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Preface

The editor would like to express sincere thanks to all those who contributed to the creation of The Bloomsbury Handbook to Slavoj Žižek. Special thanks are due to Dr. Christine Reuschel-Czermak.

It should also be noted that the works presented in the “Work” sections (Parts III–VIII) represent a selection of Žižek’s philosophical oeuvre, which continues to grow. Given the numerous editions, as well as expanded and revised reprints of Žižek’s publications, the choice of which editions and versions of Žižek’s monographs to cite was left to the discretion of the individual authors.

Dominik Finkelde





Part I


Life







CHAPTER 1
 Žižek’s Intellectual Biography
 Brutalism and Metaphysics

Dominik Finkelde


For years, evaluations of Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek have been as polarizing as Žižek himself. His critics dismiss him as a charlatan, while his admirers see in him the brilliance of a super-intellectual, especially as a public thinker. Yet, beyond this divide between fervent rejection and iconic adoration lies a third Žižek—the focus of this volume—a philosopher who, more than any of his contemporaries, has ignited debates that push the boundaries of cultural theory, philosophy, psychoanalysis, film theory, and German Idealism. Moreover, he has brought these disciplines into the arena of international public debate on society and politics.

Since publishing The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989), a pivotal work addressing so-called post-ideological democracies, Žižek has offered fresh analyses on classic issues such as the relationship between truth and appearance, and between freedom and subjugation. In this monograph, he illustrates how contemporary democracies, despite aspiring to immunity from ideological influences after the decline of fascism and Stalinism, remain enmeshed in ideological fantasies. To this end, Žižek broadens the concept of ideology to an ontological level, integrating Kant’s notion of the sublime within cultural critique, contrasting ideology with experiences that transcend perception and rational understanding—experiences that overwhelm and define the subject. Freudian and Lacanian terms like “symptom,” “desire,” and the “unconscious” are reinterpreted through concepts from Hegel and Marx, such as “the night of the world,” “negativity,” and “commodity fetishism.” These redefined terms no longer stand apart from ontological and epistemological questions, but instead intersect with issues of cultural and political theory as well.

In more than fifty books, Žižek addresses the mentioned topics and interconnected questions about the relationship between mind and world, multiplying the number of parties he has debated since the mid-1990s. Studies ranging from Heidegger, Dennett, and Damasio to Butler and Barad are placed in a relationship (or “short-circuit” relations, to name one of his many book series) of mutual illumination with Hegel, Schelling, and Fichte. Monographs such as Tarrying with the 
Negative (1993), The Parallax View (2006), and Less Than Nothing
: 
Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical 
Materialism (2012) emerge. They establish Žižek as one of the most important and equally controversial philosophers of the present, at least since the early 2000s. From now on, he repeatedly focuses on the aporias of a bipolar, split subjectivity, wherein Freud’s concept of the unconscious—the “other” of the ego function that disrupts the world of experience—permits a reassessment of the relations toward “all that is the case” (Wittgenstein).

The belief in a homologous basic structure of reality mediating mind and world, represented in many contemporary debates on ontology and epistemology by authors such as Donald Davidson, John McDowell, Robert Brandom, and Robert Pippin, gives way to a diagnosis of a constitutive deficiency of Being as commented on in the writings of Hegel, Marx, and Lacan. Mind and world not only miss each other in favor of a truth that is always discovered too late, but a traumatic antagonism of Being is identified as well. It proves to be a condition for producing fantasies within political communities to cover up what opposes comprehension. Subjects and the cultures they live by revolve around a traumatic core that, particularly during violent political crises, exposes the inadequacy of what discursive reason is supposed to prevent.

The Slovenian Hegelian often interprets many of the insights discussed in his works through examples from popular culture, such as film, television, and advertising. However, this transgression of disciplinary boundaries provoked strong aversion in academia. Parts of his broader audience, along with experts from traditional philosophy and political theory departments, feel overwhelmed by the rapidly changing volume of material that Žižek publishes, sometimes several books per year. They criticize his occasionally idiosyncratic dialectical thinking and yearn for a clear blueprint of a philosophical system in his work.

Indeed, such a blueprint is not to be found easily. This is one reason why, with some exaggeration, especially devotees of analytical philosophy view Žižek as a representative of the “dark side of the force” of continental philosophy. They accuse him of neglecting the deductive legacy of inferential conceptual reasoning, which has characterized certain traditions of analytic philosophy, especially since the early twentieth century. However, Žižek has not been spared controversy in contemporary political debates either. In 2016, he shocked many of his followers with a plea to favor Donald Trump over Hillary Clinton in US presidential election. He likewise emerged as a defender of Viktor Orbán, Hungary’s controversial right-wing conservative prime minister (Žižek 2021). His plea for Eurocentrism was equally provocative, criticizing the elevation of difference and otherness as ideological leitmotifs in radical democratic theory propagated in left-liberal academic circles. On top of this, he turned, during the 2023 Frankfurt Book Fair, parts of an audience against him with a keynote speech on October 17, against the backdrop of the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7. In his remarks, Žižek condemned the terrorist attack but, unlike previous speakers, addressed the reasons for the conflict, such as Israel’s policy of occupation and apartheid policies. The state of Israel had 



never given the Palestinians hope and positively outlined their role in the state in which they live. [. . .] Beneath all the polemics about “who is more of a terrorist” lies, like a heavy dark cloud, the mass of Palestinian Arabs who have been kept in a state of limbo for decades and are subjected to daily harassment by settlers and the Israeli state. (Žižek 2023, transl. D.F.) 



This prompted Uwe Becker, the anti-Semitism commissioner of the state of Hesse, to interrupt Žižek’s speech several times with angry outbursts. The scandal was discussed in numerous national and international newspapers for several days.

For the sake of completeness, one final area of dispute should be mentioned concerning the legacy of Hegel’s philosophy and its alleged misjudgments by contemporary Hegelians. Žižek speaks polemically of “not-yet-there-Hegelians” (Žižek, Ruda, and Hamza 2022, 22), who, alongside Robert Pippin and the Pittsburgh philosophers Robert Brandom and John McDowell, also include those experts who neglect to see the primary representative of German Idealism as a materialist dialectician—as a successor to Marx, so to speak. This is the Hegel who develops the thesis of Geist (spirit), which only recognizes itself retrospectively and whose insights articulate a hitherto little-received understanding of political truth from the interplay of historical contingency and retrospective necessity. Žižek’s accusation is that “not-yet-there-Hegelians” lose sight of what makes Hegel indispensable for the twenty-first century: being the philosopher of radical political philosophy. This Hegel refuses to leave questions of metaphysics and the quest for truth to poststructuralists who, themselves critical of Hegel, favor difference and alterity. The controversies, presented here only in abbreviated form, could give rise to the idea that Žižek celebrates the position of an anti-philosopher communicating with the academic world exclusively via the singularity of his oppositions. As justified as this reproach may be in individual cases, what this interpretation neglects, however, is the undeniable fruitfulness of this partly chaotic, partly monumental thinking, which, symbolically speaking, embodies characteristics of “brutalism”—that is, the rough and epic forms of the avant-garde concrete architecture in Europe of the 1960s. Of course, one could criticize this approach: a thinking that blends monumental monographs with abrupt, short-circuit conclusions. However, it is undeniable that, despite this approach, Žižek’s work has been received within philosophy and far beyond its boundaries, reaching numerous academic disciplines in the humanities, unlike almost any other contemporary philosopher.

This handbook is intended to provide scholars with insight into current research on Žižek’s work and to give students the opportunity to familiarize themselves with his concepts and their entanglements with the continental tradition of philosophy.


