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0. Introduction: Enjoying This




God demands a constant state of enjoyment, such as would be in keeping with the Order of Things.


– Judge Schreber1





I am really enjoying this: the process of writing an introduction to a short book on enjoyment. I’m also looking forward to finishing the introduction, so that I can return to an on-going game of Football Manager that I am deeply invested in on my new smartphone, which I am also definitely going to enjoy. In the back of my mind is the possibility of having sex with my wife later, which is a pastime I can realistically hope to derive intense enjoyment from. Leaving behind any further over-sharing of the biographical details of the author, which have been enjoyable to share with the imaginary reader, this short book asks what, if anything, connects these forms of enjoyment? How can we discuss enjoyment and the differences between moments of enjoyment? What would be the politics of doing so? And why is this something we should do, or might enjoy doing?


The book argues that existing ways of discussing enjoyment in our culture are not only insufficient but politically dangerous. It argues that our language tends to organize enjoyment and place what we might call value-judgements on it, legitimating certain forms of enjoyment and dismissing others. This leaves us in a bizarre second wave of what 19th-century Victorian discourse called ‘rational recreation,’ a project that attempted to impose and regulate leisure and enjoyment in order to contain and limit revolutionary potential in its dissatisfied and potentially subversive subjects.2


In this book I look at this in light of 21st-century global capitalism, arguing that we now see a divide between what we might call ‘productive’ and ‘unproductive’ enjoyment. Productive enjoyment can be thought of as enjoyment which serves our cultural and social structures, even though this kind of enjoyment can often seem like the most radical or anti-establishment form of enjoyment going. A subject enjoying his or her job (be that as an accountant or as a writer for an anti-establishment paper) could be an obvious but complicated example. Unproductive enjoyment, on the other hand, is that which we tend to think of as completely mindless and, oddly, as completely and merely conformist (but which, I argue, can nevertheless contain a radical moments which change the social order). A game of Angry Birds would be an obvious but complicated example. This apparently unproductive enjoyment, rather than mindless and ineffectual, can be a site at which ideology is powerfully imposed on its subjects.


In light of the fact that much radical potential in ‘unproductive’ enjoyment is ignored and much conformist compliance in ‘productive’ enjoyment goes unnoticed, I suggest that we need another way of discussing differences in experiences of enjoyment. In other words, we must dispel the idea that it is necessarily preferable or doing any more good for anyone when the author of this book enjoys writing his introduction than when he enjoys a six-hour stint on Football Manager. This understood, we can look for moments of enjoyment and ways of talking about them that really might be able to do something to influence our current unarable political landscape.


Enjoyment serves many ideological purposes, a major one being to enforce cultural divides between subjects from various classes and backgrounds, grouping people by what they enjoy and preventing communication across these enjoyment-divides. A new way of thinking about enjoyment would look for moments of enjoyment that are able to cross class divides and operate at cultural intersections to create new forms of resistance to the structures that try to organize our ‘pleasure.’ This book aims to discuss some types of enjoyment from Angry Birds to Aristotle without bringing a pre-conceived prejudice for one over the other. Whether the text in question is Grazia magazine, an interview with the singer of ‘Gangnam Style’ or postmodern European critical theory, they are used, it is hoped, in conversation with one another and without bias for one over the other. The perceived gap between enjoying philosophy and enjoying a tabloid newspaper is too great and is one of the things this book hopes to work against.


The first chapter discusses the ways in which seemingly radical moments of enjoyment are often coded within capitalist discourse and can be a form of conformation and adherence to the very structures that they see themselves as resisting. It discusses the enjoyment of reading and what this shows about contemporary (and class-specific) enjoyment of things that carry ‘cultural capital.’ As a kind of case study of this ‘legitimate’ enjoyment, the chapter discusses critical theory and how it is read, consumed and enjoyed as a commodity, despite its attempts to be an anti-capitalist and subversive form of resistance.


The second chapter discusses enjoyment that is often dismissed as uninteresting and nothing other than a sort of opiate of the masses, leaving us in what Walter Benjamin described as modernity’s ‘culture of distraction.’3 This chapter shows how these seemingly banal moments of enjoyment can often be more transformative than meets the eye. The chapter discusses the enjoyments found in a ‘culture of distraction’ as recreation that is usually seen as completely opposite to something like the legitimately enjoyable reading of critical theory. The argument is not that Candy Crush and Angry Birds are truly radical but that they are truly transformative. Far from simply preventing us from doing ‘useful’ things, this kind of enjoyment has a serious ideological impact on us as modern subjects. It argues that rather than talking in terms of oppositions, this ‘unproductive’ enjoyment should be seen as a counterpart and an ally of the ‘productive’ enjoyment discussed in the first chapter. Together they show us two sides of how enjoyment is organized in our culture and both work to construct modern capitalist subjectivity.


The third chapter offers a new way of approaching enjoyment which does not fall prey to organizing enjoyment into what is legitimate/illegitimate, or what is radical/conformist. Using a particular strand of contemporary psychoanalysis (a field that anyone interested in how their culture works could do with being more engaged with) it suggests that enjoyment can be something that resists organization in a unique and special way. In short, it argues that certain moments of enjoyment reveal to us how we are constructed as subjects of modern capitalism, forcing us into a radical realization of our place in capitalist discourse. Here I use the psychoanalytic ideas of Jacques Lacan to show that rather than us choosing our enjoyment, our enjoyment chooses us and plays a key role in constructing us as subjects. Finally, the book looks at the future of enjoyment and of discussing enjoyment in an optimistic hope that we might break out of some of the capitalist ranking of enjoyment currently limiting our approach to the things we enjoy.


