters are
thoroughly muddied at this juncture, with it being quite difficult to
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discern if and how the “pre-ontological unrealized” relates to one
or more possible definitions of ontology). However, reexamining
several relevant utterances elsewhere in Seminar XI in the light
provided by both Zizek and Zupandi¢ will help cut through this
tangled thicket of apparent inconsistencies.

At the start of the session of February 12, 1964 (entitled by
Miller “Tuché and Automaton”), Lacan admits that, “at first
sight, psycho-analysis seems to lead in the direction of idealism.”>!
From his comments that promptly follow, it is clear that Lacan
specifically has in mind extreme forms of subjective idealism
flirting with or even outright embracing solipsism (as he puts it,
idealisms according to which “Life is a dream™>?). He vehemently
rejects the idea that analysis is in any way invested in the project
of portraying psychical subjectivity as a solipsistic prison-house
in which nothing not mediated/constituted by this subjectivity
can exist and function; on this occasion, he points to the Real
of the subjectively unmasterable fuché.’> Without getting myself
bogged down in unpacking the details of Lacan’s Real as tuché
in the present context (something I do on a separate occasion®*),
suffice it for now to underscore that, if nothing else, Lacan refuses
the subjective idealist maneuver of one-sidedly reducing being to
thinking, substance to subject.

In the subsequent session of the eleventh seminar (February
19, 1964), Lacan again addresses the topic of ontology, this time
directly in relation to his discussions “Of the Gaze as Objet Petit
a” (the set of 1964 seminar sessions also containing the line “I
am in the picture”). Just after observing that “I see only from one
point, but in my existence I am looked at from all sides”*’ (this
already signals that “I am in the picture”), he states:

of course, I have my ontology — why not? - like everyone else, however
naive or elaborate it may be. But, certainly, what I try to outline in
my discourse — which, although it reinterprets that of Freud, is nev-
ertheless centered essentially on the particularity of the experience
it describes — makes no claim to cover the entire field of experience.
Even this between-the-two that opens up for us the apprehension of
the unconscious is of concern to us only in as much as it is designated
for us, through the instructions Freud left us, as that of which the
subject has to take possession. I will only add that the maintenance
of this aspect of Freudianism, which is often described as natural-
ism, seems to be indispensable, for it is one of the few attempts, if
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not the only one, to embody psychical reality without substantifying
it.%¢

Later in Seminar XI, Lacan, in this same vein, warns against
anything that would “over-substantify the unconscious” (trop
substantiver 'inconscient).’” The first sentence of the above quo-
tation indicates that, in Lacan’s view, it is impossible to avoid
having an ontology, if only a tacit, spontaneous one (in Less Than
Nothing, Zizek likewise maintains that “one cannot avoid ontol-
ogy”®). Even if unintentionally, this observation places Lacan
directly in line with Kant’s German idealist critics. For the latter,
the critical epistemology of transcendental idealism, arguably
attempting to be, as post-metaphysical, a theory of knowledge
without a corresponding theory of being, nonetheless must of
necessity unavowedly rely upon a dogmatic ontology (i.e., the
two-worlds metaphysics of phenomenal objects-as-appearances
and noumenal things-in-themselves). The post-Kantian idealists,
each in his own way, face up to the unavoidability of ontology
in connection with epistemology, elaborating their idealisms as
post-critical immanent critiques of Kant’s critical transcendental
idealism.

The second sentence of the preceding block quotation resonates
with some of Lacan’s characterizations of philosophical ontolo-
gies elsewhere.’” Insofar as ontology a la philosophy purports to
“cover everything” as the fundamental theory of being iiberhaupt,
Lacan does not indulge himself in its pursuit (i.e., he “makes no
claim to cover the entire field of experience”). Instead, if he admits
to engaging in reflections not without ontological ramifications,
these would add up, at most, to a regional ontology restricted to
the fields disclosed in and through Freudian analysis. Additionally,
Lacan, despite his reputation for being fiercely hostile to any and
every naturalistic perspective (I have problematized this com-
monplace picture of him on other occasions®), here alludes to his
solidarity with a specifically Freudian naturalism in which “nature”
is not “substantified.” If, following Zizek’s and Zupandi&s read-
ings, Lacan is a dialectical materialist to be viewed as furthering
the German idealist project to think, in Hegel’s words, substance
also as subject (and vice versa), then the desubstantialization of
substance alluded to in the eleventh seminar is linked to the move
of rendering psychical subjectivity an immanent and internal part
of substance itself.
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Hegelian and Marxian Things — Lacan’s Realist
Dialectical Materialism

I now will carry forward the preceding explorations of Lacan’s
interlinked realism and dialectical materialism through a close
reading of one of the most relevant single moments in his teach-
ings as regards these topics: the eighteenth session of Seminar X VI
(D’un Autre a 'autre [1968-69]), a session delivered on April 30,
1969 and entitled by Miller “Inside Outside” (Dedans Debors).
Other instances in which Lacan discusses realism and/or historical
and dialectical materialisms will be addressed by me in the course
of this close reading, woven into the interpretation of this 1969
seminar session. In conjunction with the prior exegetical labor I
have performed here, this examination will help bring into sharper
relief, among other things, Lacan’s debts to Marx’s materialist
appropriation and redeployment of the legacy of German idealism
as transmitted to him (Marx) primarily by Hegel.

At the start of the previous academic year, during the opening
session of the fifteenth seminar (L’acte psychanalytique [1967—
68]), Lacan vehemently denies in any way endorsing the (subjec-
tive) idealist belief according to which no independent reality
pre-exists (conscious) subjectivity.®! However, he distinguishes
“reality” (réalité) from “knowledge” (savoir) and, in turn, distin-
guishes the latter from “knowledge” as acquaintance/familiarity
(i.e., connaissance as distinct from savoir).®* Although, in a realist
gesture, Lacan unhesitatingly affirms that “la réalité est antérieure
a la connaissance,” with “connaissance” being a function depend-
ing on the first-person experience of a conscious mind, he gives
pause for hesitant thought apropos whether knowledge as savoir
does or does not inhere in the very being of the Real in and of
itself, linking this question to the examples of “savoir-vivre” and
“savoir-faire.”®3 With these related phrases’ ties to an Aristotelian-
style notion of phroneésis (dbpévnoi), Lacan seems to be hinting at
the issue of whether subjects, phylogenetically and/or ontoge-
netically, fabricate socio-symbolic second natures that can and do
“fall into” asubjective “first nature.” My earlier unpackings of the
eleventh and eighteenth seminars suggest that, in his dialectical
materialism, he indeed posits a dynamic of the becoming-Real of
the Symbolic.

In the second session of Seminar XVI, and following closely
along the lines both of remarks made at the beginning of Seminar
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XV as well as of the non-idealist emphasis on the discursive status
of (scientific) facts in Seminar X VIII (as I explained above), Lacan
stresses the difference between the physical Real of nature and the
scientific discipline of physics that speaks to this Real.®* Making
this differentiation is not, Lacan insists, tantamount to putting
forward an “idealist postulate.”® He does not dispute that nature
in itself is already there prior to the connaissance of physicists
and even the savoir of physics.®® Physics itself is described as a
“discourse” (discours) that “has consequences” for nature.®” In
her essay on psychoanalytic contra speculative realism (the latter
as per Meillassoux), Zupancic¢ quotes this portion of the sixteenth
seminar immediately before meticulously tracing out, through a
focus on the eighteenth seminar, the path of Lacan’s dialectical
materialism as moving between and beyond the old ontologi-
cal dispute between metaphysical realism and nominalism.®® In
particular, the causal efficacy, vis-a-vis nature and via technolo-
gies, of the Symbolic signifiers of both theoretical and applied
physics in relation to natural substance an sich amounts to the
becoming-spatio-temporally-real (as the spatio-temporal particu-
lars of nominalism) of the ideal generalizations (as the universals
of metaphysical realism) essential to natural science as distinct
from nature per se. The real abstractions of idealized models and
universal equations/formulas make possible both the experimental
testing of savoir as well as the technical applications of savoir-
faire. Any realist ontology failing to include these considerations
and qualifications is incomplete in the same way as non-dialectical
contemplative materialisms.

Turning now to the eighteenth session of Seminar XVI (April
30, 1969), Lacan begins this session addressing himself particu-
larly to those in his audience who perhaps are philosophers and,
as such, might be interested in echoes of the perennial idealism-
versus-realism struggle they understandably detect in and around
his discourse.®® Both at the start of this meeting and later on during
it, Lacan describes this long-standing philosophical problem as not
so much solved as allowed to fall by the wayside over the course
of historical time. As reinforced by his subsequent references to
Bishop Berkeley in this same seminar session,”® he maintains that
subjectivist (or even solipsistic) idealisms are impossible to refute
intra-philosophically.”! Instead, this type of radical anti-realism
simply ends up being repudiated by “common sense.””?

However, in addition to repudiation by common sense, what
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Lacan characterizes as the idealist “mythology of representation”
came to be philosophically challenged (although not refuted) by
another “mythology,” namely, that of “ideology” as per its cri-
tique (without mentioning this by name, Lacan clearly has in mind
here historical materialism a la Marx and Engels).”> He quickly
proceeds to ask whether the anti-idealism of historical material-
ism’s theory of ideology is sufficiently realist, especially since its
dialectical “real” (réel), including the infrastructural and super-
structural dimensions of societies, is something “we consider . . .
ourselves in the state of transforming.””* That is to say, according
to Marxism, the real(ity) underlying and conditioning ideologies
is not just natural as purely asubjective and immediate, but also
socio-historical as created and maintained by the collective activi-
ties (i.e., praxes) of subjects past and present. Put in Hegelian par-
lance, one of the questions raised by Lacan’s remarks is whether
“objective spirit” (or, for Lacan, the trans-individual big Others
of symbolic orders) is, in terms of the old realism-versus-idealism
battle, real or ideal. One reason why this is a genuine question is
that the peculiar réel targeted by Hegel’s objective spirit, Marx’s
ideology critique, and Lacan’s symbolic order has a strange in-
between ontological status as neither straightforwardly objective
(as given, natural, unmediated, etc.) nor wholly subjective (as
intra-mental).

Still reflecting on Marxist historical materialism, Lacan promptly
points to a related but somewhat different line of inquiry — “The
question is thus of knowing if, somewhere, this knowledge in
progress is or is not already there.””® The fact that Lacan soon
proceeds to take up the topic of science on the heels of suggesting
this query strongly hints that he is interrogating historical materi-
alism on the basis of Marxist claims that it is the first true science
of history in the strictest of senses of “science” (earlier in the
sixteenth seminar, Lacan’s gestures at Althusser’s Marx as a struc-
turalist avant la lettre similarly imply this,”® with Lacan, Althusser,
and others frequently linking structuralism to certain concep-
tions of scientificity). In what amounts to an implicit critique of
Althusserian structuralist Marxism as “scientific” (as well as of
“scientific socialism” tout court), Lacan, again in the April 30,
1969 session of Seminar XVI, articulates a chain of equivalences
between the notion of knowledge (savoir) always-already there in
the Real, the subject supposed to know (sujet supposé savoir), and
theism.”” He thereby implies, as charged by others both before
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and after him, that “scientific” Marxist historical materialists
(claiming to be subjects supposed to know the inherent objec-
tive logic of History in and of itself), whether those of Second
International economism, Stalinist “diamat,” or Althusserian
structuralism, unavowedly rely upon a dogmatic faith in the
providence of a (pseudo-)secular theodicy, despite their official
atheism.

Lacan refers both to Newton’s religious views as “the theologi-
cal envelope of the first steps of our science”’® (i.e., the modern
sciences of nature) and to Einstein’s insistence that God does not
play games with dice.”” He does so in order to propose that natural
scientists themselves (in addition to certain Marxists), however
consciously or (if they are consciously secular or atheistic) uncon-
sciously, are really believers in God, if only as the Cartesian-style
trustworthy guarantor of a stable, structured reality able to be
accurately mirrored by the fixed formulas of natural science (i.e.,
God/Nature as the big Other of a subject supposed to know and
vouch for the knowledge always-already there in the Real).?° But,
admittedly, Lacan’s talk of the Newtonian “theological envelope
of the first steps of our science” indicates that he is not categori-
cally critical without qualifications of the religious historical bases
of the sciences. Instead, he seems to allude to a dialectical vision
according to which theism historically makes possible modern
science, which in turn makes possible a radical atheism specific to
modernity.

At this juncture, an extended detour running through a number
of Lacan’s various references to Marx peppered throughout his
corpus is appropriate (after which I will pick back up the thread
of the eighteenth session of Seminar XVI). In fact, in order
adequately to appreciate his intertwined relations to both realism
and historical/dialectical materialism, this detour is necessary. To
begin with, Lacan repeatedly heaps the highest praise he has to
offer on Marx. Near the very end of the 1946 écrit “Presentation
on Psychical Causality,” he declares:

You have heard me lovingly refer to Descartes and Hegel ... It is
rather fashionable these days to ‘go beyond’ the classical philosophers.
I could just as easily have started with the admirable dialogue in the
Parmenides. For neither Socrates nor Descartes, nor Marx, nor Freud,
can be ‘gone beyond,’ insofar as they carried out their research with
the passion to unveil that has an object: truth.®!



88 Adventures in Transcendental Materialism

Later, in the seventh seminar (The Ethics of Psychoanalysis
[1959-60]), he echoes this declaration — “One never goes beyond
Descartes, Kant, Marx, Hegel and a few others because they mark
a line of inquiry, a true orientation. One never goes beyond Freud
either.”® For Lacan, this is the most illustrious company possible
in which to include Marx. Subsequently, in Seminar XVII, he
states that “What is characteristic of the two of them, Freud and
Marx, is that they don’t bullshit.”®3 On other occasions, he com-
pares Marx and Freud as being of equal importance.®* Coming
from Lacan, all of this is high praise indeed.

Near the end of the essay “L’étourdit” (1972/73), Lacan briefly
indicates in passing that he is as materialist as Marx himself.®’
Elsewhere, in his earlier intervention “Responses to Students of
Philosophy Concerning the Object of Psychoanalysis” (1966), he
provides a more detailed sense of what he might have in mind as
justifying this comparison. These remarks are worth unpacking at
some length. Lacan begins:

in order to avoid any misunderstanding, note that I maintain that psy-
choanalysis does not have the slightest right to interpret revolutionary
practice . .. but that on the contrary, revolutionary theory would do
well to hold itself responsible for leaving empty the function of truth as
cause (la vérité comme cause), when therein lies, nevertheless, the first
supposition of its own effectiveness.®®

Although in, for example, the sixteenth seminar, it sounds as
though Lacan flirts with insinuating that analysis indeed has a
“right to interpret revolutionary practice” when he asserts that
Marxist historical materialism presupposes a theory of jouis-
sance,” he here insists that it should refrain from doing so. That
said, the key to decoding the quotation above is the notion of
“truth as cause” (la vérit¢ comme cause). Obviously, the very
idea of a cause is necessarily connected to the idea of an effect;
a cause is, by definition, something that brings about an effect,
thereby being a cause through enjoying causal efficacy. To cut
a long story short — I will substantiate and elucidate this further
in what follows shortly — la vérité comme cause designates, for
Lacan, the real causal efficacy specifically of signifiers in their
material dimensions. Put in terms made familiar by the preced-
ing discussions here, “truth as cause” points to the dialecti-
cal materialist dynamic through which Symbolic signifiers fall
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into Real signifieds, through which abstractions have concrete
consequences.

Lacan’s immediately ensuing remarks reinforce this interpreta-
tion. He goes on to add: “It is a matter of calling into question the
category of dialectical materialism, and it is a matter of common
knowledge that Marxists are not very adept at doing it, even
though they are, on the whole, Aristotelians, which is already not
too bad.”3® Lacan continues:

Only my theory of language (langage) as structure of the unconscious
can be said to be implied by Marxism, if, that is, you are not more
demanding than the material implication with which our most recent
logic is satisfied, that is, that my theory of language is true (vraie)
whatever be the adequacy of Marxism, and that it is needed by it,
whatever be the defect that it leaves Marxism with.%’

In the first of these two quotations, Lacan seems to be boasting
that he can provide a more thorough and satisfying rethinking of
dialectical materialism than the Marxists themselves. In the second
quotation, Lacan has recourse to “material implication” pre-
cisely as per conditional claims in classical, bivalent formal logic:
“p—q” (i.e., “if antecedent ‘p’ is the case, then consequent ‘q’
is the case”). A conditional “p — q” claim is false only when the
antecedent “p” is the case (i.e., true) but the consequent “q” is not
the case (i.e., false). Contrary to certain versions of (sub-logical)
common sense, a conditional “p — q” claim is true even in the
instance in which the antecedent “p” is not the case (i.e., false) but
the consequent “q” is the case (i.e., true). Hence, Lacan here posits
the following “material implication”: If Marxist dialectical mate-
rialism is true, then the Lacanian theory of language as structure
of the unconscious is also true. But, as he underlines through refer-
ence to the truth-values of conditional claims, even if Marxism is
false, then both this conditional claim as a whole and his theory as
its consequent remain true. He also hints that Marxism might have
to change itself in order to accommodate this theory of language it
allegedly entails (“it is needed by it, whatever be the defect that it
leaves Marxism with”).”°

On the heels of this in “Responses to Students of Philosophy,”
Lacan then endorses Joseph Stalin’s remarks on linguistics in
which the latter dismisses Comrade Marr’s idea that language
itself is superstructural in the Marxist sense.”! In Lacan’s eyes,
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this “situates” Stalin “far above the logical positivist”®? — and this
presumably insofar as Marrism and logical positivism both focus
on language as a supposed second-order transcendence, whether
as a Marrist superstructure or a logical positivist meta-language.
Two interesting sentences follow here: “The least you can accord
me concerning my theory of language is, should it interest you,
that it is materialist”?3; and, “The signifier is matter transcending
itself in language” (Le signifiant, c’est la matiere qui se transcende
en langage).’* Of course, Lacan has in mind his doctrine of the
material (rather than meaningful) signifier as a Saussurian recast-
ing of unconscious “primary process” mentation as per Freud, a
doctrine consistently held to throughout the various phases and
stages of his teachings® (and on which I have commented else-
where®®). Furthermore, in the context of this invocation of aspects
of Marxism, Lacan obviously is identifying himself specifically as
some kind of a dialectical materialist, an identification reinforced
by his anti-reductivist notion of a more-than-material transcend-
ence nonetheless immanent to materiality (“Le signifiant, c’est la
matiére qui se transcende en langage”).

At this point, one thing that safely can be said regarding Lacan’s
dialectical materialism is that it involves the movements of signi-
fiers falling back into (if they ever really left to begin with) the
ontological grounds from which they originally arose. Thus, these
signifiers are integral participants in the thereby auto-disruptive
dynamics of being as a stratum of restless, unstable, self-sundering
substances. In fact, Lacan re-reads the relationship between Hegel
and Marx on this basis. In “On the Subject Who Is Finally in
Question” (from the same year, 1966, as “Responses to Students
of Philosophy”), Lacan, right before mentioning Marx by name,
alludes to him (implicitly along the lines of Althusser circa 1965%7)
as the founder of the Freudian analytic concept of the “symptom”
as the truth that speaks (i.e., la Chose freudienne, with its “Moi,
la vérité, je parle” [Me, the truth, I speak]®®) in, through, and as a
“gap” (faille) of “knowledge” (savoir).”® As is well known, Lacan
subsequently repeats this crediting of Marx as the “inventor” of
the symptom a la Freud.'%

Apropos Hegel avec Marx, Lacan plays off Marx’s “truth”
(vérité) against Hegel’s “knowledge” (savoir), with the former pur-
portedly throwing monkey wrenches in the latter’s savoir absolu
of world history, including the ruses of historical reason’s tricky
twists and turns (Lacan, in line with many others, clearly judges
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Hegel guilty of believing in the God-like big Other of a Weltgeist
as a mega-Subject whose intentional sufficient reasons are the final
causes as rational teloi of a single, unified History-as-theodicy).
Marx’s truth is the symptom of Hegel’s absolute knowledge of
the cunning of reason-in-history, “whose fine order it manages to
disturb.” %! Speaking of Marx’s materialist “inversion” of Hegel’s
absolute idealism, Lacan states:

a part of the reversal of Hegel that he carries out is constituted by
the return (which is a materialist return, precisely insofar as it gives
it figure and body) of the question of truth. The latter actually forces
itself upon us, I would go so far as to say, not by taking up the thread
of the ruse of reason, a subtle form with which Hegel sends it packing,
but by upsetting these ruses (read Marx’s political writings) which are
merely dressed up with reason...!0?

He promptly adds that this truth-knowledge couplet is “the crux
... of philosophy as such.”!% Lacan’s rendition of Marx’s inver-
sion of Hegel (or, more precisely, what Marx and Lacan inaccu-
rately associate with the name “Hegel”) implies that this inversion
proceeds through two moments: First, Marx’s truths initially show
up as symptoms qua anomalies, holes, snags, etc. in the narrative
texture of Hegel’s knowledge; second, these symptoms, with the
benefit of hindsight, reveal apres-coup that these apparent excep-
tions a la Marx to the ostensible cunning of reason a la Hegel are
the actual rule (as in the actual rule of Hegelian Wirklichkeit),
namely, the real ruses of history’s zigs and zags. In this second
Marxian-Lacanian moment, it allegedly can be seen that Hegel’s
List der Vernunft is an upside-down version of the distinction
between what is an exception and what is a rule in history, a
version “merely dressed up with reason” — meaning that, when
it comes to the true cunning of history, “Hegel sends it packing.”

