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What people are saying about


Going Nowhere, Slow


In this sharp and poetic book, Mikkel Krause Frantzen brilliantly illustrates the horror of depression. But he doesn’t leave us there, in despair, but opens up new hopeful ways of thinking about the spirit of our time.


Carl Cederström, author of The Happiness Fantasy, and co-author of Dead Man Working, The Wellness Syndrome, and Desperately Seeking Self-Improvement


Why are we all so depressed? Today, depression is less an individual malady, than it is a structure of feeling that pervades Western neoliberal society. In this book, Mikkel Krause Frantzen digs deeply into this situation, reading a number of works (novels, movies, visual art) that not only give expression to our depressive condition, but offer clues as to why and how we feel this way.


Steven Shaviro, author of The Cinematic Body, Connected, or What It Means to Live in the Network Society, The Universe of Things, and Discognition


In this groundbreaking book, Mikkel Krause Frantzen takes depression as something that does not simply have connection with the subject’s past and alienation from others, but also to the idea of future and too much closeness. As a result, Frantzen finds in depression glimmers of optimism and hope. This book is essential reading for anyone who has questioned what depression is all about and why so many well-known novelists have created their best works trying to come to grips with it. 

Renata Salecl, author of Tyranny of Choice, (Per) versions of love and hate, and On anxiety
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Prologue (two questions)



Two absolutely quotidian questions somehow form the basis of the present work, which studies the psychopathology of depression in the Western world today, through the examination of four cultural works: the fiction of Michel Houellebecq, the fiction of David Foster Wallace, the installation and video works of the artistic duo who sign their collaborations under the name of Claire Fontaine, and finally Lars von Trier’s film Melancholia.


The first very simple question is the one that we, innocently, ask and answer every day: How are you? How is it going? Nowhere do we get a better description of the banality and brutality of this question than in the book Suicide (2008) by French author and artist Édouard Levé. In this book, which he handed over to his editor a couple of weeks before he took his own life in 2007, Levé conjures up the suicide of a depressed childhood friend 20 years earlier. The book is a work of fiction, written in the second person, as a continuous address to this childhood friend and an incessant reflection upon his life and death, though it is impossible not to read the book as some sort of self-portrait (which, incidentally, was the title of one of Levé’s previous books). In this book, the following scene appears:



One evening you were invited to dine at a friend’s house with other guests. To the host who, opening the door for you on your arrival, asked you how you were doing, you responded, “Badly.” […] You didn’t want to disrupt the party, but you couldn’t make yourself lie in response to the simple question, “How are you doing?” You were more honest than courteous. Even though you were capable of it, it seemed unthinkable to you to put on a show of well-being for a close friend. Having arrived in the living room, you did not want to reproduce the unease sparked by your first response. To your friend’s friends, some of whom you didn’t know, you presented a friendly exterior. In this atmosphere, which made you feel foreign, you were surprised at your own success in putting on the appropriate face, which, if it didn’t contribute to the general euphoria, at least didn’t destroy the mood with its indifference.1




This question – how are you doing? – is as banal as it is brutal, as predictable as it is profound. And in a situation like the one outlined in Levé’s book, it appears that it is imperative to lie, since to answer this question in earnest would involve breaking every possible code of conduct: Well, you see, not so well, I feel depressed, I cannot get up in the morning, my wife has just left me, my boss is an idiot, my life is meaningless etc. But most people do not do that, they prefer to keep the spirits high and the atmosphere nice and cozy. So, they lie, or, they just refrain from telling the truth, they say: I am fine, thank you very much. And how are you by the way?


The second question, equally banal, is: What time is it? What is the time? At a bar called Lygtens Kro in Copenhagen, a sign is hanging on the wall amidst old-fashioned ornaments and stall cigarette smoke. It says: “The one who is happy does not notice that time goes by” (in Danish: Den som er lykkelig lægger ikke mærke til at tiden går). An unhappy person, a depressed person, on the other hand, is all too painfully aware of the passing of time. In this state seconds crawl forward, they drag themselves along. Following the course taken by the matter itself, I make the case in this book that the abortion of the future that occurs in depression entails that all that remains is a kind of eternal present full of pain and horror, and the feeling that this is all there is, always has been and always will be.


“It’s like horror more than sadness. It’s more like horror,” says the clinically depressed Kate Gompert in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest from 1996 . “I can’t stand feeling like this another second, and the seconds keep coming on and on.” And in Michel Houellebecq’s novels, especially in his debut novel Whatever from 1994, the depressed protagonists thus always know what time it is. It is 2 in the afternoon. It is 6.20. Here, time has become thoroughly explicit in the same way as Heidegger says that we only notice any given tool – a hammer, for instance – at that moment when it does not work anymore. In depression, time becomes elastic, it becomes explicit, then it snaps.


In this book Going Nowhere, Slow – the Aesthetics and Politics of Depression, these two questions are inextricably linked. What time is it and how are you? These are the questions that every depressed person dislikes and fears. In fact, to the depressed person there is no difference between them; they remain one and the same. Also, these questions are not purely personal, psychological questions. They are also and perhaps above all deeply political questions. This book, intended as a diagnosis of the times, hinges upon these questions of time and effect. In other words: In order to answer the question what kind of times are these? we can simply, I contend, ask the depressed person what time is it? Only then do we really get a sense of the present state of affairs. But as a literary scholar and cultural theorist my method is not quantitative: I have not formulated any questionnaires to be answered by one of the now 300 million people who are estimated to suffer from depression according to a new report from the World Health Organization (WHO). What I have done instead is ask some exemplary depressed art works the same questions. What time is it? How is it going?










