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CHAPTER ONE
Representation that does not work: Vorstellungsreprasentanz

...language itself is a form, not a substance.
— Ferdinand de Saussure

The real can only be inscribed on the basis of an
impasse of formalization.
— Jacques Lacan

Constituting the secular subject

Jacques Lacan maintains that the subject of semddernity is a Cartesian subject—the
subject looking for its certainty. The Cartes@gito— | think, therefore | am — claims to

have grounded the subject’s existence by the nokentof thinking. In this way, the

Cartesian method departs from the previously estad philosophical canon in that it
refuses to accept the notion of collective agree¢nasna proof of truth and certainty.
Descartes, furthermore, attempts to reject positiegnotion of certainty on an uncondi-
tionally presupposed higher authority—omnipotentdGdhese two conditions, that
neither collective agreement nor superhuman aushsuffice in his method, inaugurate
the Cartesian subject as a subject of secular midglera paragon of secular thought. As
opposed to relying on a sacred text or a transcenaethority, Descartes follows his

endeavor appealing only to the authority of thenisigr (human thought) and its logic.



Insofar as Lacan defines the subject first andnfiast in its relation to the signifier,
tracing the “inaugural emergence of the subjectthat historical moment at the begin-
ning of the seventeenth century,” psychoanalysicems itself with what is historically
a subject of secular modernitgX| 223).

Pointing to the Cartesian method, Lacan says ‘DDescartes apprehends his
thinkin the enunciation of thiedoubt,” therefore, basing his ontologicdldm” on doubt
(44). However, among other fallacies, Lacan poous that in spite of his intentions
Descartes leaves his certainty in the hands ob#mevolent God, “an Other that is not
deceptive,” whose invocation in turn stems out @fa@ in the logic of the signifier (“I
think”) (36). Kojin Karatani concisely formulateseBcartes’ proof: “I doubt because | am
imperfect and finite—which itself is the evidengerdof) that a perfect and infinite
[O]ther (God) exists” (154). While it is in trutfheé non-deceptive Other that guaranties
the proof ofcogito, Descartes claims to derive this Other directhnfrthecogita Far
from being a mere logical fallacy, Descartes’ diaciargument traverses a necessary way
for the emergence of the unconscious. The subjetheo unconscious, the Cartesian
subject, Lacan says, “appears at the moment whebtde recognized as certainty”
(126). What is crucial for the secular subjecthis tnoment he mistakes his own certainty
for that imagined in the Other due to the reprassiiocircularity in his own thought. The
unconscious, which structures the subjectivity lom inost fundamental level, has to be
located therefore in the field of the Other, iie.|language and everything that it entails:
the laws, cultural values, economic system, an@érsoHaving grounded Being on the
basis of the signifier, the Cartesian subject exdéiep the fundamental psychoanalytic

claim that “the unconscious is structured likergglaage” BIX 20).



At the outset, this conclusion foregrounds a twid-tmbnsequence. First, the con-
stitution of subjectivity replicates the given syofib order; this also means that, rather
than an organic link to being, what defines thgesttbof secular modernity is a mode of
representation as a mediating factor in relationtht field of the Other. Second, as a
corollary, an investigation of a formal structuretioe subject is also a formalization of
the structure of the symbolic order itself. Whaaistake in explicating the emergence of
the subject is nothing less than elucidating tree@nditions of a given cultural code and
knowledge production in relation to the modes pfresentation.

Positing the subject secondary to the signifiecdmdelineates the advent of the
subject in the movement of alienation. The choicthe term “alienation” is not inciden-
tal, for the subject of secular modernity transpiess other than itself; the subject is
engendered by the signifier, which is not at alnlegeneous with being. Lacan stresses
the point that signifier is “that which represeatsubject,” not for another subject, but
“for another signifier” BXI 207). According to the structuralist linguisticsetsignifier is
a pure negativity, which comes to be defined déifeially, in relation to all other signifi-
ers. InCourse in General Linguistidserdinand de Saussure says: the language itself,
there are only differences...and no positive ternik18; emphasis in the original).
Hence, if the subject transpires as representati@ne signifier to another, it is consti-
tuted in relation to the proliferating series dfeliences and negativities, which continues
indefinitely. Yet being as such eludes languagefandalization; as Lacan puts it, being
is “that which is there beneath the meaning” (21d)this indefinite sliding, therefore,
the chain of signifiers marks the disappearanckenfg in signification, which triggers

the fading of the subject, an effect which Lacamteaphanisis.In alienation, Lacan



recapitulates, the signifier functions “only to ueé the subject in question to being no
more than a signifier, to petrify the subject i® tame movement in which it calls the
subject to function, to speak, as subject” (207).

Split in the process of alienation, the subjecbwecs its being through desire, in
the movement which Lacan designates as separdtiots. disappearance, the subject is
lacking (being), which marks a point at which desmerges. For, in addition to the lack
of its own eclipsed being, the subject locatescl Ia the field of the Other—this gap in
the Other is the lacking meaning, the signifiert thas no signified attached to it. Lacan
illustrates the lack of the Other in the subjecéaction to the message that it receives
from the Other: He is saying this to me, but what does he war{X4). It is clear,
therefore, that rhan’s desire is the desire of the Otlidsut only as an unknown, as
lacking (38). The separation then proceeds as arisnjposition of these two lacks (being
on the part of the subject; signified on the pdrthe Other): “the subject ... brings the
answer of the previous lack, of his own disappesrawhich he situates here at the point
of lack perceived in the Other” (214). Confusing a@wn lack for the lack in the Other,
the subject is able to apprehend the Other’'s desirés own, as if it knew the concrete
meaning behind the signifier in the Other. In orttefind its own desire in the field of
the Other, however, the subject has to make a thapneaning and the certainty that the
subject has to posit is essentially ungrounded.

Exemplifying this movement, Lacan indicates thendabm alienation to separa-
tion in the instance of Descartes’s radical doAistDescartes stumbles upon the limit of
his | think as “a mere point of fading” (alienation), he idyoable to overcome this limit

in a logical leap by forcing the lack of his owrnrtanty to coincide with the lack per-



ceived in the Other (separtation). Descartes tihogngls hiscogito on the non-deceiving
God, who in turn is a logical consequence ofdbgito. The meaning and certainty about
the Other's words and their underlying desire, éf@e, comes with the price of the
repression of the original non-meaning—the lackimgndation for being—which splits
the subject in the first place.

This preliminary sketch outlines the logical pathttthe subject, as the subject of
the unconscious, will have to traverse. What howeeenains unclear is the concrete
function of the signifier, which assumes the entieght of the argument. Lacan empha-
sizes that alienation “is linked in an essentiaywathe function of the dyad of signifi-
ers...it is only with two that [the subject] can lerered in alienation” (236). First of all

we must distinguish between the unary and binaggiers in the initial couple that is
able to produce the effect of fadirfy,; the unary signifier, represents the subje& tthe

binary signifier. Concerning the latter, Lacan ad@$e Vorstellungsreprasentang the
binary signifier” (218). This term, borrowed fromefid, which ultimately will be real-
ized inUrverdrangung the primal repression, has to be understoodresrépresentative
(le représentant)...of the representation (de la éspntation) (217). The function of the
signifier lies on the side dReprésentanzof being a representative, which Lacan com-
pares to the job of a diplomat, who is suppose@poesent a country, something “whose
signification, while constantly changing, is, beglotheir own persons” (220). In this
way, the signifier is radically severed from itgrsfication (signified content). “Signifi-
cation,” Lacan says, “comes into play in terstellung; which is the opposite pole of

representing (220).



The binary signifier, representing therstellung(signification), has to be posited
as an exceptional kind of signifier serving a coetglly different function from that of
both the unary signifier and all other signifidrs:“The Subversion of the Subject and the
Dialectic of Desire,” Lacan expounds on the functad the binary signifier: “a signifier
is what represents the subject to another signifiénis latter signifier"—the binary
signifier—"is therefore the signifier to which dhle other signifiers represent the subject”
(694). How are we to understand that all the sigréfrepresent the subject to the binary
signifier? According to the structuralist thesissignifier is defined differentially, in
opposition to every other signifier in the chain-g-gthe tree is not a church, not a road,
etc; on the other hand, in relation to the signifieee,” every other signifier has a
function of basically saying “I am not a tree.” lass thesis, therefore, can be under-
stood in the following way: because of the différ@nand negative nature of the signi-

fier, every signifier can only represent the subjecthe binary signifier by telling it “I

am not the subject.” This is the function of theaynsignifier §,) and the battery of all

signifiers that emerge after the advent of the ttyirsggnifier S,). In other words, every

signifier represents the subjepia its non-identity with the subjedb the binary signi-
fier. This is a crucial point in understanding the aswtry of representation and the
privileged position of the binary signifier: that which the subject is represented. Only
in relation to the binary signifier do all the oth&ignifiers signal the absence of the
subject.Vorstellungsreprasentantherefore, equates the subject and its absencees o
and the same thing, triggering the subject’s disapgnce in the face of the signifying
chain. Since the subject and its fading are onethadsame thing, in alienation, the

binary signifier stands for the subject by sigmfyiits own disappearance. What triggers



the emergence of the subject, while at the same tirducing its fading, is a failed

representation—the initial dyad of signifier, tmeléterminate vacillation betwe&nand

S,, is the representation thdbes not work

The binary signifier’'s privileged position is fughevident in that it serves as a
representative (in the sense of both preconditioh addressee) of the representation of
the subject, “which means that if this signifiemsssing, all the other signifiers represent
nothing. For something is only represented to” {694 the stage of alienation, although
the split has been introduced, the subject hagetamerged as the subject of the uncon-
scious and the subject of desire—desire being asgorbolizable function (i.e., the
function beyond representation, which will allonethecovery of the subject’s being in
view of the proliferating chain of significationhe logical presupposition in the move-
ment of alienation is that the subject is not diptiishable from the signifying chain; the
convergence of the two—the subject and the sigmgfyihain—is in turn symbolized by
the binary signifier, for it represents the repreagon of the subject and at the same time
serves as a condition of representation as a wvataout it “all the other signifiers
represent nothing”). The Other is the locus of espntation, which emerges in its
entirety already with the first dyad of the sigeiB, and because the Other is first and
foremost lacking, in representing representatioa aiole, the binary signifier stands for
the lack in the Othet.The binary signifier thus collapses the subjedhts essential lack

in the Other. It is therefore clear that the binsignifier also stands or the subject’s death

! Lacan symbolizes the lack in the Otherasn turn, because it is the signifier of the lagkhe Other the
matheme for the binary signifier is&)
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and its induced fading: representing the lackingregentation, the binary signifier
simultaneously represents the absence of the gubjec

Because the function &forstellungsreprasentammakes manifest the lack of the
subject’s own foundation intertwined with the laokthe Other, the subject’s “I” cannot
emerge unless it separates itself off from thik lat the Other, from this incessant
fading. This “I” emerges only at the cost of th@ression of the binary signifier: “the
Vorstellungsreprasentanis unterdriickt sunk underneath’BXI 219). After the repres-
sion of the lack in the Other, the subject imagities coherence of the desire of the
Other, and, by assuming this desire as its ownstitgect is able to fill the split of its
own lacking foundation.

The repression does not, however, cause the coarlpks of the binary signifier;
on the contrary, in its very absence the latteumes an essential role in the signifying
chain: “the battery of signifiers is...complete, &hé signifier can only be a line that is
drawn from its circle without being able to be ctathin it” (“Subversion of the Subject”
694). Due to the exclusion of the binary signifiie signifying chain can be totalized—
it is complete—which stops the indefinitely prold#ing series of signification, thus
allowing meaning to emerge. As excluded, the lyisagnifier takes over the function of
non-sense (as opposed to meaning), and it is thathach this totality (sense) is predi-
cated. Furthermore, by the token that it cannotdaeted in the representational order,
Vorstellungsreprasentang beyond the totality of sense, and, as suchnass@a position

of “unrepresentable.”
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Self-referentiality asa problematic of formalization

Evident in Descartes, and what has haunted sei@daon in his aftermath, is a problem-
atic and its consequent failure to construct adsetiifice of thought without first presup-
posing a transcendental being. At the same time,cannot return to the Platonic notion
of agreement as production of truth, if one istoid solipsism. Karatani explains that
the production of truth by means of agreement iy possible if it were granted that
“[w]hat is true for the self must be true univelgat-a notion which nonetheless presup-
poses a transcendental subject (149). In addregemgroblematic of the Cartesian
subject, a series of questions arises: what aréntitations of the secular subject? Does
the disavowal of a transcendental being signatlisgappearance? Or does the transcen-
dental function persist in a different form in skecisubjectivity?

Formalism is one tenet of thought that attemptaddress these questions, which
was initially developed by Russian Formalists, aad taken up in the twentieth-century,
among other areas, in structural linguistics, séinspset theory and theory of natural
numbers, structural anthropology, and, of counse,ltacanian theory, which is nothing
other than a formal theory of the subject. Karamnmmarizes the method of formalism
in that it “apprehends the form as a precedentla@dbject and the sense one makes of it
as the model or interpretation of the form” (xxx¥ormalism abstracts the totality of
material conditions in order to deduce the strigcthat is presupposed in the functioning
of this totality. In this methodology, formalismpa®s to avoid both the emergence of a
transcendental being and Platonic solipsism. Tmssead of God or solipsism, formal-

ism follows the law of differentiality: in concemmy all its elements in relation to each

12



other, a structure is conjured from negative spaoes their differential relationships.
What is important to emphasize is that structunaldes not unconditionally impose the
differentiality of the substance it formalizes frahe outside; on the contrary, it is only
because a given substance is differential that &sm becomes possible at all. At the
same time, it is only due to the formalist methbdttthe differentiality of the structure
becomes evidert.

Karatani, however, contends that any formal systenot only a differential sys-
tem, but a self-referential differential system,iethamounts to the system’s inconsis-
tency or, more precisely, undecidability. In orteexplain the self-referentiality inherent
in any formal system, one has to differentiate leetwthree levels: natural (as in “natural
numbers”), formal level (formalized number theorgpd meta-level (a second-order
principle that grounds the consistency of the fdreeel). The term “natural” in question
has nothing to do with nature, as it is traditibnalnderstood; Karatani explains this
terminology: “[m]atters to which we provisionallpply the adjective ‘natural,’ then, are
neither contradictory to the artificial nor distinfitcom it. Rather, they are part of ‘what
man makes,’ though the procedure by which theynaaele is not known” (61). This
relation between nature and culture (“what man rsgkes best exemplified by the
prohibition of incest. Karatani writes: “The prohibn of incest is ‘what man makes,’ but
it is not made by man, because it is this protohiiiself that makes man into man” (96).

Although the prohibition of incest is a culturalgstomenon, it is the very condition that

2 The historical dimension of formalism thus mustkept in mind: why is it that formalism managed to
formulate its method and elucidate the differeittiahherent in social fields or literary produati@at this
historical moment, while maintaining that this sture was there, as it were, all along? Among other
factors, the initiation of formal critique coinclevith the advent of the avant-garde on aestheticaa—a
movement, as | will argue, that conjures the whastehistory at its disposal precisely by emphagjzime
formal level of its artistic production. Althoughoncausality between the two should be drawn, this
coincidence hints at the importance of the hisadraspect of formalism. Although | do not addrdss t
issue here, the text concedes that formalism dssaihy is itself historical.

13



is constitutive of culture. In this way, the orign the prohibition of incest—whether it
belongs to nature or culture, i.e., made by manvioat makes man—remains strictly
undecidable. The term “natural” then has to be tstded in this sense: it enjoys a causal
relationship to the totalization of the formal gyst (human society), while it retrospec-
tively emerges as the effect of this structureigdgds that which imposes the prohibition
of incest). The same logic applies to other phemaunstituting societies: for instance,
the notion of religion in Durkheim, societal orgzetion in Mauss, or myths in Levi-
Strauss, all of which are man-made phenomena, enthyst be ascribed to the level of

the “natural” by dint of the fact that they are gupposed for a society to exist.

