MORALISATION INTERRUPTED

On Lacan’s Thesis of ‘the Supreme Good as Radig#l’E

At least we can learn from them that absolute geedn
is hardly any less dangerous than absolute evil ...
Hannah Arendt
The signifier [...] is what represents [...]

the subject for another signifier.
Jacques Lacdn

1. The Good in the Extreme 2@entury

‘Actualising the supreme good in a supreme waythis not an adequate title for the general
socio-ethical programme of the®6entury? Were the numerous revolutions of thaé tivot

all inspired by the highest ethical values — astd®y what each revolutionary programme
considered as such? And once in power, were thregegmmes not in the possibility to
remove all the obstacles barring the implementatifctheir social and ethical ideas? At times,
however, it did not hold off the most disastrousutes. The more such programmes were in
the optimal condition of getting actualised, therenthey were fated to turn into straight
oppression and terror. The ideals of the commuanggect, for instance, were highly noble
and social, but the regimes of that name endeceuqgliesponsible for a totalitarian violence
that ruined millions of human lives. Today, in m#ar way, America’s intention to bring
democracy all over the world rather seems to tuim the opposite. The question if the so-
called ‘war on terror’ is itself not responsible @i least co-responsible) for raising the
quantum of terror in our global village is unforaiely all too legitimaté.

Though, of course, each one of these examplesresca detailed analysis, in a
general perspective, one can say they all illustiatthe domain of the political, the
experience of radical finitude which is so typit@l modernity and its technical condition.
Modernity supposes to have limitless capabilitgaiving all problems faced, till all at once,
it is forced to face the limits of this very limesness. Then, in some symptomatic events, it
unexpectedly faces the inherent bounderies oédisrtical all-powerfulness. It more precisely

facesthe limits being the very effect of its limitlessropotenceAble to dominate whatever
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Evil', organised by the Project Grolyaw and Evi] University of Helsinki, 26-27 May 2006.
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met, at times, modernity’s technical power realisew unable it is to dominate precisely its
limitless capacity to dominate. Here, the cleaegsimple to be put forward is the”20entury
experience of the nuclear threat: as if, creatungjear weapons, we had remained blind for
their capability to destroy the entire world, inting ourselves.

This kind of omnipotence’s impotence which is cleggastic for late modernity’s
technical condition can be observed in the fielthefpolitical as well. Capable of creating a
totally new society, modern man forgot to notigenselfin this very creation and ran the risk
of ending up with a totalitarian political orderwhich none of its citizens were in the
possibility of having a properly free and creative.

And why not apply this condition of ‘finite infinyt to our moderrethical capacities,
to our moral and social intention to make this Walbetter place to live? We are technically
able to actualise the global good, but we are depabwell of using the same ability as a
weapon of terror and destruction. How often did268 century programs of reorganising
society in a more just and ethically better world{ turn into oppression and other kinds of
social disaster?

Modernity’s technical, ethical and socio-politieperiences force us to question the
most basic suppositions underlying our relatiotheoworld (including to ourselves). The
guestion we face is: given the fact that we arbrimally able to manipulate or even create
whatever we want, what, then, does it mean thadaveot see we are at the same time
enabling the destruction of all there is, includmgselves?

In that sense, it is far from being senselesskonvdmat the ‘we’ underlying the
omnipotent self-destructive capacity exactly measo put it in a more formal wafrom
which pointwe, modern people, relate to reality, includingselves? What makes this point
to be the point from where we, at the same timeldcmakeand destroy ourselves? In other
words, what is theubjectof that finite/infinite power of ours? What is thebject of that
capacity to blindly destroy itself, i.e. the sulyjges? Or, which amounts to the same thing:
What is the subject/bearer of that power that migefsmitude in its very infinite?

2. A Forgotten Question

Nowadays, the question of the subject, if menticsteall, is perceived as outdated or even
senseless. This was not the case along the@btury. Although, then, thetion of ‘subject’
was severely criticised, tlgpiestionof the subject was on the top of the agenda,lif on

because the paradigms of our relation to realitgi@iding to ourselves) were profoundly



guestioned. Phenomenology, existential philosophthropology, psychoanalysis, and many
of the other social sciences: each of them, irr theh way, tried to reconsider and to
reformulate the basic assumptions of our relatioreglity. And the most basic question was
the one of the ‘support’, the ‘ground’ or ‘subjeof’'that relation. Is there a grounding
‘subjecturnto it, and what is its precise status?

