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Introduction Divided we stand!

Trouble in Paradise, Ernst Lubitsch’s 1932 masterpiece, is the story of Gaston and Lily, a couple of happy burglars robbing the rich, whose life gets complicated when Gaston falls in love with Mariette, one of their wealthy victims. The lyrics of the song heard during the opening credits provide a definition of the ‘trouble’ alluded to, as does the image that accompanies the song: first we see the words ‘trouble in’, then beneath these words a large double bed appears, and then, over the surface of the bed, in large letters, ‘paradise’. So ‘paradise’ is the paradise of a full sexual relationship: ‘That’s paradise / while arms entwine and lips are kissing / but if there’s something missing / that signifies / trouble in paradise.’ To put it in a brutally direct way, ‘trouble in paradise’ is Lubitsch’s name for il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel.

So where is the trouble in paradise in Trouble in Paradise? There is a fundamental ambiguity about this key point. The first answer that imposes itself is this: although Gaston loves Lily as well as Mariette, the true ‘paradisiacal’ sexual relationship would have been the one with Mariette, which is why it is this relationship that has to remain impossible and unfulfilled. This lack of fulfilment confers on the film’s end a touch of melancholy: all the laughter and boisterousness of the film’s last minute, all the merry display of the partnership between Gaston and Lily, only fills in the void of this melancholy. Does Lubitsch not point in this direction with the repeated shot of the big empty double bed in Mariette’s house, a shot which recalls the empty bed during the film’s credits? There is, however, also the possibility of the exactly opposite reading:


Could it be that paradise is actually the scandalous love affair of Gaston and Lily, two chic thieves fending for themselves, and trouble is the sublimely statuesque Mariette? That, in a tantalizing irony, Mariette is the snake luring Gaston from his blissfully sinful Garden of Eden? … Paradise, the good life, is the life of crime full of glamour and risks, and evil temptation comes in the form of Madame Colet, whose wealth holds the promise of an easy-going dolce vita without real criminal daring or subterfuge, only the humdrum hypocrisy of the respectable classes.1



The beauty of this reading is that paradisiacal innocence is located in the glamorous and dynamic life of crime, so that the Garden of Eden is equated with the underworld while the call of high-society respectability is equated with the snake’s temptation. However, this paradoxical reversal is easily explained by Gaston’s sincere and raw outburst, the first and only one in the film, enacted with no elegance or ironic distance, after Mariette refuses to call the police when he tells her that the chairman of the board of her company has for years been systematically stealing millions from her. Gaston’s reproach is that, while Mariette is immediately ready to call the police when an ordinary burglar like him steals from her a comparatively small amount of money or wealth, she is ready to turn a blind eye when a member of her own respectable high class steals millions. Is Gaston here not paraphrasing Brecht’s famous statement, ‘What is the robbing of a bank compared to the founding of a bank’? What is a direct robbery like those of Gaston and Lily compared to the theft of millions in the guise of obscure financial operations?

There is, however, another aspect that has to be noted here: is Gaston’s and Lily’s life of crime really so ‘full of glamour and risks’? Beneath the surface glamour of their thievery, aren’t the two of them ‘a quintessential bourgeois couple, conscientious professional types with expensive tastes – yuppies before their time. Gaston and Mariette, on the other hand, are the really romantic pair, the adventurous and risk-taking lovers. In returning to Lily and lawlessness, Gaston is doing the sensible thing – returning to his “station”, as it were, opting for the mundane life he knows. And he does so with full regret, apparent in his lingering final exchange with Mariette, full of rue and stylish ardor on both sides.’2

G. K. Chesterton noted how the detective story


keeps in some sense before the mind the fact that civilization itself is the most sensational of departures and the most romantic of rebellions … When the detective in a police romance stands alone, and somewhat fatuously fearless amid the knives and fists of a thieves’ kitchen, it does certainly serve to make us remember that it is the agent of social justice who is the original and poetic figure, while the burglars and footpads are merely placid old cosmic conservatives, happy in the immemorial respectability of apes and wolves. The romance of the police … is based on the fact that morality is the most dark and daring of conspiracies.3



Is this not also the best definition of Gaston and Lily? Are these two burglars not living in their paradise before the fall into ethical passion? What is crucial here is the parallel between crime (theft) and sexual promiscuity: what if, in our postmodern world of ordained transgression, in which the marital commitment is perceived as ridiculously out of time, those who cling to it are the true subversives? What if, today, straight marriage is ‘the most dark and daring of all transgressions’? This, exactly, is also the underlying premise of Lubitsch’s Design for Living: a woman leads a satisfied, calm life with two men; as a dangerous experiment, she tries single marriage; however, the attempt miserably fails, and she returns to the safety of living with two men, so that the overall result can be paraphrased in the above-quoted Chesterton’s words:


marriage itself is the most sensational of departures and the most romantic of rebellions. When the couple of lovers proclaim their marriage vows, alone and somewhat fatuously fearless amid the multiple temptations to promiscuous pleasures, it does certainly serve to make us remember that it is marriage which is the original and poetic figure, while cheaters and participants in orgies are merely placid old cosmic conservatives, happy in the immemorial respectability of promiscuous apes and wolves. The marriage vow is based on the fact that marriage is the most dark and daring of sexual excesses.