Gidel numbering

Intuitive natural Formal natural Meta-theory
number theory number theory

.
~
e

Fl

~.._ Formalization -

Sl -

-

Figure 1. (Karatani 62)

In the theory of natural numbers, Kurt Godel exefigsl the self-referential character of
a formal system by showing that any axiomatic systieat grounds the formalization of
the theory of natural numbers is necessarily tipdmith the terms of natural numbers
themselves (Figure 1). The formal level, toweribhg\ee the “natural” phenomena, itself
presupposes a meta-language that sustains thestemtyi of the former. Karatani sum-

marizes the method of Gddel's incompleteness tmeofbe ingeniously set up a self-
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referential paradox wherein meta-mathematics, wtoed as a class, gets mixed into the
formal system as a member of that class” (55). iflsempleteness theorem basically
demonstrates that the presupposed meta-levelukttiss the formal system can only be
fathomed in the terms of the “natural” level—a membf the class in the formal system
itself. Unless this circular movement in the triefdnatural, formal, and meta-level is

resolved, the formalization method as such remauiecidable.

Godel's example does not only characterize thersédfentiality in the natural
number theory, but also epitomizes the undecidglofiany formal system. For instance,
Descartes’s argument of tloegito is a self-referential argument par excellence:-non
deceiving God (meta-level), who is the guarantorceftainty of thecogito as proof
(formal level) is derived from the signifier “I thk therefore | am” as a reference to the
subject’s imperfection in doubt (natural level)—tkiery level it assumes to ground
ontologically. In the same way, the axiomatic systbat grounds the consistency of the
natural number theory, or any formal system fot thatter, can neither be proved nor
disproved.

At stake is the very foundation of mathematicsGddel’s incompleteness theo-
rem is correct, how can the natural number theoryafly axiomatic system) function in
the face of its own undecidability? Karatani coustihis question as follows: “The real
developments in mathematics have been made byedppiathematicians, who remain
indifferent to foundations as such; indeed, mathemladevelopment has proceeded

irrationally” (56). The answer to this fundamental problem iskisgly simple: in

15



practice, the self-referentiality inherent in angioanatic system is externalized and, as
such, ignored.

Similar logic finds application in the formalizatioof language. Karatani notes:
“even if natural language is formalized—reducedéotain symbols—the interpretation
or definition of the symbolic form must be executsdnatural language itself” (62, see
Figure 2). Karatani continues: “The whole schenesents not only the impossibility of
meta-language, but also the impossibility of ndtlaaguage as a foundation. Accord-
ingly, we can say that natural language is itde#f toop” (ibid.). Although not explicitly
addressed, this loop in language finds articulatiorSaussure’s structural linguistics.
Saussure’s most basic principle—that the signietefined differentially, in relation to
all other signifiers—leads to a conclusion that sigmifier first and foremost appears as
the signifier of another signifier. As Lacan puts“no signification can be sustained
except by reference to another signification” (“Thstance of the Letter” 415). Address-
ing the most basic formalization of language offleby Saussure—and its consequential
reversal by Lacan that reads Signifier/signified-eda remarks that “the algorithm [S/s]
itself is but a pure function of the signifier” @)L The self-referential loop consists in the
fact that the formalization of the natural language only proceed by way of natural

language—the signifier can appeal to no authotityeothan itself.

% This logic also corresponds to the developmemsiychoanalysis since Freudigerpretation of Dreams
While at the early stages of psychoanalysis, Fielgbved that the uncovering of the repressed—tglki
through the symptom as it were—dissolves the symptbis view had to be amended. Lacan does not
cease to emphasize that knowing the symptom doeson@spond to the cure of the symptom. In other
words, the repressed is not a meta-level in relatiothe symptom (return of the repressed in a @¢ode
form).

16
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Although this critique is quite simple, if not sitifigd, it nevertheless carries with
it a series of repercussions. Since the prolif@enadf signification in formalization must
continue indefinitely, the question of the emergerd meaning is unavoidable. As
Jacques Derrida argues in R Grammatologythe emergence of meaning in Saussure’s
formal system demands a suppression of a sigrdfiel surfacing of an exceptional
signified: “There has to be a transcendental sigghifor the difference between signifier
and signified to be somewhere absolute and irrédic(20). Derrida continues: “It is
the unigue experience of the signified producirsglft spontaneously, from within the
self, and nevertheless, as signified concept, emalement of ideality or universality”
(ibid). What does it mean that the transcendengglifeed produces itself “from within
the self"? Does Derrida here not identify the tcamglental function in the transfer of the
self-referentiality inherent in formalization on#o single signifier that is able to short
circuit the indefinite proliferation of significath? Precisely because of the self-relational

nature of the signifier, the formal system cann@tain itself and unwittingly produces a

17



transcendental functichAccording to Karatani, then, since a differensabstance is
nothing but a self-relational loop, it marks theadesnd of formalization—in a self-
deconstructive gesture it negates any possibilitya cdfoundation, introducing either
undecidability or a transcendental presupposition.

And yet, in the face of the deconstruction immarnergvery text, the interpreta-
tion does not vanish as a possibility, but persastsiecessity. Derrida admits parentheti-
cally: “The desire to restrict play is, moreoveresistible” (59). In other words, the
desire to produce meaning, be it fundamentally omgtded and based on the emergence
of the transcendental signifier, perseveres alalegiss impossibility. With the impending
emergence of the transcendental function, the tbgeof secular reason is radically
undermined. The task to produce a foundation witlhaeference to an omnipotent being
or the notion of agreement does not result in #r@shing of the transcendental function,
but rather in its displacement and exclusion. Thisacan’s point in stating: “For the true
formula of atheism is noGod is dead.the true formula of atheism Sod is uncon-
scious” (BXI 59). Given the Lacanian postulate that the unconscis structured like a
language, and the fact that the self-referentiaftianguage leads to the emergence of a
transcendental function and its subsequent exelugien this transcendental function
must be located in the unconscious. Hence, thedesnrdental function emerges precisely
because, as Karatani puts it, “[[Janguage is egdbna language about language,” which
implies that God is the product of language it6é&8KAM 62). Still, this does not mean that

the transcendental function emerges merely as dacpriio language; on the contrary,

* Whether one chooses to call this transcendentadtitn the “transcendental signifier” (Derrida) or
“transcendental subject” or simply “zero” (Jakob'sarero phoneme) is secondary to my argument. What
is essential is the inevitability of the transcemdé function due to the self-referentiality inhetrén the
formal systems.

18



precisely because natural language is itself a,ldopresupposes the transcendental

function in order for meaning to emerge.

L acan and the paradox of self-referentiality

Lacan’s theory of the subject, and his method aghale, is predicated in part on the
structuralist thesis that language is a differérgystem. If Lacan follows the method of
formalization, the question arises: how can Lacanieeory be sustained in view of the
undecidability induced by the self-referential mhr&? My contention is that, not only
does Lacan account for the self-referentiality neinéin a formal system, he also presents
a critique of formalism as a whole—a critique tisaan elaboration, rather than negation,
of the structuralist method; furthermore, the fortheory of the subject offers a line of
escape from the self-referential paradox.

Karatani’s persistent discussion of the dead-endfoomalization in a self-
referential paradox as the trope of secular agérésdy acknowledged in Lacan. Regard-
ing the formal topologies he uses, Lacan says: yTdre supports for your thought that
are not without artifice, but there is no topoldatpat does not have to be supported by
some artifice—it is precisely the result of thetfdwt the subject depends on the signi-
fier, in other words, on a certain impotence inrytiunking” (BXI 209). In saying this,
Lacan hints that any formal system explaining aured” phenomenon clashes against a
difficulty that is structurally inevitable and hencan be overcome only by a mechanism
capable of concealing the undecidability inherantanguage. As Karatani demonstrates,
every positing of a second-order principle—any espntation of natural phenomena in

formal terms—that would aspire to be a foundatibvags descends, in a self-referential
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movement, back to the first level, thereby vicigystecluding the pursued certainty. The
constitution of a formal structure, therefore, resaeily demands the suppression of self-
referentiality; this is what Lacan calls the “adéd,” a sleight of hand, that Karatani in
turn will identify as the prohibition of self-refemtiality or “castration.”

The materialization of the subject structurally oeps a limit in representation,
which Lacan here characterizes as “impotence” ought. The self-referentiality of
language must be located in the sphere of the (dinel; indeed, the subject’s relation to
the Other can be conceptualized as a loop. Lacseribes this relation as follows: “from
the subject called to the Other,” the unary signifihat represents the subject to the
binary signifier, “to the subjedf that which he has himself seen appear in the @Ette
Other,” the subject then appears as the binaryfegrna mere shadow of representation,
“from the Other coming back” in the form a lackatttan be summed in the question:
“What does he want from me?” (“SoS” 690). What ssential to understand is that the
latter question is none other than the reformutatd the subject’s own question to the
Other—“what do you want?"—that returns to the sabja a different form. What the
subject imagines as the outside, the Othguathe subject’s meta-level—is nothing but
a reflection of the subject’s own split. Insofarthss movement from the subject to the
Other and back triggers the emergence of desitsdbmes clear that self-referentiality
is at once a necessary condition for the mateaitiin of the subject by way of desire and
that which is repressed along the way. As previoasgued, what is repressed in the
constitution of the subject is the binary signifi¢orstellungsreprasentanshich is then
necessarily excluded from the set of signifiersbedies the self-referntial mechanism in

the formation of the subject. Manifest in the ifidpito answer the question “What does

20



he want from me?,” the lack in the Other (i.e.ymBolic order as a differential system),
is an effect of the self-referentiality of the gigar: it is the constitutive element of both
the symbolic order and the subject, neither of Witan function as the meta-level of the
other. As demonstrated earlier, insofaNVasstellungsreprasentarstands for the lack in
the Other, it can be said that the binary signiehe signifier of the self-referentiality of
the formal system.

The problematic of formalization can be rehearsethé movement of alienation
as a precursor of the emergence of desire. Alienarises as a choice between two
joined sets, Being and Meaning (Fig. 3) —two séiat thave at least one common
element (non-meaning)—and defined by the charatiethat, whatever the choice, the
common element is lost, and hence, the choice dhats consequencenaither one, nor
the othet (Lacan 211J. The signifier that represents the subject emeiméise field of
the Other, in language, wherein meaning can beddcand being is excluded. Conse-
qguently, “[i]f we choose being, the subject disagse it eludes us, it falls into non-
meaning” (Lacan 211). If, on the other hand, weodgomeaning, “the meaning survives
only deprived of that part of non-meaning™—the ptrat corresponds to the binary
signifier (the stand-in of being), which must beressed for meaning to emerge. Hence,
“it is of the nature of this meaning, as it emergethe field of the Other, to be in a large
part of its field, eclipsed by the disappearancéeahg” (ibid.). The choice of alienation
marks the disappearance of the original conditibsubject’'s existence—having both

meaning and retaining its being.

® In The Logic of SensBilles Deleuze emphasizes the role of non-meaningonsense, in structuralism
as a necessary condition to the emergence of sBeseuze writes: “structuralism shows in this manne
that sense is produced by nonsense and its pekpbgpdacement and that it is born of the respectiv
position of elements which are not by themselvigmifying™ (71).
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Bemg alienation

(the subject)

Figure 3. (Lacan 211)

The structure of alienation as the joining of tveassembodies the failure of the
formalization to provide a solid foundation in tfaee of its self-referentiality. Think of
the first set in question as the formal level, dmchl a claim is proposed as truth with
regard to the “natural” level (e.g:pgito as an ontological proof); the second set is then
the meta-level, or the second-order principle, Whstould provide the ground of cer-
tainty to the proposed truth (e.g., the non-decgivtod). In order that certainty of truth
be grounded, the two sets cannot overlap. As detmaded by Karatani, however, the
meta-level is always formulated in terms of thstfievel of proposition (e.g., Descartes
derives his non-deceiving God on the basis of tigeirfection evident in doubt). Lacan
includes this notion in his schemata in insistingttthe overlapping of the two sets is the
constitutive principle in the formation of the dp8siubject. The binary signifier, the
Vorstellungsreprasentanis located precisely in the intersection of the tsats. As an
effect, the binary signifier represents the impiggundecidability and has as its effect

the disappearance of certainty. The end resulliehation can be conceived in the
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following formulation: neither truth nor certaintyhe problem of the undecidability in
formalization is therefore encapsulated in the moset of alienation in the constitution
of the subject.

Far from being a problem or an obstacle, Lacantoacts alienation as a logical
precondition that necessitates the next step—bewyaddcidability—in the realization of
the subject, formalized in the movement of sepamatin separation, the emergence of
the unconscious and desire compensate for thedadfithe split subject. What proves
undecidable in the self-referentiality of the fotrs&ructure transfers to the function of
desire at a point “when doubt is recognized asageyt’ (126). Thus the second-order
principle necessarily emerges, as the unconditivaakcendental, but transpires as such
only in the unconscious. Lacan formulates this ipst split of impossibility of mean-
ing in language and its necessary formation in digtinction between the levels of
statement and enunciation.

In order to elucidate the dynamic between stateraedtenunciation, | will draw
on the self-referential paradox as stated in sebrgh Once infinity is conceived as a
number, the premise of the set theory can be fatadlas follows: “Given any set, finite
or infinite, a set with more elements can alwaysobtined” (KarataniAAM 52). The
paradox thus looms large in the possibility of irdsa question of the set of all possible
sets: namely, whether the set of all sets inclutiedf or not is, on the formal level,
undecidable. In “natural” language, the same patackin be expressed through the
statement: “I am lying.” On the formal level, indgethe statement “I am lying” is
undecidable due to its self-referentiality: if | dgwing, the statement “I am lying” itself

turns out to be true, whereas if | am telling theft, the statement indicates a lie.
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Although the self-referential paradox appears taheedead-end of formalization
proper, Lacan sees it as an enabling conditiorsg€lpoanalysis. In order to resolve the
paradox “I am lying,” Lacan introduces a differertmetween the level of the statement
and the level of enunciation: “tHeof enunciation is not the same as thef the state-
ment” BXI 139¥. On the level of the statement, if the contertaken purely according
to its formal logic, the meaning of this sentenseirideed undecidable; the level of
enunciation, however, is concerned with the desieg is presupposed in uttering the
statement in the first place. In “I am lying,” ohetlevel of the statement, “am lying”
becomes a signifier in the field of the Other. As eéffect, the “am lying’-signifier

determines the “I” retrospectively on the levelesfunciation:l , determined retrospec-
tively, becomes a signification...of what it [“am ihg”-signifier] produces at the level of
the enunciation” (139). Once the words leave tHgest’'s mouth and enter the field of
the Other, it is the Other who is in control toedetine not only the value of the subject’s
statement but also the “I” of the subject itselavithg passed through the field of the
Other, “from thel am lying which is at the level of the chain of the statemewrhat
results is arl am deceiving yduon the level of enunciation (ibid.). This trangfaation
occurs because apart from the formal logic, oneestiatement enters the field of the
Other— and we recall th&Man's desire is the desire of the Othertlesire takes over to
deliver a message beyond the subject’s contrattention(BXI 38). Desire is that which
eludes formalization; formalization stops short daese it does not foresee that desire

must intervene as a result of the repression obihary signifier—the very signifier that

stands for the self-referentiality transpiring ag tdeadlock of formalization. Further-

® Lacan’s distinction between statement and enuocids often employed in different vocabulary: the
levels of enunciated and enunciation. “Statemendl’ ‘@nunciated” are to be understood in the same wa
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more, this analysis shows that far from being ablproduce an undecidable statement,
the subject is condemned to telling the truth uddmmnally, because on the level of the
enunciation even “the lie as such is itself positethis dimension of truth” (138).