Childhood and Studies in Ljubljana and Paris

Žižek was born on March 21, 1949, in Ljubljana, Yugoslavia (now Slovenia), and grew up in an upper-middle-class family. Despite Slovenia’s Catholic influence, both parents were atheists. His father, Jože Žižek, worked as an economist, and his mother, Vesna, was an accountant in a state-owned company. Due to socialism under the leadership of Josip Broz Tito (known as Titoism), Yugoslavia was culturally liberal, and since the conflict between Stalin and Tito in 1948, it politically distanced itself from the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) and the Warsaw Pact states. Compared to the people living there, the citizens of Yugoslavia were able to travel freely.

Žižek spends his childhood in Ljubljana until the age of seven, then moves to the coastal town of Portorož, where his father takes up employment. In 1963, the family returns to Ljubljana. Žižek attends high school and becomes increasingly interested in Western culture, particularly contemporary philosophy, films, and literature. During trips to “western” cities like Munich and (from 1967) to Paris, he equips himself with books and magazines that allow him to participate in current debates. After abandoning his initial aspirations of becoming a film director, he enrolls at the University of Ljubljana in 1967 to study philosophy and sociology. At that time, the university was undergoing a process of liberalization. Until the early 1960s, despite Yugoslavia’s break with the Soviet Union, the country was ideologically characterized by dogmatic Marxism. However, this changed in the mid-1960s when the country became politically progressive. During this time, Žižek deepens his studies in French structuralism and publishes his first articles in the avant-garde journal Problemi in 1967. The journal was founded in 1962 by the Socialist Youth Organization and aimed to be a platform for young philosophers, writers, and poets. Theoretically, it was close to the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School. At the same time, in literature and art, the journal promoted modernism and avant-garde movements in contrast to the officially supported socialist-realist tendencies. Later, analyses of structuralism and psychoanalysis came to dominate the journal’s content with Žižek as one of many authors. He also publishes in the student magazine Tribuna and, years later, in the journal Vestnik, founded in 1980 and published by the Institute for Marxist Studies.

Žižek completes his studies shortly after marrying Ksenija Požar in 1971 with a thesis on Heidegger and Derrida. It was published in 1972 under the title The Pain of Difference (Bolečina razlike) in Slovenian, the same year his son Kostja was born. An assignment at the Institute of Philosophy at the University of Ljubljana follows from 1971 to 1973. Žižek submits his master’s thesis in 1974, titled Philosophical and Practical Implications of French Structuralism (Filozofski in praktični domet sodobnega strukturalizma). However, during its public defense in April 1975, the examination committee harshly criticizes the manuscript for its insufficient appreciation of Marxism. The positive outcome is that the public defense becomes a prominent event at the Institute of Philosophy. A negative consequence, however, is that the promise of a position as a research assistant is withdrawn. Due to his friendship with the regime-critical phenomenologist and Heidegger expert Ivo Urbančič (1930–2016) and with Tine Hribar (*1941–), and due to his publications on Heidegger and Derrida, Žižek himself is, from now on, to be regarded as a dissident.

After his military service in the Croatian town of Karlovac (1975–6), Žižek is unemployed for several years in the mid-1970s. He describes this time, during which he lived off publications, translations, and financial support from his parents, as a period of “professional wilderness” (quoted in Myers 2003, 7). He publishes much, mainly in Slovenian, with a few exceptions in Serbo-Croatian. His precarious living situation finally improves in 1978, when he receives a two-year contract (1978–9) as an assistant at the Marxist Center of the Central Committee of the Communist Party. He was supposed to write protocols and speeches for comrades. “This is a typical ex-Yugoslav paradox,” Žižek remembers in an interview. “I wasn’t good enough from the Marxist standpoint to work at the Department of Philosophy, but I was good enough for the Central Committee” (Žižek and Daly 2004, 31). In 1980, the phenomenologist Ivan Urbančič offers him finally a position at the Institute for Sociology and Philosophy, where he earns his PhD in philosophy in 1981. There, he specializes his research on structuralism and the philosophy of psychoanalysis and dedicates himself to “the role of unconscious phantasms in the processes of Slovenian identity formation.” As he mentions in an interview with Glyn Daly, being freed from teaching duties, which was seen as a punishment, allowed him to concentrate entirely on his research. “I think that if I were to have got a job at that point, I would now be a poor stupid unknown professor in Ljubljana, probably dabbling in a little bit of Derrida, a little bit of Heidegger, a little bit of Marxism” (Žižek and Daly 2004, 32–3).

In 1980, Žižek publishes the book Hegel and the Signifier (Hegel in označevalec) in the Analecta book series by the publisher DDU Univerzum. A year later, he defends his doctoral dissertation titled The Possibilities of Hegel’s “Materialist Turn” in Psychoanalytic Theory. He is one of ten founding members of the Society for Theoretical Psychoanalysis (Društvo za teoretsko psihoanalizo), which would later evolve into the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis (Ljubljanska šola za psihoanalizo), also known as the Ljubljana Lacanian School.

Žižek takes on the role of editor-in-chief of the publication series Razpol, associated with the journal Problemi, a vital publication platform for philosophers influenced by structuralism and psychoanalysis. In 1982, he travels to Paris on a scholarship, marking the beginning of another phase of professional specialization. Here, he is working on a second doctorate under the guidance of Jacques-Alain Miller, the editor of Lacan’s seminars. This dissertation, titled Philosophy Between Symptom and Phantasm (La philosophie entre le symptome et le fantasme), is defended in 1986 at the University of Paris VIII under Miller’s supervision. However, conflicts between Miller, Lacan’s son-in-law, and Žižek begin to emerge, partly because Žižek publishes his texts without consultation, violating an unwritten rule among Miller’s students. Žižek proposes to publish his book in the Navarin series edited by Miller, but Miller declines. Consequently, his first foreign-language book is published in French in 1988 in the Point hors ligne series edited by Gérard Pommier, under the title The Most Sublime of Hysterics: Hegel Passes (Le plus sublime des hystériques: Hegel passe). Shortly thereafter, another book follows in the same series, titled For They Know Not What They Do: The Ideological “Sinthome” (Ils ne savent pas ce qu’ils font: Le sinthome idéologique, Žižek 1990).

Both books receive little attention, partly due to rivalries in the psychoanalytic circles of Paris because of different affiliations and discipleships. Later, the relationship between the two Lacanians, Miller and Žižek, deteriorates. Although they publish in parallel in the New York journal Lacanian Ink, their collaboration on a journal does not signify a convergence of their approaches. As the editor of Lacan’s seminars, Miller sees the clinical legacy in danger due to Žižek’s efforts to connect Lacan’s (anti-philosophical) psychoanalysis with questions of continental philosophy and the symptomatology of popular culture.

In November 1988, Žižek, along with thirty-two other Slovenian intellectuals, leaves the Communist Party of Slovenia in protest against the arrest of regime critics who were accused of high treason for publishing military secrets. This marks the beginning of a phase of political engagement. It is characterized by his involvement in several civil society movements supporting the democratization of Slovenia, as well as his candidacy for a “collective presidency” (comprising four representatives of political parties). As a candidate of the Liberal Democracy of Slovenia, he finishes in fifth place but, in hindsight, is relieved not to have entered politics.

His first book, published in English in 1989 by the politically left-oriented London publisher Verso, is The Sublime Object of Ideology. The monograph is preceded by a foreword by Ernesto Laclau, whose much-quoted theory of antagonism, developed with Chantal Mouffe, is repeatedly commented on and psychoanalytically expanded in the work. The book quickly becomes a classic of cultural theory and Marxist philosophy. Žižek’s distinctive combination of insights from Freud’s and Lacan’s metapsychology with Marxist ideological analysis and Hegel’s philosophy of subjectivity expands established frameworks of contemporary theory in a hitherto unprecedented way. This is one of the reasons why, in a book review, the Marxist literary theorist Terry Eagleton calls Žižek “[t]he most formidably brilliant exponent of psychoanalysis, indeed of cultural theory in general, to have emerged in many decades” (Eagleton 2003, 200).