Introduction
Welcome to the world’s happiest nation






If you traveled to Denmark in the fall of 2015 you were likely greeted by Carlsberg, welcoming you not only to Copenhagen Airport, but to the world’s happiest nation. Or so the advert read: Welcome to the world’s happiest nation. From the way the message was presented, it was clear that the statement was not supposed to be doubted, or read ironically. From a certain point of view, it is simply the plain truth, an objective fact that can be measured and proved: The World Happiness Report consistently ranks the Danes as one of the happiest peoples in the world. Yet, as the Danish Mental Health Foundation makes clear, more and more Danes are diagnosed with depression: At any given time, 4 to 5 percent of the population is depressed, or, more accurately, diagnosed as such. Indeed, according to the Danish Health Authority more than 450,000 Danes bought anti-depressants in 2011, a figure which has almost doubled over the past decade.


This tendency can be observed all over the Western world. The US National Institute of Mental Health estimates that 9.5 percent of the adult American population – 18.8 million people – suffers from depression. These numbers have led the WHO to conclude that depression is the most common mental disorder and the prime cause of disability and suicide, affecting around 350 million people worldwide. No wonder, then, that the consumption of SSRI-antidepressants has gone through the roof with sales now approaching 6 billion dollars annually.


These facts and figures seem to speak for themselves, but it is necessary to remember that the sale of anti-depressants does not correspond exactly to occurrences of depression, as SSRIs are not exclusively used for treating depression, but purchased to treat a range of other mental illnesses as well. Moreover, the frequency of diagnoses does not necessarily mirror the frequency of depressions, so that one might wonder if the increase in diagnoses testifies to a growing number of depressed people or rather to an escalating tendency to pathologize common, “normal” affects such as sadness and grief, translating them into the diagnostic category of depression.


Regardless, it seems quite clear that depression has developed into a paradigm and remains the prevalent psychopathology of our time with all the moral, economic and political implications that this entails. Allan V. Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield write, in The Loss of Sadness, that “depression has gained an iconic status in both the contemporary mental health professions and the culture at large.”1 We see it in TV-shows such as The Sopranos (1999-2007) and Happyish (2015), dramatic plays such as All my dreams come true by Christian Lollike (2013/14), the interactive computer game Depression Quest (2013), contemporary art exhibitions such as Depression (2009, Marres, Maastricht) and Unendlicher Spass (2014, Schirn, Frankfurt), documentary films like The Dark Gene (2015) and book publications ranging from nonfiction work The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression by Andrew Solomon (2001), to poetry collections such as i am a little bit happier than you are by American poet Tao Lin (2006) or the aformentioned Suicide by Édouard Levé (2008).


For this reason alone, it seems relevant to examine the relation between depression and contemporary literature, arts, movies and “culture at large.” It seems necessary for a cultural analysis that claims a certain criticality and contemporaneity to dwell on scenes of unhappiness and, more specifically, depression. This is what I do in this book, through analysis of books by David Foster Wallace and Michel Houellebecq, works by the ready-made artist Claire Fontaine and the movie Melancholia by Lars von Trier. In this way, Going Nowhere, Slow is conceived as a way of contributing to the cultural analysis of the present, a Zeitdiagnose as the Germans would say, with the important caveat that it is the works’ own diagnoses of the times that are the focus of attention.


The underlying premise is that there is no better way to understand the psychopathology of depression than to relate it to the problem of time, i.e. to understand depression in temporal terms, more specifically as a problem of futurity. I thus view depression as the pathological feeling that history has come to an end, that the future is closed off, frozen once and for all. Based on a method that I call scenographic symptomatology, which means simply that the book is built around specific scenes with an accompanying set of symptoms, all of the chapters are variations on this personal, political if not planetary problem of futurity.


What do we talk about when we talk about depression?


What do we talk about when we talk about depression? How do we define it and capture its specificity? How do we deal with this phenomenon without treating it merely as a conglomerate of other previously known mental illnesses such as anxiety, panic, melancholia, tiredness, boredom, sadness and so on? Water consists of hydrogen and oxygen but is in no way exhausted by this definition, which gives us little idea of the nature of water. In the same way depression seems to consist of and include components from some or all of the abovementioned phenomena. And yet there is something more to depression, something specific that makes it discrete and distinguishable from other related phenomena. This is why the definition of depression advanced by the influential Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), which lists a set of symptoms such as tiredness, insomnia, suicidal impulses etc., is not comprehensive let alone satisfactory, though perhaps understandable from a practical, clinical point of view.


The concept of depression has always been haunted by classificatory problems: From Freud, who in his famous text “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917) observed that the empirical foundation for defining melancholia leaves something to be desired, to Ludwig Binswanger, who in the book Melancholie und Manie (1960) expressed similar concerns, prompting him to avoid the concept altogether, since, as he wrote, it had so many disparate and heterogeneous meanings and appeared to be so washed-out that it could no longer form the basis of a real scientific investigation. Today this conceptual haziness has still not abated. Depression is, as Christine Ross writes, “the slippery notion par excellence of psychiatry.”2 It would be an exaggeration to speak of a diagnostic chaos, but the only thing people seem to agree is that they cannot agree on a definition of depression. Is depression a chemical imbalance in the brain? Is it biologically or socially determined? Is it caused by genes or the environment, is it a nervous problem affecting the whole body rather than a problem of mood and affect? Is it to be distinguished sharply from normal sadness? Is it somewhat similar to the black bile of melancholy – the ancient concept of melaina chole as one of the four humors – or more akin to the medieval notion of spiritual acedia? Is it an illness, something abnormal and pathological, or is it a “normal” and “healthy” reaction to an abnormal and unhealthy society? What is it?


