To Have Done with the Other
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This paper is an intervention aimed at a certain ethical orientation founded on the discourses of alterity. We find it in Derrida’s reading of Lévinas, and also in Simon Critchley’s reading of Lacan and Lévinas and, more recently, in his conference paper devoted to the ethics of Alain Badiou, which was delivered at the Université Michel de Montaigne, Bordeaux III on 21 October 1999.
 A version of this paper then appeared in English under the title ‘Demanding Approval’ in Radical Philosophy the following year.
 Since then Simon Critchley has defended his position publicly on at least two occasions, defences that will be familiar to Anglophone readers of Badiou.
 

Quite how ‘faithful’ Critchley’s reading – or appropriation – of Badiou’s ethics is is a question I shall leave aside. Suffice to say that his very peculiar reading has provoked strong objections from Badiouians over the past couple of years.
 What I do want to address however is a burgeoning ethical orientation, perceptible at this conference, which misconstrues the concept of the other in the work of Lacan, and is ignorant of its total absence from the work of Badiou. What I aim to prove here is that ethics cannot be founded on any discourse dealing with the self’s relation to the other, even and especially where such a relation bears on the absolute intimacy, or interiority, of an unconditional obligation to self – i.e. on the ethical conscience. I shall then speculate on the nature of a singular ethics in a world where the other does not exist, with further reference to Lacan, Badiou and Foucault. 

Firstly, let me begin by suggesting that anyone drawn to the discourses of alterity in pursuit of ethics needs to read more Lacan.
 To be more precise, they need to read the later or final phase of Lacan’s work, where the function of the other in the matrix of subjectivity changes. In the early Lacan and in his essay on the ‘mirror stage’, the child, in the form of unbounded or pre-Oedipal ‘experience’, seeks a place of desire. The scopic drive oscillates between object and subject, or the self for whom the subject appears to be, and the self for whom the subject actually is (or at least the one it experiences itself as). Identity is born through the frustration of this lack of unity in experience, or this lack of an adequate place of desire. However, strictly speaking this lack is structural, rather than experiential. It doesn’t stem from the privation of an objective need; it isn’t a behavioural disorder. In fact, in Lacan’s early work the subject is alienation, or the subject emerges through a dialectic of alienation/de-alienation. This process involves the subject recognising (as opposed to misrecognising) the image of the other in the mirror, which is as equally the source of its anxiety as it is the object of its desire. Take, e.g. the case of Dora, whose hysteria Freud reveals as the desire to take the place of her father’s mistress. Mrs. K., Freud explains, is the object of Dora’s desire. The former is the one whom Dora wants to be.
 

However, we know that Lacan gradually came to realise that to affirm the object of the subject’s desire through an imaginary ideal – an ego-ideal – was ‘to turn analysis into the antechamber of madness’.
 Why? Because this ‘revelation’ (at the hands of the analyst) perpetuates the subject’s alienation indefinitely in the jouissance of the other. In other words, the subject comes to occupy its place in the economy of desire only by way of transference. Here, then, in Lacan’s early work, the (little) other (small ‘o’) is the object that frustrates the proper socialisation of the subject, making its desire the product of a wholly imaginary relation. Since the desire at stake is the object of the other’s desire, and therefore ultimately the object of unbridled competition, Lacan has to do away with the imaginary relation of subject/object, or ego-ideal/other. In Freudian terms, he has to introduce the super-ego, the (big) Other (capital ‘O’) that stands in for the subject’s ‘lack’ of desire, or that forces the subject’s desire to conform to the rule of law. In political terms the condition of the subject’s entry into society is that it give up its (primordial) desire and alienate it in the person of the sovereign State.  

As we know this marks the transition to the second phase of Lacan’s work, that of the Symbolic, where desire becomes a signifier of the drive (Trieb), rather than a spontaneously occurring instinct (Instinkt). This phase is the one from which the Lévinasian discourses of alterity will continue to draw their support, since for them it would confirm the irreducible ‘trauma’ underlying all ethical experience. Essentially, so the argument goes, in positing the ‘limit of symbolisation’ beyond which the unconscious functions, Lacan thus conceives the subject in terms of the ‘recognition’ of an unconscious desire. The call of the unconscious requires that the subject obey its own moral or categorical imperative, which is the Other operating under prescription of the Good. What is wrong with this reading of Lacan? In a word: it places desire under the rule of the Law, of the subject’s identification with the symptom and its accompanying ‘approval’ of the analyst’s authority.
 Admittedly Lacan’s work in this phase is centred on the problem of untreatable symptoms, interminable analysis, the overriding transcendence of the drives. However, like many other post-war French theorists Lacan’s way of dealing with the ‘problem of transcendence’ is precisely to de-standardise the object of the investigation, i.e. to deprive it of a normative function. Hence Lacan’s comments in SXXIII where, citing Freud, he famously declares that sexuality is perverse, but that ‘perversion is the essence of man’.
 In Lacan the ethical subject does not arise from the ‘recognition’ of an unconscious desire, and to suggest that it does is to conceive the ethical framework from the point of an act of ideological interpellation where the subject is made to answer in the name of the Law.