His second book published in English, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan Through Popular Culture (1991a), follows shortly thereafter. It explains further key concepts of Lacanian psychoanalysis with motifs from movies directed by Hitchcock, horror stories by Stephen King, and science fiction blockbusters such as Blade Runner. Modern subjectivity, as presented in products of popular culture, undergoes here a cultural-theoretical diagnosis. But Žižek also presents a previously unknown Lacan. While the latter was still labelled as a poststructuralist until the late 1980s, and mentioned alongside authors like Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Louis Althusser, Michel Foucault, and Gilles Deleuze, Žižek proves that integrating Lacan’s work into poststructuralism is incorrect and based on a flawed understanding of his metapsychology. In Lacan’s work, the determination of the relationship between subjectivity and semantically mediated norms and values in shared lifeworlds is crucial, as they are significant forces in the formation of the unconscious. However, in his concept of the “subject of the unconscious,” he conceptualizes an entity that is excessive and resistant to discourse analyses in such a way that its inclusion into poststructuralism proves to be erroneous. This applies especially to Felix Guattari’s and Gilles Deleuze’s book Anti-Oedipus (1972) which claimed that Freud’s concept of Oedipal submission was aiming to put subjectivity into a relation of fit with western societies of oppression. But this is not what Freud or Lacan are concerned with. For them the unconscious is as “particular” that part that cannot be integrated into “the universal” of neither the ego function nor the intersubjective space of (oppressive) reasons, even under poststructuralist premises. True, the unconscious is according to Lacan an entity shaped by language (or discourses). This does not mean, however, that the unconscious dissolves or inserts itself into discourse. Without falling back on the concept of a res cogitans, it is an entity of resistance lacking identity. From this insight, Žižek’s cross-references between psychoanalysis and Hegel’s notion of “Geist” (spirit) can be understood. The latter, spirit, is manifested in books, practices, and social institutions, but ultimately finds its true source in the “split subjects” (Lacan) that produce these books and practices. This has the effect that spirit emits in the process of human world-history more basic structures of reality than it is able to conceptually process. Counterparts like “subject and object,” “mind and matter,” “truth and appearance” are mediated via conflicts of all kind. As Žižek especially clarifies in works like Tarrying with the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of Ideology (1993), The Ticklish Subject (2000), and The Parallax View (2006), subjects embody spirit, yet they are at the same time prevented from being fully themselves by an unconscious, just as “Spirit” in Hegel’s sense is prevented from achieving absolute closure. Further works such as Less Than Nothing: Hegel and Dialectical 
Materialism (2012) and Sex and the Failed Absolute (2019) follow and deepen the analyses with references, among others, to ontological debates in contemporary continental philosophy. They shape philosophical discussions under titles such as “Speculative Realism,” “Object-Oriented Philosophy,” and “New Realism” over several years and numerous international conferences. Žižek repeatedly participates in them with comments on Graham Harman, Jane Bennett, Quentin Meillassoux, among others.

In addition, he publishes several book series with colleagues from the inner and broader circles of the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis. The first appears under the title “Wo es War” (with Judith Miller) in the late 1980s, initially under the Viennese publisher Hora and later under Turia & Kant. In the late 1990s, the series “SIC” with Duke University Press, and then from 2003 “Short Circuits” (with Mladen Dolar and Alenka Zupančič) with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and “Insurrections” (with Clayton Crockett et al.) with Columbia University Press are added. Subsequently, other series follow: “Lacanian Explorations” (with Dominik Finkelde), appearing with Matthes & Seitz until 2021, and from 2022 with Turia & Kant, and “Diaeresis” (with Todd McGowan and Adrian Johnston) with Northwestern University Press.

As Žižek’s international fame grows, so does the number of his critics. The repeated, often literal repetition of entire text passages from previously published books in new publications is brought against him as an inappropriate form of self-plagiarism. His style of writing is attacked as well. The cultural theorist Geoffrey Galt Harpham calls Žižek’s prose a “stream of non-consecutive units arranged in arbitrary sequences” (Harpham 2003, 455; transl. D.F.). Noam Chomsky, with whom Žižek disputes contemporary political issues, as well as the legacy of Chomsky’s theory of linguistics, sees Žižek as possessing only a pseudo-theory that pretends to claim scientific legitimacy: “There is no theory in any of this [Žižek’s] stuff” (cited in Taylor 2014, 17). Criticisms like these marginalize Žižek’s work in philosophical circles in Europe and the United States. However, they do not prevent him from becoming increasingly famous in other humanities departments. The effect of this is that to this day, he has given hundreds of lectures at philosophical, psychoanalytical, cultural-theoretical, and political congresses hosted by universities in Europe, the United States, Brazil, Mexico, Israel, Japan, and South Korea. Also, due to his international fame, he was a visiting professor at numerous universities, such as the University of Paris 8 (1982–3 and 1985–6), Columbia University in New York (1995), the Universities of Princeton, Georgetown, Michigan, and Ann Arbor, as well as the New School for Social Research and the Film Department of New York University. This is one of the reasons why, following the death of Jacques Derrida in 2004, he became the best-known living philosopher whose theoretical analyses of film and popular culture also attracted a broad non-scholarly audience. In 2005, he was appointed International Director of the Institute for the Humanities at Birkbeck College, University of London. He gave lectures at political events such as the “Occupy Wall Street” movement in 2012, and at least four documentaries are dedicated to his philosophy (Love Your Symptom As 
Yourself, 1996; Žižek!, 2005; The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema, 2006; The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology, 2013), while at the same time, his political interventions appear on American, English, and German television. He remains, up to this day, a welcome guest at numerous conferences and political events.



The Formation of the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis

The beginning of the Ljubljanska šola za psihoanalizo, the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis, is inscribed in the Slovenian independence movement and the impending collapse of the Soviet Union. Often it is associated with the “troika” named by Žižek: Mladen Dolar, Alenka Zupančič, and himself. However, the founding members and representatives of the first generation also include philosophers such as Rastko Močnik, Zoja Skušek Močnik, Jelica Šumič Riha, Rado Riha, and Renata Salecl, to name just a few. Their publications contribute to the school’s foundation and its specific research orientation.

The aforementioned Slovenian independence movement began in various stages in the mid-1980s. One of these stages involved the Marxist journal Praxis, published in Zagreb. Its authors were among the organizers of the famous Korčula Summer Schools held on the eponymous Adriatic island between 1963 and 1974. At discussion events, which included philosophers such as Herbert Marcuse, Ernst Bloch, Alfred Sohn-Rethel, and Henri Lefebvre, both Marxist theory and an increasing criticism of bureaucratization and the rise of a communist bourgeoisie were reflected upon (see Bousfield 2021; Irwin and Motoh 2014, 16).

