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One
Introduction

One often hears that we live in an age of anxiety. With the turn of the new
millennium, it looks as if the scientific research, economic development, military
interventions and the power of the new media are less and less under public
control, and that all kinds of catastrophes can be envisioned in the future.! In the
last months of the old millennium, people already experienced this anxiety when
they were bombarded with the danger of the millennium bug. While politicians
gave warning to the people to prepare themselves for the possible collapse of
computer systems, it looked very much like no one was in charge any more in
today’s society. The fear of possible catastrophes, however, quickly turned into a
search for the conspirators: when it was clear that there was no millennium bug,
a theory emerged that the whole fuss around it was created by the computer
companies to enable them to sell more advanced computers.

When we talk about the new age of anxiety we should not forget that in the last
century it was always the case that after some major social crisis there came the
age of anxiety. This happened especially after the wars. In the last century, we
had the first age of anxiety after the First World War when the use of the new
weapons of destruction that came with the Second Industrial Revolution resulted
in a radical questioning of the values of modern civilization. In The Crisis of the
Mind,? Paul Valery described that in the modern epoch the most dissimilar ideas
seemed to coexist freely and that there ceased to be any fixed reference for living
and learning. So, even when the military crisis was over, economic crisis
remained, and most importantly with it the ‘crisis of the mind’, which all
contributed to anxiety. Europeans especially felt anguish in regard to their
existence, since some perceived that they were entering times of
meaninglessness. Some too saw as the main cause of the overwhelming feeling of
anxiety the death of all modern idols: it looked that man was very much alone,
since he had lost belief in God. However, equally important was the loss of the
belief in science, progress and reason. This also looked like the death of Europe.
The times of anxiety there, however, opened up the space for new totalitarian
leaders. Italian fascism and Hitler’s rise to power in Germany were particular
attempts to find a solution for the age of anxiety. Their politics, however, greatly
contributed to the emergence of the second age of anxiety in the last century.
After the Second World War we thus again had the age of anxiety, which was
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especially precipitated by the experience of the Holocaust and Hiroshima. Again,
weapons of mass destruction, which resulted in most brutal violence, heightened
the feeling of anxiety emerging after the war was over. And then, too, economic
crisis became coupled with the crisis of man trying to figure out the idea of the
future. This talk of anxiety, however, diminished with the 1960s which ushered
in the ‘age of abundance’.

Needless to say, the latest age of anxiety concerns the fact that in the 1990s we
witnessed the most brutal forms of violence, and that in the last few years we
have been dealing with new wars and the evils of the twenty-first century—
terrorist attack and the threat of the use of deadly viruses. These dangers seem to
be especially horrible because they appear undead—there are no quick medical or
military solutions capable of eradicating them, and although they can constantly
multiply they remain invisible. When Bin Laden was perceived by the
Americans as the utmost figure of evil, one Chinese trader on the streets of New
York nicely depicted his uncanny character, and, amidst the tee shirts that
imitated search warrants from the old Western movies with logos ‘Bin Laden—
dead or alive’, displayed a bunch of shirts that stated ‘Bin Laden—dead and
alive’.

Although it appears that the new age of anxiety is linked primarily to the
danger of terrorist attacks and new illnesses, we should not forget that anxiety
arises from the changed perception the subject has of him- or herself as well as
from changes to their position in society at large. In the last few years, the media
have been constantly reporting new psychological disorders. Some of the new
syndromes were quite peculiar: in the 1990s, a number of newly rich Americans
supposedly suffered from so-called ‘sudden wealth syndrome’, which is also
sometimes referred to as ‘affluenza’; young children whose parents were too
protective were in danger of developing ‘adventure deficit disorder’; and
women’s magazines were writing about ‘body dysmorphic disorders’ of people
who are too concerned about their looks. Moreover, the list of these disorders
seems to be growing rapidly. Anything that is perceived as an impediment to the
subject, who is supposed to be fully in control of herself, constantly productive
and also not disturbing to society at large, is quickly categorized as disorder.
While the subject’s inner turmoil and dilemmas in regard to social expectations
quickly get named as anxieties. Even before September 11, anxiety became used
in the most expansive way. The New York Times,* for example, reported from the
New York Fashion Week that the editors of fashion magazines experienced
‘shoe anxiety’ at the show. The article did not make it clear whether the editors
felt anxious because of what they saw on the catwalk, or because they
themselves wore bad shoes, or they simply did not know which shoes to choose
out of their huge collections at home.

Rollo May* in his study of anxiety in the twentieth century points out that
before 1945 there existed ‘covert anxiety’ and after 1945 ‘overt anxiety’. But
both public attitudes towards anxiety pointed in a similar direction: they stressed
the loneliness of the subject, his or her inability to love or be loved, pressure
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towards conformity, as well as a particular feeling of ‘homelessness’ of the
individual. May points out that signs of ‘covert anxiety’ frequently hinge on the
issue symbolically expressed in Thomas Wolfe’s novel, You Can’t Go Home
Again.> The meaning of this inability to go home is supposed to be related to the
subject’s difficulty in accepting psychological autonomy. Linked to this are the
subjects’ desperate attempts to divert themselves with excessive activity both at
the workplace and in their free time. Anxiety that emerged in the late 1920s,
was, of course, linked to economic depression; however, economic insecurity was
interrelated with the insecurity that people began to have in their private lives,
and there seemed to be a confusion in the roles people were supposed to adopt.
Lynds’s famous study of life in so-called Middletown pointed out that in the late
1920s people were particularly alienated, because on the one hand they were
subjected to the compulsive need to work, the pervasive struggle to conform and
the frantic endeavor to cram their leisure time with constant activity, while on the
other hand they were caught in the chaos of conflicting patterns with regard to
cultural requirements. Dealing with change and uncertainty in all sectors of life at
once became in Lynds’s view so intolerable that people started embracing rigid
and conservative economic and social ideologies.

After the Second World War, the anxiety became overt, since people not only
became openly afraid of all kinds of possible new catastrophes (for example
those related to atomic warfare), but also became even more insecure about their
social roles. Robert Jay Lifton saw a particular problem in the very multiplicity of
possibilities that arose for the subject at that time, since the subject was horrified
by possible new wars, and also came under pressure to continually change her
identity, and this too provoked a particular feeling of anxiety. This anxiety
related to diffuseness of identity however contributed to a particular quest for
certainty, which is expressed in ‘fundamentalist religious sects and various
totalistic spiritual movements’.°

One can easily say that today’s new age of anxiety is very similar to those of
the previous two ages. In today’s culture, it again seems that economic
uncertainty is not the primal cause of anxiety, since the latter is much more
connected to the problems people experience with regard to their social roles, to
the constant desire to change their identities, and the impossibility of finding any
guidance for their action. These uncertainties today also result in people turning
to religious fundamentalism and to their embracing social restrictions, which
introduce new forms of totalitarianism.

Before September 11 Westerners could have easily embraced the perception
that they lived in a world of simulacra in which everything was changeable and
in which life looked like a computer game. People thus had the hope that with a
proper genetic code and the invention of new drugs matters of life and death would
be more predictable and controllable in the future. But September 11 changed
this optimism: suddenly both the human body and society itself appeared much
more vulnerable again. What especially caused an overwhelming anxiety to
emerge was the collapse of the fantasy structures that seemed to organize
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people’s perception of the world and the emergence of two uncanny agents—
terrorism and the virus.

In the aftermath of the Second World War we had similar attitudes towards
danger. If we look back at the times of the greatest tensions between America
and the Communist states, we can observe how both parties perceived anxiety as
related to the danger coming from outside, and one response to this were various
conspiracy theories.” In America in the 1950s there was great fear of Communist
conspiracy, and this was reflected in a special way in the horror films from that
time. Communism was perceived as a parasite that could invade the social body
or as deadly bacteria that could enter every pore of society. Horror films pictured
the danger coming into society from the outside either in the form of extra-
terrestrials or as some strange external phenomenon that captures humans and
replaces them with alien doubles, as in the film Invasion of the Body Snatchers
(Don Siegel, 1956). The social paranoia of that time also centred on the anxiety
of being brainwashed through Communist ideological indoctrination, which
would involve various forms of psychological control. At the same time, the
Communist East feared infiltration by foreign spies and the ideological control
coming from the West in forms of bourgeois consumerism and entertainment.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s a radical change happened in the perception
of anxiety when the object of horror became more and more located inside
society and especially inside the human body. Communists thus started being
afraid of the enemy within in the form of dissidents and the youth movement. In
the West, the emergence of the virus HIV radically changed the perception of
danger and the human body became the ultimate place where the enemy can
attack. Thus, in the last decade it looked as if the virus had replaced the bomb as
the ultimate danger to humans and the body became perceived at the same time
as a possible victim and as a great warrior against this internal danger. At this
time, immunology gained enormous power and studies of bacterial and viral
threat to the human body often use the military jargon of the ‘wars within’.
Similarly, one can observe a change in Hollywood horror movies as films like I¢
Came From Outer Space (Jack Arnold, 1953) were replaced by They Came From
Within (David Cronenberg, 1975).

But, after September 11, it seemed as if the virus and the bomb started to act
together and follow a very similar pattern. Terrorists appear very similar to
viruses and bacteria in that they are at first invisible, then suddenly erupt at one
place or another; afterwards they hide again and one never knows how they have
multiplied or what mutations they have made after they came under attack. As
bacteria became resistant to antibiotics, terrorists, too, seemed to resist the
warfare that was supposed to annihilate them.?

After September 11 the American government has been keeping the fear of
possible new attacks alive by continuously reminding the public of the
unpredictable danger that can come from hidden terrorists. Some have even
observed a pattern in the way the government uses hints about possible new
attacks. In the first months after September 11, new warnings came every three
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weeks just before the weekend. One is tempted to guess that some psychologist
might have advised the government to keep the public alerted to possible danger,
so that they would continue with their patriotic support of the government’s
foreign policies. In the way media speculated about the probable new targets of
attacks, one can also discern a particular pattern: there almost seemed to be a
competition among the media over who might be first to figure out another
possible place of attack. An early example of such speculation was that
Disneyland might be such symbolic target; since Disneyland is such an ultimate
American fantasy, one is not surprised that Americans envision that an attack on
this place would inflict a particularly symbolic wound upon America’s self-
image. Other envisioned places of attack, however, all centred on the body being
the target of violence through contaminated water, air ventilation, food
poisoning, etc.

In these speculations about possible sources of danger, we have again an
interesting connection between the inside and the outside. Anthrax attacks seem
increasingly to be the work of an internal enemy. And there are other points of
internal danger erupting together with possible new dangers from the outside,
like the so called ‘dirty bombs’ which can be made out of radioactive materials
in wide use in medical and other industrial devices. After September 11 scientists
started informing the public (and any possible new terrorists, too) how such
bombs could be made, while at the same time, to allay the public’s fears, they
were claiming that it was unlikely anyone would want to make these bombs,
since manufacturing such a device might be lethal for the producer, too. (Here, it
seems that they are forgetting that self-sacrifice played an important part in
September 11.) However, when the scientists envisioned what kind of damage
such a bomb would make, they invoked a particular comparison with the
former Soviet Union: ‘Dr. Kelly offered a case study of what might happen if a
dirty bomb containing a cobalt food irradiation bar exploded at the southern tip of
Manhattan on a day with light wind blowing toward the northeast. He calculated
that Manhattan as far north as Central Park would be contaminated at levels
similar to those in the permanently closed zone around the Chernobyl power
plant. Manhattan would have to be abandoned for decades, Dr. Kelly said.”®
What kind of comfort is offered us by sciences trying to figure out what the next
catastrophe might be? It almost seems as if Dr. Kelly is writing a new screenplay
for a blockbuster movie similar to Independence Day or Armageddon. And the
fact that the possible future American catastrophe might look like the one that
happened in the former Soviet Union, invokes disturbing memories of past
political divides.