A homologous ambiguity is at work in the basic political choice we are confronting today. Cynical conformism tells us that emancipatory ideals of more equality, democracy and solidarity are boring and even dangerous, leading to a grey, overregulated society, and that our true and only paradise is the existing ‘corrupted’ capitalist universe. Radical emancipatory engagement starts from the premise that it is the capitalist dynamics which are boring, offering more of the same in the guise of constant change, and that the struggle for emancipation is still the most daring of all ventures. Our goal is to argue for this second option.

There is a wonderful French anecdote about a British snob visiting Paris, who pretends to understand French. He goes to an expensive restaurant in Quartier Latin and, when asked by the waiter, ‘Hors d’oeuvre?’, replies: ‘No, I’m not out of work, I earn enough to be able to afford to eat here! Any suggestions for an appetizer?’ The waiter proposes raw ham: ‘Du jambon cru?’ The snob replies: ‘No, I don’t believe it was ham I had the last time here. But OK, let’s have it again – and what about the main course?’ ‘Un faux-filet, peut-être?’ The snob explodes: ‘Bring me the real one, I told you I have enough money! And quickly, please!’ The waiter reassures him: ‘J’ai hâte de vous servir!’, to which the snob snaps back: ‘Why would you hate to serve me? I will give you a good tip!’ Finally the snob gets the point that his knowledge of French is limited; to repair his reputation and prove that he is a man of culture, he decides, upon his departure late in the evening, to wish the waiter good night in Latin, since the restaurant is in Quartier Latin, and bids him ‘Nota bene!’

This book will proceed in five steps, mimicking the blunders of the unfortunate British snob. We will begin with the diagnosis of the basic coordinates of our global capitalist system; then we will move on to the cardiognosis, ‘knowledge of the heart’, of this system, i.e., to the ideology that makes us accept it. What will then follow is prognosis, the view of the future that awaits us if things continue as they are, as well as the putative openings, or ways out. We shall conclude with epignosis (a theological term that designates knowledge which is believed, engaging us in our acts, subjectively assumed), outlining the subjective and organizational forms appropriate for the new phase of our emancipatory struggle. The appendix will explore the impasses of today’s emancipatory struggle apropos of the last Batman film.

The ‘paradise’ in the title of this book refers to the paradise of the End of History (as elaborated by Francis Fukuyama: liberal-democratic capitalism as the finally found best possible social order), and the ‘trouble’ is, of course, the ongoing crisis that compelled even Fukuyama himself to drop his idea of the End of History. My premise is that what Alain Badiou calls the ‘Communist hypothesis’ is the only appropriate frame with which to diagnose this crisis. The inspiration came from the series of talks I gave in Seoul in October 2013 as the Eminent Scholar at Kyunghee University. When I accepted the invitation, my first reaction was: is it not outright crazy to talk about the Idea of Communism in South Korea? Is the divided Korea not the clearest imaginable, almost clinical, case of where we stand today, after the end of the Cold War? On the one side, North Korea gives body to the dead end of the twentieth-century Communist project; on the other side, South Korea is in the midst of exploding capitalist development, reaching new levels of prosperity and technological modernization, with Samsung undermining even the primacy of Apple. Is South Korea in this sense not the supreme proof of how false is all the talk about global crisis?

The suffering of the Korean people in the twentieth century was immense. No wonder that – so I was told – even today, it is a taboo in Korea to speak of the atrocities the Japanese committed there during their Second World War occupation. They fear that talking about it would disturb the elders’ peace of mind: destruction was so total that the Koreans do everything to forget that time and go on with their lives. Their attitude thus involves a profoundly Nietzschean inversion of the standard formula ‘we will forgive but not forget’. With regard to Japanese atrocities, Koreans have a saying: forget but never forgive. And they are right: there is something very hypocritical in the formula ‘forgive but do not forget’ which is deeply manipulative, since it involves a superego blackmail: ‘I forgive you, but by not forgetting your misdeed, I will make sure that you will for ever feel guilty about it.’ So how did the Koreans survive this suffering? I would like to begin with the report by Franco Berardi, the Italian social theorist, on his recent journey to Seoul:


By the end of the twentieth century – after decades of war, humiliation, starvation and horrific bombings – both the physical and the anthropological landscape of this country had been reduced to a sort of devastated abstraction. At that point, human life and the city gave themselves with docility to the transforming hand of the highest form of contemporary nihilism.

Korea is the ground zero of the world, a blueprint for the future of the planet …

After colonization and wars, after dictatorship and starvation, the South Korean mind, liberated by the burden of the natural body, smoothly entered the digital sphere with a lower degree of cultural resistance than virtually any other populations in the world. This, in my opinion, is the main source of the incredible economic performance that this country has staged in the years of the electronic revolution. In the emptied cultural space, the Korean experience is marked by an extreme degree of individualization, and simultaneously it is headed towards the ultimate cabling of the collective mind.

