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Lacanian notion that, while animals can deceive by presentiri

what is false as true, only humans (entities inhabiting the syn‘l' .

bolic space) can deceive by presenting what is true as false ,'

And this m51ght also allows us to return to the example of cut} ]
ters if the true opposite of the Real is reality, what if, then ]

' what they are actually escaping from when they cut themselved

is not simply the feeling of unreality, of the artificial virtuali , _

" of our lifeworld, but the Real itself which explodes in the guls 3
&“mf' uncontrolled hallucinations which start to haunt us once wel

lose our anchoring in reality?
. Michael Haneke’s The Pianc Teacher (France/ Austria 2001

. (sﬁperbly played by Isabelle Huppert): it draws on the oldf

cliché, from fin-de-siécle Vienna, of a young sexually represse'
girl from an upper-class famil_y who falls passionately in 10\a'r ;
with her piano teacher. Today, however, a hundred years laterzg
* more than just the respective gender roles are reversed: in o
permissive tites, the affair has to be given a perverted twis
Things take a fateful turn and start to slide towards the
orable tragic ending (the teacher’s suicide) at a precise mbmcn£

. when, in answer to the boy’s passionate sexual advances, theg
‘repressed’ teacher violently opens herself up to him, w’rrtm _g
him a letter with a detailed list of her demands (basically, a sce:
nario for masochistic performances: how he should tie her up§
force her to lick his anus, slap and even beat her, and so on). I
is crucial that these dernands are written — what is put on pape 3

g jouissance in the Other, but to provide its anxiety. That is to say:
is too traumatic to be pronou.nced in direct speech: her inner 3

most fantasy itself.

When they are thus confronted — he with his passionate out 1

bursts of affection and she with her cold, impassionate distance >

A

&lps us to negotiate this conundrum. The film is based on

! ?;t novel by Elfriede Jelinek, the story ofa passionate but
vetted love affair between a young piam'sfc and his older teache r*
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herself up, laying her fantasy bare to him, while he is simply
Playing a more superficial game of seduction. No wonder he
withdraws in panic from her openness: the direct display of her

- fantasy radically changes her status in his eyes, tra.nsfonning a

fascinating love object into a repulsive entity he is unable to
endure. Scon afterwards, however, he himself becomes per-
versely attracted by her fantasmatic scenario, caught up in its
excessive jouissance, and, at first, tries to return her own mes-
sage to her by enacting elements of her fantasy (he slaps her so
that her nose starts to bleed, kicks her violently; when she
breaks down, withdra’wing from the realization of her fantasy, he
passes to the act and makes love to her in order to seal his vic-
tory over her. The consummated sexual act which follows is, in
its almost unbearable pain, the best exemplification of Lacan’s if
n’y a pas de rapport sexuel: although the act is performed in real-
ity, it is — for her, at least — deprived of its fantasmatic support,
and thus turns into a disgusting experience which leaves her
completely cold, pushing her towards suicide. It would be
totally misleading to interpret her display of faﬁtasy as a defence-
formation against the sexual act proper, as an expression of her
inability to let herself go and enjoy the act: on the contrary, the
displayed fantasy forms the core of her being, that which is ‘in
her more than herself’, and it is the sexual act which is, in
effect, a defence-formation against the threat embodied in the
fantasy.

In his (unpublished) seminar on anxiety (1962-63), Lacan
specifies that the true aim of the masochist is not to generate

although the masochist submits himself to the Other’s torture,
although he.wants to serve the Other, he himself defines the

rules of his servitude; consequently, while he seems to offer

:E himself as the instrument of the Other’s jouissance, he effec-
— thls setting should not deceive us: it is she who in fact opens ;

tively discloses his own desire to the Other and thus gives rise
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toanxiety in the Other — for Lacan, the true object of anxiet
precisely the (over)proximity of the Other’s desire. That is
libidinal economy of the moment in The Pigno Teacher when
heroine presents to her seducer a detailed masochistic scenari

. of how he should mistreat her: what repulses him is this to _
| disclosure of her desire, (And is this not also perfectly illu '_
trated by the Painful scene from David Fincher’s Fight Club of EQB
Norton beating himself up in front of his boss? Instead of makin,

