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In Event Horizon, Rambatan and Johanssen combine Lacanian psychoanalysis and various critical theory approaches for the analysis of how the mindset of the Alt-Right has shaped the contemporary internet. The resulting study is an excellent must-read for everyone who wants to understand how the subject thinks and acts in contemporary digital capitalism.

Professor Christian Fuchs, author of Social Media: A Critical Introduction and Digital Demagogue: Authoritarian Capitalism in the Age of Trump and Twitter

Event Horizon calls to overcome the contemporary internet and networked AI in favour of a new erotic. Working within the Lacanian tradition, the book pairs interpretation of classic sources with critical foresight on all matters digital. This theory manifesto provides an alternative framework that relates memes, selfies and online dating to rising heteropessimism and fascism. What should be the response when cuteness flips into violence? The authors’ cautious motto: we are all part of the problem, but there are solutions. I’d say: vulnerable universality, bring it on!

Professor Geert Lovink, Institute of Network Cultures, author of Sad by Design: On Platform Nihilism

Event Horizon is a unique and most compellingly written book, composed – not unlike a piece of music – of a radical dystopia and an equally radical utopia. The first part presents us with powerful and pitiless analysis of the predicaments of our present social order, focusing particularly on how digital technology informs and shapes our lives and our social bonds in all their multiple aspects. But then, in the last part, it does not simply turn against technology, but envisions its involvement in a very different kind of social tie. Sexuality and its ‘beyond’, or transformation, are put at the center of this transformative revolution, which we are invited to imagine as the only Real on our horizon, with ‘love or death’ as our only choice.

Professor Alenka Zupančič, author of What Is Sex?

This bristling little book embarks on nothing less than a total diagnosis of our sick capitalist present. Rambatan and Johanssen cut right to the chase in their incisive reading of forms of contemporary enjoyment online, disclosing a mutation in Lacan’s four discourses.

Professor Sianne Ngai, author of Theory of the Gimmick: Aesthetic Judgment and Capitalist Form
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Introduction

Into the Digital Black Hole


The Event Horizon Metaphor

In astrophysics, an Event Horizon refers to the outermost periphery of a black hole, located a Schwarzchild radius away from its centre. It is a point of no return, beyond which nothing, not even light, can escape. Crossing the Event Horizon from the outside brings us into a strange reality, where time and space switch places. Inside the black hole, space behaves like time, in that it can only move forward in one direction at a certain speed: Just as time can only move from the past to the future, the time-like space beyond the Event Horizon can only move to the direction of the spacetime singularity. Once we enter, we will inevitably be integrated into the singularity in a spectacular, spaghettified death—that is, if we somehow manage to survive the crushing force of gravity before it. Obversely, time behaves like space: inside the black hole, we can see light coming from both the past and the future, i.e. light coming into and light trying (and failing) to escape from the black hole.

For many of us, this is what capitalism feels like. We are moving forward, unable to resist, almost as if by violent force of nature, towards the direction of technological singularity. There can only be two options: We will either achieve singularity, our minds uploaded into tragic immortality as we completely lose our subjectivity, or get crushed by the immense chaos of economic, social, and environmental collapse before we even manage to get anywhere near there.

The phrase also has a secondary meaning. The philosophical Event, most notably developed by Alain Badiou (2006), refers to an ontological rupture from which a new structure of Being is possible. Through its rupture, the Event also opens up a new universe. The Event is a revolution which overturns all existing order and structures. It gives birth to a new sense of reality. That which was before invisible or excluded has come to the surface. The horizon of such an Event thus means the moment where we begin to see the first glimmers of light on these elements.

Event Horizon is also the name of a 1997 science-fiction horror film, directed by Paul W. S. Anderson. Set in 2047, the film follows a crew who embark on a rescue mission of the titular lost spaceship, Event Horizon. Upon its discovery, the crew learn that the spaceship was used for secret experiments with a newly developed engine which generates a wormhole used to link up two points in spacetime in order to speed up space travel. It would fold spacetime so that the point from where the spaceship originates and the point to where it should travel overlap. This gateway lies behind three rotating magnetic rings which align to create the wormhole. However, the experiments failed and the gateway, by its own doing, formed a rift in the spacetime continuum. The spaceship went beyond the universe and was found, 7 years after its disappearance, orbiting Neptune.

