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While writing this book, | read Percy Bysshe Shelley’s The Cenci:
A Tragedy in Five Acts. Inescapably | began a long-distance rela-
tionship with Beatrice Cenci, the young Roman aristocrat brutal-
ized by her father. Imprisoned in 1599 for conspiring to murder the
tyrannical father, Beatrice Cenci and her relatives were tortured.
The Rome of Pope Clement VIl was greatly invested in uphold-
ing paternal authority, and declined to address the storm of vio-
lence—sexual, physical, altogether demolishing—visited upon a
tormented family by its patriarch. It has been said that Caravaggio
witnessed her execution while putting together his ideas for The
Martyrdom of Saint Matthew. | would like to dedicate this work
to her plight and person, remembering the Beatrices among us.
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Preface
Wrestling a Bad Object

his work waslongin coming. During the time that I was prepar-

ingits elephantine birth—I have stopped counting the years—
other works and responsibilities commanded my attention, averted my gaze,
and gnawed at me like undeflectable energy vampires. It's hard enough to
set apart some sheltering space in order to write. In our age of deficit it is
moreover hard but essential to justify the work that we do, to have writing
even qualify for a prevalent concept of work or to get filed as part of some
labor force. And maybe this is as it should be. Still, it is difficult not to lose
courage when so many are underpaid or unemployed, and still others, closer
to my own job description, are prevented from publishing and teaching,
regardless of how well-trained and talented they prove to be. If  may register
acomplaint, I can say that in my corner, I give up alot of energy. Does anyone
know how exhausting it is to teach, write evaluations and letters of recom-
mendation, administrate, participate in colloquia, stay close to the artistic
pulse, travel, feign a life, push back the false unconscious—maybe I should
leave it at that, before I trip into a memoir or pitch myself into a confes-
sional abyss. [look at my colleagues and see brilliant scholars ground down
by the institutional praxeology, turned over to the bureaucracy of teaching,
itsunending evaluations and businesslike downgrades, as if "results” could
be yielded in the traumatic precincts of learning. This type of consistent
demotion to a result-oriented quotient belongs to the subject (and hell) I
would want to raise here. I cannot seem to break away from the feeling that
so much wracks the committed scholar, the artist, poet, and the burnt-out
student body these days. I certainly do not want to ring up an inventory of
excuses. [ am well aware that others are truly compromised, dragged down by
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material inequities, insult, distress, and they don’t even get to the starter’s
position, much less to the purported finishing line.

Of course, many people wouldn't want this job—its implication of searing
solitude, the haranguing drills of a sole sentence’s fate, and the inescapability
of relentless autocritique. It may be pointless to indicate at the beginning
of aworkwhat a grandiose hassle it all was when the rhetoric of these things
dictates that one should speak of its urgency and ineluctability, its sense of
mission or accomplishment. Whom does that sort of opening statement
reassure or convince—that you, too, could barely make it? When following
Nietzsche's style sheet, you don’t take the laurels for having initiated a work,
but say it seized or befell you, you were just in some outfield of thought
when it came at you. Youleave out the part about struggling with your radical
passivity, somehow sustaining the crushing overload that has one bowed in
receptive anticipation. Let’s just say it the way I started off: this work was
longin coming. In some respects, it sat out the Bush years over which it was
watching. Stupefied yet receiving signals and taking hits, it was benched.

Many friends and colleagues urged me to get the book out before the
Bush-Cheney years were over, so that I could make a timely contribution
to political thought. This perspective had its merits and scored some bullet
points with me. Yet I decided (permit me the illusion of decision here) that
in this case I would not produce a chiefly reactive text, but keep my vigil,
absorb the damages, wait it out. Those years are not over. The damages are
colossal, the indignities still to a great extent uncounted. Even in the palpable
sigh of relief that we call Obama, the corruption of historical narrative, the
material poverty of means, and corrosion of constitutional integrity cannot
be easily repaired, much less recounted. Maybe I am bringing up the rear
(like all latecomers, I am fated to rear-end history); maybe I'm speaking
from alookout point in the future, from the event of returns and revenants
that have always borne down on my texts. Please allow me the ambiguous
situation of staying close to a troubled past that swings over to the future,
demanding that a serious analysis be attached to its stealthy gait.