Going Nowhere, Slow rests on the supposition that depression is a chronopathology, characterized by the loss of (the ability to imagine) the future. Not the loss of a precise future but precisely the loss of future itself. This is a controversial or at least unconventional standpoint, viewed in the context of diagnostic manuals like the DSM, in which time or temporal experience does not feature among the otherwise extensive list of depressive symptoms. However, within phenomenological psychiatry and philosophy things there are plenty of discussions of the relation of depression and time. In his General Psychopathology, Karl Jaspers, who was not just a philosopher but also a psychiatrist, is interested in the experience of time in mental disorders. According to the anthropology of the phenomenological tradition that has Husserl and Heidegger as its founding fathers, to be a human being is to be a temporal being with a direction, a sense of continuity, and some plan for the future (what Husserl called protention and Heidegger conceptualized as the ec-static temporality of being, the anticipation of future possibilities). But this, as Jaspers points out, is precisely what depressed patients lack: After quoting a depressive patient complaining that, “it feels as if it is always the same moment, it is like a timeless void,” Jaspers comments: “A depressed patient feels as if time did not want to go on.”3 To Jaspers, this experience or awareness of time is intimately connected to an emotional atmosphere in that emotional changes make themselves noticeable in the experience of time:



A depressed patient, suffering from “terrible emptiness” and a feeling of “having lost all feeling” reported – “I cannot see the future, just as if there were none. I think everything is going to stop now and tomorrow there will be nothing at all.” Patients know there is another day tomorrow but this awareness has changed from what it was like before. Even the next five minutes do not lie ahead as they used to do. Such patients have no decisions, no worries, no hopes for the future.4




Jaspers even develops the fruitful idea of what could be called a meta-feeling, in particular the idea of the feeling of a non-feeling (Gefühl der Gefühllosigkeit or Fühlen eines Nichtfühlen), so that in depression one feels nothing, but this feeling of nothing is definitely felt. Or to put it another way: the feeling of not feeling anything is itself a feeling. This is not sheer sophistry, but rather the ultimate – affective – horror of depression, which will become clear in the case of David Foster Wallace. In any case, it becomes crucial to explore not just depression as a feeling, but how that feeling feels; what depression feels like.5


In the words of German psychiatrist and philosopher Thomas Fuchs, a desynchronization occurs in depression that is as social as it is biological. Normally, Fuchs says, we do not pay any attention to time, we just live in it. But in depression this is no longer the case. In this type of situation, time is suddenly noticed: it becomes perceptively and painfully out of joint, out of synch.6 In fact, several studies show that depression is the excruciating feeling of being stuck, stagnated; that it feels like the race is run, like the present – which is hell – is all there is and all that can ever be imagined to be. These studies are filled with people who describe depression as a vacuum, as a room with no windows and no doors, as an icecold ocean, or as flames that burn the subject alive.7 Some compare depression with falling, with losing your footing, some note that being depressed is similar to being a zombie, a living dead. What unites these descriptions and metaphors is that there is no hope and imagination in depression. In the state of depression, you have no hope for the future, you cannot imagine the depression – except, perhaps, in dystopic colors. In other words: The future is considered a thing of the past, a fait accompli. Somewhere in his book on depression, Time and Inner Future, the American psychiatrist Frederick T. Melges quotes a patient who describes how “the future looks cold and bleak, and I seem frozen in time”; it is as if a cloud has drawn “a curtain on the future.”8


The point in Going Nowhere, Slow is that a curtain has also been drawn on the future in a more general, historical and political sense, not least as far as the societies of the Western world are concerned. Here, the phenomenological tradition reaches its limits for my present purposes. Though it offers a nuanced and empirical understanding of depression as a temporal psychopathology, it remains inadequate as a means to address depression as a political problem. The phenomenological literature must be supplemented by certain contemporary political theories, which, in turn, can and must be supported by the empirical basis that has just been described in order that this more speculative mode of thought does not melt into air.


There is no alternative (old wine in new bottles?)


There is a lot of merit to Franco “Bifo” Berardi’s analysis of depression as a symptom of a society that has lost (the ability to imagine) the future. In later works such as After the Future (2011) and The Uprising. On Poetry and Finance (2012), he presents the argument that the current crisis is not so much an economic, social or political crisis as a crisis in the imagination of the future. The promise of the future – so present and clear at the beginning of the twentieth century in the work of the avant-garde, the Futurists and so on – has now evaporated: “The future no longer appears as a choice or a collective conscious action, but is a kind of unavoidable catastrophe that we cannot oppose in any way.”9 For Berardi the decisive year was 1977, a foreboding of what was and perhaps still is to come: “The end of modernity began with the collapse of the future, with Sid Vicious screaming no future.”10 This historical situation must therefore, according to Berardi, be related to the emergence and proliferation of a psychopathology such as depression:



The future becomes a threat when the collective imagination becomes incapable of seeing alternatives to trends leading to devastation, increased poverty, and violence. This is precisely our current situation, because capitalism has become a system of techno-economic automatisms that politics cannot evade. The paralysis of the will (the impossibility of politics) is the historical context of today’s depression epidemic.11




In his book Ghosts of My Life. Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures (2012) , the late Mark Fisher picks up the thread from Berardi in his attempt to apprehend that the future is not what it used to be. When Fisher talks about hauntology, a concept he borrows from Jacques Derrida’s writing on Marx’s ghosts, he alludes to the idea that the present seems to be haunted by the future – in its very absence. This specter of an absent future constitutes a kind of hauntology in reverse: It is a hauntology from the future, not from the past; a hauntology of a lost future. Ghosts of My Life is thus not only the natural successor to the work of Berardi, but also to Fisher’s own book Capitalist Realism (2009), in which Fisher – informed, also, by the work of Fredric Jameson – conceptualizes “the widespread sense that not only is capitalism the only viable political and economic system, but also that it is now impossible even to imagine a coherent alternative to it.”12 He calls this widespread sense capitalist realism. As an epitomization of “the spectres of lost futures,”13 depression can be viewed as the pathological mirror of contemporary capitalism; there is a strange resonance between capitalist realism and “the deflationary perspective of a depressive who believes that any positive state, any hope, is a dangerous illusion.”14


One question that does not concern Fisher is where this leaves the hypothesis of depressive realism, which states that depressed persons are not depressed because they have a distorted or delusional view of reality, but because they have a more accurate perception of reality than people who are not depressed. Within psychology the notion of depressive realism emerged from an infamous study conducted in 1979 by Alloy and Abramson, but Freud had already pointed out that depressed people have “a keener eye for the truth than others who are not melancholic” and that “we only wonder why a man has to be ill before he can be accessible to a truth of this kind.”15 In Going Nowhere, Slow, I seek to challenge and complicate this particular notion of depressive realism throughout. On the one hand, it is imperative to avoid the pathologization of depression found in diagnostic manuals and biomedical psychiatry. On the other, it is essential to sidestep the kind of romanticizing that is inherent to the idea of depressive realism.