As they explore the Event Horizon, the crew discover that the ship has acquired an ability to feel and exhibit a level of consciousness. ‘The ship brought back something with it, a life force of some kind!’ remarks Starck, one officer. ‘It knows my fears, it knows my secrets,’ says Miller, the commanding officer. Like many horror movies that depict a mysterious power, it tells of a force that desires to pull the ship back into the Lacanian Real—the traumatic realm beyond consciousness and language—and to possess its crew members. In a sense, the desire to subject the laws of physics into the ultimate utilitarian tool of humanity arrives in its true form: as the desire for the Law to recognise the needs and desires of the Subject.1 Can we not draw an analogy to contemporary technology such as ubiquitous surveillance, Big Data, and Artificial Intelligence here? As we go on to discuss in the coming chapters, we live in an age where technology itself is said to be able to access the Real and surpass its own capabilities in doing so. Our networked, code-based, algorithm-driven, smart-functioning devices, apps, platforms, and ways of communicating and behaving are allegedly always improving and will continue to get closer to recognising our true desires.

The crew go on to discover that the original crew on the Event Horizon engaged in a kind of possessed, naked sado-masochistic orgy which led to them killing each other. As they go aboard the Event Horizon, the rescue crew too are possessed by the ship’s force of sentience. They begin to hallucinate individuals and past experiences from their lives. Their own repressed traumas return and seem to be forced upon them by the supernatural character of the spaceship. While our current state of technology and politics has not yet degraded into a full-blown sex murder party, it is not difficult to see that violence, harassment, perversion, trauma, hate, and extremism characterise much of our online life today as meanings become increasingly obsolete. The ship, the representation of our contemporary technology, comes to embody a Law that has the power to reinforce but also to redeem our repressed guilt and anxieties. The film, then, is an astute portrayal of subjectivity in the Lacanian sense: in our search for the ‘seductive gravity’ of enjoyment (Chabin 2018, 88), we are always threatened by and drawn to the traumatic force of the Other’s desire that pulls us towards the Real.





A Very Brief Introduction to Lacanian Psychoanalysis2


But why Lacan? In his emphasis on language and its relation to the unconscious, we argue that Lacan provides the best framework to analyse a culture so heavily reliant on code and imagery. For Lacan, the unconscious is famously structured like a language—both are held together in a twisted relationship of presences and absences, zeroes and ones. The unconscious is formed as a kind of side effect upon the Subject’s entry into the Symbolic Order, Lacan’s term for the structure of language, norms, values, and social relations which acts upon the Subject. Any attempt at language, i.e. speaking or writing, for the Subject is centred on something that is excluded which the Subject nonetheless tries to articulate. ‘This unsaid—i.e. that which eludes symbolisation and only comes about through symbolisation—is the unconscious—an unconscious that, enigmatically, is outside and, at the same time, inside language’ (Krüger & Johanssen 2016, 21).

While the unconscious is the effect of the Symbolic Order (and how something in the unconscious is rendered conscious), language is also one of the existential conditions of the unconscious in its structural sense; it is foundational for the unconscious. ‘The unconscious is a process of signification that is beyond our control; it is the language that speaks through us rather than the language we speak’ (Homer 2005, 44). The unconscious is the discourse of the Other, to quote a well-known Lacanian aphorism. Language forms the intimate core of the Subject that nonetheless comes from a place external to it. There is always a lack that remains in the Other, and the Subject is that which occupies this lack.