The way the terrorist is perceived as a member of a particular cell, in which he
knows only a small number of people who are his links but never has an
overview of the whole structure of the organization and does not know its actual
leaders, very much resembles the logic that operates in the secret services.
Former Soviet spies were especially seen as functioning through such cell
structures, depending as they do on their members’ clear commitment to their
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cause and their unquestioning obedience to their commanders. But whereas, in
the case of the Soviet spies, it became increasingly easy for the West to co-opt
them and convince them to work for the Western powers because of their
dissatisfaction with the Communist regime or even through pure material greed,
in the case of current terrorists this is not so. The latter appear so much more
horrible for Western observers because they cannot be ‘bought’ or convinced to
change sides. For a society that is grounded on the disbelief in grand ideologies,
the terrorist presents the horrifying reality of a person who still believes in a
cause for which he is willing to sacrifice his life. Moreover, since this higher
cause does not involve any search for material satisfaction, the terrorist—in
contrast to Communist spies—cannot be perceived as someone willing to
succumb to old types of seduction, or as someone who might easily change his
ideological beliefs.

If in the past the spy has been a person implanted by a hostile power in order
to obtain crucial information, today, with the collapse of previous political
divides, the implantation takes other forms. The famous TV series X Files
provides a good fictional example, when the implant became the ultimate
danger, which was first imposed from the outside, but then set in motion a
dangerous mutation inside. In one of the series, agent Scully realizes that she has
a chip implanted in her head, which must be the work of extra-terrestrials.
However, when she has the chip removed, a wild metastasis of some kind of a
viral cancer happens in her body, which can only be stopped when the chip is
back in place. Things get even more complicated when Scully researches a tissue
of a corpse of a boy whom she guesses to be an extra-terrestrial. Scully first
establishes that the boy’s tissue is contaminated by a virus that radically changes
DNA, but then realizes that her own DNA has also been changed. When Scully
explains to Mulder what she has found, his comment is that the boy must be an
extra-terrestrial, but Scully’s conclusion is that we ourselves are already extra-
terrestrials—the enemy is clearly within. However, there is always much more of
a problem when we are dealing with an enemy within and not from outside.
After the Oklahoma bombing, it has been hard for Americans to grasp that this
crime could have been committed by a young American man, and as a result
conspiracy theories emerged that Timothy McVeigh had a chip installed in his
buttock through which outside enemies of some kind controlled his actions.

If at the time of the divide between capitalism and Communism the enemy
was clearly perceived as someone coming from the outside, in the age of
globalized capitalism the enemy takes the form of a wandering terrorist (an
image which, in its elusive character, strangely resembles the antiSemitic one of
the dangerous wandering Jew), while at the same time the inner antagonisms that
mark Western capitalist societies are perceived in the form of viral dangers.'?

This talk about the ‘new age of anxiety’ related to terrorism, has paradoxically
incited new fears related to the divisions between the developed world and the
undeveloped one, so that for some countries, the greatest fear was that they
might fall into the realm of the excluded. After the anthrax panic erupted in the
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United States, suddenly in Slovenia, a small country in Central Europe, the
media reported a number of cases of fake anthrax. For some days, the media
were alerting the public about strange letters containing white powder that were
being sent to public institutions. The drama was however soon over when it
became clear that someone was just making a joke by sending fake anthrax.
Nonetheless, in the way Slovenian media reported on these anthrax scares one
could discern concern coupled with some kind of narcissistic exultation. When
these anthrax cases became the primary news story of the day, it was as if this
tiny country was becoming equal in its fears with powerful America. Since
Slovenia itself had recently suffered a brief war after seceding from former
Yugoslavia, there was also considerable identification with the victims of the
World Trade Center (WTC) attack. Slovenians (and Bosnians even more)
remembered that they had experienced the kind of suffering when one’s whole
perception of the world and one’s safety collapses.

Even in places where there was no serious expectation of terrorist attack, one
can also observe a particular kind of symbolic identification with the victims of
September 11, which can also be understood as a desire to belong to the Western
world. This desire was especially illustrated in the way some Poles reacted to the
news that a number of their compatriots were killed in the WTC. At first the
news was that dozens of Poles had been killed there, but when later the number
became much smaller, some people in Poland almost reacted with
disappointment: it was not that they secretly wished for the death of more Poles,
rather that they very much wanted to ‘belong’ and to count as one of the
important European nations. Some Poles perceived having significant casualties
in the WTC as a way of gaining the symbolic recognition of being equal to the
Western countries that also had lost a number of citizens in the attack. Post-
socialist countries have a desperate desire to join the developed world, and at the
time of the terrorist attack in America their governments perceived that it was
necessary to be as quick as possible in offering support to America, even if the
latter might never need their direct help. But at the same time, their publics felt
uneasy about American obsession with war, its constant search for new enemies
and its ignorance regarding Third World concerns. While the post-socialist
countries can often be quite pathetic in their desire to belong to the developed
world, the latter also shows extreme ignorance towards them.

This game of seduction that is played between the West and the Third World
is most obviously visible in the art world. Third World artists seeking recognition
in the Western art world often fail in the attempt. Ilya Kabakov nicely
described the tension between Western and non-Western cultures by pointing out
that the Western art world is like a fast train that travels through different
countries. In these remote places, people stand on the platforms and hope that
they will be able to catch the train. However, the train rarely stops and, even if it
does, there are no places on the train. Some people nonetheless succeed in
climbing aboard the train and then desperately look for empty seats. When a seat
by chance turns up and the person sits down, fellow passengers look at the
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newcomer with disdain and comment: “Why did you not sit down earlier? And why
did you look so desperate—you should have a smile on your face! We are
always happy to get new people on board.” This is precisely the game global
capital is playing in today’s post-socialist world and, with regard to the
September 11 attack, many post-socialist countries very much wanted to be
perceived as the passengers on the right train. Being on the right train however
does not simply consist in expressing compassion for the victims of terror, but
also in the desire to be favourably treated by the drivers of the train—global
capital.

Since today’s weapons of mass destruction heighten our fear of all kinds of
possible catastrophe which we had not observed before, and we have constant
media warnings about possible new horrors like mass poisoning, infection with
contagious diseases, dirty bombs and other nuclear dangers, there is also an
increasing demand for remedies for the increased levels of anxiety. When The
New York Times reported that in the US ‘fear is spreading faster than SARS’!!
and that people are as a result massively avoiding Chinese restaurants, it
concluded: ‘The biggest problem is the unknown. There is nothing out there that
says if you take some medicine, you will be fine.... Doctors say. “We are busy
trying to educate people, but the worried mind doesn’t always hear. You have to
get 1id of the anxiety before the thoughts sink in.”’!'> While people are
encouraged by the government to buy duct tape to protect themselves from
possible air poisoning, and they are wearing masks in order to protect themselves
from viruses, the pharmaceutical industry is thriving by selling all kinds of anti-
anxiety drugs and other corporations are encouraging Americans to use so-called
‘retail therapy’ to calm their fears.

This book will analyse the way anxiety operates in today’s society by looking
behind the media representation of what is supposed to be anxiety-provoking for
people. Our first concern will be to examine the difference between anxiety and
fear, and here the Freudian and Lacanian take on anxiety will be most important.
Since at the beginning of the new millennium, the danger of new wars became the
greatest cause of anxiety, we will look in Chapter Two at war anxieties and the
traumas that emerge after wars.

Capitalism today increasingly turns the anxieties the media are talking about to
its own advantage, while it also produces ever-new insecurities at the work
place. Chapter Three will look at the changes that have happened to people’s
selfperception in times of so called hyper-capitalism and the anxieties the latter
relies on.

On top of work, love incites a lot of anxiety feelings for people. That is why
Chapter Four will look at what traumatizes us in our intimate relationships, and
how men and women differently look at anxiety in their private lives.

Parenting especially appears anxiety-provoking and often parents feel that they
are failing in raising their children. Chapter Five will look at such anxiety in the
case of a psychotic mother who decided to kill her children in order to save them
from her self.
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In the last decade, testimony appeared as a way of curing people’s traumas and
alleviating anxieties but, as Chapter Six will show, the emergence of the
testimony industry relates to the general anxieties that we have in regard to the
demise of authorities in today’s society and the ‘fear’ that there is no one to hear
us anymore in our suffering.

The main thrust of the book will be to look at how anxiety is linked to the way
the individual subject deals with his or her split (i.e. inconsistency), and the
antagonisms that mark society. There seems to be an attempt in today’s society
to find a cure for anxiety by constantly exposing the disturbing objects that
might incite it (even in contemporary arts, for example, we try to figure out what
is anxiety-provoking in death by exposing cadavers). Constant proliferation of
anxieties today also open up a desire for quick solutions (in the form of drugs,
for example) which will bring us closer to a type of society that is free of
anxiety.

While anxiety is today perceived as something one needs to be able to control
and hopefully in the long run get rid of—in short, as an ultimate obstacle to the
subject’s happiness—it is almost forgotten that philosophy and psychoanalysis
discussed anxiety as an essentially human condition that may not only have
paralysing effects, but also be the very condition through which people relate to
the world.



Two
Anxiety at Times of War

The road along the perimeter of Camp Fenway leads to nowhere. It
runs through the middle of nowhere and it seems to come from
nowhere. Along this road, far away from the camp, are two aliens to
the nothingness: Marine sentries sitting in a foxhole on a cold night,
staring at nothing, observing, studying, absorbing the sights, sounds,
textures, odours and tastes of nothing. To these Midwestern men of
the 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit, the desert in its entirety is a blue
void.... There is a third man in the foxhole, an unseen man, the enemy.
He does not summon fear, but anxiety. Where is he? Show your
face. Come out and fight. The more he does not appear, the more the
marines think of him. The purpose of the sentry is to protect the
camp. So, it is almost perverse to wish for an attack. But the wish is
there nevertheless. A marine wants to earn his keep. Without an
adversary, he is nothing but a man sitting in a hole on a road between
nowhere and nowhere.!

This description of the anxiety faced by the American soldiers on the Iraqi front
illustrates perfectly what anxiety is like when we face a dangerous situation: it
appears that it is the very void, nothingness, that makes us anxious. And in order
to deal with this void, the soldier is hoping to actually find an object he might be
afraid of, i.e. a clear adversary. However, although such anxiety can be explained
by the violence implicit in a war situation, after the war is over and the danger
diminishes, soldiers often experience a continuation or even an escalation of
anxiety feelings.?
A number of veterans from various wars have had to deal with similar dilemmas;
in some cases the subject experienced a particular event in the war and this
precipitated his breakdown, while in other cases one cannot pinpoint what
specifically triggered the subject’s traumas (which could have even brought him
to the brink of suicide).

Traumatic experiences that people have after being involved in a violent
situation have been very important for psychoanalytic studies of anxiety.
Furthermore, the emergence of an age of anxiety has also been linked to the
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traumas that people suffer after society has faced some extreme form of
violence. As pointed out in the Introduction, in the last century it was thought
that society was entering an age of anxiety after the long wars. Today, the
emergence of new wars seems to have, on the one hand, contributed once again
to the escalation of anxiety, while on the other hand, we have the perception that
future wars might be acted out from such distance that anxiety will become much
less of a problem for the soldiers of those wars.