Now, of course, the aim of analysis (and I don’t seek to deny it) is to reconcile the ‘pervert’ to the social order, to unmask the drive-fixation or, in terms that Lacan will adopt in his later work, to encourage the subject’s desire to identify with the Real of the symptom. However, in the final phase of his work, that of the Real, the subject’s desire is once again frustrated, since the place from which desire must be articulated is the Other-place. After all, in order to realise its desire the subject must submit to the ‘law’ of desire – just as achieving economic wealth requires that we submit to the ‘laws’ of the market. Hence the symptom comes to be associated, not with the root cause of the drive, but with the signifiers of the Other, i.e. with speech and language – or, in economic terms, with money and capital. This is desire mediated by the agency of the signifier that can never be fully satisfied – ‘a signifier is that which represents the subject for another signifier’ – but from which a Real, a-signifying fragment of the Symbolic may become unhinged in the form of the ‘letter’. As Lacan says, the letter is the ‘litter’ of jouissance, which is detached from the sovereign Good. And yet there is no (one) sovereign Good, which is merely the fiction that frustrates the subject on the path of its desire. Equally there is no Other, there is only the desire of the Other represented under cover of signifiers which comprise the Master discourse, phallic jouissance, i.e. the semblance of jouissance.  
Now, given the fact that so much of Lacan’s later work is devoted to the residual effect of the Symbolic order on the subject’s attainment of jouissance, it seems obvious to want to know why the Other should have any place in the ethical set-up at all. Why should a subject submit to the Other if it’s only going to respond by telling him that his desire is ‘perverse’? The simple answer would seem to be, as Freud suggests, for the sake of ‘civilisation’ (although it’s interesting to note that Lacan would later remark that it’s a ‘civilisation’ forever on the brink of ‘madness’
). But let’s leave the morality aside for a moment, and deal with the theory. Let me rephrase the question. How could a subject effectively be bound to the Other given the ‘peculiarity’ of jouissance, its specificity? How could submission genuinely come about given that jouissance is not semblance or signifier, but equates directly with the drives, which function no more equally for this subject than they do for that subject? Money is the ‘general equivalent’ – but it’s absurd to suggest that its value is equal for different subjects. 

Lacan was well aware of the normalising function of ego psychology in its defence of the ‘American way of life’, and we might say that Lacan’s own (clinical) practice was political to the extent that it resisted this liberal tendency.
 ‘Happiness’ is not the goal of analysis, and Lacan resisted those ‘imaginary representations of interpersonal relationships’ that serve the ‘commodity structures and political myths of modern bourgeois society.’
 Lacan was careful to distinguish ethics proper, which involved following one’s desire to the ‘letter’ – or affirming the autonomy of desire – from the ‘service of goods’, or the mere pursuit of self-interest (which included the very petit-bourgeois notion of psychological (re)adjustment, or ‘closure’, which today is making an alarming comeback). The crucial point however was that Lacan’s assault on Master discourse only went half-way – it was mi-dite – since to push his opposition to the limit would have merely been to replace one Master with another (which is why, for Lacan, the Other of the Other remained an inconsistent notion). However, let me suggest that, given the specificity of any subject’s opposition to the discourse of the Other, to the Other in general, any ethics whatever founded on shared meaning, value(s) and norms would appear to be highly dubious precisely in the sense of it being equi-vocal, mi-dite. 

Let’s accept for a moment that intensive difference(s) and cultural pluralism form the ground of contemporary ethical experience. But this only begs the question of how an ethic can be legislated for given the fact that, in the words of Badiou, ‘There are as many differences, say, between a Chinese peasant and a young Norwegian professional as between myself and anybody at all, including myself’?
 

As Badiou quite correctly reminds us, Lévinasian ethics provides, not a solution to this incommensurability of discourses, but its cancellation, its negation: 

There can be no Other if he is not the immediate phenomenon of the Altogether-Other. There can be no finite devotion to the non-identical if it is not sustained by the infinite devotion of the principle to that which subsists outside it. There can be no ethics without God the ineffable.

Plunging the other into the mysterious recesses of conscience, making it as ‘ineffable’ as God, is one way, perhaps, of absolving one’s Self from the nondescript banality of the Real. However, let’s repeat that there is no Other of the Other (the ‘Altogether-Other’), and hence, quite apart from what Simon Critchley says, no ‘unconscious demand’, no ‘stranger in me’
 enjoining me not to give up on ‘my’ desire. There is no ‘me’ at all – and so no Self – as far as Badiou is concerned. As for the ‘unconscious’, it’s what Lacan calls the split subject. Not the internally divided Self, but the lack of any corresponding object, of any (internalised) exteriority or transcendence. Admittedly this lack can always be represented as something ‘ineffable’, but only through the poetic recourse to language we encounter most often in literary pathos. Whereas, for the late Lacan – the one of Joyce – the point was to cancel one’s subscription to the unconscious by ‘crossing the literary fantasy’, the so-called ‘littering of the letter’ that makes literature a load of rubbish.
 Perhaps there exists some common ground here between Lacan and the late Wittgenstein, whose aim was also to teach us ‘how to pass from a piece of disguised nonsense to something that is patent nonsense’. But this I mention only in passing for the sake of clarification. The point remains that this hardly provides a place where the Other could play a role in the name of any normative ethical framework.    