The shift from the level of the statement to theeleof the enunciation thus comes
about precisely as the result of the failure offalization. The resolution of the self-
referential paradox resides in the register outdigesymbolic inscription: the categories
of desire and the unconscious overstep the symhbalicthe imaginary, while signaling
the approach to the real—the real understood asdanf formalization. The instances
which demonstrate the undecidability of a formadteyn are not a devastating critique of
the latter, but rather the negative gestures, wiidchground self-referentiality as an
ontological category. Similarly, where the logi@apossibility of constituting meaning

shows itself, the excess of meaning follows asc@ssary consequence.
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CHAPTER TWoO:
Representations that wor k too well: Vertretungand Darstellung

They cannot representdrtretery themselves,
they must be representedftreten.
— Karl Marx

M odes of Representation

The Lacanian approach takes it as a starting ploattthe subject of secular modernity is

engendered by way of the failed representation-hénspace between two signifiefs (

ands,). As a direct consequence, the most intimaterfgeland beliefs of the subject are

mediated by representation; fundamentally, mansreeguasses through the Other, the
locus of representation. The formalist method asdfailure” force the problematic of
representation as the foremost issue of seculangtiie—precisely because neither
agreement nor transcendental being remain valadveay to forego the issue of represen-
tation. To phrase it differently, representatiord ats failure are the preconditions of
philosophical discourse. The problematic of repnést@on thus shifts away from the
opposition of the real versus the represented atidnks this dichotomy in a different

light: the reabecauset is (not) represented.
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A series of questions arises: because the sulgembristituted secondary to the
signifier through failed representation, what ig tondition of the representation that
works? Do we encounter heterogeneous modes ofsemedion, in particular, in art,
politics, and philosophy? We have already seen hb#t terms\Vorstellungand Rep-
rasentanzthough translated into English as “representdtisarve two radically differ-
ent functions relevant to the constitution of thbject and the symbolic order. Moreover,
while the original dyad of signifiers “does not Wwbr(for it triggers the fading of the
subject), the subsequent emergence of desire @mpanied by a sliding of the level of
the statement to the level of enunciation: to tbmfpwhere even a paradox turns into a
successful signification. Does this sliding betwé®a levels entail a shift in the mode of
representation as such?

Karatani in hisTranscritiqueturns to Karl Marx’sThe Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparten order to untangle two different modes of repr¢ation in the spheres
of politics, economics, and, finally, art and pkidphy. Marx’s text seeks to demonstrate
that, following the introduction of the parliamentarepresentative system after the
Revolution of 1848 that “delivered universal suffeafor the first time,” the democratic
election of Louis Bonaparte as emperor was not laiqad fluke, but rather a logical
consequence of the relation between the representsystem and the social classes
behind it Transcritique143). The aptness of Marx’s critique consist in thet that it
does not merely deal with the representative systanfirst and foremost with its failure:
the democratic election of Louis Bonaparte as eorpagnals the utmost limit of repre-
sentation and the collapse of the democratic reptative apparatus. Behind Marx’s

guestion as to “how it is possible for a grotesmeliocrity to play a hero’s part?” thus
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lurks a deeper issue: In what way and under whafditions does representation fail?
(KarataniTC 145).

Central to understanding Marx’s thesis is theimision between two modes of
representationVertretung, which designates political representation and eariihe
connotation of representation as “standing-in-tlaeg-of” someone, anBarstellung as
a mode of re-presentation in which one pretendset@omeone else, as is the case of
actors Parstelled] in theater or film. Central t@arstellungis the function of imaginary
mediation: thus, for instance, in theater the retabetween the actor and what he or she
representsdarstelle is purely fictional, i.e., imaginary. Constituéivof Vertretung on
the other hand, is the direct—rather than imagiyanediated—connection between the
representatives and the represented. Karatanistrdiee function ofVertretungin the
system of representation that was predominant bdfa introduction of the parliamen-
tary system—namely, in the political systemSindeversammlungefgn assembly of
different castes/professions from preindustrial dpef (TC 144). Karatani draws on
Hans Kelsen to explain the original notion\drtretung the nature of the representative
system Vertretung in Standeversammlunfgrged a direct bond between the representa-
tives and represented, where the former were tiréed to” and “responsible to” the
latter [“ihrer Wahlergruppen gebunden und diesen verantwbrtvaren”] (TC 324n.16).

" Hence, the original meaning Mertretungas the name for the representative system

does not belong to the parliamentary democracyieratit goes back to the political

" Helpful to understanding the distinction betwearstellungand Vertretungare the concepts of meta-
phor and metonymy. As Lacan points out in his ‘dnse of the Letter,” metaphor is a relationshipoofe
word for another’—one signifier for another; like Darstellung the determinate condition of metaphor is
that the two signifiers share radically disparateanmings. Metonymy, on the other hand, where a part
stands for a whole, is akin Wertretung insofar as the representativeStandeversammlurig a part of the
class he represents; the representatii&amdeversammlung “standing-in-the-place-of’ the whole of the
social class to which he belongs.
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situation of the pre-industrial Europe, where tlepresentatives and the represented
shared an apodictic relationship with one other.

While the signifier of the representative systemystl the same, the notion of
Vertretunghad undergone a radical shift since the introductid the parliamentary
system. Karatani relies on the following passagklarx in order to describe the role of
a representativeViertretell in relation to the petty bourgeoisie in the pamientary
system:

This content is the transformation of society ideamocratic way, but a transfor-
mation within the bounds of the petty bourgeoi€ialy one must not get the nar-
row-minded notion that the petty bourgeoisie, angple, wishes to enforce an
egoistic class interest. Rather, it believes thatdpecial conditions of its eman-
cipation are the general conditions within whogerfe alone modern society can
be saved and the class struggle avoided. Justtlasntiust one imagine that the
democratic representativaRdprasentantdrare indeed all shopkeepers or enthu-
siastic champions of shopkeepers. According ta gahiication and their individ-
ual position they may be as far apart as heavereart. What makes them rep-
resentatives\ertretei] of the petty bourgeaoisie is the fact that in theinds they
do not get beyond the limits which the latter do get beyond in life, that they
are consequently driven, theoretically, to the sgrablems and solutions to
which material interest and social position drikie tatter practically. This is, in
general, the relationship between the political dtedary representativesiqis
Verhéltnis dempolitischenundliterarischen Vertreter] of a class and the class
they representvertreteld. (Marx Eighteenth Brumairéll; Der achtzehnte Bru-
maire 142)

Marx describes here the Montagne government empatikind of farce in the establish-
ment of the so-called social democratic state. fdseilt of the post-1848 coalition of
petty bourgeois and the workers in the parliamgntimocracy, where the representa-
tives Vertretel may be “as far apart as heaven and earth” fragrcthss they represent,
was “not of doing away with two extremes, capitatlavage labor, but of weakening
their antagonism and transforming it into harmorfiarx EB lll). The ideological
modification in the notion oYertretungin post-1848 France, under the guise of democ-

ratic values and universal suffrage, installed anbertain social class as representatives,
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thereby assuring the perpetuation of the capitaiistde of production. Unlike in
Standeversammlungethe representativesd/¢rtretef in the parliamentary system no
longer belonged or were directly tied to the clh&y represented; as Marx stresses, these
representatives must not have been “all shopkeepessthusiastic champions of shop-
keepers,” not to mention the enthusiastic champadsoletariat.

Although this transformation in the meaning andction of Vertretungis clear,
the conditions that allow ideological efficacy imet parliamentary system remain enig-
matic. This ideological efficacy of the parliameantaystem must be sought in the exact
nature of the relation between the representataes the class they represent. In this
passage Marx ridicules the position of the demaatly elected representative¥dr-
treter] in the parliamentary system in contrast to thection these representatives aspire
to enact. The fact that in the parliamentary systesi‘drive” to represent a given class is
merely “theoretical,” rather than practical, berdylarx’s sarcasm: “that in their minds
they do not get beyond the limits which the latler not get beyond in life.” This, of
course, in Marx's view is quite ridiculous, sindeetmaterial conditions determine
consciousnesdlas Sein bestimmt das Bewusstsaimd the material condition of these
representatives are “as far apart as heaven atit’ #&&m those of the class they repre-
sent. In this respect, Karatani is justified toimldghat in the parliamentary system the
relation between the representative and the repiedas of “arbitrary” or “fictitious”
nature; “[ijn the parliamentary system based upoinarsal suffrage,” Karatani says, “the
representative systenvértretung is thoroughly ‘fictitious’ as compared t8tandever-

sammlung (144).
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While deriding the parliamentary representativesnMnevertheless precisely
formulates what should pertain to the mode of regmeation that i¥ertretung sarcasm
aside, the representative should be driven “tostree problems and solutions to which
material interests and social position drive thigeta[the class they represent] practi-
cally"—while this drive should not be merely “thetical,” but rather practically sub-
stantiated. This, however, is only possible if tiepresentatives share the apodictic
relationship, e.g., material conditions or direxgponsibility, to the class they represent—
guaStandeversammlung pre-industrial Europe. The medium, which givies tepresen-
tatives in the parliamentary system the necessageace, according to Marx, is their
fantasy that “in their minds” they don't get beyoadequired limit. Hence, the distance
between the representatives and represented isooelgome by imaginary sublation.
This theoretically mediated, rather than practicalbstantiated, relation constitutes
precisely the function dbarstellung as opposed tdertretung The role of the represen-
tatives in the parliamentary system is no longgariding-in-the-place-of;” rather, insofar
as this connection is arbitrary and finds its ficdtion “in their minds,” the parliamen-
tary system resonates witlarstellenas an act of fictional representation. Arbitrasime
and fictitiousness found in the parliamentary systgertain precisely to the order of
Darstellung®

With the introduction of the parliamentary systaherefore, the mode of repre-
sentation has undergone a shifértretungin the political realm takes on all the qualities
of Darstellung while Vertretungqua Standeversammlungs such is effaced. Yet the

notion ofVertretungdoes not lose its weight on the scene of politicahter completely.

8 This is the meaning of Althusser’s famous claimttere is no outside ideology. All political repen-
tation, and by analogy, all philosophical repreagan, is ideologically mediated®arstellungis the only
mode of representation available to secular reason.
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As Marx’s analysis demonstrates, the parliamentapyresentative system, although
corresponding tdarstellung must acquires a double quality: it is arbitrarjze-tepre-
sentatives in the parliamentary system do not fgetorthe class they represent—and it
appears as not arbitrary (quartretung—Iegitimized by the universal suffrage in place.
In this senseYertretungis Darstellung’snecessary double: in order to be effective in the

political realm,Darstellungmust transpire as enacting the functioeftretung.

A chiasmatic reversal: from Vorstellungsreprasentanto Vertretungsdarstellung

The dynamic betwee¥lertretungandDarstellungsurfaces as a chiasmatic reversal of the
logic present in the formation of the subject—adlvas in the closure of the formal
system. As | have previously argued, the formalesysnecessitates the repression of the
binary signifier,Vorstellungsrepréasentanzrepresentative of representation. Evidently,
in the context of parliamentary representativeesystone also cannot avoid the issue of a
binary signifier that appears as a redoubling ef tpresentational function. At every
instance ofVertretungthe representation is two-fold: firghe representative stands for
the content of representation (a class that h@@represents) in an arbitrary or fictitious
connection; and, second, the instance of fictitioyesentation erases the trace of its
own arbitrariness by means of re-presentidgr$teller, or “putting on an act,” of

representationVfertretund.’ The redoubling of representation in this contextilddbe

% The parallel betweeDarstellung/Vertretungnd metaphor/metonymy respectively, clarifies teeassity

of the displacement, not complete effacemeny/ertretung.That is, although metonymy does not undergo
historical metamorphoses (at least, not self-evlggrits connection to metaphor shows the necgsdita
double process in representation. In “The Instarfdbe Letter in the Unconscious” Lacan writes: ‘tsle
phor’'s creative spark...flashes between two sigrifiene of which has replaced the other by takimg th
other’s place in the signifying chain, the occulsighifier remaining present by virtue of its (meymic)
connection to the rest of the chain” (422). Lacam{s out that in the work of metaphor, one sigrifis
replaced by the other, while the other signifienetbeless maintains a certain metonymic relatignghi

all other signifiers. Here, the interplay betwedée tiscussed concepts is two-fold. One the one,hand
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termedVertretungsdarstellung+e-presentation of representatiororstellungsreprasen-
tanzmust be understood as a signifier of the lack enGither (i.e., the locus of represen-
tation), which is accordingly repressed in ordeat trepresentation is totalizeWgrtre-
tungsdarstellungs the other side of the same coin: it is insteackssively present in the
representative system and must appear at every marheepresentation.

The relation ofVertretung and Darstellung is one of fantasy—it is at once
“imaginary” and yet it is necessary for the symbdfficacy. While the original dyad of
signifiers in the formation of the subject “doed n@rk” (for it induces the fading of the
subject), the representative mode in the parliaargrgystem Darstellungenacting the
role of Vertretung “works too well:” as Marx demonstrates, the parientary system
manages to promote an economic program that hdrenproletariat in the name of the
universal suffrage. Because the doctrine of thevarsal suffrage vies to represent all
classes beyond their difference as a result ofidmocratic elections, the parliamentary
system implies the totalization of a differentitdusture (multitude of classes and class
relations). Just as the closure of the formal stimecis presupposed for the emergence of
meaning, the representative system functions teifepresentation in question is total:
“the representative can behave as if he represeviedone, even though it is not the
case” (KarataniTC 151-2). The dynamic dDarstellungandVertretungcorresponds to
the totalized system where the shortcoming of mer&tion Yorstellungsreprasentanz
as the lacking meaning in the Other) has been sepde and the ideological fantasy, by

means of the imaginary register, creates a coheotality of the symbolic order—a

Lacan clarifies that there is no metaphor withogtanymy (noDarstellungwithout Vertretung—or, in
other words, no statement without enunciation) ti@nother hand, d3arstellungreplaces/ertretung and
it becomes clear that the redoubling of the sigatfon asvertretungsdarstellungs metaphoric Darstel-
lung is the locus of metaphor)ertretungbecomes “the occulted signifier,” which remainsegent by
virtue of its (metonymic) connection to the restted chain.”

33



unified political program that claims universal idélly (e.g., democracy or human
rights)°

This success of representation, in turn, eluciddtedailed representation wbr-
stellungsreprasentanin alienation, the dyad of signifiers functionsrgly on the level
of representation as “standing-in-the-place-of;ta@oall Lacan’s analogy, the function of
Reprasentans one of a diplomat—&ertreter, who represents a country beyond his or
her own persona. In view of the “success” in thaaigic ofVertretungsdarstellunghe
condition of the failure of the initial dyad of sijer becomes clear: the formation of the

subject demands an introduction of desire, whiclhes intervention of the imaginary
register. In other words, representatmum S, andS, does not work, because it fails to

make up for the necessity Darstellung,which is present in excess in the parliamentary
system of representation, enabling the latter torkwoo well.”