Another stage of democratic awakening is associated with the art collective Neue Slowenische Kunst (NSK) (see Monroe 2005). The movement, founded in 1984, comprised four areas (music, theater, art, and philosophy) out of which alternative music groups emerged, including the internationally recognized punk group Laibach and the Scipion Nasice Sisters Theater. From here, the saying “At the beginning was punk” (Mastnak 1991, 45) can be understood, marking the beginning of various subcultures in Slovenia. In Žižek’s words: “NSK [. . .] went after the ‘obscene underlying supplement’ of the system. And they did this [. . .] by taking the ideology of the system more seriously than the system ever did itself” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 136). This brought the followers of the art movement into conflicts with the communist state leadership. Yet, compared to the living conditions in other parts of Yugoslavia, Slovenia remained culturally liberal in the 1960s and 1970s. Žižek: 


[W]hat we can say in terms of being Slovenian is that we were lucky, all of us Slovenian thinkers and philosophers, both vis-à-vis the West and vis-à-vis the East. Why? [. . .] We had much more freedom of movement and access to the West. [. . . T]here were different [. . .] phases of liberalization, phases of repression, and sometimes economic liberalization might be accompanied by sociopolitical repression, and vice versa. (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 125–6) 



The proximity to Austria, Italy, Germany, and different Slavic cultures facilitated intellectual exchange with art and theory. Additionally, as mentioned, travel opportunities to Western European cities like Paris, Rome, Vienna, and Munich cosmopolitically shaped a young generation of intellectuals. Contrary to the notion that the mainstream of Yugoslav philosophy was orthodox Marxist, a humanist Marxism influenced by the Frankfurt School, among others in the Herbert Marcuse tradition, dominated Slovenia. Yugoslavia was, therefore, not philosophically homogenized; it was characterized by centers with different philosophical orientations. Žižek: “Here [. . .] we can [. . . discount] the myth of a unified Yugoslavia, philosophically. Rather, if the Frankfurt school and [. . .] its ‘humanist Marxism’ (Marcuse, etc.) could be seen as central to Slovenian thinking at the time, significantly in Croatia, it was rather Heideggerianism that held sway. In Serbia, it was then again analytical philosophy” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 127).

Žižek and Mladen Dolar met in November 1970 while both were still undergraduate students. Shortly after that, in May 1971, the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Ljubljana was occupied by protesting students, and Slovenia experienced its own “May 1968.” Both intellectuals are shaped by what Žižek described as “the explosion of French structuralism as a form of thinking” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 127). Structuralism was imported into the academic world of the university through teachers like the literary scholar Rastko Močnik, a Lacanian in his own right. The Lacanian School of Psychoanalysis thus primarily originates in the turn to structuralism, with which the Yugoslav authorities had difficulties. One reason for this lies in the challenge to Marxist theory posed by the reception of authors like Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, Derrida, Althusser, Foucault, and Kristeva. Their thinking opposed the established premises of a Marxism that, despite the distance from the Soviet Union, remained orthodox. In particular, it was the placement of Marxism within the various traditions of Western humanism that lost support through the philosophers mentioned. Prominent was Louis Althusser’s definition of Marxist theory as “anti-humanist,” as it revealed humanism itself as an ideological category (see Althusser 2005, 219–48).

Pioneering for the reception of the mentioned authors was the journal Problemi, founded in 1962. It replaced the Marxist-oriented journal Praxis in popularity and became a central publication organ of the emerging Lacan School in the late 1970s and 1980s. This means that while analyses of theoretical Marxism characterized Praxis, Problemi dedicated itself, alongside texts on literature and art, to debates on Critical Theory and Structuralism. A dispute between the two journals ignited over the philosophical legacy of Althusser. He was critically seen by authors associated with the Praxis journal as a forerunner of an anti-humanist Marxism. And indeed, it was precisely for this reason that Althusser was valued at Problemi. Both Žižek and Dolar published articles in the journal during this time and simultaneously translated works from the mentioned canon into Slovenian. 


We were defending or following the French explosion of thought in contradistinction to the unholy official alliance of Heideggerianism and the Frankfurt School theorists. In the mid to late 1970s, we get this genesis of a new way of thinking [. . .] of the so-called Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis. [. . .W]e were translating into Slovenian obsessively [. . .] but it was also not myopic to the past. It had a clear genealogical link back to Hegel and Marx, in particular. (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 128)



The internationally renowned music group Laibach stands out from the country’s art scene. The musicians aesthetically celebrate forms of “fanatical over-identification” (a term Žižek introduced in the mid-1980s; see Richardson 2000a) by wearing Nazi-like uniforms. This brought them into conflict with state authorities early on. In this way, however, the band aesthetically stages what Žižek and his colleague, the literary theorist Rastko Močnik, revealed in public lectures in the 1980s about ideological state apparatuses: the extent to which the gesture of political authority is based on overidentification, which every symbolic system uses as a necessary condition of its functioning through interpellations. In the 1980s, thus, young intellectuals attended public lectures by Žižek and Močnik. The latter translated texts by Lacan, Marcel Mauss, and Émile Durkheim into Slovenian. A co-founder of the NSK, Borut Vogelnik, confirms the importance of the Lacanians for the awakening of a new cultural self-awareness: “Žižek and Močnik began giving public lectures in the early 1980s. That was extremely important and influenced us a lot. We all went there” (quoted from Richardson 2000b; transl. D.F.). The artist Eda Zufer also confirms the extent to which the NSK phenomenon is “a kind of theatricalization of some of Žižek’s theses.” “[It] was the language of the alternative society. You didn’t need to read the books, the original Lacan or Žižek; you could get it from the magazine Mladina or from Radio Student—it was everywhere in the media, in private talks, etc.” (quoted from Richardson 2000b). According to Žižek, there was a connection “between NSK and Freud, and how the ideology critique that was adopted in Slovenia against state socialism needed the psychoanalytic perspective. [. . .] NSK [. . .] emerged as a precise delineation not just for Mladen and I but for a whole group of thinkers, activists and artists” (cited in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 135).


“Punk” as a cultural phenomenon was addressed in three special issues of the institute’s journal Problemi in the early 1980s (see Irwin and Motoh 2014, 26). By then, Dolar was the editor of the journal. However, confrontations with state authorities were inevitable. The journal was particularly controversial in the early 1980s when it was accused of promoting Nazi punk and pornography. Žižek responded to these accusations in a 1981 editorial in Problemi, as well as later in a 1993 article titled “Why Laibach and the Neue Slowenische Kunst Are Not Fascists” (Žižek 2007a). The journal’s main concern remained unaffected: to uncover the philosophical potential in Lacan’s work, which was scarcely received in international debates of contemporary philosophy. And while in Germany, generations of students were introduced to discourse pragmatics and discourse ethics in the tradition of Karl Otto Apel and Jürgen Habermas to overcome the cultural trauma of Auschwitz, in Ljubljana, philosophers debated the extent to which a psychoanalytically influenced concept of subjectivity can counter Foucault’s often-quoted notion of the “disappearance of man” (Foucault 2004, 421) and instead equip the subject with an unforeseen determination.

According to Lacan, subjectivity is structurally conditioned by its dependence on social and semantic fields of sense. Yet, it remains incommensurable and opposes an eliminative reduction concerning discourses, neurons, or the material world of raw matter. Therefore, Lacan, according to Žižek, is “neither structuralist nor post-structuralist” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 130). There is not only the unconscious with its seemingly anonymous dynamics revealed by Freud, but also, for Lacan, a rather strange agent of the unconscious, specifically, the “subject of the unconscious.” “It was what differentiated Lacan from structuralism proper but also from more obvious post-structuralist thinkers such as Derrida” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 130).

The concept of overdetermination, derived from the psychoanalytic hermeneutics of Freud’s dream interpretation, had initially suggested a theory of recovery and restoration: “Wo Es war, soll Ich werden” (Where It was, I shall be). It originally seemed compatible with the structuralism of Lévi-Strauss. However, the networks of chains of signifiers and their effects on individual minds prove too indeterminate, provoking indivisible remainders that elude symbolic specification (see Finkelde 2025). Freud accounts for these remainders in his concept of the “navel of the dream” (Freud 1971, 111) and Lacan in concepts like the “subject of the unconscious” and “l’objet petit a.” As that part with no part in the ego function, the subject of the unconscious is analogous to an autonomous instance. But it can neither be essentialized as if every individual were at home at the unconscious level, nor left unnoticed and unaccounted for. “In many respects, the notion of ‘subject’ was indispensable” for the Slovenian Lacanians. “[I]t points beyond a simple and completely determining notion of ideology and the impossibility of resistance [. . .]. Here, we can think of all the issues around the Althusserian ‘subjectless structure,’ not so much before but after 1968, as by leaving the ‘subject’ out of the equation” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 130). Especially due to the seminars led by Jacques-Alain Miller in Paris, in which Mladen Dolar also participated, Žižek delved into Lacan’s later work. Miller’s “emphasis [. . .] on the concept of the ‘Real’” proved decisive. “His close readings of Lacan were formative for us, beyond doubt; this is why we refer to ourselves as orthodox Lacanians. In my case, I would take a class of 4 hours a week with Miller in Paris. I would describe his reading as close as possible to a ‘miracle’ [. . .] Lacan was the real ‘thing.’ [. . .] He [Lacan] was the closest thing one could get to an authentic religious experience” (Žižek in Irwin and Motoh 2014, 129–30).