Soon after the preceding in “On the Subject Who Is Finally
in Question,” Lacan, as on other occasions, draws a connection
between Marx and Freud apropos the topic of the symptom. In
both its Marxian and Freudian versions, and in stark contrast
to the medical notion designated by the same word, a symptom
is not a (Saussurian) “sign” involving something akin to the
relationship between smoke and fire (this is the example Lacan
employs here).!®* Symptoms, instead of being superficial effects
of underlying causes as these symptoms’ profound truths, “are
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truth, being made of the same wood from which truth is made, if
we posit materialistically that truth is what is instated on the basis
of the signifying chain.”'% The transcendence of depth vis-a-vis
surface in the medical model of a symptom as a known effect of
a true cause yet to be known is here replaced by a conception of
a symptom as transcendent-while-immanent — more precisely, as
itself a true cause internal to (and woven of the same cloth as)
the known planes it perturbs and problematizes from within as a
foreign body qua intimate externality (i.e., extimacy). For Lacan,
Marx’s inversion of Hegel entails rereading what the latter would
treat, along the lines of symptoms in medicine, as secondary
surface effects of a deeper historical dynamic (i.e., cunning reason-
in-history); Marxism reinterprets these symptoms as themselves
this very historical dynamic incarnate, with no positing of hidden
profundities beneath them (such as Hegel’s List der Vernunft).
Similarly, according to Lacan’s version of Freudian analysis,
analytic symptoms, just like the other formations of unconscious
primary-process thinking of which they too are products, are
ultimately knots of meaningless material signifiers (i.e., “signify-
ing chains” as per Lacan’s materialism of the signifier).'% That is
to say, an analytic symptom is not the meta-level sign of a secret
subterranean meaning as its first-order grounding truth. Rather,
a symptom is this contingent, meaningless truth itself directly
embodied and manifestly on display “out there,” being misrecog-
nized for what it really is insofar as it is misinterpreted as a sign of
profound depths of (pre)supposed significance.

Before further scrutinizing Lacan’s invocations of Marx, I feel
compelled to point out in passing a stunning irony to the specific
sort of anti-Hegelianism indulged in by Lacan in this context pres-
ently under discussion. In fact, no better illustration can be found
of Zizek’s observation that Lacan, on the one hand, is Hegelian
where he does not think to mention Hegel as at all relevant and,
on the other hand, is hardly Hegelian in those places where he
indeed does mention Hegel (with these references usually reflect-
ing either Kojeve’s philosophical anthropology blending Marxist
and existentialist influences or grotesque caricatures of Hegel
widespread in twentieth-century France).!” When speaking of
truth, Hegel sometimes emphasizes that it necessarily, by its
own nature, reveals itself; part of its power is to shine through
no matter what, to display itself in spite of anything and every-
thing that might otherwise threaten to obscure it in impenetrable
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darkness.!%® If purported truth lacks this potency, it is not truly
true. Contra Lacan’s construal of the List der Vernunft, Hegelian
truth, whether as historical Wirklichkeit or whatever else, is
never a transcendent, meta-level depth hidden beneath manifest
existences.

In his écrit “The Freudian Thing” (1955), Lacan, much like
Voltaire with (dis)respect to Leibniz, mocks Hegel’s cunning of
reason.!?” But, the very section of this text in which the mockery
occurs, entitled “The Thing Speaks of Itself” and containing the
famous line “Moi, la vérité, je parle,” ironically presents, unbe-
knownst to Lacan, a quite Hegelian characterization of truth as
too powerful not to make itself heard, not to thrust itself forward
into the light of visible day. One of the central messages of this
écrit (again, a very Hegelian one) is that the secret of la Chose
freudienne as unconscious truth is that there is no secret (a point
also underscored by the story of the trompe I’ceil painting compe-
tition between Zeuxis and Parrhasios recounted in Seminar XI'°
— “if one wishes to deceive a man, what one presents to him is the
painting of a veil, that is to say, something that incites him to ask
what is behind it”!!!). Reinforcing this message palpably at odds
with vulgar visions of Freudian analysis as a depth-psychological
hermeneutics in search of eclipsed meanings, Lacan’s prosopopeia
of “The Thing Speaks of Itself” has la Chose comme vérité repeat-
edly emphasizing that it openly talks and talks directly about itself
(“Men, listen, I am telling you the secret,”!'> “I am now publicly
announcing the fact,”!!3 etc.).

In the section of “The Freudian Thing” in which “The Thing
Speaks of Itself,” Lacan draws attention to the pioneering period of
Freud’s first discoveries founding psychoanalysis proper. These dis-
coveries are conveyed mainly in such works as The Interpretation
of Dreams (1900), The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901),
and Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (1905), with
Lacan’s analytic adversaries in the tradition of ego psychology
neglecting the early Freud in favor of the later period inaugurated
by The Ego and the 1d (1923) through its introduction of the
“second topography” (or, as the ego psychologists call it, the
“structural model”). For Lacan, a crucial lesson of the myriad
examples of dreams, parapraxes, and jokes analyzed in detail by
the early Freud of 1900 to 1905 is that, as Freud himself puts it
in his contemporaneous “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of
Hysteria” (1901/05), “He that has eyes to see and ears to hear may
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convince himself that no mortal can keep a secret. If his lips are
silent, he chatters with his finger-tips; betrayal oozes out of him at
every pore.”!* Efforts to repress truths always are just partially
successful at best, with the repressed inevitably returning to mani-
fest itself somehow or other, if only through the seemingly mar-
ginal phenomena (i.e., dreams, jokes, and parapraxes) providing
Freud with the initial grist for his analytic mill (such phenomena
also include the conversion symptoms and psychosomatic suffer-
ing characteristic of hysteria a la Dora, namely, Lacan’s “power of
truth . . . in our very flesh”!1%).

Lacan goes so far as to indicate that even the most apparently
and overtly resistant conduct — illustrations of this could be, for
instance, analysands who, at least from time to time, refuse to talk,
avoid free associating, and/or lie to and deliberately try to deceive
their analysts — still cannot but, when all is said and done, be rev-
elatory of the true Thing (i.e., the parlétre as the speaking subject-
being of the unconscious) that repeatedly has its say even in and
through this very same conduct struggling to silence or falsify
it.!’® As an aside, I cannot resist the temptation of highlighting an
especially intense peak of irony apropos Lacan’s relationship to
Hegel here: In “The Freudian Thing,” a “Hegelian Thing” (specifi-
cally, Hegel’s depiction of truth as necessarily disclosed due to its
inherent, essential potency as true) succeeds at articulating itself
precisely in and through the very statements in which Lacan takes
himself to be advancing an anti-Hegelian idea of vérité — with this
Chose hégélienne thereby functioning in relation to Lacan’s speech
exactly like Lacan’s Chose freudienne in relation to the speech of
speaking subjectivity in general. That noted, even if an analysand
deliberately invents “false” content for his/her analyst’s aural
consumption (for example, fake dreams, fabricated childhood
memories, concocted extra-analytic social scenarios, and the like),
these conveyed artificial fictions still end up betraying the uncon-
scious truths they are meant to stifle and conceal. The analysand’s
choices of intentionally misleading materials themselves can and
should lead an attentive analyst “with ears to hear” to interpre-
tations hitting the bull’s-eyes of truths that speak even in and
through the lies that strain in vain to oppose and obscure them. In
analysis, lies are always, as it were, “true lies,” tellings of truths
in the guise of lies; attempts not to tell the truth still amount to at
least half-telling it (a la Lacan’s mi-dire).!''” This is part of what
Lacan is getting at when he opens his 1974 television appearance
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with the lines, “I always speak the truth. Not the whole truth...”
(Je dis toujours la vérité: pas toute).''®

In “The Freudian Thing,” the section “The Thing Speaks of
Itself” closes with la Chose comme vérité addressing its post-
Freudian pursuers, namely, non-Lacanian analysts as Freud’s
hunting dogs who turn on their master when they finally come
upon this Thing as their supposed prey'!” (paraphrasing Jean-Paul
Sartre, one might say that, by Lacan’s estimation, every non-
Lacanian analyst is a dog). La Chose proclaims to them, “Now
that you are already lost, I belie myself, I defy you, I slip away: you
say that [ am being defensive.”?? A subsequent section of this same
écrit is entitled “Resistance to the Resisters.”!?! In Lacan’s pros-
opopeia, the hounds are analysts who permit themselves recourse
to an approach relying upon a distinction between, on the one
hand, the superficial resistances of defense mechanisms and, on the
other hand, the unconscious depths purportedly covered over by
these defensive layers envisioned as being closer to the “surface”
of consciousness. According to Lacan’s consciously Freudian (and
unconsciously Hegelian) conception of truth, defenses against the
unconscious still are revelatory of it despite themselves. However,
treating them, in the fashion of many non-Lacanian analysts past
and present, as resistances blocking analytic progress is to ignore
this truth about Freudian truth, imagining instead that defensive-
ness could be so powerfully effective as to muzzle and censor alto-
gether the speaking subjectivity of the unconscious. The section
title “Resistance to the Resisters” hence has two meanings: First,
analysts who label certain instances of their analysands’ speech,
silences, and actions “resistances,” thereby neglecting to analyze
these instances as also expressive of the unconscious as a Thing
that speaks (speaking even in and through defenses), are the ones
who resist the unconscious in their refusal to analyze its perhaps
more challenging displays and outbursts; second, these analysts,
as themselves “resisters” against the truths of the unconscious,
should be resisted through a “return to Freud.”

Having taken this detour through “The Freudian Thing,” I still
need to touch upon a few more aspects of Lacan’s perspective
on the Hegel-Marx rapport (as illuminating his specific variant
of dialectical materialism) before circumnavigating back to the
treatment of the conflict between idealism and realism in the
eighteenth session of Seminar XVI (which 1 began unpacking
earlier here). In the sole opening session of his aborted seminar
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on The Names-of-the-Father (November 20, 1963), Lacan at one
point claims that it was “through” (via) Marx that the “Hegelian
dialectic . . . entered into the world” (la dialectique hégélienne . . .
est entrée dans le monde).'**> Arguably, Lacan’s dialectical materi-
alist path between nominalism and metaphysical realism, with its
notion of the becoming-Real of the Symbolic as signifiers falling
into their signifieds, allows him to maintain that the Marx epito-
mized by the famous eleventh thesis on Feuerbach extracts from
Hegel’s speculative dialectics what thereby becomes a set of socio-
politically efficacious real abstractions “changing the world,”
with these abstractions partially remaking this world in their own
image. Lacan explicitly suggests that even if dialectical speculation
as per Hegel is not true in its initial versions within Hegel’s texts,
it goes on to become true through the causal efficacy it achieves in
and through Marxism.!?3

Subsequently, in the écrit “Science and Truth” (originally given
on December 1, 1965 as the opening session of the thirteenth
seminar on The Object of Psychoanalysis [1965-66]), Lacan
seems to complicate and further nuance this train of thought. He
does so in connection with a line from Lenin’s 1913 essay “The
Three Sources and Three Component Parts of Marxism” — “The
Marxist doctrine is omnipotent because it is true.”!** Lacan
remarks:

In writing that ‘Marx’s theory is omnipotent because it is true,’
Lenin says nothing of the enormity of the question his speech raises:
If one assumes the truth of materialism in its two guises — dialectic
and history, which are, in fact, one and the same - to be mute, how
could theorizing this increase its power? To answer with proletarian
consciousness and the action of Marxist politicos seems inadequate to
me. 125

Lacan immediately adds, “The separation of powers is at least
announced in Marxism, the truth as cause being distinguished
from knowledge put into operation” (la vérité comme cause au
savoir mis en exercise).'?® This reference to Lenin recurs in both
the fourteenth and sixteenth seminars, with the former recurrence
involving Lacan associating this moment in “Science and Truth”
with his “Moi, la vérité, je parle” in “The Freudian Thing.”!?”

In the above-quoted lines from “Science and Truth,” Lacan, in
a move controversial within Marxist circles at least, equates his-



“Lacan, our Hegel” 97

torical with dialectical materialism. As my prior examinations of
such later seminars as the sixteenth and eighteenth in conjunction
with Zupanci®’s and Zizek’s coverage of similar terrain already
indicates, Lacan’s (dialectical) materialism allows him to engage
with and move amidst a wide range of philosophical, social,
and scientific fields — and this along lines similar to those of the
expanded version of Marx’s materialist approaches to political
economy pioneered by Engels. Lacan implies that Marx’s histori-
cal materialism already is, in itself, a dialectical materialism.

I believe that the keys to decoding Lacan’s reaction to Lenin
in “Science and Truth” (1965) are to be found in his roughly
contemporaneous “Responses to Students of Philosophy” (1966)
— more specifically, the passages from the latter text quoted and
commented upon by me a short while ago here. In both interven-
tions, Lacan employs the phrase “truth as cause.” In “Responses
to Students of Philosophy” he insists, as seen, on the importance of
maintaining a dialectical materialism “leaving empty the function
of truth as cause, when therein lies, nevertheless, the first supposi-
tion of its own effectiveness” (i.e., the practical effectiveness of
dialectical materialism as a revolutionary theory a la Marxism). In
“Science and Truth,” he hints that his materialism of signifiers as
themselves true causal powers gua real abstractions!?® (i.e., what
he calls “my theory of language” in “Responses to Students of
Philosophy”) arguably fills in the explanatory gap within Marxist
materialisms epitomized by Lenin’s failure to ask and answer the
riddle of the causal efficacy of theorizations. This dovetails with
his subsequent 1966 assertion that “my theory of language is true
whatever be the adequacy of Marxism, and . .. it is needed by it,
whatever be the defect that it leaves Marxism with.” Moreover,
when, in “Science and Truth,” he observes that “The separation of
powers is at least announced in Marxism, the truth as cause being
distinguished from knowledge put into operation,” this indicates
that a Lacanian dialectical materialism of the signifier allows for
the possibility of an indefinite number of signifiers becoming caus-
ally efficacious (not just those of traditional Marxism-Leninism —
for instance, Lacan’s handlings of science and technology portray
these domains as bearing witness to this same type of causal
efficacy that is neither nominalist nor metaphysically realist). This
possibility of materially real causal efficacy (i.e., la vérité comme
cause) is hence itself an “empty” place of potentiality, although
particular instances of theorizing force certain signifiers (for
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example, “E = mc?” or “Workers of the world unite!”) rather than
others to enter the world, fall into their signifieds, and thereby
become a singular “savoir mis en exercise,” whether this savoir
be Hegelian, Marxian, scientific, technological, or whatever else.
Furthermore, in distinguishing the emptiness of la vérité comme
cause from savoir — the latter does not preexist the former as the
fullness of the knowledge in the Real of a subject supposed to
know as big Other (whether the God of Descartes and Newton
or the secular theodicies of certain versions of Hegelianism and
Marxism) — Lacan, along with the Marxism he credits as exhibit-
ing an awareness of this distinction, strives toward a thoroughly
atheistic dialectical materialism (unlike theistic strains of it, such
as the strong messianism of Stalin’s pseudo-secular doctrine of
diamat contrasting sharply with, for instance, Walter Benjamin’s
“weak messianic power”12%).

Having reached a better understanding of Lacan’s dialectical
materialism, I want now to return to my already-underway close
reading of the April 30, 1969 session of the sixteenth seminar (as
might be recalled, this detour exploring how Lacan construes the
Hegel-Marx relationship pushed off from reflections on Marxism
and modern science in this same seminar session). What remains
for me briefly to unpack from this session of Seminar XVI con-
cerns specifically a non-idealist historical account of the genesis
of (subjective) idealism. Lacan therein proceeds to claim that a
peculiar “representation of representation” constitutes the “secret
knot” of anti-realist, anti-materialist idealism.!3° This model of
how the mind models things is based, Lacan asserts, on vision
as a real material sense, as a physical faculty of perception!3! (an
assertion also made in Seminar XIII'3?). More precisely, he puts
forward the artificially constructed contraption of the optical
black box as the historically privileged basis for the representation
of the representing (idealist) subject as itself a reflecting interior
separated by a surface from a representationally reflected exte-
rior'?3 (it would not be difficult to imagine a Marxist historical
materialist analysis of the science and technology of optics readily
compatible with Lacan’s observations). Not only, Lacan alleges,
does Bishop Berkeley as a borderline solipsist tacitly rely on this
ocular-centric representation of representation'3* — so too does
Freud, as shown by certain of his models of the psychical appa-
ratus as well as concepts such as “projection.”!?* In an implicitly
historical materialist gesture, Lacan insists on calling into question
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and casting into doubt idealist reliance upon such optical models,
even if and when the figure doing the relying is Freud himself.!3
However, in resonance with Zupanci¢’s rendition of a Lacanian
realism, Lacan here signals that the “real” (réel) of his realism is an
“outside” (debors) of the Other, namely, a real suffused with and
saturated by the signifiers of symbolic orders (i.e., big Others).!3”

Both before and after this eighteenth session of Seminar XVI,
Lacan occasionally says a number of additional things about
realism and idealism in relation to Freudian psychoanalysis over
and above those I already have mentioned. In Seminar VI (Desire
and Its Interpretation [1958—59]), the transcendent subjectivity
of anti-realist idealism is demoted to the status of a mere presup-
position projected by both the enunciating subject him/her-self as
well as his/her interlocutors beyond, behind, or beneath the frag-
mentary multitude of enunciated chains of signifiers (as signifiers
of demands in Lacan’s precise technical sense of “demand”).!38
Hence, in this context, the speaking subject qua $, as a (pre)sup-
position, would be a precursor of the subject supposed to know
introduced in 1964.

In Seminar VII, Lacan emphasizes that Freud is no subjective
idealist insofar as his Real(ity) is not a tamed and domesticated
construction of and in psychical subjectivity itself.!* This 1959
pronouncement is echoed later in, among other places, the six-
teenth seminar (specifically, in a session of it other than that of
April 30, 1969).1%° Also elsewhere in Seminar X VI (specifically, in
the thirteenth session of March 5, 1969), Lacan gestures at a realist
quasi-naturalism of jouissance (what he dubs a “nativism” of
signifier-mediated drives) according to which this core concept of
his mature metapsychology of the libidinal economy is the second
nature of an asubjective Real formed through the penetration of
signifying structures and dynamics into the it/id (¢a).'*! The seventh
seminar already begins paving the way for this Freud-inspired
realist quasi-naturalism subsequently alluded to by Lacan in 1969.
At the end of this seminar’s ninth session (January 27, 1960), he
declares, “the Trieb can in no way be limited to a psychological
notion. It is an absolutely fundamental ontological notion.”!4?

Onto-topology — Dupes Who Do Not Err

But, exactly what sort of ontology, if any, results from a Freudian-
Lacanian metapsychology of the libidinal economy? In Seminar
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XIV, Lacan not only anchors what arguably amounts to his
quasi-naturalist realism in a “materialism” of the body — he vehe-
mently posits that “there is no jouissance except for that of the
body” (il n’y a de jouissance que du corps)'** — he also proposes
therein that this psychoanalytic anchoring in what I would label
a “corpo-Real” is not vulnerable to the temptations of formal-
ist dematerializations as non-materialist idealizations hinted at
by advances in mathematized physics as a natural science!**
(temptations alarming Lenin in his 1908 response to philosophi-
cal appropriations of the then-fresh revolutionary upheavals in
physics!®). Likewise, at the same moment during the fourteenth
seminar, Lacan once again walks a fine ontological line between
nominalism and metaphysical realism, maintaining that even the
(Symbolic) Other (as a seeming metaphysical reality) ultimately is
nothing more than a multitude of bodies'*® — despite, for all that,
not being nominalistically reducible to nothing more than the
aggregate of a mass of atomized material individuals.
Subsequently in Lacan’s teachings, the range of analytic libidi-
nal concepts mobilized against idealisms is broadened. In Seminar
XIX (...ou pire [1971—72]), Lacan, although taking his distance
from philosophy as allegedly a paradigmatic form of “university
discourse”!” (as per his theory of the four discourses forged
a couple of years prior), once more mentions idealism-versus-
realism so as to underscore that he self-identifies as a realist (“je
me classe parmi les réalistes”).'* However, his is a realism of fan-
tasies and lalangue in addition to jouissance t0o.'* Seminar XXI
similarly invokes a “materialism of writing,”!*° perhaps as a dia-
lectical materialism of the dupes who do not err through nominal-
ism, reductivism, epiphenomenalism, and the like. Both lalangue
and “writing,” in this 1970s-era context, are notions resting on
Lacan’s doctrine of the material (rather than meaningful) signifier
in its graphic and/or acoustic embodiments. Apropos lalangue,
Lacan, when cautiously self-identifying as a realist in Seminar
XIX, indicates that the primary-process-style unconscious menta-
tion adhering to the meaningless materiality of intra-psychical
Vorstellungen subverts idealism on its home terrain; it does so by
suggesting that cognizing subjectivity is itself buffeted from within
by the mental processes of senseless signifiers spontaneously
enchaining themselves in an idiotic, asubjective activity of a think-
ing different-in-kind from, yet profoundly affecting, conscious
thought.!3! In this instance, Lacan’s materialist realism is extimate



“Lacan, our Hegel” 101

vis-a-vis the subjectivity of subjective idealism. In line with Freud’s
Copernican revolution, this subject is no longer master in its own
house insofar as the language of thought is partially transubstanti-
ated by psychoanalysis into the intimate externality, the foreign
body, of a contingent, nonsensical material Real (as lalangue,
writing, letters, and so on as per the late Lacan).