It is an abysmal question, farquestions at the same time the very condition of
guestioning Does the question of the subject proceed fropoat’ which is itself
unquestionable? Can it suppose itself being basad unquestionable ground, or is this
guestion’s own subject to be put endlessly intastjaa? In other words: is, at the end, the
subject of that question more then a ngrgpositio®? And what if, the subject of science and
of modern consciousness in general is, in theréssirt, a mere supposition as well? What if
the supposed unshakable ‘ground’ of modernity'atieh to the world is indeed a mere
assumption, a fiction, an imagination?

Thatquestion cannot be treated by scientific methatteough modern science
cannot but assume itself to be based in a solidt pdideparture, in a point of scientific
‘certainty’ (as already Descartes put it), thisywpoint cannot be scientifically proved.
Defining itself to be an ‘objective’ knowledge ciainnot make its own starting point — the
point hiding its ‘subject’ — the ‘object’ of its mntific research, not to mention scientific
certainty. And yet, this is nonetheless the waycarmmonly deal with the question of the
subject nowadays. Since the last decade of the@6tury, we are driven back on science in
our discussions on that issue. We again believeandind a scientifically sustained answer
to the question of the subject of science or, ngergerally, the subject of our consciousress.

Since Descartes, the subject of modern scienteisupposed ‘pointutsideits
object. It is from that very point we organize abjective’ enquiries and experiments. Yet,
unlike Descartes, we no longer consider this ‘pamnbe a substantial ‘soul’. ¥8century
materialism taught us to give up any belief in éxestence of such independent ‘cogito’ or
‘subject’. As a merely abstract point, howeverginained indispensable for modern science.
Without a point ‘outside’ the object, an ‘objectiabservation — and, thus, knowledge — of
this object is simply impossible. Though since Lativle’ the Cartesian dualism has been
declared invalid, yet the split between the ‘sutbjand the object of science remained a

conditionsine qua norfor this very science.
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Nonetheless, it has always been — and is still damoty’s dream that, one day,
science will succeed in doing the impossible,indavingscientificknowledge of the very
‘outside point’ from where it operates; to haveemjve knowledge of the point that by
definition cannot be objective at all. To explaie tsubject of science scientifically, i.e. to
give a fully scientific explanation of the groundence rests upon and of the ‘point’ it
operates from: this is what science is not ablgotprecisely because of its moderniltyis
modernity’s most basic experience that our knowdeldgks such a ground. It is no longer
based in being as such, idds Ding an sich as Kant puts it. Then, we are ourselves the
‘ground’ of our knowledge, already Descartes hadf@uvard. But not as a substantial
ground but as a mere supposition, a8 d@ntury materialism correctly had replied. Andthi
is how things still are now: the ground upon whath relation to reality is based, the ‘point’
from where we relate to that reality — is an imagynone, a fictitious supposition. Not only
do we ignore reality’s ontological ground, we aiigoore the ontological ground of the ‘point’
from where we relate to reality.

Transferred to the ethical sphere, the conseqsearfahis modern condition come
even more clearly into the light. For what to thifithe ‘subject’ or ‘ground’ of moral values
is merely supposed, imagined, fantasized? And wreeimdeed have to bmurselveghat
subject, what then if this, too, is an inventionfadwif our so-called ‘self’, being the subject
of morality, is the result of imagination? Whabtth the good and the human subject of that
good are mere fantasy?

