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Introduction

Esotericism?

Philipp Valentini and Mahdi Tourage 

Among the French theorists of the twentieth century, Jacques Lacan seems to be the most interested in taking a critical non-European stance to his own thoughts. Firmly rooted in the writings of Freud and Saussure, he first suggested a theory that would interpret the unconscious as a structure that can be sketched and analysed as a language. However, this only works with certain languages. French, for example, translates sounds into words that are written, while the whole meaning of the sentence is only given retrospectively when the entire sentence has been heard from the start to its end. The subject who speaks the language is disjoined from her material context as well as from her own body.1 Here, the subject belongs to a language with its univocal grammar and multiple assonances that allow the analyst to follow the slip of meanings that occur in the mouth of the patient. The univocity of its grammar seeks to close the multiple meanings that can emerge.2 On 11 January 1977, Lacan taught that:

It is, I believe, quite gripping that in what I call the structure of the unconscious, grammar must be eliminated. Logic must not be eliminated, but grammar must be eliminated. In French there is too much grammar. In German there is still more. In English, there is a different one that is in a way implicit. Grammar must be implicit to have its proper weight.3

Lacan’s fine knowledge of the Chinese language and his fascination for the different forms of Japanese Buddhism made him aware of the limits of an account of the unconscious based on a language such as French, encouraging him to re-examine the fundaments of the subject. In the Chinese language, there are two ways of conveying meaning: either meaning is translated into ideograms and pictograms or spoken sounds are translated into words (as in French). Whereas in French the analyst can only comprehend the patient through the singular reference to the language’s grammar and assonances, in Chinese the patient can refer either to a word that names something or to a reference to an idealised and highly codified meaning of the object described in a set of ideograms and pictograms. The Chinese subject thus escapes the hermeneutical frame of psychoanalysis precisely because she does not belong entirely to only one of these two ways of forging a meaning—that is, meanings that are drawn and meanings that are heard. Lacan told his audience on 12 May 1965:

It would be a great mistake to believe that there is the slightest thing to be expected from the Freudian exploration of the unconscious that would in a way rejoin, echo, corroborate what has been produced by these traditions that we qualify, that we label—I detest the term—oriental, of something which is not from the tradition which has elaborated the function of the subject.4

When Lacan looked for an outside-of-psychoanalysis that can be performed and transmitted to other persons, he did not only focus his attention on China, but also Japan. The biographer of Lacan, Elisabeth Roudinesco, reports that Lacan went to Japan in 1963, four years after his philosophical master Alexandre Kojève.5 There, he learned how, in Kojève’s words, the “snobbish” formalism of Japanese civilisation could be subjectively enacted in the End of Times.6 In fact, it can also be argued that the philosophical drive of Lacan’s last years are a development of Kojève’s own insights.7 According to Lacan’s philosophical master, history having ended, human beings would behave according to the rules of politeness or courtesy—that is, a “pure form” opposed to any content. Lacan thus “acquired the habit of indulging in the ceremony of tea.”8 It is precisely this kind of pure formalism that Kojève refers to when he meditates on the formalism of those who live in the End of Times. On the contrary, the part of humanity that would not behave as such would fall into the state of idiotic beasts and perpetuate an “American way of life.”9

Through such formalism, one can see Lacan’s attempt to build an esoteric doctrine of his own. It hints precisely at a worldview in which the subject is a “pure form” without any intentional and historical content. The subject is no more an “I” (we bid farewell to any remnant of German idealism) nor a surface on which different sets of affects run (we bid farewell to all forms of, revolutionary or liberal, Spinozism), but, in fact, a “pure form” that can be drawn or performed (as in the Tea Ceremony), yet not communicated within the grammar and pace of an articulated spoken discourse that is necessarily moved by the exotericism of desire and sexual differentiation. 