In addition to Problemi and Vestnik, another influential journal entered the intellectual debates in the mid-1980s. Under the title Razpol, special issues circulated once a year under the journal umbrella of Problemi. Here, alongside Žižek and Dolar, authors published, many of whom would later belong to the first generation of the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis: the philosopher Miran Božovič, and the already mentioned philosophers Rado Riha, Jelica Šumič Riha, and Alenka Zupančič. The journal became an essential organ of the young school, discussing its concepts from the theoretical environment of critical theory, psychoanalysis, and structuralism. Zupančič joined the inner circle of the school in the late 1980s, standing out as an exceptional student in Žižek’s and Dolar’s courses. With this, the “troika” (a name coined by Žižek) was complete, forming the innermost core of the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis. However, as the events of the 1970s and 1980s reveal, their origin is more branched than one might assume at first glance. It draws from parallel sub-events of scientific, cultural, and political provenance, blending into each other during a time of relatively liberal cultural policy by the communist leadership. Therefore, locating the origin of the school solely in the association for theoretical psychoanalysis co-founded by Žižek or in individual books by the “troika” from the 1980s and 1990s neglects the extent to which numerous other philosophers since the 1970s and various publication policies of essential journals had a decisive influence on the spread of the philosophy of psychoanalysis.



Symptom-Analyses with Marx and Lacan

As the sections on Žižek’s life and the emergence of the Ljubljana School of Psychoanalysis have made apparent, the philosophers mentioned above politicized the insights of psychoanalysis in a way previously unseen—at least if one disregards the 1960s and the role played by Herbert Marcuse.

Since then, Lacan has been regarded as an essential source of contemporary critical theory. Psychoanalysis is not exclusively dedicated to the dissection of individual symptoms but equally to social ones. It can no longer be ascribed an ahistorical and apolitical character. But it is equally impossible to characterize it as a sub-discipline of poststructuralism. As Žižek emphasizes, Lacan’s philosophy rejects central insights associated with poststructuralism (see Žižek 2007b, xxiii–xxxi). Subjectivity is neither eliminatively reducible to conditions of existence or interpellations shaped by discourses, nor is it the entity that can unfold in acts of free creativity (Foucault) and existential self-design (Sartre) beyond social conditions. The “subject of the unconscious” resists both interpretations and yet it incorporates characteristics of both. For there is indeed an ethics of freedom at the unconscious level, which psychoanalysis proclaims without simultaneously aligning itself with classical theories of autonomy.

In this context, it is crucial for Žižek to specifically draw on the late Lacan via his teacher of the 1980s, Jacques-Alain Miller. The latter adds a new semantic role to a term from Lacan’s early research phase: a new understanding of the concept of the “real.” In the 1950s, Lacan devoted himself primarily to the question of the role of the signifier in the formation of consciousness and the unconscious. From the 1960s onwards, however, Lacan’s thinking has been increasingly characterized by the question of what deprives signifiers of the stability of their meaning or what might be inherently opposed to their identity. Put another way: while the early Lacan seemingly integrates psychoanalysis into poststructuralism, the late Lacan becomes poststructuralism’s critic when the concept of the real addresses that which opposes the conditions for the coherence of the order of signifiers. Philosophical “Guides” on Lacanian psychoanalysis define the “real” as a paradoxical boundary concept. It represents that which refuses to be represented. As an inner barrier to all semantically structured concepts of life and world, it is opposed to Lacan’s concepts of “the symbolic” and “the imaginary”, which, together with the real, make up his “registers” constituting subjectivity. The real is opposed to the symbolic and the imaginary because it marks the impossibility of the coherence of meaning formation in these two registers. In doing so, it calls into question the stability of meaning (objective-symbolic or subjective-imaginary).

Freud laid the foundations for this insight. His thesis of the “navel of the dream” (Freud 1971, 111), as presented in The Interpretation of Dreams, and his reference to “terminable and interminable” analysis (see Freud 1964) call into question theories of sufficient reason (or cause) of subjectivity. This principle is central to many philosophies as it underlines that nothing happens without a reason and that every event must have a cause. But in psychoanalytic sessions, inner-psychic overdeterminations do not necessarily dissolve in an ego function without ever generating new epistemic remnants. Freud speaks of “fueroi,” remnants, in a letter to Wilhelm Fliess dated December 6, 1896 (see Freud 1962, 152), as an essential part (not a cause) of what mental states of consciousness have to rely on. This did not prevent the development of an ego psychology in Freud’s name, which, in turn, Lacan repeatedly criticized. The psychoanalytic motto “Where id was, there ego shall be” marks the goal that is to be achieved in therapy: to reconcile people with themselves and to transfer, in Lacan’s words, symptoms of all kinds into the “order of the signifier.” Lacan rejects this positivist interpretation of psychoanalysis—among other things with his concept of the real. Symptoms cannot be completely dissolved, as they paradoxically provide subjects with identity. Žižek expresses this in one of his book titles as follows: Love Your Symptom As Yourself (Žižek 1991b). His philosophy is dedicated to this late Lacan, whose influence marks his first major work, The Sublime Object of Ideology. Therein, the concept of the symptom is developed with recourse to Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism in the form of a symptomatology. After all, according to Lacan, Marx invented the concept of the symptom (see Žižek 2007b, 3). What connects the concepts mentioned above of the “real,” “the symbolic,” and “the imaginary” is the internal antagonism in social structures as symptoms of their being. Antagonism forces societies to develop unacknowledged symptoms, which, to put it very simply, originate from the social unconscious as practical solutions to maintain the social conviction that everything is fine. According to Lacan, Marx was the first to formulate this idea. He tied the emergence of the modern proletariat (“this irrationality of reason itself,” Horkheimer 1987, 348; transl. D.F.) back to production processes that generate surplus value.

In Freud’s view, the significance of the dream work—the process that forms the image rebus of the dream—can often outweigh the importance of uncovering the “latent dream-thought” that underlies the “manifest dream content.” Similarly, for Žižek, the world of commodities does not merely extend the set of natural objects existing “out there,” such as clothes, tables, houses etc. With the introduction of labor time as a commodity in the market, the commodity form assumes a new role: it becomes the ideological medium through which an unconscious or inherently alienating structure permeates commodity exchange as a whole. In this transformation, values detach from their direct relations to use and need, becoming increasingly dependent on social contexts that continually fuel desire.

In such a system, citizens endowed with capital can, for instance, purchase the commodity of labor time offered by workers as though it were simply one commodity among many. However, they simultaneously accumulate surplus value, thereby exacerbating the gulf between the rich and the poor. In other words, Marx’s critique of the fetishistic nature of commodities points to a deeper reality: the commodity form does not simply yield products with inherent (natural) use values; rather, it is based on a fundamental misrecognition. One such misrecognition is the notion of a free market in which all contractual partners are equals, an assumption that obscures the underlying reality of social division. This dimension of Marx’s analysis is of particular interest to Žižek as a Lacanian Marxist. For him, the mechanism of manipulation does not primarily operate at the level of conscious awareness but rather at the level of (unconscious) action. Individuals interact as formal legal equals within the labor market, yet the structure of these interactions conceals the pervasive inequalities that shape their lived conditions. This disparity between formal equality and actual inequality reveals the insidious ways in which people are affected by ideology—not through explicit belief, but through the alienating dynamics of their everyday practices and exchanges.