Put in an ethical perspective, we understand mhaghier why the abysmal question of
the subject nowadays has lost the popularity itihade 28" century. In the revolutionary
atmosphere of these times, the abyss of that qguests still bearable, if only because it was
tempered by the promising new times everyone wasipaately expecting. Now, however,
the time of ‘dreaming’ is over. In a way, we alMeebecome ‘conservatives’, at least in the
formal sense of the word. We rather behold what we Haae to take the risks of radical
change. Anyway, it is one of the reasons why thtoalopenquestion of the subject has lost
its appealing effect on us. In fact, we can no érgjand this kind of unbearable openness
underlying our very relation to the word as welta®urselves — which is why science, more
than ever, is asked to comfort us, and to give s@id base. No wonder then that, in such
times of science, religion has made its comebadklfils a similar function as antique and
medieval science did and as modern science is seddo do according to increasing amount

of people. Better than science is able to, religian gives modern people back a stable and



fixed subject. Longing for an unshakable groundasndath their feet, moderns are not
abhorrent of sticking to religion.

However, this idea of a fixed, unquestioned suhgenot without danger. Even in its
shape of mere supposition or imagination. In otddace the problems our late modernity
has to deal with, the question of the subject, et abysmal it may be, is as inevitable as
indispensable. | will argue that it is necessargetake once again that oldhzeitgemass
guestion of the subject, of the ‘ground’ that wpnse to rest on, and which, indeed, is
nothing else than supposeane, asuppositionor hypothesisThe Ancient Greek word for
subjectum, hypothesis names in fact the very status of the modernestibijt is the

fantasized, supposed, imagined point our relatiathe world rests upon.

3. The Lacanian Subject

This is at least the radical conclusion Jacquesihataws in his conceptualisation of the
human’s modern condition. Lacking any ontologicalumnd, the human relation to reality
takes its starting point from — and, in this sefsbased upon — simple supposition. And what
is this supposition based upon? From a certairppetive, it is based on ‘itself’, i.e. on the
human capacity to suppose, to imagine, to dreamyent things out of nothing. It rests on
what Kant called theréine Einbildungskraft’ Or, referring to the Freudian paradigm Lacan
entirely assumes: it is a matter of wishing — amvig whichprecedesvhat is wished and
even ‘who’ is wishing. It is an autonomous imagioator wishing which, as such, et

based in any self. In this, Lacan differs from Kddr according to Lacanian theory, human
wishing has to long even for a ‘self’, for a ‘gralino be based on. Man’s imagination has to
create (i.e. to imagine) even its own ‘self’; ishta suppose itself to be the ground of his
imagination and that, contrary to what is the c#serefore the human ‘self’ it the product
of imagination, of whish and supposition.

So, is it us who have invented us a ‘self’. Of iseunot. We found that ‘self’ in the
others: in the ones around us with whom we idesttiind still identify. Consciousness or
thought is primordially not an individual butsacial affair. Thought is based in identification
with others, and even there, it has still to in@atimagine) its base, its subject. The ground —

the bearer or subject — of my imagination or myhiig is an image, not of me but of the

"“Reir, here, means “only”, exclusive”, “autonomous”.riiant’s critical philosophy, the imagination must
never operate in aéin”, autonomous way. It has to be connected to thedttperceived by th&nschauung

Stating that the ‘subject’ is a mere suppositiomeae product of the “reine Einbildungskraft”, ip@vocative

claim, even in relation to Kantian theory.



other. And by denying that procedure, | act abat image is mine. That ‘acting as if’ results
in the only real ‘me’ | have. So, indeed, my idgpitorigin is social. For Lacan, ‘psychology’
is ‘sociology®: my psyche- that what | think | am, my subject, the poirtrfr where | relate
to reality as ‘me, as an identity — is the res@iio identification with the other, with the
‘socius; “le semblablé Social identification with others precedes — aindhat sense,
grounds — my identity.

In a first faze of his thought, Lacan defines idgras aGestalf referring to the then
popularGestaltpsychology. In the next faze, Lacan redefinesstiene in which the ‘self’
invents itself as the specific scene Freud refeesttie andere Schaupldtzhe scene of the
unconscious representation(stellungeh® Here again, the social field in which the
libidinal being has to invent its identity (its gett), is a field of images. Yet, now, Lacan
considers these images as what Freud détisstellungeh The field of theseepresentations
forms an autonomous structure with a particulaiclogscribed in FreudSraumdeutungnd
(as Lacan has put it) similar to the linguistiastures described in Ferdinand de Saussure’s
famousCours de linguistique général€his representational (fictional) field in whitte
libidinal being has to invent its identity is, mgreecisely, the cultural field as described by
Claude Lévi-Strauss: a field organized by the niaigr of the signifier — Signifiants — and
governed by a linguistic logit®.