" the boss enjoy it, this spectacle obviously provokes his anxiety,

For this reason, the true choice apropos of historical traumag

is not the one between rememberi.ng or forgetting them:

mas we are not ready or able to remember haunt us all the}

more forcefully. We should therefore accept the paradox that, in

i
2]
¥
4

order really to forget an event, we must first summon up thel

' strength to remember it properly. In order to account for
| paradox, we should bear in mind that the opposite of existence i
not nbnexisterzce, but insistence: that which does not exist, con$
tinues to insist, striving towards existence (the first to articulaty
this opposition was, of course, Schelling, when, in his Treatise of
Human Freedom, he introduced the distinction between Existenca
and the Ground of 'Exjstence). When I miss a crucial eth
opportunity, and fail to make a move that would ‘change every:
thing’, the Vvery nonexistence of what I should have done il
haunt me for ever: although what I did not do does not exist,
spectre continues to insist. In an outstanding reading of Walt
Benjamin’s ‘“Theses on the Philosophy of History’,!! Er

- Santer claborates Benjamin’s notion that a present revolution
“ary intervention repeats/redeems past failed attempts: th

‘symptoms’ — past traces which are retroactively redeeme

'through' the ‘miracle’ of the revolutionary intervention — 3

_ 2
11 Eric Santner, ‘Miracles Happen: Benjamin, Rosenzweig, and the
Limits of the Enlightenment’ (unpublished paper, 2001}, ;3

|

k3
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' ‘i:";t so much forgotten deeds, but rather forgotten failures to
sct failures (0 suspend the force of social bond inhibiting acts of
sbh'darity with society’s “others™; |

L. gymptoms register not only past failed revo]utionary
~ attempts but, more modestly, DPast failures to respond to calls
. for action or even for empathy on behalf of those whose

suffering in some sense belongs to the form of life of which

one is a part. They:hold the place of something that is there,

that insists in our life, though it has never achieved ful] onto-
§  logical consistency. Symptoms are thus in some sense the
' perhaps, better, defenses against
voids — that persist in historical experience.

virtual archives of oids — o,

Santner specifies how these symptoms can also take the form of

j disruptions of ‘normal’ social life, like participations in the
obscene rituals of the reigning ideology. Was not the infamous

Kristallnacht in 1938 — that ha]f-organize&, haIf-spontaneeus
: outburst of violent attacks on Jewish homes, synagogues, busi-

nesses, and people themselves — » Bakhtinian ‘carnival’ if ever
f there was one? We should read this Kristallnache precisely as a
f ‘symptom’: the furious rage of such an outburst of violence
makes it a symptom - the defence-formation covering up the
void of the failure to intervene effectively in the social crisis. In
the very rage of the anti-Semitic pogroms is a
proof a contrario of the possibility of the authentic proletarian
revolution: its excessive energy can be read only as a reaction to
f the (‘unconscious’) awareness of the missed revolutfonary
f OPPOTtunity. And is not the ultimate cause of Ostalgie (nostalgia

for the Communist past) among many intellectuals (and even
 ‘ordinary people’) of the definct German Democratic Republic

also a longing — not so much for the Communist past, for what

other words,

4 .V actually went on under Communism, but, rather, for what might
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afraid to draw a parallel with individual psychic life: just as
‘awareness of a missed ‘private’ opportunity (sey, the oppo

“irrational fits of destructive rage. .

- was a fake passion whose ruthless pursuit of the Real be
Aappearances was the ultimate stratagem to avoid confronting the Re
how? Let us begin with the tension between universal and pa

ular in the use of the term “special’: when we say ‘We have spe
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have happened there, for the missed opportunity of ano ‘

Germany? Consequently, are not post-Communist outburs

neo-Nazi violence also a negative proof of the presence of

emancipatory chances, a symptomatic outburst of rage displqg

ing an awareness of missed opportunities? We should no

nity of engaging in a fulfilling love relationship) often leave
traces in the guise of ‘irrational’ anxietics, headaches, and fi

rage, the void of the missed revolutionary chance can explode

- Is the “passion for the Real’ as such, then, to be re;ect

Definitely not, since, once we adopt this stance, the only rema r
ing attitude is that of refusing to go to 'the end, of ‘keeping &
. appearances’. The problem with the twentieth-century ‘passig

for the Real’ was not that it was a passion for the Real, but

funds!”, we mean illegal or at least scoret funds, not just a spe
portion of public funds; when a sexual partaer says ‘Do you

something special?’; he or she means a non-standard ‘pervert
practice; when a police officer or journalist refers to “spe

interrogation measures’, he or she means torture or other si

illegal pressures. (And were not the units in Nazi concentrati

camps, which were kept apart and used for the most horri

job of killing and cremating thousands, and disposing of
bodies, called Sonderkommando, special units?) In Cuba, the diffi
period after the disintegration of the Fastern Europ.