This notion is key for Lacan, as he developed it in numerous ways. A core development takes place in relation to sexuality. As we outline in Chapter 4, the sexual non-relation denotes the interconnections between the Symbolic and sexuality. As the famous Lacanian saying goes: ‘There is no sexual relationship’ (Lacan 1999, 193). By this statement, he meant that there is no originary sexual relation between subjects which would be characterised by notions we commonly associate with sexuality: union, complementarity, or transcendence. Instead, sexuality is an ontology that is based on primal repression. There is no pure or foundational form of sexuality, because it is always already part of the Symbolic, of particular signifying chains. Sexuality is always the sexuality of the Other, both actual and imagined. It is often messy, contradictory, and problematic, but also pleasurable and arousing because subjects can cover over the non-relation through certain practices, speech acts, ideologies, and other signifiers that inform particular sexual fantasies. Sexuality is inherently contradictory and lacking as it brings forward the inseparability of the Symbolic Order and jouissance in their very heterogeneity (Zupančič 2017).

The fundamental lack at the heart of the Subject is both sustained and forever tried to be filled through desire. Desire too originates in the Other; the Subject is driven by the desire to desire. Desire can never be satisfied and seeks to find the unobtainable object (objet a, the object-cause of desire) which the subject was deprived of upon their entering into the Symbolic realm. This object comes into being as a result of the lack in the Other. The baby eventually realises that the Other (e.g. the mother) is lacking and cannot completely fulfil their desires. Throughout their life, the Subject feels that something is missing or not quite right and, often unconsciously, seeks to fill this void through particular fantasies and actions (consuming commodities, posting on social media, engaging in romance, etc.). Affects borne of this never-ending desire are called jouissance, or surplus-enjoyment; desire marks a surplus of enjoyment which is never pure or fully enjoyable, but rather takes the form of pleasure-pain. While jouissance often involves pleasurable sensations, they often involve feelings of shame, guilt, thrill, hurt, heartbreak, discomfort, and other emotions, as they all pertain to the sustenance of desire. All of these work hand-in-hand with the capitalist injunction to consume, which the superego relays to the Subject. Enjoyment in capitalism can take many forms, and we outline various kinds in relation to technology in this book.

The notion of the Symbolic was also fruitfully developed by Lacan in relation to his discourses. The term ‘discourse’ denotes a social bond which is established via language and other Symbolic relations. As we outline in Chapter 1, there are four principle discourses which designate different types of social relations, plus a mutated one under capitalism. A discourse, in its socio-political specificity, shapes the Subject’s inter- and intra-subjective relations between themself and the wider structures of society, the kind of reality they experience. A discourse determines knowledge production and shapes particular forms of speech. As such, a discourse is an empty structuring device that makes the frame for particular epistemologies and ideologies through which they are expressed.

Apart from the Symbolic, the Real and the Imaginary are two other key concepts that are foundational for Lacan’s thinking. As briefly mentioned, the Real refers not to reality as such but to a realm outside of it in which raw perceptions unmediated by language will result in incomprehensible experiences or trauma. The Imaginary, meanwhile, is the domain of internal thoughts, memories, and fantasies. All three are intertwined through a Borromean knot, with each of the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic orders portrayed as individual rings. This Borromean structure makes it such that when one ring is removed, the other two would be disconnected from each other and reality would unravel, as in the case of psychosis for example. All three depend on each other, and, from a structural perspective, make up the world that the Subject experiences.




Capitalism, Psychoanalysis, and the Subject

The purpose of this book is to inquire into the present psychosocial state of capitalism and specifically how it manifests itself on the internet, i.e. in our social media feeds, the messages we send, the images we upload, the relationships we form, the apps and platforms we use, and in the wider technology that enables online communication and shapes our culture. We interrogate both the structural as well as the subjective-psychic dimensions.