During this same period of his teaching (i.e., the 1970s as its final
decade), Lacan, as is well known, increasingly relies in his theori-
zations upon resources drawn from topology as the mathematical
science of continuously transformable surfaces. I am convinced
that a significant link conjoins Lacan’s turns to topology with his
allegiance to a realist, quasi-naturalist dialectical materialism (an
allegiance arguably testified to by a number of his pronounce-
ments unpacked at length by me in the preceding). But, in what
does this link consist? Quite a while ago here, in the course of my
examination of Seminar X VIII prompted by Zupanéi¢ and Zizek,
I proposed reading Lacan’s thesis according to which “There is no
meta-language” as entailing, among other of its implications, the
proposition that “Language is no meta.” This proposition can be
rearticulated as: Speaking being (parlétre) is also being speaks (¢ca
parle). One should bear in mind, as I highlighted above, that Lacan
bases whatever ontology he could be said to advance on aspects of
the it/id (¢a) as the base of the libidinal economy. And, reinforcing
the link between the parlétre and ¢a parle, Lacan sometimes plays
with the homophony between Freud’s German Es (¢a/id) and “S”
as the first letter of the subject (sujet), with the latter specifically as
the speaking subject of the unconscious (¢a parle).'>?

However, Lacan, as both consciously extending dialectical
materialism as well as unconsciously carrying forward Hegel’s
and Schelling’s German idealist “system-program,” is certainly
not to be mistaken for a proponent of the absolutely flat, fea-
tureless immanentism of a (neo-)Spinozist monism. In hybrid
Hegelian-Lacanian parlance, thinking the subject qua parlétre
also as substance gqua ca (parle) and vice versa involves the
dialectical-speculative notion of the substantial immanence of
the subjective transcendence of substantial immanence itself (i.e.,
the subject-qua-$ as a transcendence-in-immanence, as both con-
tinuous and discontinuous with substance-gua-S). The late Lacan’s
focus on topology arguably assists him in conceiving of a plane of
immanence internally differentiating itself, as self-sundering and
auto-dividing, into a multitude of curves, folds, holes, interiors,
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and warpings. These twists and turns represent the structures
and dynamics of subjects as dialectical-speculative identities-in-
differences vis-a-vis the single, sole surface of their lone plane of
immanence.

In Seminar XXIII (Le sinthome [1975-76]), Lacan depicts his
topologized rendition of analysis as resulting in “the first philoso-
phy that it appears to me supports itself.” >3 I would recommend
that this remark be interpreted in tandem with the whole preceding
reconstruction of what arguably amounts to Lacan’s realist dialec-
tical materialism. Like the Marx of the “Theses on Feuerbach,”
Lacan embraces a materialist immanentism without, for all that,
inadvertently offering encouragement to idealist reactions through
painting the unsatisfying monochromatic old pictures of mecha-
nistic and/or reductive Spinozist naturalisms, with their notorious
“night in which all cows are black.” As a speculative immanentism
leaving open space for irreducible transcendences-in-immanence,
Lacan’s dialectical materialism, like Marx’s, “supports itself” in
that it rests on no totally transcendent meta-levels as extrinsic
supports, whether these be explicitly posited (as in subjective
idealisms) or implicitly presupposed (as in contemplative gua non-
dialectical materialisms).

A materialist realism of jouissance tethers the libidinal subject
to the physical body, thereby de-idealizing subjectivity and heavily
qualifying whatever transcendence it may be said to achieve with
respect to its corporeal grounds. This results in the hypothesis
that subject-formation involves a partial transcendence of things
bodily, with this partial quality amounting to incomplete and
uneven denaturalization. And, referring back to Seminar XIX as
cited by me a short while ago, a materialist realism of lalangue/
writing not only supplements that of jouissance by blocking any
risk of crude naturalist reductivism connected with the latter — it
also both subverts from within the ostensibly immaterial think-
ing subject of subjective idealism as well as implies an incarnate
dialectic operative between the “nature” of human organisms and
the “nurture” of the socio-symbolic orders surrounding them. A
materialist realism of fantasies (also mentioned by Lacan in the
nineteenth seminar) points in the direction of an anti-nominalist
theory of real abstractions in line with the principle of no illusions
(as spelled out earlier by me). Overall, as a heterodox dialecti-
cal materialist tacitly in line with Marx and, hence, implicitly
opposed to purely contemplative/transcendent stances, Lacan
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ups the ante for partisans of realist positions through insisting
that such partisans exclude nothing whatsoever from their onto-
logical inventories, including themselves as thinking/knowing
subjects and even the most apparently “unreal” structures and
phenomena. To once again resort to now-familiar Hegelian
locution, Lacanianism insists upon conceiving of subjects also as
substances (as the verso of the recto formed by the famous injunc-
tion pronounced early on in the preface to the Phenomenology of
Spirit).

Each of these dimensions of Lacan’s thinking informs my
transcendental materialism. 1 share his dialectical sensibilities
according to which the denaturalized subject-as-parlétre ($) and
“natural” substance-as-ca (S) induce mutual modifications in each
other as a result of the former being rendered immanent (and yet
nonetheless irreducible) to the latter.’>* I also share his adamant
opposition to variations of what can be labeled as reductivism
and epiphenomenalism. For both a proper Lacanianism as well
as transcendental materialism, those who believe that “illusions”
are just illusions (i.e., causally inefficacious fictions, unrealities,
etc.) and nothing more are the non-dupes who err (les non-dupes
errent). A Lacanian transcendental materialist has no illusions
about illusions.
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Part 11

Zizek: Dossier of an
Ongoing Debate






Hegel’s Luther:
Zizek’s Materialist Hegelianism

The three chapters (5, 6, and 7) of Part II here are installments
of a continuing, long-running exchange between Zizek and me.
Zizek’s substantial (and still-growing) body of work is the princi-
ple living source of inspiration for transcendental materialism. As
I noted in the Introduction above, I coined the very phrase “tran-
scendental materialism” (in my 2008 book ZiZek’s Ontology)
specifically to characterize Zizekian philosophy insofar as it is
constructed around a core formed through a precise, particular
fusion of German idealism and Lacanian theory. More recently,
Zizek, in his 2012 magnum opus Less Than Nothing, approvingly
adopts the label as his own (see Chapter 1). However, he and I,
despite sharing so much in common intellectually, have come to
disagree with each other about a number of important points
related to what transcendental materialism is as well as what it
can and should be. These differences have to do with, among
other topics: how materialism is related to naturalism; which
natural sciences ought to be the privileged partners of materialism
today; how to interpret transcendental materialism’s indebted-
ness to Marxist historical/dialectical materialisms, including the
controversial matter of a “dialectics of nature”; the status and
place of autonomous subjectivity in a materialist ontology; and,
the political and religious implications of a proper (transcenden-
tal) materialism. My thinking past and present on these and other
subjects is intimately bound up with Zizek’s ideas about these
shared concerns. Therefore, the following tour (in Part II) through
our still-unfolding conversations is crucial to this book as a whole.
Of contemporary thinkers in dialogue with whom I have arrived
at the position I call “transcendental materialism,” Zizek is by far
the most important and influential for me.

Near the end of a two-hour presentation at Calvin College in

ITI
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Grand Rapids, Michigan on November 10, 2006, Zizek confesses
that, in terms of his dearest intellectual ambitions nearest to his
heart, “my secret dream is to be Hegel’s Luther.”! This confession
comes approximately just seven months after the publication of
The Parallax View, a text described by him at this time as a new
magnum opus. There are ample justifications within this 2006
book to license retroactively rereading it through the lens of Zizek’s
subsequent public admission that he now is preoccupied with res-
cuing Hegel from the numerous misinterpretations to which this
giant of German idealism (who casts such a long shadow over the
Continental European philosophical tradition) has been subjected
repeatedly over the past 200 years of the history of post-Hegelian
philosophy (a rescue operation carried out at even greater length
in his more recent tome Less Than Nothing). The Parallax View,
at certain points explicitly and in other places implicitly, can
be seen as centered on an effort to confront aggressively the
various received versions of Hegel widely accepted as official and
orthodox exegetical renditions. The motif of the “parallax gap,”
elaborated in a plethora of guises throughout this work, condenses
and reflects the axiomatic theses of what could be called Zizek’s
Hegelian reformation.

The critical assessment of The Parallax View 1 will offer in what
follows seeks to go straight to its theoretical heart by highlighting
a single line of argumentation running through the full span of
this text’s different moments and phases. Zizek’s own Hegelian-
style conceptions of truth (as fiercely partisan rather than calmly
neutral) and universality (as immanently concrete rather than
transcendently abstract) validate such an interpretive approach?
— “universal Truth is accessible only from a partial engaged sub-
jective position.”® Deliberately extracting particular conceptual
constellations and forcing them to link up with each other accord-
ing to the plan of a certain directed philosophical agenda promises
to be much more revealing of the essential features of Zizekian
thought than an attempt to survey comprehensively the sum total
of the content covered in this major piece of his philosophical
corpus.

The specific argumentative thread I will isolate in this context
is the extended engagement with the terrain covered by cognitive
science and the neurosciences. The Parallax View contains Zizek’s
broadest and deepest reflections on life-scientific renditions of
human mindedness articulated by him to date. As becomes appar-
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ent in the rest of Part II, two of the main bones of contention
between Zizek and me concern, first, how to position philosophi-
cal materialism with respect to a naturalism informed by biology
and, second, how to interpret things biological in relation both to
philosophy (specifically, a materialist one with a dialectical as non-
reductive/eliminative theory of subjectivity) as well as to the other
natural sciences (especially physics). Hence, given the importance
of biology in the exchanges between Zizek and me apropos the
interlinked topics of materialism, naturalism, and the sciences,
zooming in on the discussions of neurobiology in The Parallax
View is an important first move for me to make here.

Apart from the task of denouncing falsifying popular pictures
of Hegel, one of Zizek’s other driving ambitions in The Parallax
View is the desire to formulate a fundamental ontology appropri-
ate to the theory of subjectivity mapped out over the course of
his entire intellectual itinerary (a theory informed by Kant and
post-Kantian German idealism combined with Lacanian psycho-
analytic metapsychology). And, herein, the articulation of such
an ontology appropriately gets entangled, via reflections on the
nature of the brain, with the latest instantiations of the perennial
philosophical problem of the relationship between mind and body.
Zizek grants that the central nervous system is, in at least several
undeniable and important senses, the material, corporeal ground
of the subject, the bodily being without which there cannot be the
parlétre (speaking being). But, in the spirit of Schelling and Hegel,
the fashions in which Zizek attempts to tie together systematically
a materialist ontology with an account of more-than-material sub-
jectivity illuminate a normally obscured and ignored set of implied
consequences flowing from the gesture of dissolving hard-and-fast
dualist distinctions between body and mind, nature and spirit.

The philosophical engagement with the neurosciences over the
past few decades, an engagement almost completely monopolized
by the Anglo-American Analytic philosophical tradition and
neglected by the Continental European philosophical tradition
with an equal amount of completeness, has emphasized (to put
this in the vernacular of German idealism) the naturalization of
spirit resulting from the collapse of any strict nature-spirit dichot-
omy. The materialisms promoted by those Analytic philosophers
amenable to grounding the mental on the neuronal simply assume
that the outcome of folding mind and matter into each other is a
becoming-material of the mind, namely, a naturalization of the
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spirit (i.e., the mind comes to resemble the brain conceived of as
just another part of the physical world as depicted by the cause-
and-effect laws posited by the natural sciences at larger-scale levels
above the quantum domain). This is one way of describing the
essentially reductive orientation of those mainstream material-
isms developed thus far in conjunction with certain philosophical
interpretations of the neurosciences. Described differently, the
reductive assumption here is that rendering mind immanent to
matter requires, to greater or lesser degrees, de-mentalizing the
mind so as to materialize it in conformity with the image of matter
(and, more generally, the material universe) as an integrated web
of mechanisms held together and made exhaustively consistent
with itself through the basic governing force of efficient causality.
The discussions of materialism and the mind-body problem in
Analytic philosophy seem to remain stuck with visions of mate-
riality not much different from those underlying the pre-Kantian
early modern perspectives of, among others, Hobbes, Boyle, and
Locke.

What presumptively fails to be asked in all this is the question
of whether the common proto-conceptual pictures of material
being tacitly informing theoretical reflections on such matters can
and should remain unchanged once the outdated, inflexible binary
oppositions between nature and spirit or body and mind are desta-
bilized critically. Whereas Analytic philosophers generally take it
for granted that passing through the fires of this destabilization
yields a straightforwardly naturalized spirit as its reduced product,
Zizek, inspired by the German idealists, takes seriously the possi-
bility that, at least as a correlative-yet-inverse set of consequences,
folding mind and matter into each other (also) results in a (partial)
spiritualization of nature (but, for Zizek, these consequences defi-
nitely are not to be depicted in the guise of some sort of crude pan-
psychism). Zizek’s materialist ontology, particularly as elaborated
in The Parallax View (and, more recently, Less Than Nothing),
is motivated, to a significant extent, by the question of how basic
proto-philosophical images of materiality must be transformed
in the aftermath of the gesture of rendering the subject and its
structures as fully immanent to material being. Zizek is convinced
that (in Hegel’s vocabulary) including the apparently immaterial
subject (i.e., mind or spirit) within apparently material substance
(i.e., matter or body) cannot leave substance untouched and unal-
tered in the process. The unavoidable philosophical price to be
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paid for naturalizing human beings is the accompanying denatu-
ralization of nature.*

Prior to tackling his take on the mind-body problem, Zizek’s
Hegelianism in The Parallax View (with which he introduces the
dialectical subtleties of post-Kantian late modernity into conver-
sations about the brain) ought to be examined. On first glance,
the term “parallax,” as deployed by Zizek, seems to involve
a return to Kant because, in connection with this term, select
contradictions and incompatibilities are elevated to the status of
insurmountable absolutes. Insofar as Zizekian parallax splits are
characterized as ruptures between incommensurable dimensions,
as rifts between strata prohibiting any reconciliation or translation
of these separated strata on the placid plane of a third sublating
medium, it appears that Kantian-style antinomies are presented
here as brute metaphysical facts indigestible by the Hegelian
Aufhebung (or anything else akin to it). However, early on in The
Parallax View, Zizek warns that the assertion of the existence of
these parallax gaps is not tantamount to a “Kantian revenge over
Hegel.”” Instead, this assertion allegedly leads to a revivification of
Hegelian philosophy as the most supremely subtle incarnation of
“dialectical materialism.”® Zizek’s Hegel is the exact opposite
of what he usually is conceived to be — not an idealist metaphysi-
cian of the all-consuming conceptual synthesis of a thereby total-
ized reality, but, instead, a materialist thinker of (in Lacanese)
a not-All Real shot through with antagonisms, cracks, fissures,
and tensions.” Apropos Kant, this peculiar reincarnation of Hegel
further radicalizes (rather than overcomes) the parallax gaps
posited within the critical-transcendental framework® (a radi-
calization in which Kantian epistemological contradictions and
impasses are ontologized®). What is more — and, this is a point not
to be missed — whereas Kantian transcendental idealism treats the
subjectively mediated structures (including various dichotomous
splits found therein) which it analyzes as inexplicable givens,
Zizek’s Hegel-inspired ontology purports to be able to get back
behind these structures so as to explain their very emergence in the
first place, both historically and materially.

Before delving deeper into the essential features of Zizek’s
Hegelian dialectical materialism, it should be asked: Why is
exhuming the corpus of an allegedly materialist Hegel important,
especially today? Zizek depicts the current intellectual situation
as one in which a false forced choice between either “mechanical
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materialism” (i.e., a reductive approach in which material being
is treated as nothing more than an aggregate of physical bodies
bumping and grinding against each other) or “idealist obscurant-
ism” (i.e., a reaction against mechanical materialism that insists
upon the existence of a sharp dehiscence between the physical
and the metaphysical) is repeatedly presented in diverse forms
of packaging.!® Despite cutting-edge work in the contempo-
rary sciences appearing to vindicate after-the-fact the intuitions
contained in the philosophies of nature delineated by the early
nineteenth-century German idealists, these sciences and the major-
ity of those who claim to represent them have tended to turn a
blind eye to the theoretical resources contained in the writings
of, among others, Schelling and Hegel (this is unsurprising,
given that twentieth-century Anglo-American Analytic philosophy
arises, in part, as a reaction against nineteenth-century British
Hegelianism). Throughout The Parallax View, Zizek, departing
from the work of others engaged with the natural sciences (espe-
cially cognitive neuroscience) who either gesture in the direction
of or strive to develop more sophisticated materialist theoretical
frameworks (such as Damasio, Daniel Dennett, Joseph LeDoux,
Malabou, Thomas Metzinger, and Francisco Varela), aims to
show not only that today’s sciences would be better able to express
their insights if equipped with the concepts and terminology of a
dialectical materialism formulated in dialogue with German ideal-
ism — Zizek’s thesis goes one step further: The natural sciences
cannot even properly come to recognize and realize their true
results if their fashions of self-understanding continue to remain
mired in the ill-framed debates staged between, on the one hand,
varieties of materialism whose notions of matter are no more
sophisticated than seventeenth-century conceptions of “corporeal
substance” moved solely by the mechanisms of efficient causes,
and, on the other hand, equally unsophisticated varieties of ideal-
ism interminably stuck reactively combating such materialisms
(an impasse already described with elegant brevity by Marx in the
first of his “Theses on Feuerbach”). Among its many advantages,
Zizekian dialectical materialism promises to move beyond the
recurrent disputes between materialist reductionists and idealist
anti-reductionists that have grown so sterile and unproductive.
Zizek specifies that what he calls “dialectical materialism” is
a philosophical orientation centered on the question/problem of
“how, from within the flat order of positive being, the very gap
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between thought and being, the negativity of thought, emerges”!!
(and he claims that this is Hegel’s fundamental concern too,'? a
thesis reiterated in Less Than Nothing'?). What makes Zizek’s
materialism specifically dialectical, on his account, is its ability to
elucidate the material genesis of more-than-material phenomena
and structures. Along these very lines, in the introduction to The
Parallax View, he refers to a process of “transcendental genesis,”!*
namely, the immanent emergence of configurations that, following
this emergence, thereafter remain irreducibly transcendent in rela-
tion to the immanence out of which they emerged (although, of
course, a dialectic of oscillating reciprocal modifications between
material immanence and more-than-material transcendence takes
shape in the wake of the “generation”!’ of this split).

Succinctly stated, Zizek, as a self-proclaimed dialectical
materialist, is an emergent dual-aspect monist. As is well known,
Spinoza is a dual-aspect monist insofar as he asserts, ontologi-
cally speaking, that there is one (and only one) substance (i.e.,
“God”/“Nature”), although this single totality of being necessar-
ily appears refracted into distinct, disparate attributes (in particu-
lar, the attributes of thinking and extension). Both Schelling and
Hegel (and, by implication, ZiZek too) are troubled by the absence
of any explanation on Spinoza’s part of how and why the monistic
One comes to be refracted into the disparate appearances of a
dualistic Two'® (of course, Spinoza is a major point of reference
for Hegel given Spinoza’s importance in Kantian and post-Kantian
intellectual circles at the time; and Zizek frequently engages with
contemporary manifestations of Spinozism as advanced by, most
notably, Deleuze and his progeny). Moreover, not only does a
Spinozistic substance metaphysics lack such an explanation - it
also runs the risk of licensing reductionist stances according to
which anything other than the ontological One-All is dismissible
as merely illusory or epiphenomenal in relation to this ultimately
homogeneous substratum. The Zizekian Hegel (or, alternately,
the Hegelian Zizek) promotes a non-reductive materialism in the
form of a monism of the not-All One, a materialist ontology of
the ground of being as a self-sundering substance fracturing itself
from within so as to produce parallax splits between irreconcilable
layers and tiers of existence.!”

However, insofar as the word “dialectical” nowadays tends
vaguely to connote hazy notions of integration and synthesis
(arguably due to widespread confusion as regards Hegel’s quite
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precise distinction between dialectics and speculation as two sides
or moments of reason als Vernunft'®), it does not seem entirely
appropriate for Zizek to describe his monism of the not-All One
as a materialism that is recognizably dialectical. Instead, Zizek’s
tethering of so-called dialectical materialism to an ontology of
a self-sundering substance internally generating parallax-style
antinomies and oppositions seems more like a sort of genetic
transcendentalism, a theory centered on the model of a trajectory
involving the immanent genesis of the thereafter-transcendent (i.e.,
an emergentist supplement to Kantian transcendental idealism).
One could call this, as I have done, “transcendental materialism,”
defined as a doctrine based on the thesis that materiality manu-
factures out of itself that which comes to detach from and achieve
independence in relation to it.!” If Kant’s transcendental subject
amounts to the set of conditions of possibility for the constitu-
tion and cognizance of phenomenal reality, then Zizek’s emergent
dual-aspect monism (with its delineations of the dynamics through
which transcendentally conditioned phenomenal realities arise
from material being) attempts to identify the conditions of pos-
sibility for these Kantian conditions of possibility. Put differently,
Zizekian dialectical materialism also could be described, with
respect to Kant, as a materialist meta-transcendentalism proposed
as the “real” basis for idealist transcendentalism.?°

And yet, in the face of the danger of possible misinterpretations,
the decision to christen the fundamental philosophical position
espoused in The Parallax View “dialectical materialism” is part of
Zizek’s Hegelian reformation, his protracted effort, as I character-
ized it above, to reinterpret Hegel as a thinker of discordant mate-
rial inconsistency rather than harmonious ideational consistency.
Although this might initially strike the ear as a heterodox Hegel,
Zizek insists throughout his extensive oeuvre that his is really
the sole orthodox Hegel. This is quite reminiscent of Lacan’s (in)
famous “return to Freud.” Zizek’s “return to Hegel” is likewise an
interpretive stance involving the assertion that the standard con-
strual of the orthodox-heterodox distinction needs to be reversed
given the inaccurate bastardizations essential to the supposedly
orthodox renditions of the original source in question. Like the
Lacanian Freud, the heterodox appearance of the Zizekian Hegel
arises from its notable contrasts with the enshrined vulgar distor-
tions widely accepted as faithful depictions.