With the shift in the logic of representation froviorstellungsreprasentanio
Vertretungsdarstellungivhat function does the former assume? Dderestellungsrep-
rasentanzplay no role in the totalized differential syste®®® Marx demonstrates with
the example of the democratic election of Louis &warte, which signals the end of
democracy, the abolition of the parliamentary sysie a perpetually impinging possibil-
ity, immanent in its logic. Thus, although the plaj Vertretung and Darstellung
“works,” it is constantly under the threat of csiswhere the arbitrariness of representa-
tion resurfaces. In crisis, as the token of thetr@iiness of representation a resemblance

of Vorstellungsreprasentarghows itself and as a reminder that the symboliteois

10 Lacan’s formalization of fantasy, incidentally,tiee same as that of the split subject after alienand

separationg ©a—the split subject and fantasy arise as a resudepération, mediated lopjet g the object
cause of desire as means of the introduction ofitlaginary.
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lacking and that the representation is not totat-@il), though it aspires to be. In the
mode of representation that claims universal vgiidvorstellungsreprasentanas the
signifier of “unrepresentable,” is immanent as gwent of peril to its representational
efficacy. Marx grasped the metamorphosis in the notioWeftretungin the parliamen-
tary system precisely at the moment of such critis: election of Louis Bonaparte as
Emperor. Karatani argues: “Only because the reiakigp between the representative and
the represented is arbitrary was it possible thattdustrial bourgeoisie as well as other
classes, could abandon their representatives ammseH_ouis BonaparteTC 145). The
reverse holds equally true: because “a nobody”ctawfully and democratically seize
complete power in the representative system, dié@tome evident that the connection
between the representatives and the representsat that of apodictid/ertretung but
rather of fictitiousDarstellung

Furthermore, Marx points out that the key to thecess of Bonaparte’s coming
into power required an extra element: the unreptesewho were ready to accept the
Emperor as the sole legislative organ that is eblepresent them. The unrepresented of
The Eighteenth Brumains not the proletariat, but rather the small-hoddpeasants. The
proletariat constitutes a social class, which ig/wthcan find its representative in the
communist party (albeit, again, it is worthy toteeate, that the communist party could
only entertain a relationship @arstellungto the proletariat). The small-holding peas-
ants, on the other hand, “don’t form a class” aodsequently are unrepresentable in the
parliamentary system (MarkB VII). As “unrepresentable,” thus, the class-lessalém
holding peasants signal the disintegratioVeftretungas a parliamentary representative

system in the demand for an abstract universaksemtative embodied in the figure of
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the emperor. With regard to the small-holding pe&s Vertretung undergoes yet
another metamorphosis in Marx’s text:

They [small-holding peasants] are therefore inckpabasserting their class in-
terest in their own name, whether through a padianor a convention. They
cannot representvértreter themselves, they must be representeettfeter.
Their representativeVertrete] must at the same time appear as their master, as
an authority over them, an unlimited governmentakvgr which protects them
from the other classes and sends them rain andhigensom above. The politi-

cal influence of the small-holding peasants, th@eeffinds its final expression in
the executive power which subordinates societysmlfi (Marx Eighteenth Bru-
maire VIl; Der achtzehnte Brumair£99-200)

While the election of democratic representativésr{retei] proves to lose an organic
connection to the class they represent, the exerpdwer is supposed to represent the
will of the people directly (se€C 148). Although the election of a single leader vdws
restore the original meaning vkrtretung—in that the leader vows to have an unmedi-
ated relationship to the people, whatever the €lasgruth, the election of Bonaparte
signals merely the dissolution of parliamentaryrespntation. As Karatani notes, in this
instance of failure we see “a collapse of repredent as the solution to the unrepresent-
able” (147). The “unrepresentable” element—in tb@text the small-holding peas-
ants—occupies the place of the excluded fractiosoafety, whose exclusion allows for
the totalization of the representative system—thusion of universal validity—in the
first place. In turn, it embodies the arbitrary neation of the bourgeois representatives
in the parliamentary system to the society as aleytitbus, the small-holding peasants
stand in the place oforstellungsreprasentanihe excluded precondition of totalization
and the signifier of arbitrary meaning in the sytidorder. It is from this place that the
threat to disintegrate the representative systamanates. Thus, the dissolution of repre-
sentation comes with the return of the repressed) the place wher&orstellungsrep-

rdsentananust be located.
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If Bonaparte is the “solution” to the unrepresetgalwve must pose the following
guestions: does Bonaparte completely forego theatied of representation? Or, if that
is not the case, what does he represé@f the one hand, because the connection to the
socially existing classes remains arbitrary, thepErar represents/értreter) the will of
the people qu®arstellung On the other hand, in the moment of crisis, theybnd” of
representation shows itself; Karatani stresses“Matx saw a dictatorship of the bour-
geoisie in universal suffrage, the backdrop ofdbep of the Eighteenth Brumaire, rather
than a direct violent means of rule” (151). Thisame that the Eighteenth Brumaire was
only a symptom of the representative system in tquesand only exposed what was
behind theDarstellung—namely, the bourgeois economic interests. If thgiral notion
of Vertretungfrom the times oStdndeversammlungeés as Karatani puts it, an “apodic-
tic rapport” of the representatives to the classytrepresentand if the parliamentary
system is able to represent the social classesquaiparstellung then it becomes clear
that the parliamentary system (and Bonaparte a%héskdrop”) shares an “apodictic
rapport” to the “beyond” of representatiodrstellund—the bourgeois economic
interests. In this sense, the old notionMartretungis not fully effaced, but remains
beyondDarstellung:while the parliamentary system enacts re-presemtgarstellung
of representation\ertretung, it nevertheless bears an unmediated connectiom t
certain view of the social reality—the parliamegtaystem representydrtreten} the

aforementioned interests in an organic manner.

" The case of Bonaparte is only one of the solutfonshe unrepresentable, the other being the aithict.
The ethical act demands the restructuring of thel®fic order from the position of the unrepreselgab
(see Lacan’'8ook VilandBook XXand Badiou’'sEthicsand Logics of Worldg the election of Bonaparte,
on the other hand, postponed the tension of thepuesentable and in the same movement perpetiested t
existing symbolic order. Another (failure of a)mn to the unrepresentable will further defibgelf in

my discussion of the avant-garde.
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In order to interpret further the “beyond” of repentation Darstellund, I will
once again draw on Lacan: “I shall take up here dizectic of appearance and its
beyond, in saying that, if beyond appearance tleen®@thing in itself, there is the gaze”
(BXI 103). The gaze belongs to the level of the uncowsgito the discourse of the
Other—in a word, the gaze is the point from whibl Other speaks with the subject’s
words, where the level of the statement slidesi¢devel of enunciation. As | previously
argued, the totalization of the formal system nsaely gives rise to the transcendental
function, which finds its place in the unconsciduscall Lacan’s words that “God is
unconscious”). Thus, beyond representatidarktellung is the transcendental function,
which in this context is the gaze of the bourgemienomic interests. Lacan writes:
“From the moment that this gaze appears, the sutsjes to adapt itself to it"BXI 83)—
the parliamentary system cannot but “adapt” to ¢lagze of the bourgeois interests,
consciously or not. Still, this transcendental tiot is produced within the limits of the
imaginary register: “The gaze | encounter,” Lacartes, “is, not a seen gaze, but a gaze
imagined by me in the field of the Other” (84). Wdugh the gaze is an imaginary ele-
ment, it is constitutive of the symbolic as a tized system—in a word, it comes about
with the exclusion of th&orstellungsrepréasentarim order to shift from the representa-
tion that “does not work” to the one that “work®tevell.” The state of the situation in
the Eighteenth Brumaire takes the following shapleereas the parliamentary represen-
tative system is thoroughly “fictitious,” and thfisctions adarstellung,this represen-
tational mode is governed by a transcendental immdhat is beyond representation. If
the parliamentary system re-preseni@rftellerj the society as a whole, beyobarstel-

lung, it representsviertreter} the bourgeois economic interests (the gaze). @bishle
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property of representation emerges only in a negagesture at the moment of crisis, at
the point when the dissolution of representatiamie large.
To make my point clearer, | turn to Slavoj Zizekemding of Alain Badiou’3he

Meaning of Sarkozy:

‘If democracy means representation,” Badiou write®e quoi Sarkozy est-il le

nom? ‘it is first of all the representation of the geal system that bears its

forms. In other words: electoral democracy is agelgresentative in so far as it is

first of all the consensual representation of @digitn, or of what today has been

renamed the “market economy”. This is its undedyaorruption.” At the em-

pirical level multi-party liberal democracy ‘repesgs’ — mirrors, registers,

measures — the quantitative dispersal of peoplaisians, what they think about

the parties’ proposed programmes and about thatlidates etc. However, in a

more radical, ‘transcendental’ sense, multi-pakigral democracy ‘represents’ —

instantiates — a certain vision of society, pditaand the role of the individuals in

it. Multi-party liberal democracy ‘represents’ aepise vision of social life in

which politics is organised so that parties competelections to exert control

over the state legislative and executive apparétBerlusconi in Tehran”)
Here Zizek clearly differentiates between two modsepresentation. On the one hand,
“at the empirical level,” the representative systémirrors, registers, measures,” and
represents people’s opinions—this it does in theemaf Darstellung On the other hand,
however, in a “transcendental sense,” “a certagiowi of society” is represented. The
latter, “transcendental” representation, correspotw the gaze as the transcendental
function beyondDarstellung—the beyond, which is at the same time a constguti
precondition ofDarstellung ZiZek taps into the displaced role \8értretung while on
the fictitious level the parliamentary system misrqpeople’s opinions, in truth, the
representative system enjoys an “apodictic rapport'a certain vision of society,” i.e.,
the “market economy.” Hence, what is representedtietery beyondDarstellungis the
transcendental function that arises with the exaftusf the unrepresentable and subse-

guent totalization of the symbolic order—the synibarder that claims the universal
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validity (e.g., universal suffrage), despite thbitaariness of its own foundation (i.e., the
necessary exclusion of the “unrepresentable”). dyremic ofDarstellungand Vertre-

tung thus takes the following shapes-present [darstellen] all you want on the levél o
the statement, on the level of enunciation youaliays represent, "stand-in-the-place-

of” [vertreten], the transcendental function.
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CHAPTER THREE:
Representation and its beyond: failures of the avant-garde

Paradoxically, the avant-gardiste intention to de-
stroy art as an institution is thus realized in the
work of art itself. The intention to revolutionize
life by returning art to its praxis turns into a
revolutionizing of art.

— Peter Burger

| want nothing to do with art and this is the only
way for me to do anything for art.
— Joseph Beuys

In my analysis of the theory of the avant-garde tredaesthetic movements that came
after the historical avant-garde, | will elucidateant-garde’s rapport with the formal
method, on the one hand, and | will argue that tttise of the avant-garde’s project is
its particular oppositional relationship to both des of representatiomarstellungand
Vertretung | maintain that the emergence of the avant-gardesthetic program lends
itself to the formal analysis, while at the sanmeetj the avant-gardist intervention enables
the formulation of art history in terms of a totald formal system. Let me emphasize
that by the formalist aspect of the avant-garde hdt understand the immanent quality
of a given artistic form without regard to the sdij matter, which is often associated
with the notion of art for art’'s sake, but rathke tanti-institutional stance of the avant-

gardist project? Because the art institution in part assumes the @b the symbolic

12 The association of the avant-garde and formalisti tie self-sufficiency of art and art critiqueshaeen
in large valorized by an influential American aritic Clement Greenberg in his article “Avant-garaled
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order, | treat avant-garde as a subject, not insérese of an anthropomorphized entity,
but as an effect of a structural determination. &heergence of the avant-garde, insofar
as it redefines art outside the terms of the astitirtion, embodies what was earlier
described as the subject of secular modernity éSegm subject). What constitutes the
truth production of the Cartesian subject is thaither the transcendental being nor the
notion of agreement suffices to ground its cenairte., to provide the foundation of its
subjectivity. By the same token the avant-gardeses to accept the terms of the institu-
tion as the foundation of its subjectivity: the airgarde attempts to negate the notion of
the artist as an individual genius (transcendesg@al) and does not accept the notion of
agreement (institutional opinion) as the definimm@ple of its artistic practice. In this
unconditional negation of the art institution, hawe the question “What is art?” re-
mains unanswered—thus, the avant-garde losesutsl&tion as art. The problematic of
the avant-gardist project consists in an attempdeal with the self-referentiality in art
that induces the fading of the subject. Just asirtipasse of formalization produces
meaning in philosophy, the lacking certainty ofatsn foundation becomes a productive
force of the avant-gardist praxis. Corollary to themal analysis of the avant-garde, the
failures of the avant-gardist project shed lighttloe paradoxes encountered in the formal

method itself.

Kitsch.” Insofar as this article seeks to prodooeaning of an art-work (and furthermore to evaluaty
merely on the basis of certain artistic techniqutebas been termed “formalist,” while it furtheenpetu-
ated the separation of art from the praxis of lgfad, moreover, argued this separation as corigétof
avant-garde. Far from reducing all artistic meassequal, Greenberg establishes a hierarchy in art—
between “kitsch” and “avant-garde,” between “comnrmoan” and “cultivated spectator’—and, in this
sense, exemplifies reactionary and nostalgic semiisn of dogmatic delineation of art and non-art.
Greenberg’s critique exemplifies the function of thrt institution: it canonizes Modernism as aifgged
sphere in relation to social reality, praises distagenius (e.g., Jackson Pollock), and creat@srarchy of
artistic means and works—all that in the name oftd-garde” and under the guise of “formalist” igfite.
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What makes art

In order to understand and thematize the movenfegheduropean avant-garde, it has to
be first of all approached in relation to the ttachal Western and bourgeois art institu-
tions. Since the advent of secular modernity, aitsaevery stage of development has
been invested in overcoming a previously estabdigredition: the art historians are able
to categorize, not without overlaps and complicatjahe periods of Baroque, Rococo,
Romanticism, Neo-Classicism and so on. The aforéioveed categories make them-
selves available to categorization in terms of enhof the work of art, the techniques
employed, and the artistic means available—in shewery step in overcoming the
previous artistic current consists in the impositmf a new style and problematic. In
order that every new form is granted a status fiapasses through the art institution
that in turn normalizes the innovative content, nsgand techniques as an acceptable
artistic practice. The central question in the dgwment of art in relation to the avant-
garde is the following: is avant-garde just anothveercoming of a previously established
tradition or rather, as Peter Burger in fiseory of the Avant-Gardelaims, a “revolu-
tionizing of art” as a whole? If, indeed, it is thase that the avant-garde marks a radi-
cally new stage in the development of Westernvalniat are the conditions and aspira-
tions that the historical avant-garde sets toutxessors?

Jurij Tynjanov, one of the foremost thinkers of tRussian Formalist movement
in the 1920s, in his articles “On Literary Evolutioand “Literary Fact,” presents an
account of the structure that underlies the shifisy one aesthetic movement to another
as a system of evolution. Tynjanov treats eachaliyeor aesthetic movement as a system,

consisting of differential elements of the greatgstem of the history of literature or art;
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Tynjanov writes: “The main concept for literary &won is the mutation [smena
change, replacement, shift] of systems, and theiptbblem of ‘traditions’ is transferred
onto another plane” (“On Literary Evolution” 67)The “other plane” in question is an
approach to literary “traditions” not as positivalgfined entities, but rather systems in
differential relation to one another. Tynjanov thmaintains that the artistic devices of a
given epoch cannot be understood immanently, ocdpraing to the aesthetic norms of
this epoch; the relations of each aesthetic elemmedevice (e.g., rhyme, subject matter,
the use of archaic language) must be approachéditboglation to the other elements in
a given system (given epoch), and in conjunctiothwather systems (both, previous
epochs and non-aesthetic series). “What in onelepocld be a literary fact"— what is
canonized as an aesthetic norm—*“would in anotherabeommon matter of social
communication lpytovym javleniemphenomenon of ordinary life], and vice versa,
depending on the whole literary system in which gineen fact appears” (“OLE” 69).
What in one aesthetic system serves a dominantifumor what Tynjanov calls the
“constructive principle”)—e.g., the meticulous usé perspective and symmetrical
construction in classicist painting—ceases to ogauglefining role in another epoch—
e.g., the perspective in cubist paintingsConsequently, in view of art or literature as
evolution, the question “What is literature?” or KWt is art?” cannot be answered by

enumeration of aesthetic norms. Tynjanov emphasizesl this view differentiates the

3 1n citing Tynjanov | am using a standard transkatof the article. In cases where | feel that thelEh
translation is insufficient or misleading, | wilefer to the Russian text in brackets, while prawgdi
alternative translations that are my own.

14 What Tynjanov calls “the dominant” or “construeiyprinciple,” is akin to the concept of the master-
signifier or the quilting pointdoint de captiohin Lacanian theory (se8eminar IlI). The constructive
principle organizes the differential relations ingawen epoch, producing from a multitude of possibl
artistic practices a single coherent literary f&itnilarly, the master-signifier or the quiltingipg being
itself an empty category, structures the meaniraglyetion of a single formal system, e.g., the cphce
“democracy,” though it may imply a number of hetggpneous definitions, structures the political (and
often social, economic, and cultural) discoursedantemporary society.
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formalist analysis from the traditional understangdiof art and literary history—that
“[a]ll firm static definitions of [literature] aréisplaced by the fact of evolution” (“Liter-
ary Fact”). Innovation in art and literature as tsus dynamic; it arises “on the basis
of ‘random’ results and ‘random’ thrusts, mistakestWhat is perceived as a “mistake”
in one epoch can be retrospectively defined asran ft_F”). If the totality of art can
only be conceived through exclusion of non-artaasthetic innovation stems from the
extra-aesthetic sphere; the Russian Formalists teisnsphere biyt,” i.e. everyday life
(Burger terms it “means-ends rationality of everydife”).*> Since the “mistakes” that
will define the next epoch in the aesthetic evolutcome precisely from this sphere, the
aesthetic practice invariably occupies a relatignst everyday life, even if its status in
society is that of exclusion from everyday life.rRbis reason, Tynjanov insists that
literary theory must proceed in step with the fdrmaalysis of other systems, such as
social conditions or ideological imperatives of izeg period, and not perpetuate the

myth of “art for art’s sake™®

5 This dynamic between art and social reality isnepiary in music. Jacques Attali theorizes music as
“organization of noise,” arguing that music is ‘@nbed between noise and silence, in the spacaef t
social codification” (Attali 11, 20). Canonic norro§a period thus identify an innovation in musi@pto

its institutionalization as noise; such was thesaodf every day life in the city, the sound of neaand
propellers, which subsequently became the matefrithle avant-gardist compositions.