To understand the logic of anxiety, it is important to go back to the pioneering
work of Freud, to which Jacques Lacan has added crucial insights by looking at
how language and culture shape our feeling of anxiety. This book will use
Freud’s and Lacan’s insights to explain what has happened with anxiety in
today’s times. When popular media talk about anxiety they often invoke the need
to pacify it with the help of drugs or new techniques for relaxation.
Psychoanalysis however points out that anxiety is very much linked to the subject’s
unconscious and thus cannot be undone with simple behavioural changes. This
chapter will use examples from war to illuminate the main points of the Freudian
and Lacanian take on anxiety and to tackle the question of how today’s
perceptions of anxiety differ from past ones. Here, it will be especially important
to look at the visions of an anxiety-free future society that emerged at the same
time as the use of the most destructive weapons in today’s armed conflicts.

ANXIETY AND FEAR

The usual perception is that we fear something that we see or hear, i.e. something
that can be discerned as an object or a situation. Fear would thus concern what
can be articulated, so that we are, for example, able to say: ‘I have a fear of
darkness’ or ‘I am afraid of barking dogs’. In contrast, we often perceive anxiety
as a state of fear that is objectless, which means that we cannot easily say what it
is that makes us anxious. Anxiety would thus be an uncomfortable affect, which
is more horrible than fear precisely because it is unclear to us what provokes it.
Such a definition of the difference between anxiety and fear might very well be
what we think we experience in our daily lives. However, psychoanalysis
provides a more complicated view of their differences.

Freud’s first theory was that anxiety has to do with the repressed libido.> He
particularly focused on coitus interruptus, claiming that the repeated prevention
to discharge sexual energy leads to anxiety neurosis. For example, if a woman
has been sexually aroused and then suddenly the sexual act stops, her sexual
excitation will not be discharged and this can lead to anxiety. Similarly, a man
who has to stop in the middle of the act without being able to achieve orgasm
will be prone to develop anxiety neurosis, especially if this practice repeats itself
over a period of time. With this early theory Freud appears to be very oriented
towards biology. However, he is already struggling here with the question of how
an anxious reaction towards an outside problem is related to an inner anxiety that
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the subject experiences. Freud answers this dilemma by making the distinction
between an affect of anxiety and anxiety neurosis:

The psyche finds itself in the affect of anxiety if it feels unable to deal by
appropriate reaction with a task (a danger) approaching from outside; it
finds itself in the neurosis of anxiety if it notices that it is unable to even
out the (sexual) excitation originating endogenously, —that is to say, it
behaves as though it were projecting that excitation outwards.*

Freud also points out that affect and neurosis are firmly related, although the first
is a quick reaction to an external stimulus, and the latter is the result of dealing
long-term with an internal one.

Thirty years later, Freud decided to radically change his theory on anxiety in
his famous study Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety. Freud first guessed that
anxiety signals some danger in reality, but then quickly pointed out that anxiety
primarily has to do with expectation of a danger. In this context, anxiety does
seem to be without an object and is thus different from fear. Freud also realized
that anxiety expectations correspond differently to particular life periods. In
infancy anxiety is linked to the subject’s inability to process all the excitation,
which is coming from the outside and the inside of his or her body. In childhood,
the subject is anxious the people on whom he or she depends might withdraw their
loving care. In boyhood, the son is afraid of his rival—his father—since he has
sexual inclinations towards the mother,” but the adult subject seems to be
primarily anxious in front of the superego—the punitive voice inside him. Freud
also noticed that neurotics continuously behave as if danger situations from
earlier periods still exist: but if ‘signs of childhood neurosis exist in all adult
neurotics’,® this does not mean that all children who show those signs will
necessarily become neurotics in later life.

The most important point about Freud’s second theory on anxiety is that
anxiety ceased to be regarded as a result of repression but rather as a cause of it.
Anxiety becomes taken as an affect, a bodily excitation, which the subject has
difficulties dealing with. Often, the subject develops various inhibitions or
symptoms as processes of defence against this feeling of anxiety. Inhibitions, for
example, try to prevent the subject from finding him or herself in anxiety
situations while symptoms might try to replace anxiety affects. However, in
some cases of neuroses symptoms can then also incite new anxieties.

Freud’s dilemma in studying anxiety has also been: Why are not all reactions
to anxiety neurotic? Why are some reactions to danger normal and others
neurotic? Or rather, what is the difference between realistic and neurotic anxiety?
Freud’s answer is that realistic anxiety is about a known danger and neurotic
anxiety is about an unknown danger. However, in understanding the unknown
danger, we get a clue that anxiety is not simply an objectless fear, but rather a
particular reaction to the danger of the loss of an object. So if at first it looks as
though in anxiety we have a lack of an object (i.e. we do not know what we are
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afraid about), Freud suggested that the problem for the subject is not actually the
lack of the object, but rather its loss. Here, Freud concluded that anxiety is always
related to the threat of castration, and that in the final instance one shall also regard
the fear of death as analogous to the fear of castration.

The whole issue of anxiety becomes even more complicated when we take
into account that castration is effective already as a threat (i.e. castrating for the
subject is the very anticipation of castration), and that the danger that the subject
feels over the possibility of the loss of the object masks the fact that the object—
in the meaning of the libidinal object of satisfaction—has always already been
lost. Freud tackles this complication by asking himself: When can we say that the
subject who has been separated from an object is simply experiencing pain in
contrast to anxiety? If pain seems to be an actual reaction to the loss of the
object, anxiety becomes rather a reaction to the danger, which that loss entails.
Thus, when we say that anxiety is an expectation of a possible danger, we can
make a final turn here and conclude that in a state of anxiety, the subject is horrified
by the very danger that the loss of the object brings to him or her.

Freud’s theory that castration is the greatest fear of the subject instigated an
extensive debate among his disciples over what kind of a loss the subject is most
anxious about. Melanie Klein objected to Freud’s interpretation, and insisted that
for the subject the most potent source of anxiety is the fear of life itself.” Joan
Riviere® also concluded that all subjects’ terrors are fears of some kind of loss
and that the subject fears that any loss means total loss. In contrast, Ernest Jones
took anxiety as being rooted in the fear of ‘aphanisis’—the loss of the capacity
for experiencing pleasure in life, especially sexual pleasure.’

When Lacan engaged with Freud’s theory on anxiety, he made a number of
crucial further observations. For Lacan, the subject’s relationship with what he
calls the ‘big Other’, the social, symbolic network that the subject is born into, is
very important. This Other does not concern only the institutions and rituals that
our society is organized around, but the very language that marks the subject as a
speaking being. Lacan points out that the subject has a particular anxiety in
regard to the Other. However, it is not that the subject has some kind of a
castration anxiety in regard to the Other, i.e. that he or she takes the Other as
someone who might take something precious from him or her. Lacan points out
that the neurotic in particular does not retreat from a castrating Other, but rather
from making of his own castration what is lacking to the Other. What does this
mean? When psychoanalysis claims that the subject undergoes symbolic
castration by becoming a speaking being, this must be understood as the fact that
the subject per se is empty—nothing by him- or herself—that all the subject’s
power comes from the symbolic insignia that he or she temporarily takes on.
Here we can take the example of a policeman, who might be a nobody, a boring,
insignificant man, until he puts on his uniform and becomes a person with
power. The subject is therefore castrated, i.e. powerless by himself, and only by
occupying a certain place in the symbolic order does he temporarily get some
power or status.
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The subject is also always bothered by the fact that the Other is inconsistent,
that the Other is split, non-whole, which means that, for example, one cannot say
what the Other’s desire is or how one appears in the desire of the Other. The only
thing that can ensure meaning to the Other (and, for example, provide an answer
to the question of the desire of the Other) is a signifier. Since such a signifier is
lacking, in the missing place comes a sign from the subject’s own castration. To
the lack in the Other the subject can thus only answer with his or her own lack.
And in dealing with his or her lack, as well as with the lack in the Other, the
subject encounters anxiety. However, the source of anxiety for the subject is not
the lack, but rather the absence of the lack, i.e. the fact that where there is
supposed to be lack, some object is present.

ANXIETY AND FANTASY

One way neurotics deal with their anxiety is by creating a fantasy. Fantasy is a
way for the subject to cover up the lack by creating a scenario, a story that gives
him or her consistency. However, fantasy also helps the subject prevent the
emergence of anxiety—i.e. the emergence of the horrible object at the place of
the lack.

Let me illustrate this point with the example of the Israeli soldier Ami, who
had served in both the Yom Kippur and the Lebanon wars. Ami had been an avid
filmgoer in his youth and when he went to the Yom Kippur War, he felt as if he
was going to play the part of a soldier in a war movie. This fantasy sustained him
throughout the war:

I said to myself it is not so terrible. It’s like a war movie. They’re actors.
and I’'m just some soldier. I don’t have an important role. Naturally, there
are all the weapons that are in a war movie. All sorts of helicopters, all
sorts of tanks, and there’s shooting.... [But] basically, I felt that I wasn’t
there. That is, all I had to do was finish the filming and go home.!?

Later, in the Lebanon War, Ami felt as if he was on a tourist visit, observing
pretty villages, mountains, women, etc.

But at some point, the fantasy of being on a tourist excursion or in a movie
broke down. This happened when Ami witnessed massive destruction in the
Lebanon war and was involved in heavy face-to-face fighting. The last straw was
a particularly horrific scene in Beirut, a scene of stables piled with corpses of
Arabian racehorses mingled with corpses of people. The scene filled Ami with a
sense of apocalyptic destruction, and he collapsed: ‘I went into a state of apathy,
and I was not functioning.” Ami explains the process as follows: in the Yom
Kippur War,

I put my defence mechanism into operation and it worked fantasticaliy. I was
able to push a button and start it up.... In Lebanon, the picture was clearer.
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In the Yom Kippur War, we didn’t fight face-to-face or shoot from a short
distance.... If I saw a corpse, it was a corpse in the field. But here [in
Lebanon] everything was right next to me. ... And of all things, the thing with
the horses broke me.... A pile of corpses...and you see them along with
people who were killed. And that’s a picture I'd never seen in any movie....
I began to sense the reality [that] it’s not a movie anymore.'!

Anxiety emerges when at the place of the lack one encounters a certain object,
which perturbs the fantasy frame through which the subject assessed reality. For
the soldier Ami, this happened when he saw the pile of dead horses. If Ami was
able to observe dead soldiers on the field through the distance of a fantasy frame,
which made him believe that he was an outsider just watching a movie, the
emergence of the unexpected object—the horses—caused this fantasy to
collapse, a collapse which then triggered Ami’s breakdown.

ANXIETY AND THE DESIRE OF THE OTHER

With fantasy, the subject creates for him- or herself a protective shield against
the lack, while in anxiety the object which emerges in the place of the lack
devours the subject—i.e. makes the subject fade. Anxiety is also in a specific
way linked to the desire of the Other—what provokes this anxiety is the fact that
the desire of the Other does not recognize me, and even if I have the impression
that the Other does recognize me, it will not recognize me sufficiently. The
Other always puts me into question, interrogates me at the very root of my being.

In the cases of breakdown in war, one observes a special problem that the
subject has with the desire of the Other. Psychiatrists have in the past very much
taken into account the fact that a soldier’s breakdown is often triggered by the
change in the basic pattern of the soldier-group relationship: ‘This might be an
actual change in the structure of the group or something affecting the individual
directly, and subsequently his relationship with the group. In either case he lost his
place as a member of the team; alone now, he was overwhelmed and became
disorganized’.'?

