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       Sex and the Failed Absolute ALSO AVAILABLE FROM BLOOMSBURY Disparities, Slavoj Žižek Antigone, Slavoj Žižek Sex and the Failed Absolute Slavoj Žižek BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC Bloomsbury Publishing Plc 50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK 1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC and the Diana logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc First published in Great Britain 2020 Copyright © Slavoj Žižek, 2020 Slavoj Žižek has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work. Cover design by Egbert Clement Cover image © Shutterstock All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers. Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes. A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress. ISBN: HB: 978-1-3500-4378-7 ePDF: 978-1-3500-4377-0 eBook: 978-1-3500-4379-4 Typeset by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters. There is great chaos under heaven, so my situation with Jela is excellent! Contents Introduction: The Unorientable Space of Dialectical Materialism 1 Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 17 Modalities of the Absolute 18 Reality and Its Transcendental Supplement 27 Varieties of the Transcendental in Western Marxism 41 The Margin of Radical Uncertainty 57 Corollary 1: Intellectual Intuition and Intellectus Archetypus: Reﬂexivity in Kant and Hegel 65 Intellectual Intuition from Kant to Hegel 65 From Intellectus Ectypus to Intellectus Archetypus 75 Scholium 1.1: Buddha, Kant, Husserl 87 Scholium 1.2: Hegel’s Parallax 97 Scholium 1.3: The “Death of Truth” 103 Theorem II: Sex as Our Brush with the Absolute 107 Antinomies of Pure Sexuation 107 Sexual Parallax and Knowledge 119 The Sexed Subject 136 Plants, Animals, Humans, Posthumans 146 vii viii Contents Corollary 2: Sinuosities of Sexualized Time 163 Days of the Living Dead 163 Cracks in Circular Time 178 Scholium 2.1: Schematism in Kant, Hegel . . . and Sex 193 Scholium 2.2: Marx, Brecht, and Sexual Contracts 199 Scholium 2.3: The Hegelian Repetition 209 Scholium 2.4: Seven Deadly Sins 215 Theorem III: The Three Unorientables 219 Möbius Strip, or, the Convolutions of Concrete Universality 225 The “Inner Eight” 232 Suture Redoubled 239 Cross-Capping Class Struggle 245 From Cross-Cap to Klein Bottle 251 A Snout in Plato’s Cave 259 Corollary 3: The Retarded God of Quantum Ontology 273 The Implications of Quantum Gravity 274 The Two Vacuums: From Less than Nothing to Nothing 291 Is the Collapse of a Quantum Wave Like a Throw of Dice? 301 Scholium 3.1: The Ethical Möbius Strip 309 Scholium 3.2: The Dark Tower of Suture 313 Scholium 3.3: Suture and Hegemony 317 Contents ix Scholium 3.4: The World with(out) a Snout 319 Scholium 3.5: Towards a Quantum Platonism 333 Theorem IV: The Persistence of Abstraction 343 Madness, Sex, War 343 How to Do Words with Things 351 The Inhuman View 359 The All-Too-Close In-Itself 372 Corollary 4: Ibi Rhodus Ibi Saltus! 387 The Protestant Freedom 388 Jumping Here and Jumping There 394 Four Ethical Gestures 403 Scholium 4.1: Language, Lalangue 429 Scholium 4.2: Prokoﬁev’s Travels 441 Scholium 4.3: Beckett as the Writer of Abstraction 451 Index 459 Introduction The Unorientable Space of Dialectical Materialism In his “About Our Revolution,” Lenin mentions Napoleon as saying “On s’engage et puis . . . on voit.” Although it was never proved that Napoleon actually said or wrote these words (which can be freely translated as “One jumps into the fray, and then one ﬁgures out what to do next”), they certainly capture his spirit. But can we still afford this stance in our era, when “jumping into the fray” may also mean pressing the button (thereby launching a nuclear attack)? Today is the time for thinking, and “on se retire pour mieux voir, et puis . . . on attacque” seems more appropriate than its Napoleonic opposite: to see, one has to withdraw and acquire a minimal distance. This holds not only for politics, but also for sex—not only for thinking about sex but for sex itself, which always relies on a minimal withdrawal, a withdrawal which is not a retreat into passivity but perhaps the most radical act of them all. The title of this book—Sex and the Failed Absolute—offers itself to two interconnected common readings: (1) when religion or any other belief in an Absolute fails, unbridled hedonism imposes itself as a way to some kind of ersatz Absolute (as was the case with Sade); (2) because of the inconsistent nature of sexuality, its elevation into the new Absolute necessarily fails. Let’s take the case of the “woman question” (to use this old, totally inappropriate designation): philosophically, it can be resolved neither through a new (post-patriarchal) symbolization of femininity nor through the elevation of woman into an entity which resists symbolization, into the “indivisible remainder” of the process of 1 2 Sex and the Failed Absolute symbolization. This second path was taken by F. W. J. Schelling, who “knew that one cannot derive an expression like ‘woman’ from principles. What cannot be derived one should narrate.”1 Schelling’s break out of the logical structure of reality (which can be presented as a notional system) into the Real of primordial drives (where there is no deduction, one can only tell a story)—i.e., his move from logos to mythos—is thus also an assertion of the Feminine. Schelling extrapolated this line of thought to its extreme: his premise (or, rather, the premise that Peter Sloterdijk imputes to him) is that the female orgasm, this most ecstatic moment of sexual pleasure (as the ancient Greeks already knew), is the high point of human evolution. Sloterdijk even claims that its experience plays the role of providing the ontological proof of god: in it, we humans come into contact with the Absolute. Schelling tried to break out of the idealist closed circle, bringing in matter, organism, life, development, so he was attentive not only to the purely logical mind but also to what goes on in the bodily sphere, sexuality, with human evolution: bliss is not just the Aristotelian thought thinking itself, but also a body enjoying itself to the almost unbearable maximum.2 Female orgasm as a new version of the ontological proof of god . . . instead of dismissing this as a version of the obscurantist New Age speculation (which it is!), we should undermine it from within: the description of intense sexual act as the experience of the highest and most intense unity of Being is simply wrong, it obfuscates the dimension of failure, mediation, gap, antagonism even, which is constitutive of human sexuality. This minimal reﬂexivity that cuts from within every immediate orgasmic One is the topic of the present book. How can this be in a book focused on the most elementary “big” philosophical questions (the nature of reality, etc.)? How can we do this without regressing into a premodern sexualized vision of the cosmos as the space of an eternal struggle between masculine and feminine principles (yin and yang, light and darkness . . .)? The main chapters will explore this paradox; at this introductory moment, it is enough to insist on the purely formal nature of the reﬂexivity we are talking about. In mathematics, the convoluted structure implied by such reﬂexivity is called unorientable: an unorientable surface is a surface (the Möbius strip and its derivations, the cross-cap and Klein bottle) on which there exists a closed path such that the directrix is reversed when moved around this path. On a such surface, there is no way to consistently deﬁne the notions of “right” or Introduction 3 “left,” since anything that is slid on it will come back to its starting point as a mirror image. The ﬁrst premise of the present book is that the theoretical space of dialectical materialism is exactly such a convoluted space, and that it is this convolution, this self-relating circular movement of falling-back-into-oneself, which distinguishes dialectical materialism proper from other forms of pseudo-dialectical materialism which merely assert the nature of reality as an eternal struggle of opposites. The obvious counter-argument that arises here is: but why refer to “dialectical materialism,” why bring back to life this arguably most discredited orientation of twentieth-century philosophy, the orientation which is not only philosophically worthless and unproductive but also stands for “state philosophy” at its worst and served as the ideological instrument of monstrous political oppression? The ﬁrst thing to note here is that, if we forget its ideological-political context and take the term “dialectical materialism” in its immediate meaning, it adequately captures the spontaneous philosophy of most modern scientists: a large majority of them are materialists who conceive reality in (what is commonly perceived as) a “dialectical” way—reality