This kind of misrecognition affects us no less today since, according to Žižek, the ideological illusion is not (as Marx still believed) located in consciousness or knowledge and, as such, can be overcome through more knowledge. The dynamism of misrecognition instead is maintained in the reality of actions. In other words, people know of the impact of misrecognition in what they are doing but do it anyway. Žižek thus turns away from the orthodox Marxist understanding of ideology. Marx could still quote the Gospel of Luke (Lk 23:34) with the sentence: “They do not know what they are doing,” and thus explain ideological blindness through a lack of awareness and comprehension. This interpretation of ideology is based on the crucial difference between “that which is objectively the case” and “that which is subjectively the case.” If this difference is overcome in the future, it seems that human beings will be free one day of ideological delusions altogether. However, society is only post-ideological at first glance for Žižek. For even if the post-ideological subjects of our era adopt in Peter Sloterdijk’s manner consciously and unconsciously alike the formula of cynical reason and, as such, “know very well what they are doing, but still, they are doing it” (Žižek 2007b, 25), they still do not acknowledge the fundamental level of ideology they are part of. So even in the era of cynical reason, ideology is still understood classically Marxist as the obscuring difference between action, being, and consciousness. In this way, Žižek can understand the concept of “real abstraction,” which, according to Alfred Sohn-Rethel, lies behind the commodity form as a product of free individuals in a free labor market, as something unconscious. Real abstraction does not occur “false-consciously” within the consciousness of acting subjects but is necessarily unconscious in their actions by a society’s condition of how things are to be done. “Ideology is not simply a ‘false consciousness,’ an illusory representation of reality, it is rather this reality itself which is already to be conceived as ‘ideological’” (Žižek 2007b, 15).

Commodities such as the new iPhone can very well be exposed as ideological in advertising strategies. However, I still need to understand my purchase as my free choice at the level of my self-understanding at the moment I go to the checkout. In other words, something cannot appear in the field of the market except as a way of acting within the field itself. This must be mentioned here because many of Žižek’s publications will follow these symptomatology-like analyses for many years to come that characterize The Sublime Object of Ideology. Indeed, Žižek will emerge more and more as the expert of hermeneutic symptomatology, who will uncover in multiple phenomena of everyday culture precursors of hidden truths that are displaced from the order of the signifier.

Lacan defines a symptom as “a metaphor in which the flesh or function is taken as a signifying element” (Lacan 2006, 431). The symptom is interpreted in terms of semantic meaning formation. If it can be understood as a metaphor, this means that a somatic function has taken the place of a missing element of meaning. In other words, the symptom reveals something that the individual’s psyche has not been able to process and which, in its resistance to translation, found a compromising status between mind and body. The task of interpretation for a psychoanalyst or an ideology expert is then to determine which signifier or message has been replaced by the body’s motor function (or body politic) that constitutes the symptom and why. This is one of the fundamental insights of psychoanalysis: the understanding that a physiological disorder (e.g., Dora’s [Ida Bauer’s] cough, which Freud discusses in his 1905 text “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria”) can be viewed as a message (see Dean 2002, 27). Its semantic content is concealed because a substitution has taken place. A mental conflict leads to a physical or social symptom. At the same time, the message of the symptom can be decoded (at least to some extent) through interpretation due to its semantic role. “Behind this psychoanalytic logic lies the metaphysical assumption that truth is hidden, and it is this assumption that undergirds the hermeneutic enterprise” (Dean 2002, 27). The truth of the subject lies in what it conceals. Hence Lacan’s remark that “the symptom is in itself, through and through, signification, that is to say, truth, truth taking shape. It is to be distinguished from the natural index in that it is already structured in the terms of signified and signifier” (Lacan 1991, 320; see Dean 2002, 27).

This may again clarify why Žižek takes up Lacan’s dictum that Marx “invented” the symptom. He extends Marx beyond Marx and emphasizes the extent to which something in the field of the market or culture can only appear in the form of modes of action that themselves constitute the field.

While the symptom is a compromise of the psyche for Freud, Žižek understands it in his adaptation of Laclau’s and Mouffe’s philosophy as an expression of antagonism. The latter is necessarily inherent in every symbolic formation. “This, then, is a symptom: a particular, ‘pathological,’ signifying formation, a binding of enjoyment, an inert stain resisting communication and interpretation, a stain which cannot be included in the circuit of discourse, of social bond network, but is at the same time a positive condition of it” (Žižek 2007b, 81). The aforementioned “stain” runs through all products of human culture. The latter is “a reaction-formation, an attempt to limit, canalize—to cultivate this imbalance, this traumatic kernel, this radical antagonism through which man cuts his umbilical cord with nature, with animal homeostasis” (Žižek 2007b, xxviii).

Žižek’s philosophical method, which cannot abandon the hermeneutics of interpreting symptoms, becomes evident here. For him, the concept of the “symptom”—similar to the concept of antagonism in the work of Laclau and Mouffe—represents the failure of hegemonic discourse claims to appropriate reality. Such failure is not accidental but a principle of the possibility of social change. Žižek adapts this failure and applies it to Lacan’s concept of the real. The real prevents the hegemonic spread of symbolic systems. From this perspective, Lacan’s concept of the real transforms in Žižek’s work into the inherent principle of heterogeneity within any symbolic machinery. Like Hegel’s concept of “determinate negation,” the real adheres to every symbolic world.



A Marxist Hegel

The predominance of antagonism within the basic structures of being characterizes Žižek’s Marxist adaptation of Hegel’s philosophy. Particularly in the 2010s, he presents his interpretation in several publications, such as Less Than Nothing. Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical 
Materialism (2012) and Reading Hegel (with Ruda and Hamza 2022). Antagonism makes it possible for subjects to draw objects of experience into a “bacchanalian frenzy” of their constantly renewing truth conditions (Žižek et al. 2022, 23–9). With his Hegel, though, the Slovenian philosopher challenges philosophers who, according to him, ignore Hegel’s concept of radical negativity. In Reading Hegel, he mentions Judith Butler and Robert Brandom as examples. According to Butler, Hegel lays bare the idea of breaking through structures of injustice by recognizing the social integration of subjectivity in a space of normative preconditions. She writes: Hegel “leads us to the realization that I cannot do away with this other without also doing away with myself, that I cannot dominate another without losing track of the social equality that ideally defines us both” (cited in Žižek, Ruda, and Hamza 2022, 22). For Žižek, however, Hegel points out that the emancipation Butler has in mind can only take place via the detour of domination and subjugation. This, in turn, includes the belief that there is no direct access to an ethical and moral lifeworld (favored by Butler). To make this ideal come true would be a “regression to pre-modern organic society” (Žižek et al. 2022, 24) which for Hegel is impossible. Hegel expresses this in a commentary on the French Revolution, which Žižek comments on as follows: “Hegel’s point is [. . . that] in spite of the fact that revolutionary Terror was a historical deadlock, we have to pass through it in order to arrive at the modern rational State” (Žižek et al. 2022, 24). The structure of the catastrophes is the condition of any form of “reconciliation” (Žižek et al. 2022, 25). For a similar reason, Žižek critically accompanies Habermas’s philosophy of discourse ethics (and indirectly also its numerous sub-schools) as well as Rawlsian and Brandomian ethics in several of his publications (a selection: Žižek 2000, 241, fn. 19, 2003, 132, 2012, 238–9). These schools fail to recognize the extent to which the measurement of good and evil, even under the supervision of discourse ethics, always proceeds in the name of a dimension that cannot calculate its own excess, its inherent immeasurability. In other words, a discourse that relies on a distance to “radical evil” such as the Holocaust—as maintained within the famous Historikerstreit (historian’s dispute) in which Habermas defended the incomparable nature of the Holocaust—does not recognize how the proclaimed distance to radical evil can pave the way to equal forms of this same evil in contrast to the intentions proclaimed (see Finkelde and McGowan 2023, 12–14). Locating “radical evil” and believing that it could thereby be separated and warded off by reason blinds reason via its own axioms.