In the course of elaborating the foundational thesis of Zizekian
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dialectical materialism stating that the materiality of a not-All
One gives rise to a series of conflicting, irreconcilable Twos
(as more-than-material dimensions and dynamics), The Parallax
View runs through a dizzying array of distinctions, all of which
are treated as parallax pairs (i.e., as seemingly insurmountable
oppositions between mutually exclusive poles/positions): being
and thought,?! positivity and negativity,?* the temporal and the
eternal,?? immanence and transcendence,?* particularity and uni-
versality,?’ substance and subject,?® is and ought,?” the ontological
and the evental,?® essence and appearance,?’ the neuronal and the
mental,? the finite and the infinite,*' and the Pre-Symbolic and the
Symbolic.?? With each of these pairs of terms, the question recur-
rently posed by Zizek is: How does the latter term emerge out of
the former term? And, the basic, general model being constructed
here stipulates that once a second plane is produced by a first plane
— this amounts to the genesis of a trans-ontological dualistic Two
out of an ontological monistic One — the resulting split between
these planes becomes an ineradicable gap, an ineliminable dehis-
cence permanently resistant to any and every gesture aimed at its
dissolution. Moreover, the thus-produced second plane, according
to Zizek, achieves a self-relating autonomy with respect to its
thereby transcended originary ground or source (as a substantial
base/foundation giving rise to desubstantialized appearances and
processes). In short, the effect comes to outgrow its cause.

The underlying logic of the theoretical matrix elaborated by
Zizek in The Parallax View can better be clarified and evaluated by
fleshing it out through paying carefully selective attention to just
a few of the concepts and distinctions I mentioned in the imme-
diately preceding paragraph. In particular, examining in greater
detail Zizek’s recasting of philosophical notions of materiality
vis-a-vis the natural sciences (especially cognitive neuroscience)
will help both to illuminate what is essential to Zizekian dialecti-
cal materialism as well as to illustrate why such a materialism is
timely and important. Building on arguments deployed in many of
his previous texts,> Zizek insists that the images of matter inform-
ing familiar, standard varieties of and perspectives on materialism
reduce materiality to being nothing more than the stable solidity
of bodily density. This type of mindless matter is envisioned as
exhaustively determined by the physical laws of nature vouched for
by the perceived authority of the natural sciences. Faced with the
ostensibly unanalyzable existence of this supposedly foundational
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type of matter, one tends to be pushed into either absolutely
affirming its ultimate status (with all the reductive implications
entailed by such an affirmation) or categorically rejecting it as
primary with an equal degree of absoluteness (precisely so as to
avoid the reductive implications entailed by affirming its ultimate
status). That is to say, one is pressured into choosing between
either the reductionism of a monistic mechanistic materialism or
the anti-reductionism of a dualistic spiritualist idealism. Given the
manners in which matter is represented by the picture-thinking of
theorists still clinging to terribly outdated images of the material
Real, the false dichotomy of this hackneyed, tired either/or alter-
native inevitably foists itself upon theoretical reflection again and
again. In The Parallax View, Zizek seeks nothing less than an exit
out of this stale, sterile cul-de-sac, an escape from the see-sawing
of this unproductive, go-nowhere philosophical rut.

The key to such an exit consists of Zizek’s contemporary refor-
mulation of Hegel’s 1807 injunction to conceive of substance
also as subject.?* In relation to what is at stake in this injunction,
Zizek presents a forced choice of his own — “either subjectivity is
an illusion, or reality is in itself (not only epistemologically) not-
All”33 (a proposition reiterated verbatim in Less Than Nothing3®).
In other words, one must decide between a “closed” ontology of
asubjective material being — both mechanistic materialism and its
rebellious-yet-reactive idealist shadow orbit around this option —
and an “open” ontology positing a form of materiality that is more
and other than the stupid, solid stuff of traditional philosophical
imaginings of matter. Relatively early in The Parallax View, Zizek
appeals, in the context of a discussion of the rapport between the
ontological and the evental, to a notion of being as shot-through
with holes and voids; rather than existing as a smooth, uninter-
rupted fullness consistent with itself in its homogeneity, the
ontological harbors the actual discontinuities of (and potential dis-
ruptions arising from) vacant spaces internal to itself (with some
of these spaces becoming the fault lines of discrepancies and rifts
surfacing within being). From the perspective of what Zizek identi-
fies as “the materialist standpoint,” there dwells, within the “con-
stellation of Being,” a “minimally ‘empty’ distance between ...
beings.”3” This perforation of being provides the minimal opening
needed for the introduction of the psychoanalytic motif of conflict
into ontology itself,>® an introduction interfering with the general
penchant of thought to conceive of being as a harmonious organic
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cosmos at one with itself — with this move being utterly central to
Zizek’s endeavors. A little over twenty pages later, in association
with the issue of the distinction between idealism and materialism,
he starts to draw out the consequences of re-imagining matter as
porous and broken-up rather than as an impenetrable heftiness:
“for the materialist, the ‘openness’ goes all the way down, that is,
necessity is not the underlying universal law that secretly regulates
the chaotic interplay of appearances — it is the ‘All’ itself which is
non-All, inconsistent, marked by an irreducible contingency.”3’
The materialism of which Zizek speaks here is, of course, his own
version of it. Invoking a Zizekian distinction I cited previously,
what both “mechanical materialism” and “idealist obscurantism”
share in common - this link firmly shackles these two positions to
each other, establishing an agreement underlying and organizing
their more superficial disagreements — is a consensus stipulat-
ing that materiality is, when all is said and done, really just the
corporeal substance of, say, Galileo or Newton (i.e., physical
objects blindly obeying the clockwork automaton embodied in the
cause-and-effect laws of nature as formulated at the level of sev-
enteenth- and eighteenth-century science). From the perspective of
The Parallax View, a curious time lag plagues current philosophi-
cal consciousness: Although aware of momentous developments in
the historical march of the natural sciences from the beginning of
the twentieth century onward (especially developments connected
to quantum physics and the neurosciences), today’s predominant
collective theoretical imagination, as expressed in continuing dis-
putes between varieties of materialism and idealism that seemingly
have not digested certain recent scientific discoveries, remains
stuck with representations of matter that pre-date the twentieth
century. For Zizek, certain crucial aspects of the sciences of the
twentieth century accomplish, so to speak, a desubstantialization
of substance*® (a la, for instance, string theory’s grounding of
physical reality on ephemeral vibrating strands of energy captured
solely through the intangible abstractions of branches of math-
ematics operating well beyond the limitations and confines of
crude imaginative picture-thinking). This desubstantialization of
substance makes possible a conception of materiality as open and
contingent — in other words, as something quite distinct from the
closed and necessary tangible stuff of old.

Parallel to the insistence that (in Hegel’s parlance) substance is
also subject (i.e., material being, as incomplete and inconsistent,
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contains within itself the potentials for the creative genesis of
modes of subjectivity exceeding this same ontological founda-
tion), Zizek’s dialectical materialism conversely-but-correlatively
proclaims that subject is (also) substance. Zizek declares, “a truly
radical materialism is by definition nonreductionist: far from
claiming that ‘everything is matter,’ it confers upon ‘immaterial’
phenomena a specific positive nonbeing.”*! In fact, as can be seen
clearly at this juncture, Zizekian materialism is non-reductive in
two distinct senses: First, it depicts material being as an auto-
rupturing absence of cosmic-organic wholeness prone to produce
immanently out of itself precisely those parallax-style splits
supporting trans-ontological, more-than-material subjectivities;
second, these thus-produced subjective structures acquire a being
of their own in the form of a certain type of incarnate existence
(examples of this special sort of dematerialized matter integral to
the constitution of subjectivity include Schelling’s “bodily spiritu-
ality”*? and the strange “materiality” of the signifiers spoken of by
Lacan®).

The Parallax View is the first text in which Zizek devotes time
to a sustained treatment of the perennial philosophical problem of
the mind-body rapport as informed by recent work in the neuro-
sciences. Moreover, this recently opened theoretical front dealing
with disciplines rarely addressed directly by those interested in
German idealism and/or Lacanian psychoanalysis promises to
be a fruitful testing ground for Zizekian dialectical materialism.
As regards the positioning of the neuronal and the mental with
respect to each other, Zizek speculatively ponders whether “the
emergence of thought is the ultimate Event.”** By “Event,” he is
alluding, of course, to Badiou’s notion of the evental as distinct
from the ontological.* In this precise context, Zizek is suggesting
that, like the irruption of the event out of being, the emergence of
the mental (i.e., “thought”), although arising from within the neu-
ronal, nonetheless comes to break away from being determined
by the electro-chemical inner workings of the wrinkled matter
of the central nervous system (and, connected with the brain, the
evolutionary-genetic factors shaping the human body as a whole).
This is to claim that the mental phenomena of thought achieve a
relatively separate existence apart from the material corporeal-
ity serving as the thus-exceeded ontological underbelly of these
same phenomena. From this contention, Zizek then proceeds to
elucidate that particular dimension of the theoretically vexing
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mind-body relation brought to a heightened degree of visible
prominence through the lens of his philosophical-psychoanalytic
brand of dialectical materialism:

Consciousness is ‘phenomenal’ in contrast to ‘real’ brain processes,
but therein lies the true (Hegelian) problem: not how to get from
phenomenal experience to reality, but how and why phenomenal
experience emerges/explodes in the midst of ‘blind’/wordless reality.
There must be a non-All, a gap, a hole, in reality itself, filled in by
phenomenal experience.*

The issue identified here as distinct from “the true (Hegelian)
problem” is, as is common knowledge, a classic question of epis-
temology (i.e., the traditional problem of the mind’s access to an
extra-mental world). In addition, this very question motivates
Kant to initiate the “Copernican revolution” of his critical-
transcendental turn as launched right at the start of the Critique
of Pure Reason.*” However, in terms of the rapport between the
neuronal and the mental, what interests Zizek instead is the occur-
rence of the genesis of the latter out of the former (subsequently
in The Parallax View, he again describes this genesis as explosive,
as an “ontological explosion”*®). In this vein, if one reasonably
grants that the brain is, at a minimum, a necessary condition
for the mind, one is prompted, as Zizek’s reflections indicate, to
wonder what kind of matter can and does give rise to something
that then, once arisen, seems to carve a chasm of inexplicable
irreducibility between itself and its originary material ground/
source. Phrased differently, if mind is, at least partially, an effect of
brain, what is the ontological nature and status of a cause capable
of causing such an effect (i.e., an effect appearing to establish an
unbridgeable divide between itself and its supposed prior cause)?
Zizek begins answering this question through discussing the
notions of body and selthood as associated with the problematic
of the connection between the neuronal and the mental. Starting
with the example of “reality” as bio-material existence, he asserts:
“At the level of reality, there are only bodies interacting; ‘life
proper’ emerges at the minimally ‘ideal’ level, as an immaterial
event which provides the form of unity of the living body as the
‘same’ in the incessant changing of its material components.”* At
first, these remarks perhaps sound slightly like an endorsement
of a sort of nominalism combining Heraclitus (everything that
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exists is in a constant state of flux) with Hobbes (only the singular
things of corporeal substance really exist). However, the Hegelian
Zizek is certainly neither a nominalist nor a metaphysical realist
(and, obviously, his materialism is definitely distinct from that
espoused in the Leviathan of 1651). The ideality of immaterial
events spoken of here is something neither physical nor non-
physical, a more-than-material dimension that, despite Zizek’s
avowedly materialist ontology, is not without its proper ontologi-
cal status (including an ability to generate “effects in the Real,”>°
to affect the very material beings giving rise to this dematerialized
dimension®! — moreover, one would do well here to recall Lacan’s
many elaborations concerning the materialities specific to signi-
fiers and structures). All of this becomes clearer when, two pages
after the statement just quoted, he shifts from talking about “life”
(as the impersonal identity of an organism, an “ideal” identity
amounting to more than the sum of the organism’s “real” parts)
to discussing selfhood (as the personal identity of a subject):

Here we encounter the minimum of ‘idealism’ which defines the notion
of Self: a Self is precisely an entity without any substantial density,
without any hard kernel that would guarantee its consistency. If we
penetrate the surface of an organism, and look deeper and deeper into
it, we never encounter some central controlling element that would
be its Self, secretly pulling the strings of its organs. The consistency of
the Self is thus purely virtual; it is as if it were an Inside which appears
only when viewed from the Outside, on the interface-screen — the
moment we penetrate the interface and endeavor to grasp the Self ‘sub-
stantially,” as it is ‘in itself,” it disappears like sand between our fingers.
Thus materialist reductionists who claim that ‘there really is no self’
are right, but they nonetheless miss the point. At the level of material
reality (inclusive of the psychological reality of ‘inner experience’),
there is in effect no Self: the Self is not the ‘inner kernel’ of an organ-
ism, but a surface-effect. A ‘true’ human Self functions, in a sense,
like a computer screen: what is ‘behind’ it is nothing but a network
of ‘selfless’ neuronal machinery ... in the opposition between the
corporeal-material process and the pure ‘sterile’ appearance, subject
is appearance itself, brought to its self-reflection; it is something that
exists only insofar as it appears to itself. This is why it is wrong to
search behind the appearance for the ‘true core’ of subjectivity: behind
it there is, precisely, nothing, just a meaningless natural mechanism
with no ‘depth’ to it.*?
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As he summarizes this train of thought later, “there is no ‘true sub-
stance’ of the Self beneath its self-appearance . . . the Self ‘is’ its own
appearing-to-itself.”>3 These reflections on the status of selfhood
provide an opportunity both for clarifying, through precise con-
cretization, the essential dimensions of ZiZekian dialectical mate-
rialism as well as for distinguishing this theoretical position from
superficially similar stances. Apropos the relationship between the
reality of material bodies and the ideality of more-than-material
identities, this specific variety of dialectical materialism maintains
that there are two things to be explained here: one, the emergence
or production of (to employ a Schellingian distinction inform-
ing Zizek’s position) the Ideal (in Zizek’s more Lacanian terms,
the Imaginary-Symbolic dimension involving both the subject and
subjectification®*) out of the Real (in this instance, material being
as a tension-plagued not-whole, as heterogeneous and inconsist-
ent); two, the becoming-autonomous (as Hegel would put it, the
achievement of a self-relating “for itself” mode of existence) of this
thus-generated dimension of more-than-material ideality. The first
part of this account identifies Zizek as a materialist. The second
part indicates the non-reductive nature of this materialism. And, in
the vein of this second part, Zizek, speaking of the vectors through
which subjective freedom arises, proposes that understanding the
becoming-autonomous of more-than-material ideality hinges on
answering the question, “How can appearance exert a causality of
its own?”> Normally, the word “appearance” involves the notion
of a superficial manifestation entirely dependent for its being on the
corresponding that-which-appears (for example, if the mental is
deemed an appearance of the neuronal, this would seem to entail a
reductive materialism according to which the mind is epiphenomenal
with respect to the brain). However, Zizek’s non-reductive dialecti-
cal materialism, as coupled with a type of emergentism, posits that
apparently epiphenomenal appearances cease to be epiphenomenal
if and when (as happens with human beings) these appearances
begin to interact on the basis of logics internal to the “ideal” field of
appearance itself. In other words, epiphenomena allegedly can no
longer be said to be epiphenomena once an intra-ideal set of cross-
resonances is established between appearances themselves after
these appearances have arisen from the ground of “real” material-
ity>® (an ontological ground partially broken with precisely through
the establishment of autonomous logics of self-relating between
appearances at more-than-material levels of existence).’’
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One might want to pause at this point so as briefly to consider
how all of this is compatible with Zizek’s adamantly avowed
Lacanianism. Does Lacanian theory not generally treat the body
as a passive receptacle or surface for receiving the images and
signifiers inscribed onto it by virtue of its insertion into the medi-
ating milieu of Imaginary-Symbolic reality? Is not the material of
raw human flesh, in Lacan’s picture, a mere bearer of or support
for extra-corporeal constructions arranged by the representative
instantiations of the big Other? Although the ontogenetic dynam-
ics of subjectification temporally unfolding within the registers of
the Imaginary and the Symbolic do indeed involve, according to
Lacan, processes in which the body of the individual is stamped
with marks and traits originating from an outside beyond this
body, these processes themselves could not take place in the first
place, would not even be possible to begin with, were it not for
human corporeality being such that this fleshly materiality is
already open to the alterity of externally impressed inscriptions.
What needs to be grasped here is the receptivity of the endogenous
with respect to the exogenous (to resort to the vocabulary of the
early Freud).

In The Parallax View, Zizek reminds readers of the central
role language, with its marks and traits, enjoys in the Lacanian
depiction of subjectivity. According to the Zizekian rendition
of Lacan, the linguistic signifiers of the symbolic order, as a big
Other, conjure into existence a subject that is neither the bodily
being of an organism nor the meaningful stories of some sort
of recognizable, humanized personal identity (in relation to this
topic, Zizek refers to Damasio’s distinction between the “core
self” and the “autobiographical self,”*® rightfully arguing that the
Lacanian subject is neither the moment-to-moment physiological
reality of the core self nor the continuous, coherent ideational-
narrative content of the autobiographical self).>® Symbolic signi-
fiers supposedly, as Zizek has it, bore holes and hollow out spaces
within the positive plenitude of being, creating the nothingness
he persistently identifies as subjectivity proper (as opposed to the
subjectifying selfhood of the ego and its coordinates of identifica-
tion).®0 As Zizek stipulates, this is not to claim that the Lacanian
subject is itself reducible to the signifying chains representing (or,
more accurately, misrepresenting) this anonymous, faceless “x”¢!
(although, nonetheless, this subject would not exist without the
tension established between it, as a locus of enunciation [i.e.,



Hegel’s Luther 127

Lacan’s “subject of enunciation”], and the utterances in which this
enunciator is alienated and alienates itself [i.e., Lacan’s “subject of
the utterance”]®?). He explains:

we should take Lacan’s term ‘subject of the signifier’ literally: there is,
of course, no substantial signified content which guarantees the unity
of the I at this level, the subject is multiple, dispersed, and so forth —
its unity is guaranteed only by the self-referential symbolic act, that is,
T’ is a purely performative entity, it is the one who says ‘I.” This is the
mystery of the subject’s ‘self-positing,” explored by Fichte: of course,
when I say ‘I’ I do not create any new content, I merely designate
myself, the person who is uttering the phrase. This self-designation
nonetheless gives rise to (‘posits’) an X which is not the ‘real’ flesh-
and-blood person uttering it, but, precisely and merely, the pure Void
of self-referential designation (the Lacanian ‘subject of the enuncia-
tion’): ‘I’ am not directly my body, or even the content of my mind; ‘I’
am, rather, that X which has all these features as its properties. The
Lacanian subject is thus the ‘subject of the signifier’ — not in the sense
of being reducible to one of the signifiers in the signifying chain (I’ is
not directly the signifier I, since, in this case, a computer or another
machine writing ‘I’ would be a subject), but in a much more precise
sense: when I say ‘T’ — when I designate ‘myself’ as ‘I’ — this very act of
signifying adds something to the ‘real flesh-and-blood entity’ (inclusive
of the content of its mental states, desires, attitudes) thus designated,
and the subject is that X which is added to the designated content by
means of the act of its self-referential designation. It is therefore mis-
leading to say that the unity of the I is ‘a mere fiction’ beneath which
there is the multitude of inconsistent mental processes: the point is that
this fiction gives rise to ‘effects in the Real,” that is to say, it acts as a
necessary presupposition to a series of ‘real’ acts.®

As Zizek subsequently puts it in a footnote, language functions, in
this case, in the capacity of “a machine of ‘abstraction.’”®* More
specifically, the avatars of subjectivity furnished by the Symbolic
big Other (in particular, proper names, as per Saul Kripke’s “rigid
designators,” and personal pronouns, as per Emile Benveniste’s
“linguistic shifters”®’) generate a subjective “One” (or, as the
young Jacques-Alain Miller contends vis-a-vis Frege, zero®®),
namely, a contentless void devoid of anchoring in either the body
or, for that matter, the rest of the language that gave birth to this
void through the always fateful collision of bodies and languages.
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Additionally — this is crucial to note in order to avoid understand-
able misunderstandings — the abstraction of which Zizek speaks
here is a precise theoretical notion tied into a common thread
running through three of Zizek’s favorite thinkers: Hegel (in
terms of his claim that the idea of a concrete reality existing apart
from conceptual abstractions is itself the height of conceptual
abstraction), Marx (in terms of his concept of “real abstraction”
indebted to the preceding Hegelian claim), and Lacan (in terms
of his rebuttals of the May 1968 slogan protesting that “struc-
tures do not march in the streets”). In all three of its instances
(Hegelian, Marxian, and Lacanian), the fundamental thesis as
regards the notion of abstraction is that abstractions (such as, in
Zizek’s discussion glossed by me above, the abstractions constitu-
tive of subjectivity as such) do not remain ineffectively removed
from the particularities of the nitty-gritty concreteness of actual,
factual existence. To paraphrase Lacan, these abstractions have
legs — or, as Zizek phrases it, they have (to quote this phrase once
again) “effects in the Real.” The material Real itself comes to be
perturbed by the fictions it secretes.