These lonely monad walks in the urban space in tender continuous interaction with the pictures, tweets, games coming out of their small screens, perfectly insulated and perfectly wired into the smooth interface of the flow …

South Korea has the highest suicide rate in the world … Suicide is the most common cause of death for those under 40 in South Korea … Interestingly, the toll of suicides in South Korea has doubled during the last decade … In the space of two generations their condition has certainly improved by the point of view of revenue, nutrition, freedom and possibility of travelling abroad. But the price of this improvement has been the desertification of daily life, the hyper-acceleration of rhythms, the extreme individualization of biographies, and work precariousness which also means unbridled competition …

High-tech capitalism naturally implies ever-increasing productivity and ceaseless intensification of the rhythms of work, but it is also the condition that has made possible an impressive improvement in life standards, nourishment and consumption … But the present alienation is a different sort of hell. The intensification of the rhythm of work, the desertification of the landscape and the virtualization of the emotional life are converging to create a level of loneliness and despair that is difficult to consciously refuse and oppose … Isolation, competition, sense of meaninglessness, compulsion and failure: 28 persons out of 100,000 every year succeed in their attempt to escape and many more unsuccessfully try.

As suicide can be considered the ultimate mark of the anthropological mutation linked to the digital transformation and precarization, not surprisingly South Korea is number one in the world when it comes to the suicide rate.’4



Berardi’s portrait of South Korea seems to follow the unsurpassed model of such portraits in the last decades, Baudrillard’s famous portrait of Los Angeles (in his America) as a hyperreal Hell. It is all too easy to dismiss this genre of portraits as the pretentious pseudo-intellectual exercise of European postmodernists who use a foreign land or city as a screen onto which to project their morbid dystopias. In spite of all exaggerations, there is a grain of truth in them; or, more precisely, to paraphrase Adorno’s well-known dictum about psychoanalysis, in Baudrillard’s portrait of LA nothing is true except its exaggerations. And the same goes for Berardi’s impressions of Seoul: what they provide is the image of a place deprived of its history, a worldless place. Badiou has reflected that we live in a social space which is progressively experienced as worldless. Even Nazi anti-Semitism, however ghastly it was, opened up a world: it described its critical situation by positing an enemy which was a ‘Jewish conspiracy’: it named a goal and the means of achieving it. Nazism disclosed reality in a way that allowed its subjects to acquire a global ‘cognitive mapping’, which included a space for their meaningful engagement. Perhaps it is here that one should locate one of the main dangers of capitalism: although it is global and encompasses the whole world, it sustains a stricto sensu worldless ideological constellation, depriving the large majority of people of any meaningful cognitive mapping. Capitalism is the first socio-economic order which de-totalizes meaning: it is not global at the level of meaning. There is, after all, no global ‘capitalist world view’, no ‘capitalist civilization’ proper: the fundamental lesson of globalization is precisely that capitalism can accommodate itself to all civilizations, from Christian to Hindu or Buddhist, from West to East. Capitalism’s global dimension can only be formulated at the level of truth-without-meaning, as the Real of the global market mechanism.

Since, in Europe, modernization was spread over centuries, we had time to accommodate ourselves to it, to soften its shattering impact, through Kulturarbeit, through the formation of new social narratives and myths, while some other societies – exemplarily the Muslim ones – have been exposed to this impact directly, without a protective screen or temporal delay, so their symbolic universe has been perturbed much more brutally: they have lost their (symbolic) ground with no time left to establish a new (symbolic) balance. No wonder, then, that the only way for some of these societies to avoid total breakdown was to erect in panic the shield of ‘fundamentalism’, the psychotic-delirious-incestuous reassertion of religion as direct insight into the divine Real, with all the terrifying consequences that such a reassertion entails, up to the return with a vengeance of the obscene superego divinity demanding sacrifices. The rise of superego is another feature that postmodern permissiveness and the new fundamentalism share. What distinguishes them is the site of the enjoyment demanded: our own in permissiveness, God’s own in fundamentalism.5