is a dynamic process permanently in motion, a process in the course of which gradual contingent change culminates in sudden reversals and explosions of something new, etc. I am, of course, not following this path of trying to save the “rational core” of dialectical materialism from its Stalinist caricature: my opposition to Stalinist “dialectical materialism” is much more radical. Stalin enumerated four features of dialectical materialism:3 ● Contrary to metaphysics, dialectics does not regard nature as an accidental agglomeration of things, of phenomena, unconnected with, isolated from, and independent of each other, but as a connected and integral whole, in which things, phenomena, are organically connected with, dependent on, and determined by each other. ● Contrary to metaphysics, dialectics holds that nature is not a state of rest and immobility, stagnation and immutability, but a state of continuous movement and change, of continuous renewal and development, where something is always arising and developing, and something always disintegrating and dying away. 4 Sex and the Failed Absolute ● Contrary to metaphysics, dialectics does not regard the process of development as a simple process of growth, where quantitative changes do not lead to qualitative changes, but as a development in which the qualitative changes occur not gradually, but rapidly and abruptly, taking the form of a leap from one state to another. ● Contrary to metaphysics, dialectics holds that internal contradictions are inherent in all things and phenomena of nature, for they all have their negative and positive sides, something dying away and something developing; and that the struggle between these opposites constitutes the internal content of the process of development. If we oppose to Stalin’s dialectical materialism as a new version of general ontology (let’s call it DM1) our dialectical materialism of a failed ontology (DM2), we can also contrast each of Stalin’s four features with the four features of DM2: ● Contrary to DM1 which ascertains that everything is connected with everything else in a complex network of interrelations, DM2 starts with separation, cut, isolation: to get to the truth of a totality, one must ﬁrst tear out, isolate, its key feature, and then view the whole from this unique partial standpoint. Truth is not balanced and objective, it is subjective, “one-sided.” ● Contrary to DM1 which emphasizes sudden leaps and violent “revolutionary” changes, DM2 focuses on the function of delays and “dead time” in gestation: for structural reasons, leaps happen too early, as premature failed attempts, or too late, when everything is already decided. As Hegel put it, a change takes place when we notice that it has already taken place. ● Contrary to DM1 which emphasizes overall progress from “lower” to “higher” stages, DM2 perceives the overall situation as that of an unorientable structure: progress is always localized, the overall picture is that of a circular movement of repetition, where what is today “reactionary” can appear tomorrow as the ultimate resort of radical change. Introduction 5 ● Contrary to DM1 which interprets antagonism as opposition, as the eternal struggle of opposites, DM2 conceives antagonism as the constitutive contradiction of an entity with itself: things come to be out of their own impossibility, the external opposite that poses a threat to their stability is always the externalization of their immanent self-blockage and inconsistency. Another way to draw a line of distinction between DM1 and DM2 would be with regard to the notion of ontological parallax. Why parallax? The common deﬁnition of parallax is the apparent displacement of an object (the shift of its position against a background), caused by a change in observational position that provides a new line of sight. The philosophical twist to be added, of course, is that the observed difference is not simply “subjective,” is not due to the fact that the same object which exists “out there” is seen from two different stations, or points of view. It is rather that, as Hegel would have put it, subject and object are inherently “mediated,” so that an “epistemological” shift in the subject’s point of view always reﬂects an “ontological” shift in the object itself.4 As for the parallax of ontology, it is another name for what Heidegger called ontological difference: it designates the fact that, ultimately, the ontological dimension cannot be reduced to the ontic one. Ontic is the view of reality as a whole that we humans are part of; in this sense, today’s cognitive sciences and evolutionary biology deploy how humanity, inclusive of its cognitive capacities which enabled the rise of cognitive and evolutionary sciences, gradually emerged out of the animal kingdom. A transcendental-ontological rejoinder to this explanation is that it is ultimately circular: it has to presuppose that the modern scientiﬁc approach to reality is already here, since it is only through its lens that reality appears as an object of scientiﬁc explanation. The scientiﬁc view of reality thus cannot really account for its own emergence—but, similarly, the transcendental-ontological approach cannot explain the fact of contingent external reality, so the gap between the two is irreducible. Does this mean that the duality of ontic and ontological is our last word, a fact beyond which we cannot reach? If these lines arouse the suspicion that our philosophical effort is focused on German Idealism, we should shamelessly plead guilty. Everyone who has seen Hitchcock’s Vertigo remembers the mysterious scene in the sequoia park where Madeleine walks over to a redwood 6 Sex and the Failed Absolute cross-section of an over-a-thousand-year-old trunk showing its growth history by date, points to two circular lines close to the outer edge and says: “Here I was born . . . and here I died.” (Later in the ﬁlm, the spectator learns that the sublime Madeleine is a fake: the murderous Gavin Elster dressed up Judy, a common girl, to look like Madeleine, his wife whom he plans to kill.) In a similar way, we can imagine a philosophy muse in front of a timeline of European history, pointing to two date markers close to each other and saying: “Here I was born . . . and here I died.” The ﬁrst marker designates 1781, the publication date of Kant’s ﬁrst Critique, and the second one 1831, the year of Hegel’s death. In some sense, all of philosophy happened in these ﬁfty years: the vast development prior to it was just a preparation for the rise of the notion of the transcendental, and in the post-Hegelian development, philosophy returns in the guise of the common Judy, i.e., the vulgar nineteenth- century empiricism. For Heidegger, Hölderlin is the exception with regard to modern subjectivity: although he was part of the German Idealist movement and the coauthor (with Schelling and Hegel) of the oldest systematic program of German Idealism (from 1796 to 1797), in his poetry he articulated a distance towards idealist subjectivity and gained a non-metaphysical insight into the essence of history and the alienation of our existence. For us, on the contrary, all four great German idealists—Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel—articulated this distance, i.e., they struggled with how to break out of the horizon of absolute subjectivity without regressing to pre-transcendental realism. But where does materialism, dialectical or not, enter here? Our wager is that the notion of unorientables enables us to answer the question: What is materialism? We should get rid of the link between materialism and any notion of matter in a substantial sense, like small chunks of dense stuff ﬂoating in the air: today, we need materialism without matter, a purely formal materialism of waves, quanta, or whatever, which move in a dematerialized space. Recall the opening titles sequence of Tim Burton’s Batman (1989): the camera is slowly circulating around curved metallic shapes whose rusty materiality is displayed in an almost palpable way; then the camera gradually withdraws and we can see that the curved shapes were the fragments of the letters of the ﬁlm’s title, BATMAN. This is one of the paradigmatic procedures of postmodern hyper-realism: to makes us see (or, rather, “feel”) the raw material imperfection of what we usually perceive as just Introduction 7 a set of formal shapes (of letters, in this case). Another (imagined, this time) example: when a movie is produced by Universal, titles begin with the earth’s globe and the letters “UNIVERSAL” circulating around it— the postmodern hyper-realist version would then approach this letter closer and closer so that, instead of relating to letter as formal elements we would see them in their materiality, with scrubs and other traces of material imperfection—as in the classic scene from Lynch’s Blue Velvet where the camera descends onto a