To many, the experience of social media has become akin to being sucked into a vortex: an endless stream of a polarised, narcissistic show of shrill characters in which we partake even though we feel repulsed by it. As we outline in greater detail in the coming chapters, social media with their image-based, playful display of everyday narcissism, rage, and drama can be seen as symptoms of general crises which are of a social, economic, and sexual nature. The mass uptake of social media by users in the last 15 years and the simultaneous growth in online subcultures and fandoms, such as otaku, 4chan, and incels, has led to a particular atmosphere which we examine in this book. This atmosphere is set against a volatile political climate in many parts of the world that shows capitalism coming dangerously close to fascism, marked by a radical annihilation of difference in epistemology as well as the physical termination of bodies. The rise of the Alt-Right, Far Right, and their various sub-groups and fringe movements has had dramatic effects on the political and cultural, both online and offline.3

In this manner, this book is a critique of contemporary capitalism and the fascist tendencies thereof, while highlighting the failure of the Left in providing an alternative vision. The primary underlying thread of the book is the Lacanian sexual non-relation, which we map onto the online realm via a discussion of contemporary social media, platforms, technology, and images. This non-relation accounts for a fundamental gap inherent to and between the Subject and the Other that extends to the online sphere as well as between the physical and digital manifestations of the individual. We are faced with a crisis of the Symbolic, and therefore also a crisis of sexuality (i.e. cries for libidinal recognition, anxiety over one’s body, obsession towards certain kinds of bodies, a retreat into obsessive virtual sexuality, and so on), which articulate themselves in phenomena as diverse as those we mentioned above.

A driving force behind this situation is the idea of cuteness, in which the Subject and their surroundings must become cute (flat, childlike, casual, allegedly ultimately harmless) by acquiring specified signifiers and characteristics. On the internet today, everything is cute: from user avatars, gamified metrics on social media, racist memes on 4chan, to Tinder matches. This cuteness, with elements that are heavily drawn from Japanese otaku culture, masks a form of violence through which the Subject is turned into sanitised images, data points, and flat signifiers, vulnerable and reductive, instead of being regarded in their complex contradictions and ambivalence. This is reflected in our day-to-day usage of the labels ‘cringe’ (when one tries too hard) and ‘creepy’ (when one comes too close), as well as a general mode of relating online where subjects are united in a hatred of the Other’s jouissance as they are encouraged to congregate around shared signifiers (in relation to identity, sexual orientation, or politics) on social media—all striving to become one-dimensional, childlike avatars of oneself exorcised of depth.

While such developments may be inherently violent, we paradoxically desire them and partake eagerly. Capitalism has become perverse as it is unable to mask its own contradictions and exploitative relations, but its subjects nonetheless enjoy it all the same. This perversion articulates itself in the endless repetition of memes, selfies, and matches on hook-up apps through which the Subject shows themself to the Other as an object of consumption and treats others in the same way, one after the other: Surely, my next selfie will get more likes, my next tweet will be more viral, my next Tinder match will give me better sex. Meanwhile, those such as the incels and otaku attempt to construct an otherless Other in order to move beyond the sexual non-relation. Anime wives, AI camgirls, and other virtual girlfriends reveal a fantasy of an existing sexual relation beyond intersubjective connection, which is ultimately impossible. Furthermore, this impossibility is a fact they will happily acknowledge, as is characteristic of today’s netizens: forms of expression are always distanced with humour, irony, and nihilism.

While we adopt a critical stance towards social media and online culture in this book, we do not mean to completely dismiss the power of digital communication and representation. Over the years, social media have enabled a diversification of voices and positions beyond those of the global North. Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and other platforms have amplified marginalised voices and challenged White, cisgendered, heterosexual male standpoints. Social media and other online platforms can and have been used for progressive organising, fruitful debate, and true cooperation. We are in no way advocating for a technophobic stance. As we shall see, technology remains indispensable to constructing a future—it is crucial to not conflate technology with how it is currently structured, distributed, and controlled.