Some points hang in suspension, awaiting their time, or they are allowed
to vanish into the thin air of a speculative leap. Some leaps are calculated
to land in something like an ungroundable anahistory that requires a dif-
ferent kind of approach—an alternative universe of writing, probing, and
piercing. Anahistory, holding us as firmly as history and its tally of traumatic
punch-outs, calls for a different tenor of the cri/écrit, the nocturnal expanse
of a thinker’s anguish. Partnered to history, it introduces different regis-
ters of thought that accumulate around inoccurrence and the subterranean
maneuvers of eventfulness. It is not only a matter of discerning disavowed
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horrors, though anahistory hunkers down with such unearthable narra-
tives, but also requires us to scour somethinglike the national unconscious,
even when this turns out to be a "false unconscious.” Both Freud and Lacan
make allowances for the false unconscious, a repository of traces that shadow
unconscious receptors and create their own mess of jumbled surges.

All this backlog of indeterminacy is hanging over our heads today. You
can choose not to go with it, keeping yourself from plunging into the depths
of near unintelligibility. In my case it’s not a matter of choice. I have to go
in where things get messy, or sometimes I see myself walking through the
unyielding frankness of deserted fields, scanning the wreckage, maybe on
the lookout for a sign of life, a breeze, or an unexpected sound.

An ongoing provocation, the thought on authority was pressed into these
pages by several considerations and not a few urgencies. To the extent that
[ felt compelled by the themes constituting this work, I was stalled and un-
dermined by the sway of their worldly cast, the anxious pinch of timeliness
to which they bear witness. As it happens, [ am a creature of the untimely,
coached by Nietzschean temporal leaps yet put through my paces by obliga-
tory relapses into what one might call "tradition.” This is the only way in
which I mightbe considered conservative, or a conservationist—by adhering
to the demands of traditional narratives and their often-silenced partners.
That is to say, in part, that I am in my comfort zone when ferreting out the
heavily sedated traces and repressed remnants of historical eventfulness.
Trained on the sidelines of the master discourses, I advocate a kind of un-
timely activism, driven home by the joint closure of the philosophical and
the political. The long conversation within the philosophical and political
partnership has reached in many ways, and by necessity, alull. Yet, powerful
inroads persist, together with a store of untapped reserves. If something
has not been accounted for, I want it. The least probable cause, the darkest
and most unavailable docket, sparks my curiosity (curiosity: itself a philo-
sophically devalued motor for investigation). I scour the peripheries, the
often-abandoned sites of ethical reconnaissance.

Given these constraints and the way I curb the so-called object of contem-
plation, I'like to stay away from the dominant trends and approved protocols
for reading politics. Especially where “politics” becomes censorious and
inevitable, unconditional (or as Arendt puts it, “total”) and thus, in terms
of the way discursive containers are regulated and managed, kind of DOA, as
so-called contemplative objects go. (Well, I suppose anything submitted to
contemplation shows up de facto DOA. Let me clarify. I mean more mangled
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or disfigured, more subject to Entstellung, disturbed by displacement, than
evenlanguage habitually demands—barely recognizable or plainly obsolesced
in terms of its presentation. That’s when it comes my way.)

I honor and read my colleagues, those known to me and those unfamiliar,
some of whom have sat on panels with me or have run the other way, who
make it theirlife’s work to put unceasing pressure on the elaboration of social
formations, and bravely continue to work through the mires of a relentlessly
agonistic politics. But, for me, whether by default or theoretical perversion,
there’s another way of going about things, another hand that can be played
when it comes to the domination of the political and the necessity of sizing
up its implications. I start off by conducting nano-analyses, following minor
or minoritarian tracks that maylead nowhere or, suddenly, they may flip into
“the big picture” to function as the rush of canaries in a political coal mine.

Growing into small spaces in order to bear hard upon big issues has its
advantages, and I'm not the first to try this scholarly diet. Still, there are
pitfalls and dramatic dissolutions. At the same time as one may be motivated
by Kafkan velocities to interrogate the fate of a speck—at the same time as one
senses the surprising advance of nano-traces, evicted conceptual shells or the
itineraries of imperceptible systemic disruption—one is also arrested by the
magnitude of oversized concerns that bind to existence. One is compelled to
return to the fundamental structures that keep us going, if only in the mode of
stationary mobility and according to archeophiliac determination—meaning
that one is magnetized by the return of and driven by the return to ancient
objects, concepts, formulae when piecing together the remnants of world.