beautiful green lawn and enters it into an extreme close up, and we are suddenly confronted by the disgusting life of crawling insects and worms hidden beneath the idyllic surface . . . is this materialism? No: such an assertion of the impenetrable density of matter as the space of obscene vitality always turns out to lead to some kind of murky spiritualism which “pervades” this matter. In order to arrive at true materialism, the opposite move is to be enacted. In Josef Rusnak’s The Thirteenth Floor (1999), Hall, the ﬁlm’s hero, drives to a place in an unpopulated California desert and discovers there a point beyond which the world becomes a crude wireframe model—the proof that our reality is itself a simulation which was not perfectly actualized everywhere, so that we can stumble upon parts where the bare digital bones of its structure become visible, as in an unﬁnished painting. True materialism always implies such a “disappearance” of matter in a network of formal relations. So why call this materialism? Because (and here the notion of unorientables enters) this movement of “abstract” immaterial should be conceived as totally contingent, aleatoric, inorganic, purposeless, and in this sense non-spiritual. We should not be afraid to even talk about the “materialism of (Platonic) ideas” insofar as they just purposelessly stumble around and get entangled in unpredictable combinations— ideas are stupid, a mind embodied in a “material” living being is needed to combine them in a purposeful way. Materialism should be totally deprived of any sense of evolution, organic development, progressive orientation—the worst idealism is the one masked as evolutionary materialism, a vision of reality as an organic whole which gradually develops itself into more and more complex forms. The new breed of evolutionary optimists (Sam Harris, Steven Pinker) like to enumerate positive statistics: never were so few people involved in wars as in the last decades; for the ﬁrst time in human history, obesity is a greater problem than hunger; the average life span grew enormously 8 Sex and the Failed Absolute over recent generations; poverty is shrinking even in the poorest African countries; etc. etc . . . These are (mostly) true, but one can easily see problems that emerge with such a procedure. If one compares the status of Jews in Western Europe and in the United States in the course of the last century, the progress is clear: today Jews have their own state, anti-Semitism is illegal . . . but in between, the holocaust happened. The parallel with the years prior to World War I could also be of some use here: could we not say the same about those years? More than a half century of (mostly) peace in Europe, explosive growth of productivity and education, democracy in more and more countries, the general feeling that the world was moving in the right direction . . . but then the brutal sobering with the millions of dead in World War I. Are we not in a parallel situation today, after half a century of (relative) peace and growing prosperity? Here a true dialectical analysis enters: it helps us to detect the growing subterranean tensions which will explode and cut short the continuity of progress. Unorientables belong to the domain of surfaces, which also means that dialectical materialism is a theory of (twisted, curved) surfaces—for dialectical materialism, depth is an effect of convoluted surface. The present book, an elaboration of the basic structures of unorientable surfaces, consists of four parts. Each part begins with a Theorem which articulates a basic philosophical thesis; this thesis is then speciﬁed in a Corollary which brings out its consequences; ﬁnally, the part is concluded by a series of scholia, explanatory comments which apply the basic thesis to a singular (and sometimes contingent) topic. Theorem I outlines the fate of ontology in our era. With the new millennium, a whole series of new ontologies emerged on the public scene of philosophy as part of the anti-deconstructionist turn. All of them express the need for a breakout of deconstructionist endless self- reﬂexive probing, into a positive vision of what reality is: Deleuzian ontologies of multitudes and assemblages, Badiou’s logics of the worlds emerging out of the multiplicity of being, “new materialist” ontologies of a plural quasi-animist universe . . . The present book rejects this new ontological temptation. It is an easy way to succumb to the charms of a new ontological ediﬁce full of thriving multitudes; however, along with Alenka Zupančič and others, I persist in the failure of every ontology, a failure that echoes the thwarted character of reality itself. This thwarted character can be discerned in the irreducible parallax gap between the Introduction 9 ontic and the transcendental dimension: the notion of reality as a Whole of being and the notion of the transcendental horizon which always mediates our access to reality. Can we step behind this gap, to a more primordial dimension? Theorem II is the key moment of the book—in some sense, everything is decided in it since it provides the answer to the deadlock in which Theorem I culminates: yes, one can step behind the parallax gap by way of redoubling it, by way of transposing it into the thing itself, and the terrain in which this redoubling takes place for us, humans, is that of sexuality—sexuality as our privileged contact with the Absolute. Following Lacan, sexuality is here understood as a force of negativity which disrupts every ontological ediﬁce, and sexual difference is understood as a “pure” difference which implies a convoluted space that eludes any binary form. This notion of sexual difference is elaborated through a close reading of Kant’s antinomies of pure reason and the concomitant distinction between mathematical and dynamic Sublime. By way of asserting the irreducibly antinomic character of reason (“euthanasia of Reason”), Kant (unbeknownst to himself) sexualizes pure Reason, contaminates it with sexual difference. Theorem III, the longest part of the book, articulates the contours of this convoluted space in its three main forms: those of the Möbius strip, the cross-cap, and the Klein bottle—a triad which echoes the basic triad of Hegel’s logic: being, essence, notion.5 The Möbius strip renders the continuous passage of a concept into its opposite (being passes into nothingness, quantity into quality, etc.). The cross-cap introduces a cut into this continuity, and this cut makes the relationship between the two opposites that of reﬂection: with the cross-cap, pure difference enters the stage, the difference between appearance and essence, a thing and its properties, cause and its effects, etc. With the Klein bottle, subjectivity enters: in it, the circle of reﬂexivity is brought to the Absolute, the cause becomes nothing but an effect of its effects, etc. (that’s why the Klein bottle cannot be rendered in three-dimensional space).6 Theorem IV recapitulates the basic philosophical motif of the book, that of the persistence of abstraction (of radical negativity which cannot be “sublated” into a subordinated moment of concrete totality) in its three ﬁgures: the excess of madness as a permanent ground of human reason, the excess of deadly sexual passion which poses a threat to any stable relationship, the excess of war which grounds the ethics of 10 Sex and the Failed Absolute communal life. This negativity is what assemblage theory (or any other form of realist ontology) cannot fully take into account, and it is also what introduces into an assemblage the irreducible dimension of subjectivity. These four theorems form a clear triad (pun intended): they stand for the four steps of the systematic confrontation with the basic ontological question. The preparatory step provides the description of the crack in the positive order of being, and of the way this crack is supplemented by the transcendental dimension. The ﬁrst step deals with the circular move of redoubling the crack as our sole contact with the Absolute, and it explains, with reference to Kant’s antinomies of pure reason, why—for us, humans—the primordial form of this contact is sexual experience as an experience of failure. The second step outlines the topological structure of this convoluted redoubling of the crack as it appears in three progressive ﬁgures of unorientable surfaces. Finally, the third step tackles the notion of inhuman subject which ﬁts the impersonal assemblage of things and processes. Each of the theorems is followed by a corollary which elaborates its speciﬁc consequences or implications. Corollary 1 deals with self- reﬂexivity as the convoluted structure of subjectivity apropos of the topic of intellectual intuition in German Idealism. It endeavors to formulate the speciﬁcity of Hegel’s thought in contrast to Kant’s transcendental idealism as well as in contrast to Fichte’s and Schelling’s assertion