Communist regimes is also referred to as the ‘special period’ .
Along the same lines, we should celebrate the genius &
Walter Benjamin which shines through in the very title of
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: .éarly work: On Language in General and Human Language in

Particulor. The point here is not that human language is a species

of some universal Ianguage as such’ which also compnses other

ecies (language of gods and angels? animal language? the lan-
ge of some other intelligent bemgs out there in space?
computer language? the language of DNA?): there is no actually

g cxisting language other than human language — but, in order to

: Comprehend this ‘particular’ language, we have to introduce a
mlmmal dlfference conceiving it in terms of the gap which sep-
arates it from language ‘as such’ (the pure structure of language
deprived of the insignia of human finitude, erotic passions and

| mortality, struggles for domination and the obscenity of power),
g This Benjaminian lesson is the lesson missed by Habermas: what
% Habermas does is precisely what one should nor do — he posits

the ideal ‘language in general’ (pragmatic universals) directly as
the norm for actually existing language. So, along the lines of
Benjamin’s title, we should describe the basic constellation of
-the social law as that of the ‘Law in general and its obscene
superego underside in particular’ . . .

~ How does this-apply to social analysis? Take Freud’s analysis
of the Rat Man case.!? The Rat Man’s mother had a higher social
status than his father, while his father had a penchant for coarse
language and a legacy of unpaid debts. Moreover, the Rat Man

£ learned that not long before meeting his mother, his father had

pursued an attractive but penniless girl, whom he abandoned to
marry a rich woman. His mother’s plan to marry the Rat Man
into a rich family put him into the same situation as that of his
father: the choice between the poor girl he loved and the more
materially promising match arranged for him by his mother. It is
within these co-ordinates that we should locate the fantasy of the

12 See Sigmund Freud, ‘Notes Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis®
(Standard Edition, Vol. 10).




26 SLAYOJ ZIZEK

rat torture (the victim is bound Lo a pot containing starving

rats; the pot is placed upside-down on his buttocks, so that the
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rats gnaw their way into the victim’s anus): this story was told to
the Rat Man during military training. He was keen to show the

regular officers that people like him (from a well-to-do-Fanily)

could nevertheless accept the rigours of army lifc as well as any
hardencd soldier of humbler birth — in this way, the Rat Man
wanted to bring together the two poles of rich and poor, higher

and lower social status, that had divided his family history. The

12 2663 12
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crucl captain of his unit enthusiastically defended the practice of
corporal punishment, and when the Rat Man disagreed with
him vigorously, the captain then, as it were, threw down his
trump card and described the rat torture, It is not only that the
multiplicity of links which supports the terrible fascinating
power of the rat-tortare fantasy is sustained by the texture of
signifying associations (Rat — advice; Rarte — rat; Rate — the inter-

est rates to be paid; hciraten — to marry; Spielratte —a slang ward

17184863293

for a compulsive gambler . . .). What seems crucial is the fact —

rarcly, if at all, mentioned by the numerous interpreters — that
the choice confronted by both father and son concerns class

antagonism: they both tried to overcome the class divide by rec-

FAA MO,

onciling the two opposing sides; their lot was that of a boy of
humble origins who marries into a rich family, but none the less
retains his ingrained low-class attitude. The figure of the cruel
captain intervenes at this precise juncture: his coarse obscenity
belies the idea of class reconciliation, invoking cruel bodily prac-
tices which sustain social authority. Would it not be possible to
read this figure of the cruel captain as a Fascist figure of the
obscene exercise of brutal power? As the cynical and brutal

Fascist thug dismissing the soft-hearted liberal, aware that he is

% C.Fodr

doing his dirty work for him?
Apocalypse Now Redux (2000), Francis Ford Coppolas newly

edited longer version of Apocalypse Now, stages the co-ordinates

F. Gabri

FrOr
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of this structural excess ol state power in the dearest possible

way. Is it not signilicant that in the figure of Kurtz, the Freudian

h_i_.:c_.n:m_ father' - the obscene father-enjoyment subordi-

nated to no symbolic Law, the total Master who darcs to
confront the Real of terrifying enjoyment face to face —is pre-
gented not as a remainder of some barbaric past, but as the
necessary outcome of modern Western power itsell? Kurtz was
a perfect soldier — as such, through his overidentification with
the military power system, he turned into the excess which the

