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INTRODUCTION

SOMETHING RETROACTIVE AND SOME ANTICIPATION 
Let us start with a typical Žižek joke, which is from the ex-German Democratic Republic:

A German worker gets a job in Siberia. Aware of how all mail will be read by censors, he tells his friends ‘Let’s establish a code. If a letter you will get from me is written in ordinary blue ink it is true. If it is written in red ink it is false.’ After a month his friends get the first letter from Siberia, written in blue ink, where they are able to read ‘Everything is wonderful here in Siberia. Stores are full. Food is abundant. Apartments are large, properly heated. Movie theatres show Western movies. There are many beautiful girls ready for an affair. The only thing unavailable in stores is red ink.’

I’ve heard Žižek tell this joke to introduce papers several times in the last few years – this version is from a talk in London in June 2002 – and it is not surprising that this should be one of his favourite opening gambits. Why? There are at least six reasons. First, the joke is set in old supposedly-communist Eastern Europe, which is the setting for many of Žižek’s anecdotes and which is also the grounding for how he understands the connection between cynicism and state power. There is a question here about how the games we play with the state fall so quickly into the games the state is playing with us. Second, the joke plays with themes from Hegel, a figure not well-known for his jokes, and works through some characteristic Hegelian dialectical reversals; two key points here being that you only get where you want to go through starting with a refusal, negativity, and that you can only speak the truth by reflexively including yourself in it. Third, it is a joke that Freud would have loved. For psychoanalysis, jokes are one of the ways that you can tell the truth, but safely wrapped up in something else, and able to deliver a charge of enjoyment at the end; and for Lacan, one of the greatest Freudian psychoanalysts, it shows us that you only get to the truth by being able to tell lies. Fourth, it draws attention to the nature of censorship in ideology that is in line with Žižek’s use of Marxist theory; the guy in the joke is not at all deluded into a kind of ‘false consciousness’ about the delights of Stalinist fake-socialism; rather, he knows very well what he is doing but he does it anyway, and he still finds a way to resist. Fifth, this joke shows us something about the style of Žižek’s writing. You think you are being told one thing, and then it changes into the opposite. Such sudden shifts from one frame to another often make the underlying structure of his argument difficult to grasp, so when you hear stories from Žižek you also need to notice how he tells them. Sixth, you need to know now that almost all of Žižek’s work is written in red ink: His selective reading of Hegel is only one take on this very complex contradictory philosophical system; he picks up notions from Lacan and wilfully applies them just as he likes; and although he uses ideas from Marx he is not a Marxist at all. 

This book covers what you need to know to read Žižek. The book does not repeat what he says about this or that topic, and it does not tell you exactly what his position is. This is because his interventions around different issues are inconsistent and his theoretical position is contradictory. What I can do is show you the field of conceptual and political reference points that organise his writing. Then you can at least know where he is coming from and understand better the terrain of debate he is moving around. 

Žižek is a scholar and activist. He was born in Ljubljana in 1949, studied philosophy there and became one of the leading figures in the movement for the independence of Slovenia. His grounding in German philosophy was fuelled by an encounter with French psychoanalysis and ignited by political struggles in the 1980s as Yugoslavia disintegrated. This gives his writing on theories of ideology and subjectivity an urgent cutting-edge character that throws received wisdoms into question and opens up a space to think and act against contemporary capitalism. I have to tell you now that this book is not as enjoyable or funny as Žižek’s writing, but perhaps after reading this you will not so easily be sidetracked or swept along by his anecdotes and jokes. And then, when you know what he is doing you will be in a better position to make your own assessment of his arguments. Instead of being bewitched by him you can notice better how he puts together his performance for us. 