To get back to the main thread of the argument and confront the series of questions regarding periodization that have emerged so far. Given the fact that depression has been on the rise for several decades now and, in a way, is our historical present, it becomes a question of periodizing this present. “We cannot not periodize,” as Fredric Jameson famously wrote in A Singular Modernity.16 In general, I think we must be wary of broad and generalized claims about the transitions from modernity to postmodernity, from one temporal regime to the next. That said, it seems beyond doubt that the idea of progress so prominent during the better part of the twentieth century has more or less faded today, and that a historical transition has taken place that is inextricably bound up with the emergence of depression as the topical psychopathology of our time: A transition from modernity to postmodernity, from Fordism to Post-fordism, from a society of prohibition and discipline to a post-disciplinary society of autonomy and control.


The phenomenon of depression can – and indeed ought to – be related to a (Western) world which has arrived at the end of history, in the sense that there is no alternative, as Margaret Thatcher triumphantly declared decades ago. The crisis embodied by depression thus becomes a symptom of a more general crisis of futurity. Following Berardi and Fisher, it seems impossible to separate the history of depression from the societal and historical changes that emerged in the wake of 1968 and accelerated during the economic crisis of the 1970s, leading in the end to a neoliberal17 restructuring of the global economy. Historical development since then, with low growth rates, declining or stagnant real wages, structural unemployment, privatization or outsourcing of public services, the steady precarization of labor markets all around the world, a brutal debilitation of unions, explosive financialization and deregulation of the economy, culminated in 2008 with thorough-going crisis. However, the crisis is by no means over and done with, not least due to the fact that austerity measures and a politics of necessity have been considered the sole solutions to the crisis and the only available means of moving forward, which is to say: Going nowhere at all (though it has created an enormous increase in private as well as public debt). There is no point to question whether or not this is a neoliberal development in its most exemplary form. German sociologist Wolfgang Streeck is adamant that it is: “The present financial, fiscal and economic crisis is the end point so far of the long neoliberal transformation of postwar capitalism.”18 In this context I can only hint at some concrete events and decisive dates in this transformation, that include but are not limited to: The abolition of the Bretton Woods system of international financial exchange and the cancellation of the convertibility of the US dollar to gold in 1971; the oil crisis of 1973; Thatcher’s election as prime minister of the UK in 1979; the appointment of Paul Volcker as chairman of the US Federal Reserve Bank in October of the same year; and the inauguration of Ronald Reagan as US president in 1980. The rest is (neoliberal) history.


The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 only made manifest what was, in a sense, already an established reality: The end of history. A post-historical, post-modern and post-political situation, in which time is no more (as it is proclaimed in the apocalypse). No coincidence, then, that one of the last sentences of Michel Houellebecq’s novel The Possibility of an Island reads: “The future was empty.”19 In fact, all the works discussed in this book are primarily oriented toward the future, or, more precisely, toward a future that is not there, a future that is already lost.


But is this loss of the future, a loss which is simultaneously a personal and a political problem, not simply the – by now almost ancient – problem of postmodernism? Is it not just old wine in new bottles? Yes and no. The new or contemporary feature of the no-future stimmung that writers such as Jameson (and Lyotard) addressed quite a long time ago – emphatically encapsulated by Jameson’s famous quip that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than an alternative to capitalism – is that, today, this is no longer the shocking realization of a cultural vanguard such as the punk movement. At most it generates a shrug of the shoulders and a concomitant: So what? What was originally a diffuse albeit perceptive intuition, has now become a habit; what only existed in an embryonic form, something in the air, has now become a generalized, naturalized and almost common condition. In that respect, the future is not what it used to be. This seems to be the backdrop to the phenomenon of depression today.


What also separates our age from earlier times is that alienation has assumed a different character. The problem nowadays is not a homogenous, mechanical and monotonous time, but a heterogeneous, flexible and momentary time; people are not reduced to objects – dehumanized creatures on assembly lines – but rather produced as subjects. Unlike the alienation of yesterday, which always implied distance, an abyss between man and machine, between animate subjectivity and sterile temporality, alienation today seems characterized by proximity and immersion. The problem, it appears, is that one has become so integral a part of the (net) work that – the moment it is no longer possible to keep up – one implodes rather than explodes; not hitting one’s head against a brick wall, but collapsing down into the hole at the very heart of the contemporary capitalist machinery. “We are depressed not because we are so far removed from what we want, but because we are merged with it.”20 In many ways, Going Nowhere, Slow is a story about this contemporary form of alienation.21


For these particular reasons do I speak of depression and not melancholia. Of course, the mental illness has been known since the dawn of time, and there is a rich tradition of both medical texts and works of art stretching all the way back to Hippocrates and Aristotle. Some core aspects of the disease may not have changed, some of the symptoms may indeed be immutable and eternal. But the historical context in which it unfolds is not. Its status and significance vary, so do the causes and effects. In his book The Weariness of the Self. Diagnosing the History of Depression in the Contemporary Age (2010) , perhaps the most influential sociological study of depression so far, Alain Ehrenberg argues that depression separates itself from melancholia after the Second World War, not least due to the fact that it was at that time that the transition from a disciplinary society to a more post-disciplinary regime took place. In this latter regime people are not judged in terms of obedience but in terms of autonomy, that is to say, in terms of each individual’s ability to perform, to network, to be entrepreneurial, to demonstate initiative and to realize themselves.22 It is a society within which the fantasy of the good, authentic and happy life developed into a normative demand, at once institutionalized at a societal level and internalized at a personal level. It is a society in which the central question is not “am I allowed to do it?”, but “am I able to do it?” According to Ehrenberg, melancholia has traditionally been associated with aristocracy and the idea of the exceptional man, disposed to both madness and creativity, which is not only observed by Michelangelo, but also and above all by Aristotle some 2 millennia earlier. Depression, on the other hand, is for everybody and not the “prerogative” of men, aristocrats and artists. As Susan Sontag remarked in Illness as Metaphor: Depression is melancholy – minus its charm. It is this charmless illness that this book is an attempt to understand.