Perhaps the ultimate symbol of this devastated post-historical Korea is the pop-music event of summer 2012: ‘Gangnam Style’ performed by Psy. As a curiosity, it is worth noting that the ‘Gangnam Style’ video surpassed Justin Bieber’s ‘Beauty and a Beat’ on Youtube, thus becoming the most watched Youtube video of all time. On 21 December 2012, it reached the magic number of one billion views – and since 21 December was the day when those who took seriously the predictions of the Mayan calendar were expecting the end of the world, one can say that the Ancient Mayas were right: the fact that a ‘Gangnam Style’ video gets a billion views effectively is the sign of the collapse of a civilization. The song is not only wildly popular, it also mobilizes people into a collective trance, with tens of thousands shouting and performing a dance that imitates horse riding, all in the same rhythm with an intensity unseen since the early days of the Beatles, venerating Psy as a new Messiah. The music is psydance at its worst, totally flat and mechanically simple, mostly computer-generated (recall that Psy – the singer’s name – is a shortened version of ‘psytrance’); what makes it interesting is the way it combines collective trance with self-irony. The words of the song (and the staging of the video) obviously poke fun at the meaninglessness and vacuity of Gangnam style, some claim even in a subtly subversive way – but we are nonetheless entranced, caught in the stupid marching rhythm, participating in it in pure mimesis; flash mobs pop up all around the world imitating moments of the song, etc. Gangnam style is not ideology in spite of ironic distance, it is ideology because of it. Irony plays the same role as the documentary style in von Trier’s Breaking the Waves, in which the subdued pseudo-documentary form makes palpable the excessive content – in a strictly homologous way, the self-mocking irony of ‘Gangnam Style’ makes palpable the stupid jouissance of rave music. Many viewers find the song disgustingly attractive, i.e., they ‘love to hate it’, or, rather, they enjoy finding it disgusting, so they repeatedly play it to prolong their disgust – this compulsive nature of the obscene jouissance in all its stupidity is what true art should release us from. Should we not take a step further here and draw a parallel between the performance of ‘Gangnam Style’ in a large Seoul stadium and the performances staged not far away across the border, in Pyong Yang, to celebrate the glory of the North Korean beloved leaders? Do we not get in both cases a similar neo-sacred ritual of obscene jouissance?

It may seem that in Korea, as well as elsewhere, numerous forms of traditional wisdom survive to serve as a protecting cushion against the shock of modernization. However, it is easy to discern how these remnants of traditional ideology are already trans-functionalized, transformed into ideological tools destined to facilitate rapid modernization – like the so-called Oriental spirituality (Buddhism) with its more ‘gentle’, balanced, holistic, ecological approach (all the stories about how, say, when digging up earth for the foundations of a house, Tibetan Buddhists are careful not to kill any worms). It is not only that Western Buddhism, this pop-cultural phenomenon preaching inner distance and indifference in the face of the frantic pace of market competition, is arguably the most efficient way, for us, to fully participate in capitalist dynamics while retaining the appearance of mental sanity – in short, the paradigmatic ideology of late capitalism; one should add that it is no longer possible to oppose this Western Buddhism to its ‘authentic’ Oriental version, and here, the case of Japan delivers conclusive evidence. Not only does there exist today, among top Japanese managers, the widespread ‘corporate Zen’ phenomenon, but over the last 150 years Japan’s rapid industrialization and militarization, with its ethics of discipline and sacrifice, were sustained by the large majority of Zen thinkers.

What we encounter here is the dialectical logic of historical trans-functionalization: in a changed historical constellation, a remnant of the pre-modern past can start to function as the symbol of what is traumatically unbearable in extreme modernity. The same goes for the role of vampires in our ideological imaginary. Stacey Abbott6 has demonstrated how the medium of film has completely reinvented the vampire archetype: rather than representing the primitive and folkloric, the vampire has come to embody the very experience of modernity. No longer in a cape and coffin, today’s vampire resides in major cities, listens to punk music, embraces technology and adapts to any situation.

This, of course, in no way implies that Buddhism can be reduced to a capitalist ideology. To clarify this point, let us take a surprising example. In 1991, Richard Taruskin published a book review in which he scathingly dismissed all of Sergei Prokofiev’s music, save the juvenilia, as bad. The stuff Prokofiev wrote in the West is ‘bruised or rotten, justifiably discarded and unrevivable’ in its superficial modernity; it was meant to compete with Stravinsky but it failed to do so. Realizing this, Prokofiev slunk back to Russia and Stalin, where his works were ruined by ‘careerism’ and a ‘perhaps culpable indifference … camouflaged by his apolitical façade’. In the Soviet Union, Prokofiev was first a shill for Stalin and then his victim, but, underneath, there was always the ‘perfect emptiness’ of an ‘absolute’ musician ‘who just wrote music, or rather, who wrote “just music”’.7 Unfair as they are, these statements do point towards a kind of quasi-psychotic attitude on Prokofiev’s part: in contrast to other Soviet composers dragged into the turmoil of Stalinist accusations (Shostakovich, Khachaturian, and others), there are in Prokofiev no inner doubts, hysteria, anxiety: he weathered the anti-formalist campaign of 1948 with an almost psychotic serenity, as if it didn’t really concern him. (The very madness of his return to the USSR in 1936, the year of the harshest Stalinist purges, is a tell-tale sign of his state of mind.) The fate of his works under Stalinism is not without irony: most of his party-line-following works were criticized and rejected as insincere and weak (which they were), while he got Stalin prizes for his ‘dissident’ intimate chamber works (piano sonatas 7 and 8, first violin sonata, cello sonata). Of special interest is Prokofiev’s (obviously sincere) ideological justification of his full compliance with the Stalinist demands: Stalinism was embraced in continuity with his adherence to Christian Science. In the Gnostic universe of Christian Science, material reality is just an appearance: one should rise above it and enter spiritual bliss through hard work and renunciation. Prokofiev transposed this same stance onto Stalinism, reading the key demands of the Stalinist aesthetics – simplicity, harmony, joy – through these Gnostic lenses. Using the term proposed by Jean-Claude Milner, one could say that, although Prokofiev’s universe was not homogeneous with Stalinism, it was definitely homogénéisable (‘homogenizable’) – Prokofiev didn’t simply accommodate himself opportunistically to the Stalinist reality. And this same question is to be raised today: although it would be stupid to claim that Buddhist spirituality is homogeneous with global capitalism, it is definitely homogenizable with it.