Žižek burst onto the world academic stage with commentaries and interventions in politics and psychoanalysis, with powerful examples of the way an understanding of those two domains could be dialectically intertwined and powered through a close reading of German philosophy. Žižek’s academic performance has also drawn attention from a wider intellectual audience, and this has given him the opportunity to elaborate some complex conceptual machinery that can be applied to music, theology, virtual reality, and, it would seem, virtually any other cultural phenomenon. His writing appeared at an opportune moment, offering a new vocabulary for thinking through how ideology grips its subjects.
Žižek’s sublime objects
His first major work for an English-speaking audience was The Sublime Object of Ideology, published in 1989 in a book series edited by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. This was one of the first important reasons why people turned to Žižek, for his experience of theoretical and practical struggle in Slovenia was elaborated into richly-textured analyses of popular culture with a sharp political edge. It is clear from Laclau’s preface to the book that he hoped Žižek would be recruited, if only temporarily, to a political project of post-marxist ‘radical democracy’ which would solve the crisis of left politics by blending aspects of post-structuralism with pragmatism. ‘Post-structuralism’ is a portmanteau term, promising to go beyond the mere selection and combination of ideas from an assortment of French writers, many of whom Žižek actually takes to task. The pragmatism in the radical democratic project owes more to a typically US American optimistic engagement with changing the world in a way that leaves any traces of history well behind than with classical Marxism, and Žižek has since distanced himself from this project. The alliance with Laclau and Mouffe, prominent figures in the turn to discourse in British politics, was eventually to come to grief, but it did launch Žižek as a key theoretical player in these debates. 


Many readers then found themselves bewitched and fascinated by some thing inside his first book – something like the ‘sublime object’ itself – that they could not grasp. But they also knew it might hold the key to how subjects are held in thrall by ideology at the very same moment that they imagine that they have escaped it. For They Know Not What They Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor appeared in the same series two years later (in 1991) and by this time the attraction to Žižek was already operating fairly efficiently as a political factor in the enjoyment of a growing readership of leftist cultural theorists. This second book (he then claimed) is the text of lectures serving as an introductory course on Lacan to the Slovene Society for Theoretical Psychoanalysis (in 1989-1990), rooted in the political process accompanying the break-up of Yugoslavia and leading up to the first ‘free’ elections in Slovenia. It takes as its task to trace a journey from Hegel to an analysis of the transition from Tito-Stalinist rule to nationalist-populism. Alongside the political analyses in Žižek’s work, then, there was another powerful reason for reading Žižek; he provided a way of explaining how concepts from Lacanian psychoanalysis could be put to work in reading popular culture.

Much more, of course, is entailed by Žižek’s analyses, which take as examples jokes, novels and films, and the popular audience for his writing was shortly thereafter secured with three introductions to Lacan through readings of Hitchcock and other Hollywood productions. These three books – Looking Awry, Enjoy Your Symptom and the edited Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Lacan (But Were Afraid to Ask Hitchcock) – appeared in quick succession, and have drawn in a readership peering in to the books a little confused, enjoying what they read, but still rather afraid to ask what it is all about, and what Žižek is about. 


The energy and enthusiasm with which he writes has itself become an object of intense attention and discussion among admirers and detractors. The erratic quality of his speech in interviews, seminars and conference presentations is also present to the reader in the rapid shift from theme to theme in articles and in the pace of production of his books. The stories that circulate about his stab at psychoanalysis with Jacques Alain-Miller for a year without saying anything that would give him away, and his refusal to do any administrative work connected with academic appointments are indicative at least of what many people imagine they are reading when they get drawn into Žižek’s work. There was, we might say, a ‘symptomatic’ image of Žižek, for example, in 2001 during an appearance on a BBC Radio 4 talk programme, when he was asked, by way of a link from the previous item, whether he would visit a particular gallery exhibition. He immediately replied that ‘no’ he would not, because he never goes to art exhibitions, but that ‘yes’ he would in this case go because it sounded interesting, yes he would certainly go. 


Every now and again Žižek stops, reflects and attempts to tie his work back to certain enduring theoretical resources. In Tarrying with the Negative published back in 1993, for example, there is a most convincing elaboration of a distinctive theoretical position in a reading of Lacan through Hegel. In The Ticklish Subject (in 1999) there is a review of where he stands in relation to competing intellectual positions, including Martin Heidegger, Alain Badiou and Judith Butler. And then there are encounters in which he seems to spin out of control – in the debate with Butler and Laclau in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, for example (in 2000) – where there is something of an anticipation of his injunction to ‘repeat Lenin’, an injunction that very soon after looks a little too much like the admiration of Stalin to be detected in Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? (also published in 2000). The political coordinates of his writing are significant, and it is necessary to understand these coordinates in order to make sense of how Marx, Hegel and Lacan are deployed by him in his commentaries on events like the NATO bombing of Serbia or the 9/11 World Trade Centre attacks.


