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This book is for Jeff Derksen, who knows I only do psychoanalysis because I have to.
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Introduction

This book is both an introduction to the work of Slavoj Žižek and a way to use his ideas to think about the digital present. My thesis throughout is that we need the unique combination of German Idealism, Lacanian psychoanalysis, and Marxist materialism to be found in Žižek’s thought to understand how the Internet, social and new media, and digital cultural forms work—how they work in our lives, how their failure to work structures our pathologies and fantasies, and how our failure to properly understand—our misrecognition of—the digital is constitutive of the political (it is where we organize and what we abandon to organize “in real life” [IRL]), of the aesthetic (which is to say, art in the age of the digital simulacra), and of the psychosexual (the smartphone, nestled next to our genitals or wallet, as the site of trolls, passwords, lovers, and “sexts”). But it works in the other direction, as well: we need the Internet, digital culture, social media, and smartphones, to understand Žižek; to understand how his thought is structured; how his books work; how his reputation, controversies, and ideas circulate, are debated, disagreed with, dismissed—but never ignored.

The two parts of this book’s title, then, need to be given equal weight: the Internet, and the unconscious. And by the Internet, as my audiences have reminded me a few times, I mean everything digital (our use of digital devices, including laptop computers and mobile devices especially), everything social media, and also the often-invisible machinery on which the Internet “runs”—the servers, stacks, tubes, and bandwidth. The Internet is also cultural—both in the sense of digital culture—from the “digitization of everything”, or the way that most images, sounds, and objects we encounter are now either part of the Internet or have had a digital role in their creation—to the form that the digital plays in our imagination, from our frustration at getting Wi-Fi or downloading a large file to misconceptions on the availability (or nonavailability) of digital streams globally.

Then, the unconscious: this is both a specific, Freudian-Lacanian use of the term, referring as it does to questions of whether the digital realm has a repressed, or extimate, or unknown Real, but also a metonymic reference to such tropes of post-Lacanian theory as jouissance, the sinthome, and lack. First of all, our relationship to the digital is phenomenological and psychoanalytic, it is libidinal, and it has to do with anxiety, with neuroses, with fetishes. To think about the digital in a psychoanalytic way means to think about it spatially (following Žižek, also social, in terms of dialectical materialism).

All culture is now digital—the digital is the totality—and so the primary objects that I work through in this study, along with various instances of theory, are cultural objects. Thus, procedural novels (Ian Rankin, Jo Nesbø, and Steig Larsson), but also novels by Tao Lin, Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani, and Agatha Christie, Lena Dunham’s memoir, a poem by John Ashbery, and lyrics by Chance the Rapper and Frank Ocean. These texts, mostly popular, are read first as instances of digital tropes and themes (from Chance’s “rice and black beans/went into Apple store for a cracked screen” to Ashbery’s proto-Selfie poem “Self-portrait in a Convex Mirror”) but also for how they stage the digital ontologically—Dunham’s shriek at discovering pebbles in her sister’s vagina, Lin’s novel that breaks into live tweeting.

Then, films such as The Act of Killing, Searching for Sugar Man, Once Upon a Time in the West, Her, Stalker, Ex Machina, and This Is Forty are watched in terms of how they stage or frame such Žižekian themes as “diseventalization” (can anything be more disheartening than watching the insouciant murderers in The Act of Killing?) or the sexual nonrelationship (Her as test case for a new “multiculturalism of computers”) or even the way in which the digital stains the excremental (This Is Forty).

And then contemporary (mostly) art by Thomas Hirschhorn, Laura Owens, Hito Steyerl, Dara Birnbaum, Pierre Huyghe, Martha Rosler, Chto Delat, Caravaggio, Milija Pavićević, Šejla Kamerić, Tanja Ostojić, Sanja Iveković, Tim Lee, Jeff Wall, John Gerrard, and Robert Mapplethorpe. Works by these artists may be a way of helping us to think about Žižek’s Balkan body (Kamerić, Ostojić … ) or reverse-engineering the Selfie (Lee) or the very different roles that the finger, the digital haptic, plays in relation to the body (Hirschhorn, Caravaggio, and Mapplethorpe).

A certain triangulation therefore is on offer here: contemporary cultural production, it is proposed, is the most promising way in which to find the digital terrain to be theorized via psychoanalysis. Or, rather, digital culture exists in these filmic, textual, and visual forms—again, once we know how to read them, how to look at them or listen to them. I propose to discuss those cultural forms for how they represent the digital present, but also to argue that they can be interpreted to understand our relationship with the digital. For the digital is not the digital per se, but is a figure for the historical present, for the coming-into-being of, perhaps, a new sociality. And so, too, it can be worthwhile to investigate the most mundane, everyday aspects of the Internet, our “distractions” by gifs or status updates or cracked smartphone screens (just as, in an earlier period, Freud said we should pay attention to our dreams, to mistakes, to jokes). In some ways, this is all a long way of saying that the Internet is a text.