Scenographic symptomatology (or you’re probably so depressed and exhausted by now that you can’t be bothered to read this)


How can one write about depression without falling into depressed speech, and without standing outside and remaining unaffected by what one is writing about? As Bernard Stiegler writes: “Speaking about misery always entails exposing oneself to the risk of becoming miserable […] it is only possible to speak of that which affects the miserable to the extent that one finds oneself affected in one way or the other.”23 Placing oneself outside of the subject is not a viable solution, as Stiegler also points out. Becoming affected by and entangled in the empirical material is not merely an option but a condition. There is no way out, no other way about it. Yet, the task is – at the same time – one of finding a position in relation to depression or developing a discourse on depression that is not in itself depressing.24


By the same token, Lauren Berlant has pointed out that at one point she began to write from:



the position of depressive realism in which the world’s hard scenes ride the wave of the optimism inscribed in ambivalence, but without taking on optimism’s conventional tones. I do not have the aim of moving beyond x but the aim of sitting there awhile, dedramatizing the performance of critical and political judgment so as to slow down the encounter with the objects of knowledge that are really scenes we can barely get our eyes around.25




Notwithstanding the fact that I, as stated previously, do not subscribe to the theory of depressive realism, I readily accept the challenge that Berlant puts on the table. Slowing down “the encounter with the objects of knowledge,” is thus elevated to a methodological principle precisely because it allows for surprise encounters and for following the unexpected twists and turns in any given scene. I would indeed say, then, that this study of the relation between depression and contemporary culture within a temporal framework is a study that is based on what I call a scenographic symptomatology not only in terms of the mode of presentation but also in terms of its mode of inquiry. In plain words this means that each chapter of this book is built around specific scenes of literature, art and film. But there is a little more to it than that.


The scene forces an analytical approach which in this context can be translated into a principle of pausing and lingering at the individual scenes of depression, which are admittedly circular, but also open, not least to each other: They circle around themselves, around each other and around their already ever-empty centers. There is not, then, one coherent, linear argument, but rather a series of scenes, a series of arguments. The dramaturgy of the book thus seeks to avoid a narrative of progress (ion) in favor of a more paratactic technique, which involves hesitant, lateral and crab-like movements. As a consequence, one is forced to look at – or rather listen to – the Klagen and Anklagen that arise as an echo out of the abyss of depression in the individual scenes.


It was Freud who, in “Mourning and Melancholia,” engaged in a speculation on the complaints (Klagen) and accusations (Anklagen) of the melancholic patient. But Going Nowhere, Slow turns Freud’s argument upside down. To Freud the Klagen and Anklagen were always directed inwards, toward the melancholic self, as part of the endless production of narcissistic guilt and excessive self-hatred of melancholy, meaning that everything evolved around what the melancholic subject in reality said about his or her self. Here, in contrast, it is more a question of mapping out and trying to understand what this same self has to say about reality. How the world appears from the position and perspective of depression and what the depressive subject is really talking about when she is talking about herself – those are the questions. In relation to literary texts, for example, one important implication is that the attention must not only be directed toward any given text’s view of depression, but also toward the view of the world that the depressive experience occasions in the work in question.


Accordingly, the analytical task requires at least two more or less explicit steps: As a first step, it is a matter of localizing and specifying the depressive experience (a constellation of symptoms), and, as a second step, of perceiving this experience as a response to a problem, or, as may well be the case, the actual production of a given problem (an articulation of conflict, a process of problematization). The questions then become: What kinds of – contemporary and social – problems do the works of art, not merely respond to but also, to a certain extent, produce? How do they respond? Can the response be said to be some sort of “therapeutic” cure, to perform a certain pharmacological function? How critical and how clinical can depressive art claim to be, in other words? How do they avoid being purely pessimistic pieces of art, seduced by the cynicism that seems to be an almost inevitable affective attendant to the pathology of depression?


Such questions animate the four chapters on the French writer Michel Houellebecq, the American author David Foster Wallace, the artist duo Claire Fontaine, and Danish film director Lars von Trier’s Melancholia. Four chapters, four variations on the problem of futurity, four sets of symptoms or constellation of symptoms, and four specific problems, or articulations of cultural and political conflicts: Competition in Houellebecq, addiction in Wallace, debt in Claire Fontaine, happiness/the end of the world in von Trier. And also, four responses, four pharmacological models, which can tentatively and rather roughly be schematized as follows: If Houellebecq’s response is techno-scientific and pertains to a transgression of being human, Wallace’s is ethico-spiritual and pertains to a recovery of the other, Claire Fontaine’s is radical-political and pertains to a transformation of depression into a strike, and von Trier’s is cosmic-eschatological and pertains to the erection of an architecture of hope against all evidence to the contrary.








Chapter 1
 The future was empty – Michel Houellebecq



Introduction

There is not a single protagonist in the novels of Houellebecq who is not depressed. From his debut novel Extension du domaine de la lutte (mysteriously translated as Whatever) to his latest Soumission (Submission), from the nameless narrator in the former to François in the latter, a depressive experience seems to saturate every fiber, every word. Descending into a specific scene from Whatever, I begin this chapter by analyzing the constellation of depressive symptoms, primarily expressed in the book as a problem of futurity.

If this first scene involves an investigation into the articulation of depression in Whatever as a problem – an investigation of the experience of depression in its own right – the subsequent scenes gradually shift focus toward how the experience of depression in turn articulates – or is symptomatic of – some pertinent problems in the historical context within which this experience arises and unfolds. Bearing in mind the previous modification of Freud’s distinction between the melancholic Klagen and Anklagen, I stipulate that the Anklagen voiced in the works of Houellebecq are aimed at the twin trajectories of neoliberalism and May 1968, whose two ideologies of (economic) competition and (erotic) liberation have converged in the figure of the entrepreneur, and resulted in an expanded field of battle within which it has become impossible to distinguish between money and sex. In this chapter I am, in other words, tracing the movement from a phenomenological experience of depression to depression’s problematization of the political economy. Or perhaps, rather than a movement from the former to the latter, I should describe it as an oscillation between the two, insofar as it is more an analytical distinction than an actual relation. In practice – i.e. in Houellebecq’s oeuvre as whole – the two levels are inseparable. Perhaps one could even speak of his depressive literature as a phenomenology of the political economy?