Back to Korea, this analysis seems confirmed by Propaganda, a documentary from 2012 (easily available online) about capitalism, imperialism and the mass manipulation of Western culture for the purpose of commodification, and how they permeate every aspect of the lives of the blissfully ignorant, borderline-zombie masses. It is a ‘mockumentary’ that pretends to be North Korean, although it was made by a group from New Zealand – but, as they say in Italy, Se non è vero, è ben trovato. The use of fear and religion to manipulate the masses, as well as the role of the media that provide colourful distractions to keep us from thinking about the bigger problems, are all touched upon. One of the best parts of the film is its annihilation of celebrity-worship culture: talking about Madonna and Brad and Angelina’s ‘shopping for children in third-world countries’; western obsession with the glamorous lives of celebrities and self-absorption while ignoring the plight of the homeless and the suffering; celebrities being tools of commodification to the point that they often don’t even realize it, often driving them to the point of insanity – all this is so spot on it’s scary. It is the world around us. All of it, particularly the part about Michael Jackson – a look at ‘what America did to this man’ – rings so true it’s kind of hard to swallow. If, in Propaganda, one were to delete a brief passage here and there which mentions the wisdom of their great beloved leader etc., one would get a standard – not even traditional Marxist, but more specifically Western Marxist Frankfurt-School-style – critique of consumerism, commodification and Kulturindustrie. But what we should be attentive to is a warning at the film’s beginning: the narrator’s voice tells the viewers that, although the filth and perversity of what they will see will embarrass and shock them, the great beloved Leader has decided to trust them that they are mature enough to see horrible truth about the outside world – words that a benevolent protective maternal authority uses when it decides to inform children of an unpleasant fact.

To grasp the special ideological status of North Korea, one should not shirk from mentioning the mythical Shangri-la from James Hilton’s The Lost Horizon, an isolated valley in Tibet where people leave happy modest lives totally isolated from the corrupted global civilization and under the benevolent rule of an educated elite. North Korea is the closest we get today to Shangri-la – in what sense? The idea, proposed by Pierre Legendre and some other Lacanians, is that the problem today is the decline of the Name-of-the-Father, of the paternal symbolic authority: in its absence, pathological Narcissism explodes, evoking the spectre of the primordial Real Father. Although this idea is to be rejected, it is fully justified in pointing out how the decline of the Master in no way automatically guarantees emancipation, but can well engender much more oppressive figures of domination. In North Korea, patriarchy is effectively undermined, but in an unexpected way. Is North Korea really the last bastion of Stalinism, mixing totalitarian control with Confucian authoritarianism? Here are the words of North Korea’s most popular political song:


Ah, Korean Workers’ Party, at whose breast only

My life begins and ends

Be I buried in the ground or strewn to the wind

I remain your son, and again return to your breast!

Entrusting my body to your affectionate gaze,

Your loving outstretched hand,

I cry out forever in the voice of a child,

Mother! I can’t live without Mother!’



This is what the excessive mourning after Kim Il Sung’s death signalled: ‘I can’t live without Mother!’ As a further proof, here are the two entries ‘mother’ and ‘father’ from a North Korean Dictionary of the Korean Language, published in 1964:


mother: 1) The woman who has given birth to one: Father and mother; a mother’s love. A mother’s benevolence is higher than a mountain, deeper than the ocean. Also used in the sense of ‘a woman who has a child’: What all mothers anxiously want is for their children to grow up healthy and become magnificent red builders. 2) A respectful term for someone of an age similar to one’s own mother: Comrade Platoon Leader called Dǒngmani’s mother ‘mother’ and always helped her in her work. 3) A metaphor for being loving, looking after everything, and worrying about others: Party officials must become mothers who ceaselessly love and teach the Party rank and file, and become standard-bearers at the forefront of activities. In other words, someone in charge of lodgings has to become a mother to the boarders. This means looking carefully after everything: whether someone is cold or sick, how they are eating, and so on. 4) A metaphor for the source from which something originates: The Party is the great mother of everything new. Necessity is the mother of invention.