Even if one may favor the miniaturized portion of heavy-hitting prob-
lems, one sometimes crashes against the wall of their magnitude. Though
preferring the speck to the spectacular, I must take my questions—well,
they are not really questions, they are calls—I take these calls, given a choice
(though it is not a matter of choice, but let us go on); they should, these
calls, in order to be worthy of presentation, light up only when and if they
arrive beyond themselves, from where they loom—big, barely manageable,
yet nondialectically allied with the speck. The calls may seem marginal, yet
they require sizable backup from the tradition, the books, textual fronts,
historical feints, and referential pretenses that increase their expanses.
By chasing down the motif of the loser son—where big meets little, con-
stantly exchanging attributes—I am attacking a cluster of issues that has
been heckling me from the philosophical bleachers and that asks, in a way
that won’tlet up, these questions: Where does the political pose problems?
How is the very possibility of peaceful coexistence undermined by apparently
unbreachable structures?
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These prods have brought me to aregister of concern that makes me wonder
in what way the victory of patriarchy is still something to contend with. What
happened when metaphysics elevated the “paternal metaphor” to the status
of authority? To what extent is the son’s failure-to-be bound up with claims
made for authority’s rule? Riding on this putative authority, how does the
impossible figure of the father, whether split or faux unitary, still hold sway?
Freud himself, zeroing in on problems of filial remorse and the construction
oflegacy, has remarked that we cannot point to the authority that bolsters the
father, except to the extent that this very stature remains an effect of “the vic-
tory of patriarchy.”! Unauthorized yet pumping meaning, the values associated
with Father continue to mark the limit where politics meets psychoanalysis
and generates questions of power. At once phantomal and commanding, the
paternal, like Hamlet’s father, directs the way the whole house comes down,
falling apart around a shared name that seals the demise of a split son.

Similar scenes, though less eloquently equipped to handle the historical
blow, occur in many households where paternity retains a trace of sovereign
right. This trace is what interests me here—archaic, nearly effaced, although
vibrantin anineluctable yet dreary kind of way. Thus I am also trying to create
achart forthe largely unmarked and phantomal spread of paternal residue, to
see where its seepage begins in the glacializing spaces of cruel bureaucracies,
among implacable administrators, in terms of religious gridlock, alongside
the regulatory state, and other rule-productive structural oppressions that
take off from Father’s tracks.

The figure of father, as ordinary as it sits, also enthrones the unfathomable
and is riddled by an enigmatic grid. Even the unfathomable has a history,
boasts alineage. Itis very likely that the persistence of the paternal incursion,
its often stealth logic, has created alegacy of mutant breakdown—a fissuring
of aspecial stripe. Irrevocably connected, these calls, or bullet points, bring
into view the particularly modern phenomenon of aloser inheritance. I'll try
to make this contention intelligible by keying into a number of telling texts
and crucial idioms that speak to the pervasive sense of our impoverished
political existence, even where the political brings hope and assuming the
political and existence still match up credible prints. In any case, I will
examine the edges of archaic contamination and draw up a map of prevalent
forms of aggressive coexistence.

Although recognizably modern in its articulation, there is nothing as
such new about the mark of humiliation borne by the drummed-out or di-

1. Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism: Three Essays, Standard Edition of the Com-
plete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London: Hogarth Press, 1975), 23:118.
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vested son. [saac would fill in as biblical ancestor to such a figure—benched
before he could be sacrificed, counted out in the squabble between two
representatives of killer paternity, the submissive and the dominant ver-
sions, both murderous. Spared but forgotten, left to dwindle in the desert
solitude of a discarded filiation, he is at once elected and faded, chosen for
the journey to Mount Moriah, on a mission that must be aborted, taken up
only to be put down in the hollow of paternal testing grounds. That is one
way to run the narrative, by casting light on the emptiness that followed
upon the failed sacrifice: he lost out on the transcendental leap, receded
from history into a mold of inoccurrence. This inoccurrence still speaks
to and imprints us, however.

Another type, if not archetype, to fill in the blank of what I am trying to
draw out would be represented by Faust, the celebrity Streber or striver, who
inherited the burden of a deficient father, a doctor who by lazy but persistent
acts of malpractice was responsible for dozens of deaths. An embarrassment
to Nietzsche and nearly everyone else in the reader’s circle, Faust, after the
embrace that he holds with Mephistopheles, must be saved in the end of
Goethe’s rendition by the intercession of a divine father, redeemed from a
more terrestrial struggle with his inherited nullity. Stripped of the mantel
of authority, or unable to grow under the pressure of aberrant assertions of
paternity (though aberration may be the rule), Isaac and Faust, in differ-
ing but related ways, are set on autodestruct, losing a legacy—maybe only
at the end of their stories, but also from the get-go—when they try to break
through to historical narrative. In the end, they are bound by a restraining
order from which they cannot cut loose, or to which they remain blindly
stuck and submissive. In itself, this would not be a bad thing.