In traditional war, the group provided the most important basis for the
subject’s psychic stability as well as for his motivation to fight.!> Some military
theorists thus conclude that:

The men were motivated to fight not by ideology or hate, but by regard to
their comrades, respect for their leaders, concern for their own reputation
with both, and an urge to contribute to the success of the group. In return,
the group provided structure and meaning to an otherwise alien existence, a
haven from an impersonal process apparently intent on grinding the life
from all involved.'*
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This group relationship very much involves the desire of the Other. The soldier
thus identifies with what kind of an object he is supposed to be for the desire of
the Other when he questions his role in the group.!?

At the time of the Gulf War, a soldier who panicked before the future combat
would often be counselled by his superiors that he is part of something important,
so that he starts to identify with the organization that is bigger than himself:
‘People in the organization become important to him. And it is more important
for him not to fail them.” At the same time, a chaplain might convince him that
‘it’s an important aspect of obedience to God to keep your promise, keep your
covenant, keep your oath (to defend the country).’!® After the Vietnam War,
prisoners of war reported that what sustained them in difficult situations was not
only ideals like loyalty to the country, but especially an idealization of the family.
They were very much concerned with the question of how the family would
regard them when they came home, i.e. would they be worthy of their respect or
not? And those who broke down under pressure, often got some relief for their
guilt that others had broken down, too.!”

Still another way of coping with an anxiety-provoking war situation is to
imagine a danger that might befall one’s family. Some soldiers who were waiting
on the ships before being engaged in the Gulf War created an image of a family
problem, which ‘is as ominous as his impotence to deal with the problem’.'® The
concern for family welfare that he feels he cannot solve thus becomes a way for
the soldier to deal with his own helplessness in regard to the unknown danger
that might await him in combat.

Military psychiatry heavily relies on the knowledge that anxiety is related to
the question of the desire of the Other. For example, studies have shown that the
soldier who has suffered breakdown is best treated near the battlefront where he
is close to his comrades and that soldiers who are removed from the war zone or
sent back home take longer to recover. Paradoxically, the Soviet army in the
Second World War, which kept its soldiers at the front no matter what and did
not acknowledge psychological breakdown as an excuse for withdrawing from
the battle, suffered a smaller number of long-term psychiatric casualties than
other armies, which tended to send the troubled soldiers out of the war zone.!”

Military psychiatry still considered group relations as most important for the
soldier’s endurance of the war-situation during the Second World War, but by
the time of the wars in Korea and in Vietnam the military preferred to embrace
the idea of individualism. The soldier was thus trained as an individual who
could be placed into a group for a short time, quickly removed from it if
necessary, or posted to another one. During the Korean War, psychiatrists started
talking about the ‘short-termer’s syndrome’ and ‘rotation anxiety’ when they
were describing the psychological problems of soldiers as, with the disruption of
group support, combat became an individual struggle and the short-term soldier
felt very much disengaged from his comrades. Similarly, in Vietnam, psychiatry
used the term ‘disorder of loneliness’ for describing states of apathy, defiance or
violent behaviour that emerged among the soldiers on the battlefield.?’ The
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military there used a twelve-month rotation system, which meant that individual
soldiers were injected into a war zone as individual replacements and then after a
year were also individually extracted—often they were deposited back into the
normal life as civilians a mere twenty-four hours after they left base camp.?! The
Vietnam veterans also encountered enormous public antipathy in their
hometowns, which removed the likelihood of them receiving any kind of moral
‘repayment’ for their actions by the absence of an acknowledgement that their
actions were for the public good.?

Similar problems occurred with soldiers who served as peacekeepers in
Bosnia, where the Canadian media reported that their troops suffered from
numerous attacks of anxiety and depression when they returned from the front.
Wendy Holden points out that peacekeepers suffer from the fact that they must
observe atrocities, but are helpless to fight back or to defend properly those they
have been sent to save: ‘Proud to become professional soldiers and keen to fight
a war, they are, however, distanced from death and the reality of killing. They
are members of a society that finds fatalities unimaginable. When presented with
the unimaginable, they crack.’?* British peacekeeper Gary Bohanna came to
Bosnia with the belief that a peacekeeping role is supposed to be good, better in
any case than a role in a war in which colleagues get killed. But he quickly
became disillusioned when he saw numerous civilians killed, women being
raped, whole families slaughtered. For him the most traumatic event, the one
which precipitated his breakdown, was when he saw a young girl who, as he
depicts her, ‘[had] shrapnel wounds in her head, half her head was blown away.
Her eye was coming out of its socket and she was screaming. She was going to
die, but I couldn’t bear her pain. I put a blanket over her head and shot her in her
head. That was all I could do.”?* Here again we find a case of a soldier who
comes to the war with the protective shield of a fantasy: this time it is a fantasy
that he is actually coming to do good deeds and is not fully entering the war.
However, this fantasy quickly collapses when something happens that
undermines the story he was telling himself beforehand.

MOURNING AND SUICIDE

Many veterans fall into depression after the wars in which they have served, and
sometimes also experience anxiety attacks. These traumas can bring the sufferer
even to the point of suicide. One veteran describes his suffering in the following
words:

I usually feel depressed. I've felt this way for years. There have been times
I’ve been so depressed that I won’t even leave the basement. I'll usually
start drinking pretty heavily around these times. I’ve also thought about
committing suicide when I’ve been depressed. I've got an old .38 that I
snuck back from Nam. A couple of times I’ve sat with it loaded, once I
even had the barrel in my mouth and the hammer pulled back. I couldn’t do
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it. I see Smitty back in Nam with his brains smeared all over the bunker.
Hell, I fought too hard then to make it back to the World [the US]: I can’t
waste it now. How come I survived and he didn’t? There has to be some
reason.?

To understand these self-destructive tendencies, we need to go back to Freud’s
discussion of anxiety. When Freud took anxiety as a reaction to the danger of the
loss of an object, he posed the question: What is the difference between anxiety
and other types of reaction to the loss of the object, like mourning and
melancholy? Mourning is the process of the separation from the object, which no
longer exists. This process of separation in mourning occurs under the influence
of reality testing, which requires the bereaved person to undo the ties that bind
him or her to the object. Through mourning the subject is able to detach him- or
herself from the lost object, i.e. accept its loss, whereas in melancholy the
subject insists in the narcissistic identification with the lost object; in anxiety,
however, the subject reacts to the very danger resulting from the loss of the
object. Thus, anxiety and melancholy are two different reactions to the loss of
the object, which paradoxically seem to complement each other, since anxiety
signals a danger over the loss of the object, whereas melancholy appears as a
solution to this, as the subject insists in identification with the lost object.

Lacan agreed with Freud that anxiety is the subject’s response to the threat of
castration. As such, in the formation of the subject, anxiety needs to be taken as
something that precedes the formation of desire. When the subject becomes a
speaking being, language marks the subject and deprives him or her of some
essential jouissance.”® The subject, for example, will thus not have any sexual
drive toward a member of the opposite sex in order to ensure the reproduction of
the species. Enjoyment for the subject will often seem as something lost,
something inaccessible, or something stolen by others. If the process of symbolic
castration (i.e. entering into language) extracts jouissance from the body, leaving
it only in the margins of partial drives, then anxiety later becomes an excitation,
which aims at this lost jouissance. Paradoxically, anxiety thus becomes a median
between desire and jouissance. As such, anxiety appears to the subject as
something that is beyond doubt or uncertainty—as some kind of a signal of the
real beyond the symbolic in which the subject operates as a speaking being.

This explanation complicates the question of the nature of mourning and the
nature of melancholy. Lacan makes a puzzling statement, which suggests that the
object we are mourning was the unknowing support of our castration. When the
subject becomes a speaking being, the subject experiences a loss, which will
never be filled. However, the subject often tries to deal with the loss of the
object, which concerns both the lack that marks the subject and the lack that
marks the Other, by presenting him- or herself as what is lacking to the Other.
That is why when we mourn the loss of someone we mourn him or her because
we perceived ourselves to be his or her lack.?” Perceiving oneself to be the object
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of the desire of the Other is in the final analysis one of the ways in which the
subject deals with the fact that he or she is marked by lack.

In contrast to a mourning subject, the melancholic confuses loss and lack. The
main characteristic of the object cause of desire is that it is always already
lacking, i.e. that it is another name for the lack itself. The melancholic however
perceives the lack of the object as a loss of the object. He or she behaves as if at
some point in the past the object was found and now it is lost. For Lacan,
melancholy is therefore a particular solution that the subject gives to castration
wherein, by continuing to identify with the lost object, the subject also forms a
particular form of desire and jouissance. The melancholic who seems to abolish
desire, on the one hand finds precisely in this state of ‘giving up’ a particular
form of desire (as similarly does an anorexic), and on the other hand finds also a
particular form of jouissance.

A soldier who falls into a deep melancholy after serving in a war and
continuously asks himself why he was spared death while his colleague was not,
deals in a particular way with his dilemma with lack. In his melancholic
withdrawal from the world or by immersion in alcohol he finds a painful form of
Jjouissance, which he is often not willing to give up. However, as well as dealing
with his lack, he also deals with the lack in the Other, since he often questions
what kind of an object he was for the Other—for example, what he meant to
another colleague or what he meant for the big Other (e.g. society at large). The
search for recognition from society or the family thus becomes extremely
important. And, it is this desire (desire for recognition and thus a temporal
solution to the lack that marks the subject) which can help us explain the military
need for decorating veterans with various insignias. In some instances loss of
such recognition has precipitated the suicide of a veteran.

One such (surprising) case concerned a suicide in the mid 1990s. Admiral
Jeremy M.Boorda, a former Vietnam Veteran and a top US Navy Officer in the
Bosnian war, put a bullet into his head after being questioned whether he truly
earned two Vietnam-era decorations which he wore on his uniform. Admiral
Boorda liked to decorate himself with V-shaped pins, which were given to
individuals who were exposed to personal hazards due to direct hostile action. A
journalist for Newsweek Magazine started investigating whether Boorda truly
earned those pins, and after the meeting with the journalist Boorda killed himself.
In a farewell note, Boorda explained that he simply could not live with the
disgrace that the exposure of the truth about his insignia would bring to him.
This case shows the importance of the symbolic insignias that soldiers receive
after a war. It is as if their whole identity relies on a couple of pins with which
they decorate their uniforms. However, it is interesting that Boorda pretended to
be honoured for his involvement in the most hazardous military actions. His need
to decorate himself with pins he did not truly earn shows how Boorda centred his
self-perception on the idea that he survived an enormous danger. And at the
moment when he would have been exposed in his cheating, he decided to kill
himself.
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After the war, one mostly encounters two types of suicide. First are those
linked to the emergence of trauma after an anxiety-provoking event. In these
cases it looks as if the soldiers were never able to recompose themselves after
their individual fantasy structures were shattered. Soldiers who were severely
traumatized after an anxiety-provoking event often did not want to use their
suicide as a means of calling to the Other by the writing of suicide notes. This is
rather what Lacan calls a passage a l’acte, an act of self-annihilation of the
subject, which does not try to incite a response from the Other. The second
common type of suicide that one encounters among war veterans is similar to that
of Admiral Boorda. These suicides are related to the problem of honour and
respect. The war veterans often feel that they did not get a proper symbolic
recognition for their suffering in war and their suicide might be a last desperate
attempt to receive a response from the Other. That is why such veterans write a
note in which they explain their action hoping that the Other will finally
recognize them. These suicides are more an acting-out than a passage a l’acte
since the veterans still have a firm belief in the big Other.