With respect to the issue of the mind-body problem, this has
important repercussions insofar as it provides a potent argument
against epiphenomenalism. Mind (including, for present purposes,
the dimensions of the subject) cannot be demoted to the status of
pure epiphenomenon, as asserted by reductive mechanistic mate-
rialists. Why not? Even if dematerialized subjectivity, engendered
by, among other things, the intervention of the signifiers of sym-
bolic orders, is “illusory,” it is an illusion that nonetheless really
steers cognition and comportment®’ (along similar lines, Alenka
Zupancic¢ refers to “the Real of an illusion”®®) — and, hence,
thanks to certain other variables (most notably, neuroplasticity,
about which I will say more below), this fiction partially remakes
reality in its own image (with this dynamic process involving
a materiality that is “plastic” as per Malabou’s conceptualiza-
tions of plasticity®®). Expressing this line of thought in a vaguely
Hegelian style, the “true” reality of material being (as substance)
passes into the “false” illusions of more-than-material non-being
(as subject). But, through a movement of reciprocal dialectical
modification, these illusions then pass back into their respective
reality, becoming integral parts of it; and, at this stage, they no
longer can be called illusions in the quotidian sense of the word
(i.e., false, fictional [epi]phenomena). The only further qualifica-
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tion to be added here, in light of Zizek’s hitching of his dialectical
materialism to the motif of parallax splits, is that this movement
of reciprocal dialectical modification is interminable to the extent
that it forever fails to close the gap opened up within the material
Real through the initiation of processes of subjectification and the
ensuing advent of subjectivity proper as $.

However, to return to a point I made several paragraphs earlier,
this entire Lacanian-Zizekian theory of the subject, measured
according to the standards of Zizek’s own dialectical materialist
position, requires something more to be philosophically satisfying.
As an emergent dual-aspect monist, Zizek must go one explanatory
step further by discerning the prior conditions of possibility for the
event of the advent of subjectivity out of materiality. Unsatisfied
with treating this event as a miraculous transubstantiation of the
otherwise inert material density of the all-too-human individual
body, a Zizekian dialectical materialist believes in the necessity of
theoretically tracing the genesis of subject out of substance and,
in tandem with this, refuses to associate the emergence of subjec-
tivity with anything resembling the inexplicable abracadabra of,
say, grace. Zizek himself notes that only thus can one remain a
materialist and avoid backsliding into idealism — “idealism posits
an ideal Event which cannot be accounted for in terms of its mate-
rial (pre)conditions, while the materialist wager is that we can get
‘behind’ the event and explore how Event explodes out of the gap
in/of the order of Being.””° Briefly returning again to Lacan, there
indeed are various moments in Lacan’s corpus (ranging from the
early écrits on the mirror stage and psychical causality to the late
seminars of the 1970s’!) when he acknowledges, with varying
degrees of directness, the importance for his theory of subjectivity
of delineating the material-ontological conditions of possibility
for the surfacing of the subject.”” Through a backwards glance
informed by Zizek’s parallax perspective, it can be seen that
Lacan’s model of subject-formation must ask and answer a crucial
question: What makes Real bodies receptive to being overwritten
by features of Imaginary-Symbolic realities? Posed in less overtly
Lacanian language, what, in the nature of human corporeal
materiality, inclines this nature in the direction of trajectories of
denaturalization? What sort of being paves the path of its own
eventual effacing?

A plethora of significant lines of speculation potentially could
be pursued in response to these questions. Lacan himself sketches
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the contours of several distinct replies to such queries (replies not
to be spelled out in extensive detail here in the midst of a reading
of Zizek’s The Parallax View). In addition to Lacan’s ways of
raising and wrestling with this issue of the material conditions of
possibility (at the level of the body) for the emergence of the more-
than-material (at the level of selfhood and subjectivity), Zizek,
drawing on certain other authors (in particular, Dennett, LeDoux,
and Malabou), mobilizes the resources of contemporary cognitive
neuroscience:

Where ... do we find traces of Hegelian themes in the new brain
sciences? The three approaches to human intelligence - digital,
computer-modeled; the neurobiological study of brain; the evolution-
ary approach — seem to form a kind of Hegelian triad: in the model
of the human mind as a computing (data-processing) machine we
get a purely formal symbolic machine; the biological brain studies
proper focus on the ‘piece of meat,” the immediate material support of
human intelligence, the organ in which ‘thought resides’; finally, the
evolutionary approach analyzes the rise of human intelligence as part
of a complex socio-biological process of interaction between humans
and their environment within a shared life-world. Surprisingly, the
most ‘reductionist’ approach, that of the brain sciences, is the most
dialectical, emphasizing the infinite plasticity of the brain - that is
the point of Catherine Malabou’s provocative Hegelian reading of
the brain sciences, which starts by applying to the brain Marx’s well-
known dictum about history: people make their own brain, but they
do not know it. What she has in mind is something very precise and
well-grounded in scientific results: the radical plasticity of the human
brain. This plasticity is displayed in three main modes: plasticity
of development, of modulation, and of reparation. Our brain is a
historical product, it develops in interaction with the environment,
through human praxis. This development is not prescribed in advance
by our genes; what genes do is precisely the opposite: they account
for the structure of the brain, which is open to plasticity ... Vulgar
materialism and idealism join forces against this plasticity: idealism,
to prove that the brain is just matter, a relay machine which has to be
animated from outside, not the site of activity; materialism, to sustain
its mechanical determinist vision of reality. This explains the strange
belief which, although it is now empirically refuted, persists: the brain,
in contrast to other organs, does not grow and regenerate; its cells
just gradually die out. This view ignores the fact that our mind does
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not only reflect the world, it is part of a transformative exchange with
the world, it ‘reflects’ the possibilities of transformation, it sees the
world through possible ‘projects,” and this transformation is also self-
transformation, this exchange also modifies the brain as the biological
‘site’ of the mind.”3

Not only is the empirical fact of neuroplasticity pregnant with
philosophical-theoretical ramifications that have yet to be fully
explored and utilized in discussions of the relations between
materiality and subjectivity — this fact, approached by Zizek for
the first time in The Parallax View, helps to concretize key aspects
of his Hegel-inspired ontology and corresponding theory of the
subject. The plastic nature of the brain — as Dennett and LeDoux
accurately observe with regard to this plasticity, human beings
are designed by nature to have re-designable natures, that is, at a
larger level, biologically determined to be free (as undetermined)
in a sense beyond biology’* — is the paradigmatic incarnation
of Zizek’s ontological notion of material being as a permeable,
porous openness (rather than as a closed density or causally
saturated heaviness). In this vein, he maintains that “the only
way effectively to account for the status of (self-)consciousness is
to assert the ontological incompleteness of ‘reality’ itself: there is
‘reality’ only insofar as there is an ontological gap, a crack, in its
very heart””’ (an assertion recurring in various guises and permu-
tations throughout Less Than Nothing’®). These fissures fragment-
ing being from within are characterized by Zizek in a number of
ways in different places. However, neuroplasticity here tangibly
signifies the essential essencelessness or groundless ground of
human nature, the natural mandate that seems to be missing right
down to the bare bones of corporeality itself.”” This plasticity, in
its oscillations between the making and unmaking of an indefi-
nite number of structures and phenomena, is nothing other than
the embodied epitome of the new image of matter underpinning
Zizekian dialectical materialist ontology.”®

And yet, ontological openness alone, whether specifically as
human neuroplasticity or generally as being’s lack of integrated
organic wholeness, is a necessary but not, by itself, sufficient
condition for Zizek’s correlative accounts of the initiation of
processes of subjectification and the ensuing genesis of subjectiv-
ity.”” Psychoanalysis is quite relevant here. Of course, as I already
noted, Zizek opens up ontology, creating breathing room for
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subjects, by injecting the Freudian motif of conflict — for the later
Freud in particular, with his dual-drive model, unsynthesized and
irreconcilable divisions and ruptures are to be found within the
bedrock of the very libidinal-material heart of human existence
— into the nucleus of being itself. But, more than this is required
to extract subject from substance; an ontology of material being
as shot-through with cracks, gaps, and splits merely establishes
the preconditions for the possibility of such an extraction as the
absence of prohibiting conditions foreclosing this potentiality (i.e.,
no stifling ontological closure smothers in advance subjects-to-
come). As argued by me elsewhere, three other ingredients must be
added to Zizekian ontological openness — these three are complex-
ity, affectivity, and temporality (the second and the third receiving
sustained attention in Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalysis) — in
order for his ontology and theory of subjectivity to come together
in a systematic fashion. Summarized much too quickly, the mate-
rial being of Zizek’s ontology, so as to give rise to something other
than itself, must: first, harbor degrees of extreme complexity in
terms of the relations between its fragmented features capable
of canceling out, through the generation of loophole-producing
short-circuits, any over-riding pressure of “natural” default deter-
minism as traditionally associated with standard, pre-dialectical
versions of materialism; second, put into circulation forces of
affectivity that prompt excessive investments in and attach-
ments to specific elements of subjectification subsisting within
the conflict-ridden spheres of extant existence; third, at the level
of temporality, unfold along temporally elongated trajectories
of subjectification in which a series of select features of material
being displace each other in a sequence of struggles driven by
antagonistic tensions within the self-short-circuiting complexity
of substance-as-potential-subject. This third dimension eventually
brings to light the silhouette of the Lacanian-Zizekian subject-as-
void, the emptied “x” emerging from the successive implosions of
identification transpiring as moments of the processes of subjecti-
fication to which the volatile not-All of being gives rise.°

Zizek hints that The Parallax View is a book meant to function
as a systematizing encapsulation of the core components of his
philosophical outlook. And yet, certain readers might experience
a feeling of frustration in their attempts to discern the systematic
unity supposedly underlying and tying together the wide-ranging
discussions of the vast amount of diverse content contained in this
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text (analyses of philosophy, psychoanalysis, neuroscience, litera-
ture, film, politics, and so on — namely, the typical Zizekian smor-
gasbord of topics). Turning to another roughly contemporaneous
reference he makes to Hegel (apart from the one cited at the very
beginning of this chapter) promises to help shed light on Zizek’s
understanding of what would count as systematicity. In a May
2006 interview broadcast on French radio, he comments on one
of the features of his work for which he has become famous: his
extensive use of examples drawn from numerous areas, including
a plethora of bits plucked from contemporary popular culture’s
entertainment industries. Whereas Zizek elsewhere appears to
favor presenting these examples as just that (i.e., handy illustra-
tions for rendering more easily legible theoretical concepts already
established prior to their application to the examples in question),
here, in this radio interview, he maintains that both Hegel and
himself operate in a particular dialectical fashion in their method-
ical navigations of the interplay between empirical-historical
instances and philosophical-theoretical concepts. More specifi-
cally, Zizek claims that, as a good Hegelian, he lets the form of the
concept emerge from the content of the instance. And, he proceeds
to insist that, in a way, an example’s inherent conceptual richness
is always richer than the concepts distilled out of the example by
the reflective consciousness of a philosopher®! (thus also providing
a justification for his reexaminations of select examples reiterated
throughout his writings insofar as the example requires repeated
theoretical parsing in order for its implicit multifaceted signifi-
cance to be made explicit).

Is this the method employed in The Parallax View? If so, how
can a conceptually coherent philosophical-theoretical system arise
out of an approach that tarries with a seemingly fragmented, het-
erogeneous multitude of disparate empirical-historical instances?
Some people might be tempted to throw up their hands and
deny the very possibility of anything systematic arising in this
fashion. Others might go even further, accusing Zizek of pulling
a cheap-and-easy trick through which, via the notion of parallax
gaps as splits of incommensurability, he attempts to construct
a system around his failure to be systematic (in other words, to
appeal to Hegel in making a virtue out of this failure by hastily
ontologizing his own intellectual inconsistencies, remaking being
in the image of his idiosyncratic incoherence). A final return to
Lacan, however, permits giving The Parallax View a much more
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sympathetic hearing (specifically by listening to Zizek with some-
thing akin to the ear of the psychoanalyst), a hearing this work
genuinely deserves. As is well known, Lacan’s strange style, the
difficulty of the ways in which he conveys his teachings in both
spoken and written formats, is part of his pedagogical technique
in the training of aspiring future psychoanalysts; his articulations
about the theory and practice of analysis, in order to be properly
appreciated, must be interpretively approached by his audience in
a manner roughly resembling how one, as an analyst, listens to
an analysand’s free associations. In short, Lacan tries to force his
students to engage in analysis even while learning about analysis.

The texts of Lacan and Zizek sometimes seem to wander along
a winding road strewn with non sequiturs and heading in a less-
than-clear direction. But, as with even the most chaotic and disor-
ganized associations of someone on the couch, there is invariably
an integrated logic/pattern to be detected in what superficially
sounds not to be systematically organized. Simply put, for psy-
choanalysis, there is always method to the madness. Giving The
Parallax View a hearing according to the theoretical criteria and
parameters Zizek himself establishes therein — this Hegelian-style
hearing (i.e., evaluating a position according to its own standards)
obviously must include Lacanian considerations — allows one to
hear a recurrent refrain, a line of argumentation surfacing many
times in this text with an almost obsessive insistence. This refrain
is nothing other than the revivification of Hegel’s frequently
misunderstood emergent dual-aspect monism in the form of an
ontology of the not-All One, a materialism of self-sundering sub-
stance generating out of itself structures of subjectivity coming
to break with this substantial ground in their achieving a self-
relating, trans-ontological autonomy. Zizek consistently seeks
to trace trajectories involving the immanent material genesis
of thereafter more-than-material modes of transcendence. His
labors and struggles in The Parallax View are oriented around
the incredibly ambitious endeavor to assimilate, without simply
liquidating, transcendental idealism (i.e., the Kantian position
animating the subsequent history of European philosophy up
through the present, a history that justifiably could be described
by a paraphrase of the title of Freud’s 1930 masterpiece as “tran-
scendental idealism and its discontents”) within the framework of
a position that is both dialectical and materialist. The title of the
first section of the foreword to the 2002 second edition of For they
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know not what they do speaks of “The Hard Road to Dialectical
Materialism”; and, the introduction to The Parallax View is enti-
tled “Dialectical Materialism at the Gates.” Perhaps what makes
this such a difficult path to pursue, a path guaranteed to run up
against powerful resistances, is that it begins only with the abso-
lute renunciation of faith in every figuration of the big Other what-
soever (including the deterministic authority of nature enshrined
in the vulgar mechanistic materialism of contemporary scientism).
The burden that must be borne by each traveler walking this “hard
road” is the unbearable lightness of the absence of any and every
One-All.

It would be appropriate at this juncture to step back so as to
situate my debate with Zizek (especially as it unfolds in Chapters
6 and 7 below) within the arc of the wider historical narrative
articulated by this book (particularly as I elaborate it in Part I
above). In my view, the power and originality of Zizek’s contribu-
tions to contemporary thought are rooted primarily in his fashions
of retrieving and reinterpreting the inexhaustibly rich resources
of the German idealist tradition with the benefits of hindsight
furnished by Marxism, psychoanalysis, the sciences, and recent
developments in late-twentieth/early-twenty-first-century philoso-
phy. A broadly similar set of positions (which I gather under the
terminological umbrella of “transcendental materialism”) striking
careful balances between freedom and determinism as well as
naturalism and anti-naturalism result for both of us from folding
in precise manners this shared ensemble of philosophical/theoreti-
cal orientations into each other. On this common basis, we both
are preoccupied with constructing something new resembling the
“Spinozism of freedom” of the post-Fichtean German idealists (see
Chapters 1 and 2), albeit doing so in ways exquisitely responsive
to crucial, indispensable post-idealist insights pertaining to, among
other topics, history, materialism(s), the unconscious, sexuality,
nature, affects, and various (over)determining trans-individual,
trans-subjective forces and factors. However, as the rest of Part
II to follow will show, Zizek and I disagree with each other to
varying degrees as regards nearly every element of transcendental
materialism mentioned in the immediately preceding sentences; our
construals and redeployments of the figures and disciplines forming
our overlapping constellations of references often diverge from each
other, sometimes dramatically. The next two chapters will explore
some of these differences between us (and their consequences).
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In Nature More Than Nature Itself:
Zizek Between Naturalism and
Supernaturalism

Nobody has done more to revive the fortunes of materialism
today than Zizek. Through innovative, heterodox interweavings
of what could be dubbed, in Leninist fashion, the three sources of
Zizekianism (i.e., German idealist philosophies, Marxist political
theory, and Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalysis),! Zizek aims to
articulate an account of the irreducible subject compatible with
the basis provided by a non-eliminative materialist ontology. To
be more precise, what I have dubbed his “transcendental material-
ism” seeks to delineate how the negativity of Cogito-like subjectiv-
ity (especially in its related Kantian, Schellingian, Hegelian, and
Lacanian manifestations) is internally generated out of material
being.? He insists that this materialism, the one true version,
must be founded upon a certain interpretation of Lacan’s dictum
declaring that “the big Other does not exist” (“le grand Autre
n’existe pas”), an interpretation according to which the ultimate
Grund hypothesized at the level of ontology should be envisioned
as a lone inconsistent immanence riddled with gaps and deprived
of the wholeness provided by such Others as the theological idea
of God or the cosmological idea of Nature-with-a-capital-N (i.e.,
the monistic One-All of a seamless tapestry of entities and events
bound together by mechanical relations of efficient causality).?
The absence of such unity within being, a unity which would be
a stifling, subject-squelching closure, is what permits the material
genesis of more-than-material subjects; that is to say, this lack of
underlying cohesion, as a “barred Real,” is a contingent ontologi-
cal condition of possibility for the emergence of trans-ontological
subjectivity.* As Zizek reiterates recently, “the basic axiom of
today’s materialism is for me the ontological incompleteness of
reality.”> He goes on to propose in the same text that “a true mate-
rialism not only asserts that only material reality ‘really exists,’
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but has to assume all the consequences of what Lacan called the
nonexistence of the big Other.”® All of this is part of his solution
to a philosophically significant problem he poses: “What ontology
does freedom imply?””

Zizek’s parallel ontology and theory of subjectivity (the former
being reverse-engineered out of the latter®) raise a series of inter-
esting, concatenated questions crucial to the future of materialism
in contemporary theory: To begin with, what sort of material is
posited by Zizek as the groundless ground of not-whole being?
What connection, if any, is there between this material and
notions of nature associated with various versions of naturalism?
Assuming that there indeed is some manner of relation between
Zizekian ontologically primary “matter” (however ephemerally
disappearing’) and what is imprecisely referred to as “nature”
— in other words, this is to presume that, as Lacan would put it,
materialism is “not without” (pas sans)'? its naturalism — what can
and should the relationship be between materialist philosophy and
the empirical, experimental sciences of nature? Asked differently,
how, if at all, ought philosophical and scientific materialisms to
affect each other in terms of both their conceptual contents and
methodological procedures? Supposing they rightfully affect each
other, what obligations and constraints do theoretical materialism
and the sciences place upon one another? Specifically, is a materi-
alist philosophy responsible to and limited by the natural sciences?
Even more specifically, is a materialist account of subjects, in
whatever might be the ways, somehow answerable to the life sci-
ences (in particular, evolutionary and neurobiological studies of
human beings)?

These queries, orbiting around the significant core matter of the
rapport between theoretical and empirical materialisms, are at the
very heart of an ongoing debate between Zizek and myself, at least
as I see it. This debate began with an article of mine (entitled “The
Misfeeling of What Happens: Slavoj Zizek, Antonio Damasio,
and a Materialist Account of Affects”!!) in an issue of the journal
Subjectivity devoted to Zizek’s work and his response to this con-
tribution, among others, in the same journal issue.!? The present
chapter is my reply to his response, a reply guided by the questions
enumerated in the preceding paragraph. In the course of directly
addressing Zizek’s objections, I will refer to several other of his
contemporaneous texts in which remarks relevant to this debate
surface, including his contributions to the books The Monstrosity
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of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic? and Mythology, Madness and
Laughter: Subjectivity in German Idealism (given both the need
for brevity as well as the fact that I have engaged with his pre-2009
writings in great detail on prior occasions, I will not spend time
in what follows on lengthy analyses of his earlier discussions of
materialism).

In order properly to frame this reply to Zizek, a rapid sketch
of its contextual backdrop is necessary. The article “The Misfeeling
of What Happens” was extracted from my half of a book manu-
script Catherine Malabou and I finished writing together not
too long ago, entitled Self and Emotional Life: Philosophy,
Psychoanalysis, and Neuroscience (Zizek mentions Malabou in his
response to me, and, as will be seen subsequently, her corpus illu-
minates important facets of the terrain at stake here). This article
consisted, in part, of an assessment of Zizek’s Lacan-inspired criti-
cisms of Damasio’s neuroscientific depictions of affective life laid
out in the fourth chapter of The Parallax View. Succinctly stated,
the verdict of this assessment was that Damasio is not nearly so
guilty of being quite as un-psychoanalytic, so at odds with analytic
thinking, as Zizek charges him with being. In establishing this case
contra Zizek, I attempted to show that discoveries alighted upon
in the overlapping fields of affective neuroscience and evolutionary
biology offer invaluable components for a materialist account of
subjectivity faithful to the essential tenets of Freudian-Lacanian
theory. While granting the correctness and perspicacity of many of
Zizek’s indictments (in which Damasio’s fellow brain investigator
LeDoux, and the neurosciences as a whole, come under carefully
directed fire), I argued there, as elsewhere, that a truly materialist
psychoanalytic metapsychology is obligated to reconcile itself with
select findings of the life sciences (of course, this reconciliation
should be dialectical, involving mutual modifications between
these disciplines, albeit without any formal, dogmatic determina-
tion in advance of the delicate calibration of what is likely to be
the usually uneven balance between the theoretical and empirical
dimensions of this dialectic in the ongoing pursuit of its unfolding).