% Tynjanov’s view is a departure from the early fatist critique, in which, indeed, the method of lgsis
concerned the immanent structure of a given worikhfwt its relation to other traditions or spheoés
life). While the Formalists soon moved away frontlsunode of analysis, as is evident in Tynjanov’s
critigue, the Soviet Marxist literary critics wageth attack on the Formalists, reproaching them for
advocating the apartness of art from social realRgsponding to this criticism (the response wdts le
unheard, as after the official institution of sdisiarealism in USSR, the term “formalism” evolvado a
kind of an insult), Jakobson writes: “Neither Tymj& nor Mukaovsky, nor Sklovskij nor I—none of us
has ever proclaimed the self-sufficiency of art.alive have been trying to show is that art is aegiral
part of the social structure, a component tharaats with all the others and is itself mutablecsiboth the
domain of art and its relationship to the otherstitments of the social structure are in constéaedtical
flux. What we stand for is not the separatism ofbart the autonomy of the aesthetic function” (“Wha
Poetry?” 174). Jakobson points out that the foishalitique advocates neither the view of “art &ot's
sake” nor the Marxist position, where art is thaughas subservient to social reality; rathersiprecisely
the objective of the formalist critique to eluciddhe border between the two, i.e., the role ofasthetic
function.
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The construction of the norms for each epoch & résult of a function that
Tynjanov calls “automation,” whereby previous “nais¢s” are inscribed in the canon
and evolve into new rules (Burger calls this prgc@sstitutionalization,” rendering it
one of the central functions of the art institujiomynjanov formalizes the necessary
steps of literary evolution as follows:

Thus, when we analyze literary evolution we enceutie following stages:
1) when related to an automated principle of coms$isn the opposite construc-
tive principle is delineated dialectically; 2) épplication takes place—the con-
structive principle seeks the easiest applicatB)rit [the constructive principle]
covers the maximum mass of phenomena; 4) it becemisnated and causes
opposite principles of construction to emerge. ()LF

Grasped as a system, the history of literaturerbisareduced to a cycle of shifting
“‘dominants” or “constructive principles,” which tescture the “literary fact” of a given
epoch'’ Each innovative constructive principle eventuatlgcomes “automated” or
institutionalized, thus outlining the “limit” of wat is considered literature or art; the
given limit allows an “outside,” a space of trareggion, a space for new “mistakes™—
and the cycle necessarily follows the same strathattern of development. Thus, art as
a whole can only be fathomed in the tension betwkerdominant and the marginal, as
the overcoming of the former by the latter; in tthy;ramic, formalism seeks to forego the
positing of universal criteria for art and seesiara constant flux and movement. In all
this, is avant-garde just another epoch that premi$¢ own constructive principle in the
cycle of the art evolution? If so, wherein doesithee “revolutionizing of art” consist? Is

any new epoch of art in the same way “a revolugioig of art”?

1t must be noted that Tynjanov's account of litgravolution is not a teleological construct. Rathe
Tynjanov writes, it is “[n]ot a regular evolutiomba leap, not a development, but a dislocatiohF{}.
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What sets the movement of the avant-garde apam flos series of fluxes in
European art is its resistance to be describedrdiogpto the terms of the traditional
system of categorization. As Burger writes:

It is...a distinguishing feature of the historicabat-garde movements that they
did not develop a style. There is no such thing @adaist or a surrealist style.
What did happen is that these movements liquiddtedpossibility of a period
style when they raised to a principle the availgbif the artistic means of past
periods. Not until there is universal availabiliipes the category of artistic
means become a general of€OAG18)

Burger's thesis is a radical one: he contendsthieéemergence of the avant-garde did not
only change the praxis of art, but also introdueedew paradigm in categorizing the
aesthetic production of previous epochs. The agande demanded the demolition of
borders between the instituted “artistic means”, asdsuch, claimed the validity to all the
artistic techniques beyond their normative presicnis—a gesture, according to Blrger,
which made the thematization of the artistic mean®lation to each other possible. At
the same time, declaring all artistic means vahe, avant-garde renders the notion of
validity obsolete: avant-garde “destroy[ed] the gioiity that a given school can present
itself with the claim to universal validity TOAG87). As a consequence, Birger’s thesis
implies that the artistic means as such, beyonahdneative definition of a given epoch,
become recognizable or emancipated from the decthiat previously enveloped them.

I will extend Birger’s claim beyond the connectloetween the “universal avail-
ability of artistic means” and their becoming a @exh category; | maintain that the avant-
gardist revolt carries direct consequence to thergemce of the formalist notion of the
evolution of art. If Burger is right that the avagarde dissolved the possibility of a single
tradition to present itself as universally valitjst means that, in the same gesture, the

avant-garde rendered them equally valid alongsiaeh eother as distinct historical
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moments, not as “true” or “false” doctrines. Thpereussion of this circumstance is two-
fold. On the one hand, if with the advent of tharavgarde all the normative definitions
of art suddenly transpired as equal, it becameilples® juxtapose all these traditions in
terms of the formalist method—the history of artiita be rewritten in the negative
spaces and differential relations between the epdoh the other hand, this interpreta-
tion shows that the avant-garde is not just anodyete in Tynjanov’s schemata of
evolution, but a point when the very structureted evolution folds onto itself in a self-
referential paradox. The avant-garde does not meegition itself against a single style
as its target, as an overcoming of a previous coctste principle with a new one; rather,
as Burger emphasizes, “[w]hat is negated [in agantie] is not an earlier form of art but
art as an institution"TOAG49). Whereas Tynjanov argues that the evolutiocgeds in
a series of automized forms and emerging consueigirinciples as de-automation, the
avant-garde assumes de-automation as its consteyminciple. No longer does a certain
“mistake” threaten to become cannon, but ratladr,mistakes are permitted. Joseph
Beuys takes this logic to its extreme, exclaimingt t‘everyone is an artist,” while at the
same time putting in question the very notion ofatviiynjanov calls “literary fact”—
with Beuys’s paradoxical manifestation, “literagct” becomes obsolete with regard to
the avant-garde. This exemplifies that with theead\of the avant-garde, the question
“what is art?” enters a new paradigm of articulatio

If a revolutionizing of art by the avant-garde tes/ meaning, it consists pre-
cisely in reshaping of conditions of the questidnwhat is art?”—if everyone is an
artist, a question “who or what is not an artist®ms in the forefront. Any positive

answer stakes against an equally valid formulatmal, the series of positive answers will
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unwittingly proliferate in a way that the signifiendlessly slides in an untotalized system
(just like the proliferation of signifiers constiés the fading of the subject, as we shall
see, the avant-gardist intervention signals théntadf the avant-gardist subject). This
paradoxical issue is implicitly present in Tynjafetext: if literature or art, according to
Tynjanov, cannot be grasped positively but musubeerstood in the evolution of the
normative concepts, how are we to delineate thddvdsetween art and non-art? Tynja-
nov formalizes the literary evolution without anpagl to a single norm, but along this
line of evolution, the question “what is art?” veidself in the continuous displacement
from one epoch to another, and as such, remainsumegied.

In view of the fact that the authorial function esnstitutive of art ceases, the
guestion “what is art?” metamorphoses into theofelhg formulation: “what makes art?”
This question echoes the previously described prodtic of structuralism: “what makes
human?” The collapse of different artistic meanshef past epochs lays bare the terrain
of aesthetics to the “natural” level of formalizati(akin to “natural” numbers or “natu-
ral” language). Thus, what makes art cannot beatlgusaced back to the concept of
artistic genius—i.e., first was the artist, themeaart; on the contrary, the constitutive
element of what defines art versus non-art is asiet, yet universally present element
in the evolution of art, an element that standshencausal border of “art(ist) made” and
“what makes art(ist).” Wherein does this elusivengnt lie? And what is the role of the
avant-garde in making this element an object ainthitezation?

Exemplary to this paradoxical stance of formalmatioward the history of art is
Roman Jakobson’'s essay “What is Poetry?”, in wiieh echoing Tynjanov’s claims,

argues that the definition of aesthetic norms ctdetineate the border between poetry
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and non-poetry—it is the task of literary studidajms Jakobson, to clarify precisely this
obscure border. This was possible, for instancelassicism, where a poet had to adhere
to a rigid set of poetic forms, while only a lindtset of subject matter was appropriate to
poetry. With the advent of the avant-garde, howetlee dadaist’s subject matter of a
poetic work borders on nonsense, just as the distteaengagement with chance in
production of poetry negates any poetic intentibime content of poetic work becomes
secondary, while the form loses its normativityhmiegard to syntax or rhyme. Taking
this train of development to its extreme Velimir [&bnikov, a Russian Futurist poet,
maintained that even “the typographical error...iteofa first-rate artist” (“What is
Poetry?” 165). In this context, where just aboutthimg can be poetry, Jakobson is able
to pose a question: what makes poetry?—a questairconfronts the border of the set of
elements in question (“poetry”) and what is presiggal in its totalization.

Just like the prohibition of incest exemplifies tbausally undecidable element
presupposed for the existence of human societyphdak takes recourse to a self-
referential element that is found at the limit beénw poetry and non-poetry. Jakobson
terms this “poeticity,” which assumes the role of @usive and empty element that
determines what is poetry in any given epoch; Jaiolwrites:

...the content of the concept pbetryis unstable and temporally conditioned.
But the poetic functionpoeticity, is, as the ‘formalists’ stressed, an element sui
generis, one that cannot be mechanically reducedther elements...For the
most part poeticity is only a part of a complexustuare, but it is a part that nec-
essarily transforms the other elements and deteswiith them the nature of the
whole...Only when a verbal work acquired poeticitypaetic function of deter-
minative significance, can we speak of poetry. §174

With the introduction of the concept of poeticilgkobson taps into the self-referential
paradox, which, as Karatani argues, is constitutivany formal system. For Jakobson,

poeticity “is present when the word is felt as advand not a mere representation of the

50



object being named” (ibid.). Poeticity thus tramepias a self-reflexive concept that is
able to short-circuit the proliferation of the @iféntial relations of literary evolution.
Though the function of poeticity, according to Jagon, is a precondition for any poetic
work, it is no accident that Jakobson locates thaifast example of poeticity in Khleb-
nikov's futurist poetry, namely, in his concept‘esamovitoe slovd®—an invented word
that refers only to itself and carries no refer@ntieaning in everyday language. The role
of the avant-garde in elucidating the formalist moet becomes clear: although the
function of poeticity (or Tynjanov’s “constructivprinciple”) must be presupposed
throughout the entire literary evolution, it becamecognizable only with the advent of
futurist poetry. Inversely, the impasse of formalian—its self-referentiality and lacking
foundation—finds a central place in the avant-gdrgiroject. Having abolished any
dogmatic definition of art, the avant-gardist psafinds its own foundation as art only in

a self-referential gesture such as Jakobspoéticityor Khlebnikov’'ssamovitoe slovo

Theorizing the avant-garde

It is not my thesis to draw a causal relationsl@ween the emergence of the avant-garde
and the formalist method as its consequence; myentan is that the avant-garde
embodies the formalist method in the sphere of admely, in its differential relation to
the art institution. Because the avant-garde capdséed only as defining itself against
the bourgeois art institution, it is imperativesfirof all to identify the function of this
institution and the status of art in bourgeois styciWhereas in the pre-secular age the

producer of art was merely a craftsman, an anongnseuvant of divinity—indeed, it

8 Samovitoe slovés commonly translated as “word as such;” the etpgical root of ‘samovitog
however, in addition to implying the self-suffic@nof the word, connotes a process of active becgna
word that makes itself, or, in literal translatidine word that weaves/twists itself.
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would have been a heresy to sign one’s name orography—the notion of the artist
only emerges during the Renaissance, where thet atdirks in the courtly environment,
assuming the ruling class as its patron. This notibthe artist as an individual genius,
albeit a patron’s servant, prepares the stagéédéevelopment of the autonomous status
of art in the bourgeois society (see BUrg&AG47-49). The distinguishing feature of art
in bourgeois society is that art comes to occupyidleged place relative to everyday
life; Burger speaks of an “autonomy aestheticsgnteived as a social realm that is set
apart from the means-ends rationality of daily lpeais existence” (10). The bourgeois
art does not only retain the notion of the indigtigenius from courtly art—as opposed
to the collective productive craft in sacral art-thiso establishes the reception of art as
an individual activity, open to an individual judgnt—as opposed to the collective or
sociable reception of courtly art (s8©AG 48). This status of art, organized around
individual production and reception, is an effettttte emergence of the bourgeois art
institution, which, in addition to qualifying wheghould be considered an art-work,
guarantees the “apartness of the work of art flioenptraxis of life” (25).

If, indeed, art in the bourgeois society escapes rtteans-ends rationality, it
would appear to present a disruption of the ordi¢hie society, that is, it would assume,
at least in theory, a subversive position agaihgt order. What Birger points out,
however, is that behind the appearance of the antons art as an outside of the utilitar-
ian structure of society lies an historically cdrmatied function that the institution
imposes on art: neutralization of social critigbience, Burger concludes: “This neutrali-
zation of impulses to change society is thus closelated to the role art plays in the

development of bourgeois subjectivity” (13). Théaeous stance of the art institution
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that guarantees art a position apart from the dantiatilitarian ideology serves as the
very tool to sustain that order of ideology. “Thiézen who, in everyday life has been
reduced to a partial function (means-ends activagr) be discovered in art as a ‘human
being” (48). Autonomous art, therefore, becomes ohthe means to assure that, in the
end, the citizen remain reduced to the partial ioncwithout claiming to appeal to any
modification of this rationale.

The tension that Marx elucidates in the parliamgntepresentative system takes
a similar shape in the role of art in the conteéxhe bourgeois society. The art institution
assumes a role of art’s representatiertreter,in the social praxis of lifeHence, any
social critique in art is mediated by the art mgion. The logic of the art institution calls
for a reformulation of Marx’s disclaimer: like themall-holding peasants, “art cannot
represent\ertreterj itself, it must be representedeftreten}.” Insofar as the bourgeois
art has historically functioned within the orderrefpresentatioqua Darstellungthe art
institution plays a role of a representatiVkeftretel] of re-presentationfarstellund. In
this way the art institution provides a frame oé tteception of art (for instance, the
assumption of artistic genius or separation of $pectator and the work of art). As
Marx’s text and Karatani’'s analysis demonstrateydneer, the notion o¥ertretungis
ideologically infused and is able to representpndictic manner only the transcendental
function of a given symbolic order—e.g., bourgdaigrests (whether social, political or
economic). The neutralization of art’s criticalt@atial and its place in a privileged
sphere in society, a sphere that is apart fromasgeaxis, is one and the same thing.
Hence, the function of the art institution is t@yide a ready interpretation of the repre-

sentational orderfarstellung in a given art movement with regard to its soaitus,
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while nevertheless retaining an illusion of the tgmois public that the art-work is an
object of individual receptionwhile, on the level of the statement, the art tastin
vows to representvertreter art, on the level of enunciation, the art instian repre-
sents ertretef in apodictic manner the ideology of means-endnreality of everyday
life.