An example of a veteran whose suicide is an attempt to get a response from
the Other is evident in the case of Vu Quang So who, more than thirty years after
the war, burned himself alive in front of the police headquarters in southern
Vietnam. Such acts of self-immolation were practised in the early 1960s as forms
of protest by the Buddhist monks against the Ngo Dinh Diem regime in Saigon.
When Vu Quang So performed such self-sacrifice, some tried to find an
explanation in the traumas that he suffered as a result of the war, while others
claimed that his desperate act was a protest against the way the regime was
treating the veterans. So’s military pension was inadequate to support himself
and his family so that as a result he was forced to sell ice cream to earn his living.
He was apparently driven to the suicidal act after a dispute with the police over his
right to sell ice cream on the street. When he was told that he needed to pay a
fine for his confiscated stall, he returned to the police station with a bottle of
gasoline, poured it over himself, and struck a match to his clothes.

Lacan observes that in cases when people commit suicide by jumping through
a window, the window might be perceived as the window of fantasy. The subject
self-annihilates himself because his fantasy has collapsed—he thus seems to be
literally jumping out of his fantasy. In the case of the man who burned himself
alive in front of the police building, however, we do not find the same type of
self-annihilation. Here, the subject is much more concerned to send a message to
the authorities, i.e. the subject tries to provoke the big Other to recognize his
suffering.

FANTASY OF BAYONET KILLING

Since fantasy protects the subject from anxiety, military psychiatry in the past
tried to use the power of fantasy to incite soldiers to engage in combat; the anti-
Nazi allies, for example, tried to artificially create fantasies that would help
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soldiers overcome their initial reluctance to kill. This need for psychological
training in aggression was especially strengthened when a military theorist,
Colonel S.L.A.Marshall, reported that almost three-quarters of the soldiers were
unwilling to kill in combat. This figure was later proclaimed fake, but it
nonetheless determined the perception that psychology was needed to incite
aggression in combatants. In the early 1940s the British army, for example,
introduced special ‘blood training’ and ‘battle schools’: animals’ blood was
squirted on to faces during bayonet drill; men were taken to slaughterhouses and
encouraged to test the ‘resistance of a body’ by using their ‘killing knives’ on the
carcasses; and ‘kill that Hun.. .kill that Hun’ was chanted from the loudspeakers
as soldiers waded through water and mud pits, were shot at with live ammunition,
and fired their own weapons at three-dimensional imitation Germans and
Japanese.?®

To teach soldiers how to kill and to motivate them to do so, it was thus
important to create an artificial fantasy scenario, i.e. killing was presented in the
light of a story with which the soldiers might have been able to identify. One
possible scenario was to present killing as a hunt on animals, as we see in an
Australian training instruction pamphlet: ‘The enemy is the game, we the
hunters. The Jap is a barbarian, little better than an animal, in fact his actions are
those of a wild beast and he must, therefore, be dealt with accordingly.’? This
training tried to incite the subject’s inner aggression and to control his anxiety
and guilt. Some of the trainers who were influenced by psychoanalysis also tried
to present the killing of the enemy as a mythical rite in which the death of the
leader of the enemy group is celebrated in ‘an orgy of displaced violence’, since
this slaughter satisfies

deep-seated, primitive unconscious strivings derived from early childhood
fantasy.... The enemy is a sacrificial object whose death provides deep
group satisfaction in which guilt is excluded by group sanction. Combat is
a ritualistic event, which resolves the precarious tension of hatred created
by the long drawn frustrations of training. Without these frustrations, a
group would not be a mititary force.*”

Here we thus have an incentive to recreate in reality the Freudian theory of the
killing of the primal father (in the guise of the enemy leader) and the
establishment of strong brotherly bonds among the soldiers.

While military psychologists tried artificially to create fantasies with which
the soldiers would identify, soldiers themselves actually created their own
fantasies, and in their diaries, for example, often reported killing someone with a
bayonet and how the victim just before dying looked into the attacker’s eyes with
dismay, as if shocked to see the killer’s identity. This memory of being
recognized by the victim is quite common among soldiers; however, military
statistics show that the bayonet is rarely used in war and that most killing is done
from a distance where the attacker remains anonymous for the victim. It is thus
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obvious that the memory of bayonet killing is in most cases a fantasy, a scenario
produced by the soldier himself. This fantasy is obviously extremely valuable,
since even in contemporary army, where one cannot expect many one-to-one
battles, the soldiers are still extensively trained in bayonet killing. However, even
in the First World War, military instructors already had great difficulty teaching
soldiers how to properly use the bayonet. Most soldiers had the idea that they
needed to toss a bayoneted enemy over their shoulder, and many accounts of
combat in popular literature depicted scenes in which a soldier bayonets an enemy
and hurls him over his shoulder ‘just as a man might toss a bundle of hay with a
pitchfork’.3!

While soldiers claimed they prefered bayonet killing to anonymous killing
because it is more personal and their responsibility is clear, military
psychologists were trying to convince soldiers that war is just an impersonal game
in which they are not responsible for their actions since they sacrifice themselves
for a higher cause. The paradox is that the soldiers responded to this explanation
by creating their own fantasies of killing. In the memories of the bayonet killing
that never took place it is crucial that the enemy recognizes the killer with his
shocked gaze, but by pitchforking the enemy, the killer then tries to quickly get
rid of this gaze. This example shows that the soldiers also did not want to give
up the guilt for their actions, for although military psychologists were trying to
convince them that they were not responsible for their killing, the soldiers
insisted on their guilt to the point of inventing crimes they never committed.

ANXIETY-FREE WARS

If in the two World Wars there was still some minimal engagement with victims
on the battlefield, in recent wars the soldier is often just a distant actor who
shoots from afar and does not even know what happens on the actual front.
Contemporary wars are supposed to be aseptic, so that American soldiers might
fly for a couple of hours to drop bombs over Afghanistan and then return home
to watch the soccer game on TV. For those soldiers still required to engage in
direct fighting, military psychiatry is trying to invent some special medication to
alleviate any possible anxiety.>> The soldiers will thus be almost robot-like
creatures who will not be emotionally engaged in the atrocities they are
committing. One theory why it is necessary to invent such drugs is that war’s
reality has become too horrible for the human mind and body to tolerate.*
Military psychiatry therefore has an expectation that in the new types of war
anxiety will be just too overwhelming and paralysing—hence their attempts to
find a chemical substance, which will alleviate it.>* So far all the attempts to create
such drugs have been unsuccessful, and anti-anxiety drugs used on the front not
only failed to alleviate anxiety, but also produced numerous side effects, which
reduced soldiers to zombie-like creatures, barely able to function or perform
their duties.
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The history of wars is, of course, full of accounts about which substances
helped the soldiers to endure the stresses of the battles, and drugs and alcohol
have always been part of the soldier’s life. However, today Western armies
conduct most of their operations at night, which requires use of drugs that help
the soldier to stay awake for many nights.? Since wars also incite many traumas
and feelings of guilt, the next hopeful invention will attempt to address and
alleviate this. The fantasy drug of the future will be able to erase in the mind of
the soldier any memory of the traumatic situation. So far research that has been
done on rats indicates that ‘the brain’s hormonal reactions to fear can be
inhibited, softening the formation of memories and the emotions they evoke’.
While some researchers try to tackle fear and guilt by decoding the gene behind a
fear-inhibiting protein, others are trying to figure out how to help the brain
unlearn fear by stimulating it with magnets, and still others are examining what
happens with survivors of car accidents if they take propranol pills, which are
supposed to nip the effects of trauma in the bud.?’

The ultimate fantasy drug would act as some kind of morning-after pill that
would affect the centres in the brain where traumatic memory is stored, so that
after a horrible experience a person would not suffer from regret, remorse, pain or
guilt. Often research into such drugs is inspired by the idea that if a way of
erasing traumatic memory could be found it would be of great help to rape
victims. However, many are afraid that such drugs primarily would be exploited
by the military and brand such future medicine ‘devil’ or ‘monster’ pills. Since
such drugs would also radically affect our perception of what is right and what is
wrong, some are calling them also ‘anti-morality’ pills. Critics are questioning
whether we are ready for the fact that pharmaceuticals will enable soldiers to rely
on the infamous Nuremberg plea—°‘I was just following orders.’

Psychotherapists are also testing ways of alleviating the suffering of those
experiencing anxiety and traumas after participating in war with the help of the
so-called virtual clinic. The idea of these clinics is that the patient who for
example suffers trauma related to his engagement in a war situation is given at
the clinic the opportunity of reliving the traumatic situation and thus becoming
desensitized to it. The patient must wear special glasses, which function like a
projection screen showing images from the war. The patient thus hears noises
from the battlefield, sees helicopters flying, etc. The virtual clinic is based on the
idea that the subject’s anxiety can be successfully annihilated if he or she is able
to consciously re-experience the traumatic situation and that continuous exposure
to it will supposedly alleviate the anxiety-provoking activity. However, as Freud
has already pointed out with regard to the war neuroses of his own time, the
emergence of anxiety or other neurotic symptoms in the war or post-war
situation is never simply linked to the presence of objective danger, but to the
subject’s unconscious. Which is why anxieties that the soldiers experience in
regard to their participation in war are not so different from other types of
anxieties, since anxiety always has to do with the subject’s problem with the
threat of castration.
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If military psychiatry in the past hoped to incite fantasies that would
encourage soldiers to kill, today’s virtual clinics have the idea that simple
behaviour changes (and some medication) can alter the subject’s psyche. This
attempt to find quick solutions for the subject’s anxieties is not an isolated
phenomenon. It looks as if in general we are living in a society in which subjects
are supposed to suffer no anxieties anymore—especially no anxieties with regard
to death.

ARTS AND DEATH

What kind of society will this be in which the subjects are supposed to suffer no
anxiety anymore when they are observing destruction on the battle front or when
they are engaged in violence? Paradoxically, some trends in today’s art scene can
give us clues about the changes in contemporary society that give ground to the
vision of an anxiety-free future society.

After the age of anxiety that emerged after the First World War, in the midst
of despair and bitterness emerged a new modernist movement since, as Hans Arp,
one of the establishers of Dadaism noted, people lost interest in the
slaughterhouses of the world. While Dada tried to show the absurdities of life,
surrealism found insights in psychoanalysis and tried to look beyond the tyranny
of reason into the domain of the fantasies and dreams of the unconscious. Some
new forms of art were experimenting with the unknown, abandoning tradition,
and others were exposing the dark side of the values of Western civilization. For
some artists suicide seemed the only response to the depression provoked by that
valueless civilization.

If we look at the contemporary age of anxiety, here, too, the art scene seems in
a particular way to react to the crisis.’® In the 1990s the arts on the one hand very
much tried to show everyday life as an art object, while on the other hand to
depict what lay behind things—for example, the inside of the body. It looked as
if everything could be exposed and that there is nothing to surprise us in what is
supposed to be behind the mask. And, just as in the case of war we were able to
see all kinds of suffering exposed on the screen, the bodies being torn in front of
our eyes,>® people killing each other and even recording their acts with the video
camera, so in the arts we had a similar trend—it seemed as if every act of
violence concerning the body could be presented as an art work. These trends
have been predominant precisely in the famous show Sensation. The exposure of
what is supposed to be the hidden inside can be seen in Damien Hirst’s split
animals, Monna Hatum’s video of the intestines, Alain Miller’s picture of the
face behind the skin, Mark Quinn’s skin without the body, Ron Mueck’s Dead
Dad, and even Chris Ofili’s use of animal excreta. On the other hand, we have
depiction of everyday life in the work of Tracey Emin’s exposure of the names
of all her lovers, Sara Lucas’s mattress, etc.