of intellectual intuition as the immediate identity of subject and object. Corollary 2 focuses on the convoluted structure of sexualized time, a time in which we can again and again return to the starting point. After identifying such a circular temporality in the type of subjectivity implied by the universe of video games, it goes on to discern its more complex versions in some recent ﬁlms, from Arrival to Discovery. Corollary 3 elaborates the unorientable structure of quantum physics; it focuses on the difference that forever separates our reality from the virtual Real of quantum waves, the difference which undermines every ontological ediﬁce. A general (anti-)ontological vision of reality that follows from this model of the Klein bottle is presented: a succession of paradoxical objects which materialize a lack: less-than-nothing (whose ﬁrst formulation is den, Democritus’s name for atom),7 more-than-One (but not yet two), and the excess over every couple, every form of the Two, which gives body to the impossible relationship between the Two. Introduction 11 Corollary 4 offers a theologico-political reﬂection on the ethical implications of dialectical materialism by turning around the well-known anti-idealist motto Hic Rhodus, hic saltus (used, among others, by Hegel, then Marx): the true dialectical-materialist motto should be Ibi Rhodus, ibi saltus: act in such a way that your activity does not rely on any ﬁgure of the big Other as its ontological guarantee. Even the most “materialist” orientation all too often relies on some big Other supposed to register and legitimize our acts; how then would an activity look which no longer counts on it? The answer is deployed through the analysis of four works of art: Lillian Hellman’s drama Children’s Hour, the Danish crime movie Conspiracy of Faith, Wagner’s music drama Parsifal, and another crime movie, Taylor Sheridan’s Wind River. Each theorem and its concomitant corollary is then followed by a series of scholia, short interventions that spell out some of their singular implications. Scholium 1.1 articulates the difference between Kant’s and Husserl’s notions of the transcendental, as well as the difference between Husserl’s phenomenological epoche and the Buddhist suspension of belief in substantial material reality. Scholium 1.2 brings out the parallactic nature of Hegel’s philosophical ediﬁce clearly discernible in the fact that Hegel ultimately wrote just two books, Phenomenology of Spirit and Science of Logic, which cannot be reduced to a common denominator. Scholium 1.3 explains, apropos of the topic of “fake news,” how the transcendental approach in no way leads to the “death of truth,” to the relativism of multiple truths: at a level different from empirical facts, there is a Truth grounded in concrete historical totality. After resuming Hegel’s critique of Kant’s notion of transcendental schematism, Scholium 2.1 describes how sexual desire itself can function only as schematized, i.e., how it is operative only through a fantasy frame. Scholium 2.2 brings out the Möbius-strip-like reversals that befall the notion of sexual contract in MeToo ideology and practice. Scholium 2.3 elaborates the vagaries of the notion of repetition in Hegel’s thought. Scholium 2.4 deals with seven deadly sins, focusing on the link between acedia and contemporary forms of depression. Scholium 3.1 illustrates the reversal that characterizes Möbius strip with a series of examples from the ethical domain, from the idea of biodegradable bullets to the dilemmas opened by the killing of Reinhard Heydrich in Prague in 1942. Scholium 3.2 uses Stephen King’s The 12 Sex and the Failed Absolute Dark Tower to explain the redoubling of the Möbius strip in cross-cap, and the concomitant notion of suture. In a polemic with Ernesto Laclau’s notion of hegemony, Scholium 3.3 elaborates the difference between hegemony through a Master-Signiﬁer which sutures an ideological ﬁeld and the notion of the “part of no part” which sustains the crack in a social ediﬁce. Scholium 3.4 confronts my notion of world as the inside of the Klein bottle with Badiou’s notion of world as a speciﬁc phenomenal situation of being. In an admittedly risky move, Scholium 3.5 offers the contours of a “quantum Platonism.” Scholium 4.1 deals with Jean-Claude Milner’s reading of the Lacanian couple of language and lalangue, with the special accent on the asymmetry of the two terms—it asserts the primacy of language over lalangue. Scholium 4.2 describes an act that differs from Badiou’s event: Sergei Prokoﬁev’s “crazy” decision to return to the Soviet Union in 1936, the climactic year of the Stalinist purges. Apropos two key works of Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies and “Catastrophe,” Scholium 4.3 elaborates the notion of abstraction as an ethical act which enables the subject to subtract itself from the opportunist quagmire of “concrete circumstances.” A careful reader will notice how the structure of each of the book’s four parts echoes, reproduces even, the basic ontological matrix promoted by the book: a theorem stands for the universal genus, a universal axiom; its corollary stands for its species (following Hegel’s claim that, ultimately, every genus has only one species); this one species is in antagonism with its genus, there is imbalance between the genus and its species because there is no second species that would complement the ﬁrst one so that the two would form a balanced Whole. This lack of the second species is then ﬁlled in by the multiplicity of contingent scholia. * Two concluding remarks. First, many passages in this book are paraphrased from my previous work, for the obvious reason that the present book is an attempt to provide the basic ontological frame of my entire work—as close as I will ever get to presenting a philosophical system, an answer to “big” question about reality, freedom, etc. Last but not least, I am well aware that this book may appear to some readers somehow stuck halfway: while it tries to break out of the Introduction 13 transcendental vicious cycle, its result is ultimately a negative one, i.e., it fails to deliver a new positive-realist vision of the universe—all it provides is a kind of empty space between the two (transcendental space and reality), a gesture thwarted in its own completion. (Incidentally, a homologous reproach is often directed at my more directly political writings: I never provide the outlines of the act of emancipation centered on a positive idea—multitude, new grass-roots power, or whatever.) To these kinds of reproaches, I can only plead guilty—with one proviso, of course: this thwarted identity is my vision of the Real, it is the basic condition of our lives. Caught in the horizon of metaphysical expectations, my critics don’t see that what they (mis)perceive as an intermediate state of passage already is the ﬁnal result they are looking for—or, to use the mathematical term used in this book, they constrain the unorientable surface into the horizon of “orientable” progress. However, the true enemy of the present book is not new realist visions but what one is tempted to call the ﬁne art of non-thinking, an art which more and more pervades our public space: wisdom instead of thinking proper—wisdom in the guise of one-liners intended to fascinate us with their fake “depth.” They no longer function as articulated propositions but more like images providing instant spiritual satisfaction; Duane Rouselle provided some elements of this depressing picture: (1) Word Art is popular and seems to be the new kitsch. I checked and it is increasing in sales volume at high end and low end (walmart) shops. The word art always comes as a piece of wisdom: “Enjoy what you have,” “sometimes in life, family is all that you need,” and so on. (2) McDonald’s restaurants now plaster their walls with these little pieces of wisdom. One of the most frequented chains in Toronto has on the second ﬂoor an entire wall dedicated to “sometimes in life,” and so on. (3) In the United States it is popular to curate large collections of quotations on social media walls (Facebook, Instagram, etc). What is most interesting is that Facebook has even made it, in the last few years, so that a user can write something using symbolic inscriptions and it will automatically convert it into a rectangular image. This 14 Sex and the Failed Absolute rendering of the symbolic as image is what is most essential about this ideology. (4) Entire cases of books are dedicated at popular book franchises to “poetry.” Inside are “life lessons” or wisdoms. One such popular author is named Rupi Kaur. Each page is a life lesson and in the background there is an image that conveys the message. These books are extremely popular and on the best sellers list. I could go on—these are all examples, I think, of the triumph of the image over the symbolic hole.8 Therein resides the ideological function of Word Art wisdoms: while Word Art presents itself as a safe haven, a retreat from the madness of capitalist hyper-activity, in reality it makes us the best participants in the game—we are taught to maintain the inner peace of not-thinking. The task of thinking is not to simply ﬁll in this symbolic hole but to keep it open and render it operative in all its unsettling force, whatever the risks of this operation Notes 1 Peter Sloterdijk, Das Schelling-Projekt, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 2016, p. 144 (my translation). 