father: the husband of one’s birth mother.8



Maybe that’s why, till the third Kim, the leader’s wife was not mentioned in public: the Leader was hermaphroditic, with dominant feminine features. Is this in contradiction with North Korea’s ‘military first’ policy, with its ruthless military disciplining and drilling? No, these are two sides of the same coin. The figure of the mother we are dealing with here is the so-called ‘non-castrated’ omnipotent devouring mother: apropos the real mother, Jacques-Alain Miller noted that ‘not only is there an unsatisfied mother but also an all-powerful one. And the terrifying aspect of this figure of the Lacanian mother is that she is all-powerful and unsatisfied at the same time.’9 Therein resides the paradox: the more ‘omnipotent’ a mother appears, the more unsatisfied (which means ‘lacking’) she is: ‘The Lacanian mother corresponds to the formula quaerens quem devoret: she looks for someone to devour, and so Lacan presents her then as the crocodile, the subject with the open mouth.’10 This devouring mother doesn’t respond (to the child’s demand for a sign of love), and it is as such that she appears omnipotent: ‘Since the mother does not respond … she is transformed into a real agent that yields raw power … if the Other does not respond, he is transformed into a devouring power.’11 This is why the feminized features clearly discernible in the official portraits of the two Kim’s are not accidental. To quote B. R. Myers:


Kim [Il Sung] was more a mother to his people than a stern Confucian patriarch: he is still shown as soft-cheeked and solicitous, holding weeping adults to his expansive bosom, bending down to tie a young soldier’s bootlaces, or letting giddy children clamber over him. The tradition continues under Kim Jong Il, who has been called ‘more of a mother than all the mothers in the world’. His military-first policy may come with the title of General, but reports of his endless tour of army bases focus squarely on his fussy concern for the troops’ health and comfort. The international ridicule of his appearance is thus as unfair as it is tedious. Anyone who has seen a crowd of Korean mothers waiting outside an examination hall will have no difficulty recognizing Kim’s drab parka and drooping shoulders, or the long-suffering face under the pillow-swept perm: this is a mother with no time to think of herself.12



Does North Korea then stand for something like the Indian Kali – the benevolent/murderous goddess – in power? One should distinguish levels here: in North Korea, the superficial level of manly-military discourse of the Leader as ‘General’, with the Juche idea of self-reliance, of humanity as a master of itself and its destiny, is sustained by a deeper level of the Leader as a maternal protector. Here is how Myers formulates the basic axiom of North Korean ideology: ‘The Korean people are too pure blooded, and therefore too virtuous, to survive in this evil world without a great parental leader.’13 Is this not a nice example of Lacan’s formula of paternal metaphor, of the Name-of-the-Father as a metaphoric substitute for the desire of the mother? The Name-of-the-Father (Leader/General) and, beneath it, the mother’s protective/destructive desire? 14

One of the New Age commonplaces is that we in the West are too much dominated by the male/paternal principle of domination, discipline, struggle, and so on, and that, to re-establish balance, we should reassert the feminine principle of loving care and protection. However, cases of ‘hard’ feminine politicians from Indira Gandhi to Margaret Thatcher should make us think. Today the predominant figure of authority is no longer a patriarchal Master. Even ‘totalitarianism’ is not a discourse of the Master; however, the tragic experience of many revolutions in which the overthrowing of the old Master ended up in a much more murderous terror should in no way lead us to advocate a return to paternal symbolic authority as the only way out of the self-destructive deadlock of the late-capitalist narcissistic Protean Self. And this brings us back to Berardi. Although they are as different as one can imagine, North and South Korea share one basic feature: they are both post-patriarchal societies. The reason Propaganda often rings so true that it is hard to accept is thus not simply because of the fact, known from Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, that a naïve foreign gaze can perceive in our culture things that we, immersed as we are in it, cannot note, but rather because the extreme opposition between North and South Korea is sustained by an underlying sameness indicated by the film’s title: two extreme modes of timelessness, of suspending historicity proper. (This is why the very term ‘propaganda’ is indicative: the documentary uses as its title a word which best befits its own – North Korean – ideological universe.)

There is a well-known Jewish story about a child who, after being told a wonderful old legend by a rabbi, eagerly asks him: ‘But did it really happen? Is it true?’ The rabbi replies: ‘It didn’t really happen, but it is true.’ This assertion of the ‘deeper’ symbolic truth in contrast to the factual should be supplemented by its opposite – our reaction to many a spectacular ‘event’ can only be: ‘It did really happen, but it isn’t true.’ So we should be all the more grateful for any sign of hope, no matter how small it appears, like the existence of Café Photo in Sao Paolo. Publicized as ‘entertainment with a special touch’, it is – so I was told – a meeting place for high-class prostitutes with their prospective clients. Although this fact is very well known by the public, this information is not published on their website: officially, ‘it is a place to meet the best company for your evening’. Things really do proceed there with a special touch: prostitutes themselves – mostly students of humanities – choose their customers. Men (prospective clients) enter, take a seat at a table, buy a drink and wait, being observed by women. If a woman finds one of them acceptable, she sits at his table, lets him buy her a drink and starts a conversation on some intellectual topic, usually a theme of cultural life, sometimes even art theory. If she finds the man bright and attractive enough, she asks him if he would like to go to bed with her and tells him her price. This is prostitution with a feminist twist, if ever there was one – even if, as is often the case, the feminist twist is paid for by a class limitation: both prostitutes and clients come from the upper or at least upper-middle classes. So I humbly dedicate this book to the prostitutes of the Café Photo in Sao Paolo.
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1

Diagnosis Hors d’oeuvre?