So, I live in and of — andnly in and of — representations or signifiers. Thi®isay
thatthe ground of my identity — my subject — is itsetfa representation or signifier
Signifiers onlyrepresenit. The subject is that “which a signifier repretefor another
signifier”, as Lacan puts it in one of his mostibdsrmulas* As suchit has no proper
existence; it exists onyroughrepresentatiorthroughthe signifier, whose existence is not
real but fictional.

This is crucial. The subject as such is not a gnamong signifiers, it is the insisting
‘absentee’ every signifier refers to, an ‘absentel®d only exists through the never ending
game of references. The subject is the bearefiofi@nal world in which, as such, it remains

8 Sociology, interpreted in the original meaningtw term: not as defining a proper object in rgabut as a
specific point of view on reality. This is sociokpgs seen by its ‘founding fathers’, or as deploygdeorges
Bataille, ex-husband of Lacan’s wife, in his famd@sllege de sociologie”. Markos Zafiropoulos hastien a
remarkable book about sociology’s (specifically khgim'’s) decisive influence on the early Lachacan et les
sciences socialeBaris: Presses Universitaires de France (2001).

° Freud, 1972; Lacan 1966: 548, 685, 689, 799.

19 Markos zafiropoulos (2003),acan et Lévi-Strauss, ou le retour & Freud 195%57] ®aris, Presses
Universitaires de France.

' Lacan 1966: 819, 835, 840. Lacan uses this forfaulthe first time in his seminar on tranferengetacan
(1991),Le séminaire, Livre VI, Le transfert: 1960-19@é&xte établi par J.-A. Miller, Paris, Seuil, 862 307.



missing. This is the case for the human subjeatore exactly, for the subject human’s
‘supposed’ identity.

So, any identity, i.e. anything that pretendsaanhat it is, is not what it is; it ‘is’ only
this pretension, thus the basic thesis of Lacathiaary. Any ‘self ‘is’ solely to the extent it
is represented. It only exidby means ofin or as— this representation, i.ev or asthe
signifiers that represent it, not for us or othéws us, but for other signifiers. The stuff we are
made of, are signifiers, but the point in whicheastitute ourselves as being the
bearer/subject of that stuff is a void, a kindradthing’ only sustained by the signifiers
referring to it. This void, this ‘nothing’: this isis’ in our quality of subject.

Lacan’s formulation of the modern condition notyotdlls that we relate to things
insofar as they are signifiers endlessly refertongther signifiers, but that even this
signifying reality has no ground in itself, thatstitself not based in a signifier, but in what
exists only by being represented by signifiersotimer words, the identity of signifiers is

based in the signifier's ‘unsublatable’ latk.

4. Good ...

And so is the good. Is the good what it is? Ideinticalto itself? If it is, then, only in the way
it signifiesitself as such — which is solely possible by mezfrsgnifiers. In the final
analysis, the good is but a signifier. No thingaot is goodn itself. It is good only in its
quality of signifier, i.e. in its quality of represting the subject to another signifier. What
does this mean? And what is the position of thgestilin this? What is its function?

Good is good insofar it refers to another goosofar it is part of a signifying system
of goods borrowing their quality of goodness frdmit mutual reflecting effect. This makes
the realm of the good comparable — if not strudiyisamilar — to that other realm of often
less moralgoods which is our modern capitalist economy. Veiterm borrowed from Karl
Marx, one can say that the good is a féfish commodity that takes its value no longer from
what it really means in the eyes of someone.nbisonger taken for its use-value, but for its
exchange-value, its reference to other fetishesthter commodities, i.e. signifiers. We are
thus dealing with an autonomous system of goodahath the effect on us is not necessarily

morally good, as some of capitalism’s vicissitudes shawoalwell. And so is an ethical

12 Here, “unsublatable” refers to the Hegelian notbrsublation’, ‘Aufhebung
13 See the famous section 4 of the first chapt®as Kaptial “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secrete
Thereof”.



system too: its values are not based in themsdbtsn their mutual reference. And, as we
will discuss further onwards, that system of ethi@dues can also flourish when its effect on
the people is not good at all or even disastrous.