system has to climinate. The ultimate horizon of Apocalypse Now
" is this insight into how Power generates its own excess, which it

has 1o annihilate in an operation that has to imitate what it fights
(Willard’s mission to kill Kurtz does not exist in the official
record — ‘it never happened’, as the general who bricfs Willard
points out). We thereby enter the domain of secret operations,
of what the Power does without ever admitting it, And docs not
the same go for today's figures presented by the official media as
the embodiments of radical Evil? Is this not the truth behind the
fact that Bin Laden and the Taliban emerged as part of the CIA-
supported anti-Soviet guerrilla movement in Afghanistan, and
behind the fact that Noriega in Panama was an cx-CIA agent? Is
not the USA fighting its own cxcess in all thesc cases? And was
the same not true already of Fascism? The liberal West had to
join forces with Communism to destroy its own excessive out-
growth. (Along the same lines, I am tempted to suggest whata
truly subversive version of Apocalypse Now would have been: to
‘repeat the formula of the anti-Fascist coalition, and have Willard
propose to the Victcong a pact to destroy Kurtz.) What remains
outside the horizon of Apocalypse Now is the perspective of a col-
lective political act bregking out of this vicious cycle of the
~ System which generates its superego excess and is then com-
pelled to annihilate it: a revolutionary violence which no longer

- relies on the superego obscenity. This ‘impossible’ act is what
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takes place in every authentic revolutionary process.

On the opposite side of the political ficld, the archetypal

Eisensteinian cinematic scene which expresses the exubcrant
orgy of revolutionary destructive violence (what Eisenstein him-
self called ‘a veritable bacchanalia of destruction”) belongs to the
same series: when, in October, the victorious revolutionaries
penetrate the wine cellars of the Winter Palace, they indulge in
an ecstatic orgy of smashing thousands of expensive wine bot-
tles; in Bezhin Meadow, the village Pionecrs lorce their way into
the local church and desecrate it, robbing it of its relics, squab-
bling over an icon, sacrilegiously trying on vestments, laughing
heretically at the statuary. . . . In this suspension of goal-orien-
tated instrumental activity, we in effect geta kind of Bataillean
‘unrestrained expenditure’ — the pious desire to deprive the
revolution of this cxcess is simply the desire to have a revolution
without revolution.

‘This scene should be oppused to what Eisenstein does in the
terrifying final scene of Part {1 of fran the Terrible: the carniva-
lesque argy which takes place stands for the Bakhtinian
fantasmatic place in which ‘normal’ power relations are turned
around; in which the Tsar is the slave of the idiot whom he pro-
claims the new Tsar, In a weird mixture of Hollywood musical
and Japanese theatre, the chorus of the infamous ‘Oprichniki’
(Ivan’s private army, which has been doing his dirty work for
him, mercilessly liquidating his enemies) dances and sings an
utterly obscene song which celebrates the axe cutting off the
heads of Ivan’s enemies. The song first describes a group of
boyars having a rich meal: ‘Down the middle . . . the golden
goblets pass . . . from hand to hand. The Chorus then asks,
with pleasurable nervous expectation: ‘Come along, Come
along. What happens next? Come on, tell us morel” And the
solo Oprichnik, bending forward and whistling, shouts the

answer: ‘Strike with the axes!’ Here we are at the obscene site
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where musical enjoyment mects political liquidation - - and,
taking into account the fact that the film was shot in 1944, does
this not confirm the carnivalesque character of the Stalinist
purges? That is the true greatness of Lisenstein: that he detected
(and depicted) the fundamental shift in the status of political vio-
lence, from the ‘Leninist’ liberating outburst of destructive
encrgy to the ‘Stalinist’ obscene underside of the Law.

The Catholic Church itsell velics on {at Jeast) two levels of
such obscene unwritten rules. First, of course, there is, the
infamous Opus Dei, the Church’s own ‘white mafia’, the
(half-)secret organization which somehow embodies the pure
Law beyond any positive legality: its m:_u_,mﬁo rule is uncondi-
tional obedience to the Pope and a ruthless determination to
work for the Church, with all other rules being (potentially)
suspended. As a rule, its members, whose task is to penetrate
the top political and financial circles, keep their Opus Dei iden-
tity secret. As such, they are effectively ‘opus dei’ — the *work
of God’; that s, they adopt the perverse position of a direct
instrument of the big Other’s will. Then there are the numer-
ous cases of sexual abuse of children by priests — these cases are
so widespread from Austria and Italy to Ircland and the USA,
that we can in fact talk about an articulated ‘counterculture’
within the Church, with its set of hidden rules. And there isan
interconnection between the two levels, since Opus Dei regu-
larly intervenes to hush up sexual scandals involving priests.
Incidentally, the Church’s reaction to sexual scandals also
demonstrates how it actually perceives its role: the Church
insists that these cases, deplorable as they are, are its own inter-
nal problem, and displays great reluctance to collaborate with
the police in their investigations. And, indeed, in a way, it is
right: abuse of children is the Church's internal ?oEnEp that