Pressed by the task to sketch the forms that the subject can take while knotting together the Real (that which is absent from our representations of the world) with the Imaginary (the illusion that all our representations of the world possess the character of a given totality) and the Symbolic (the power to constantly attribute new meanings to the things that populate our representations), Lacan vanished in the last years of his life into the abstract world of mathematical topologies10—that is, attempts to geometrically show how paradoxes and discontinuities emerge in a space that is continuous. If language as such cannot convey what belongs to the abyss—Jakob Böhme’s Ungrund11—of any subjectivity, it is precisely because language is already inside the gaze of the Master. On the contrary, mathematical drawings can show how the “scrap of waste” that is outside the gaze of the Master is the “True Man”:

The subject from which we have to begin is the piece which is lacking to a knowledge that is conditioned by ignorance and what is involved in its regard, if it is through it that we have to find man, is always in a position of a scrap of waste (déchet) with respect to his representation.

And in this measure one can say that until psychoanalysis, the world was always represented without the true man, without taking account of the place where he is as subject, the place in which there would be no representation, very precisely because the representation would not have a representative in the world.12

Here, the presence of the formula “True Man” may refer either to the secret teachings of Taoism or to the Japanese-inspired teachings of Kojève. If we read it according to the Taoist tradition, then it indicates the one “who can return to that which produced (him) as if he had not yet acquired [physical] form. . . . The True Man is he who has not yet begun to differentiate himself from the Great Unity.”13 Should we read it through a Japanese-inspired Kojève, then it refers to the emptiness of the void that establishes the True Man as the one who receives “the revelation of an emptiness, the presence of the absence of a reality, (that) is something essentially different from the desired thing, something other than a thing, than a static and given real being that stays eternally identical to itself.”14 In both cases, the “True Man” constantly eludes the analytical practice of the psychoanalyst herself, as the latter is also stuck inside the grammar and assonances of the language she speaks, a language that is necessarily moved by desire and thus sexual differentiation itself. Recalling a Zen tradition, Lacan taught that to step out of the “infernal business” of jouissance, one should be barked at.15 This would break down the process of thinking and thus bring forth the fundamental emptiness of any subjectivity. In other words, the psychoanalyst already belongs to the domain of (exoteric) representations and not to the (esoteric) non-represented point that shapes the forms of our (exoteric) representations. In order to show intuitively how this metaphysical point of non-representation shapes our (linguistically inherited) given representations that are spoken, Lacan needed to stop speaking. He thus started drawing topological forms such as Cross-caps, Möbius strips or Borromean knots on the blackboard. Lacan’s mutism became so intense that in 1978, during his last teaching, he turned from the blackboard back to his audience and became confused. Roudinesco writes: “He spoke of his mistake and then left the room.”16 Lacan’s thoughts on the point of non-representation set into motion a field of investigation that is relatively outside of the strict field of psychoanalysis—it is “esoteric” as it investigates not what is said, but rather that which cannot be said, yet must equally be communicated.17

What we gain from this initial reflection on the presence of an esoteric thinking that is intertwined with Lacan’s exoteric teachings is the following. Lacan’s exoteric problem may be formulated as such: “What is the structure of the language that is constantly reconfigured by the unconscious?” This exoteric question and its investigation, performed by the West European French Doctor inside the walls of prestigious schools of the French Republic, inevitably strengthens the Western Subject, who through the universalisation of its “university discourse,” has required the colonised subject to abide to the same biographical scenario as her colonial masters. In contrast, Lacan’s esoteric question might well be the following: “How does the non-representation that moves the shapes of the subject’s apprehension of the world relate to our (spiritual and political) representations of the world?” It takes the position of the point of non-representation in order to undo the fiction upon which the Western European subject builds its contagious imperialism. In his Seminar XVII: The Other Side of Psychoanalysis (1969–1970), Lacan describes the subjectivity of three patients from Togo who had become medical doctors in Paris in the times of colonisation:

