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Psychoanalysis and Critical Theory abstracts 

 

Psychoanalysis and Critical Theory (I): “Confronting the Real and Imagining the 

Future:  Lacan and Marcuse” 

Chair: Natalia Baeza 

Thursday 9:45-11:15 WIN 0-02 

 

Splitting the Real 

Sean Homer 

 

The ultimate difference between Badiou and Lacan, Slavoj Žižek argues, “concerns the 

relationship between the shattering encounter with the Real and the ensuing arduous work 

of transforming this explosion of negativity into a new order. For Badiou, this new order 

“sublates” the exploding negativity into a new consistent truth, while for Lacan every Truth 

displays the structure of a (symbolic) fiction, i.e. no Truth is able to touch the Real” (Žižek, 

2004). This shattering encounter with the Real, however, not only defines the difference 

between Badiou and Lacan but is also the crux of Žižek’s ongoing critique of Badiou’s 

crypto-Kantianism. In this paper I will explore the concept of the Real in Žižek and Badiou, in 

particular tracing the changing conception of the Real in Žižek’s work from The Sublime 

Object of Ideology to the present. From Badiou’s perspective, Žižek’s understanding of the 

Real is “so ephemeral, so brutally punctual, that it is impossible to uphold its consequences” 

and he insists on the necessity of splitting the Real. In his early work, Theory of the Subject, 

a work completely ignored by Žižek in relation to his Lacanian critique of Badiou, Badiou 

argues that there are two Reals in Lacan; an early structural conception of the Real as lack 

of being, and the late topological understanding of the Real as the being of lack, which 

confers on the Real a minimum degree of consistency. In terms of the subject of politics, 

argues Badiou, we should force the Real to endow it with the consistency of a new generic 

truth. Whilst this may not be a strictly Lacanian view of the Real it does have the advantage 

of facilitating an idea of radical structural change in ways foreclosed by Lacan. 

 

Anxiety and Real Politics 

Colin Wright 

 

In the midst of a renewed enthusiasm for the Idea of Communism, it is important to return to 

Badiou's declared 'master thinker', Jacques Lacan. Specifically, to two warnings from 

Seminar XVII regarding the relationship between psychoanalysis and politics: 1) 

psychoanalysis is the ‘other side’ of the Master’s discourse not in the sense that it is 

dialectically antagonistic to it, but as its accompanying inverse, its ‘lining’; 2) 
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the political imaginary of a radically ‘other’ invariably feeds into the celestial understanding of 

‘revolution’ as a circling in place (as Lacan famously said to the students in the wake of May 

'68 “What you aspire to as revolutionaries is a master. You will get one”). 

To address the dangers of breathless enthusiasm, this paper will focus on Seminar 

X, L’angoisse, to explore the political salience of a properly psychoanalytic notion of anxiety. 

Two kinds of anxiety can be discerned in Seminar X. The first relates to the proximity of the 

desiring Other (the non-separated mother, essentially). The second, however, arises from a 

confrontation with the more fundamental real of the drives. This allows us to focus on two 

things. Firstly, psychoanalysis' ability to point out the constitutive role of an 

animating jouissance central to, but denied in, other discourses (one meaning of the ‘politics’ 

of psychoanalysis). But also, secondly, the clinical role that anxiety plays in pushing a 

structural lack (contained within fantasy) towards a transformative lack that can re-configure 

structures of desire: these two senses of anxiety then, can signal the falling away of one 

fantasy structure but also the push for a new meaningful project. The paper will therefore 

relate this clinical understanding of anxiety to the transition from a ‘Left melancholy’ to a new 

‘Communist desire’ heralded by Jodi Dean in her recent The Communist Horizon in order to 

reinscribe Lacan's warnings for our times. 

 

Keeping it real: A Critical Inquiry into the Status of Repression and the Liberation of 

Imagination 

Ryan E. Artrip 

 

In this paper, I trace the role that imagination has played in the history of psychoanalysis, 

with particular regard to Marcuse’s unique challenge to the reality principle, modern 

production, and the culture of productivity.  By historically situating psychoanalytical theory 

within the context of the dialectical ideal found in certain strands of critical theory, I diagnose 

the Western imagination today as being relegated beyond the point of political impotence.  I 

argue that among many other institutional conglomerates, the culture industry confines 

human imagination to a coded set of possibilities which uniformly demand a productivist 

reality principle.  Assuming this function is excessively repressive and purposeful, is the 

potential of the Western imagination so important that it needs repressing?  Thus, this paper 

also conducts a brief overview and critique of the notion of repression from Freud to 