The question, then, is: does a system of gooddetishes, of values — rest in itself? Is
it its ownsubjec? Not at all. Ethics is not based in ‘values’, Ise basic line of Lacan’s moral
insight sounds. Values function as signifiers, drebse do not rest in themselves but are
representative of something else. They represersiiiect and they do this not for other
subjects, but for other signifiers, other values peraphrase Lacan’s formula: an ethical
value represents the subject for another ethidakv&o, ethical values form a relatively
autonomous system in which each of them referladdtality of other ethical values. Yet,
they do nosimplyrepresent one another, nor are thagedin that mutual representation:
they represerthe subjectind it is that subject which they are based ins Thto say that
ethical values represeas and that this is the way (and the only way) inchhive are
involved in the good(3f we live by. It isusthat are the subject of those goods.

So, does this mean that decide about what is good or not? Not exactly, fare is
no ‘we’ independent from the good and capable wéssignly deciding about it. The realm of
the good or goaglprecedes us, they are that which we live in andubych we identify with,
which gives content to our life and our identityh€ly are, however, not to be considered as
what satisfies ouneeds The goods we live by do not fill up our lack. @ contrary, they
grantus our lack, they affirm and consolidate it. Vaaee used, not to satisfy our needs, but
to sustain our ‘need of needs’, i.e. our unsatidiaesire. This is the core of Lacan’s ethical
theory.

For indeed, ware desire: unfulfilled and unfulfillable desire. Thalues ethics
provides us with, the good and gsatke live by, they do not satisfy our desire, thejyo
stimulate that desire and makeloisg for satisfaction. Values and goods do not rest in
themselves but in their very lack, and it is prelsighere, on the locus of that lack, we locate
ourselves as their subject, as their ground ansioned’étre’.

In our quality of subject, we make the differeneteen the ethical value and ‘itself’,
between the good and ‘itselfh that difference, we ourselves are located asel€Birere, we
are constituted as the bearer, the subject of thalses, or, more exactly, as the subject of

desire supported by those values. We ‘are’ theephawere those values occur, where they

14 As already mentioned, there is a formal equivaemetween the ethical good and the economic g@ms.
Jacques Lacan (198&) Séminaire, Livre VII, L’éthique de la psychasalyl959-196(exte établi par J.-A.
Miller, Paris : Seuil, p. 255-256, 269 ; (1992he Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 1959-1960, The Semfnkacques
Lacan Edited by J.-A. Miller, translation by Dennis Bat p. 215-217, 228-229.



take placeand this is why they never take place in a defiand exhaustive way. Being the
subject of the good, we occupy the place wheregbatl is on the verge to get fully
actualised, where it is near to become entirell @ar function as subject, however, isnit

let this happen. To be the subject of the good mé&aprevent it from gettingeal. This is the
way the good is in the service of desire and thishat it means that we are the subject of the

good (or, which amounts to the same thing, of #srd for the good).

5. ... and evil

And what is evil? It is the good become real. this accomplished fullness of a value, itis a
value no longer resting in its lack. It coincidesitaa situation where the ethical is completely
actualised, or desimeally satisfied. Evil is a good so ‘extreme’ that it lecome its own
subject, i.e. that its subject is no longer a \(fd it is only that void which can give us a free
rein to be its bearer/subject).

How strange these definitions may sound, theytardogical consequences of
Lacan’s axiom: the primacy of desire. Sinceave desire, the satisfaction of that desire
coincides with its extinction and, thus, with theiection and death of ‘us’ who live by that
desire. Life is never full life; it is basically tltong else than desire to live. So, full life or
satisfied desire means death to the subject ofitband that desire. Since the good is good
only in so far as it rests in its lack, and, onvkey locus of that lack, represents the subject to
another good, the extreme good — the good as gefstially in the completion of itself — is
radical evil. It implies the death of the subjdot,the subject only existed in so far as it
longed for it.