Žižek is, it would seem so far, a Slovenian Lacanian Hegelian. How one shuffles those three descriptive terms, and how one places the final one as the theoretical anchor or final destination is not so easy to determine though, and that final term changes depending on who he is writing for. And it depends who he is speaking for and speaking against, for there is a political urgency in his work which gives a representative function – this must be said on behalf of this or that constituency – and a stubbornly contrary aspect to his argument which means that a theoretical position is first defined negatively, by what it is against; definitely ‘no’, but then of course ‘yes’. To begin with a refusal serves to define the production of identity in the case of each of these three terms – ‘Slovenian’, ‘Lacanian’, ‘Hegelian’ – and that includes a refusal to make it subordinate to the other two. 


For Žižek, the philosophical articulation of this route to truth through error is to be found first in Hegel, who defines his own position through sustained combat with Kant. Psychoanalysis is forged as touchstone for testing the truth of the subject by way of Lacan’s ‘return’ to Freud, which must first clear away the errors of the dominant Anglo-American clinical training organisations. And Slovene national identity also figures, as something that has emerged from the debris of the Yugoslav state in a struggle for recognition and self-definition that tangles it in broader imperialist projects. Žižek’s trajectory from researcher in Ljubljana to cultural ambassador, spokesperson for a variety of political and theoretical constituencies, and visiting academic in many other countries could just as easily be read as that of a Hegelian Lacanian Slovenian. 

Mapping this book
The only way to grasp Žižek’s peculiar combination of theoretical resources and political projects is to understand something of where he is coming from. The first chapter of this book, then, examines the political formation and disintegration of the Yugoslav state, and Žižek’s place in that process. This is the setting for his ravelling and unravelling of theoretical motifs from Hegel, Lacan and Marx. And the texts we read now were woven first in the particular political context in Slovenia and France where he gathered and rehearsed his guiding philosophical, psychoanalytic and political lines of critique. 

The chapter on Yugoslavia tackles two broad issues in order to arrive at a point where we can map Žižek. The first concerns the particular confluence of conceptual resources that together define the ‘Slovene Lacanian School’. There has been a wide array of interesting work across the social sciences, from criminology and law to ethics and film theory, accumulating in Ljubljana. Žižek has clearly tried to make this, as well his own, work accessible to a wider academic audience in other countries. Here, the theoretical stakes are far more than how to read Lacan, and we also need some assessment of the local uptake of other competing traditions in psychoanalysis and philosophy.


The second issue is how to capture the specific conjuncture that makes the work of the group around Žižek in Ljubljana readable, to those at home and abroad. My reading of the political-economic conjuncture which gave birth to Žižek has had to include a fairly close description of the historical formation of the Yugoslav state and the contradictory demands experienced by its subjects as they lived out the dialectical tensions of a supposedly ‘socialist’ society. Here the place of Marx and Marxism is situated in relation to a state apparatus that employed Marxist rhetoric precisely in order to keep its workers and intellectuals in check. 

I trace the distinctive character of Yugoslavia and the forms of ideological control the state used to deal with dissent, and then the functions cultural and philosophical practices played in the political movement leading up to the secession of Slovenia. We can then identify better the role of Hegel, Lacan and Marx in this context, and the appeal of the peculiarly exotic Slovenian mixture of these three figures, exotic for an audience gazing in from the outside. It is no accident, perhaps, that it is exactly at the point that Yugoslavia broke up and Slovenia made its bid for free-market ‘freedom’ that this Hegelian Lacanian combination became such an object of fascination for post-marxists elsewhere; Žižek’s own scathing comments on how the West looked to the events in Eastern Europe so that it may there discover and enjoy ‘the re-invention of democracy’ implicates the process by which Žižek too has re-invented himself for the West. The forms of that re-invention and the different guises he adopts for different audiences need to be disentangled if we are not also to be trapped in the line of an admiring or dismissive gaze on his work. 