One can also find examples of the exposure of the inside (i.e. of what was
hidden) in some architecture. If one looks at the design of many new restaurants,
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one can see that the work process is supposed to be totally exposed to the public.
Everywhere, one now finds restaurants which look like factories—when one
walks in, one sees low-paid workers preparing the food, washing the dishes, etc.
We observe these workers as decorative art objects and do not think about the
hardship that these people might endure or how uncomfortable they might feel
about being exposed as if in a zoo.

Still other examples of this logic of ‘exposing the secret’ can be found in
today’s election campaigns. Politicians in their TV advertisements have stopped
delivering the final product—a speech that is supposed to convince the electorate
—so that, often, the advertisement exposes the very preparation of the speech. We
might see a politician who shaves himself in the bathroom, sips his morning
coffee, talks to the advisers who are preparing his speech, etc. Where in the past,
a politician would have hidden the fact that it is not he who writes the speech,
today this very revelation is used as a campaign advertisement. The message that
this advertisement puts across is: we show you the truth, the politician is just an
ordinary man like you, and he is very honest, since he even shows you how he is
not even writing his own speeches, etc.

In the 1990s the dominant ideology in the West was that there is no social
antagonism in society anymore, i.e. that there is no lack. There seemed to be
nothing secret, and the logic of ‘showing everything’ at first appeared as a way
of alleviating anxiety by exposing what might be horrifying for the subject. In
this context, the fear of death also seemed to have taken a new course.

In the war situation, death was presented in many different ways. On the one
hand the deaths of ‘enemies’ became in the Western media either a mere
question of numbers, or as something that can be exposed to the public, while the
deaths and sacrifice of the Western soldiers appeared as extremely traumatic.
And the fact that today’s wars are conducted mostly from a distance also opened
up for the soldiers the possibility of taking their own dying at the front as something
unimaginable.

Concerning these new dilemmas with regard to dying, art can again offer us an
insight. Throughout history art has been concerned in a particular way with the
issues of mortality and immortality. It is not only that artists have often reflected
on these topics in their work, they also hoped that their own artistic creations
would achieve some kind of immortality for themselves. While artists in former
times wished to be symbolically present after their death, some artists in recent
decades have actually tried to devise ways of preserving their bodies after death.
Orlan, Stelarc and Marcelli Antunez Roca, for example, plan to use new
computer technologies in different ways to achieve immortality. Orlan developed
an idea that after her death her body should be mummified and placed in an art
gallery; and with the help of a computer device the visitors will be able to
communicate with her in eternity. Stelarc has been for many years trying to
create a new meta-body in which the organs become replaceable, the skin more
durable, and the body starts acting without expectation, produces movements
without memory, has no desires, etc. For this new body there will be no burden
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to deal either with birth or with death: reproduction will be substituted by
redesigning and sexual intercourse replaced with the interface between the
subject and the machine. And Marcelli Antunez Roca created a robot that can be
moved with the help of sensors navigated by visitors to the gallery: after his
death this robot will become his prosthesis through which the artist will continue
to be alive.

These artists played with the idea that new computer technology can allow us
to create an immortal body. But with the new developments in genetic science
and medicine, there has also been a major shift in the arts. A number of artists
are now exploring how the new knowledge about the genes alters human life, while
others reflect on the issues of life and death by using real cadavers in their art
projects. A couple of years ago, Britain was shocked when it was discovered that
the artist Anthony-Noel Kelly moulded his sculptures from the parts of cadavers
he transported by subway from the local morgue. Although the artist claimed
that he had no morbid fascination with the dead but only found beauty in
anatomy and wanted to ‘de-mystify’ death, the court sent him to prison for his act.
Artist/scientist Giinter von Hagens also attracts huge crowds to see more than
200 so-called plastinates, i.e. specially prepared human corpses. At this
exhibition one can see the inside of every single body organ and even observe a
dead pregnant woman cut open.

There are other artists too who use cadavers or parts of them in their artistic
creations. Joel-Peter Witkin, for example, became well known for his special
type of photography, which depicts dead and disabled bodies. Some time ago, we
could see in the Skuc Gallery in Ljubljana the work of the Ukrainian artist Ilya
Chichkin who reflected on the Chernobyl catastrophe by decorating images of
dead foetuses with pieces of jewellery. And Richard Shannabrook became
known for his chocolate pralines, which are moulded on the scars of the dead
people he found in a morgue.

The actual experience of dying itself became appropriated as artistic
experience. Thus, Bill Viola exhibited moments of birth and dying as part of
video installation; at the Manifesta show in Ljubljana, a film pictured a woman
in the act of strangling herself; and Slovene body artist Ive Tabor liked to explore
the whereabouts of the line between life and death by stopping his heart by
putting a catheter through his veins. Franco B. became famous by letting his
blood drip from his veins in the art gallery to the point of collapse, and at the
opening of the ‘Body and the East’ art show in New York a Croatian
performance artist decided to drink huge quantities of alcohol, which might
easily have killed him.

Our ancestors might well have had a hard time understanding why robots or
other types of new media machinery are art objects, or what is artistic in the use
of a real cadaver in an exhibition, but in today’s society the logic of what art
represents has radically changed. Modernism still tried to depict the invisible,
give it form and make it accessible to our perception; abstract art dealt with the
issue of how to depict the very lack or absence of the object; but contemporary
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art has a different approach to the unrepresentable, i.e. to the lack as such. We
can sketch this difference by looking at the depiction of the female genitals.
Gustave Courbet is most known for his painting, L’origine du monde that shows
the exposed female genitals which, in classical paintings, are usually covered by
fig leaves. As is well known, this picture has been for a long time in the
possession of Jacques Lacan. The latter, however, did not expose it in its full
nudity, but asked Andre Masson to paint an abstract picture of a forest-like
stylized image, which was then placed on top of Courbet’s painting. These two
pictures show in a paradoxical way the difference in how realist and abstract art
deal with the lack, i.e. with the traumatic, invisible, beautiful and horrifying thing
that is, for example, associated with female genitals. If Courbet’s realism tries to
depict this lack by making the object (the female genitals) as real as possible,
Masson’s abstract painting shows the very absence of the object. The stylized
forest might allude to the pubic hair, but it also shows that the sublime object
(the female genitals) is something utterly absent—i.e. it is nothing but a lack. In
today’s art, however, we have a different approach towards lack.

Mona Hattum and Stelarc have in their art works used micro-cameras to show
what the inside of the colon looks like; and Slovenian philosopher/artist Peter
Mlakar has done the same with the vagina in his very interesting performance
about the ‘G-spot’. However, all these attempts to use new technologies to
expose what is supposed to be invisible, actually do not depict lack as lack, but
involve a certain denial of the lack, just as the picture of the genetic structure or
even its scientific decoding does not give us a clue as to what constitutes the
essence of the human being. Similarly, art which indulges in revealing
everything that is supposed to be invisible, ungraspable or horrifying does not
alleviate anxiety that people might have with regard to their bodies. Seeing
the inside of the colon or vagina might make us shocked at how unromantic the
inside looks, yet in no way affect sexual fantasies, hypochondriac fears, sublime
attraction or disgust with regard to what is the ungraspable in the body. As Freud
and Lacan already thought decades ago, the perception of the human body has
very little to do with anatomy and is in fact all to do with language, fantasies and
the unconscious. A real cadaver in an art project might be understood as a
shocking device with which the artist tries to get closer to the traumatic point of
death and be better able to expose its horrifying nature. But a paradoxical feature
of the dead bodies that are used in art is that they are in some way perceived as
undead—though not as some kind of living dead, like the vampires or spectres
who return and haunt the living.

While wars are using ever more sophisticated weapons and there seems to be
increasing danger of new conflicts emerging all around the globe, the
development of science and the waste cyber-world of new technologies at the
same time incite the impression that life is like a computer game and that we live
in a world of simulacra in which bodies and identities are something we can
change and play with. In this context the boundary between life and death also
seems to have been changed. In cyberspace, one can enjoy playing with
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numerous imaginary personas; in the near future it will be possible to create new
body-parts out of existing genetic material, and it is easy to envision that new
genetic technologies will at some point allow the laboratory production of the
whole human body. In this context, the Western soldier equipped with new
sophisticated weapons also appears more and more immortal.

Fantasy and anxiety present two different ways for the subject to deal with the
lack that marks him or her as well as the Other, i.e. the symbolic order. With the
help of the fantasy, the subject creates a story, which gives his or her life a
perception of consistency and stability, while he or she also perceives the social
order as being coherent and not marked by antagonisms. If fantasy provides a
certain comfort to the subject, anxiety incites the feeling of being uncomfortable.
However, anxiety does not simply have a paralysing effect. The power of anxiety
is that it creates a state of preparedness, so that the subject might be less
paralysed and surprised by events that might radically shatter his or her fantasy
and thus cause the subject’s breakdown or the emergence of a trauma.

In today’s society we have attempts to create a situation in which, on the one
hand, the subject’s anxieties will possibly be eliminated (for example, with the
help of drugs that the military is trying to invent) and, on the other hand, to make
everything visible so that there will be nothing to be anxious about anymore. But
while ideology presents how everything is visible in contemporary society,
people are nonetheless constantly left with the impression that someone else is
running the show behind their backs or that there is a hidden enemy who has to
be exposed and eliminated. For example, the military’s attempts to find drugs
that would alleviate anxiety on the battlefront, instead of preventing the soldiers’
anxieties, are actually helping to generate new ones. It is unclear how much the
military has actually tested drugs on the battlefield (for example, at the time of
the Gulf War*’), but soldiers have indulged in numerous conspiracy theories: a
whole set of new anxieties is emerging with regard both to the scientists who are
supposedly testing dangerous drugs on the soldiers and also to the paralysing
side effects these drugs have.*! The ultimate trauma for the soldiers thus
becomes to fight the hidden enemy among those who have sent them to war in the
first place.

Today it looks as if we live in a world of simulacra in which everything is
changeable and in which life looks like a computer game. People thus have a
perception that with a proper genetic code and the invention of new drugs
matters of life and death will be more predictable and controllable in the future.
But maybe the perception that today’s world is so radically different from the old
one because of the advances in modern technology is the ultimate fantasy which
protects us, first, from the fact that the subject (i.e. the individual) is still fully
marked by a lack and that the social (i.e. society) is still marked by antagonisms.
Although people might have the impression that they can now predict, prevent or
at least fully describe the disturbing objects that emerge at the place of the lack,
they are actually not alleviating anxiety. One can even claim that science creates
ever-new ones. Genes today become an especial source of anxiety. Since human
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genes continue to be ‘alive’ after the subject’s death, the human body more and
more appears as non-destroyable. However, with these attempts to further master
death, we should not forget the famous prediction of Kierkegaard that for the
subject more horrible than death is actually the possibility of immortality.



Three
Success in Failure: How Hypercapitalism
Relies on People’s Feeling of Inadequacy

When we are told that we live in the new age of anxiety, our first impression is
perhaps that this is related to the proliferation of possible catastrophes such as
terrorist attacks, the collapse of the financial market, strange illnesses, ecological
changes, the threat of new wars and new developments in science. However, it is
in fact arrogant to claim that our civilization experiences more anxieties than that
of our predecessors, for they too had to deal with wars and conflicts, poverty, and
many more illnesses that radically shortened people’s lives. Nevertheless,
although anxieties relating to possible catastrophes might not be so very different
today from those of the past, the anxieties that particulary relate to contemporary
society are linked to new feelings of insecurity, stemming from the nature of
contemporary capitalism, for although insecurities have always been the vehicle
of the capitalist labour market, in post-industrial society we can observe changes
in the subject’s self-perception that have in turn been affected by the
transformations in the social symbolic order.