Is full satisfaction of desire then simply not piliée? Here, it is crucial to notice that it
is not impossiblas suchlt is only impossibldor a subject This is what the Lacanian
concept of enjoyment jpuissance +s aboutJouissanceells the situation in which the
libidinale being enjoys its ultimate object of desand in which, thus, his desire is entirely
satisfied. This situation is possible, Lacan argbes not without a fading of the subject. In
the moment ofouissancethe subject cannot be present with its own erpeg. At that
moment, his entire libidinal economy (i.e. the desieis) is supported by a small set of
signifiers that form the ‘phantasr? The phantasm gives a last — imaginary — consigtenc
the libidinal economy when its subject fades avesyfor instance is the case in the moment

15 Lacan elaborates the concept of “phantasm” irséiminar on “desire and its interpretation”. Jacdiasan,
Le séminaire, Livre VI, 1958-1959npublished.
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of jouissanceSo, what is at stake in the concepjonfissanceas that, in moments of full
satisfaction, the subject keeps on occupying thegobf the lack and keeps on affirming this
lack. Only, it does so by fading away.

Is jouissancea good thing? Is it the good par excellence? Hsevar to both questions
is negativeJouissances not to be considered as a signifier and, thosaa a good. It names
theenjoyment the usufruct — of the ultimate object, the “@bj@’ or “das Ding”, which is to
be locatedeyondthe realm of signifiers (so Lacan explains ins@sinar on ethicsf
Jouissances the transgressive move in which the libidinaihig leaves the realm of the
signifier behind. In that moment, it passes thalbms limiting the realm of values and ethical
norms, and loses itself — read: loses its subj@tthe domain oflas Ding So, at the very
place where Aristotelian and other traditions ledae Supreme Good, there, we must locate
jouissanceln that perspective, enjoyment is to be consiaseradical evil. For it implies the
annihilation of all good(s), including even the gab of these goods.

Human ethics is orientated, not towards the Supi@pw, but towards radical evil.
This is the strange conclusion Lacan, in his senoneethics, draws from his insight that
human life is basically desire, unfulfilled desiEthics must provide both framewaakd
freedom to desire. Therefore, it must prevent édsam getting fully satisfied, just like it
must prevent ethical rules to be fully fulfilled.

Ethics is not about the attempt to fasten down hubedhaviour on a series of fixed
values and rules that culminate in the dignityhaf Supreme Good. Ethics is about desire and,
thus, about us, because we ‘are’ desire or — ae mx@ctly, Lacan put it — because we are the
subject of the desire of the Other. Since our dasndhas become modern, \&ee radical
openness — ‘radical’ in the sense that it is ngésrsupported by a God who embraces and
encloses that openness and gives it an ultimategiron, a divine home. Our house is the
one of an open and infinite desire that has nadfxetologically based coordinates.

However, it belongs to our modern condition as weelileny or repress the open desire
we ‘are’. We can but remain blind for the lack ohieth our libidinal constitution is based. It
is only in a fleeting moment we can face the ttethng we ‘are’ unfulfilable desire.
Acknowledging this desiras suchs inevitably at odds with the certainty of cormEness
we spontaneously want. That is why, against alhtgoeous inclinations, ethics must put the
unconscious openness of desire in the centre bftésest. The purpose of the ethical law is
to give human desire a framework of limits withautich it should not be able to maintain

18 For the concept of ‘das Ding’, see Lacan 1986865-1992: 43-70.
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itself. The ultimate function of that framework vinever, is to provide free space to desire and
to makgouissancepossible.

This is to say that ethics must make clear it isaie to give us what we expect from
it, i.e. the satisfaction of our desire. So, faghiy ethical reasons, ethics must not give us
what it (necessarily) promises. If it would trydo so, if it would give us the desired
satisfaction, it would certainly be unable to rgalb so, but it would nonetheless be able to do
as ifit does so. This ‘as if’ offers the dispositiontefror and totalitarianism — also of the
ethical type. An ethical authority, pretending tong full satisfaction to us, can only oblige us
to doas ifwe are in the full possession of it. And in thase, we can only das ifwe are like
this by detecting the lack of satisfaction witherth— in fact by projecting our own lack onto
them — accusing them for blaming the ethical stethdee all are supposed to have reacHed.
So, communist society pretending to have overcdhibeashortcomings of the old bourgeois
society ended up in a situation of paranoid samalkrol where everyone was suspecting
anyone else of being responsible for the ‘bourgkmis’ that prevented communist society
from getting actualised. Fighting the ‘enemy of ge®ple’, they in fact transported their own
lack onto these alleged enemies in order, therdeny it— i.e. to destroy it, and — which is
one of the consequences — to destroy the peoplemsl®marked by it.