The unconscious billing system that attacks the world and relent-
lessly escalates aggression causes the trouble that I want to track. Poetic
or scriptural “dummies” such as Isaac and Faust help us think through the
default of the political—which, given problems of grounding or founding
or of merely shallow depths, remains wholly indistinct if not rhetorically
depleted, philosophically flamed out. At the same time, despite consider-
able theoretical obstacles, political rigor and vigilance require an ongoing
critique of models, motifs, and ideologies that have served to indicate how
coexistence is mapped and regulated. Many of these models come from
totalitarian vocabularies that still stand in their rooted if wobbly monumental
ways, or are frankly resuscitated with no apologies offered. There are ways
to get past some of these abiding theoretical insults, even where they tend
continually to rerun through history’s more deliberate projections.
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Key motifs upon which I call, whether deployed or parked on the side,
come from undervalued psychoanalytic probes that should help us produce
a road map, even where we part ways with some of the insistent tenden-
cies that have informed current theories and politologies. Like literature,
psychoanalysis offers significant access to political undercurrents and
untapped tropological reservoirs. I thus want to treat texts and support-
ing fictions where there is no traceable movement from the structures of
narcissism to those of identification, a movement that for Freud signals
the start of the political. The Freudian science, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe
and Jean-Luc Nancy remind us in “"La panique politique,” is "by rights a
science of culture, and consequently a political science.” Even and precisely
if it turns out, they continue, “that this right gives rise to the greatest dif-
ficulties, indeed to the greatest disorder, and to the threat, as we will see,
of a theoretical panic.” The panic and avoidance strategies nailed by the
Freudian science belong to the vocabularies and reflections that we are
trying to build on, understanding that one still seeks a political solution to
inhumanity. This is why one has to return with obsessional acuity to that
which, in institutions or in hermeneutic circles, among professionals or
amateur commentators, off and on the medial screen, on some level of
consciousness, whether avowed or dismissed, provokes panic—or critical
narcolepsy, the other side of panic. To the extent that narcissism serves as
a controlling cipher for our era, backed by capital and other state-subven-
tioned tyrannies, including technological addiction, narcissism’s run calls
for inquiry, for a real sense of how it instates the negation of all relation,
beginning with the Freudian investigation. Let us however hold off on an
analysis of the politics of narcissistic refusal until all the players are on the
field.

To what extent does the fate of such loser types mirror the predicament
or warp of authority today? How can they be put in contact with specific
forms of tyranny that torture and thrive in what may well be a postpolitical
age, where the political achieves closure and completion? These boys, after
all, had something that we no longer lay claim to in any serious way, though
the death rattle of the divine can be heard thumping in the background of
our modernity. These sons, whether they emerge from the pages of Totem
and Taboo, or take up residence in biblical drama and Bildungsroman, were
driven, if only into the ground, by divine law and higher prompts of authority.

2. Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, “La panique politique,” in Retreat-
ing the Political, ed. Simon Sparks (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 9.
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We late moderns, left only with the emptying-out of divine spaces, we're
stuck with what is now known as Father in his legacy of failure, dumping
and thumping in ungodly war zones on those without cover of sanctioned
transcendence. Isaac and Faust, and those bound to them in nearly arche-
typal kinship, had the alibi of commandment and divine ordinance watching
their backs, even as they vanished or sealed deals with paternal surrogates.
Persuaded by these shadows, I'll try to make the plight of the loser son as
clear as possible, giving it where possible theoretical buoyancy and punch so
that it can take its place in the columns of political anxiety of the day. I enter
these areas, not always sanctioned by cognition, with the understanding that
[lack the authority to do much more than protect a question or visit with an
unoccupiable concept. Maybe I can allow myself to gather a cluster of motifs,
mostly emptied and abandoned, in order to examine what passes for the
political. Maybe I’ll manage to overturn some contestable models that block
our path, but this, too, is not sure, given the way the political has exhausted
philosophy. The point is to stick with the blockage and look at it without
flinching. In a similar context Lacoue-Labarthe has noted, when exploring
the practical deprivation of philosophy as regards its own authority, it is as
if the political has "remained, paradoxically, the blind spot of the philo-
sophical.” In other words, when facing the political, or the philosophical
essence of the political, philosophy immediately “finds itself implicated as
a political practice relieved of its own authority: not simply of its possible
social or political power, but relieved of the authority of the theoretical or
the philosophical as such (however one determines such a practice: critique,
back to basics, thinking and distorting re-appropriation [Verwindungl, step
backwards, deconstruction, etc.).”® The deflation of critical power in the
face of political anxiety invites further reflection at this time.