2 See ibid. 3 See www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1938/09.htm. 4 For a more detailed exposition of this concept, see Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View, Cambridge (Ma): MIT Press 2006. 5 For a more detailed explanation of the unorientables, see Theorem III. It also goes without saying that the numerous examples we use (from ontology, psychoanalytic theory, and politics) to illustrate the triad of Möbius strip, cross-cap, and Klein bottle do not ﬁt perfectly just one of the terms of this triad. Quilting point includes an aspect of the Möbius strip (signiﬁer falls into its opposite, signiﬁed), of the cross-cap (quilt as the impossible bridge between the two levels), and of the Klein bottle (quilting as the point of subjectivization). Class struggle includes an aspect of the Möbius strip (continuing on the line of objective social relations brings us to social struggle), of the cross-cap (the cut of social antagonism), and of the Klein bottle (the inward-turn of subjectivization). What one should focus on is how this triad enables us to grasp more clearly different aspects of one and the same phenomenon—class struggle, in this case. Introduction 15 6 More precisely, there are three-dimensional Klein bottles used as teaching tools, but they self-intersect and you can only remove the intersection by adding a fourth dimension. 7 For an excellent explanation of the key role of Democritus and other Ionian materialists whose radicality was obfuscated by the later hegemonic tradition of Plato and Aristotle, see Kojin Karatani, Isonomia and the Origins of Philosophy, Durham: Duke University Press, 2017. 8 Duane Rouselle, Toronto (personal communication). Theorem I The Parallax of Ontology Not only our experience of reality, but also this reality itself is traversed by a parallax gap: the co-existence of two dimensions, realist and transcendental, which cannot be united in the same global ontological ediﬁce. “The Waistcoat” (“Kamizelka”), a short story written in 1882 by Boleslaw Prus, takes place in times contemporary to the author in one of Warsaw’s old tenements. Events occur in the limited space of the protagonist’s ﬂat, and it is as if the narrator is sitting in a movie theater and reports on everything he sees on a screen that could be a window on a tenement’s wall—in short, it’s “Rear Window” with a twist. The couple who lived in the apartment observed by the narrator were young and poor, leading a quiet hard-working life, with the husband slowly dying from tuberculosis. The waistcoat, bought by the narrator for half a rouble from a Jewish merchant (to whom the wife sold it after the husband’s death), is old and faded, with many stains and no buttons. It was worn by the husband, and since he had been losing weight, he had been shortening one of the vest’s bands in order not to worry his wife; and she had been shortening the other one in order to give him hope; thus they had deceived one another in a good cause.1 One can surmise that the love of the couple was so deep that no explicit mutual recognition of the redoubled deception was necessary: silently knowing it and not telling it was part of the game. This silent knowledge could be considered a ﬁgure of what Hegel called Absolute Knowing, his version of our contact with the Absolute. 17 18 Sex and the Failed Absolute Modalities of the Absolute We are here raising the traditional theologico-philosophical question, with all naivety that this implies: Is there—for us, humans, caught and embedded in a contingent historical reality—any possible contact with the Absolute (whatever we mean by this, and mostly we mean a point somehow exempted from the permanent ﬂux of reality)? There are many traditional answers to this question; the ﬁrst, classic one was formulated in the Upanishads as the unity of Brahman, the supreme and sole ultimate reality, and Atman, the soul within each human being. When our soul puriﬁes itself of all accidental nonspiritual content, it experiences its identity with the absolute foundation of all reality, and this experience is usually described in terms of ecstatic spiritual identity. Spinoza’s “intellectual love of god” aims at something similar, in spite of all the differences between his universe and that of ancient pagan thought. At the opposite end of this notion of the Absolute as the ultimate substantial reality, we have the Absolute as pure appearance. In one of the Agatha Christie’s stories, Hercule Poirot discovers that an ugly nurse is the same person as a beauty he met on a trans-Atlantic voyage: she merely put on a wig and obfuscated her natural beauty. Hastings, Poirot’s Watson-like companion, sadly remarks how, if a beautiful woman can make herself appear ugly, then the same can also be done in the opposite direction—what, then, remains in man’s infatuation beyond deception? Does this insight into the unreliability of the beloved woman not announce the end of love? Poirot answers: “No, my friend, it announces the beginning of wisdom.” Such a scepticism, such an awareness of the deceptive nature of feminine beauty, misses the point, which is that feminine beauty is nonetheless absolute, an absolute which appears: no matter how fragile and deceptive this beauty is at the level of substantial reality, what transpires in/through the moment of Beauty is an Absolute—there is more truth in the appearance than in what is hidden beneath it. Therein resides Plato’s deep insight: Ideas are not the hidden reality beneath appearances (Plato was well aware that this hidden reality is that of ever-changing corruptive and corrupted matter); Ideas are nothing but the very form of appearance, this form as such—or, as Lacan succinctly rendered Plato’s point: the Suprasensible is appearance as appearance. For this reason, neither Plato nor Christianity are forms of Wisdom—they are both anti-Wisdom Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 19 embodied. That is to say, what is the Absolute? Something that appears to us in ﬂeeting experiences, say, through a gentle smile of a beautiful woman, or even through a warm caring smile of a person who otherwise may seem ugly and rude—in such miraculous, but extremely fragile, moments another dimension transpires through our reality. As such, the Absolute is easily corroded, it all too easily slips through our ﬁngers, and must be treated as carefully as a butterﬂy. In terms which may appear similar to both these version of the Absolute, but are profoundly different, German Idealism proposes the notion of intellectual intuition in which subject and object, activity and passivity, coincide. The difference resides in the fact that German Idealism relies on another ﬁgure of the Absolute, that which arises with transcendental reﬂexion: no longer the Absolute in itself but the Absolute of the unsurpassable self-relating of the totality of meaning. Let’s take two cases to make this obscure-sounding point clear. For a consequent historical- materialist Marxist, social totality of practice is the ultimate horizon of our understanding which overdetermines the meaning of every phenomenon, no matter how “natural” it is: even when quantum cosmology inquires into the play of particles and waves at the origin of our universe, this scientiﬁc activity emerges as part of social totality which overdetermines its meaning—this totality is the “concrete absolute” of the situation. Or let’s mention anti-Semitism again: anti-Semitism is not false because it presents actual Jews in a wrong light—at this level, we can always argue that it is partially true (many Jews were rich bankers and inﬂuential journalists and lawyers, etc.). Anti-Semitism is “absolutely” false because even if some details in its narrative are true, its lie resides in its function in the social totality within which it operates: it serves to obfuscate the antagonism of this totality by way of projecting their cause onto an external intruder/enemy. So, back to our ﬁrst case, although a historical materialist is a materialist also in the ordinary sense of accepting that we, humans, are just a species on a tiny insigniﬁcant planet in the vast universe, and that we emerge on our Earth as the result of a long and contingent evolutionary process, the historical materialist rejects the very possibility that we can view ourselves “objectively,” “as