Enjoyment is the Key to Ideology


Enjoyment is a subject of academic study and of critical theory, and it has attracted people to critical theory and philosophy who might otherwise not have picked up these often alienating texts and enjoyed them. The embodiment of this enjoyment of reading ‘critical theory’ is of course Slavoj Žižek, a figure we enjoy watching and talking about while he enjoys discussing enjoyment and subjecting it to his special brand of Žižekian-Slovenian-Lacanian philosophical analysis. In his wonderful introduction to Žižek, Ian Parker explains that ‘many readers found themselves bewitched and fascinated by something inside [Žižek’s] first book,’ and that ‘the attraction to Žižek was already operating fairly efficiently as a political factor in the enjoyment of a growing readership of leftist cultural theorists’ [emphasis added].4 All this, at the same time that Žižek himself was discussing all sorts of other forms of enjoyment in our society: cinema, TV, games, laughter and sex. The question we need to be asking is whether there two forms of enjoyment here: one, something enjoyed by ‘the masses,’ Hollywood films for example, perhaps enjoyed blindly and uncritically (at least most of the time); and another, something enjoyed by a leftist or at least literary culture, found in the taking apart and analysis of enjoyment. Would this map onto the enjoyment felt by the author when writing this book versus the enjoyment he might feel when he plays Football Manager later? Is there anything sexual about either enjoyment to connect them to yet another type of enjoyment or to show that they might share a root cause (a question traditional psychoanalysis might ask)? These are questions I come back to in my ‘case studies’ of critical theory and Football Manager below.


Žižek’s main point about enjoyment has been made very clearly and has been subsumed within many subsequent approaches to enjoyment inside and outside the academy. Žižek’s work aimed to show how the Freudian idea of the superego as something that says ‘no,’ prohibiting you from accessing enjoyment (from the primary suckling on the mother’s teat right through to advanced cultural enjoyments you can access in adult life), was something of an over-simplification and misleadingly risked implying that our desires and enjoyments are natural impulses that are then regulated and prohibited by the social injunctions to ‘stop.’5 The idea, as is so often the case the with Žižek’s work, comes directly from Jacques Lacan, who wrote that ‘nothing forces anyone to enjoy except the superego. The superego is the imperative of jouissance (pleasure)—Enjoy!’6 Freud’s regulatory agency was not simply there to stop you enjoying, but rather demanded that you partake in enjoyment, at least of certain kinds. Yet, it was Žižek’s insistence on this point that showed how important it was to reverse the way we see the relationship between enjoyment and the superego. This was because the existing view risked naturalizing our desires and our relationships to the things we want or enjoy; it allowed us to think of desire as natural and society as the prohibiting force preventing us from having what we truly desire. Instead, Žižek showed that at least in our modern Western society almost the opposite is true, and that we should see the main command of the superego as the command to ‘enjoy.’


But this has itself been a misunderstood position. It needs to be stressed that the point is not so much that society tells us what to enjoy (though it does), but that it tells us to enjoy per se. This seems important given how often we are given an impression that it doesn’t matter what we enjoy, just that we do. Social media seems to make this ring truer than ever, with both Facebook and Instagram appearing not so much like a competition to be more ‘successful’ than our peers, as a recent edition of Grazia magazine (a complex form of enjoyment itself) reported, but a competition to be enjoying more, a battle to show that we are enjoying more things and enjoying them more often than anyone else on our newsfeed.7 The quotation with which this chapter began is from Freud’s discussion of the Schreber case and embodies this way in which constant enjoyment is the command from God and supports the ‘order of things.’ As long as we can say that we are ‘enjoying ourselves,’ our choices must be accepted by others, and we appear to have the approval of the state (or God) for our actions. This is all relatively self-evident and it is hard to imagine an argument that our condition in the West today is not one best characterized by this command to enjoy. The question we need to be asking is why it is that modern capitalism tells its subjects to ‘enjoy’ in the way it does? One potential answer might be that the more we conform to the command to enjoy, the more we are encouraged to increase expenditure on enjoyable things, in turn promoting the market.


In a very interesting book which shares something with this one, Lacanian Todd McGowan argues that today’s society, ‘rather than demanding that its members give up their individual enjoyment for the sake of the whole’ (as society has historically worked), functions instead through ‘the demand that we maximize our enjoyment.’ For McGowan, today ‘private enjoyment becomes of paramount importance’ while ‘the importance of the social order as a whole seems to recede.’8 Following Žižek, McGowan argues that we now see a new ‘mode of subjectivity that corresponds to global capitalism,’ which we can call ‘pathological narcissism,’ a subject for whom ‘duty is transformed into a duty to enjoy’ and who spends freely into the market of capital as a result of this compulsion. McGowan focuses on parallels between the structure of capitalism and the structure of enjoyment, and there are many. He writes, for instance, that ‘by allowing subjects easy and fast credit, today’s corporations create avenues through which subjects can pursue their enjoyment. In fact, the very idea of the emergence of a society of enjoyment is unthinkable without a credit-based economy.’9 The focus then, is on how the capitalist system has made enjoyment work in its favor, an argument which is shared here. Having said that, there are also two significant differences of approach. First, this book is interested in various forms of enjoyment and how they serve particular aspects of the system in place at this particular moment. Second, whilst these arguments suggest that the subject is encouraged to be unregulated, at least in the following of its enjoyments which involve expenditure in the service of capitalism, it is argued here that there is also a way in which enjoyment is completely regulated even at the very moment when we seem to be more encouraged to enjoy all and everything than ever, a way in which we are nowhere near as ‘free to enjoy’ as we might think.
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