is to say, an inherent product of its very institutional symbolic

organization, not just a series of particular criminal cases
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concerning individuals who happen to  be priests,
Consequently, the answer to this reluctance should be not only
that we are dealing with criminal cases, and that il the Church
does not fully participate in their investigation, it is an accessory
after the fact; moreover, the Church as such, as an institution,
should be investigated with regard to the way it systematically
creates conditions for such crimes, This is also why we cannot
explain the sexual scandals in which priests arc involved as a
manipulation by the oppenents of celibacy, who want to make
their point that if the priests’ sexual urges do not find a legiti-
mate outlet, they have to explode in a pathological way:
allowing Catholic priests to marry would not solve anything;
we would not get priests doing their job without harassing
young boys, since pacdophilia is generated by the Catholic insti-
tution of priesthood as its ‘inherent transgression’, as its
obscene secret supplement.

The very core of the ‘passion for the Real' is this identification
with - this heroic gesture of fully assuming — the dirty obscene
underside of Power: the heroic attitude of *‘Somebody has to do
the dirty work, so let’s do it!’, a kind of mirror-reversal of the
Beautiful Soul which refuses to recognize itsell in its result, We
find this stance also in the properly Rightist admiration for the
celebration of heroes who are ready to do the necessary dirty
work: it is casy to do a noble thing for one’s country, up to sac-
rificing one’s life for it — it is much more difficult to commit a
crime for one's country . . . Hitler knew very well how to play
this double game apropos of the Holocaust, using Himmler to
spell out the ‘dirty secret’. In his speech to the S8 leaders in
Posen on October 4 1943, Himmler spoke quite o.mum_.._u\ about
the mass killing of the Jews as ‘a glorious page in our history, and
one that has never been written and never can be written’; he

mxﬁ:nﬁ% included the killing of women and children:
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We faced the question: what shoukd we do with the women
and children? I decided here too to find a completely chear
solution, 1did not regard mysell'as justificd in cx terminating
the men - that is 10 say, to kill them or have them killed ~
and to allow the avengers in the shape of chiklren to grow up
for our sons and grandchildren. The difficult decision had to

be taken to have this people disappear from the carth,?

The very next day, the S$ leaders were ‘'ordered to attend a

mecting where Hitler himsell'gave an aceount of the state of the
war; here, Hitler did not have to mention the Final Solution
dircctly — oblique references to the S8 leaders” knowledge and
to their shared complicity, were enough: “The entire German
people know that it is a matter of whether they exist or do not
exist. The bridges have been destroyed behind them, Only the
way forward remains.’** And, ideally, it is along these lines that

we can oppose the ‘reactionary’ and the ‘progressive’ passion for

' one is the endorsement of the

the Real: while the ‘reactionary
obscene underside of the Law, the ‘progressive’ one is con-
frontation with the Real of the antagonism denied by the
‘passion for purification’, which — in both its versions, the
Rightist and the Leftist — assumes that the Real is touched in and
through the destruction of the cxcessive a,,HnEo:H which intro-
duces antagonism. Here, we should abandon the standard
metaphorics of the Real as the terrifying Thing that is impossi-
ble to confront face to face, as the ultimate Real concealed
beneath the layers of imaginary and/ or symbelic Veils: the very
idea that, beneath the deceptive appearances, there lies hidden
some ultimate Real Thing too horrible for us to look at directly

13 Quoted from lan Kershaw, Hitler, 1936—45: Nemesis, Har-
mondsworth: Penguin 2001, pp. 604-5. .
14 Kershaw, Hicler, p. 606.
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is the ultimate appearance — this Real Thing is a fantasmatic
spectre whose ?.ammznn guarantees the consistency of our sym-
bolic edifice, thus enabling us to avoid confronting its
constitutive inconsistency (‘antagonism’). Take Nazi ideology:
the Jew as its Real is a spectre evoked in order to conceal social
antagonism - that is, the figure of the Jew enables us to perceive
social totality as an organic Whole. And does not the same go
for the figure of Woman-Thing inaceessible to the male grasp?
Is she also not the ultimate Spectre enabling men to avoid the
constitutive deadlock of the sexual relationship?