The avant-gardist project thus can be formulatednaattempt to break down the
imposed representational order in both sengestretungin the social praxis by the art
institutionandDarstellungas the aesthetic representational mode of thequrs\gpochs.
Birger writes: “the historical avant-garde moverserduse a break with tradition and a
subsequent change in the representational systewh’ farthermore, they “not only
intend a break with the traditional representati@ystem but the total abolition of the
institution that is art” TOAG62-3). On the one hand, by collapsing all artistieans of
past eras, the avant-garde changes the represeatadrder in art qu®arstellung(this
shift in Darstellungis manifested in the fact that any “mistake” catdime an artistic
expression); on the other hand, in demanding tlditem of the art institution, it also
aspires to annihilate the representational ord&feofretung

It is apparent that the avant-gardist praxis targg@b modes of representation; the
central question, however, remains unclear: wh#tésconnection betwedbarstellung
andVertretungin the avant-gardist aesthetic production? Bec®egstetungis a mediat-
ing apparatus that relates art to the praxis ef tifiis question amounts to the following
problematic: how does the representational or@argtellungd in the avant-gardist art
relate to social reality? The avant-garde’s ambitio destroy the art institution as a

reaction to bourgeois art, according to Burgedained by two conditions: that the art
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become integrated in the praxis of life and atdame time that it escape the means-ends
rationality of the societal order. These two coiodié assume a paradoxical relationship
to one another—if art is to engage directly witle ocial praxis, because the social
praxis is governed by the means-ends rationalitgvefyday life, the avant-garde would
necessarily succumb to the utilitarian order thatspires to combat. Hence the underly-
ing intent of the avant-garde movement as the ogdplution of this evident contradic-
tion: “to organize a new life praxis from a bagsisart” (49). For this reason, in its attack
against the art institution, the avant-garde assumpolitical stance that does not only
undertake to change the praxis of art but alsstiogal praxis as a whole—an aspiration
that is at once utopian and historically unrealiz8d/en this paradoxical stance of the
avant-garde in relation to social reality—a soogality that refuses to be reshaped on the
basis of art—in what way does the avant-garde predbs critique?

The analysis of the Russian Formalists addressasspty this issue in locating
the center of this problematic in the attack on ¢heonized, institutionally accepted,
representational ordeDfrstellund. With regard to Futurist poetry, Jakobson questio
to what end the avant-garde poet seeks to probieentie established canon. Apropos
“samovitoe slovo”(self-referential, self-woven, word as such)—andchssmuently,
addressing the very function of “poeticity’—Jakobsaerites:

“Why is all this necessary? Why is it necessamntike a special point of the fact
that sign does not fall together with object? Beeabesides the direct awareness
of the identity between sign and object (A is Athgre is a necessity for the di-
rect awareness of the inadequacy of that idenfitis(not Al). The reason this
antimony pid] is essential is that without contradiction théseno mobility of
concepts...the relationship between concept andtsigomes automatized. Ac-
tivity comes to a halt, and the awareness of redigs out. (“WiP?” 175)

In this passage Jakobson argues that the avarisgarrvention in the order dbar-

stellungcreates a “mobility of concepts.” Without this “bility,” the process of “auto-
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matization"—the institutionalization of artisticfms—signals the production of a single
interpretation (neutralization of social critiqu&Yyith the established identity of sign and
object “activity comes to a halt,” and any potehtihsocial change ceases; “the aware-
ness of reality dies out’—reality becomes a meag ple-presentation on stage, while the
arbitraryVertretungof the art institution erases its trace.

Viktor Shklovsky expresses a similar sentiment wiglgard to the role of “es-
trangement” in art; without estrangement, “heldoartable for nothing, life fades into
nothingess. Automatization eats away at things|ahes, at furniture, at our wives, and
at our fear of war” Theory of Prosé). “Estrangement” relates precisely to the omfer
Darstellungas its negation or problematization. AccordingStaklovsky, the deviation
from the norms of the institution (“automatizatipntransfers onto the critique of social
reality, without which “life fades into nothingnes#\s | previously argued, insofar as
Vertretungby the art institution defines art’s place in tela to social reality, for the
avant-garde, the attack on the orderDarstellung becomes a means of critique of
“automatization” or representation g¥artretung.What we encounter in the historical
avant-garde is a conflation of two representatiystesns; by abolishin@arstellung(in
its continuous provocations against the represenidtmeans of the traditional art), the
avant-garde aspires to forge an apodictic relatipnsf art (both as form and content) to
the social reality. The avant-garde seeks to @stablch conditions of social life that the
representational systergrtretung is rendered unnecessary; the work of art thuslavou
enjoy an unmediated relation to social praxis @ndrt as a whole: in the relationship of

art and life praxis, the avant-garde aspires tateran organic link, in view of which it
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would assume a role d¥ertreter to itself—the aesthetic production that represents
[vertreterj art in social praxis without the mediation of @ institution.

The insistence on the distinction between two loggmeous modes of representa-
tion further clarifies the position of the avant-g@in view of the formalist conception of
literary evolution. What concerns Tynjanov are shéts in the order of aesthetic repre-
sentation Darstellund, whereas the representative orgadferfretung remains omni-
present throughout this evolution: one literaryt fabstitutes the other, while the process
of “automation” (*automatization” in Jakobson antdk®vsky) inevitably persists. In
contrast, the avant-garde does not merely standhéoshift inDarstellung but, more
importantly, recognizes the central role of theiastitution and demands the restructur-
ing of Vertretung.The advent of avant-garde, therefore, marks a bnatikthe literary
and aesthetic evolution in that it lays bare thresentational apparatugdrtretung as a
central problematic of aesthetic productidhe constitutive feature of the avant-garde is
to engage the two modes of representation— in jgatians of theédarstellungt aspires

to negateVertretung

On the inter section of the necessary and the impossible

An initial formalization of the avant-garde, in mageneral terms, stems from the basic
fact that the avant-garde is constituted in oppwsito the bourgeois art institution as a
defining principle of Western art at that histoticament. This means that the avant-
garde does not abandon the notion of art but ctntessstatus in bourgeois society, as
something apart from the praxis of life. Since #neinstitution defines what (Western)

art is, delineating a totality of what encompasagsand excluding everything else as
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non-art, the avant-garde positions itself outsigetotality that is Western art. The avant-
garde thus aims to assume a role of that whictoigepresentedvertreter) by the art
institution. The constitutive choice that definesd at the same time splits, the avant-
garde is: either Western art (bourgeois art instift) or the avant-garde (the unrepre-
sented).

This choice—either Western art or the avant-gardeardas its consequence the
alienating effect we know from Lacan’s formulatida: neither one, nor the otherBXI
211). The alienation of the avant-garde subjedizesitself in the fact that the spheres
of the Western art and the avant-garde overlap.tdtadity of Western art according to
the bourgeois institution entails, as its congtiutpart, what is non-art: namely, the
praxis of life (byt” in the vocabulary of Russian Formalists). It isduese the bourgeois
art sets itself apart from the praxis of life titadichieves its privileged status in society,
seemingly outside the means-ends rationality ofadie. This is precisely the point of
the overlap that serves as a constitutive parti@fadienated avant-garde subjectivity: the
avant-garde assumes an objective to integratatarthe praxis of life, which is the very
realm (non-art) that the art institution employsdefine the bourgeois artistic practice.
The praxis of life in question—for there existsyohe dominating praxis of life in the
bourgeois society—is the means-ends rationalityndeed, in addition to the negating
notion of the bourgeois art institution, the twanddions of the avant-garde, as Burger
formulates them, are that it remains separated ttenmeans-ends rationality and that
the art be integrated into the praxis of life, subject of the avant-garde is alienated, for
the two conditions enter a neither-nor relationthes foundation in Western art nor in

the praxis of life.
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This alienation on the formal level marks the dszgrance of the avant-garde

subject, because of its eclipsed being. The edipséng of the avant-garde subject is

The Avant-Garde Western Art

(Other)”/

Figure 4.
evident in the disappearance of the necessary ttmmdhat avant-garde is forced to
assume. Lacan further articulates the alienatidiecefin a condition fiot some-
thing...without something else” BXI 216). In relation to the avant-garde, it can be
therefore said: no art as praxis of life withoue tpraxis of life outside means-ends
rationality. In the relation of the two definingpests of subjectivity, Lacan stresses that
“from one to the other there is a necessary cantitfibid.). What creates the alienating
effect, the fading of the subject, is that “[t]mecessary condition becomes precisely the
adequate reason that, causes the loss of the arigiquirement’—if art is to be inte-
grated in the praxis of life, it would have to eggan the means-ends rationality, and
thus succumb to supporting the same function thatbburgeois art institution already
fulfills, which in the same movement negates thgioal requirement: the avant-garde’s

anti-institutional stance.
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If the avant-garde is split in alienation, whahstitutes its movement of separa-
tion? The separation of the avant-garde, if understas the totalization of the symbolic
order, means that the avant-garde be inscribdaeisymbolic order, i.e., be institutional-
ized. Paradoxically, however, if it is to sustdiself, the avant-garde must remain in a
state of perpetual crisis: the “neither...nor” cormditwith regard to the art institution and
the praxis of life is constitutive of its subjedtiv The institutional question “what is
art?” must linger unanswered; the foundation oframains perpetually elusive. Insofar
as the avant-garde insists on the disintegratidhefnstitution of art (representation qua
Vertretung, it seeks to grasp the signifier of the lack le tOther and utilize it as a
weapon in negating the latter’'s representationdénrThus, the return oforstellungs-
reprasentanzthe very signifier that creates the alienatinigef becomes the principal
element of the avant-gardist praxis. In relatiothi® art institution, the avant-garde posits
itself as unrepresentedi€ht vertretel, and akin to the situation of the small-holding
peasants in Marx’Eighteenth Brumairef demands the dissolution of the representative
system (art institution) as the solution for theapresented.

Because, according to Lacan, alienation necessisgparation or death, and the
separation proceeds through the field of the Otineryery foundation of the avant-garde
subject remains in the hands of the art institutibne case of Marcel Duchamp is an
exemplary instance of this dependence on the mefcthe institution. Duchamp’s
Ready-Mades seek to destroy the concept of the@ik-as a product of an individual
genius by introducing the mass produced objectstim sphere of art; as its effect, the
concept of the artist-genius as a producer traesp@s a mere construct. Duchamp’s

statement foregoes the representational or@arstellund (of what is considered art)
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and as such representfafstellery nothing other than the attack on the art ingttut
Furthermore, while rendering a bicycle wheel, anairior a bottle drier into Ready-
Mades, Duchamp short-circuits the means-ends positi the mass-produced commodi-
ties: he exhibits once useful objects as worksrotteat lose their utilitarian purpose in
society. Though at first, Duchamp’s Ready-Madesstéscorporation into the represen-
tational order Parstellund, and in the same gesture position themselvesegepresent-
able pertretel by the art institution, art institution’s accept& of Ready-Mades as art
(which marks the point of separation) is enoughréwerse this initial position.
Duchamp’s Ready-Mades have become not only widetg@ted, but also immensely
popular, and thus occupy a central place in conteangp museums of art. Blrger sum-
marizes the effect of the institution: “Once thgn&d bottle drier has been accepted as an
object that deserves a place in a museum, the patiea no longer provokes; it turns
into its opposite” (52). Indeed, having passedugiothe field of the Other, Duchamp’s
Ready-Mades no longer eliminate the concept ofviddal genius, but rather epitomize
it: Duchamp is exhibited as a paradigmatic modemus—the Ready-Mades are sold as
pieces of art as long as his signature, a mark afdividual genius, appears on the work.
Despite its original intentions, the subject of theant-garde finds the foundation of its
art through the institution at the cost of losing Ibeing as avant-garde subject. And
inversely, the avant-garde sustains its being dnillye Other “plays fair,” that is, if the
institution sticks to its principles and does netagnize the avant-garde as a part of art
(just like the Cartesian Other is not supposedigréive”).

Not only, however, does the avant-garde seek ti poslf as unrepresented, but,

moreover, insofar as it can sustain its own subjiggtonly in the state of perpetual
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alienation, the avant-garde aspires to assumeldlce pfunrepresentable This location

is best grasped through Lacan’s discussion of nitggkain Book XX Lacan describes the
modality of the impossible as that which “doesrps not being written”—i.e., the
unrepresentable (94). That is the point that thenagarde seeks to assume. “Being
written” in this case should be understood as tis&ance of inscription into the symbolic
order; as such, avant-garde fails at the momeits afiscription and persists so long as it
“doesn’t stop not being written.” The art instituti on the other hand, stands for the
inscription of art into the symbolic—by positing as a privileged sphere apart from the
means-ends rationality of everyday life, it inseslart into the utilitarian order of social
reality as neutralization of social critique. Camgently, the art institution corresponds to
what Lacan terms the modality of “necessity’—thdtieh “doesn’t stop being written”
(94). In fact, as | previously argued, becauseaWent-garde can only be understood in
relation to the art institution, it finds itself dhe intersection of the impossible (“doesn’t
stop not being written”) and the necessary (“ddestop being written”)—the very
intersection characterizing the real\@rstellungsreprasentar{as that which signals the
impossibility of totalization of the formal systeand at the same time is necessarily
excluded). Because it remains in perpetual alienathe avant-garde entertains a certain
relationship to the binary signifieNorstellungsreprasentanamsofar as this signifier
represents the lacking meaning in the Other. Bebllapsing the order of re-presentation
[Darstellund, what does avant-garde represever{rete? While on the level of the
statement, it seeks to forge an apodictic conneatith the praxis of life and thereby
represent\ertreter itself, what does the avant-garde represent enldhel of enuncia-

tion and, in all this, what is the role of the binaignifier?
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Lacan writes: “behind the lack of that which takles place of representation”—
behind the necessary repressiorvVofstellungsreprasentanz‘is the Trieb’—the drive,
which is a “fiction” but as such must be presupposs a “fundamental ontological
notion” (BXI 60, 123;BVII 127). Lacan continues: “if, for lack of represeimat it is not
there”—the drive eludes representation, and, asd-pints out, “the death instincts
[Triebd are by their nature mute”—then “what is tAisgeb? We may have to consider it

as being onlylriebto come” BXI 60; The Ego and the 1d6). If the avant-garde relates
to the binary signifier§) and the lack of representation, does it not tryestablish a

direct connection to the drive?

As previously argued, the praxis of the avant-gangelves an economy of rep-
resentation and its failure. The location of thardwjarde on the intersection of the
necessary and the impossible—the art institutiah itransgression being constitutive
of avant-garde—can be further conceptualized indyreamic of the pleasure principle
and its beyond, the death drive. Freud conceiveth@fpleasure principle as a rule of
homeostasis—Ileast amount of excitation possibleclaracterizes the activity of the
pleasure principle in seeking “to keep the quanityexcitation present in [the mental
apparatus] as low as possible or at least to Kemgnstant” Beyond the Pleasure Princi-
ple 5). What Freud indicates with the dominance ofgleasure principle in the mental
apparatus corresponds to the task of the artutistit to reduce the social critique (exci-
tation) in the aesthetic praxis. The function & fHeasure principle consists in sustaining
the order of representation: as unconditionally\spng, the pleasure principle corresponds
to the modality of the necessary as it “doesn’pdteing written.” Lacan writes: “Each

time a state of need arises, the pleasure printgoids to provoke a reinvestment in its
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content...The diffuse energy of the pleasure prigctphds toward this reinvestment of
representation’BVIl 137). The reinvestment of representation is pedégithe way that
the art institution wards off the social critique art. As the case of Duchamp demon-
strates, his provocation of the order of represemdgDarstellund locates a beyond the
sphere of art. The Ready-Mades consequently gveetd a need to “reinvest” the pleas-
ure principle in order to reduce the social crigdnherent in Duchamp’s provocation—to
sustain the homeostasis of the privileged spheat ithart. The institutionalization of
Duchamp’s critique reinvests the homeostasis ofesgmtation in two ways: first, in
incorporating the Ready-Mades in the totality ohatis art” and, second, in producing a
ready-interpretation of the Ready-Mades as repteggdDuchamp as a modern genius.
Thus, having internalized Ready-Mades in the oodeepresentationfarstellund, the
homeostasis of the art institution is restored.