Structure of the Book

The book begins in Chapter 1 with an analysis of conspiracy thinking in a time of post-truth and examines its relationship to the Silicon Valley ideology of Big Data and AI. Capitalism operates with an ideology of a market that is allegedly able to know our desires better than we ever could, thanks to data analytics and AI technology. This is reinforced through a general mode of relating where subjects are encouraged to congregate around shared signifiers (in relation to identity, sexual orientation, or politics) on social media and proceeds to unite in a hatred of the Other’s jouissance. From there, the most aggressive voices are amplified, differences are weeded out or form their separate bubbles, and the vicious cycle begins: trolling, harassing, bullying, cancelling, and infighting. Attention increases, metrics soar, and profits are made for those who control the technology. This generates and is perpetuated by a logic of dis/individualisation (users are turned and turn themselves into both objects and subjects) and dis/inhibition (affects and discourses are both restrained and violently unleashed), as we discuss in Chapter 2.

The idea of cuteness, whose visual regime has taken over much of our online sphere today, will be explored in Chapter 3, along with its accompanying mode of consumption that turns us into database animals (Azuma 2009). The injunction towards cuteness translates to a sanitisation of otherness that leads to misogyny and objectification, as can be seen in the plethora of its manifestations in discourses circulated within incel and otaku communities. Those discourses attempt to construct an otherless Other, the violence and impossibility of which we discuss in Chapter 4. Our perverse relationship to this violence relies on particular mechanisms of power at work in our playful construction of identities on our screens, which we discuss in Chapter 5.

Expressions within these power structures and ideological frameworks are always cynically distanced, whether perpetuating bigotry ‘for the lulz’ or simply expressing the ennui of daily life and the hopelessness of any real future, as we argue in Chapter 6. Ultimately, what can be gleaned are Subjects who desire recognition by the Other, ironically always lacking validation amid being logged into and by various platforms and services. Meanwhile, for all their energy, the Left has so far failed to respond to such a development, getting caught up in cancel culture and shouting among itself.

Is there a way forward? We believe there is. Through Lacan’s idea of the sinthome and a reading of several queer and POC poets and thinkers such as Richard Siken, Audre Lorde, and Mari Matsuda, we recontextualise the Event in the book’s Conclusion to develop a sensual form of connection beyond sexuality and capitalism, asserting the possibility of a vulnerable universality that requires no master narrative, and pose a series of questions to open the space for imagining the future beyond the two extremes of the pendulum.

The investigation we undertake is not an easy task. For all its promises, technology remains ridden with many problematic aspects. Online harassment, hate, and extremism have become somewhat of a mainstay of the internet, as it continues to tear societies apart with increasing polarisation, apathy, and hopelessness. It is easy to dismiss them as ‘human nature’—or worse, some abstract historical inevitability—but such answers are hardly productive. In order to understand why the people on the Event Horizon lose their minds, we must examine the dreams and promises of its design, the desires and the trauma of its crewmembers, and how they are all woven into the machinery of the ship. So now let us start by taking a look under the hood of our own spaceship, with which we go on a foray into the destructive corners of capitalism.







Chapter 1

Broken Circles, Infinite Loops


A Crisis in the Signifiers

Science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke famously said, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’ (Clarke 1973, 21). If people from centuries past were to visit us today in the twenty-first century, our technology would surely seem like magic to them. From smartphones and the internet to genome modifications and space explorations, science has undoubtedly brought us a long way. Amid all these advances, then, a particular cultural invention of the late twentieth century stands baffling: the founding of a society consisting of vast numbers of people that believe the Earth is flat. If our technological advances can be explained through science, it often seems that this almost backwards phenomenon can only be explained through some kind of dark magical intervention that takes apart all sense of reason.

In the COVID-19 pandemic, conspiracy thinking has taken more and more of a centre stage, claiming either the virus does not really exist or is deliberately manufactured, with Bill Gates’s 2015 TED Talk (Gates 2015) often touted as ‘proof’ that the global elites have known all along what was going to happen. While the more outlandish theories (e.g. the QAnon strain) are only embraced by a few, the conspiracy-fuelled distrust and misinformation have caused many people to refuse to wear masks, and to break social distancing orders, leading to an increase in the spread of the virus. But in spite of putting lives at risk, conspiracy thinking has become more and more normalised.