Venturing into an analysis of Les particules élémentaires (Atomised), scene two looks at Houellebecq’s critique of the political economy, his diagnosis of the times as formulated from and through the depressive experience laid bare in scene one. After that, in scenes three and four, I attend to two possible models of cure to be found in Houellebecq’s body of work. Dealing with La possibilité d’une île (The Possibility of an Island) – a novel which in a sense is a sequel to Atomised – scene three is concerned with the question of science and technology, whereas scene four, which offers a reading of Submission, takes up the question of religion and spirituality. But what about art and literature in Houellebecq’s pharmacological experimentarium? The quite extensive outro (or threshold as I have chosen to call it) will serve as an opportunity to ponder this question. It may well be that literature – like philosophy according to Simon Critchley – begins with a disappointment, but who is to say whether it might not also be interested in ending in one?






Scene 1. Pizza, porn and pills (Whatever)


From time to time, he [the psychiatrist] glances at his wristwatch (fawn leather strap, rectangular gold-plated face); I get the feeling of not overly interesting him. I ask myself if he keeps a revolver in his drawer, for patients in a state of violent crisis. At the end of half an hour he pronounces a few phrases of general import on periods of blankness, extends my leave of absence and increases my dosage of medication. He also reveals that my condition has a name: it’s a depression. Officially, then, I’m in a depression. The formula seems a happy one to me. It’s not that I feel tremendously low; it’s rather that the world around me appears high.1



Here he is, the protagonist and narrator of Michel Houellebecq’s debut novel Whatever from 1994. The man without a name is a computer programmer, he is 30 years old but feels much older, and his life consists of nothing but pizza, porn and pills. He is clearly unhappy, but why does the formula – that he is in a depression – seem a happy one to him? What does it mean that rather than feeling low, he feels that the world around him is high? What kind of topography is that? And what sort of realism is at work here and in the novel as a whole?


“Failure, everywhere failure”

It is not until the very expiration of Whatever that the narrator receives the diagnosis of depression, but from beginning to end he exhibits a variety of depressive symptoms. He is inactive, immobilized, utterly exhausted and without any interest whatsoever in material things, social interaction, erotic adventures or life in general. He is incapable of investing his desire in “the possibility of establishing various interconnections between individuals, projects, organizations, service.”2 He is totally disinvested, completely disconnected.

At one point, he is on a business trip somewhere in France: He wants to go to Paris, he buys a ticket, he waits for the train, he does not go. This is, in so many words, a perfect example of the pathology of action integral to depression. The protagonist in Whatever can go back to Paris or he can stay where he is: It does not make any difference. But if one is unable to act oneself, one can certainly attempt to get others to act on one’s behalf. In the depressive state of affairs that makes up his life, every action is outsourced. He is, however, not alone on this business trip but accompanied by a man called Raphael Tisserand, a sad little frog-like virgin in his late twenties. At Christmas time the two of them decide to celebrate by going to a disco. Raphael tries to pick up one woman after the other but to no avail. One woman in particular, or more precisely a young girl, catches his attention and when she leaves with – in the deliberately inappropriate jargon of the novel – a “mulatto,” the narrator and Raphael follow them down to a beach. The secret plan of the former is to persuade the latter to kill the man and, afterwards, the girl (a scene obviously alluding to Albert Camus’ The stranger). The point is that the depressed protagonist outsources the main and central act, except that it never takes place: Raphael does in fact go down to the beach, but instead of using his knife to kill the couple who are now having sex, he jerks off. He then drags himself back to the car, says goodbye to the narrator, gets in, drives off toward Paris and is killed in an accident on the way home. The chain of events has something overtly ridiculous and comical about it. To quote Beckett: “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness.” It would, however, be a mistake to claim that the laughter in Houellebecq has a redemptive function. In the end, every comedian – and Houellebecq is a comedian, no doubt about it, even if, or rather because, his literature is so depressive – must come to realize that life, as a line goes in The Possibility of an Island, “fundamentally is not comical.”3


Back in Whatever, New Year’s Eve is coming up: “I walk from place to place in the grip of a fury, needing to act, yet can do nothing about it because any attempt seems doomed in advance. Failure, everywhere failure. Only suicide hovers above me, gleaming and inaccessible,” the narrator states.4 Suicide is not an option either: He is too depressed and impotent for that too. And then he is hospitalized.




What is up and what is down? The topography of depression

The scene at the psychiatric clinic where the narrator and protagonist receives his diagnosis is strangely reminiscent of Søren Kierkegaard’s description of despair in Sickness unto Death, published under the pseudonym Anti-Climacus in 1849. In this book Kierkegaard develops a regular typology of despair, the conceptual pair most relevant for my purposes being his description of a despair of possibility and a despair of necessity. In a situation of excess of possibility the self, Kierkegaard writes, “flounders around in possibility until it is exhausted,” whereas in a situation of too little possibility “a person seems unable to breathe.”5 Despite the very self-conscious mockery of Hegelian dialectics throughout – nowhere clearer than in the famous opening lines where the self is defined as spirit, that is as a relation that relates itself to itself – there is a dialectical tinge to the concept of despair. According to Kierkegaard, in some cases there can even be something diabolical or demonic to the state of despair. The self in demonic despair is a self who clings to his or her despair. It is a self who is not, on any account, willing to let go of the despair; a self who would rather be right than be redeemed; a self who does not want to seek help even if that means living through “all the agonies of hell.”6 Suffice to say that this demonic logic is certainly not entirely alien to Houellebecq’s protagonists.