we really are,” from some standpoint external to our social totality: every such standpoint is “abstract” in the sense that it abstracts from the concrete (social) totality which provides its meaning . . . It is, however, evident that this transcendental Absolute cannot fully “square the circle”: it has to ignore (or denounce as “naïve”) 20 Sex and the Failed Absolute every attempt to bring together the two standpoints, ontic (the view of reality of nature part of which we are) and transcendental (the social totality as the ultimate horizon of meaning). It is our aim to move beyond (or, rather, beneath) the transcendental and to approach the “break” in (what is not yet) nature which gives rise to the transcendental. But we should proceed here very carefully: this “break” should not be hastily identiﬁed by the materialist version of the Absolute at work from de Sade to Bataille: that of the ecstatic outburst of destructive negativity. Since reality is a constant ﬂow of generation and corruption of particular forms, the only contact with the Absolute is to ecstatically identify with the destructive force itself. A homologous case can be made for sexuality. Far from providing the natural foundation of human lives, sexuality is the very terrain where humans detach themselves from nature: the idea of sexual perversion or of a deadly sexual passion is totally foreign to the animal universe. This inﬁnite passion, neither nature nor culture, is our contact with the Absolute, and since it is impossible (self-destructive) to dwell in it, we escape into historicized symbolization. Although this last version may sound Hegelian-Lacanian, we should opt for a wholly different path: not the path of some radical or extreme experience from which we necessarily fall but this fall itself. While our starting point is, as usual, the gap that separates us, our ﬁnite mind, from the Absolute, the solution, the way out, is not to somehow overcome this gap, to rejoin the Absolute, but to transpose the gap into the Absolute itself—or, as Hegel put it in a key passage from the foreword to the Phenomenology of Spirit where he provides the most concise explanation of what it means to conceive Substance also as Subject: The disparity which exists in consciousness between the “I” and the substance which is its object is the distinction between them, the negative in general. This can be regarded as the defect of both, though it is their soul, or that which moves them. That is why some of the ancients conceived the void as the principle of motion, for they rightly saw the moving principle as the negative, though they did not as yet grasp that the negative is the self. Now, although this negative appears at ﬁrst as a disparity between the “I” and its object, it is just as much the disparity of the substance with itself. Thus what seems to happen outside of it, to be an activity directed against it, is really its own doing, and Substance shows itself to be essentially Subject.2 Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 21 Crucial is the ﬁnal reversal: the disparity between subject and substance is simultaneously the disparity of the substance with itself—or, to put it in Lacan’s terms, disparity means that the lack of the subject is simultaneously the lack in the Other: subjectivity emerges when substance cannot achieve full identity with itself, when substance is in itself “barred,” traversed by an immanent impossibility or antagonism. In short, the subject’s epistemological ignorance, its failure to fully grasp the opposed substantial content, simultaneously indicates a limitation/ failure/lack of the substantial content itself. The identity of thinking and being ﬁrst asserted by Parmenides (“for thinking and being are the same”) is also the basic thesis of Hegel’s idealism: for Hegel, thought- determinations (Denkbestimmungen) are simultaneously determinations of being, there is no gap that separates the unknowable thing-in-itself from our knowledge. But Hegel adds a twist: the limitations (antinomies, failures) of thought are also simultaneously the limitations of being itself. Therein also resides the key dimension of the theological revolution of Christianity: the alienation of man from god has to be projected/ transferred back into god itself, as the alienation of god from itself (therein resides the speculative content of the notion of divine kenosis)— this is the Christian version of Hegel’s insight into how the disparity of subject and substance implies the disparity of substance with regard to itself. This is why the unity of man and god is enacted in Christianity in a way which fundamentally differs from the way of pagan religions where man has to strive to overcome his fall from god through the effort to purify his being from material ﬁlth and elevate himself to rejoin god. In Christianity, on the contrary, god falls from himself, he becomes a ﬁnite mortal human abandoned by god (in the ﬁgure of Christ and his lament on the cross, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”), and man can only achieve unity with god by identifying with this god, god abandoned by himself. Therein resides the basic experience of Christianity: a Christian believer does not rejoin god directly, but only through the mediation of Christ—when Christ experiences himself as abandoned by god-father, a believer identiﬁes his own alienation from god with the alienation of god (Christ) from himself, so that the very gap that separates him from god is what unites him with god. This unique feature of Christianity also throws a new light on the link between Christianity and Marxism. Usually, “Christian Marxism” stands for a spiritualized mixture in which the Marxist revolutionary project is 22 Sex and the Failed Absolute conceived along the lines of Christian redemption. In contrast to this tendency (discernible in liberation theology), one should insist that Marxism without Christianity remains all too idealist, just another project of human liberation. The paradox is that only the link to Christianity (to its central motif of the lack in the Other itself) makes Marxism truly materialist. In Hegel, we ﬁnd again and again variations on this motif, as in his saying that the secrets of the ancient Egyptians were secrets also for the Egyptians themselves—which means that to resolve them is not to reveal some deep insight but just to change the location of the mystery, to redouble it. There is no new positive content brought out here, just a purely topological transposition of the gap that separates me from the Thing into the Thing itself. This redoubling of the gap, this unique moment of realizing how the very gap that separates me from the Thing includes me into it, is the unique moment of my contact with the Absolute. We can now provide a more precise determination of Absolute Knowing: it stands for this redoubled ignorance, for the violent twist through which we come to realize that our ignorance is simultaneously the ignorance in the heart of the Other itself. (As we shall see in Chapter 3, in the ﬁgure of the Klein bottle, this redoubling is located in the “snout” through which the bottle reﬂexively turns back into itself.) If one ignores this crucial aspect, one simply misses the point of my insistence on primordial gap, etc. Robert Pippin wrote apropos my claim that “gaps in our knowledge in Kant are ‘ontologized’ by Žižek’s reading of Hegel, they are gaps in being”: I was constantly puzzled by it. If being “sunders itself” just ends up meaning: we must deal with the fact that being includes subjects and objects, the world just comes this way, it has somehow resulted in this duality, then we are simply still faced with all our problems. (How could subjects know objects? How could subjects move objects, including a subject’s body, around? How could objects be conscious? If these are illusory problems wrongly formulated, as I think Hegel believes, the sundering event does not help us understand why.) If “sunders itself” is supposed to explain something, what accounts for the sundering and how does the sundering event help us understand this “immanence” but not “reducibility” (isn’t that the old problem just restated?), and how would that help with these problems? Simply saying: nothing accounts for it; it, the sundering Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 23 event, is pure contingency (a frequent refrain too; it all arises out of the void), is certainly a conversation stopper, but it does not seem philosophically helpful.3 Pippin goes here a bit too fast: my thesis is not that being somehow “sunders itself” into subject(s) and object(s), but a much more precise one. The question is: if “objective” reality is in some sense “all there is,” the cosmos, how should it be structured so that subjectivity could have emerged in it and out of it? (Or, in more philosophical terms: how could we reconcile the ontic