Foucault, which interrogates the concept in terms of its value as a continued component in 

theoretical political discourse.  Although the concept has lost much of its potency since 

Foucault introduced a new kind of disciplinary power, which was productive/stimulative 

rather than prohibitive, repressive functions (to his own admission) are still very much active 

throughout the global political order.  In particular, I will examine the continued 

repressive (but also productive) entertainment industry.  I will evaluate the following: 1) The 

political situation at the ‘end of history’ in which one takes on a kind of postmodern 

sensibility, unable to imagine a future (‘it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the 

end of capitalism’). 2) The cultural and political conditions for liberating imagination and the 

conditions for such a liberation to be desirable. 
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Psychoanalysis and Critical Theory (II): “Psychoanalysis and Cultural Criticism” 

Chair: Natalia Baeza 

Thursday 14:15-15:15 ABF003 

 

Beowulf and Grendel, Two Anti-Heroes from a Lacanian Perspective 

Nurten Birlik 

 

Beowulf (2007), the film directed by Robert Zemeckis retells the story in the medieval text, 

Beowulf with a shifting of perspective. While the original story looks at the conflict between 

Beowulf and Grendel from a patriarchal vantage point, the film offers a view of things from 

Grendel’s perspective. In the film, Grendel’s mother becomes the heroine who resists the 

humanizing/castrating elements in phallocentric community and the roles are reversed as 

the phallic mother conquers the representative of the patriarchal metaphor. She is identified 

with the sea and wages war on the stability of the solid earth. Grendel himself is desexed, 

shapeless, distorted, and linguistically incompetent. He is the son protected from castration 

by the mother. While Beowulf in the medieval text represents potency, in the film he 

represents the regained Desire and conquered sense of Lack. He is united with the phallic 

mother and betrays what he represents in the medieval text. Likewise, Hrothgar is rejected 

by Wealhtheow as he has lost his phallic significance for her. Grendel’s mother stands for 

the unsymbolised cause of Desire and offers an alternative, extra-linguistic site of being to 

both kings and leads to a psychic regression in them promising a sense of wholeness to be 

experienced with herself in the Real. Due to the emphasis put on linguistic competence, the 

sea, the mother and the bankruptcy of the patriarchal metaphor in the film, this paper aims to 

offer a comparative analysis of both texts against the background of  Lacanian epistemology. 

 

Time is Out of Joint, Body is Out of Time: What Lacan Might Say About Barebacking 

Diego Costa 

 

We find ourselves in a peculiar moment in history in which the condom, and its foregoing, 

can function as a key element in the ways queer and queerable subjects negotiate their 

sexuality. Whereas unprotected sex in the 80s and 90s seemed to nurture a tautologically 

causal relationship with death, retro-viral drugs and a crisis in representation (or lack thereof) 

of present-day effects of AIDS have created possibilities for a temporal and bodily limbo -- a 

window, or what Derrida might call an “aporia,” in which one could have the virus and not yet 

know, not-quite know, know but not know, know it quite well and not experience it. This 

chasm between intellectual certainty and fleshly experience, and the possibility for a 

presumably endless deferral, lend themselves to incredibly erotic possibilities and brand new 

symptoms for very old existential conditions. These become the crux of the kinds of sexual 

economies digital technology affords. This paper investigates “barebacking” (sex among 
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strangers without prophylactic protection) not as risky practice and public health crisis, but as 

a queer condition, not as a queer problem, but a problem for Queer Theory. 

Most of the academic attention given to barebacking has been rigged by an overtly, if not 

solely, epidemiological framework, with some critical exceptions (Leo Bersani, Tim 

Dean, David Halperin). The work thus far, however, has assumed barebacking to be a “gay” 

phenomenon detached from “the sexual” at large. It has failed in situating barebacking within 

a broader context of digitally-enabled privatized perversion, but also failed to “fall backward” 

in search for what it is that the subject may be trying to manage through the withdrawal of 

the condom. The paper offers a queer-psychoanalytic approach to discover the symbolic and 

metaphorical possibilities ofbarebacking as a symptom of 21st century desire tout court. 