As a number of his interventions reveal (not only The Parallax
View, but also such books as The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay
on Schelling and Related Matters [1996] and Organs without
Bodies: On Deleuze and Consequences [2004)), Zizek is hardly
averse or unsympathetic to attempts at a rapprochement between
psychoanalysis and the sciences. Nonetheless, I alleged in “The
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Misfeeling of What Happens” that his critical treatments of the
life sciences in The Parallax View (as well as in 2008’s In Defense
of Lost Causes) rely, at certain moments, on a sharp dichotomy
between the natural and the anti-natural that these sciences
have undermined empirically over the course of the past several
decades'® and that psychoanalytic metapsychology ought not to
invoke theoretically (in other texts, I even try to demonstrate that
Lacan himself, contrary to accepted exegetical consensus, does
not subscribe to any standard type of anti-naturalism predicated
upon a clear-cut contrast of nature versus anti-nature [antiphusis,
contre-nature] and dictating unqualified hostility to biology and
its branches!'#). Departing from the Zizekian critique of Damasian
affective neuroscience, I pled for something I have been struggling
to outline preliminarily and programmatically in recent years, that
is, an alternate hybrid analytic-scientific vision of human subjec-
tivity as depending upon and arising from a multitude of consti-
tutive temporal-material strata running the full-spectrum gamut
from the natural to the non-natural and sandwiched together as
a collage of conflicting layers-in-tension.'S This vision resonates
indirectly or directly with a diverse array of references, ranging
from, for instance, Althusser’s Marxist (and, to a lesser extent,
psychoanalytic) picture of a plurality of (historical) times bound
up with “relatively autonomous” (social) structures'® to contem-
porary neuroscientific characterizations of the evolved brain as
a “kludge,” a barely functional hodge-podge jumble of out-of-
synch disparate modules.!” Apropos Althusser, it is worth briefly
noting that the materialist perspective informing this intervention
is closer to that of Mao, as compared with other inheritors of
Marx’s legacy, in fashions that take a measure of distance from a
certain Althusserian “theoreticist” conception of Marxist materi-
alism (in that Althusserians wrongly might accuse the approach to
interfacing the philosophical and the scientific adopted by me here
as flirting with what the Althusser of the mid-1960s condemns as
empiricist “pragmatism”!®). Incidentally, it is also worth speculat-
ing in passing that historical and dialectical materialist handlings
of the infrastructure-superstructure distinction at the level of the
macrocosm of societies by such different thinkers as Gramsci,
Mao, Sartre, and Althusser might harbor the potential to shed
much-needed light on the microcosm of the perennial mind-body
problem. But, this is a speculation for another time.

Before presenting and responding to Zizek’s replies to me, I
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feel compelled to highlight an aspect of the place from which I
respond here. Already in ZiZek’s Ontology, I detected and prob-
lematized instances when Zizek appears to deviate from his own
version of materialism, a materialism resting on Lacan’s “le grand
Autre n’existe pas” as a central ontological principle (whether this
Other be God, Nature, History, Society, or whatever else along
these capitalized lines!®). Of special relevance to the debate hope-
fully to be advanced productively by the present chapter are my
hesitations with respect to his occasional talk of there being, in
addition to the two dimensions of nature and culture, some sort of
un-derived third vector (whether labeled the “night of the world,”
the “death drive,” the “vanishing mediator,” etc.) as the root-
source of what comes to be subjectivity proper in and for itself
($).2° On my view as first expressed in Zigek’s Ontology, a view
to be further clarified and sharpened below, Zizek’s periodic sum-
monings of a mysterious neither-natural-nor-cultural force, as an
arguably under- or un-explained supplement to his ontology, are
both incompatible with an authentically materialist materialism as
well as superfluous considering his Lacanian renditions of nature
and culture as equally “barred” Others (as inconsistent, conflict-
ridden, and so on). In these disagreements, I find my situation to
involve being caught between two Zizeks, as it were. However
accurate, justifiable, or not, I experience myself as a voice speak-
ing on behalf of a systematic Zizek and against another Zizek who
strays from his own best philosophical insights, instead of as a
critic intervening from a position purely external to Zizek’s body
of thought. As a Lacanian, he hopefully will not object in principle
to having his subjectivity split.

Zizek launches his rebuttal of my article “The Misfeeling of
What Happens” by vehemently asserting that any notion of the
unconscious able to be extrapolated from Damasio’s reflections
would have to exclude key features of the Freudian-Lacanian
psychoanalytic unconscious. On the Freudian hand, the Damasian
unconscious leaves no room for anything “beyond the pleas-
ure principle,” namely, the infamous Todestrieb so dear to
Zizek’s heart. On the Lacanian hand, the non-conscious layers
of Damasio’s embodied mind allegedly lack, in their theoretical
descriptions provided by him, the mediators of the big Other as
symbolic order.2! Zizek also repeats a Lacanian line integral to
his critique of Damasio in The Parallax View (contained in a
section entitled “Emotions Lie, or, Where Damasio Is Wrong”),
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maintaining that “for Freud, emotions cheat, with the exception of
anxiety”?? (both the general psychoanalytic issue of unconscious
affects and Lacan’s specific interpretation of Freud’s metapsy-
chology of affective life are reassessed in my half of the book
with Malabou,?® so the comparison of Freudian-Lacanian with
Damasian portraits of things affective will be left to the side in this
context here). As he notes in fairness, I too acknowledge a number
of contrasts between the analytic and neuroscientific uncon-
sciouses.2* Indeed, although I sought to narrow the rift Zizek sees
yawning between, on the one side, Freud and Lacan, and, on the
other side, Damasio and LeDoux, I want to underscore that I in
no way intended to close it altogether. For instance, I concur that
the death drive or an equivalent is not explicitly integrated into
Damasio’s picture, although I drew attention to sites within the
Damasian apparatus where there are receptive (albeit unexploited)
openings for distinctively psychoanalytic concepts, such as the
Todestrieb, that can and should be inserted at those precise loci.?
[ am less ready to grant that Damasio’s and LeDoux’s concep-
tions of everything other than self-conscious awareness are utterly
devoid of acknowledgements of the influences stemming from
what Lacan christens the “symbolic order.” Both Damasio and
LeDoux recognize and discuss the role of linguistic mediation in
the phenomena they study?é (of course, Lacan’s and Zizek’s multi-
valent uses of the phrase “big Other” refer to much more than just
language, so it must immediately be conceded that certain aspects
of this Other do not find expression in affective neuroscience a la
the two researchers currently under consideration).

Comparing and contrasting Freud, Lacan, Damasio, and LeDoux
aside, Zizek adds on the heels of the above that “I tend to agree
with Catherine Malabou that the neuronal unconscious and the
Freudian unconscious are not only different, but incompatible.”?”
However, Zizek’s agreement with Malabou on this topic ends here
and goes no further.?® For him, to affirm the split of incommen-
surability between the analytic and neuroscientific versions of the
unconscious is also to affirm the autonomy of the former vis-a-vis
the latter, or even the former’s right to correct the latter without
being reciprocally corrected by the latter in turn (i.e., the status
of the analytic unconscious as a theoretical object is more or less
independent of the empirical findings of the neurosciences). For
her, this same affirmation dictates the opposite, namely, the task of
thoroughly transforming (perhaps as far as immanently negating)
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psychoanalysis under the influence of contemporary neurobiologi-
cal investigations (i.e., the independence of the analytic uncon-
scious as a theoretical object is emphatically denied).?” Observing
the profound disagreement beneath the facade of consensus
between Zizek and Malabou provides an opportunity for me to
highlight, as intimated earlier, that I take a stance in-between these
two poles. From this dialectical perspective, Freudian-Lacanian
metapsychology, to varying extents depending on the specific
concepts concerned therein, is “relatively autonomous” (to resort
once again to a handy but tricky Marxist turn of phrase) in rela-
tion to the sciences. And yet, this variable-degree independence is
far from exempting psychoanalysis, especially if it is of a sincere
materialist bent, from a duty to be “plastic” (in Malabou’s precise
sense as a combination of firmness and flexibility®’) in connection
with these other disciplines. Additionally, the shape of this plastic-
ity always should be determined concretely in each instance of a
potential point of convergence and/or conflict between the analytic
and the scientific (i.e., in a non-apriori fashion).

Zizek proceeds to claim that, “For Johnston, the ‘denaturaliza-
tion’ of the human animal which takes place when the human
animal is caught in the network of the symbolic order should not
be conceived as a radical break with nature.”3! A lot hinges on
how one construes the phrase “radical break.” Insofar as Zizek
and I share a notion of subjectivity extrapolated from a merging
of German idealism and Lacanian theory, we both are against
any kind of crude, reductive conflation of the category of the
subject with the register of the merely natural and corporeal (as
is Malabou also®?). Nonetheless, I would contend (and, on my
reading, so too would the more consistently materialist side of
Zizek I appeal to in this debate) that a fully rational and atheistic/
secular materialism requires a satisfactory account of how, to
put it in Hegelese, subject surfaces out of substance alone.?* This
account would identify what the material possibility conditions
are within the physical being of “nature” for the internal pro-
duction out of itself of structures and phenomena (with which
subjects are inextricably intertwined) that eventually achieve,
through naturally catalyzed processes of denaturalization, a type
of transcendence-in-immanence®* as a self-relating dynamic in
which non-natural causalities come to function within natural-
material milieus.? Hence, for me, the emergence and self-founding
of the subject-as-$ indeed marks a “break with nature.”
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Whether this break is “radical” depends on what Zizek means
by this adjective. Given my insistence that the negativity of non-
natural subjectivity remains susceptible to being buffeted and
perturbed (or, as Malabou’s ontology of traumatic accidents has it,
disrupted or destroyed) by the natural ground from which it origi-
nally arises and with which it ruptures, perhaps my conception of
the break of denaturalization is not radical enough in Zizek’s eyes.
However, too radical a rendering of this break between the natural
and the non-natural, a rendering wherein the subject accomplishes
an absolutely total and final subtraction from bio-material being
and thereby closes in upon itself at the apex of a perfectly com-
pleted movement of denaturalization, would be unacceptable in
light of Zizek’s commitment to psychoanalysis (so too would be
his non-genetic picture of autonomous subjectivity set against
the ontogenetic models of subject-formation ineliminable from
Freudian-Lacanian metapsychology). This is because he wishes to
capture as essential to his picture of subjectivity the sorts of dys-
functionalities so familiar in analysis. Not only is there now ample
empirical scientific evidence that many uniquely human dysfunc-
tions, even though their modes of being psychically subjectified
are anything but prescribed beforehand by exclusively biological
variables, have their sources in the sub-optimal, evolutionarily
slapped-together anatomy of the less-than-completely-coordinated
central nervous system (i.e., the kludge-like brain) — from the
vantage point of strictly theoretical musings, it seems probable that
an excessively radical break with nature as corporeal substance(s)
would yield a subject much too smoothly functional for Zizekian
psychoanalytic sensibilities.*® An insistence on denaturalization as
not-too-radical, as uneven, partial, incomplete, failed, etc. is more
likely to be conducive to the construction of a solidly materialist
theory of the subject incorporating characteristics of psychical
subjectivity at the center of the psychoanalytic depiction of the
“human condition.”

Zizek’s ensuing employments of Kant’s Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View and Hegel’s The Philosophy of History
in his criticisms are quite revelatory in relation to the issues pres-
ently at stake. As regards Kant, Zizek redeploys his interpretation
of a note to §82 (in “Book Three: The Faculty of Desire”) of
the Anthropology, a note wherein infants are said to display an
innate “passion” (Leidenschaft) for freedom.’” Diagnosing what
is “missing” from what he describes as my “vision of the archaic
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natural substance which is gradually, but never completely, civi-
lized, ‘mediated’ by the symbolic order,” he proceeds, with refer-
ence to Kant, to state:

We find the first indication of this third dimension — neither nature
nor culture — already in Kant, for whom discipline and education do
not directly work on our animal nature, forging it into human indi-
viduality: as Kant points out, animals cannot be properly educated
since their behavior is already predestined by their instincts. What this
means is that, paradoxically, in order to be educated into freedom
(qua moral autonomy and self-responsibility), I already have to be free
in a much more radical — ‘noumenal,” monstrous even — sense. The
Freudian name for this monstrous freedom, of course, is death drive.
It is interesting to note how philosophical narratives of the ‘birth of
man’ are always compelled to presuppose a moment in human (pre)
history when (what will become) man is no longer a mere animal and
simultaneously not yet a ‘being of language,” bound by symbolic Law;
a moment of thoroughly ‘perverted,” ‘denaturalized,” ‘derailed’ nature
which is not yet culture. In his anthropological writings, Kant empha-
sized that the human animal needs disciplinary pressure in order to
tame an uncanny ‘unruliness’ which seems to be inherent to human
nature — a wild, unconstrained propensity to insist stubbornly on one’s
own will, cost what it may. It is on account of this ‘unruliness’ that the
human animal needs a Master to discipline him: discipline targets this
‘unruliness,’ not the animal nature in man.3®

This paragraph appears verbatim in Zizek’s contemporaneous
essay “Discipline between Two Freedoms — Madness and Habit
in German Idealism,”3° followed by some further specifications
regarding Kantian discipline.*’ Subsequently, in his sequel essay
in the same volume (a piece entitled “Fichte’s Laughter”), Zizek
speaks of Hegel as having “no need for a third element.”*! And
yet, this ardently self-professed Hegelian materialist seems to
reach for what he himself, appealing to the authority of Kant-the-
idealist, labels a “third dimension” (at this moment, one wonders
whether, in the shadows, there might be a very un-Zizekian argu-
ment akin to Italian then-Marxist Lucio Colletti’s contention
that Marxism is led away from its materialism by relying on the
dialectics of Hegelian idealism instead of the purportedly material-
ist “rational kernel” of the non-metaphysical anti-dogmatism in
the critical transcendental idealism much maligned by ostensibly
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misguided Marxists, from Engels onward, preferring Hegel to
Kant*?).

My initial response to the Zizek of the passage quoted imme-
diately above is simple: Put in the form of a naive question,
from where does this enigmatic neither-natural-nor-cultural third
stratum come? Even if, sticking with Kant’s example of babies, one
quite contentiously insists that this untamed excess of impassioned
(proto-)autonomy is, at the ontogenetic level of individual subject-
formation, something intrinsic and hard-wired, that merely pushes
the question back to the phylogenetic level without answering it.
One is left to wonder what the cause or origin is for this magical
kernel of free negativity, this “mysterious flame” (to borrow the
title of a book by Colin McGinn advocating a “new mysterian-
ism,” deservedly criticized by Zizek,** which preaches that the
mind-body problem, construed as an entirely epistemic difficulty,
is inherently insoluble in that the mental cannot convincingly
be derived theoretically from the material due to purportedly
unsurpassable limits imposed by an inbuilt human “cognitive
closure”*). From whence does Zizek’s noumenal monstrosity
arise if not nature as an inconsistent, Other-less physical universe:
God, soul, res cogitans, the Absolute self-positing I, the hazy
vapors of a ghostly Geist...?* T would rather my materialism fall
flat than be three-dimensional in this non-materialist manner. This
materialism, which is as much that of another Zizek (the Hegelian-
materialist philosopher of transcendental materialism) as it is
mine, rests solely on the two dimensions of a barred Real (i.e.,
what I have taken to naming a “weak nature,”*® having nothing
whatsoever to do with coincidental postmodern bandyings of
this adjective, as internally divided and self-sundering material
substance) and an equally barred Symbolic (i.e., the Lacanian-
Zizekian inconsistent Others of culture and related structures).*’
Anything more than these two dimensions, any Third, is a deriva-
tive, emergent by-product of the natural and/or cultural — and not
an inexplicable given always-already there (following the Lacan of
the second sentence of the écrit on the mirror stage, a Cartesian- or
Fichtean-style I is to be eschewed as a non-genetic first principle,
although this is not tantamount to a rejection tout court of Cogito-
like subjectivity*®).

To put my cards on the table in terms of making explicit my
philosophically ground-zero axioms, decisions, and intuitions, I
am enough of a naturalist — mine is a non-reductive naturalism of
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an auto-denaturalizing nature, hence really neither a strict natural-
ism nor anti-naturalism — to wager that an avoidance or refusal
of an explanation for the natural/material genesis of non-natural/
more-than-material beings and happenings (such as Lacan’s $-as-
parlétre alluded to by Zizek’s phrase “being of language”) is, as
the Lenin of Materialism and Empirio-Criticism would warn, a
dangerous concession cracking open the door to the irrationalities
of obscurantist idealisms, spiritualisms, and theisms. In a pre-
publication draft version of his debate with the backward-looking
theologian John Milbank in The Monstrosity of Christ, Zizek
declares that “the ‘theological turn’ of postmodernity is one of
THE figures of the enemy for me.” If so, he should be warier
of the ways in which he encourages, however unintentionally,
attempts to appropriate his work by fanatical advocates of a ter-
ribly traditional religiosity deludedly romanticizing the wretched
darkness of medieval pre-modernity (regardless of this profound
conservatism being trendily repackaged in the flashy guises of
“radical orthodoxy” or any variant of “post-secularism” in
Continental philosophical circles, including an oxymoronic “theo-
logical materialism”).

A few additional remarks warrant formulating before inquir-
ing into the justness and accuracy of Zizek’s reading of the Kant
of the Anthropology. In the wake of mobilizing the Hegel of The
Philosophy of History, portrayed as agreeing with the Kantian
insistence on freedom as something “in nature more than nature
itself” (to paraphrase Lacan*’) — the role of Hegel’s philosophy
in this discussion will be taken up after an examination of Kant’s
Anthropology — Zizek cites some reflections by Jonathan Lear on
sexuality as situated between animal naturalness and human non-
naturalness.’? Elsewhere, he likewise expresses approval of Lear’s
recasting of the Freudian death drive’! (with Zizek’s recourse
to the latter notion clearly being crucial to our exchange). This
recasting proposes that the Freudian word “Todestrieb,” although
naming a hypostatization mistakenly performed by Freud himself,
is a concept-term not for a positive thing, but for the negativity
of the pleasure principle’s disruptive malfunctioning, its constitu-
tive inability always and invariably to assert its intra-psychical
hegemonic dominance (in Time Driven, I similarly suggest that
Freud’s problem-plagued death drive is best salvaged and recon-
structed as designating a discord built into the metapsychological
architecture of any and every drive [Trieb], more specifically, an
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antagonistic temporal split between a repetitive “axis of iteration”
[the source and pressure of a drive] and a repetition-thwarting
“axis of alteration™ [the aim and object of a drive]*?). That is to
say, according to Lear and the Zizek who sides with him,> there
is only the dysfunctional pleasure principle, and nothing more; in
other words, there is not a second, deeper counter-principle exter-
nally opposing this lone principle. Once again enacting the gesture
of playing off one Zizek against another, I am inclined to pit the
Zizek who endorses Lear’s thesis apropos the death drive against
the Zizek who appears precisely to succumb to the temptation of
hypostatization for which Lear rebukes Freud, namely, treating
the Todestrieb as a substantial “third dimension” that is perplex-
ingly neither natural nor cultural. By contrast, for both me and
the Zizek who appropriates the Learian death drive, there actually
exist nothing more than the two dimensions of nature and culture,
plus the insubstantial negativity (i.e., not a positive third thing) of
the conflicts within and between, but still immanent to, these two
dimensions. What is more, in Schellingian language agreeable to
us, I would add that, for a materialism not without its carefully
qualified (quasi-)naturalism, the Urgrund (as also an Ungrund)>*
of a weak nature (exemplified in this context by Lear’s sub-optimal
pleasure principle minus the Other of a more profound, underly-
ing meta-law such as the hypostatized version of the Todestrieb)
is the ultimate baseless base of autonomous subjectivity, whether
ontogenetically and/or phylogenetically.>> Lumping together allu-
sions to the eclectic set of Paul Churchland, Douglas Hofstadter,
and Badiou, this non-reductive materialism is a self-eliminative
one (in the sense of natural materiality as auto-negating gua
canceling of its own dictates) in which the “I” is a “strange loop”
(or loophole®®) ensconced within a nature from which has been
“subtracted” this nature’s fantasized strength (i.e., its hallucinated
deterministic rule as an inescapable, all-powerful tyrant). Through
this approach, the “I” of autonomous subjectivity is not added to
nature as some sort of supplementary super-nature, but arrived at
instead through withdrawing things traditionally misattributed to
nature.