Consumerist society seems to thrive on a particular feeling of inadequacy that
people commonly experience today. To grasp the power of this feeling we need
only look at any women’s magazine or the ‘style’ section of a daily
newspaper. What we find in such publications, apart from advertising and reports
on the latest fashion, cosmetics and celebrities, is advice. We live in times
characterized by survival. Therefore it is not untypical to come across articles on
subjects such as the single girl’s guide to survival; a mother’s secret diary on how
to survive childbirth (since ‘having babies does terrible damage, especially to the
fashionably fortyish mother’); advice on how to survive being in or out of a
relationship; advice on diet and exercise, etc. Of course, such advice radically
changes over time, so that, as one typical column claims, until recently ‘we have
become neurotic about getting enough sleep, but the new research now suggests
that the less we have, the longer we’ll live’.!

In sum, such magazines offer a cocktail of advice and prohibitions that ends
up tasting of guilt. If the ideology of the 1990s followed the commands ‘Just do
it”” and ‘Be yourself!’? today it seems that the new motto the media promotes is:
‘No matter what you do, you will do it wrong, but it is better that you follow our
advice and try again.” The ‘Just do it!’ ideology relied on the idea that the
subject is ‘free’ in the sense of being a non-believer in authority and a person
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capable of changing his or her identity at will. Today it looks as if we are living
in times when people have woken up and acknowledged their limitations in such
pursuits. However, it is not so much that we have finally realized that we are not
self-creators, who can reject old authorities like religion or the state and make
out of ourselves a work of art unfettered by any cultural or even biological
restraints; it is rather that the very ideology of ‘Just do it!’ instead of offering
unlimited optimism opened the doors to a particular anxiety. This anxiety is
linked to the very idea that we now have freedom to create an image in which we
will appear likeable to ourselves, since today more people than ever before
experience all kinds of traumas related to their body image, and as a result are
suffering from anorexia, bulimia, excessive exercising, obsession with plastic
surgery, and shopping addiction. What is so horrifying in the very possibility of
making out of oneself a work of art, i.e. of being free to create our lives the way
we want to? Why does the very freedom that we supposedly have for making
choices in our lives account for an increase of anxiety?

ANXIETY BETWEEN DESIRE AND JOUISSANCE

Freud speculated that anxiety in adulthood is linked to guilt, which is why
anxiety has an important connection with the superego. Lacan also stressed this
connection and pointed out that the superego functions as the voice that
commands the subject to enjoy yet at the same time mockingly predicts that he
or she will fail in this pursuit of enjoyment. While it is easy to conclude that
anxiety relates to this feeling of guilt linked to the superego’s command, one
could invert this concept and thus produce a fresh insight whereby, paradoxically,
it is not the possibility of failure but rather the possibility of success which
produces anxiety. Here we need to remember two well-known Lacanian points
about anxiety, analysed in the previous chapter: first, that anxiety is not incited
by the lack of the object but rather by the lack of the lack, i.e. the emergence of
an object in the place of lack; and second, that anxiety is a median between
desire and jouissance.

Desire is always linked to dissatisfaction (to the lack of the object), while
Jjouissance brings the subject close to the object, often in most painful ways.
When we say that desire is linked to lack, we should not be too quick to conclude
either that there is never a proper object that can satisfy desire, or that success in
failure is a particular strategy of the desiring subject who always complains that
whatever he or she attained is not ‘it’. The paradoxical feature of desire is that it
is not some kind of an insatiable mouth that goes from one object to another and
is never satisfied: desire itself is put in motion only when the subject encounters
the object of desire, i.e. the Lacanian object a, which is another name for the lack
itself. However the lack does not start existing when we come to an object of
desire but rather when desire is replaced with jouissance—which is when we
come close to an object that is no longer the elusive object of desire but rather
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the object that incites a particular enjoyment often coupled with pain, and thus
horrifying for the subject.

In love relationships this might happen when a hysteric who has been longing
for a particular partner finally has a successful sexual encounter with them, yet
as a result is totally horrified by the experience and immediately abandons the
partner. However, the problem may not be simply that the subject wants to keep
his or her desire unsatisfied (i.e. to keep longing for the inaccessible object), but
may rather be linked to coming too close to the object of jouissance. In this
context, Lacan makes a comment that orgasm is a state of anxiety that the
subject usually tolerates quite well; however, it can also be a point that the
subject very much tries to avoid.

How, therefore, is anxiety linked to failure? And why does the subject often
desperately try to prevent success? Anxiety is often perceived as a state of
dissatisfaction, an excitation that the subject feels when he or she is not content
with his or her life; but in light of psychoanalytic theory, this might not be the
case, since anxiety is primarily an affect that warns us of the painful encounter with
Jjouissance. Thus if one takes success not as a blissful state of harmony but as
coming close to jouissance, anxiety can be perceived as a protective shield from
Jjouissance which also allows desire to stay alive.

How therefore does today’s capitalist ideology play on this anxiety? One can
easily observe that the whole marketing system on which capitalism constantly
relies engages the logic of desire and introduces the feeling that no matter what
material goods we attain this is not ‘it’. However, if we complicate this
understanding of the logic of desire with the logic of jouissance, the way
capitalism plays with anxiety gets new meaning.

When Kierkegaard® analysed anxiety, he took it to be something that is linked
to possibility in existence. Here anxiety became specifically linked to freedom,
or as Kierkegaard says, it is linked to freedom’s actuality as the possibility of
possibility. The subject who is free is therefore anxious precisely because of the
indeterminacy, i.e. ‘the possibility of possibility’,* that freedom entails. That is
why Kierkegaard concludes that anxiety is in the end anxiety before myself,
which means that I am the sole arbiter and what I do is entirely up to me.
Anxiety is thus linked to the possibility of being able, but, as such, it often
appears as a feeling aroused by looking down into a yawning abyss.> Though
Kierkegaard’s speculations on anxiety might appear a world away from analysis
of today’s capitalism, it is possible to show that the popular debate about
anxiety, with regard to the over-abundant choice that supposedly pertains to
consumerist culture, very much follows the logic Kierkegaard had previously
recognized.

How is this so-called abundance of choice® operative today? The last twenty
years were dominated by the ideology that people would be happier and better
off if they were constantly shopping for the best deals, so on the one hand, we got
a huge emergence of new products, manufacturers and providers to choose from
but, on the other hand, the idea of choice also became an end in itself. Some
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social scientists started to talk about the ‘tyranny of freedom’ in today’s world,
since consumers are forced to make choices even about things they never
imagined they could have (or did not even want to have) any power over. An
example here is the choice of electricity provider, which has incited considerable
anxiety among consumers, since as a New York Times article explained, ‘the
anxiety over energy is exposing something even deeper in human wiring’.” It is
not only that people do not want constantly to be perceived as autonomous,
rational consumers: ‘when it comes to electricity, a mysterious and dangerous
thing that is also the foundation of modern living, Americans are just a little
afraid to be alone.’® People are supposedly anxious for two reasons: first, it
seems that no one is in charge in society anymore and, second, the freedom of
choice actually does not give more power to the consumers, but to corporations.
A person shopping around on the Internet for the best price for a product, for
example, gives corporations a chance to collect valuable data about a consumer’s
desires and spending habits. What provokes anxiety for people therefore seems
to be both that no one appears to be in control, and those who do exert control
(the corporations) do so in hidden ways.

When people speak about anxiety today, they also invoke the idea that they are
now asked to make choices about their sexuality, marriage and childbearing that
used not to be regarded as choices in the past. But the more choices there are, the
more it appears possible to achieve an ideal result in every case. This seems to be
the case not only for people who are continually changing their long-distance
telephone service in the hope of finding the best deal, but also for those searching
for a love partner. If we look at the proliferation of self-help books devoted to
love, it becomes clear that love is especially anxiety-provoking today and that
people are searching for all kinds of guidance to alleviate this anxiety. In today’s
consumerist society, searching for a partner follows a similar logic to buying a
new car: one first needs to do extensive research in the market; then check all the
qualities of the desired ‘object’; insure oneself with a pre-nuptial agreement;
after some time exchange old for new or, in order to minimize the hassle, decide
to go just for a short-term lease.

While on the one hand the Western subject is perceived to be a self-creator
(i.e. a subject who can create out of him-or herself whatever he or she pleases,
and who no longer relies on old authorities like family, religion and state), on the
other hand the subject has lost the ‘security’ that the struggle with old authorities
brought about. The shift that has happened in the subject’s perception of him- or
herself and his or her place in the social symbolic network, which incited new
anxieties for subjects with regard to their body image and to their role in society
at large, is very much linked to the way capitalism functions today. However, the
ideology of consumerism is paradoxically also offering ‘solutions’ on how
people should deal with this anxiety: it even seems that anxiety is the very motor
of the marketing politics that dominate today’s consumerist society.
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ANXIETY AND THE NEW IMAGINARY

Psychoanalysis and marketing share the same knowledge that desire is always
linked to prohibition. Freud was quite cynical about this fact and pointed out that
where cultural prohibitions did not exist people invented them in order to keep
desire alive,” and Lacan was quick to follow, stating that the subject would never
want to have a sublime Thing unless the symbolic law were to prohibit access to
it. With regard to consumer goods it is well known that we desire and cherish
them more if they are expensive and hard to get. (I will never forget the
enjoyment in the eyes of the Serbian student I met in Belgrade, who told me he
obsessively cleans his one pair of Nike sneakers as he hopes to have them for a
number of years.)

The new philosophy of the brand makers is that they do not try to prevent their
logos being stolen and copied in the Third World. If a Turkish manufacturer, for
example, makes copies of Nike sneakers, Nike will not try to prosecute him for
copyright violation. Since Nike is primarily concerned with the dissemination of
their logo, they take the fact that someone copied their product as just another
advertising campaign. Another well-known strategy in creating ‘addiction’ to
consumer goods is that Nike and similar brands like to throw their excess
products into the poorest neighbourhoods, like the Bronx in New York City, and
thus keep the young consumers attracted to their goods.'”

If desire is linked to prohibition, does the fact that some companies nowadays
give away products for free kill the desire? Paradoxically this does not happen,
since today’s capitalism does not simply rely on selling goods, but on the
creation of a certain imaginary which people can identify with. In this context, the
aforementioned feeling of inadequacy plays a strong role in the way marketing
operates today. However, the problem is not that the media offer images of
success and beauty with which people want to identify, and since they cannot
come close to this ideal, they feel inadequate. For some time now the fashion
industry, for example, has been convincing consumers that they should not
follow fashion advice and try to make themselves into someone else, but should
rather discover what is unique about themselves, and with the help of fashion
just accentuate it. But, at the beginning of the last century, early attempts by the
advertising industry to use psychoanalytic knowledge often relied on promoting
an identification of the consumer with an authority. The advertisers’ guess was
that the consumer ‘nearly always purchases in unconscious obedience to what he
or she believes to be the dictates of an authority which is anxiously consulted or
respected’.!! In those days marketing thus tried to convince people to look and
behave like someone else, i.e. to identify with an authority, whereas today, while
people still look for role models (for example, in the entertainment industry),
advertising is nonetheless much more playing with the idea that consumers will
discover in such models ‘heightened’ aspects of themselves, and not simply
follow the dictates of the market. However, this new marketing strategy creates a
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lot of unease for consumers, since what actually provokes anxiety in the subject
is not the failure to be someone else, but an inability to be oneself.