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect about conspiracy thinking is its perceived relationship to the truth via reason. Followers of the Flat Earth movement claim to be the true bearers of scientific inquisition (Clark 2018). Flat Earthers believe that today’s so-called science is none other than dogma, a lie that cannot be questioned since the time of Columbus. People who claim that the September 11 attacks were conducted by the government call themselves ‘9/11 truthers’. ‘Waking up to the truth’ is a characteristic phrase often used by conspiracy theorists and the Alt-Right alike, both of whom make the best bedfellows. The term ‘red pill’, taken from the 1999 movie The Matrix to invoke opting for a painful but highly secretive truth as opposed to the blue pill of blissful ignorance, is now synonymous with Alt-Right thinking, often highly misogynistic with White supremacy undertones. To be red-pilled is to no longer buy into the popular propaganda of feminist, socialist, or other progressive agendas—in other words, a snug, comfortable defence of male fragility and White supremacist fear. Indeed, except for a few explicitly anti-Semitic theories, conspiracy thinking may show few of the hallmarks of Alt-Right supremacism. Yet they share a fascinatingly similar psychological structure with regards to truth and trust in authorities. Confidence in established expertise has completely broken down in favour of a hugely disproportionate belief in individual expertise that is free of so-called propaganda. No conspiracy theory, however outlandish, positions itself as an attack against truth.

For a phenomenon driven by a multiplicity of social and political groups claiming to unmask the truth, then, the common terminology of ‘post-truth’ is misleading. Rather, it is a struggle to free the so-called truth from the dogmatic propaganda of a certain supposed group. It is facts and expertise that is always under fire. Facts (especially with the current rise of ‘alternative facts’), because every fact is presented through the media or other institutions. Expertise, because every expert can be traced back to an institution mostly owned or supported by the State, which has political agendas of its own. In other words, what has lost value is not truth in and of itself, but its production: what is suspect is not whether an objective truth exists, but how it does so. The question is how the knowledge regarding the truth is produced, circulated, and maintained through the establishment of epistemological institutions and apparatuses, and how such structures are sustained and mediated by enjoyment.

Strange as it is, conspiracy thinking is just one among many symptoms appearing in today’s society. Outside of truthers, sheer distrust in explicit power structures and a cynicism towards capitalism remains, often coupled with enjoyment in capitalist modes of consumption. Anxieties of sexual relationships, race and gender essentialism, and self-righteous virtue-signalling permeate all kinds of social classes and political spectrums, each competing to legitimise their narratives and position in regards to truth, as we shall see in later chapters. The ‘post-’ in ‘post-truth’ points to a crisis within the system of signifiers, which can be analysed particularly well through Lacanian psychoanalytic theory.




The Four Discourses

Let us take a look at a basic Lacanian concept that we will return to throughout the book, i.e. his discourse formula (see Introduction for a summary):


[image: Figure 1.1 Lacan’s discourse formula]
Figure 1.1 Lacan’s discourse formula



The elements are separated by a line in the middle separating the conscious processes (ego formation, speaking, seeing the world) at the top and the unconscious processes (symptoms, fantasies, ideology) at the bottom.

These nodes within the discourse are then occupied by the four algebraic notations:


	
$, or the barred Subject;

	S1, or the Master signifier;

	S2, or knowledge; and

	
a, or the object-cause of desire.



What must be kept in mind is that placing these notations inside the standard formula of the discourse is not arbitrary, since it has a long history of investigation dating back to Freud’s early writings. While a thorough exposition is beyond the available space of this book, suffice to say that its formation requires the algebras to be arranged in only four possible discourses:
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Figure 1.2 Lacan’s Four Discourses



Let’s start at the top. The Discourse of the Master is also known as the founding discourse, one which Lacan in Seminar XVII claims to have been extensively theorised by Hegel (Lacan 2007). It is the first and most basic of all discourses, in which meaning is unitarily asserted through a figure of the Master (S1). This figure can be God, the father, the monarch, the nation-state, the lover, and so on, whose task it is to produce one or more master signifier from which all others derive meaning—things are understood in terms of, for example, loyalty to one’s king, subjection to one’s husband, religious piety, or blood-and-soil nationalism. These master signifiers become ‘quilting points’, acting as buttons that secure an otherwise fluid ocean of meanings into the fixed positions in a body of knowledge (S2). What is repressed in its unconscious, and yet what keeps making its way into its speech, is the subjective gap ($) itself: The Master must always be portrayed as complete, embodying the idea of perfection and a totalising meaning of life. All imperfections and inconsistencies must be erased in its name, which it often does by displacing the object-cause of desire (a) into externalities: the heretic, the Jew, the seductress, etc.