If some of the questions raised by what follows offer a sense of contempora-
neity with issues of the day, alongside the backdrop of dislodged transcen-
dence, then a few words might help to situate my intentions here and create
distance from similarly calibrated projects that try to address the “fate of
politics today.” Perhaps I should begin by stating what I am not doing, by
explaining how I engage the paradoxes of scholarly avoidance, which is not
the same as opting out or choosing disengagement. On the contrary. Still,

3. Delivered by Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy in Paris as the inaugural address to the
Centre for Philosophical Research on the Political, 8 December 1980. Now re-
printed as “The Centre: Opening Address,” in Retreating the Political, 112.
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I have to deal with the fact that an empirical approach is no longer in any
significant way decisive. I can no longer rely heavily on the yields of such
an approach, even where they support my cause. At the same time, I cannot
simply discard empirical gains or stomp out material traces. It is in any
case embarrassing for a philosophical sensibility to think that, empirically
encouraged, she may be restricted to taking the pulse of the Weltgeist, that
she might be on schedule for recognizable events, right on time, cannily
capable of arrival and descent—all delusional fractures and misguided hopes
as concerns the pressure-point of attentive anxiety that, precisely, always
misses its mark, ruins its chances for self-satisfaction. The pull of elided
concepts or the long rule of the plainly unintelligible—the pulse of fateful
inoccurrence—demand their time, too, which, more likely than not, is on
nobody’s watch. The tensed attunement of all-too-clamorous topics such
as abet the concern for terror, injustice, authority must be regarded with
suspicion. Suspicion is our gain, however, fueled by the struggle with hesita-
tion and doubt. The metaphysically laden problems of authority, injustice,
terror, teach one continually to beat a retreat and recalibrate. These themes,
which break open any containment of the philosophical, invite us to widen
the range of critical motion and look for alternative types of cognition.

During the time I was preparing this book—it was, I repeat, an elephantine
birthing that occurred in dog-time, so it’s a matter of multiplying the years
and zoography here—I listened to many lectures and read or attended a lot
of different kinds of writing; I exposed myself to theater, cinema, digital
invention, dance performance, a thick scale of music and art, a wide range
of protest movements. I listened hard and let myself be washed in the works
and projections of others. I tried to remain open, which requires a lot of
effort on the part of a writer. Normally you go into voluntary lockdown or
you try your best to stay tightly sealed in your bubble, building up a narcis-
sistic shield. . . . Doyouhave any idea how many dissertation chapters, stray
manuscripts, reviews, requests, and conscripted reports make daily runs
into my no-fly zone and threaten my sanity? How many people come to me
with writer’s-block stories, despite my interdictions and phobic shooing
gestures, fingers in my ears, lalalala’ing? Or how many friends pull me away
from my writing desk, if only because they pretend they want to see me “for
coffee”? I do not drink coffee. Everyone knows that I do not drink coffee,
that it makes me paranoid, OK—more paranoid, so why do they taunt me with
this pretend -invitation, a total intrusion that, even when politely repelled,
ruins my day because then I am stranded in guilty rumination round the
clock, loop after loop? There are some people who cannot say “no” without
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serious psychic consequence and debilitating aftermaths. My friends know
that about me—that I am condemned to be a yes-sayer to practically any
proposition—and, still, they regularly attack by inviting me out “for coffee.”
[ will not go there now, because I cannot bear the stress of remembering
the dossiers of obstacles, as well as the friendless cultural denigrations, that
make writing nearly impossible in our day, at least in my day.

One never knows where something like influence sets out to reel you in. I
have very determined readinglists and study habits that define my path, and
I believe I have given a full disclosure of the greatest hits that I have taken.
I suppose that the structure of indebtedness and questions of legacy have
an abiding hold on me. I run in the opposite direction of those who want
to be known as “original,” those who conceal or go so far as to defame their
sources, obliterate their origins.* I, by contrast, am in perpetual gratitude
pose. I remember one summer when my friend Christopher Fynsk gave a
lecture on Levinas’s notion of a “sabbatical existence” and the question of
peace. How shall [ account for encounters such as the one offered by Chris
in the inventory of thought? Did this lecture seize on me in a way similar to
areading that once invaded Freud, traumatically opening psychoanalysis?
I am not suggesting an analogy of names and positions, just cutting into an
established history of provocation, recalling how a lecture can call you out
of your slumber, throw you, nestle somewhere inside and start sprawling
without any precise plan or purpose.