In order to understand how anxiety is channelled in today’s consumerism we
need to first look at how capitalism works in contemporary Western societies.
Numerous studies have recently analysed the change in capitalist production
where, instead of material manufacturing being of foremost importance, the
marketing of a particular image has become the main concern. In this new
culture of capitalism, it is crucial that suppliers and users have replaced buyers
and sellers; markets are managing pathways for networks and ownership is being
replaced by access. Since the production costs of goods today are minimal and
the market is so saturated with goods, the economy depends less on the
individual market exchange of goods and more on the establishment of long-term
commercial relationships.

For the companies the most important thing is the creation of a lifelong
relationship with their customers in order that they may become their suppliers
over a lifetime. Manufacturers thus invest most of their energy in developing
trusting relations with their customers and trying to figure out what their future
desires might be without the customers even being aware that they might actually
want or need these things. Take, for example, the manufacturer of baby diapers
who provides home delivery for its products: soon after the parents get the first
delivery of the diapers, they start buying all other baby goods from this provider.
As the baby grows up, the provider will then offer goods for toddlers and later
adolescents. (One can easily imagine that the manufacturer might at some point
also offer free psychoanalytic advice on how to raise children.)

As well as establishing a trusting relationship, contemporary manufacturers
above all try to sell an image or, better, a lifestyle. Let us take the example of so-
called ‘designer coffees’ sold at Starbucks or Coffee Republic. In these places
what is sold is not simply coffee, but a particular type of experience: well-
designed spaces, offering a cosy, homely atmosphere with a politically correct
intellectual touch. One thus gets ecologically informed messages on how the
coffee has been produced and even an explanation of how, by buying this
(expensive) coffee, one helps the poor people in Colombia. On the one hand, the
consumers of such expensive coffee are offered a symbolic space in which they
appear likeable to themselves, but, on the other hand, they get protection from
the outside world—especially from the poor.'?

Today’s capitalist society is making a long-term shift from industrial
production to cultural production, in which cultural experiences are more
important than goods and services. Jeremy Rifkin points out in his book The Age
of Access that we are entering a so-called hyper-capitalism, or better ‘cultural
capitalism’ that relies on the ‘experience’ economy'? in which each person’s own
life becomes a commercial market:

Global travel and tourism, theme cities and parks, destination entertainment
centres, wellness, fashion and cuisine, professional sports and games,
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gambling, music, film, television, the virtual world of cyberspace, and
electronically mediated entertainment of every kind are fast becoming the
centre of a new hyper-capitalism that trades in access to cultural
experience. '

In this context, businesses guess about a ‘lifetime value’ of their customers,
trying to assess how much the latter are worth at every moment of their lives, and
economists speak about the change that has happened from the commodification
of space and material into the commodification of human time and duration. The
prediction is that in the future almost everything will be a paid-for experience in
which traditional reciprocal obligations and expectations—mediated by feelings
of faith, empathy and solidarity—will be replaced by contractual relations in the
form of paid memberships, subscriptions, admission charges, retainers and fees.
The guess is that in the new era, people will purchase their very existence in
small commercial segments, since their lives will be modelled on the movies so
that ‘each consumer’s life experience will be commodified and transformed into
an unending series of theatrical moments, dramatic events, and personal
transformations’.!”

Rifkin summarizes these new trends by pointing out that:

In the new network economy what is really being bought and sold are ideas
and images. The physical embodiment of these ideas and images becomes
increasingly secondary to the economic process. If the industrial
marketplace was characterized by the exchange of things, the network
economy is characterized by access to concepts, carried inside physical
forms. !0

An example here again can be Nike, the company that truly sells only image, and
has no factories, machines or equipment, but only an extensive network of
suppliers, so-called production partners. Nike is merely a research and design
studio with a sophisticated marketing formula and distribution system.

Another important point is that if what mattered in industrial society was the
quantity of goods, in post-industrial society this is replaced by quality of life,
which is why we no longer buy goods, but instead access them in time through,
for example, leasing and franchising. It looks as if capitalism is losing its material
origins and is becoming a temporal affair, and this is linked to the fact that
customers do not so much need things, but just their function. In this context, the
customer becomes a client and partner who needs attention, expertise and, most
importantly, experience. (It is interesting how psychoanalysis is also replacing
the name patient with client. And one wonders if some clients are doing analysis
as some kind of a new experience they want to buy.)

Still another crucial element in our new society is the new evaluation of
community, so that companies are desperate to create communities for their
clients. In many companies’ manuals one can thus read about the four stages
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for dealing with clients: first, so-called ‘awareness bonding’, which makes the
consumer aware of the new product or service; second, ‘identity bonding” when
the consumer starts in a particular way to identify with the brand; third,
‘relationship bonding’ when the consumer establishes a particular attachment to
the brand; and fourth, ‘community bonding’ when the brand maker keeps
consumers satisfied by organizing specific events and gatherings, or at least by
sending birthday cards to the clients.

A particular marketing strategy that some brands of casual clothing use plays
on an illusion of equality, which helps to mask class divides in today’s world.
Poorer consumers shop in outlets like Gap in order to appear middle class, while
richer ones shop there in order to appear more ‘ordinary’. Such brands also seem
to erase gender difference in clothing, which changes the old divides in how men
and women tend to choose their clothing. (As Darian Leader points out, women
usually search for what no one else has, while men want to buy clothes that
everyone else is wearing.)!”

In sum, we are witnessing a transformation in the nature of commerce from
the selling of things to the selling of images and creation of communities. The
idea behind this change is that people above all want to appear likeable to others
and to themselves and also want very much to ‘belong’. Now that old types of
communities (families, cultural groups) are in decline, by becoming subscribers,
members, and clients, people acquire access to a new type of community.
However, behind this attempt to create new communities is the perception that
the totality of people’s lived experience needs to be transformed into commercial
fare. It looks as if human life itself becomes the ultimate commercial product.
And some warn that when every aspect of our being becomes a paid-for activity
then the commercial sphere becomes the final arbiter of our personal and
collective existence.

If we introduce here the Lacanian concept of the Big Other, we can say that
this search for the community can be understood as a search for a new Big Other
and that the companies are playing precisely on this need on the part of the
subject to have a perception of a coherent social symbolic order. But what is
anxiety-provoking in this new play with images and new takes on community?

In Chapter Two, I pointed out how the questions that produce most anxiety in
the subject involve the problem of how he or she appears in relation to the Other,
in the meaning of another human being and the social symbolic network.
Engagement with the Other can be traumatic for three different reasons: the
subject might have problems with the Other’s demand, with its desire, or with its
Jjouissance. While the question of the Other’s desire often comes formulated in
the question: “Who am I for the Other?” and the trauma of the Other’s jouissance
becomes perceived as the theft of our own jouissance, the problem that the
subject has in regard to the Other’s demand engages another logic. The subject
often wants to get a demand from the Other and the horror emerges precisely
when this demand is lacking, as, for example, in a psychoanalytic situation,
where the analysand is perturbed by the lack of the demand coming from the
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analyst. Analysands hope to get clear instructions from the analyst, but instead
get silence or questions that bounce their own problems back to them.

The problem with a society of ‘too much choice’ is that, on the one hand, there
seems to be less and less demand coming from the Other and that the subject is
much freer than in the past, while, on the other hand, the subject is
constantly encouraged to pursue his or her own jouissance. We thus have a
perception that we are now free from the old types of cultural and family
constraints and that we can create an image of how we want ourselves to be and
thus come close to a jouissance that we feel will bring us satisfaction. But
although people in the developed world now have all this freedom and choice,
they do not seem more content with their lives than their predecessors. Why does
freedom of choice not bring us closer to happiness? One answer lies in the
Lacanian description of jouissance as being something very much alien to
ourselves (i.e. we do not ‘choose’ it in arational way); which is why it is often when
we are trying to be ourselves that we encounter something that is most traumatic
and horrifying. The media create pressure on us to enjoy in the best possible way
—to achieve the best possible orgasm, to be the best parent, spouse, worker, etc.
The advice on how to come close to this jouissance then follows the logic
expressed in one of the titles in Cosmopolitan magazine: ‘Become yourself, only
a better one.” But despite all this media advice on how one can become oneself
there seems to be a lack of demand coming from the Other and the subject
appears to be entirely free to find enjoyment that brings him or her satisfaction.
As a result, the subject’s anxiety increases because he or she has to face another
demand in his or her inner self—the demand of the superego. Anxiety then
becomes coupled with guilt.

THE HORROR OF POVERTY

The problem with theories that claim we live today in a form of cultural
capitalism is that they neglect the fact that material production nonetheless
continues, though often hidden in the countries of the Third World. Developed
countries might have the perception that they are nowadays living in a virtual world
of cultural capitalism, while most of their everyday products are made in China
or by the invisible immigrant workers in the sweatshops of New York,
sometimes the workers actually become visible, and are subsumed into the
imaginary presented by the new type of capitalism as some kind of decorative art
objects that offer proof of authenticity. In Chapter Two we pointed out how
expensive restaurants with their open kitchens expose their low-paid workers to
the public. We might think this decor is chosen as proof that cooking is really
happening in the restaurant, to counter conspiracy theories like those that
evolved around Chinese restaurants in Paris: the idea (a kind of urban myth) took
hold there that the cooking was done in giant underground kitchens and when
meals were ordered in a small, supposedly authentic restaurant, their chef just
warmed up a pre-packed meal or ran to the underground kitchen to fetch it.
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However, one can also read this need to expose workers as decorative art objects
as a particular way of tackling class divides today.

Recently there have been a number of books published in which middle-class
writers decide to live for a period of time as poor workers, and in their books
they depict the lives of the lower classes. Such books, of course, primarily try to
prove that the liberal approach, which tries to replace welfare with ‘workfare’ is
unsatisfactory, since people who earn minimal wages cannot make ends meet no
matter how many hours they work per day. However, behind these attempts to
show the impossibility of survival on minimal wages, one also finds an attempt
to picture the lives of the poor in a way that calms the fears of the middle
classes.

If a decade ago, the lower classes were primarily afraid for their jobs (or were
permanently unemployed), now the same kind of insecurity touches the middle
class. Ben Cheever in his memoir of a writer who becomes a low-paid salesman
remembers a training course in the electronics store in which the teacher asked
the future salesmen: “What do people fear more than death?” ‘Public speaking’,
was Cheever’s answer.'® This was definitely wrong, since the teacher reminded
him that the greatest fear felt by Americans is that they will lose their job. And with
the growing uncertainty about pension funds, people have also lost the belief in
the possible security that will come in old age.

One way of tackling this insecurity is to observe the life of the poor in order to
draw the conclusion: ‘This is not me! I am far better off than they are.” Fran
Abrams, the author of Below the Breadline, thus starts her book with the calming
reassurance:

Let me tell you about the nearly poor. They are, to misquote F.Scott
Fitzgerald, different from you and me. They are soft where we are hard,
cynical where we are trustful, in a way that unless you were born poor, it is
very difficult to understand. They think, deep in their hearts, that they are
less than we are. Even when they enter far into our world, they still think
they are less than we are. They are different.'”

But are they really so different or do the middle classes want to believe that they
are in order to retain their own sense of being protected from the horror of the
lower-class lifestyle? Adams herself concludes that many of the poor actually
want to

swim in the middle of the stream, to live the same lives, maintain the same
standards, as their better-paid neighbours. Sadly, many of them found
themselves pushed off towards the mudflats of society, unable indefinitely
to continue to stay afloat [...] If they chose not to make a fuss, to shut their
mouths tightly and just plough on, they usually had their reasons. Reasons
born out of lifetimes of experience which told them tha