The Discourse of the Hysteric happens once these inconsistencies are brought to light and the Subject ($) is finally allowed to speak for themself. This discourse is characterised by doubt against what was once an all-powerful Master (S1), a challenge as to why things must be the way they are presented by the Master, a questioning of the Master’s otherwise unquestioned power. This is the discourse of protests against establishments: the state, the church, the marriage, etc. As such, it is also the discourse which establishments try very hard to reign in via disciplinary institutions and practices, from torture chambers, prisons, and psychiatric practices (e.g. by categorising female protests, homosexuality, and trans issues as clinical mental illnesses). What is repressed in its unconscious is none other than the object-cause of desire (a) itself, a remainder that takes the form of if-only: If only I could be more beautiful, disciplined, caring, hardworking, vigilant, masculine, etc. This remainder announces itself in the form of a symptom, e.g. physical pain, pathological jealousy, an obsession towards particular individuals, compulsion to repeat, and so on. At the end, a semblance of objective knowledge (S2) remains unintegrated, as the challenges have punched holes in their consistency.

The Discourse of the Analyst was started by the discovery of the surplus value by Marx, Lacan (2007) explains. It is the discourse which our tradition of psychoanalysis occupies. It is a space in which the symptom (a) is allowed to speak and address the Subject ($) (or, in Marxist terms, where the surplus value addresses the proletariat). In analysis, the analyst positions themself as becoming or possessing the object-cause of desire, on which the analysand can project their wishes (e.g. for a good father, a good lover, and so on). This allows the analysand to come to terms with their trauma and unresolved issues, overcoming repression and ultimately traversing the fantasy itself. What lies in the unconscious is none other than knowledge (S2), incomplete and inconsistent as it is. At the end of the process, the analysand can find a way to weave new meaning that does not bring about pain and suffering, inventing new master signifiers (S1) to replace the old ones.

And finally, the Discourse of the University is where knowledge (S2) takes the centre stage in which the objet a, i.e. things still not understood by language, science, the law, etc., are pursued via scientific enquiry. Its speech is driven by curiosity, but also by a need to domesticate the unintelligible into a complete and consistent system of understanding. This is the discourse of education, but it can also take the form of other institutions that claim to speak from the position of objective knowledge, as we shall see. What it continues to repress (and often deny) is the fact that there is no such thing as a totalising, objective knowledge: all forms of knowledge rely on structures of power and function to legitimise them (S1), and are therefore always incomplete. The unconscious Subject ($) lies at the very end as an impossible remainder: knowledge can never be fully objective, because the dimension of the subjective always remains in its articulation.

The arrows are arranged in a clockwise motion, and we can read the four possible configurations as coming one after the other. That which occupied the position of the unconscious is brought to light through a ‘changing of reasons’, as Lacan put it apropos of Rimbaud’s À une Raison (Lacan 1998). The Master as a founding discourse is responded to by the Hysteric with their doubts and protests. The Hysteric goes under analysis with the Analyst. The traversal of the fantasy in analysis gives rise to proper knowledge in the University. And finally, the University lends legitimacy for the rule of a new Master. Recalling its origins in Freud’s schema, this clockwise rotation is also how one can read Freud’s ‘Where id was, there ego shall be’—what once occupied the place of the speaker now occupies the place of that which is spoken about. Likewise, what was once a surplus of speech now animates the discourse as the unconscious. New symptoms appear, and the cycle continues.
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