view of reality and the transcendental dimension? The transcendental dimension should have somehow “exploded” in reality which pre-exists it—how could this have happened? How to think it without regressing into naïve pre-critical realism?) I avoid here a simple evolutionary approach as well as any kind of primordial identity of the Absolute which then “sunders itself” into object and subject. The parallax-split is here radical: on the one hand, everything that we experience as reality is transcendentally constituted; on the other hand, transcendental subjectivity had to emerge somehow from the ontic process of reality. Terms like “absolute recoil” or “gap” are to be located at this para-transcendental level, to describe the pre-ontic AND pre- ontological structure of (what becomes through it transcendental constitution) objective reality. My hypothesis is that weird things (have to) happen at this level, inclusive of what I call, with reference to quantum physics, “less than nothing”—so we are far from tautological simplicity of “sundering,” as Pippin implies. It is signiﬁcant that Pippin repeatedly uses the verb “sundering” which appears in the famous System- Fragment but which I try to avoid because it implies that some kind of primordial unity “sunders,” divides itself from itself. For me, there is no unity prior to sundering (not only empirically, but also in logical temporality): the unity lost through sundering retroactively emerged through sundering itself, i.e., as Beckett put it, a thing divides itself into one. This is how one should understand Hegel’s term “absolute recoil”: it is not just that a substantial entity “recoils” from itself, divides itself from itself, it is that this entity emerges through recoil, as a retroactive effect of its division. So the problem is not “How/why does the One divide two?”, the problem is where does this one come from. This is where even Beckett misses the point in his often-quoted statement: “Every word is like an unnecessary stain on silence and 24 Sex and the Failed Absolute nothingness.” What Beckett doesn’t get is that when a stain appears as unnecessary, superﬂuous, it remains unavoidable—it creates retroactively the silence it stains/disturbs. Yes, words are by deﬁnition inadequate, but they retroactively create the very standard with regard to which they appear as inadequate. The closed self-referential circle of the absolute recoil in which the cause is a retroactive effect of its effects is thus effectively a kind of realization of the famous joke about bootstrapping from the story of Baron Munchhausen who pulled himself and the horse on which he was sitting out of a swamp in which he was drowning by pulling up with his hands his own hair. In natural reality, such bootstrapping is, of course, impossible, a nonsensical paradox passable only as a joke; however, it not only can happen in the domain of spirit, it is even THE feature which deﬁnes spirit. The material base of this loop of self-positing remains, of course: “there is no spirit without matter,” if we destroy the body, spirit vanishes. However, the self-positing of spirit is not just some kind of “user’s illusion”; it has an actuality of its own, with actual effects. This is why Nietzsche was doubly wrong in his dismissive reference on Munchhausen in Beyond Good and Evil: The desire for “freedom of will,” [. . .] the desire to bear the entire and ultimate responsibility for one’s actions oneself, [. . .] involves nothing less than [. . .] to pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of the slough of nothingness (aus dem Sumpf des Nichts).4 What Nietzsche rejects here is the self-positing which in German Idealism, deﬁnes the subject, and one should note here that such “pulling oneself into existence out of the slough of nothingness” is already preﬁgured in nature—nature insofar as it is “pre-natural,” not yet natural reality, but the quantum proto-reality in which particles emerge out of the void. Recall the paradox of photon with no mass: for an ordinary particle (if there is such a thing), we imagine it as an object with a mass, and, when its movement is accelerated, this mass grows; a photon, however, has no mass in itself, its entire mass is the result of the acceleration of its movement. The paradox is here the paradox of a thing which is always (and nothing but) an excess with regard to itself: in its “normal” state, it is nothing. Here we can see the limit of topological models (like those of curved space): as in the case of Klein bottle, they designate a paradox which cannot be actualized in our tri-dimensional space: however, this Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 25 does not invalidate them since, in a negative way, they embody a feature that fully functions in the spiritual domain (plus in the quantum universe). Is our position here not idealist? Do we not claim that our reality can serve only as an imperfect metaphor of something that fully exists only in the spiritual domain? No, and for a very precise reason: the failure of the material domain to fully render the functioning of the spirit is not external to spirit but is immanent to it, i.e., spirit EMERGES through the failure of the material domain to render it fully, in the same way that (as we shall see in the next Theorem) the Absolute is rendered in the Sublime through the very failure to be represented properly. In short, a material model (like the Klein bottle) fails to render adequately spiritual self-relating, and this failure not only evokes this spiritual self-relating—spiritual self-relating comes to be through this failed evocation. One should also be careful not to miss the subtle difference between the notion of redoubled lack and the way Quentin Meillassoux breaks out of the transcendental circle by transposing the contingency of our perception of reality into reality itself.5 For Meillassoux, the mistake of transcendental correlationism resides not in the full assertion of facticity (i.e., of the radical ontological contingency), but, on the contrary, in the (philosophically inconsistent, self-contradicting) limitation of this facticity. Correlationism reads the ultimate facticity, the “ohne Warum,” of our reality, as the indelible mark of our ﬁnitude on account of which we are forever condemned to remain caught in the Veil of Ignorance separating us from the unknowable Absolute. It is here that Meillassoux performs a properly speculative-Hegelian tour de force, demonstrating how the way out of this deadlock is not to bypass it by way of claiming that we can nonetheless penetrate the Veil of Ignorance and reach the Absolute, but to assert it and extrapolate all its consequences. The problem with transcendental agnosticism concerning the In-itself is not that it is too radically sceptical, that it “goes too far,” but, on the contrary, that it remains stuck halfway. In what, then, does Meillassoux’s operation consist? Recall the elementary logic of the Hegelian dialectical reversal best exempliﬁed by the joke about Rabinovitch from the defunct Soviet Union that I use regularly. Rabinovitch wants to emigrate from the Soviet Union for two reasons: “First, I fear that, if the socialist order disintegrates, all the blame for the communist crimes will be put on us, the Jews.” To the state bureaucrat’s exclamation “But nothing will ever change in the Soviet Union! Socialism is here to stay forever!” Rabinovitch calmly 26 Sex and the Failed Absolute answers: “That is my second reason!” The very problem—obstacle— retroactively appears as its own solution, since what prevents us from directly accessing the Thing is this Thing itself. And, in exactly the same way, in the case of Meillassoux, let’s imagine a Hegelian philosopher saying to students: “There are two reasons we can get to know the Thing in itself. First, the phenomenal reality we experience is radically contingent, it could easily appear to us in a totally different way . . .” One of the students interrupts him: “But does this not deprive reality of any stable structure, so that there is no deeper rational necessity to know?” The philosopher calmly answers: “This is how Things in themselves really are!” The beauty and strength of Meillassoux’s argument is that the conclusion he draws from this unconditional facticity is not some kind of universalized agnostic relativism but, on the contrary, the assertion of the cognitive accessibility of the reality in-itself, the way it is independently of human existence: facticity is not the sign of our epistemological limitation but the basic ontological feature of reality itself, the way it is independently of us. Any project of general ontology outlining minimal formal conditions of all possible worlds is thus doomed to fail—but this does not condemn us to agnostic scepticism, since the shadow of uncertainty that falls upon every description of the real and confers on it an experimental character is a feature of the real-in-itself: the real-in-itself is traversed by a bar of impossibility and is “experimenting” with itself to construct ﬂawed worlds. Badiou often vents his opposition to Kant’s transcendental turn, and expresses his wish to return to pre-Kantian (“pre-critical”) realism. What Badiou cannot tolerate in Kant is his limitation of the scope of our knowledge, his claim that things in themselves (the way they are independently of us) are in principle unknowable to us. Against this view, Badiou emphatically asserts the full knowability of reality: nothing is a priori precluded from our cognitive grasp; with enough effort, everything can be known . . . It seems that Badiou here misses how Hegel overcomes Kant’s agnosticism: Hegel does not simply assert, in an objective-idealist way, that everything can be known since Reason is the very substance of reality. He does something much more reﬁned: while remaining within Kant’s transcendental horizon, he transposes Kant’s epistemological limitation (the unknowability of things in themselves) into ontological impossibility: things are in themselves thwarted, marked by a basic impossibility, ontologically incomplete. Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 27 The “ﬁnitude” to which the title of his book alludes is the ﬁnitude of the Kantian transcendental subject which constitutes the phenomenal “objective reality”: Meillassoux’s aim is no less than to demonstrate— after Kant, i.e., taking into account the Kantian revolution—the possibility of cognition of the noumenal In-itself. He rehabilitates the old distinction between “primary” properties of objects (which belong to objects independently of their being perceived by humans) and their “secondary” properties (color, taste), which exist only in human perception; the basic criterion of this distinction is a scientiﬁc one, i.e., the possibility of describing an object in mathematicized terms: “all those aspects of the object that can be formulated in mathematical terms can be meaningfully conceived as properties of the object in itself.”6 From our standpoint, it is here that Meillassoux proceeds too fast and succumbs to the ontological temptation: in a move that repeats Descartes’s reversal of radical doubt into an instrument to gain access to the Absolute, his assertion of facticity as the basic feature of reality- in-itself. But what if we do not “ontologize” the lack (or negativity, or facticity), what if we do not use it as a ladder that enables us to jump into a positive vision of reality-in-itself, what if we, on the contrary, conceive the overlapping of two lacks as a gap that thwarts every ontology, so that after endorsing—or, rather, going-through—this overlapping of the two lacks, we have to assume that every (vision of) objective reality remains irreducibly normative, not a fact but something that has to rely on the symbolic normativity? (This is how Lacan reads Aristotelian ontology, more precisely, his deﬁnition of essence, to ti eˉn einai: its literal translation “the what-it-was-to-be” implies a Master’s gesture, it is “the what-has-to-be.”) The only non-normative fact is that of the gap of impossibility itself, of the bar that thwarts every ontological positivity. Reality and Its Transcendental Supplement In the history of philosophy, this gap acquires many forms, and insofar as philosophy is its time conceived in notions, we have to begin with the gap that determines our historical moment. Today, its predominant form is undoubtedly the gap, parallax, between reality in a naive positive 28 Sex and the Failed Absolute sense of “all that exists” and the transcendental horizon within which reality appears to us. From its very inception, philosophy seems to oscillate between two approaches: the transcendental and the ontological or ontic. The ﬁrst concerns the universal structure of how reality appears to us: Which conditions must be met for us to perceive something as really existing? “Transcendental” is the philosopher’s technical term for such a frame as deﬁnes the coordinates of reality; for example, the transcendental approach makes us aware that, for a scientiﬁc naturalist, only spatio-temporal material phenomena regulated by natural laws really exist, while for a premodern traditionalist, spirits and meanings are also part of reality, not only our human projections. The ontic approach, on the other hand, is concerned with reality itself, in its emergence and deployment: How did the universe come to be? Does it have a beginning and an end? What is our place in it? In the twentieth century, the gap between these two methods of thinking became most extreme: the transcendental approach reached its apogee with Heidegger, while the ontological one today seems kidnapped by the natural sciences: we expect the answer to the question of the origins of our universe to come from quantum cosmology, the brain sciences, evolutionism. At the very beginning of his bestseller, The Grand Design, Stephen Hawking triumphantly proclaims that “philosophy is dead”:7 metaphysical questions about the origin of the universe, etc., which were once the topic of philosophical speculations, can now be answered through experimental science and thus empirically tested. Upon a closer look, of course, we soon discover that we are not quite there yet—almost, but not quite. Furthermore, it would be easy to reject this claim by demonstrating the continuing pertinence of philosophy for Hawking himself (not to mention the fact that his own book is deﬁnitely not science, but a very problematic popular generalization): Hawking relies on a series of methodological and ontological presuppositions which he takes for granted. Science remains caught in the hermeneutic circle, i.e., the space of what it discovers remains predetermined by its approach. But if the transcendental dimension is the irreducible frame or horizon through which we perceive (and, in a strict Kantian sense which has nothing to do with ontic creation, constitute reality), why reduce it to a supplement of reality? Therein resides yet another dialectical coincidence of the opposites: the all-encompassing frame is simultaneously a mere Theorem I: The Parallax of Ontology 29 supplement of what it enframes. Reality deprived of its transcendental frame is an inconsistent mess of the Real, and its consistency relies on a supplement which constitutes it as a Whole. We encounter here again an example of the paranoiac motif, from science-ﬁction stories, of the “wrong button”—a small, supplementary, disturbing even, element in a scene of reality, which, if we accidentally press it, triggers the disintegration of reality. What we (mis)took for a tiny part of reality is what was holding it together. The predominant view today is somewhere along the lines of Sellars and McDowell, best exempliﬁed by the title of McDowell’s book Mind and World, what one is tempted to call a dynamized Kantianism: one insists on realism, there is some impenetrable real out there, our mind does not just move in its own circle, but our access to this real is always mediated by the symbolic practices of our life-world. The problem we are dealing with is therefore: How to move beyond (or beneath) the couple of reality and its transcendental horizon? Is there a zero-level where these two dimensions overlap? The search for this level is the big topic of German Idealism: Fichte found it in the self-positing of the absolute I (transcendental Self), while Schelling found it in the intellectual intuition in which subject and object, activity and passivity, intellect and intuition immediately coincide. Following the failure of these attempts, our starting point should be that the zero-level of reality and its transcendental horizon is not to be sought in some kind of synthesis of the two but in the very gesture of the rupture between the two. Since today scientiﬁc realism is the hegemonic view, the question to be raised is: Can the transcendental dimension be accounted for in these terms? How can the transcendental dimension arise/explode in the real? The reply is not a direct realist reduction, but another question: What has to be constitutively excluded (primordially repressed) from our notion of reality? In short, what if the transcendental dimension is the “return of the repressed” of our notion of reality? What eludes this transcendental approach is not reality itself but the primordial gap that cuts from within into the order of being making it non-all and inconsistent—a difference which is not yet a difference between two positive terms but difference “as such,” a pure difference between something(s) and Void, a difference which coincides with this Void and is in this sense itself one of the terms of what it differentiates (so that we have Something and its Difference). (Heidegger aimed at the 
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