It is here that one should introduce the notion of Heme sacer
recently developed by Giorgio >m»3_uosn_w the distinction
between those who are includied in the legal order and Homo
sacer is not simply horizontal, a distinction between two groups
of people, but more and more also the ‘*vertical’ distinction
between the two (superimposed) ways of how the same people
can be treated — briefly: on the level of Law, we are treated as
citizens, legal subjects, while on the level of its abscene super-
ego supplement, of this empty unconditional law, we are treated
as Homo sacer. Perhaps, then, the best motto for today’s analysis
of ideology is the line quoted by Freud at the beginning of his
Interpretation of Dreams: Acheronta mavebo — if you cannot change
the explicit set of idcological rules, you can try to change the

underlying set of obscene unwritten rules,

15 See Giorgio Agamben, Home Sacer, Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press 1998,

2

REAPPROPRIATIONS: THE
LESSON OF MULLAH OMAR

Our prcliminary reaction is that the shattering impact of the
September 11 attacks can be accounted for only against the
background of the border which today separates the digitalized
First World from the Third World ‘desert of the Real’. It is the
awareness that we live in an insulated artificial universe which
generates the notion that some ominous agent is threatening us
all the time with total destruction, In this paranciac perspective,
the terrorists are turned into an irrational abstract agency —
abstract in the Hegelian sense of subtracted from the concrete
socio-ideological network which gave birth to it. Every expla-
nation which evokes social circumstances is dismissed as covert
justification of terror, and every particular entity is evoked only
in a negative way: the terrorists betray the true spirit of Islam,
they do not express the interests and hopes of the poor Arab
masses. . . . In the days after September 11, the media reported
that not only English translations of the Koran but also books
about Islam and Arab culture in general became instant best-
sellers: people wanted to understand what Islam is, and it is safe

to surmise that the vast majority of those who wanted to under-

stand Islam were not anti-Arab racists, but people eager to give
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Islam a chance, to get a feel for it, to experience it from the
inside, and thus to redeem it — their desire was to convince
themselves that Islam is a great spiritual force which cannot be
blamed for the terrorist crimes, Sympathetic as this attitude
may be (and what can be ethically more appealing than, in the
midst of a viclent confrontation, trying to put oneself inside the
opponent’s mind, and thus to relativize one’s own standpoint?),
it remains a gesture of ideological mystification par excellence:
probing into different cultural traditions is preciscly not the way
to grasp the political dynamics which led to the September 11
attacks. Is not the fact that Western leaders, from Bush to
Netanyahu and Sharon, repeat like a mantra how [slam is a great
religion, which has nothing to do with the horrible crimes com-
mitted in its name, a clear sign that something about this praise
is wrong? When, in October 2001, the [talian Prime Minister,
Silvio Berlusconi, made his famous ‘slip of the tongue’ and, to
the consternation of Western liberals, claimed that human rights
and freedoms emerged from the Christian tradition, which is
clearly superior to Islam, his stance was, in a way, much more to
the point than other leaders’ disgustingly patronizing liberal
respect for the Other’s spiritual depth. ]
Recently, comments like “The End of the Age of Irony” have
abounded in our media, pushing home the notion that the age of
a postmodern deconstructive sliding of sense is over: now once
again we need firm and unambiguous commitments.
Unfortunately, Jirgen Habermas himself (in his speech of
acceptance upon receiving the German publishers’ prize in
October 2001} jeined this chorus, emphasizing that postmodern
relativism’s time is over. (If anything, the events of September 11
indicate the utter impotence of Habermasian ethics — should we
say that there is ‘distorted communication’ between Muslims
and the liberal West?) Along the same lines, Rightist commen-
tators like George Will also immediately _v..oa_.&-mmm_ the end of
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the American ‘holiday from history” - the impact of reality shat-
tering the isolated tower of the liberal tolerant attitude and the
Cultural Studies focus on textuality. Now, we are forced to
strike back, to deal with rcal cnemies in the real world, . . |
However, whom do we strike? Whatever the response, it will
never hit the right target, bringing us full satisfaction. The
ridicule of America attacking Alghanistan is a casc in point; if the
greatest power in the world bombards one ol the poorest coun-
trics, in which peasants barcly survive on barren hills, is this not
the ultimate case of impotent acting out? Alghanistan is other-
wisc an ideal target: a country that is alrcady reduced to rubble,
with no infrastructure, repeatedly destroyed by war for the last
two decades. . . . We cannot avoid the surmise that the choice
of Afghanistan was also determined by economic considera-
tions: is it not the best procedure to act out one’s anger at a
country for which no one cares and where there is nothing to
destroy? Unfortunately, the choice of Afghanistan cannot [ail to
recall the ancedote about the madman who scarches for a lost
key beneath a streetlamp; asked why there, when he lost the key
in a dark corner, he answers: “But it’s casicr to search under a
strong light!” Is not the ultimate irony that prior to the US
bombing, the whole of Kabul already logked like downtown
Mauhattan after September 117 The ‘war on terrorism’ thus
functions as an act whose truc aim is to lull us into the falsely
secure conviction that nothing has really changed.