4. When I make a pitch for rigorous nonoriginalness, my purpose is not only to open
ethical and political dossiers that bind us in every practice of inscription, but also to
situate myself close to Emerson’s sense of discernment and ethical urgency. Eduardo
Cadava reminds me in an email of 7 January 2011 of this relevant quote: “Emerson
has aremarkable passage in his essay ‘Quotation and Originality,” in which he writes:
‘Our debt to tradition through reading and conversation is so massive, our protest or
private addition to tradition so rare and insignificant,—and this commonly on the
ground of other reading and hearing,—that, in a large sense, one would say there is
no pure originality. All minds quote. Old and new make the warp and woof of every
moment. There is no thread that is not a twist of these two strands. By necessity, by
proclivity and delight, we all quote. We quote not only books and proverbs, but arts,
sciences, religions, customs and laws; nay, we quote temples and houses, tables and
chairs by imitation. . . . The originals are not original. There is imitation, model
and suggestion, to the very archangels, if we knew their history.”” Such a quote has
no doubt served as a basis for Willis Goth Regier’s Quotology (Lincoln and London:
University of Nebraska Press, 2010), which houses Emerson and reflects on our
relation to an ethics of citationality. Woof.
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Sometimes you do not know where a lecture lands, how greatly shaken
you have been, dispossessed, or realigned. Fynsk, if I recall correctly, was
talking about a terrible responsibility and the assumption of powerlessness,
a situation of unconditional surrender to no power. His presentation went
so far as to involve the bodily characteristic of powerlessness of Dasein and
what it means to have no need of anything. He unfolded the Shabbath as a
practice of peace, the exposure of violence deferring itself. I realized that
his understanding of affliction was very close to what [ wanted mine to be.
Maybe it was the same; maybe, for the span of his reading, we were the same.
I'should confess that [ often go into identificatory overdrive. Not always, but
often. I have been Derrida, | have been Lacoue-Labarthe, Kofman, I have
been Pynchon and Rousseau, I am never not Nietzsche, I have been Acker
and Kleist, I was Beckett when I turned into Bettina von Arnim and once
I was Aretha Franklin, but that’s another track (why do you suppose she
sings about r-e-s-p-e-c-t and “Think: Think!” if it were not for our shared
Kant-through-Heidegger homework assignments?). This type of overiden-
tification plays a decisive role in the political stagings I am analyzing.

The face down between narcissism and identification continues to shape
a political genealogy, requiring us to reflect on how one breaks out of an
original narcissism—something that I go into in the sections on the dis-
appearance of authority. Identification and Mitsein are different ways in
which the subject (an abbreviation) breaks down the stranglehold of isola-
tion and becomes politically assigned, ethically outfitted, but also, in ways
that we can explore together, defenseless and downsized. [ want to return
momentarily to the experience of my colleague’s lecture in Switzerland.
Fynsk was casting a wide net, raising the question of the human, weighing
how a just relation to the other stands witness to its own possibility. (Derrida
somewhere points out how “weighing” is inextricable from thinking, rallying
peser [toweigh] to the cause of penser [to think].) He was dancing around two
essential texts, both by Blanchot, “Being Jewish” and "The Indestructible.”
What I took away—besides the negative essence and grave truth anchored in
“Being Jewish,” the philosophical essence of Judaism described by Blan-
chot—was Fynsk’s view of our ethical stuckness, so to speak. There is nevera
changeover—never a moment of being relieved of ourselves, no escape from
the predicament of being responsible. The ethical buck stops here because
only humans strip one another of their relation to world—it is not a matter
of the elements, a divinity, or anything remedial coming around a destinal
bend, from a purported outside or projection booth. Violence is irremediably
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linked to human power. Maybe this could be put into communication with
Benjamin’s mystical foundations of violence, but I am not heading in this
direction for now—one could check with Derrida and others in order to get
agrip onthe interpretive layers and positing flexes added on to Benjamin’s
“Critique of Violence.” Right now [ am traveling the other side of this ques-
tion, hugging the margins of the Kafkan world reset by Blanchot in which
violence occurs without term. The day of his lecture Chris Fynsk emphasized
the point of unstoppable impairment—that there is no limit when it comes
to destroying: the indestructible delivers man to destruction. Mercilessly.
Can it be that mankind has a radical need for affliction, pounding into itself
as if wrestling a bad object?