Although on the level of the statement, an avamtiga provocation is unrepre-
sentable and re-presents nothing within the spbietiee institutionalized art, on the level
of enunciation the following occurs: insofar astprovocation is directed against the art
institution, which embodies the functioning of thkeasure principle, the avant-garde
seeks to representdrtreter} through its aesthetic productiobgrstellung the “outside”
of the art institution and the “beyond” of the aee principle. The relation of the art
institution and the avant-garde is not only onemposition but necessary dependence: as
I have argued, the normative institutional limitatiof what is art enables the avant-
gardist subjectivity. Such is the case with theaplee principle: while imposing a certain
limit, the reinvestment of representation, the glga principle also delineates its “be-

yond"—the death drive. “Pleasure limits the scopénwman possibility—the pleasure
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principle is a principle of homeostasis’—least ¢éxtoon as possible or, in the context of
the art institution, as little (effective) socialitjue as possible; “Desire, on the other
hand,” Lacan continues, “finds its boundary, itscstrelation, its limit, and it is in the
relation to this limit that it is sustained as suclossing the threshold imposed by the
pleasure principle”BXI 39). The “threshold” that Lacan emphasizes is threlér where
the death drive manifests itself in the transgmessf the aforementioned limit. The
“beyond” of the pleasure principle, “beyond” reetation, is an ontological category;
in this case, the desire that finds its causearlithit of the pleasure principle follows the
guidance of the death drive. The dynamic of theglee principle and the death drive
thus elucidates the persistence of the avant-gardpite of its necessary failure: so long
as the art institution aéertreterimposes a limit, the desire to transgress thi# lp@rse-
veres. To clarify this point further | now turn tiee development of performance art (or,
alternatively, Body Art) in the 1970s, after théldee of the historical avant-garde, and
particularly to the work of Marina Abramayiwhose performances follow the persistent

and elusive death drive.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
Representing the death drive: Marina Abramovi¢

| am a performer...not an actor.
— Marina Abramoui

...she is not yet dead, she is eliminated from the
world of the living.
— Jacques Lacan

Perfor mance and the case of Marina Abramovié

Whereas Blrger maintains that his analysis onlfiepgo the historical avant-garde
movements—in particular Dadaism, early Surrealignd early Soviet avant-garde—and
reduces the similar artistic movements from the0s9&nward to the “neo-avant-gardes,”
it is my contention that the art movements in pafstrld-War-11 Europe and the United

States continue to aspire to the historical avantlgt's intentions. | maintain that the
avant-garde practice persists beyond its initidifa. Burger writes: “Although the neo-

avant-gardes proclaim the same goals as the repatises of the historic avant-garde
movements to some extent, the demand that artifitegeated in the praxis of life within

the existing society can no longer be seriously enafler the failure of avant-gardiste
intentions” (109). Contrary to that, the examplealef work of Marina Abramoviin the

1970s unfolds the logic of the avant-garde sulijeds extreme.
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Birger bases his claim on the fact that the poS849art movements have
abandoned the double condition of the historicalnéngarde—that art be incorporated in
the praxis of life without sucumbing to the meanlenationality of everyday life. What
my analysis has shown, however, is that Blrgessudision of the avant-garde lends
itself to a reformulation of the avant-gardist gujin relation to the modes of representa-
tion: constitutive of avant-garde is the negatioh tbe order of representation
[Darstellundg as a means of attack on the art institutioVesreter;the defining feature
of the avant-garde is to position itself on theesidl the death drive, as unrepresented and
unrepresentablen these terms, performance shares an affinity Wwigtorical avant-
garde: as ephemeral, performance leaves no perméuménvork,” thereby resisting a
reinvestment of representation, wh&arstellungcan be immediately institutionalized.
In other words, performance as praxis is at itsetut critique oDarstellungin art.
Abramovi’s work in the 1970s, and in particular her perfanbeThomas Lipg1975),
pursues a critique of the law of the art institntesVertreter of artistic praxis. Conse-
qguently, her work maintains a certain relation the tbeyond” of representation, and,
hence, to the avant-gardist project. While the gumbjof the historical avant-garde to
incorporate art into the praxis of life failed, taeant-garde subjectivity does not disap-
pear; on the contrary, precisdigcausethe historical avant-garde failed to achieve its
aspirations, the post-WWII art movements introdugedormance as a still more radical
way to negate the double aspect of representdtidghe way that the limit of the pleasure
principle sustains the desire of transgression;‘ieeessary” modality of the art institu-
tion to inscribe the avant-garde within the symbolider sustains the desire of the avant-

garde; the perseverance of the avant-gardist grtyegond the original failure is the
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persistence of the drive, for the drive, as Laayss“is onlyTrieb to come.” Thus, far
from the impossibility of embracing the avant-gatgiroject after its failure, the contin-
ual resurgence of the avant-garde in new formssisugtural necessity.

In her 1975 performancBhomas Lipsn Innsbruck, staged in a gallery setting be-
fore a watching audience, Abraméwte a kilogram of honey, drank a liter of winegdan
crushed the wine glass with her hand. She thenepded to whip her own body after
cutting a five-pointed star with a razor on hemsagh. She placed her naked and injured
body on the block of ice under a suspended radiatbich assured the continuing
bleeding. After Abramovi remained on the ice for 30 minutes, the publiervgned to
terminate the performance, removing the artist ftbenblock of ice.

Why does Abramovido this to herself? In this most superficial okesgtions, |
find the defining tension of Abramays early solo performances during the 1970s. The
answer is at once simple and perplexisige does not do it. The question of the artist’s
self-infliction of pain is at the outset a misleaglione: the analysis of Abarmovic’s work
must resist conflating Abramaythe-author and Abramad4in-performance. | argue
that Abramowu-the-author, insofar as she designs the piecaot the figure in the
performance; and the body that endures the perfucedoes noto it to itself, but rather
suffers under the structure of the performanceiptsly imposed.

Implicated in a performance are two separate $evbe authorial level and the
level of the performance. The authorial level—tlesign implemented by the artist—
defines the setting, objects involved, the subjeetter of the performance, and the
institutional setting of the performance. The perfance, on the other hand, is the

materialization of the possibilities allowed by thwen authorial design. Ifhe Trans-
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formative Power of Performandérika Fischer-Lichte writes that Abramé\a actions
during the performance “constituted a new, singrdatity for the artist and the audience,
that is to say, for all participants of the perfamae” (16). Though restricted in possibili-
ties by the design of the performance, the singtdatity of the performance is not
finalized and closed, but a reality in becomindie®rtist in the performance, as part of a
“singular reality,” cannot be conflated with thetlar, who constitutes the conditions of
the performance; rather, the artist in the perforoeais beyond authorial intent. The
author as a designer of the performance, therefera@lisplaced from this “singular
reality” and remains outside it, albeit as its diefg factor. The integral structural differ-
ence between the two levels thus becomes cleate e performance-level unfolds
diachronically as a singular reality, the autheleadel is synchronically present and
constitutive of the latter.

In addition to the content of the performance dmel gpectators, the institutional
setting is already implicated in the singular ditwa of the performance. During the
performance the body traverses the public sphéee dallery) and posits its own pain
within and against the symbolic order. The definstgment of Abramovis performance
is that the very process of production of the wafrlart takes place within the interpreta-
tive apparatus (within the art institution, in ftoof the watching public). In this way,
Abramovi’s performance stands on the border between tred t#vthe statement and,
what is produced after the encounter with the Otliee level of enunciation. This
circumstance enables a direct confrontation with hpresentative apparatugeftre-
tung and, as its consequence, allows the performanagdrrogate the rules of interpre-

tation. Being part of the setting, the art instdntis one of the elements that become the
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part of the performance-level of the work-in-protioie, which reduces the mediating
factor ofVertretungto absolute proximity to the representational of@arstellund.

What is the role of re-presentatiobdrstellund in Abramovi’s performance?
This function is best elucidated in contrast ttha@atrical production. Abramavierself
insists: “I am a performer...not an actor” (Stiles).9deed, Abramovi is not aDar-
stelle—she does not entertain an arbitrary relation tmrecept that she is supposed to
re-present. On the contrary, as it were, she rsepits flarstellerj nothing, but rather
representsvertreter) her own art in apodictic manner (which harkeneko® the avant-
gardist intention to forge an organic relation dfta life praxis).This characterization of
performance, however, is true only to a singulaffggemance, such aShomas Lipsn
Innsbruck 1975, and is not to be generalized foreméire career as a performance artist.
Abramovi re-performedrhomas Lipdwice, as part of a piedography(Vienna, 1992)
and as one of the performances in the s&&®n Easy Piecédew York, 1995). Unlike
its re-performances, onlijhomas Lipof 1975, which exemplifies the singular nature of
a performance, led to the interference by the pubiiBiographyAbramovit produced a
two-hour footage of films and photographs of hetirerartistic career. During the film,
while the footage was showing the photographs fa®%5 Thomas Lips Abramovi
reenacted part of this performance on stage bdfeewatching public. She did not,
however, repeat the entire performance, but ongyngle instance: she cut out a five-
pointed start on her stomach, not producing a samqeerformance situation, but rather
paying homage to the performance of 1975 (see ®ojdh2). Her performance of
Thomas Lipsn Guggenheim Museum in New York, on the otherchamnaintained a

similar structure to the original. The differencasahat in New York Abramo&ipaced
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herself by alternating the processes of eating yiodenking wine, and flagellating
herself; she lay on the ice for a limited amountimfe and added several new elements,
such as singing a patriotic song and wearing shoes her and Ulay’s earlier perform-
ance (“Great Wall of China,” 1988; see CarlsonXhaugh the authorial level remained
almost the same (wine, honey, ice, institution#tirsg; etc), the performance materialized
in a radically different way. Unlike the action limnsbruck, which lasted two hours, the
performance in New York went on for six hours, atended maximum length imposed
at the outset; more importantly, the critical momeipublic intervention was missing.

A decisive line between the performance of 1975itte-performances must be
drawn: whereas the former problematized the is$u@aostellung the latter made clear
what it re-presentedigrstellery. Namely, the re-performances of the piece wesenéd
in biographical detail and re-presentdaristeller their historical counterpart of 1975. In
this case, unlike in the original, one cannot spafathe proximity between performance
and interpretation; on the contrary, the institatadready provided a ready-interpretation
even before the re-performance took place. Onelghegall Jakobson’s polemic that
with the “identity between sign and object...theren@ mobility of concepts...and the
awareness of reality dies out” (“WIP” 175). The agreess of performance-in-the-
making subsides in the face of its solidified siigai content (i.e., biography or the
original performance, not to mention the artistgaius) in the re-performance; the
intervention of the public thus was structurallypossible precisely because with the
dominance oDarstellung“the awareness of reality dies out:” the sepanatietween the
spectator and the art-work became immobile. Kresttiles writes! While Seven Easy

Pieces[the re-performance in New Yorkyas realized in a series of singular events that
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Abramovi performed, and thus was reminiscent of Body Aralso represented theater
in its re-presentational modes” (93). This conttztiveen the performance of 1975 and
its subsequent re-enactments outlines the tensbmelenVertretungand Darstellung
Whereas in the original performances, Abramaepresentedvertretery Body Art (i.e.
the piece representeddrtreterj the performance praxis directly), in the re-enat she
represented her earlier career via the mode oéseptation quBarstellung,reminiscent
of theater; as Stiles points out, the re-perforreahad no longer an apodictic rapport
with Body Art. The proximity oDarstellungandVertretung which | argue is central to
the avant-garde production, has vanished in thgerlsrmance. Hence, relevant to my
discussion of the avant-garde as it relates talé&ath drive as failure of representation is
only the performance in Innsbruck, while the latemperformances signal the reinvest-
ment of representation in the pleasure principle.

In Contract with the Skifkathy O’Dell locates Abramovis performance in the
context of a genre of performance of the 1970sghatcoins “masochistic performance.”
O’Dell discusses Abramo¥ialongside such artists as Chris Burden, Vito AcgcoGina
Pane, and Ulay (Abramavs performance and life partner during 1976-88)Déll
draws on the notion of the contract in Gilles Deks Masochism as a constitutive
condition of a masochistic situation. The selfitctfbn of pain without interference of the
public proceeds only as a result of a contract—icitplorally stated, or, in case of
Abramovi’s Rhythm Q(Naples, 1974), transcribed. The contract thustgarthe non-
involvement of the public in relation to the actssiage. O’Dells summarizes a common

trope in masochistic performance: “by pushing tregtions to an extreme, they [the
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artists] could dramatize the importance of a transa that is often overlooked or taken
for granted” (2).

The affinity of Abramow’s performances and masochism, as conceptualized by
Deleuze, extends further than the predominancemtact. In fact, masochistic situation
itself is a type of performance; Deleuze emphadizasin masochism “[e]verything must
be stated, promised, announced and carefully destrbefore being accomplished”
(Masochisml8). The role of suspense and climax occupy a aeplace to a point when
“the woman torturer freezes into postures thattifieher with a statue, a painting or a
photograph” (33). The critical difference betweemasochistic situation and a “maso-
chistic performance” is embodied in the overalleroff the contract: whereas the per-
formance of the former consists in executing thetrext, the latter, according to O'Dell,
seeks to critique it. Consequently, the contraagnasochistic situation is its submission
to the order oDarstellung; Deleuze makes this clear in saying that in masachis
performance takes place “mythically, dialecticalipd in the imaginary” (35). The
performance in art, on the other hand, reacts agtie view of art as meif@arstellung
Although it may take it as its content, simulateg@ainting or a statue is not constitutive
of performance art in question; on the contraryfqenance initiates its practice in order
to move beyond these modes of representationqQeitof the contract in performance is
a critique of the predominance bBfrstellungin art. The more profound link between
performance and masochistic situation, howeves iethe fact that both maintain a
relation to the death drive. When Deleuze arguesgpeat, that masochism “pursues [the
death drive]...mythically, dialectically and in thenaginary,” he indicates that maso-

chism seeks to re-present an ontological categmmething that is “unrepresentable” or
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“mute,” via the order oDarstellung As | have argued, the avant-garde also maint&ins
relation to the death drive, and the performantedhe persistence of the avant-garde in
a drive “to come.” Does the performance art thike, inasochism, seeks to represent the
death drive vidarstellung?

O’Dell, indeed, in insisting that performances uregtion entertain a purely meta-
phorical function, implies that performance onliates to the mode of representation as
Darstellung By probing the limits and possibilities of thentact, O’Dell contends, the
masochistic performance presents a critique ofcthr@racts functioning in the greater
social context. O’Dell writes: “masochistic perfance artists of the 1970s took suffer-
ing upon themselves in order to point to troubléwn interconnected social institutions:
the law and the home” (12). This argument reliesagoresupposition that the locus of
meaning in masochistic performance is metaphor.s€gumently, O’Dell maintains that
the function of the masochistic performance is éondnstrate “the metaphoric function
of an artistic act to entreat comparison to sometlieyond itself” (12). In this instance
O’Dell reduces the performance art in questiorutblling a merely representational role
[Darstellung. In this view, the critique potential of the makhestic performance remains
radically detached from the praxis of life. O’'Dethncludes: “they [the aforementioned
artists] rooted themselves in the fundamental &tohcal notion that the overriding
value of art lies in its play within the arena betsymbolic, its representational status,
and its reliance on metaphor”(9). As evidence, dlighor discusses BurdenShoot
(1971)—where the artist was shot in the arm byalsomplice in a gallery setting—as a
metaphor of being shot in Vietham, while arguingttthe two cannot maintain a literal

connection since the artistsHosethose actions” (12; emphasis in the original). Tdtou
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referring to the praxis of life, the masochistiafpemance bolsters a certain signified
content; hence, in O’Dell's view, the original pmrhance ofThomas Lipsand its
subsequent re-performances are structurally the $gnthe token of merely representing
[darsteller) something beyond its immediate content.

Indeed, the content of a performance cannot bentak literal connection to the
“reality” of life. Is there not however a literabotract, beyond the metaphoric interpreta-
tion of the content, which concerns the masochigédformance? What sanctions the
separation of the viewer and the artist—the conhtiracjuestion—is the role of the art
institution. Far from serving a merely representai function (metaphor), the role of the
institution (contract) is inscribed into the symbahs law, articulating and dictating the
disparateness of the two spheres—spectator andkaoivart. O’Dell is right to point out
the potential metaphorical function of performamce but she reduces the masochistic
performance to no more than that: “Pane, AcconcirdBn, and Ulay/Abramogiall
investigated the self as a subject through the amsm of fantasy but never really
moved beyond seeing the body as a material objiht symbolic potential” (9)° By
reducing the masochistic performance, including aiMovic’s first performance of
Thomas Lipsto a metaphor, O’Dell thus elides the criticalgrdtal of the performance
art with regard to the very real condition of thetitution. It is this function, the contract
that the art institution imposes, that Abran®tsiThomas Lips(1975), beyond the
metaphorical meaning of its content, calls intosjios.