In the beginning of Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard writes that, normally, to be able to be this or that does not have the same status as to be this or that . Reality or actuality (Virkelighed) is on a higher level than possibility (Mulighed). For this reason, he states that “being is related to the ability to be as an ascent.”7 With despair the situation is completely different: “With respect to despair, however, to be is like a descent when compared with being able to be; the descent is infinitely low as the excellence of possibility is high.”8 To be is thus related to the ability to be as a fall. “Infinite as is the advantage of the possibility,” Kierkegaard notes with stunning clarity, “just so great is the measure of the fall.”9 This means that in the case of despair possibility stands above actuality. The self in despair experiences a fall from the self that could be to the self that is or, alternatively, a fall from the future to the present. If anxiety, as Kierkegaard defines it, is to be compared with the feeling of vertigo or dizziness one experiences when staring down into the abyss of existence, into the void of freedom, the nothingness of being, then despair may be imagined as the feeling of standing or lying down in that abysmal hole while looking up.

This peculiar relationship between up and down, between what is possible and what is necessary, between present and future, is in any case what defines despair according to Kierkegaard, and it is also what defines the paradigmatic scene in Whatever. “It’s not that I feel tremendously low, it’s rather that the world around me appears high,” the narrator explains.10

But rather than emphasizing the mis-relation between a present/actual and future/possible self – that is, a mis-relation within the self – as Kierkegaard tends to do, Houellebecq is much more interested in the mis-relation – or desynchronization to use Thomas Fuchs’ concept – between self and world. Another obvious difference: The main character in Whatever is not (just) in despair, he is depressed.11 Though he mocks the psychiatrist and the whole realm of psychiatry, not to mention psychology – for example, taking great pains to describe the fancy watch (“fawn leather strap, rectangular gold-plated face”) that the psychiatrist wears and repeatedly glances at before delivering his diagnosis in the most routine like manner – and though the narrator, as well as the novel as a whole, is clearly not interested in the diagnosis or the name of depression, the reality of depression is examined to the point of exhaustion.




Depressive realism?

Does this warrant or justify a reading of Houellebecq as a depressive realist, not only in the sense that he captures the reality of depressive suffering, but also that he captures the reality from a depressive perspective?

In itself, the depression to be found in Houellebecq seems to constitute a negative optical system, a bleak and pessimistic world-view. In the book Ghosts of My Life, to which I referred earlier, Mark Fisher writes that “[d]epression is, after all and above all, a theory about the world, about life […] Depression is not sadness, not even a state of mind, it is a (neuro) philosophical (dis) position.”12 A certain pessimism, perhaps even cynicism or nihilism, appears to be at work here. It is no coincidence that the first book Houellebecq ever wrote and published was a monograph on the American horror fiction writer H. P. Lovecraft, H.P. Lovecraft. Against the World, Against Life (1991). The title of the book says it all, but in case that is not enough, one could content oneself with consulting the following emphatic line from Lovecraft’s story “Facts Concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and His Family,” also quoted by Houellebecq: “Life is a hideous thing, and from the background behind what we know of it peer daemoniacal hints of truth which make it sometimes a thousandfold more hideous.”13

Of course, Houellebecq has also read Pascal and Schopenhauer, compulsory reading for any proper pessimist. But Lovecraft was the true love: Here Houellebecq has found an endless source of inspiration with regards to the pessimistic view of the world, the deep disgust with society and the endless rants against what Lovecraft called smirking optimism in the essay “Supernatural horror in literature.” As the narrator of Whatever broadcasts: “I don’t like this world. I definitely do not like it. The society in which I live disgusts me; advertising sickens me; computers make me puke.”14

There is, however, something suspicious – treacherous even – about these prototypical Houellebecqian statements. They testify to the danger of the depressive position, the risk of being seduced by the wisdom and clarity that seem to emanate from it: A seduction that goes not only in the direction of the one who listens to or reads the depressive’s tirades, but also concerns the depressed person himself. Again, Mark Fisher describes this very well: “The depressive is always confident of one thing: that he is without illusion […] Depressive ontology is dangerously seductive because, as the zombie twin of a certain philosophical wisdom, it is half true.”15 Or as Jonathan Franzen – who has also written perceptively about his colleague and friend David Foster Wallace – writes in the essay “Why Bother?”: “Depression presents itself as a realism regarding the rottenness of the world in general and the rottenness of your life in particular. But the realism is merely a mask for depression’s actual essence, which is an overwhelming estrangement from humanity.”16 In that sense, what presents itself as a total lack of illusions may in fact be the ultimate illusion; what appears as a certain realism about the world, an objective assessment, can very well be a psychological defense mechanism as well, a routine to fall back on, a mask to hide behind.

Such accusations would not be totally unwarranted in the case of Houellebecq, but I would like to question the assumption that Houellebecq is such a primitive writer – or so caught up in demonic despair – that he identifies his personal collapse with the collapse of the world. There are, in other words, enough reasons to be wary of the hypothesis of depressive realism, which – as mentioned earlier – holds that depressed people have a more accurate and realistic assessment of the world than non-depressed people do; that they have, in the words of Freud, “a keener eye for the truth than others who are not melancholic.”17 In the scholarship on Houellebecq, though, this kind of thinking has remained quite influential, leading to the widespread perception that his depressed protagonists – or Houellebecq as the depressed author – are in possession of a special knowledge about the society and world they live in.18 Thus, Houellebecqian sentences about the horror of the modern world – society is disgusting, work is meaningless, life is useless – are taken at face value, as plain truths about the world; as insights that even sociology must envy. My point here is that there is no guarantee that the statements, which issue from the depressive position, rise above the level of banality. In fact, a lot of the sentences do not transgress standard pessimist phrases or clichés. In addition to this problem of banality, there is a problem of inconsistency in Houellebecq’s work and world. At one moment, the individual is taken to be a pure expression of social and historical processes, only to be regarded within the framework of a stern biological determinism or a Lovecraftian cosmology the next. This is made even clearer if we turn to Houellebecq’s other novels: Suddenly the traumatic childhood of Bruno in Atomised is, for example, presented as the cause of his adult misery, while psychology is denounced in other places as the most ridiculous science of all.