Very shortly after the last war—I had been born a long time before—I took into analysis three people from the high country of Togo, who had spent their childhood there. Now, I was not able, in their analysis, to find any trace of tribal practices and beliefs. They had not forgotten them but they only knew them from the point of view of ethnography. It has to be said that everything was designed to separate it from them, given what they were, courageous little doctors who were trying to make their way into the medical hierarchy of France, and do not forget we were still at the colonial stage. What they knew about it then from the point of view of the ethnographer was more or less what you find in the newspapers, but their unconscious functioned according to the good old rules of the Oedipus complex. This was the unconscious that they had been sold along with the laws of colonisation, an exotic, regressive form of the discourse of the Master, in the face of the capitalism described as imperialism. Their unconscious was not that of their childhood memories—you could feel that—but their childhood was retroactively experienced in our fam-il-ial categories—write the word the way I taught you to last year. I defy any analyst to contradict me, even if he were to go out into the field. Not that psychoanalysis is of any use in carrying out an ethnographical enquiry. That having been said, this enquiry has no chance of coinciding with native knowledge, except by referring to the discourse of science. And unfortunately, this enquiry has not the slightest idea of this reference, because it would have to relativise it. When I say that it is not through psychoanalysis that one can get into an ethnographical enquiry, I certainly have the agreement of every ethnographer. I will perhaps have less when I tell them that, to get a little idea of the relativisation of the discourse of science, namely, to have perhaps a small chance of carrying out a correct ethnographical enquiry, it is necessary, I repeat, not to proceed by way of psychoanalysis, but perhaps, if that exists, to be a psychoanalyst.18 

One last note on “esotericism” is necessary. This book, Esoteric Lacan, is not an explicit philological search for a supposed esoteric doctrine within Lacan’s work, as, for instance, we find in the work of the Italian philosopher Giovanni Reale on the unsaid teaching of Plato.19 It also does not understand esotericism as it is studied by the European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism founded by Wouter Hanegraaff––the historical study of those forms of knowledge that have been discarded by the very foundation of the European Academy in Early Modern times.20 Although such a conception of esotericism does feature in some articles of this book, it never becomes the core of their reflections. Rather, “esotericism” as it is implied here comes closer to Yvon Belaval’s remark on Leo Strauss’s use of the term: “between two contradictory statements, it is the most secretive—the one that is in less conformity with common sense—which reflects the true thought of the author.”21

We firmly believe that focusing on the (spiritual and political) distance between the exoteric Lacan and the esoteric Lacan can breathe new life into the fields of philosophy and studies of religion. The authors have thus questioned the stiff, stationary aspects of their own disciplines from the standpoint of this inner twist inside Lacanian teachings. However, this book is not organised around these disciplines. A similar structure would only reify the gaze of the Master that emits the “university discourse” since the eighteenth century. Instead, we have preferred to arrange the contributions around the following interrelated concepts decisive to Lacan’s thought—desire, the Master, and names/meaning.

The volume’s first part examines “Occulted Structures of Desire.” Desire is driven by hidden dynamics that either push the subject toward the secret of the Real or to the perpetuation of the order of being. Yet the latter entails that humans live in a shattered creation that is driven by the violence of fratricidal murder. Perhaps only a miracle has the power to bring forth new subjectivities that are not willing to sustain the illusion of being. 

The opening chapter of this book is written by Agata Bielik-Robson. By following closely the trajectory of the signifier “Judaism” in Lacan’s teachings, she contends that a strong gnostic trend runs through Lacan’s thoughts. This tendency affirms that “being as such may provoke a sense of hatred.” Throughout the years, Lacan identifies “Judaism” with the feminine sexuation that enlivens the sense of nextness between beings in a pure presence of the Real. This is then opposed to the Greek and Christian Aristotelian-Thomistic ontology that the French Doctor qualifies as a masculine sexuation which constantly makes room for the absolute and sovereign exception of the divine hyper-existence, but also blocks all possibilities for any other explanation of reality to occur. 