Thomas Lipgdemands immediacy of action, not deferral of ietlial elabora-

tion. Hence, Fischer-Lichte argues that such dopeance “vehemently resists the

9 In this context O’Dell uses the term “symbolic @uatial” to describe metaphor, not to refer to the
symbolic order (the law), which is actually the opjte pole of metaphor.
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demands of hermeneutic aesthetics, which aims @tratanding the work of art” (16).
Although different metaphorical interpretations afperformance are possible, they are
possible only in retrospect, as the reinvestmerthefpleasure principle: the horrifying
movement of the performance, where the artist petsown life at stake as a public
spectacle, overrides any mediated reflection—thtaph®r as such collapses; the repre-
sentation Parstellund fails. Unlike a masochistic situation, the penfi@nce in question
does not appeal to the metaphor as a way to reyrfsesteller) the death drive; on the
contrary, the failure oDarstellungandVertretung as failure of the pleasure principle, is
the means to forge a connection to the death drive.

In instigating the public’s interventiomhomas Lipg1975) clearly transcends a
merely representationalDarstellund status and acquires what Fischer-Lichte calls
“transformative potential.” No doubt, many (if nall) Abramovi’s works trigger and
demand a dialogue with the public. Only in her yg@érformances, however, does the
matter of life and death is contingent on the denis of the spectatof® After meeting
Ulay, with whom Abramow collaborated for over a decade (1976-88), her wook a
different direction. In an interview Abramdayvinsinuates that meeting Ulay saved her
life; Abramovic says: “Death was the next step, because | coulcse® how it could
progress farther. It was almost a miracle for menget Ulay” (Kaplan 17). Hence, the
duo performances by Ulay/Abraméviad a radically different character in comparison

to Abramovt’s early work; RoseLee Goldberg remarks: “Shoclkangaudience was less

2 The other two performances, which required absbiutinmediated participation of the public were
Rhythm 0n Naples, 1974 anRhythm 5n Belgrad, 1974. During the latter, having locakeuiself inside a
five-pointed star set aflame, the artist lost camseness, which prompted public’s intervention. sThi
performance, however, was outside a gallery sethilmpetheless, although not discussed in this pdper
analysis still applies t&Rhythm 5 insofar as Abramoviframed the piece as an art work and the art
institution sanctioned the initial non-interferermafethe public. Abramovi did not perform either of these
works again.
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of an issue [in Ulay/Abramogiin comparison to early Abramayithan was the creation
of situations, the dramatic architectural settinfygvhich combined to provide a sense of
ceremony of sufficient duration for the nervousrggeof the artists to be transferred to
the audience” (12). Thus, only early performancesiagularities, in part due to shocking
the audience, transcend what O’Dell calls the myeraktaphoric function.”

The essential structural condition that gives tbevgr toThomas Lipg1975) is
the institutional setting of the performance. Besmathis singular situation takes place
within the four walls of a museum, it takes refuigehe art institution. Thus, the fact that
the audience witnesses the artist’s pain and saffés initially “justified” because of the
historical development of the autonomous positibhVestern art. Directly in the praxis
of life—without claiming rights to the privilegedokere of art—Abramovlis actions
would be simply inconceivable; such actions couhdly groceed as a public spectacle
under the guise of an “art-work.” The institutionissistence on the work of art as an
autonomous entity predicates the non-interferericéhe observers—the work remains
apart from life praxis. It is this status of thepdatness” of the work of art that sanctions
the very horrors that the performance entails. ldetitis assumption is a precondition
that enables the performance to proceed at all.eftlesless, while the performance
complies with the regulations of the museum, thenoprocess of its production (the
coincidence of the statement-performance and eatioetinterpretation) delineates the
possibility to keep the said regulations underradhof complete dissolution. Precisely
this structural condition of the performance endhbilee intervention of the public in
Innsbruck 1975, breaching the law of the institatiand thereby collapsing the division

between aesthetic production and the praxis of B&yond the metaphorical value of the
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content (five-pointed star as a symbol for commumisoney and wine as representations
of Orthodox Church)Thomas Lipsnterrogates in a literal way the law of the adtitu-
tion.

The proximity of the interpretative apparatus te thitical production in the per-
formance poses a question: how exactly are we tderstand the stance of the
Abramovi’s performance toward the art institution? If Abi@ng’s performance must
take the separation of the work of art and the iprax life as its starting point, the
negation of the law of the art institution requiis initial identification with the law.
This double aspect of performance—affirmation aegation of the law—is possible
precisely due to the split between the authoriatll@nd performance-level. The separa-
tion of the two levels can be respectively attrdalito the ambivalence toward the art
institution: while the authorial-level correspontdsthe law of the institution, the per-
formance-level has the potential of striving fos dissolution. Corollary to that, this
underlying split in the performance makes cleat the institution functions on the
synchronic level, when representatidfeftretung is totalized, while the negation of the
law may only take place in performance’s diachraedlization. This is another way of
saying that any dissolution of the law of the astitution is onlytemporary while the
representation is retrospectively and inevitabigvested on the synchronic level.

As the public intervenes, one must ask a questitiat triggers this collapse and
negation of the law of the art institution? Why oanthe institution ward off the inter-
vention of the public on the basis of the sepanatibthe work of art and the spectator?

In his analysis ofAntigone,Lacan demonstrates the failure of the law, sintiar

that of the situation iThomas LipsThe differentiation between the authorial-levet a
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the performance-level allows one to grasp Abramhonithe performance as a tragic
figure; namely, as a figure that Lacan terms “betwavo deaths.” Intigone because
the heroine demands the funeral rites for her leroBolynices, who is a traitor to their
city-state, and fulfils these rites despite thehgstion of the law, Antigone is sentenced
to death by Creon, who represents the law of thestate. In explaining to Creon why
she has submitted herself to death, torture, asldtisn from the community, Antigone
counters: “That’s how it is because that's hovsit(BVII 278). The same reasoning is at
work in Abramové’'s performances: neither the audience nor thetutgin has an
immediate answer as to why Abramovays her body on the block of ice bleeding it
under the radiator. Abramavs role resonates with the figure of a tragic hestich
clarifies the injunction and necessity to negate ldw, i.e. the art institution and the
symbolic order as a whole.

Indeed, the performance does not aspire to refargieater context—posit mean-
ing or intent—and insists on startieg nihilowith regard to the institutional question of
“what is art?” There is no grounding principle thadtifies Abramow’s actions aside the
arbitrary structure that is already in place withany precedent of aesthetic foundation.
The refusal to answer this question positivelyrisasant-gardist gesture par excellence:
“That’s how it is because that's how it is"—a sedferential response without a founda-
tion and which belongs to a fading subject in destd alienation. Moreover, losing its
own ground, situated on the side of the unjusti@abith regard to the totality of the
symbolic order, the performance, as it were, answher questions “What is art?” with a
binary signifier; as/orstellungsreprasentanayst stands for the groundless of the formal

system, and, in this instance, it is that whicmpto the failure of the institutional law.
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Yet, what determines the performance is precidedyinitial acceptance of the
law; the initial identification with the law, belgmg to the authorial-level, is precisely
what gives the performance its tragic dimensidiine previously imposed conditions of
the situation deprive Abrama¥in-performance of “free will.” Once the authoriakel
has triggered the unfolding of the performanceThomas Lipsthe interpretation of
meaning and authorship (“artistic choice”) givesywa the immediate questions con-
cerning the endurance of the body and participatiotme public. The full submission of
the body to the synchronic determination on theheul-level replaces the Greek
concept of “fate” in Abramovis work, transferring an autonomous art-work ortte t
tragic plane. The liter of wine and kilogram of legrhave been prepared for consump-
tion, the razor blade is at hand to cut out a peeted star on her stomach, and the ice
platform with a radiator over it await the artistiedy to inflict the unavoidable pain and
suffering. Though Abramovias the author of the experiment is implicatedhm $truc-
ture that defines her “fate,” within the performaniself, she has no choice but to go
through the horrific obstacles defined for her dvance. Her position in the performance
embodies Sade’s idea “that the greatest cruelthas the subject’s fate is displayed
before his eyes with his full awareness of it” (aa@BVII 219). As an author, Abramayi
designs the structure of the performance, andagegn object of the performance, she
finds herself beyond the limit of her control andheorship.

The significance of Abramo&iassuming a role of tragic figure lies in the féett
it is precisely the function of the tragic figui@ put the very symbolic order that inflicts
pain and humiliation into question. The perpetuatib the unjustifiable horrors on stage

however does not quite constitute Abrandoas a tragic figure; neither does pain alone
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suffice to make manifest the contradictions of mnlsglic order. It is Abramoyis ability
to impose and consecrate a previously unseen ilinmtanent in the symbolic order that
pushes her into the sphere of the tragic. As Laaétes: “for in the end tragic heroes are
always isolated, they are always beyond establi$ih@ts, always in an exposed posi-
tion, and, as a result, separated in one way othandrom the structure’BVII 271).
Abramovi’s body, exposed and looked at, a detestable spectuffering but enduring,
is located in the “beyond” that Lacan describes Simgular situation of the performance
points to the “beyond” of the pleasure principlegrking the impeding manifestation of
the death drive. On the one hand, because the teydgins in the museum space and
posits itself as an object of an art work, it ighin the structure; on the other hand, the
very fact that it is the human body that undergaesinbearable ordeal of pain on the
brink of death, situates it beyond the symboliceord’he potential of self-annihilation
does not only cross the line of the law imposedhgyart institution, but also disregards
the reigning imperative of the contemporary socaya whole to preserve an individual
life (suicide and self-infliction of pain are amotige taboos of our society). The pain
Abramovit experiences within the content of the performamo@osed on the authorial-
level and sanctioned by the art institution, canmetinscribed and appropriated in the
symbolic order. Pain is that, which eludes the sylimborder and exposes a glimpse of
the real. She is alone, implicated in and isoldtedh the structure, vanishing into non-
existence.

Describing Antigone’s state, Lacan summarizes #ng position that Abramoyi
assumes imhomas Lips“she is not yet dead, she is eliminated from weld of the

living” (280). Indeed, the fatal danger of Abram@siperformance posits her beyond the
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realm of the living. In her analysis Fischer-Lichémnarks that, as a result of the artist's
self-torture inThomas Lips,'some members of the audience could no longer bear
ordeal” (11). This indicates that those in the ande, by the token of sharing the singu-
lar world of the performance are dragged togeth#r the artist beyond this realm of the
living. The public must interfere becausecannot bear the implication of its own pres-
ence. As an essential part of the art institutitie, public assumes complicity in the
transgression of the taboo between life and d€athsequently, the audience terminates

the performance.

-
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Figure 5.

As the wall between the spectator and the workrotisappears, the very pre-
condition of the performance within the art indita is annihilated. In the same move-
ment, the performance gains a self-referentialityudghe separateness of the authorial-
level (identified with the institution) from the germance-level that it defines can no
longer be maintained. Just as the realms of thd ded the living, the two levels con-
verge: the content of the performance, i.e. thelipubking action within the singular

situation, retrospectively redefines the very dtue of the performance—i.e., the
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assumption that the public enters the performasce [gassive observer. The apartness of
the work from the praxis of life—the injunction tife institution—subsides in the face of
the limit between death and life, pain and the sylmb

Why does Abramovis performance induce horror? Precisely becausedhse-
guences of her work find no place in the acceptgdbslic order: there is no way to
justify the pain and humiliation that the publidlicts on her. Yet this horrific effect is
sanctioned by the contract of the performance; hgntes inscribed in the very struc-
tural conditions of the performance—it is at theseti the face of the law. The horror is
the manifestation of the self-referentiality whexathorial-level, which is supposed to
structure the performance from the outside, sanetidoy the law of the art institution as
a meta-principle, is retrospectively reversed. Bllapsing what is supposed to be the
level of Darstellung(performance) with the roles of the author—the mubtites its own
script of the performance by entering it—and thstitation (/ertretung, Abramovt
exemplifies that the self-referentiality is condive yet repressed in the functioning of
the art institution. In other words, Abramévbllows the rules, and yet, by taking these
rules to the limit, she demonstrates that thesg mdes allow for the horrors that they
intend to ward off. She makes manifest that thehddave, the beyond of the pleasure

principle, is immanent in the logic of the latter.

I'n conclusion: how to fail in success and how to succeed in failure
To what end does the staging of the art institigidailure amount? Just as an instanta-
neous manifestation of the death drive does nattdigrate the efficacy of the pleasure

principle, neither do Abramoé/s early performances signal the end in the dondaasf
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the art institution. As the major retrospective ‘i@ Abramové: The Artist Is Present”
in the Museum of Modern Art in New York (2010) demstrates, even ephemeral art
such as Body Art finds a place in museum spaceugtrdilm, photographs, and re-
performances by other artists. Needless to saythalie function within the mode of
Darstellung having accepted the art institution\&artreter.Incidentally, most of the re-
performers were hired actorBdrstellef, who would not endure the entire lengths of
Abramovi’s original pieces, but would switch after reasdegieriods of time due to the
museum regulations. Exemplary of this shift in es@ntation is a re-performance of
Abramovit/Ulay’s performancémponderabilia(1977), where the two artists stood naked
face to face in the doorway at the Gelleria Combagrte Modern in Bologna, thus
forcing the public to enter the gallery through tregrow space between the two artists
and also forcing them to choose whether to faceamowvic or Ulay as they squeeze
between these. The re-performance at the MoMakasiotwo nude artists—who, from
time to time, would switch places with other penfi@ers—standing at the entrance to the
gallery; next to them, however, was a museum aifisiho would inform the somewhat
perplexed visitors that this is an art-work, buthié public prefers, they can enter through
an alternative doorway located within feet from tie-performance.” What originally
was a forced confrontation with the artist and séxdifference, having been given an
alternative entrance, became a choice between imydle artists’ privacy or avoiding
the situation altogether, a choice between a stpgdttipation or non-participation, both
of which amount to the same thing. Namely, by meahsDarstellung the re-

performances convey a historical fact, making tsenified content clear; at the same
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time, any critique of art institution agertreteris neutralized and any link between art
and the praxis of life ceases.

In all this, what do we learn from the “successfdi$solution of the law in the
case ofThomas Lipg1975)? What Godel had accomplished in mathemairoving the
undecidability of any formal system, Abramévealizes in the aesthetic realm: by way
of the death drive, Abramavprovides a “proof” of the self-referentiality ing represen-
tative apparatusvertretung, thereby demonstrating the groundlessness anttaabess
of the law of the art institution. As Karatani ptrout, however, Godel’s proof, although
it constitutes a break in theoretical mathematiospno way affected the advance of
applied mathematics and thus could be largely gmhoby analogy, the “successful”
transgression of the law of the art institution sloet negate the latter, but, on the con-
trary, makes manifest the mechanism that enabéarthinstitution to secure its authority
despite the persisting avant-gardist provocations.

The proximity of the authorial-level/enunciationdgmerformance-level/statement,
though allowing for the potential collapse of trew] entails the condition that the
authorial-level already incorporates this poteityiadf failure. Insofar as the authorial-
level assumes the law of the institution, the tostin already representsdrtreterj its
own failure, if only in potentiality. The dissolot of representationvgrtretung thus
becomes a member of its own class, i.e., the tptalirepresentation. But how does the
representative apparatu¥drtretung cope with its paradoxical determination as both
failure and efficacy? As previously argued, theitnsonal level assumes the temporality
of synchrony, while the transgression of the laketaplace only within diachrony as the

unfolding of the performance. The art institutionvays already internalizes its own
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diachronic failure on the synchronic level in irgilog its failure as potentiality within the
domain of representatio’Vértretung. The self-referentiality suppressed in representa
tion (Vertretung, which signals the dissolution of the represémtaapparatus turns into
a tool of reinvestment of representati@a(stellung: the very loop-hole that enables the

failure is the condition that assures the efficatinstitutionalization.
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