There is a general consideration I would like to interpolate here, namely that it is important not to surrender too quickly to the captivating concept of depressive realism: One might end up in the cul-de-sac of causality, in the labyrinth of etiological explanations. It should be remembered that Houellebecq is not a psychologist, but he is not a sociologist either, nor an economist for that matter (Bernard Maris has written a whole book called Houellebecq. Economiste (2014)). Despite what most people seem to believe, Houellebecq is, first and last, a writer, who is surely allowed his fair share of (self-) contradictions. More explicitly, he is a writer who deals with depression, but only in the sense that his literature is a construction and exploration of depressive symptoms. It is more a symptomatology than an etiology. Or to put it another way: What is noteworthy about Houellebecq’s account of the political anatomy of depression is not so much the criticism of society that he consistently performs and advances, as the depressive position from which this criticism is raised. At times the statements appear banal but the toneless voice with which these statements is delivered is itself far from banal.

This does not mean that realism cannot be found in the works of Houellebecq, but that the realism is located elsewhere, in what I would call a symptomatological realism rather than a depressive realism. As for Whatever, this truly self-aware debut novel is unafraid of laying bare its own endeavor. No more psychological realism, the novel declares at the very beginning, though this is not to be taken as a rejection of realism per se: “All that accumulation of realistic detail, with clearly differentiated characters hogging the limelight has always seemed pure bullshit to me […] Might as well watch lobsters marching up the side of an aquarium.”19 In direct continuity with this preliminary design of a new poetics, a later passage reads:


This progressive effacement of human relationships is not without certain problems for the novel. How, in point of fact, would one handle the narration of those unbridled passions, stretching over many years, and at times making their effect felt on several generations? We’re a long way from Wuthering Heights, to say the least. The novel form is not conceived for depicting indifference or nothingness; a flatter, more terse, and dreary discourse would need to be invented.20



This is, in fact, what Houellebecq preaches and practices, not only in Whatever, but in his whole oeuvre, and the reason he is often accused of being a fundamentally bad writer. His syntax is too simple, his style too uninspired, people claim. Just look, for example, at the beginning of Whatever: “Friday evening I was invited to a party at a colleague from work’s house. There were thirty-odd of us, all middle management aged between twenty-five and forty.”21 Sure enough, a chain of main clauses seems to drag themselves – and the reader – along. There is a complete lack of affective vibration in the narrator’s voice. The tonal register is flat, the intonation without any ring, the language as a whole appears empty and inanimate. These are indeed typical traits of any Houellebecq novel, but that is exactly the point: The invention of “a flatter, more terse and dreary discourse.” What we have here is “a kind of limp déjà dit,” as Victoria Best and Martin Crowley correctly point out: “we all know everything already (including, of course, the fact that we all know everything already…).”22 The stylistic effect – or rather affect – is the feeling of exhaustion at having said it all before, of having to repeat oneself over and over again. It is, I would claim, a symptomatic discourse, a discourse symptomatic of depression. But Houellebecq’s symptomatology goes deeper than that.

On one level, some of Houellebecq’s sci-fi scenarios of the future in his other books can be read as being so rudimentary that it is hard not to view them as signs of a collapsed imagination. The very construction of works like Atomised and The Possibility of an Island seems to be a symptom of an artistic imagination that cannot escape the depressive condition of pure uncreativity (Ben Jeffery has articulated the original idea that “Houellebecq’s books are works of the imagination against the imagination. They hate themselves.”23). On another level, the symptomatology pertains to the scope of the characters’ imagination – or lack of it. When, for example, Daniel – the main character in The Possibilityof an Island – finds a young girlfriend and one of the primary differences between the two characters manifests in their different conceptions of capitalism: “Capitalism was for her [Esther] a natural habitat, in which she moved with the grace that characterized all the actions in her life; to strike in protest of planned redundancies would have seemed to her as absurd as striking against the weather getting colder, or the invasion of North Africa by crickets.”24 Capitalism is Esther’s natural habitat, which makes it difficult for her to imagine the end of capitalism, let alone an alternative to it. In a talk given at The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts in February 2014 under the title “On some of the affects of capitalism,” Bruno Latour addressed this relationship between nature and society, between earth and the capitalist economy, between first nature and second nature, between “binding necessities” and “boundless possibilities.” Latour’s point was that the relationship has been turned upside down so that today it is nature and the natural laws that appear as a field of contingency and subject to change, whereas capitalism has been transformed into a kind of first nature that seems as unalterable as the laws of nature used to be: “It is the Earth that is undergoing subversion at a dizzying pace and the Economy – that is, second nature – that still runs like clockwork.”25 As for Esther in The Possibility of an Island, this constitutes no problem at all, causing no despairing or depressive feelings, since all she has ever known is the capitalist clockwork. It is totally different for Daniel and all the other (male) narrators and protagonists of Houellebecq’s books; every single one has known some moment of happiness uncorrupted by capitalism, a brief period of pure love, or something like that. This explains the occasionally nostalgic or even sentimental tone of the narrators: An awareness of things that have been, or could have been, or could be different. Against such awareness, the present state of things, including the capitalist clockwork, stands out like an abysmal and claustrophobic dungeon. This contrast – foreign to Esther and the people of her generation – is similar to a Kierkegaardian dialectic between necessity and possibility: If you have not had an experience of being up there, or of aspiring to some possible other state floating above your head, it is difficult to feel down. Which brings me back to Whatever.




It is two in the afternoon

As already mentioned, at the end of the novel the narrator and main protagonist is 	diagnosed with depression and hospitalized. After being discharged, he travels to Saint-Cirguesen-Montagne, specifically the Forest of Mazan. At this point in time he realizes that his horizon of action has been severely limited: “My margin of manoeuvre in life has become singularly restricted. I still envisage a number of possibilities, but they only vary in points of detail.”26
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