CRISIS, WHAT CRISIS?

The situation of South Korea today cannot but evoke the famous opening lines of Charles Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities: ‘… it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way.’ So, in South Korea, we find top economic performance, but with the frantic intensity of the work rhythm; unbridled consumerist heaven, but permeated with the hell of solitude and despair; abundant material wealth, but with the desertification of the landscape; imitation of ancient traditions, but with the highest suicide rate in the world. This radical ambiguity disturbs the image of South Korea as today’s ultimate success story – success, yes, but what kind of success?

The Christmas 2012 issue of the Spectator magazine opened with the editorial ‘Why 2012 was the best year ever’, which argues against the perception that we live in ‘a dangerous, cruel world where things are bad and getting worse’:


It may not feel like it, but 2012 has been the greatest year in the history of the world. That sounds like an extravagant claim, but it is borne out by evidence. Never has there been less hunger, less disease or more prosperity. The West remains in the economic doldrums, but most developing countries are charging ahead, and people are being lifted out of poverty at the fastest rate ever recorded. The death toll inflicted by war and natural disasters is also mercifully low. We are living in a golden age.1



The same idea was developed in detail by Matt Ridley – here is the blurb for his Rational Optimist:


A counterblast to the prevailing pessimism of our age, [the book] proves, however much we like to think to the contrary, that things are getting better. Over 10,000 years ago there were fewer than 10 million people on the planet. Today there are more than 6 billion, 99 per cent of whom are better fed, better sheltered, better entertained and better protected against disease than their Stone Age ancestors. The availability of almost everything a person could want or need has been going erratically upwards for 10,000 years and has rapidly accelerated over the last 200 years: calories; vitamins; clean water; machines; privacy; the means to travel faster than we can run, and the ability to communicate over longer distances than we can shout. Yet, bizarrely, however much things improve from the way they were before, people still cling to the belief that the future will be nothing but disastrous.2



And Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature gives us more of the same. Here is its blurb:


Believe it or not, today we may be living in the most peaceful moment in our species’ existence. In his gripping and controversial new work, New York Times bestselling author Steven Pinker shows that despite the ceaseless news about war, crime, and terrorism, violence has actually been in decline over long stretches of history. Exploding myths about humankind’s inherent violence and the curse of modernity, this ambitious book continues Pinker’s exploration of the essence of human nature, mixing psychology and history to provide a remarkable picture of an increasingly enlightened world.3



One often hears in mass media, especially those of non-European countries, a more modest version of this optimism, focusing on economy: crisis, what crisis? Look at the BRIC countries, or Poland, South Korea, Singapore, Peru, many sub-Saharan African states: they are all progressing. The losers are only Western Europe and, up to a point, the US, so we are not dealing with a global crisis, but just with the shift of the dynamics of progress away from the West. Is a potent symbol of this shift not the fact that recently many people from Portugal, a country in deep crisis, are returning to Mozambique and Angola, ex-colonies of Portugal – but this time as economic immigrants, not as colonizers? Our much-decried crisis is hardly worthy of the name if it is merely a local crisis in a picture of overall progress. Even with regard to human rights: is the situation in China and Russia now not better than fifty years ago? Decrying the ongoing crisis as a global phenomenon is typically a Eurocentric view – and, what’s more, a view coming from Leftists who usually pride themselves on their anti-Eurocentrism.

With many provisos, one can roughly accept the data to which these ‘rationalists’ refer. Yes, today we definitely live better than our ancestors did 10,000 years ago in the Stone Age, and even an average prisoner in Dachau (the Nazi working camp, not Auschwitz, the killing camp) was living at least marginally better, probably, than a slave prisoner of the Mongols. And so on and so forth. But there is something that this story misses.

First – we should restrain our anti-colonialist joy here – the question to be raised is: if Europe is in gradual decay, what is replacing its hegemony? The answer is: ‘capitalism with Asian values’ (which, of course, has nothing to do with Asian people and everything to do with the clear and present tendency of contemporary capitalism as such to suspend democracy). From Marx on, the truly radical Left was never simply ‘progressist’. It was always obsessed by the question: what is the price of progress? Marx was fascinated by capitalism, by the unheard-of productivity it unleashed; it was just that he insisted that this very success engenders antagonisms. And we should do the same with the progress of global capitalism today: keep in view its dark underside, which is fomenting revolts.

What all this implies is that today’s conservatives are not really conservative. While fully endorsing capitalism’s continuous self-revolutionizing, they just want to make it more efficient by supplementing it with some traditional institutions (religion, for instance) to constrain its destructive consequences for social life and to maintain social cohesion. Today, a true conservative is the one who fully admits the antagonisms and deadlocks of global capitalisms, the one who rejects simple progressivism, and who is attentive to the dark obverse of progress. In this sense, only a radical Leftist can be today a true conservative.