We then turn to focus on Hegel, Lacan and Marx, locating them in relation to Žižek’s various projects and exploring the dialectical interrelationships between them. The next chapter, on enlightenment, shows why Hegel’s work is so important to Žižek, and what he does with it. I trace the argument presented in Žižek’s philosophical manifesto Tarrying With the Negative (first published in 1993), through to his defence of Christianity in On Belief (from 2001). These two works anchor an account of Hegel and provide the ground for exploring certain key concepts that appear repeatedly in Žižek’s writing. They also serve as the setting for examining some assumptions in Hegel’s work that Žižek is happy to run with but which we should perhaps be a little more wary about. 


Hegel is the founding figure for much recent French philosophy, and his work lies not only in the background of contemporary discussions of phenomenology and hermeneutics, but it is also often an implicit reference point even for arguments from within ‘post-structuralism’ that pretend to have nothing to do with Hegel. Žižek’s retrieval of Hegel is valuable because it shows why certain theoretical notions in his writing – Truth arising through error, the production of ‘substance as subject’, universality in the particular – are crucial to philosophy (and then to psychoanalysis and politics). We will look at those connections between Hegel and other domains of work toward the end of the chapter.


Žižek proceeds, in true Hegelian fashion, by specifying Hegel against what he is not, in negative fashion. This means that we also need to locate them both in relation to other philosophical traditions, the most important for our purposes here being Kant. Hegel then needs to be treated, as Žižek suggests, as a space to think, as shifting and opening up new ideas. This is more in keeping with what Hegel was trying to do than as if he were describing a positive fully-formed system that might then pretend to solve all the problems of philosophy. Negativity is at the heart of Hegel, and it is Žižek’s task to keep that negativity at work while reading him. The points at which motifs of negativity turn into formulaic injunctions in his work then need to be analysed so that the limitations of Žižek’s version of Hegel can be understood. 


The discussion of psychoanalysis in the following chapter focuses on two key texts to illustrate how Žižek uses ideas from psychoanalysis to read popular culture and the way he buys into certain psychoanalytic notions about representation and the subject. The first is Looking Awry, which appeared in 1991. This book not only employs notions of fantasy, trauma and unconscious desire to interpret science fiction and detective novels, but it also makes of these cultural phenomena sites to illustrate key concepts in Lacanian psychoanalysis. That is the way I use Žižek’s text here. 


The second text is the summary and position statement in The Metastases of Enjoyment published in 1994, where Žižek deals, among other things, with femininity and feminist response to psychoanalysis. That book is the setting for a review of ideas from the rival Frankfurt School tradition of psychoanalytic social theory that have been so appealing and problematic for many radicals, and it tackles the worries of those sympathetic to Lacan as a progressive alternative and ostensibly more politically sensitive ‘return’ to Freud.

However, Žižek does more than this, for his description of Lacanian concepts is also an opportunity to explicate further how useful Hegel is. As we explore Lacan, then, we will also be drawing on the material in the previous chapter to explore the way Lacan is indebted to Hegel, and then to question Žižek about this. Lacanian psychoanalysis for Žižek is not only a reading of popular culture; it is also a way of intervening in political debate, as we will see in his discussion of the nation as ‘thing’ in Looking Awry and of ‘sexuation’ in The Metastases of Enjoyment. The way Žižek repeats standard psychoanalytic attempts to comment upon political phenomena, and the way he attempts to invent some connections between psychoanalysis and culture of his own, need to be traced out and assessed. 


This brings us to the chapter on politics, which turns to Žižek’s relationship to Marxism, and what he says about it. After the close examination of Žižek’s take on philosophy and psychoanalysis, we will be in a better position to appreciate his use of Hegelian and Lacanian ideas as political critique. His ground-breaking 1989 book The Sublime Object of Ideology lays out a political trajectory that is repeated and elaborated in more recent texts. It is worth spending a little time to pick apart the way his reading of Marx can give rise to a distinctive and innovative account of ideology, but also how his reading of Marx strikes some crucial political distance from Marxist politics. 


I look at the place of the sublime object in the context of ‘post-marxist’ political theory, as well as in Žižek’s own work. This is the book that made Žižek so attractive to Marxists looking for a way out of the deadlock and failure of Western Marxism, but it is actually already quite critical of Marxism. Žižek’s later writing then seems to move closer to Marxism but in such a way as to cause great anxiety among many Marxist readers. We shall take the ‘Afterword: Lenin’s Choice’ from Revolution at the Gates as our second main reference point in this chapter in order to examine this paradoxical shift in Žižek’s work.