What about Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View?
The least one can state is that the letter of Kant’s text is ambigu-
ous enough to render Zizek’s presentation of it in his response to
me contestable, although admittedly defensible (a related Kantian
essay, his “Speculative Beginning of Human History” of 1786,
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touches upon these same ambiguities®’). On the one hand, Kant
overtly claims that the passions for freedom and sex are innate
(“natiirlichen,” rather than “acquired” [erworbenen]) to human
nature.’® This detail goes against the grain of Zizek’s reading,
in that the Leidenschaft fiir Freibeit is counted amongst those
features which humans are endowed with by nature, instead of
this being bequeathed to them by a neither-natural-nor-cultural
(I am tempted uncharitably to employ the adjective “super-
natural”) “x.” On the other hand, two additional details testify
in favor of the interpretation upon which Zizek relies. First, in the
footnote referring to the example of infants, Kant describes this
always-already present sense of autonomy as “a vague idea (or
an analogous representation)” (“einer dunkelen Idee [oder dieser
analogen Vorstellung]”)*® — in Kant’s philosophical universe, an
innate Idee or Vorstellung suggests something different from a
naturally instinctual animal impulse — that “evolves together with
the animal nature” (“sich mit der Tierbeit zugleich entwickele”)°
as developmentally parallel-yet-distinct from this nature. Second,
in a move Zizek mirrors in his above-mentioned reference to
Lear on sexuality, Kant goes on to stipulate that human passion,
including those innate ones for freedom and sex, cannot be con-
flated with rudimentary animal inclination (Reigung).®! As does
Lear regarding sexuality (and Fichte regarding the not-I, for that
matter), Kant deploys an argument whose basic structural logic
is that whatever is dis-identified with as other than the same or
the self (passion as apparently animalistic inclination, or Fichte’s
non-me and Lear’s seemingly natural sexuality) can manifest
itself as such only in and through its mediated constitution within
the framework of scaffolding established by the same or the self
(understanding [ Verstand] and reason [ Vernunft], or the Fichtean
I and the Learian denaturalized, peculiarly-human psyche). In
short, the other-than-human can be what it is not as an an sich,
but solely thanks to being a correlate of already-there humanity.
Without pushing the Anthropology itself on the tensions internal
to its proclamations, suffice it for now to say that while the facets
of it amenable to the Zizek replying to me are not problematic for
an idealist like Kant (or Fichte), they ought to be deeply troubling
for a materialist. When Zizek qualifies the death drive as “meta-
physical,”®? maybe he should be taken more literally than he might
mean to be.

Curiously, in his subsequent recourse to Hegel’s The Philosophy
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of History, Zizek winds up, despite his adamant recurrent self-
identifications as a dyed-in-the-wool Hegelian, wielding the ear-
lier-glossed Kantian-Fichtean-Learian logic to counter both Hegel
and me (Colletti again comes to mind at this juncture). In the
beginning of Zizek’s turn to Hegel here, it sounds as though he
has this post-Kantian German idealist merely reiterating what
he imputes to Kant apropos there allegedly being something
more-than-natural inherent and internal to human nature itself
(specifically, the zero-level void of a monstrous, perverse excess
of enflamed free will operative from the get-go).®> However, three
Hegel scholars whose work Zizek greatly admires — these three
are Gérard Lebrun (his 1972 La patience du Concept: Essai sur
le Discours hégélien is one of Zizek’s favorite books on Hegel),
Malabou (with her The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality
and Dialectic), and Robert Pippin (his 1989 Hegel’s Idealism: The
Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness lends crucial support to Zizek’s
depiction of the Kant-Hegel relationship®*) — all would take issue
with attributing to Hegel a Kantian-style anti-naturalism accord-
ing to which an underived supernatural surplus originally dwells
within nature as an inherent potential transcendentally responsible
for the effective existence of an utterly non-natural, autonomous
subject.®> What is more, even within the passages from the
“Introduction” to The Philosophy of History Zizek cites, Hegel is
unambiguous in his racist references to African “savages”: They
are spoken of as “natural man in his completely wild and untamed
state” (“natiirlichen Menschen in seiner ganzen Wildbeit und
Unbéndigkeit”),%® as hopelessly submerged in the violent stasis of
a pre-historical “Natural condition” (“Naturzustand”).®” Hence,
they are not depicted by Hegel in quite the same guise as Zizek’s
Kant of the Anthropology characterizes human babies. Moreover,
Hegel would be loathe to allow for insinuations risking an
equivocation between this sort of “state of nature” and freedom
proper.

But, something very interesting comes to light if one provisionally
entertains Zizek’s reading of Hegel’s The Philosophy of History in
conjunction with particular statements to be found within the
pages of this text’s “Introduction.” Therein, Hegel remarks that
“Spirit is at war with itself” (“So ist der Geist in ibm selbst sich
entgegen”).®® For the version of psychoanalytically influenced
Zizekian materialism I defend in many other places (and defend on
this occasion against what I perceive as momentary non-materialist
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deviations on the part of Zizek himself), nature too (i.e., the not-All
material universe of physical beings) could be described as “at war
with itself.” As Zupancic observes, “a crucial lesson of materialism

. refers to the inconsistencies and contradictions of matter
itself.”®” Prior to this observation, she notes in her study of comedy
that “comedy’s frequent reduction of man to (his) nature makes a
further comic point about nature itself: nature is far from being as
‘natural’ as we might think, but is itself driven by countless contra-
dictions and discrepancies.””® Her point is pertinent in this setting
too, and she elegantly articulates an idea shared by her, me,”!
Zizek, Lear,’? and, for instance, the cognitivist philosopher of mind
Metzinger.”® All five of us generally agree that naturalizing human
beings entails a reciprocal denaturalization of natural being — and
this because the effort to render the strangenesses of subjectivity
immanent to nature forces a radical recasting of fundamental,
proto-theoretical images and ideas of nature itself (that is, if, as
per a not-entirely-anti-naturalist materialism, nature is taken to be
both the wellspring and enveloping environs of human subjects,
containing such beings, these parlétres, as internal to itself). So, in
blending Hegel’s ethnocentric comments about the undomesticated
volatility of natural-as-ahistorical Africa with Zizek’s loose appro-
priation of Hegelian nature as per The Philosophy of History, one
arrives at the following synthesis: Nature itself, “red in tooth and
claw,” is an anarchic battlefield lacking harmony, stability, whole-
ness, and so on; in other words, it is anything but a cosmic unity
of synchronized spheres placidly co-existing with one another. For
a dialectical tradition running from Hegel through Marx, Freud,
Mao, and up to Zizek (himself avowedly influenced by these
predecessors), conflictual heterogeneity, instead of peaceful homo-
geneity, is to be discovered even within the most basic substrates of
material being.”*

Hegel himself voices some fascinatingly suggestive pro-
nouncements about nature in The Philosophy of History. In
its “Introduction,” he asserts, “Mere nature is too weak to
keep its genera and species pure, when conflicting with alien
elementary influences” (“Die Obnmacht der Natur vermag ibre
allgemeinen Klassen und Gattungen nicht gegen andere elementa-
rische Momente festzubalten”)” (in his compressed outline of the
Encyclopedia project, Hegel talks similarly about the “weakness
of the concept” exhibited by the chaotic proliferating of earthly
life bursting forth out of the fecund soil of nature’®). He later
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goes on to say, in the paragraph opening the treatment of the
“Geographical Basis of History,” that:

Nature should not be rated too high nor too low ... awakening con-
sciousness takes its rise surrounded by natural influences alone (nur
in der Natur), and every development of it is the reflection of Spirit
back upon itself in opposition to the immediate, unreflected character
of mere nature. Nature is therefore one element in this antithetic
abstracting process; Nature is the first standpoint from which man can
gain freedom within himself, and this liberation must not be rendered
difficult by natural obstructions. Nature, as contrasted with Spirit, is
a quantitative mass, whose power must not be so great as to make its
single force omnipotent (allmdchtig).”’

Without the time to do anything close to exegetical justice to
Hegel’s philosophy, these lines are quoted here in order to claim
Hegel as a precursor of my Zizek-inspired materialism of a weak
nature (elsewhere, I go into much greater detail with respect
to die Obnmacht der Natur in Hegel’s Naturphilosophie’®).
Likewise, the Zizek with whom I do not disagree can be seen
characteristically wearing a Hegelian badge with fierce pride at
various moments in his contemporary writings, such as when he
states, “spirit is part of nature, and can occur/arise only through
a monstrous self-affliction (distortion, derangement) of nature,””’
and, “what is ‘Spirit’ at its most elementary? The ‘wound’ of
nature.”®® As both Pippin (as cited earlier) and Zizek®! justly
maintain, Hegelian Spirit is not a substantial, noun-like thing
akin to the Cartesian res cogitans as a positivized being, entity,
or object. Rather, Geist is a kinetic, verb-like process. Moreover,
this non-substantial dynamism of negativity, as a movement of
denaturalization giving rise to complex subject-beings whose com-
plexity escapes and disrupts control by the laws and mechanisms
of natural materialities, is entirely immanent to nature itself3? —
with the latter thus being envisioned in Hegelian philosophy as an
internally self-sundering substance set against itself (“selbst sich
entgegen”).

What Hegel terms the “impotence” or “weakness” of the
natural provides, as a contingent material condition of possibility,
the cracks and fissures of elbow room for the immanent tran-
scendence of nature by Spirit as more-than-material autonomous
subjectivity still embedded in, but not governed by, its physical
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ground(s). And, even if, measured against the standards of post-
Baconian scientific method, Hegel was presciently right for the
wrong speculative reasons, he nevertheless was right. To take
just one set of cutting-edge scientific sub-domains among others,
non-reductive versions of evolutionary psychology and meme
theory (put forward by such thinkers as Richard Dawkins,* Susan
Blackmore,?* Dennett,? and Keith Stanovich®®) share in common
an unconscious Hegelianism in the form of an underlying dialecti-
cal thesis to the effect that, to lean on Stanovich’s language in
particular, humans are nature-created Frankensteins who can and
do rebel against their creator, a creator without sufficient power
either to forestall this rebellion in advance or quash it after its out-
burst so as to rein these disobedient offspring back under the yoke
of defied old authority. The sciences themselves are beginning to
show that such incarnations of the notion of nature as evolution
and genes are, as Hegel would put it, too weak, too powerless
(obhnmidichtig), to dictate the course of lives with an unwavering
iron fist."” Human subjects are living proof that this imagined
omnipotent big Other, this idol, of an outdated, bankrupt, and
scientifically falsified scientism has, in fact, clay feet.

In the closing sentences of his reply to my piece “The Misfeeling
of What Happens,” Zizek, after the above-mentioned invocation
of Lear on sexuality, corrects both Hegel and me. He contends:

from the Freudian standpoint, Hegel has to be immanently criticized
here: it is not just that sexuality is the animal substance which is then
‘sublated’ into civilized modes and rituals, gentrified, disciplined, etc.
— the excess itself of sexuality which threatens to explode the ‘civilized’
constraints, sexuality as unconditional Passion, is the result of Culture
... In this way, the civilization/culture retroactively posits/transforms
its own natural presuppositions: culture retroactively ‘denaturalizes’
nature itself, and this is what Freud called the Id, libido. So, back to
Johnston, this retroactive excess of de-naturalized nature is missing in

the image he proposes of a gradual cultural ‘mediation’ of nature.?!

I am not necessarily committed to a gradualist perspective as
regards emergent denaturalization (if anything, I am more inclined
in the direction of a “punctuated equilibrium” model a la Niles
Eldredge and Stephen Jay Gould® - as LeDoux hints, evolution
does not exclude revolution®®). Anyhow, that aside, with reference
to the third session of Lacan’s fourth seminar, a session entitled by
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Miller “The Signifier and the Holy Spirit,”®! Zizek articulates this
same line of thought in a separate text:

the Holy Ghost stands for the symbolic order as that which cancels
(or, rather, suspends) the entire domain of ‘life’ — lived experience,
the libidinal flux, the wealth of emotions, or, to put it in Kant’s
terms, the ‘pathological’: when we locate ourselves within the Holy
Ghost, we are transubstantiated, we enter another life beyond the
biological one.”?

Zizek’s recourse to blatantly religious language in this specific vein
(including Kant’s thinly sublimated, barely secularized version of
such language) arguably is no accident or coincidence. Another of
the intuitions informing my overall position can be conveyed as the
thesis that, especially on the terrain of ideology, the Enlightenment
tension between the materialism of (or shaped by) science and the
idealism of religion (as theology, spiritualism, etc.) continues to face
us as a “point” in Badiou’s precise sense as per Logics of Worlds.”
That is to say, confronted side-by-side, the Weltanschauungen of
scientificity and religiosity contain, in however concealed or obfus-
cated a state, a fundamental and unavoidable either/or choice
between mutually exclusive commitments (this assertion being
faithfully in line with Engels, Lenin, and Freud, among others).
In my view, the Zizek who conjures up an occult “x” to account
for there being free subjects (and, in so doing, who relies upon a
still-Christian Kant more than anyone else) is forced to embrace
flagrantly theological terminology. By contrast, I insist, in fidelity
to another, systematically materialist Zizek, the one portrayed in
Zigek’s Ontology, that no such mysterious Third can or should
be posited; this sort of Third is ideologically risky in addition to
being theoretically gratuitous. Going a step further, I would even
venture to propose that, echoing Churchill’s overused one-liner,
psychoanalysis and the physical sciences are the worst bases for
philosophical materialism and leftist ideology critique except for
all those others tried from time to time.

Before concluding this chapter, I have three responses to Zizek’s
critique of Hegel and me, apart from my answer to his question
“Is it still possible to be a Hegelian today?” (my answer being that
this really is possible for both him and me to a much greater extent
than the Zizek of this specific back-and-forth between us seems
to admit). First, it is unclear to me whether his non-Hegelian and
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purportedly Freudian (Freud’s engagements with biology render
this appeal to authority dubitable®) conception of the “cultural
‘mediation’ of nature” is epistemological, ontological, or both. I
suspect that, given his general philosophical leanings as well as
recent textual evidence,” Zizek intends to claim that the retroac-
tive denaturalization of nature is ontological, namely, an apres-
coup “transubstantiation” that, as it were, goes all the way down,
permeating and saturating nature through and through.

If Zizek’s intention is indeed to posit a real cultural-symbolic
mediation of nature in which the latter, in its material actual-
ity, is thoroughly and exhaustively digested by the former, then
this leads into my second response to him. Pointing back to a
query asked at the outset of this chapter, Zizek’s indictments of
me within the parameters of a discussion in which the rapport
between philosophical materialism and the physical sciences (espe-
cially the life sciences) is under dispute raise the issue of whether
or not the theoretical ought to be constrained methodologically
by the empirical. Zizek speaks as though all of the above could
be adjudicated without leaving the philosopher’s armchair. But,
wording my objection to this in a Hegelian style, the history of
philosophy, in its development in tandem with other disciplines
and practices, bears witness to a dynamic within which the mobile
line of division between the empirical and the theoretical is a dis-
tinction internal to the empirical itself. Put differently, problems
previously able to be posed only at the level of the philosophical/
theoretical often come to be grasped in time as properly posed
at the level of the scientific/empirical. As already stated in “The
Misfeeling of What Happens,” I am convinced that the question
of whether or not denaturalization, so to speak, hits rock bottom
without remainder is, for a materialism not without its natural-
ism, both a genuine question as well as one that can and should
admit empirical adjudication as an indispensable ingredient in the
process of its attempted resolution.”®

My third response to Zizek is that the Kantian-Fichtean logic
informing his replies to me brings him into proximity with a
type of anti-naturalist idealism he himself has been appropriately
careful to avoid in other instances.”” As he stipulates in Tarrying
with the Negative (one of his very best philosophical works),
“simply because the opposition between nature and culture is
always-already culturally overdetermined, i.e., that no particu-
lar element can be isolated as ‘pure nature,” does not mean that
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‘everything is culture.” ‘Nature’ qua Real remains the unfathom-
able X which resists cultural ‘gentrification.”””® Although I have
reservations with respect to the supposed unfathomability of
this “x,” I enthusiastically endorse the rest of the content of this
quotation and want to remind ZiZek of it. I would tack on that,
as hypothesized in “The Misfeeling of What Happens,” it is less
problematic and more plausible for the kind of materialist ontol-
ogy I think is most valid and legitimate to speculate that the real
genesis of autonomous subjectivity, of the parlétre-as-$, splits the
material ground of its being into both the first Real of a nature
undigested by cultural mediation and the second Real of a nature
mediated by culture (this second Real being exemplified by the
notions of nature and sexuality Zizek employs as examples against
me). Zizek’s own subtle and detailed delineations of the Lacanian
register of the Real encourage such a move to be made (particu-
larly his valuable distinction between the “Real-as-presupposed”
and the “Real-as-posed”).”” In short, I refuse what I see as a false
dichotomy, a specious forced choice. As in psychoanalytic inter-
pretation as linked to the crucial analytic concept of overdetermi-
nation, when one is faced with the choice between “this or that,”
the right answer, an answer refusing one of the key premises of the
question itself, frequently is “Yes, please!” (i.e., it is not one or the
other, but both).

The Zizek with whom I feel the deepest solidarity is alive and
well today. Recently, he proclaims:

to be an actual naturalist is not to subscribe to necessary fiction, but
to really believe in materialism. It is . . . not enough to insist that Kant
and Hegel have to teach us something about the realm of normativity
which takes place in the wider domain of the realm of nature. It is, on
the contrary, important to re-appropriate German Idealism to a fuller
extent. If discourse, representation, mind, or thought in general cannot
consistently be opposed to the substantial real which is supposed to be
given beforehand, independent of the existence of concept-mongering
creatures, then we have to bite the bullet of idealism: we need a
concept of the world or the real which is capable of accounting for the
replication of reality within itself.'%

Along related lines, he declares in a contemporaneous text that
“we are subjects only through a monstrous bodily distortion.”1%!
In resonance with these remarks of Zizek’s (ones subsequently
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echoed in Less Than Nothing'®?), the transcendental material-
ism of a weak nature I advocate, itself profoundly marked by his
interlinked ontology and theory of the subject, gestures at a vision
of nature as itself monstrous, as self-distorting (insofar as explain-
ing the emergence out of nature of humans as deranged monsters
rebelling against nature requires a much weirder picture of nature
than standard, traditional species of naturalism usually offer).
This vision has no need (nor does Zizek, despite his reaction to
me) for imagining the presence of a supernatural excess/surplus as
a neither-natural-nor-cultural third power miraculously sparking
the ex nibilo irruption of peculiarly human subjectivities running
amok down paths of denaturalization. Self-sundering natural-
material substance is auto-disruptive enough to account for these
explosions of unrest, of the restlessness of negativity. Where I
perhaps go further than Zizek, beyond laboring to revivify German
idealism, is in the amount of explanatory jurisdiction I grant to the
empirical sciences (particularly biology and its offshoots, given my
interests) in the struggle to construct a truly contemporary materi-
alism with both philosophical and political ramifications.

Not only do I wholeheartedly second Zizek’s cry to “repeat
Lenin”'% — for theoretical in addition to political materialism, I
think the moment is ripe to call for repeating Engels!'®* (as well
as the Mao of “On Contradiction”!%). Contra Lukacs’ still-
prevailing condemnatory verdict on any “dialectics of nature,”!
one quite convincingly could maintain that the main flaw of Engels’
efforts to conquer the territories of the sciences and claim them on
behalf of Marxist materialism is that these efforts were ahead of
their time, that the sciences of his era were not yet ready to receive
these aggressive overtures. But, starting with such mid-twentieth-
century scientific breakthroughs as Donald O. Hebb’s research on
the psycho-physiological mechanisms of learning,'®” the biological
sciences have managed to “weaken” empirically their image of
(human) nature (in the precise sense of natural weakness I speci-
fied previously). Through this self-induced weakening, empirical,
experimental studies of the living material foundations of human-
ity have given us, in forms like neuroplasticity and epigenetics,
the wiggle room we need and want for a materialist ontology of
freedom (such as that desired by Zizek). These scientists are falling
into our hands through the cunning of their own reason.

Colletti identifies the Italian Renaissance thinker Giovanni Pico
della Mirandola as an ancestral precursor of Marx in terms of the
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foundations of the latter’s idea of human beings as “generic”!%®
(i.e., as natureless by nature, born faceless and taking on plastic
visages via the labor-mediated, historicizing subject-object dia-
lectic). Agamben also refers to Pico della Mirandola,'® similarly
recognizing the radicality of this Renaissance author’s humanism
(as a humanism of anonymous humanity, akin to what Zizek
detects in Descartes’ Cogito!'?) announced in his 1486 oration
“On the Dignity of Man”'!! (in relation to Sartre, Badiou, despite
what he owes to Althusser and structuralism, recognizes in a
Sartrean humanism!'? resonating with Colletti’s Renaissance-
indebted Marx a radicalism allowing it to converge with such an
opposite as the anti-humanism of Foucault'!3). In the nineteenth
century, aspects of German romanticism, Marxism (specifically,
Marx’s analyses of industrial mechanization), and existential-
ism herald subsequent critiques of post-Galilean scientificity as
limited, nihilistic, and vulgar vis-a-vis the multifaceted richness of
lived human experience. By the twentieth century, the majority of
Continental philosophers, with such odd bedfellows as Husserl,
Lukacs, Heidegger, Sartre, and Adorno to the fore, become suspi-
cious of, if not utterly hostile to, the empirical, experimental sci-
ences of modernity. Both mathematized science generally and the
life sciences specifically come to be viewed as lamentably reductive
and objectifying; from this perspective, a perspective shared by
a number of figures on both the right and left sides of the politi-
cal spectrum, these disciplines are seen as incorrigibly complicit
with a range of afflictions plaguing modern societies and their
inhabitants. In defiance of European philosophy’s long-standing,
deeply entrenched aversion to the “hard sciences” perceived as
diametrically opposed, inassimilable adversaries, the hour has
arrived for philosophical materialism to storm the gates of these
sciences. Whether the scientists themselves are aware of it or not,
their fields have been primed by them to receive the inscription of a
portrait of human subjectivity whose first glimmerings already are
to be glimpsed in a fifteenth-century ode inaugurating Renaissance
humanism. The life sciences are no longer the enemy of the dignity
Pico della Mirandola lyrically and lavishly praises. However wit-
tingly or unwittingly, they have become its ally, the very ground
for a scientifically informed materialism incorporating the radical
humanism (maybe even superhumanism) of Sartrean-style atheist
existentialism. Both humanists and materialists have every reason
to be unshakably confident. The future definitely is ours.
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Spirit Is a Quark:
Quantum Physics with Zizek

The ongoing debate between Zizek and me, at least as I perceive
it, pivots around the question of how to situate materialism, on
the one hand, in relation to naturalism and the sciences, on the
other hand. Whatever our disagreements, we hold a number of
commitments in common, including a fidelity to certain aspects
and versions of a robust, ambitious Hegelianism. Thanks to these
common commitments, my criticisms of Zizek tend to be imma-
nent (rather than external) ones. This tendency will continue to
prevail here too.