The second chapter belongs to Calvin Warren who argues that it is the will of the “White, Western god-man idol” to destroy black bodies without ever fulfilling their complete annihilation. The incessant destruction of black bodies to accomplish this purity is tantamount to a Lacanian drive. Through an analysis of the Trayvon Martin case, this idol as drive is shown to pursue an impossible object until death, such that anti-blackness becomes its own form of worship. Only a miracle can stop the occult jouissance that structures this ontological order of how things should be. 

The third chapter, by Mahdi Tourage, indicates in what ways Lacan’s thoughts on desire are esoteric. They are precisely esoteric because the conviction that truth can only be half-said (mi-dire) implies that a relation through language to an outside-of-language is possible. Tourage argues, then, that Lacanian theory, once cleared from its Eurocentric gravity, can guide late modern man towards a new understanding of the centrality of secrecy in the life of pre-modern Muslims such as Rumi, especially when it comes to his frequent use of bawdy tales. 

Bruce Rosenstock traces the influence of Kabbalistic themes on the psychoanalytical theories and practices of Lacan and Wilfrid Bion. Whereas Bion takes the Kabbalistic framework in a different direction from that of Lacan, unlike the Kabbalists, both were not interested in “repairing” a broken world by harmonising the male and female sides of the Primal Man. Instead, Rosenstock argues, they envisioned psychoanalytic practice as the “inversion” of the Kabbalists’ task: Lacan and Bion did not appeal to a theological conceptualisation of creation from nothing, but formulated desire as a rejoicing in the gap or “rupture” in the infinite, which initiates all finite symbolic systems. 

The second part of this book is webbed by three contributions on the “Logics of the Master.” Lacan’s reflections on desire were closely related to his concept of the Master, even going to the point to affirm that the Master can never entirely actualise himself, as this would mean the erasure of the body of the slave.22 Accordingly, in Lacan, one finds a much more nuanced account of the concept, as the Master emits a series of semblances and exceptions to his authoritative function so nefarious that they even can be said take on an occult significance: “But, on the whole, as I told you before, hell is something that knows us much too well. It is everyday life. A curious thing, people know it, people say it, people say nothing but that.”23

John Holland’s chapter examines the relation between the discourse of the capitalist and sexuation. Lacan’s fifth discourse assumes a particular importance, for the capitalist discourse is the only form of discourse that falls within the problematic of sexuation. The capitalist, who inhabits the S1, is not the castrated master; the capitalist is rather a particular instantiation of the masculine exception, which forecloses castration and had therefore been excluded from the other discourses. This yields an almost occult bond between the discourse of the capitalist and a concept of infinity. 

The chapter by Miroslav Griško re-constructs the argument of Christian Jambet and Guy Lardreau’s 1976 L’Ange through an eschatologisation of Lacanian ontological incompleteness. Following a path of “Lacanian pessimism” whereby every revolt only brings forth a new Master, Jambet and Lardreau suggest a more insidious Master in the form of a Rebel who is the semblance of a Master: A Master who can be understood as not-all. Yet this not-all of the Master can also bring us before the Outside, which refers to the Angel that puts an end to this “ersatz void” by destroying its vanity in the name of a strong monotheistic God for whom the Angel is a messenger.

Since its emergence, Afro-pessimism has consistently mobilised Lacanian concepts. Jared Sexton and Sora Han explore this interchange by approaching the logic of the Master through the logic of slavery. Using Lacan’s concept of vel, the authors describe a luciferian false freedom of choice. The late modern black woman/man has a body on which the impasse of any formalisation (aesthetic, political or ontological) is inscribed as the expelled Real of our present representations of what being is. Concluding with a close analysis of Rita Dove’s adaptation of the Oedipus Rex myth, they show how slavery necessarily is deprived of any complete victory over the Master, as the black slave has no access to a Name-of-the-Father of his own. 

The title of the volume’s final section draws in part from Lacan’s argumentation in favour of creatio ex nihilo:24 “In Nothingness Where Names and Meanings Gush Forth.” When the patient has lost the object
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