In any case, today we know very well how the normative ethical framework functions in macro-political discourse. It’s the one that presides over a situation in which two thirds of the global population survives on less than two dollars a day; it’s the one where ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ have become synonymous with tragedy and farce; and it’s the one where, in spite of all this, the Master still reigns supreme. 

If one accepts, as I believe we should, that ethics under the rubric of alterity is an apology for this sorry state of affairs – ‘a spiritual supplement for incompetent governments’, in Badiou’s words
 – then it must equally be clear that something quite ambitious is required in order to stand up to it. What I have in mind might best be described as a singular offensive operating under the rubric of a (little) cultural revolution (small ‘c’ and ‘r’). I say ‘(little) cultural revolution’ in full recognition of the ‘end of grand narratives’, but nonetheless aware that battle must commence by way of the debris of all those discursive regimes that still hold the Other in such high regard. Thanks to Foucault we know that the person of the State, although no longer an ethical figure, has been taken over by the ascetic consciousness, or the beautiful soul. This refuge or self-imposed prison for the soul is really the contemporary ethical gesture par excellence: in awe of the Master who targets the weak, it then carts off the weak to the asylum! As Foucault says, one imagines the concentration camp as a sadistic place – or one specularises its ‘sadism’ – when the truth is a lot more mundane:

Nazism was not invented by the great erotic madmen of the 20th century but by the most sinister, boring and disgusting petit-bourgeois imaginable. Himmler was a vaguely agricultural type, and married a nurse. We must understand that the concentration camps were born from the conjoined imagination of a hospital nurse and a chicken farmer. A hospital plus a chicken coop: that’s the phantasm behind the concentration camps.
 

Now, like Foucault, we barely need add in the same breath that this is not to trivialise the Holocaust or evade ethical responsibility when distancing ourselves from the spectacle of human suffering. This is the peril of the beautiful soul: in exposing the hypocrisy of society it mistakes its own attachment to it for the desire of the Other, thereby perpetuating hypocrisy under cover of ‘ascetic purity’. For Hegel, the beautiful soul ‘cannot attain to an identity with the consciousness it has repulsed, nor therefore to a vision of the unity of itself in the other … Consequently, the identity comes about only negatively, as a being devoid of Spirit.’
 And yet Hegel’s morality hardly leads us toward any viable alternative, since the beautiful soul is merely reconciled with the universal Spirit through the pure knowledge of its individuality. Today it’s clear that there can be no dialectical reconciliation between ‘particular’ and ‘universal’, ‘individual’ and ‘collective’. The brutal murder of a solitary child is no less criminal than the mass slaughter at Auschwitz – not because they are both inherently evil acts, but because they are beyond comparison. Such incommensurability is why for Badiou the idea of ‘universal human rights’ has become so impoverished, since the ‘object’ or implementation of moral action long since fell away from its transcendental ground of freedom, and is nowadays absolutely inconsistent: freedom for Iraq but not for Palestine.   

I said before that my answer to ethics under the rubric of alterity was (little) cultural revolution. Very briefly, this revolution would involve neutralising the discourses of alterity, those discourses responsible for the ‘eroticisation’ of (Real) desire, and which thrive on the spectacle of the subject’s alienation in language. Its practice would thus consist in what Lardreau and Jambet call the ‘tracking down of semblances’
, i.e. tracking down all the signifiers that chain desire to whatever norms are at work in any given situation, and which ultimately force the multiplicity of desire(s) to pass through the desire of the Other. As Lacan understood, neutralising the (adverse effects of the) discourse(s) of alterity involved unanchoring the subject from its symptom, thus enabling it to construct its own ethic, its own way of following its own way, so to speak. Of course, the model for this ethical practice is Joyce, whose writing knows a thing or two about (little) cultural revolution, or the revolution of (little) letters. But an additional model for (little) cultural revolution is certainly Foucault, for whom the body must be produced in its materiality, not through the anarchic coming together of ‘partial objects’, but through a ‘multiplying and burgeoning of the body, an exaltation, in some way autonomous, of its least parts, of the least possibilities of a body fragment.’
 Such an ethic is to be thought as a subjective discipline which, instead of yielding to the shared ‘meaning’ of some ineffable experience – and which ironically has become the very stuff of journalistic platitudes – can actually create something quite out of the ordinary: new relations and new definitions of bodies; new possible ethical subjects.  
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