The latter were forced to deny what it means tthiesubjectof communism. The
place where communism ‘took place’, the locus wliet@uched ‘ground’, is not the one
where it got actualised, but where its met its ¢aak, or, more precisely, where met itself as
desire(i.e. aslongingfor its supposed ‘self’). Here, evil was causedibgying desire or,
what amounts to the same thing, by denying thedulgect of desire. Pretending to be its
own subject, claiming to be the answer to desime good turned into radical evil.

6. How to interrupt evil?

How to avoid evil? It is not an easy question,rnfyobecause of the more basic question

preceding this one: Is evil avoidable at all? ¥gaald conceivable without evil? Or, more

" This ‘as if’ attitude typifies ‘perversion’, whichacan distinguishes from the two other possibtieule vis-a-
vis of the lack constituting us agingdesire, namely ‘neurosis’ and ‘psychosis’. ‘Nelsbs which names the
attitude of normal people — represses the 1&ekdrangung passing it constantly to other signifiers, while
‘psychosis’ rejects it\erwerfung, building up an entirely imaginary world (an dshn,‘ein Wahn). In
‘perversion’, the lack is both acknowledged andielénprojecting his own lack (i.e. his finitude,ipa
shortcomings, fears, et cetera) onto the othersdldést (who is a typical example) recognisesdbé& |
constituting human desire, but at the same timéedat doingas ifthe lack carved into the body of the other
only shows absence of lack, fullnegajissancelLacan elaborates this concept of ‘perversioriigifamous
essay “Kant avec Sade” (Jacques Lacan [1966ts, Paris: Seuil, p. 765-790).
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precisely, is it a good thing to suppose that smohd is possible? Of course, weantto
avoid evil, wewanta world freed from it, but since ‘evil’ is ultimdyethat what our wanting
— our desire — is orientated towards, the quessiomore complex than one may think at first
sight.

Let us be more precise. The fact of desire’s taion towards evil does not mean that
we really and consciously want evil to be matesedi or actualised. On tli@conscious
level, we want to lose ourselvesjauissancewnhich, being located beyond the good, must be
characterized as evil. But the unconscious levelaant tastayunconscious, which implies
that, on the conscious level, we suppose the aatish of desire to be something good. Here,
we face what it really means to live at the samme ton the two levels of the conscious and
the unconscious. Consciously we rightly condemhaewl try to ban it out of our world. But
this does not prevent us from consuming our daskgipn of evil, it is true not in itseal but
in its fictitious state. What else do we consume on television #ret mmass media? The evil
ethics fights against, we enjoy it time and agairthee screen. And, what is more, we even do
so while morally condemning it. For this is whappans while watching TV, from news-
programmes to weekend movies: we perform evil deoto show, to ourselves and to others,
how bad this is; but in the meanwhile we enjoynitl give way to our desire’s unconscious
point of ultimate orientation. This is how ‘evjbuissancas at work in good moral
consciousness. Fighting for the good(s) on theaous level, on the unconscious one, we
secretly give way to our desire’s intention to loseselves (i.e. our ‘subject’) in a domain
that leaves all good(s) behind.