Žižek’s political interventions with respect to the legacy of Lenin and Stalin and what can be learnt from them, and around Kosovo and the attacks on the World Trade Centre, raise questions not only about the nature of democracy and ‘terror’ in his work but also about what exactly is being ‘repeated’ when he writes about Marx. The oscillation between different political positions in his work needs to be highlighted if any accurate critical assessment of these interventions is to be made. 


There is much that escapes reduction to a simple mixture of Hegel, Lacan and Marx in Žižek’s work, and so we look at how the different theoretical threads of work are knotted together by him in the concluding chapter. Here we also look at the existing critical responses to Žižek. If there is one good critical way into Žižek, it is actually through the claim to fidelity that he makes about each of these traditions. This is why I review briefly some main lines of argument against Žižek within and outwith these traditions that have appeared recently. The chapter uses the fault-lines in his readings of Hegel, Lacan and Marx that have been identified in the preceding chapters to trace some consequences for his work and the reception of it by academics and activists. This review cues you into the field of debate around Žižek. But then we go further. The final chapter combines what we are now able to notice, now retroactively, in his writings over the last fifteen years and focuses on his writings on culture – in Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Lacan (But Were Afraid to Ask Hitchcock) (1992) and The Plague of Fantasies (1997), for example – to get a fix on how the puzzling inconsistencies in his writing are organised. What we need to be able to grasp is the specific asymmetric relationship between philosophy, psychoanalysis and politics in his writing. Then we might at least be able to get a fix on why it seems so difficult to sum up who he is and where he is going.

This book, as will have been patently obvious already by this point, lays out but one way of reading Žižek. I use slightly different theoretical coordinates within Lacanian psychoanalysis, Hegelian theory and Marxism to those he draws on. This is necessary to get a critical perspective on what he is producing. There are many problems with Hegel even when wrapped so beautifully, the Lacanian orthodoxy carries with it at least as many problems as Freud, and Žižek’s version of Marxism is not one that would be accepted by many Marxists. Marxism is the theory and practice of collective resistance to contemporary capitalism, and connections with psychoanalysis and academic philosophy have often had the effect of muddling and weakening Marxist politics. So, why should Žižek’s attempt to make connections make any difference? My position in this book is that a revolutionary Marxist analysis of the corruption of socialism by the bureaucracies of Eastern Europe can now help us make sense of the disappointment and turn to the right by many ex-Leftists. Lacanian psychoanalysis is, I believe, a revolutionary way of questioning how individual subjectivity is formed and it offers one place for speaking the truth. A Hegelian dialectical interweaving of critiques of state oppression and individual misery provides conceptual tools for making links between Marx and Lacan without reducing one to the other, or either to Hegel himself. Žižek shows us a powerful way of combining these disparate theoretical resources. It is the wrong way, but in the process he forces us to think through what might need to be done with them to get it right. 
Some indivisible reminders
You cannot be a ‘Žižekian’, and only Žižek can be Žižek. The concepts he works with are borrowed and distorted before they are applied and transmuted into something else, and something slightly different happens to them each time they appear. This is why there are no specific ‘Žižekian’ concepts that could be outlined in a glossary guide to his work. Instead, you might think of this book as being the equivalent of a subway map which connects relevant key concepts from the theorists he discusses. You will find your way around this map, but you need to bear in mind that it has no necessary correspondence with the world outside. And to find your way around this map you will need to read the chapters in order so that you are able to get a grip on what connections are possible between Žižek’s own theoretical reference points.
You could say that an introductory book of this kind plugs a much-needed gap in Žižek’s work. This would indeed be a problem if gaps in theoretical or ideological systems could really ever be closed over, and it seems to be the fundamental fantasy of many theorists treading the same ground as Žižek that the gap could actually be closed, and such closure would then herald totalitarian catastrophe or mass psychosis. But this attempt to tackle Žižek is not, in any case, the final word, and he moves so fast that it can be at best a temporally-limited partial view, subversive, contingent, awry. So, be wary.
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