For similar reasons, Žižek is also critical of Robert Brandom’s thousand-page Hegel commentary A Spirit of Trust (2019). Brandom’s theory of semantic roles, which he seeks to align with Hegel’s Phenomenology, is based on the insight that concepts, through inferences, reveal access to actual relations in the world. They form the normative framework that constitutes the condition of the possibility of knowledge, as the fundamental structure of reality itself is to be interpreted as anti-psychological and exclusively concept-metaphysical. This applies not only to the “alethic modal” level of facts but also to the “deontic normative” level of their justifications (see Brandom 2019, 3–12). Žižek disagrees with Brandom’s conceptual realism, with which Brandom seeks to overcome various epistemological “two stage representational theories” (from Descartes to Kant) (Brandom 2019, 44–62). For Žižek, the connections between facts exist as such only because facts necessarily have an inner antagonism inscribed in them due to their connections with other facts and their inner antagonisms. While Kant epistemologically grounds this antagonism in the limits of pure reason, Hegel, according to Žižek, goes beyond Kant. Antagonism becomes an ontological category that contradicts Brandom’s notion of the “spirit of trust.”

Žižek’s admiration for Hegel thus stems from the latter’s ability to grasp the central importance of self-negating negativity. This self-negating negativity finds an agent in the same subject to which Lacan’s philosophy pays attention. The partly unrestrained and passionate activities of this subject, which can exceed the bounds of prudent living, are what late Freud theorized as the death drive, one of perhaps the most central categories in Žižek’s thinking. This understanding of Hegel may partly explain why Žižek saw Trump’s election to the presidency of the United States as the catalyst for an antagonistic political reality that could only be discharged and disclosed through Trump himself. In other words, Trump offered an opportunity to expose inherent contradictions in American society in a way that a US government led by the Democratic Party could never have done.



The Materialist Legacy of Christianity

Žižek takes up another motif of Hegel’s philosophy in his book The Fragile Absolute (2000): Christianity. He does so as a convinced atheist because, similar to Hegel, he uncovers in Christianity the idea that the absolute can only become the source of truth if it personifies itself at the expense of its absoluteness. This is only possible if—to put it very simply—the classical boundary separating God and empirical reality in the sense of a Platonic two-world doctrine becomes a boundary God transfers into himself through his incarnation in Christ. In this way, Žižek breaks with the Feuerbach-Marxist critique of religion as a product of ideological delusion. According to Žižek’s interpretation, the Christian faith stands for the paradoxical intertwining of the Absolute (God) with itself as a particular exception in space and time (Christ = Jesus from Nazareth) within this absoluteness. In this respect, Christianity embodies an argument that Hegel, in the preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, connects with the co-dependent relationship between “substance” as the unified basic principle of the reality and the “subject” as an exception to this fundamental principle, which transcends substance from within. Christ is the point of exception that breaks through the divine principle of unity in its own name. Therefore, when God—as Paul writes in the epistle to the Philippians—“empties himself” (Phil 2:7), he inserts an Other into his absoluteness as a “gap as such” (Žižek 2003, 24; see Finkelde 2007, 75–97). The Greek world of gods does not do this because, speculatively speaking, the many positive entities of the Greek gods only set off in dependence on a “background of the One” (Žižek 2003, 24).

This thought is close to Hegel’s interpretation formulated in the third volume of the Philosophy of Religion: “It is the identity of the divine and the human that God is with himself in the finite and that this finitude in death is itself God’s destiny” (Hegel 1986, 295; transl. D.F.). The ultimate authority figure of metaphysical truth is therefore not an omnipotent God, but man himself: “Ecce homo.” While, according to Žižek’s reading, the God of the Old Testament is still “The Real Thing of Beyond,” the divine dimension of Christ, in contrast, becomes “just a tiny grimace, an imperceptible shade, which differentiates him from other (ordinary) humans” (Žižek 2003, 80).

From here, Žižek’s skeptical attitude toward Habermas’s theory of discourse ethics and its numerous sub-schools can be understood. In agreement with Jacques Rancière’s political philosophy (1998), he sees it as an attempt “to depoliticize politics (to translate it into a police logic): one accepts political conflict, but reformulates it into a competition, within the representational space, between acknowledged parties/actors, for the (temporary) occupation of the place of executive power” (Žižek 2000, 190). Therefore, the various traditions of discourse ethics need to recognize the extent to which the measurement of categories of good and evil can prove to be particularly excessive, especially under discourse-ethical premises. Precisely in the name of the right measure, one’s own excess can shape the structure of judgment amid discourse negotiations in such a way as to render one’s evil no longer visible in the claim of one’s ethics. Accordingly, ethics in the form of discourse that insists on the distance to “radical evil” as the discursively non-negotiable can prove, as mentioned above, to be blind to the fact that the proclaimed distance can take the form of precisely this radical evil in reverse (see Finkelde and McGowan 2023, 13). For this reason, the attempt to locate “radical evil” in the Holocaust, for example, which has also been repeatedly criticized by Alain Badiou, may prove to be just as naïve as ethics based on the “radical Otherness of the other” as presented by Emmanuel Levinas (see Badiou 2001, 18–20).

In this context, Žižek develops his theory of the “political act.” Analogous to Badiou’s theory of the event (Badiou 2013), he considers this a radical intervention against existing premises of established meanings that have long since decided on good and evil. In doing so, he repeatedly expresses the opinion that Habermas’s discourse ethics is incapable of thinking of such an intervention, as its adherence to conditions of discourse would always pre-structure the content of discourses—and thus the political terrain of possible alternatives. According to Žižek, Habermas’s approach persists in the conceptual model of a subject that, precisely in the permanent attempt to enter into a relationship of transcendental reconciliation with other subjects, can no longer act politically in any true sense. Against Habermas and Foucault, Žižek argues with Lacan that such an approach loses sight of the actual logic of subjectivation. It is essential to address this aspect in Žižek’s thinking here in conclusion, as part of the critique directed against Žižek centers on this aspect of his political philosophy. Žižek is considered a potential democracy- and discourse-skeptical thinker whose radicalism seems to be sustained by the romantic fantasy of “starting politically from scratch.” Subjectivation as a political program should not be understood as reconciliation. Habermas and Foucault consider neither the traumatic impossibility of society nor the traumatic impossibility of the subject’s self-coincidence (see Finkelde 2009, 157–8). In contrast to Foucault, Žižek claims that the power of creativity allegedly propagated by Foucault as a form of self-creation of the subject amounts to an aestheticization of ethics—one that, just as with Habermas, articulates the dream of false reconciliation. The proper “political act is not simply something that works well within the framework of existing relations, but something that changes the very framework that determines how things work” (Žižek 2000, 199).
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Part II


Contexts







CHAPTER 2
 Žižek and Neue Slowenische Kunst

Björn Quiring


It has often been pointed out that the group Neue Slowenische Kunst (New Slovenian Art) and the Slovenian school of Lacanian psychoanalysis mutually influenced and challenged one another. This dialogue was an important factor in the cultural ferment in Ljubljana during the 1980s, during which many of Žižek’s positions developed.