People do not rebel when ‘things are really bad’ but when their expectations are disappointed. The French Revolution occurred after the king and the nobles had for decades been gradually losing their grip on power; the 1956 anti-Communist revolt in Hungary exploded after Nagy Imre had already been prime minister for two years, after (relatively) free debates among intellectuals; people rebelled in Egypt in 2011 because there had been some economic progress under Mubarak, which had given rise to a whole class of educated young people who participated in the universal digital culture. And this is why the Chinese Communists are right to be in a panic: precisely because, on average, Chinese are now living considerably better than forty years ago, but the social antagonisms (between the newly rich and the rest) have exploded, plus people’s expectations are now generally much higher. That’s the problem with development and progress: they are always uneven, they give birth to new instabilities and antagonisms, they generate new expectations which cannot be met. In Tunisia or Egypt just prior to the Arab Spring, the majority probably lived a little bit better than decades ago, but the standards by which they measured their (dis)satisfaction were much higher.

So yes, the Spectator, Ridley, Pinker and their fellow travellers are in principle right, but the very facts that they emphasize are creating conditions for revolt and rebellion. The mistake to be avoided is the one best exemplified by the story (apocryphal, maybe) about the Left-Keynesian economist John Galbraith. Before a trip to USSR in the late 1950s, he wrote to his anti-Communist friend Sidney Hook: ‘Don’t worry, I will not be seduced by the Soviets and return home claiming they have socialism!’ Hook answered him promptly: ‘But that’s what worries me – that you will return claiming USSR is NOT socialist!’ What worried Hook was the naive defence of the purity of the concept: if things go wrong with building a socialist society, this does not invalidate the idea itself, it just means we didn’t implement it properly. Do we not detect the same naivety in today’s market fundamentalists? When, during a recent TV debate in France, Guy Sorman claimed that democracy and capitalism necessarily go together, I couldn’t resist asking him the obvious question: ‘But what about China today?’ He snapped back: ‘In China there is no capitalism!’ For the fanatically pro-capitalist Sorman, if a country is non-democratic, it simply means it is not truly capitalist but practises capitalism’s disfigured version, in exactly the same way that, for a democratic Communist, Stalinism was simply not an authentic form of Communism. The underlying mistake is not difficult to identify. It is the same as in the well-known joke: ‘My fiancée is never late for an appointment, because the moment she is late she is no longer my fiancée!’ This is how today’s free-market apologist explains the crisis of 2008: it was not the failure of the free market that caused the crisis but excessive state regulation, i.e. the fact that our market economy was not a true one, that it was still in the clutches of the welfare state. When we stick to such a purity of market capitalism, dismissing its failures as accidental mishaps, we end up in a naive progressivism that ignores the mad dance of the opposites.

One of the most striking cases of this mad dance is, in the economic sphere, the weird coexistence of intense employment with the threat of unemployment: the more intensely those who are employed work, the more generalized is the threat of unemployment. Today’s situation therefore compels us to shift the accent of our reading of Marx’s Capital from the general topic of capitalist reproduction to, as Frederick Jameson puts it, ‘the fundamental structural centrality of unemployment in the text of Capital itself’: ‘unemployment is structurally inseparable from the dynamic of accumulation and expansion which constitutes the very nature of capitalism as such.’4 In what is arguably the extreme point of the ‘unity of the opposites’ in the economic sphere, it is the very success of capitalism (raised productivity, etc.) that produces unemployment (renders more and more workers useless): what should be a blessing (less hard labour needed) becomes a curse. In this way the world market is, with regard to its immanent dynamic, ‘a space in which everyone has once been a productive labourer, and in which labour has everywhere begun to price itself out of the system’.5 That is to say, in the ongoing process of capitalist globalization, the category of the unemployed has acquired a new quality beyond the classic notion of the ‘reserve army of labour’. One should consider, in terms of the category of unemployment, ‘those massive populations around the world who have, as it were, “dropped out of history”, who have been deliberately excluded from the modernizing projects of First World capitalism and written off as hopeless or terminal cases’:6 so-called ‘failed states’ (Congo, Somalia), victims of famine or ecological disasters, caught in pseudo-archaic ‘ethnic hatreds’, objects of philanthropy and NGOs or (often the same people) of the ‘war on terror’. The category of the unemployed should thus be expanded to encompass the wide span of population from the temporarily unemployed, through the no-longer-employable and permanently unemployed, up to people living in slums and other types of ghettos (all those often dismissed by Marx himself as ‘lumpen-proletarians’) and, finally, entire areas, populations or states excluded from the global capitalist process, like the blank spaces in ancient maps. Does this extension of the circle of the ‘unemployed’ not take us back from Marx to Hegel: the ‘rabble’ returns, emerging in the very core of emancipatory struggles? That is to say, such a re-categorization changes the entire ‘cognitive mapping’ of the situation: the inert background of History
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