To a certain degree I suppose that a number of us are doing the same work,
harvesting the same reading lists, perhaps mirroring each other, relaying
echoes from different peaks or groaning from related valleys according
to the notations of a scorched solitude. Maybe we take our cues from the
teachers who have trained us, in some cases even diapered us intellectually.
Together—I should say apart, but here itis the same thing—we try to relate to
what is beyond reach, understanding that speech puts us into contact with
whatis unknown and foreign, inaugurating an original relation. I think it is
Levinas who writes that the Saying stays its own violence, each time laying
before you a peace offering.

I am pressed by something else that our teachers have urged upon us,
and maybe this is what I am looking at in this book, so long in coming—it
staggered and stalled so many times, right after Derrida’s death (o, it stings
to say that, because, pathologically slow and always perplexed, I still won’t
have it, don't really believe that he’s gone, and won't answer such calls or
heed the mourning-timer) until today, it just stops still and I feel I can’t go
on. At the time I talked to him about it, what I thought [ was doing, getting
at. Then I watched him slowly decathect from his own work and those ad-
dressing him. At one point he said that he did not care anymore, and I must
have absorbed that like an injunction, or I fell into identification and for
along while stopped caring myself. Now I think that I don’t have the right
not to care anymore or at least that I have not earned that right. So I explore
the exigency of another relation. I contemplate something that Fynsk may
have said, unless it came from Blanchot or was rerouted through Derrida
and gets reprinted by the relays of my friends: that there is no limit to the

destruction of man.
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Introduction

Tiers of Childhood
and the Defeat of Politics

H istory, no doubt, can bear me out on this: to the extent that the
world can be gathered into relatable narratives, it exposes us
to the unconscious contrivances of those who cannot beat back a more orless
covert portfolio of psychically induced flops. Today I want to visit with the
blood-soaked losers amongus, whether they are still on the take or drawing
interest from a more or less forgotten legacy of world -encompassing distur-
bance. I feel a duty to complicate the very notion of loser, even though there
seems to be a fair amount of consensus about the distinguishing features
of aloser culture and its various manifestations or salient qualities. They
do not necessarily comprise a mathematical majority, the types I want to
collar and shake down, but they leave a disproportionately sizable historical
mark. Everything they do involves an inerasable losing streak, reverting
to an early stall or blockage that has dragged them down from the get-go,
held them back—even if they were indulged, pampered, exempted from the
implications of an incessant destruction of their being. Whether or not they
presented or even saw themselves as miscreants and misfits, as the perpetual
avengers of enslaved docility—what Nietzsche famously calibrated as the
revenge of slave morality—they came out fighting on one level or another,
wanting ragefully to establish a compensatory economy. What draws my
interest to this unlikely horde is the reflection on the possibility—it’s only a
possibility,  may have gotten it all wrong—that we are paying for the world-
historical inscriptions, the negative trust funds set up by what I am calling
“"loser sons,” meaning those who, when all is said and done, get off on defeat,
whether this be construed as defeating their neighboring others or along
the lines of various forms of self-defeat and a mock-up suicidal finale. This
is fairly dangerous terrain, opening a highly problematic account, and one
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doesn’t want to get it wrong or seem simplistically folded in by the lures of
the Weltgeist—by what’s left of the Weltgeist and its loser squatters.

I do not aim to lash out arbitrarily or rummage around for possibly cool,
or strikingly uncool, critical themes. Such themes tend to come toward
me according to their own particular travel plans. This time, their envoy
came to my neighborhood—I should say, at me: they came at me, traveling
at high velocities through downtown New York; however, they had always
been announcing a visit—huddled in Auerbach’s Cellar, and staked out in
Bush bunkers. Whether it is a question of Faust, who visits the Cellar in
Goethe’s drama, or the other W. ("W” was the letter that Goethe traced in
the air on his deathbed, his last letter as he was signing off), we are facing
the ordeal of a disturbed legacy, a kind of counterfeit legacy that signs and
seals a portion of Western history. The loser son in fact does not limit itself
as concept or civic identity to the West, but marks the point of encounter
between the West and its others, atleast in terms of recent history, but also
encompasses mythological and biblical thematics. It is as if, slapped down
and dragged off the field, Isaac one day got up again, humiliated, and de-
cided to do something about it—about having had his game called off, his
mediocrity reinstated. Or Cain decided to make his comeback.

I'am not saying that there is something like a winner’s circle, something
like a philosophically reliable and upgraded hermeneutic circle that could
close out the losers. Nor would I ever put myself on the side of a purported
domain of legitimacy: I would not sign up with a properly held heritage or
advocate for anything that claimed alignment with correct lineup or lineage.
The loser sons that I convoke are losers even where they win, when they win
out, often tilting the scales of justice and warping the political playing fields
on which fateful moves are determined.