Three motifs, then: the digital neighbor, fragile absolute, and dialectics of lack. And rather than describing or developing these concepts directly, perhaps an argument on how this book’s project can be aligned with the “problem child” of the left: the public persona of Slavoj Žižek.

A leftist plea for not tolerating refugees—and a Facebook story

While it is dangerous for an academic book—which typically takes more than a year from its writing to its publication—to engage with current events, it is worth checking my claims with respect to the dialectics of Žižek and the Internet in two recent, and perhaps notorious, instances of Žižek’s arguments in popular conversations: I am referring first to his various statements about refugees, culminating in his book Against the Double Blackmail: Refugees, Terror and Other Troubles with the Neighbors, and then to his supposed endorsement of US presidential candidate Donald Trump before the 2016 election, followed by his argument that Trump’s election is not as bad as would have been Hillary Clinton’s. Both sets of statements seem, for Žižek even, to be beyond the pale of radical leftist thought. Support of refugees—whether from the Syrian and other Middle Eastern conflicts or in terms of the thousands who attempt to cross from Northern Africa to Italy—is the ne plus ultra of good-thinking social democrats, if only because of the opposition to same on the part of the populist rightists in Europe, let alone the ethical demands of multiculturalism, empathy for the disadvantaged and the poor, and so on. But Žižek’s book’s subtitle offers a clue to the contours of his thinking, as well as possible connections to this book’s arguments. Žižek is thinking of refugees and migrants in terms of the Freudian-Lacanian concept of the “neighbor,” or the Nebenmensch, the proximate other, who is such a threat to us. We are told to love the neighbor, Freud declared in Civilization and Its Discontents, because it is so hard. Because, Lacan argues, his jouissance is a threat to our own. Because, Žižek adds, we do not like our own enjoyment. Žižek’s argument here is twofold: first, we have to recognize that sentimental attachments to romantic conceptions of the migrant or refugee do a disservice to those migrants as well as underestimate the true difficulties of assimilation, settlement, and the like. Further, the focus on refugees is a convenient way of ignoring the West’s imperial role in promulgating “failed states,” war-torn regions, climate change, and other etiologies of disaster. But key here is the concept of the neighbor, of how the other as neighbor (which is to say not the living concrete person next to me, the Muslim or the right winger or the transperson, but that category of the other) is fundamentally different, that this real difference is itself inhuman, and that our only solution to such difference is the universality of alienation, of indifference—which is our own inhumanity. True universality, Žižek declares, is not a humanist universality of anodyne understanding; rather, it is “a universality of ‘strangers’, of individuals reduced to the abyss of impenetrability in relating not only to others but also to themselves” (ADB, 83).1 And it is precisely this dialectic of proximity and indifference that is called for by the digital, by what I later in this book call the “digital neighbor,” or the way in which social media and the Internet promise this closeness that we do not even want.

Consider the Frank Ocean song “Facebook story,” which is a narrative by the producer SebastiAn. Asked by his girlfriend to be his friend on Facebook, he retorts: “I’m in front of you, I don’t need to accept you on Facebook.” Of course, and we do not need an algorithm to predict this, the girl breaks it off: “She thought I was cheating.” I argue that it is the girl we should trust here, not SebastiAn: Why was it such a big deal for him not to be friends with his girl on Facebook? Why did he want to keep the “virtual” separate from being “in front of” her? SebastiAn here remains trapped in a humanist conception of love (ironically, for a musician who has flirted with the “hyperreal,” according to the Genius website)—whereas his girlfriend wants the alienation promised by the digital.

Žižek’s support of Trump was similarly surprising, all the more so on the surface since he seemed at one point to actually advocate voting for Trump. During an appearance on Al Jazeera after the election, he denied this, saying that he had been misquoted. Nonetheless, he was clear on how the election of Hillary Clinton would be worse for the Left than that of Trump, for the somewhat Leninist argument that Trump’s election would be a disaster for the Republicans, indeed for electoral democracy, whereas Clinton would just continue the neoliberal hegemony. Be that as it may, one aspect of his analysis is worth paying attention to, and this lies in how for the Democratic consensus identity politics of a superficial kind are separated from economic and social justice. Whereas, Žižek argues, “the leftist call for justice tends to be combined with struggles for women’s and gay rights, for multiculturalism and against racism … the Clinton consensus clearly dissociate[s] all these struggles from the leftist call for justice.”2 Žižek’s example of this wedge issue for the Left then connects with another of his more contentious arguments—that trans rights can be easily accommodated by global capital—offering as an example Tim Cook, CEO of Apple, who signed a letter decrying transphobic public washroom policies in North Carolina. Now, Žižek argues, Cook can “easily forget about hundreds of thousands of Foxconn workers in China assembling Apple products in slave conditions.” Žižek’s argument, then, is an example of how the Internet’s “two bodies,” as I discuss in Chapter 4, means that the condition of the workers who mine the rare metals for our devices, who assemble them, and who “like farm” and “feed scrub” necessarily must be taken account of in our postmodern, digital present.