It is already a journalistic cliché that a new form of war is
now emerging: 2 high-tech war in which precision bombing, and

so on, does the job, without any direct intervention by ground

 forces (if they are needed at all, this job can be left to ‘local -

alties’). Old notions of face-to-face combat, courage, and so
on, are becoming obsolete; We should note the structural
homology between this new warfare-at-a-distance, where the

‘soldier” A.m computer specialist) pushes buttons hundreds of
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miles away, and the decisions of managerial bodics which affect
millions (IMF specialists dictating the conditions a 'Third World
country has to mect in order to deserve financial aid; WTO reg-
ulations; corporate boards deciding  about necessary
‘restructuring’): in both cascs, abstraction is inscribed into a
very ‘real’ situation ~ decisions are made which will affect thou-
sands, sometimes causing terrifying havoc and destruction, but
the link between these ‘structural” decisions and the painful
reality of millions is broken; the ‘specialists” taking the decisions
are unable to imagine the consequences, since they measure the
effects of these decisions in abstract terms {a country can be
‘financially sanc’ even if millions in it are starving).

And today’s ‘terrorism’ is simply the counterpoint to this
warfare. The true long-term threat is further acts of mass terror
in comparison with which the memory of the WTC collapse
will pale — acts that are less spectacular, but much more horri-
fying. What about bacteriological warfare, what about the use of
lethal gas, what about the prospect of DNA terrorism (devel-
oping poisons which will affect only peapie who share a specific
genome}? In contrast to Marx, who relied on the notion of the
fetish as a solid object whose stable presence obfuscates its social
mediation, we should assert that fetishism reaches its cme pre-
cisely when the fetish itself is ‘dematerialized’, turned into a
fluid ‘immaterial’ virtual entity; money fetishism will culminate
with the passage to its electronic form, when the last traces of its
materiality have disappeared — it is only at this stage that it will
assume the form of an indestructible spectral presence: [ owe
you 1,000 dollars, and no matter how many material notes |
burn, Istill owe you 1,000 dollars — the debt is inscribed some-
where in virtual digital space, . . . Does not the same also hold
for warfare? Far from pointing towards the twentieth-century
warfare, the WTC twin towers explosion and collapse in
September 2001 were, rather, the last spectacular cry of
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twenticth-century warfare. What awaits us is something much
morc uncamy: the spectre of an ‘immaterial’ war where the
attack is invisible — viruses, poisons which can be anywhere and
nowhere. On the level of visible material reality, nothing hap-
pens, no big explosions; yet the known universe starts to
collapse, life disintegrates.

We are entering a new era of paranciac warfarc in which the
greatest task will be to identify the enemy and his weapons. In
this new warfare, the agents assumc their acts less and less pub-

licly: not only are ‘terrorists’ themselves no longer cager to

claim responsibility for their acts (cven the notorious al-Qacda

did not cxplicitly appropriate the mc_;n_,d_vﬁ, 11 attacks, not to
mention the mystery about the origins of the anthrax letters);
‘antiterrorist’ state measures themsclves are clouded in a shroud
of secrecy — all this forming an idcal breeding-ground for con-
spiracy theories and generalized social paranoia.