Is this kind of evil avoidable? Is human cultuosmceivable without dealing with evil
in an imagined, fictional way? | don’t think songe time immemorial, human beings have
imagined evil things and have enjoyed those imagsading the evil they show. All ancient
legends, epics, tragedies, even comedies seemnmtionaahis. So, is then this kind of evil
innocent and harmless? Should we, then, not wdroytit? Certainly we should. For if we
do not bother about it, we cynically collaborateéhait and stimulate the evil of ‘moralizing
ethics’, i.e. the ethics of the ‘beautiful souls ldegel puts it in his critique on Kantian
morality*® In such a moral mind, the focus on evil is notraech meant to fight it, but to
promote the own moral ‘soul’ as being itself freenfi evil or other ethical incorrectness. Its
constant obsession for evil is but a veil for acrssistic preoccupation in its own ‘soul’. This

is why such moral consciousness does not real@eithfact, itsustainghe evil in the

18 For this Hegelian concept see, among other passkiggel’sPhenomenology of the Spirit], C, c. (G.W.F.
Hegel [1988]Phanomenologie des Geistétamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, p. 433, 439-440).
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outside world. Instead of fighting evil, it makesewof it in order to persuade the own soul that
all evil is with others. This kind of moral consagness does not realize that it basically
transfers its own evil onto others.

This is the dominant immorality of current moratigiethics, as perfectly sustained by
contemporary visual culture. How comfortable itagransfer our own evil fascination for
evil to others locked up behind a television-scré&umping our own evil in that little box,
we can pretend to be ourselves untouched by ahgteail. In this perspective, television and
mass media in general are the way par excellenicestall all over the planet the moralizing
ideology of the ‘beautiful soul’. It is time we ez that precisely this world wide practiced
moralizing ethics is at least co-responsible ferekil in the world that it pretends to fight
against.

Can we avoid this? Can we avoid the evil of monadjiy misusing human evil? The
problem is that, if we pretend we can, we almostitably fall into the trap of moralizing
ethics, since we, then, suppose the world conclwaithout any evil. In this case, we
presume that our desire to get rid of all evil aaly be satisfied. And, as has become clear
now, this is the trickiest way to deny what ethgabout: desire, unfulfillable desire. In the
name of desire, in the name of desire’s orientatovardsjouissancewe always will have to
deal with evil. Al least as something we deal witlour imagination, evil is unavoidable.

But all this is not to say we should nioterrupt the evil of the moralizing misuse of
human evil. Not able to definitely clear up thatl €since it is involved in the human
condition defined as desire), we can — and muksruptit and at least temper its pernicious
effects. We must do so for the sake of ethics the aim of ethics to stop the miscognition of
human’s basic reality, i.e. his desire. The ainetbics is not to give us the good we expect
from it (it is exactly this, which it cannot gives)) but to sustain our desire and to make
jouissancepossible. It is crucial to realise that desireiseognition cannot be stopped once
and for all. This miscognition belongs to desineesy condition. For no man can consciously
stand the void he —i.e. his desire — is based leat is why we cannot but repress and deny
what we, on the most basic level, are: desire. Hewesince this denial can be ethics’ own
evil, we must have an eye for it, detect it anérinipt is.

Here, we face the core of non-moralizing ethicsnitain target is to interrupt again
and again the never absent, spontaneous miscagoitituman desire. That is why ethics,
first of all, has to be critical about itself, albag hidden inclination to deny its vergison
d’étre, i.e. human desire. Ethics’ shape is that of g laavof a set of commandments limiting

desire and prohibitingpuissanceBut the subject of that law is not to be locatethie good it
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contains or in the values it supports, but in thimfppwhere all good and all values lack. This is
to say that the ethical law rests in its lack; flmsubject is to be located in that very void.
This is the precise place the human subject ocsupgesubject of the law in the double sense
or the word: in the sense that he is subjectededaw and passively thrown underad, at

the same time, as active subject/bearer of thedawhe one who gives ground aadon

d’étre to that law. Within the gap between both, betwidenpassively subjected one and the
active subject, there, desire moves to and fras §hp makes the law a support of desire; and
it is the same gap which makes man both the lamdsdesire’s subject. Or, which amount to
the same thing: in the distance or difference betntbe law and the law ‘itself’, there, the

law found its ground, a ground coinciding with ba@thown lack and the lack ware’ in our
quality of libidinal being.

The evil that threatens ethics from within is tesaagnize its lack as being its very
base, its subject. This is the evil at work witbontemporary moralizing ethics as well as in
the great ethical and social ideologies of the farand current century. Without retaking the
guestion of the subject, we will never be ablenterirupt that evil. And for the sake of ethics,

we have to interrupt the evil, which is inherenetbics very condition.