Chapter breakdown

Chapter 1, “Does the Internet Have an Unconscious?,” grounds the book’s psychoanalytic take on digital culture via considerations of the unconscious in Freud, Lacan, and Jameson, speculating on whether the Internet has an unconscious or, indeed, is our unconscious. Freud’s essay on “The Unconscious” provides a way of thinking about the role of email in contemporary life (but also in such Scandinavian police procedurals as The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and The Killing). Lacan’s conception of “The Position of the Unconscious,” which both is and is not spatial, is an occasion to think about Internet passwords, but also how social media advertising algorithms are examples of “the unconscious as the discourse of the Other.” Jameson’s “political unconscious” is then mobilized as a way to think about contemporary art, and specifically painting in the digital age—looking at Los Angeles artist Laura Owens’ work, in all its Photoshopped promiscuity of the brush stroke. These concepts of the unconscious suggest it as a space without contradiction, but one that nonetheless harbors a non-dit, an unsaid.

Chapter 2, “Slavoj Žižek as Internet Philosopher,” suggests three different ways of thinking about Žižek with respect to the Internet: his methodology, his reception, and his theory. I first discuss Žižek’s work in relation to digital culture in terms of his compositional process (cutting and pasting, but also auto-plagiarism), making the argument that these processes can best be understood in the digital, connected practice of the Internet. I then explore how we in turn read, or consume, or watch Žižek and his texts and performances. One does not have to read his work—one can merely listen to podcasts, watch YouTube, follow the memes—does this signify something new and post-book or post-codex about his practice? Finally, I draw on Žižek’s ideas of the “obscene underside of the Law” as a way to talk about various Internet subcultures and texts: LOLcats and trolls and, in an extended analysis, Nigerian email spam as a veritable postcolonial literary genre. Here I am making the dualistic argument that we need Žižek to understand the digital, but also that we need the Internet to understand Žižek’s (and not only his) theory.

Chapter 3, “Was Facebook an Event?,” brings thinking about digital culture, social media, and the Internet into dialogue with Žižek’s recent work on the Event and “immaterial materialism” (in his 2014 books Event and Absolute Recoil). Žižek discusses the Event in terms of framing, but also the fantasy as frame, the fall as Event, the retroactive question of the Truth-Event (but also illusion, the Imaginary), the importance of the subject as Event, and the possibilities of fidelity to the Event, as well as infidelity, “diseventalization.” If the Event is the Hegelian-Lacanian subject as “vanishing mediator,” or the reframing of experience via the Gestellen of technology—in what way does the “immateriality” of the Internet, les lathouses of digital gadgets, say, allow us to think of a digital Event? What does it mean to “traverse the fantasy” of the Internet, for example? Social media, a matter of frames and their doubling, leading to considerations of how interface studies itself cogitates on the frame, but those frames determine our subjectivity, Žižek argues, suggesting perhaps, a social media big Other, “an anxious God, dreading a decision on his own status.” But this question of the big Other—and his demise—also is connected to what he calls the “unmaking” of the Event, its Ungeshhenmachen or “diseventalization.” Here recent inquiries into gender, both popular (Lena Dunham) and theoretic (the Tiqqun collective), are helpful.

In Chapter 4, “Is the Internet a Thing?,” I investigate what a triangulation of Žižekian theory, object-oriented ontology (OOO), and questions of the body (of the Internet’s two bodies) can bring to thinking about the digital culture. I take my cue from a number of vertices: the importance of the object or thing in psychoanalysis, the dialogue or at least missed dialogues between Žižek and OOO (especially Graham Harman, Ian Bogost, Quentin Meillassoux, and Levi Bryant), and Ernst Kantorowicz’s theory of “the king’s two bodies” (filtered through T.J. Clark and Eric Santner). All of this is in turn worked out via a panoply of cultural objects, including, first of all, Thomas Hirschhorn’s film Touching Reality (which depicts a hand swiping and pinching images of atrocities on a smartphone), and the fiction of Tao Lin (Taipei), where, as Bogost argues, all objects are presented as a flat terrain, the MacBook and ingested pharmaceuticals no different than pineapple chunks from Whole Foods. For this is not only to
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