Whereas the previous chapter focused largely on the link (or
lack thereof) between materialism and naturalism, this chapter
addresses the relationship(s) between materialism and the natural
sciences. I understand “naturalism” as a term for all those
philosophical perspectives according to which “nature,” varyingly
construed depending on the specific view in question, is a crucial,
foundational dimension of philosophy and its assorted explana-
tions of pertinent structures and phenomena. As seen (Chapter 6),
Zizek and I have our differences about precisely how naturalism
ought to be envisioned. As will be seen below, we also prioritize
different natural sciences as the privileged partner of a contem-
porary (transcendental) materialism: quantum physics for Zizek
and biology for me. In what follows, I will both problematize
Zizek’s philosophical annexations of quantum physics through an
immanent critique of them on the basis of Zizekian principles as
well as justify my favoring of the life sciences in connection with a
materialist theory of subjectivity (with Zizek and I jointly pursuing
such a theory).

At the current juncture of our conversation, I find myself facing
Zizek’s modified redeployment of his previous appropriations
of quantum physics elaborated elsewhere (these appropriations
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are elaborated primarily in the third and final chapter of his
1996 book The Indivisible Remainder: An Essay on Schelling
and Related Matters, a chapter entitled “Quantum Physics with
Lacan”). Contra my transcendental materialist concern with tying
a carefully qualified quasi-naturalist theory of subjectivity par-
tially to life-scientific foundations, he now argues that the physics
of the unimaginably small, instead of the biology of comparatively
much larger mid-sized beings and processes, can and should play
a singularly special anchoring role in relation to a viable account
of the subject as conceived at the intersection of German idealist
philosophy, Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalysis, and the natural
sciences of today.

According to my immanent critique to be laid out below, Zizek’s
mode of recourse to quantum physics not only is questionable on
general philosophical grounds - it also is awkwardly at odds with
the distinctive core tenets of his fundamental ontology. The peak
of this self-subverting irony is the fact that the theoretical form
of his extensions of quantum physics as a universal economy gua
ubiquitous, all-encompassing structural nexus (one capable of cov-
ering human subjects, among many other bigger-than-sub-atomic
things) is in unsustainable tension with the ontological content he
claims to find divulged within this same branch of physics (i.e.,
being itself as detotalized and inconsistent). After replying directly
to Zizek’s newest addition to our back-and-forth, I will return to
his earlier uses (and, arguably, abuses) of quantum physics (espe-
cially as contained in “Quantum Physics with Lacan”) so as to
reassess his materialist deployments of natural science in relation
to his contemporary positions taken in the context of our still-
unfolding debate.

Before problematizing “Quantum Physics with Zizek” then
(1996) and now, I will begin by summarizing and commenting
on Zizek’s most recent response to me. Therein, he gets well-and-
truly underway thus:

Today, THE scientific discovery which needs philosophical rethinking
is quantum physics — how are we to interpret its ontological implica-
tions AND avoid the double trap of superficial pragmatic empiricism
and obscurantist idealism (‘mind creates reality’)? Lenin’s Materialism
and Empirio-Criticism has to be thoroughly rewritten — the first thing
to do is to abandon the old naive notion of the existence of fully
constituted material reality as the sole true reality outside our minds.
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This reality is ‘all’ and, as such, relying on the overlooked exception
of its transcendental constitution. The minimal definition of material-
ism hinges on the admission of a gap between what Schelling called
Existence and Ground of Existence: prior to fully existent reality,
there is a chaotic non-all proto-reality, a pre-ontological virtual fluc-
tuation of not yet fully-constituted real. This pre-ontological real is
what Badiou calls pure multiplicity, in contrast to the level of appear-
ances, which is the level of reality constituted by the transcendental
horizon of a world.!

I certainly agree that the past century’s worth of advances in
theoretical physics demand ample additional intellectual labor
on the part of philosophers (especially Continentalists typically
averse to the mathematical and the scientific). However, I take
issue with the “THE” here, namely, with the assertion that a single
sub-branch of the natural sciences enjoys a unique privilege for
philosophical reflection of a materialist kind. My objection to this
is not merely a minor complaint resting on nothing more than the
underlining of the simple fact that there are many other scientific
disciplines and domains besides quantum physics. A contention
central to my reply to Zizek in this particular installment of our
extended exchange is that his manner of privileging this one
science is incompatible with the fundaments of his ontology and
corresponding conception of subjectivity.

The second half of the preceding quotation amounts to a restate-
ment by Zizek of his basic ontological Weltanschauung. Mixing
Schellingian, Lacanian, and Badiouian terms, he speaks of the Real
Grund of a Logos-eluding zero-level presupposed by onto-logy, a
ground that is, in itself, a detotalized, un-unified jumble of hetero-
geneous pluralities and proliferations. Incidentally, Badiou would
reject Zizek’s equation of the “inconsistent multiplicities” of being
qua being with quantum-physical structures and dynamics; for the
former, his set-theoretic ontology of [I’étre en tant qu’étre is put
forward as different-in-kind from any and every ontic discipline
bearing upon determinate beings, including mathematized physics,
with its applied (instead of pure) mathematics. However, I am sup-
portive of Zizek’s healthy materialist impulse to root his ontology
partially in scientific soil (elsewhere, I cast doubt upon whether
Badiou, in light of proclaiming himself to be an ardent materialist,
can rely upon a Heideggerian understanding of ontological differ-
ence licensing an unqualified, non-dialectical denial of there being
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any potential ontological implications flowing from the empirical,
experimental sciences?). But, I believe that Zizek is insufficiently
careful in moving between scientific and ontological dimensions
on this occasion.

One of the axioms of Zizek’s ontology is a philosophical gener-
alization, an appropriation and redeployment, of Lacan’s dictum
according to which, “The big Other does not exist” (Le grand
Autre n’existe pas).> Within the most minimal of its strata, being
is, for Zizek, the barred Real of a non-All not-One (to put it in
hybrid Lacanian-Badiouian locution). Or, in other words bor-
rowed from Zizek’s German idealist inspirers, the primal Urgrund
of reality is the groundlessness of an Ungrund, an abyssal vortex of
out-of-synch entities and forces saturated with antagonisms, con-
flicts, gaps, negativities, and so on. From a Zizekian standpoint,
any portrayal of existence as ultimately governed by a cosmic
order, whether above or below, responsible for a harmonious
coordination and integration of the entirety of existent objects and
occurrences is tantamount to positing the One-All of a big Other
(for example, a God-like Nature-with-a-capital-N as a Whole-
sustaining homogeneous substance or bundle of eternal universal
laws). Although his ontology forbids such a posit, Zizek is at risk
of violating this very prohibition through the ways in which he
mobilizes quantum physics. This danger of self-contradiction will
become increasingly clear and evident shortly.

In his reply to me, Zizek soon proceeds to spell out some of what
is required of a scientifically informed materialism. He declares:

In its effort to grasp reality ‘independently of me,” mathematized
science erases me out of reality, i.e., it ignores (not the transcendental
way I constitute reality, but) the way I am PART OF this reality. The
true question is therefore: how do I (as the site where reality appears
to itself) emerge in ‘objective reality’ (or, more pointedly, how can the
universe of meaning arise in the meaningless Real). As materialists,
we should take into account two criteria that an adequate answer
should meet: (1) the answer should be really materialist, with no spir-
itualist cheating; (2) one should accept that the ordinary mechanistic-
materialist notion of ‘objective reality’ will not do the job.*

I endorse almost everything said in these remarks, including the
two stipulated criteria. But, looking at this passage in its sur-
rounding context, I want to resist and call into question the move
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of tethering a materialist philosophical account of the genesis of
subjectivity to an interpretation of quantum physics. To state the
problem bluntly, Zizek, in flirting with the making of this move,
teeters on the brink of falling into either reductive or analogical
modes of thinking, both equally incompatible with the true sys-
tematic core of his interwoven ontology and theory of the subject.

The twin pitfalls of the reductive and the analogical, to be delin-
eated further momentarily, are both opened up by Zizek’s rather
un-Zizekian apparent elevation of quantum physics to the status of
an ontological master-matrix covering a massive range of being’s
scales (and not just this specific science’s proper disciplinary
domain limited to the tiny universes of the extremely small). In his
response to me, Zizek makes ground-zero quantum materializa-
tion ex nihilo, creation arising from the nothingness of a vacuum
or void, epitomize everything from the Being of Heidegger’s fun-
damental ontology to drives as per Freudian-Lacanian psychoa-
nalysis (the death drive first and foremost) and the delicate art of
fierce socio-political struggle. With reference to the energetics of
quantum systems, he asserts, “This is why ‘there is something and
not nothing’: because, energetically, something is cheaper than
nothing.”’ Having formulated this abstract ontological principle
of economy on the basis of quantum physics, he then leaps into the
psychical realm of analytic metapsychology, maintaining apropos
the Todestrieb that “The paradox of the death drive is thus strictly
homologous to that of the Higgs field: from the standpoint of
libidinal economy, it is ‘cheaper’ for the system to repeatedly
traverse the circle of drive than to stay at absolute rest.”® I am of
the opinion that Zizek’s repeated exercises, here and elsewhere,
in employing models taken from theoretical physics so as to
elucidate aspects of Lacan’s teachings are pedagogically brilliant
and amazingly illuminating for anyone interested in grasping key
Lacanian concepts.” But, however productively suggestive these
cross-disciplinary comparisons might be, using “homologies”
resting on broad, vague notions of “cheapness” and “energy” to
facilitate effortless movement between the “economies” of the
ontological, the natural, the libidinal, and the political seems as
though it leads right back to the old onto-theological vision of
being as an organic Whole of smoothly enmeshed microcosms
and macrocosms, a seamless, enchained continuum of recurring
patterns embedded within each other in a fractal-like fashion.
Succinctly stated, Zizek’s sweeping generalization of the “natural
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economy” of quantum physics courts the peril of a regressive
return to the One-All of a big Other supposedly dismantled and
banned by Zizekian ontology. Moreover, it brings him into the
dubious intellectual company of the Roger Penrose who proposes
a quantum-physicalist theory of mind.

The potential for Zizek inadvertently falling into reductivism
already should be obvious by now. His selection of quantum
physics in particular as the singularly privileged scientific terrain
for renewed materialist speculation heightens the chances of stum-
bling into this theoretical dead-end. Many philosophical material-
isms that see themselves as rooted in the “hard” sciences embrace
monistic ontologies. Such monisms dictate that, when all is said
and done, each and every level and layer of entities and events is
expressive of nothing more than whatever the present-best physics
of the smallest identified constituents of material reality hypoth-
esizes regarding the purportedly ultimate building blocks of incar-
nate being. Everything boils down to matter at its most minimal
(or, pointing back to Robert Boyle’s seventeenth-century corpus-
cular and mechanical philosophy, one could speak of “Boyling”
down). A pre-Kantian, pre-Hegelian, and Spinozistic-style subject-
squashing determinism, anathema to a Zizek-inspired proponent
of subjects’ irreducible autonomy, is only a step or two away,
if that. The choice of quantum physics as providing all-purpose
cognitive maps for even the biggest and broadest tiers of existence
carries with it this sort of unwanted baggage. Additionally, apart
from the philosophical fact that reductivism’s monism is funda-
mentally incompatible with Zizekian ontology despite Zizek’s
evidently unrestricted, free-wheeling extensions of explanatory
constructs peculiar to the quantum kingdom of the very small,
empirical and experimental constraints (particularly temporal and
computational limitations) thwart any efforts whatsoever to carry
out an exhaustively thorough reduction of the mid-sized structures
and dynamics of human-scale reality to the unimaginably minus-
cule teeming multitudes of quantum objects and processes. A
quantum-based reductivism is in practice impossible to substanti-
ate, condemned to remain a topic of empty speculation straining in
the direction of an intangible mirage of a profoundly harmonious
universal arrangement of being and beings as a “Great Chain.”

As for the status of the analogies ZiZek proposes between
quantum and other phenomena, these probably are not grounded
on anything resembling the monistic reductivism remarked upon
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immediately above. Although I perceive Zizek’s reliance on
physics as luring him into the shady neighborhood of these types
of scientistic ontologies, I am confident that, self-consciously faced
with the looming prospect of this proximity, he would promptly
flee from such neighbors by adamantly reaffirming his investment
in a One-less ontology of not-Whole being devoid of overarching
or undergirding big Others of whatever kind. However, this would
be for Zizek to appeal to the same ontology I consider him as com-
promising his allegiance to through his analogical deployments of
bits and pieces borrowed from quantum physics. As I have argued
in other texts, the elaboration of a science-shaped materialist
ontology of an Other-lacking barred Real is better served by some-
thing along the lines of philosopher of science Nancy Cartwright’s
theoretical landscape of a “dappled world,” with Cartwright quite
effectively casting a number of weighty doubts, both philosophical
and scientific, on the presumed pride-of-place enjoyed in the eyes
of many philosophers (Zizek clearly included) and scientists by the
quantum-level physics of the microcosmic.®

But, if Zizek’s quantum analogies are meant to be taken as
rather looser homologies — this looseness is entailed by them not
resting upon presupposed material continuities licensing, at least
in principle, strict explanatory reductions of the larger to the
smaller — then several significant questions must be asked and
answered: Ontologically speaking, what, if any, hypothesized
material forces and factors license comparisons connecting things
sub-atomic to realities well above the threshold of the atomic?
Epistemologically speaking, how can one know whether discerned
resemblances prompting the drawing of analogies are really more
than arbitrarily selected or created abstract patterns imaginatively
superimposed upon the designated referents thus compared?
Methodologically speaking, what principles and restrictions guide
constructing certain analogies and not others? Zizek leaves queries
of this sort unanswered. Unless and until he furnishes ontological,
epistemological, and methodological justifications in support of
his philosophical appropriations of quantum physics, they will
remain somewhat suspect.

Given Zizek’s Hegelianism in all its distinctiveness, a Hegelian
problematization of his recourse to physics indeed would count as
a far-from-insignificant immanent critique (and, to be mentioned
as an aside, Hegel’s thinking from his Jena period onward suggests
that the only criticisms worth advancing are immanent ones’).
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A door is opened for a Hegelian reply on my part when Zizek
muses:

what if we transpose ontological difference (the difference between
entities and the ‘nothingness’ of the ontological horizon of their dis-
closure) into the Thing-in-itself, and (re)conceive it as the ontological
incompleteness of reality (as quantum physics implicates)? What if
we posit that ‘things in themselves’ emerge against the background of
the Void or Nothingness, the way this Void is conceived in quantum
physics, as the Void which is not just a negative void, but the void
portent of all possible reality? This is the only truly consequent
‘transcendental materialism’ which is possible after the Kantian tran-
scendental idealism. For a true dialectician, the ultimate mystery is
not ‘Why is there something instead of nothing?,” but “Why is there
nothing instead of something?’: how is it that, the more we analyze
reality, the more we found a void?'°

Zizek’s speculative extrapolation from quantum physics to fun-
damental ontology might qualify, on a certain construal, as one
“truly consequent ‘transcendental materialism’” — and, with this
phrase, he signals that my own position is in the crosshairs at this
moment — but I disagree that it is the “only” version of this mate-
rialist stance. In addition to me arguing that Zizek is driven into
formulating his specific ontological framework starting first from
a particular theory of the subject articulated at the intersection
of German idealist philosophy and Lacanian analytic metapsy-
chology,!! the sub-title of Zizek’s Ontology is A Transcendental
Materialist Theory of Subjectivity. What I am getting at is that the
genesis of the “something” of material being from the “nothing”
of the immaterial void (and the persisting subsistence of the latter
within the former) is one thing; the surfacing of subjects out of this
thus-generated existent reality is another thing entirely. If Zizek
intends for his abstract formal generalizations of quantum-physical
phenomena to cover the issue of subjectivity (among a swarm of
other issues), then he must supply sound materialist arguments,
which I strongly believe cannot be supplied, to the effect that sub-
atomic processes can and do resurface directly at scales of mate-
riality (i.e., those at which it is appropriate to speak of minded
agents) well above the threshold of the atomic. In other words, he
would have to explain how and why quantum-level dynamics are
not thoroughly diluted, transmuted, and/or effectively screened-
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out at larger-sized levels of material reality. To echo the famous
assessment of phrenology in Hegel’s Phenomenology,'? the short
circuit of an infinite judgment along the lines of “Spirit is a quark”
would require supplementation by significant interpretive contor-
tions and counter-intuitive acrobatics so as to amount to more
than the inelegant category mistake of an indefensible reduction or
analogy (an example of such speculative contortions and acrobat-
ics is Hegel’s interpretive dance with the phrenological judgment
“Spirit is a bone,” a performance greatly appreciated by Zizek and
his close colleague Mladen Dolar!?®). Furthermore, the addition of
such supplements would carry one far beyond the circumscribed
confines of the proper epistemological and ontological jurisdic-
tions of quantum physics itself.

Zizek refers countless times to Hegel’s insistence, in the awe-
inspiring preface to the Phenomenology, on the (post-Spinoza,
anti-Schelling) necessity of “grasping and expressing the True, not
only as Substance, but equally as Subject” (das Wahre nicht als
Substanz, sondern ebensosebr als Subjekt aufzufassen und ausz-
udriicken).'* Transcendental materialism, at least as I conceive
it, strives to formulate a rigorously materialist and scientifically
responsible delineation of the emergence of, in Hegelese, spiritual
subjectivity from natural substance (incidentally, in the preceding
block quotation, Zizek invokes the idea of emergence, and he, like
me, knows full well of this notion-word’s Archimedean position in
the theorizations of various life scientists who exhibit spontaneous
dialectical materialist sensibilities; what is more, the life-scientific
paradigm of strong emergentism consistent with the dialectics of
both Hegelianism and Marxism blocks anything like quantum-
physicalist reductivism and/or the grand Autre of an ubiquitous
natural economy of singular universality). At other times, Zizek
refers to biology and its branches in his independent and distinct
efforts, from which I have benefitted enormously and drawn much
inspiration, to outline a narrative recounting those explosive
events in which autonomous subjects spring into being out of
heteronomous matter(s).!> In sympathy with Malabou’s Hegel-
catalyzed and biologically oriented endeavors — her superb book
The Euture of Hegel is understandably one of Zizek’s favorite
pieces of Hegelian scholarship (along with Béatrice Longuenesse’s
Hegel’s Critique of Metaphysics and Gérard Lebrun’s La patience
du Concept)'® — he sometimes devotes himself to a project dear to
Malabou and me as well: assembling what could be characterized
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fairly as a modified, updated reconstruction of the real-philo-
sophical transition, within the systematic parameters of Hegel’s
Encyclopedia, from the “Organics” of the Philosophy of Nature
to the “Anthropology” of the Philosophy of Mind.

Given this shared Hegelian project, I feel compelled to propose
a twist different from a reversal Zizek proposes when he says,
“For a true dialectician, the ultimate mystery is not ‘Why is there
something instead of nothing?,” but “Why is there nothing instead
of something?’” The twist is this: For a Hegel-indebted transcen-
dental materialist, insofar as a theory of subjectivity is essential
to transcendental materialism, the really crucial enigma is “How
does the nothing(ness) of the Cogito-like subject-as-$ emerge from
the something of material substance(s)?” This is my favored ques-
tion and, from time to time, Zizek’s likewise. Moreover, it is the
key Hegelian query for any materialist ontology aiming to think
the subject as immanently transcending its substantial base as both
originary ground and enduring milieu of being.

Before revisiting Zizek’s first sustained engagement with
quantum physics, I should add a few final clarifications with
respect to his most recent reply to me. My manners of respond-
ing to him by no means are meant to announce an uncompro-
mising resistance on my part to his appropriations of quantum
physics, with their sparkling, promising nuances. Admittedly,
I lack the expertise in physics and mathematics to assess with
complete confidence the accuracy and validity of select aspects
of Zizek’s quantum musings. Nonetheless, as hinted earlier, I
am wholeheartedly in favor of his inclination partially to ground
materialism on natural-scientific bases (this is by contrast with the
tendencies either of a caricatured Hegelian hyper-rationalist pan-
logism or Badiou’s persisting dependence upon the Heideggerian
distinction between the ontological and the ontic). From a dizzy-
ing high-altitude vantage point surveying such basic, ground-zero
categories and concepts as Being and Nothing, Zizek is one-
hundred-percent correct that any philosophical materialism genu-
inely worthy of the title cannot rightly avoid a sober intellectual
reckoning with quantum physics (a genuine materialism also must
reckon with whatever further developments unfurl themselves in
this scientific realm of the micro and the miniscule — for example,
string theory if and when it satisfactorily consolidates its scientific
standing). But, if such a materialism is both to be authentically
dialectical as well as to include a non-reductive account of a more-
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than-material subject emergent from nothing more than material
substance, then a detailed speculative engagement with biology
over-and-above physics alone is absolutely requisite. Furthermore,
in fidelity to a Zizekian ontology of an Other-less, barred Real
of non-All/not-One material being, I will continue to stick to an
emergentist orientation (coupled with a Cartwrightian “nomologi-
cal pluralism”!’), an orientation according to which, simply put,
the structures and dynamics of biological realities are ontologi-
cally as well as epistemologically irreducible to those of physics
(especially the physics of the extremely small). A materialist fun-
damental ontology of the genesis of being by itself might be able
to rest content with quantum physics as the sole chosen source of
scientific resources for its thinking. But, a viable transcendental
materia