At the beginning of this story stands the advent of punk music in Slovenia in the late 1970s. Punk and its aesthetics became popular, especially among teenagers, and were generally seen as an oppositional, dissident movement. Thus it provoked the state organs to fabricate a “nazi punk scandal” in 1981: tabloid newspapers published articles that represented punks as neo-Nazis; the police questioned and harassed punk fans, and a music promoter spent thirty days in prison for wearing the Dead Kennedys’s “Nazi Punks Fuck Off!” badge with a crossed-out swastika (see Motoh 2012, 285–96 and Spaskovska 2017, 118). During these events, the punks were supported by parts of the art world, especially the gallery ŠKUC, and dissident intellectuals and students around the periodicals Mladina, Tribuna, and especially the journal Problemi, which dedicated three special issues to the topic (see Vidmar 2015, 291–93 and Motoh 2012). Žižek and Mladen Dolar were on the editorial team of Problemi (see Bar-El 2023, 155), and Žižek, acting as editor-in-chief of the three issues, wrote an editorial on punk as a “symptom.” In the official discourse of the time, punk had already been described as a symptom of a social disease, mostly ascribable to foreign influences and to nihilist tendencies among the young. Žižek agreed that punk was a symptom, but turned the argument around: “symptom is a phenomenon that—viewed from an ordinary, habitual perspective—seems ‘foreign,’ ‘irrational,’ ‘an invasion of immorality’. The symptom, however, reveals an intrusion of the suppressed ‘truth’ of the most calm, most normal everyday life, of exactly that life that is so shocked and annoyed by it” (Vidmar 2015, 294). Accordingly, punk is to be seen as “a unique indicator of how the pressure of techno-bureaucratic forces in the socioeconomic field coincides with the dominance of bourgeois ideological forms in the field of (mass) culture” (Vidmar 2015, 294). And the merit of punk lies exactly in this quasi-Brechtian alienation effect, “introducing a certain estranging distance” “in order to expose what has been suppressed for [social] reality to function” (Vidmar 2015, 294).


It was in this punk context that the band Laibach, the germ cell of the NSK group, started to operate in 1980, performing in punk clubs and art galleries. Unlike most Slovenian punk bands, however, Laibach came from an art school context and was affiliated with the ŠKUC Gallery; their visual and musical style differed significantly from that of punk rock. With their (mainly electronic) instruments and prepared tapes, they generated cold, oppressive walls of noise that most resembled the work of early industrial bands like Test Dept. and Throbbing Gristle (although the latter influence was officially denied). On stage, the band wore uniforms and other insignia of state authority, directed blinding lights directly into the faces of the audience, as if to simulate an interrogation, and mimicked aspects of official state rituals. Their posters and record sleeves used imagery that was obviously inspired by socialist realism, and their screamed lyrics quoted Marx, Tito, and Jaruzelski. However, Laibach also used some imagery and rhetoric that hailed from Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, and thus from the traditional enemies and conquerors of Yugoslavia. First and foremost, “Laibach” had been the official name of Ljubljana at the time of the very oppressive and violent Nazi occupation of Slovenia; Laibach’s first singer, Tomaž Hostnik, imitated the gestures and style of Mussolini during their performances, and their releases often used art and photography of the Third Reich, while the only explicit Nazi symbol they used was a swastika made of axes, actually a collage by the anti-Nazi artist John Heartfield. Additionally, Laibach used imagery from the history of art and propaganda whose connotations were recuperable by almost all political orientations: a cross, a cogwheel, a stag, sowers, and metalworkers in heroical stances. Laibach claimed to “use all expressions of history” (Laibach 2015b, 465) and often mixed them to achieve surprising and disorienting effects, oversaturating their works with contradictory or ambiguous emblems of political power. The band stated their intention to overwhelm their audience by the aesthetic means at their disposal, affirming that “Laibach practices a sound force, in a form of systematic, psycho-physical terror as social organisational principle” (Laibach 2013, 130). But their numerous manifestos and interview statements never formulated clear political positions and goals, and (unlike Žižek) the members of Laibach never aspired to political offices.


The Conflict over Laibach


It was precisely this irritating refusal to localize themselves in the political spectrum that caused Žižek as well as Mladen Dolar to defend Laibach both against accusations of fascism and against friendly interpretations that represented them as covert dissidents who indirectly criticized the Yugoslav state by drawing attention to its totalitarian tendencies (see Dolar 2003, 155–6). At this time, Žižek, referencing Sloterdijk, developed the argument that dissidence, in its conventional form, establishes a distance between the individual and the state that, far from undermining the ruling ideology, enables it to function all the more effectively (see Žižek 2019). Mladen Dolar subsequently referred to a statement by Laibach that totalitarianism and art are not mutually exclusive and affirmed that the band staged precisely their problematic overlap, the suppressed potential juncture between art and the state which has utopian, but also nightmarish aspects (see Dolar 2015, 446/453).

The state institutions reacted to the irritation more straightforwardly by representing the band as a neo-Nazi gang. In a TV interview in 1983, the prominent presenter Jure Pengov tried to force them to take a clear political stand, and when he failed, suggested that they had to have Nazi sympathies because their uniforms reminded him of those of the Hitler Youth. Ironically, Pengov’s own arguments became increasingly nationalistic and anti-democratic in the course of the interview: he represented the name “Laibach” as an affront against “native Slovenes in Austria” who had to “struggle for every Slovene word” and ignored the band’s explanation that “the name summarizes the horror of the communion between totalitarianism and alienation.” Near the end of the interview, Pengov called not only for the band’s prohibition but also for a mob that might “rough them up” (Laibach 2015b, 465–7). The interview was indeed followed by a ban on their concerts, a prohibition Laibach occasionally proclaimed to endorse (see Kreft 2009, 74).

Partly to circumvent the ban, the organization Neue Slowenische Kunst was founded in 1984. Under this moniker, Laibach cooperated with artists from other fields: the visual arts collective IRWIN, the Scipion Nasice Theatre, a “Department of Pure and Applied Philosophy” in the person of Peter Mlakar, and others. Characteristically, the name Neue Slowenische Kunst involved a double performative contradiction: its German name was obviously not Slovenian and the art was not, in the conventional sense, “new”: its members tended to characterize their own style as “retrogarde.” IRWIN’s paintings were emphatically eclectic, juxtaposing motives and methods from all periods of art history, combining suprematist abstractions with Christian icons, as well as totalitarian propaganda imagery and straight kitsch. Using Hegelian and Lacanian terminology, they described their mission as “building a complete awareness of the dialectical evolution of Western art” (Krečič 2015, 370) and thus laying the groundwork for a “fractured reflection of the relation between art and the core of the real” (Borčič 2015, 313). Likewise, the Scipion Nasice Theatre, formed by Dragan Živadinov, Eda Čufer, and Miran Mohar, declared theater to be “a state” recapitulating the achievements of civilization and culture and thus of “the entire human mind” (Krečič 2015, 372) with the goal to “exorcise religion and ideology into a mirror image of art” (The Scipion Nasice Sisters Theatre 2015, 475). Peter Mlakar, using Hegelian and Heideggerean terminology, developed a vitalist theology that focused on enjoyment and occasionally touched upon Žižek (see Mehle 2020). All these NSK members moved in the same circles of the relatively small city Ljubljana as the Slovenian Lacan school, and so friendships and mutual influences developed (see Bar-El 2023, 53; Richardson 2000). In 1985, Problemi also devoted an issue to NSK (see Borčič 2015, 318).

After touring in both Eastern and Western Europe, Laibach signed a contract with the important independent record label Mute in London in 1987 and largely moved out of the underground art context into the music business. In the same year, the ban on Laibach was lifted in Yugoslavia, and the national and international recognition of NSK increased. In their subsequent releases on Mute, Laibach often combined totalitarian aesthetics with citations of Western popular culture (e.g., in their cover versions of songs by the Beatles, Queen, and the Rolling Stones). The sense of “psycho-physical terror” in their compositions faded, and a subdued sense of black humor became more discernible. Since Slovenian independence, their international career seems to mirror that of Žižek himself. As their most successful musical export, Laibach has largely been accepted as a part of official Slovenian culture and has often performed with the RTV Slovenia Symphony
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