And is not the obverse of this paranciac omnipresence of
the invisible war its desubstantialization? Just as we drink beer
without alcohol or coffee without caffeine, we are now getting
war deprived of its substance - a virtual war fought behined
computer screens, a war experienced by its participants as a
video game, a war with no casualties (on our side, at least).
With the spread of the anthrax panic in October 2001, the West
got the first taste of this new ‘invisible’ warfare in which — an
aspect we should always bear in mind — we, ordinary citizens,
are totally dependent on the authorities for information about
what is going on: we sec and hear nothing; all we know comes
from the official media. A superpower bombing a desolate

desert country and, at the same time, hostage to invisible bac-

teria — this, not the WTC explosions, is the first image of

twenty-first-century warfare. Instead of a quick acting out, we )

should confront some difficult questions: what will ‘war’ mean

in the twenty-first century? Who will ‘they’ be if they are,
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clearly, neither states nor criminal gangs? Here | cannot resist
the temptation to recall the Freudian opposition of the public
Law and its obscene superego double: along the same lines, are
not ‘international terrorist organizations’ the obscene double of
the big multinational corporations — the ultimate rhizomatic
machine, omnipresent, albeit with no clear territorial base? Are
they not the form in which nationalist and/or religious ‘funda-
mentalism’ accommodated itsclf to global capitalism? Do they
not embody the ultimate contradiction, with their particu-
lar/exclusive content and their global dynamic functioning?
An emblematic (post-) Yugoslav Serb film, Pretty Village,
Pretty Flame (Srdjan Dragojevié, 1996), somchow prefigures this
shitt in the figurc of the m:n_:u\.:, The story takes place during
the first winter of the Bosnian war, when a group of Serb army
lighters are trapped by Bosnian soldiers in a deserted railway
tunnel; between outbreaks of fighting, the soldicrs inside and
outside the tunnel provoke each other by exchanging national-
ist insults. The key feature of the narrative, howcver, is that this
stand-off between the two sides involved in the conflict, which
lasts for ten days, is presented entirely from the perspective of
those inside the tunnel, the Serb fighters; until the very [inal
dénouement, the ‘Muslim side’ is presented only as an assem-
blage of what Michel Chion called ‘acousmatic voices’; vulgar
insults or wild half-animal shouting which are not (yet) attrib-
uted to particular visually identified individuals, and thus acquire
an all-powerful spectral dimension.!? The narrative dev ice thus
mobilized is, of course, taken from many horror films, and even
Westerns, in which a group of sympathetic characters is encir-

cled by an invisible Enery who is mainly heard and seen only in

16 1 rely here on Pavle Levi’s outstanding doctoral thesis
‘Disintegration in Frames’ (New York University 2002),

17 See Michel Chion, The Foice in Cinema, New York: Columbia
University Press 2000.
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the guise of flecting shadows and blurred appearances {from
Jacques Tourncur’s undlerrated Western Apache Drums to john
Carpenter’s Assaule on Precingt 1 3.1

This very formal device compels us, the spectators, to iden-
tify with the besieged Serb group, and the fact that Serb soldiers
are offered as the viewer’s peint of identification is further con-
firmed by a strange feature: although, at the beginning of the
film, we sec Mustim villages destroyed by violently rampaging
Serb soldiers, these soldiers are not those who are later trapped
in the tunnel; these soldiers mysteriously just pass through
_S.__.Ep-c:ﬁ villages — no killing scerms to take place, no onc seems
todie . . . This properly fotishist split (although we, the specta-
tors, know very well that these soldiers must have done their
share of killing Muslim civilians, we are not shown this, so that
we can continuc to belicve that their hands are not full of blood)
creates the conditions for our sympathetic identification with
them. In contrast to the Muslims — an unidentified spectral
Entity of insults, threats and wild shouts — the Serbs are thus
fully individualized, basically characterized as a bunch of ‘crazy
but sympathetic’ antiheroes, And, as Pavle Levi remarks perspi-
caciously, the potential subversive dimension of this device (if
the Enerny is purely acousmatic, and thus spectral, what if it is

just a paranoiac projection of the Serbs themselves, the result of

18 This implicit refcrence to Westerns is even more complex, since the
film turns around the usual perception of Bosnians as the besieged
city-dwellers and Serbs as the attacking besiegers starving out a
large city (Sarajeve, exemplarily): here, the Serbs are the besieged
ones and the Bosnians the attacking besicgers. (And, incidentally, it

is Peter Handke who, in his defence of the Serbs, refers to this

cliché, giving it a Politically Correct twist: since we know today that
Indians {Native Americans) were the ‘good guys’ defending their
country from the invading European colonizers, should we not
draw the same conclusion apropos of the Bosnian war and support
the Serbs, who here play the role of the Native >=,nolnw:m.3