 

Psychoanalysis and Critical Theory (III): “On the Relation Between Psychoanalysis 

and Critical Theory: Butler, Adorno, Foucault” 

Chair: Natalia Baeza 

Friday 14:00-15:30 ABG024 

 

The Personal Temporality of Power and Ethics – Psychoanalysis as a Link to the 

Social 

Rosine Kelz 

 

In my paper I investigate how Judith Butler's more recent work uses Laplanchian 

psychoanalysis in order to 'temporalize' Levinasian ethics. In difference to her earlier 

engagement with psychoanalysis, which was mainly interested in explaining the subject's 

attachment to norms, her more recent work explores the notion of the Levinasian Other from 

a psychoanalytic perspective. In this way, a notion of a non-sovereign self is developed, 

where the self is understood as constantly undone by its ecstatic relationship to the other. 

Moreover, it is particularly in moments of loss and mourning that we can come to realize our 

mutual dependency and responsibility. This allows for a renewed ethical stance towards the 

other, where we acknowledge our common vulnerability and dependency. There remain, 

however, several problems with this position. First, we might ask whether we encounter new 

problems of temporality if psychoanalysis is used to 'bridge' Levinas pre-ontological thinking 

and the social, and thus takes on an ontological burden. Second, we might ask how the step 

is made from understanding the self as constituted by an other, encountered in intimate 

psychic life, and the claims of responsibility towards others who are completely foreign, or to 

whom the subject cannot conceive forming an emotional attachment – to a more political 

understanding of the other. While a 'psychoanalytic' position might help us understand the 

ethical weight of our relationship with those others our understanding of selfhood is bound 

up with, it seems unable to address the problem of indifference towards others who remain 

nameless for us. 
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Adorno's Ambivalent Freudianism 

Vicky Iakovou 

 

In his polemic against ego psychology (Die revidierte Psychoanalyse), Adorno defends 

Freudian theory against its revision, which he considers as an abandonment of its critical 

force due, among others, to the shift of emphasis from the drives and the unconscious to the 

ego and to societal influence. This defense has been interpreted as an indication of Freudian 

orthodoxy. Without totally rejecting the truth content of such interpretations, my objective in 

this paper is to bring to light what may be called an “ambivalent Freudianism” discernible in 

Adorno’s work.   

After a brief account of the aforementioned polemic, I focus on the following two topics: a) 

the explicit and implicit use of Freudian concepts in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, notably in 

the analysis of the Odyssey and b) Adorno’s criticism of Freudian theory and psychoanalytic 

treatment developed particularly, but not exclusively, in Minima Moralia (paragraphs 37-39). 

My claim is that even while recognizing Freud as a “somber thinker” who refrains neither 

from dwelling on individual and social suffering nor from giving a sharp account of the 

dialectic of civilization, Adorno overlooks –one might even say disavows, in the Freudian 

sense of Verleugnung– the irreducible incestuous dimension of sexual drives. He thus fails 

to acknowledge a radically dark element that the Freudian analysis of sexuality has brought 

to the fore. This failure has several consequences on Adorno’s critique of modern society.  

 

The Interiorization of Guilt and the Guilt of Interiorization: Adorno, Foucault, Lacan 

Terence Holden 

 

I will address the concept of guilt in the work of Adorno, in particular with regards to the 

fashion in which it breaks the Lacanian circuit between the transcendence of an absent law 

and the infinite guilt of the individual before it. I will demonstrate how all forms of 

interior guilt are desubstantialized by Adorno, and yet how he also refers to an objective, 

quasi-theological guilt, leaving thereby a form of guilt which cannot be interiorized. ‘Guilt’ for 

Adorno is closely tied to the notion of ‘illusion’: the ‘context of guilt’ ‘Schuldzusammenhang’ 

and the ‘web of delusion’ ‘Verblendungszusammenhang’ are related expressions. Yet their 

relationship is subject to an ambiguity: there exists in fact in the work of Adorno both the 

‘illusion of guilt’ and the ‘guilt of illusion’. I will outline the fashion in which the locus of the 

break in the Lacanian circuit can be located precisely in the torsion whereby the former 

becomes the latter. I will explore in addition how this torsion represents a quandary for 

Foucault’s analysis of the social mechanisms for the interiorization of guilt. I will accordingly 

ask whether we should see in this guilt which cannot be interiorized an impasse, an 

expression of a failed dialectic, or whether we should see in it both the intimation of an 

excess beyond the Foucaldian dynamics of subjectivation and the horizon beyond the closed 

circuit of absent law and infinite guilt.    
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Thursday, 6th June 

Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 
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Amateur 
 

13:15-
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Friday, 7th June 

 
Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 
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