From Mohammed Atta to W. Bush—to whom we can add so many addi-
tional historical as well as prophetic and projected characters, if not some
of the prime rock 'n’ roll house of famers, the very kings of pop, be these
offprints of Elvis or Michael Jackson—the defeated son takes up the slack
to respond to an unmarked strain in existence, an oppressive juncture or
disjunction that cannot be rerouted or symbolically turned. Atta’s rage flew
him into the World Trade Center, attacking the outwardly pointed visage
of “Western values.” I want to look closely at the sore losers. But I will also
call up the minority standouts, the noble type of losers. (To others I leave
the work of checking on the blaring sublimators, those who turned their
grief into so many strains of high-decibel lament—rock music and other
noteworthy forms of intrusiveness in technological modernity.)



The best of them, the good losers and blues singers, were dragged down
even as they were being raised, as Kafka would say. Reproaching his father
for the double movement of his upbringing (his “downbringing”), he in-
veighs: your method of raising me has served only to cut and bring me down.
Everywhere, according to subtle pressures, Kafka charts the frightful ups and
downs, the portentous putdowns involved in bringing up Baby. Kafka was
perhaps the best of the loser sons in my group portrait, the most conscious
and self-controlling. His inscriptions were possibly the least violent—this
isnot certain—though he, too, took and delivered alot of beatings, dreamt of
an axe in the frozen sea, prepared ceaseless attestations of lasting agonies.
Kafka received his father’s words as so many hits upside his head. In a way,
he found that there was really no exteriority to the pernicious precincts of the
paternal domain. This is what differentiates Katka from the other contend-
ers in the clan of loser sons—he put himself up as a loser and, among other
things, he read and understood Freud. Kafka thus mastered the art of being
aloser son without fail. Never truly graduating, he relinquishes the trium-
phal jubilation of checkmating an oversized father. In fact, Kafka struggles
exemplarily with his plight, and his diaries count down the improbabilities
of flight. He retains the freshness of defeat that others deter or turn aside,
even outside, in the mode of disavowal.

What motivates the engagement to which this work attests? I am not out
to get some poor existential schlub. I am going after the materially based
winners, the depleters and entitled: the impolite, impolitic, and crude crew
that overwrites the efforts of those who struggle earnestly over the possible
meanings of justice or fairness—those who try to take measure of equality,
hanging on to a remnant of the eighteenth-century notion of "dignity.”
Anyone who knows me can confirm that I love the underclass of clueless,
evicted, hapless creatures that populate my inner and outer environments,
my most internal ambiance—my friends and fiends, colleagues, the students,
the families, the support groups, the armies of well-intentioned dummbkopfs;
there is room in my inner districts for maliciously ordinary Daseins and
their inevitable claims upon my time. I have made clear my alliances and
allegiances, my pathological identifications with those whose courage fails
them; hating themselves, they go through their lives with zero self-esteem,
less than zero tolerance for the injustice and pain allotted to others. This
class of losers inhabits and includes me, means me, suits me. They—we—are
not at issue, no more so than is required by the daily reviews and revisions
to which we are submitted, to the endless evaluations and diminishments
that clinch us, to the self-depreciations that subject us.
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This time things are different. [ am plagued by the intrusive figure of a
predialectized “slave,” so to speak—the one who merges strangely yet per-
sistently with the master, or at least with the master discourses that keep
us down. I cannot be certain that what I am after remains firmly a trope or
represents a historical recurrence. On some level of interpretive vigor, if
you've read your Freud, most sons are losers. Until they have assumed their
castration. By then, like Oedipus, they may be walking around blind in the
overlapping fields of truth and privation, “subjectivized” to the extent that
theylive knowingly in default. Believe it or not, there are still those entitled
snivelers who push away the news of barred existence.

Despite my hesitations over this topic, over the book’s title and irreversible
thematic tendencies, it seemed to me worthwhile to venture in this direc-
tion, to probe what such a complication in genealogy offers up to reflection:
as of a certain date or event—maybe the Gulf war, maybe when one of my
colleagues flipped on me, maybe when I incredulously watched some of the
Bush-Cheney defamations of history, the systematic spoilage of phrasal
regimes and subversion of constitutional law—I was determined to check out
the MO of sons who are neither as such illegitimate nor legitimate, who steal
something from history because they themselves feel grievously ripped off—a
little like Hamlet, but not quite. Though they do manage in the end to take
the whole house down. Loser sons are those whose dose of remorse has gone
wayward. Having snuffed out superegoical constraints and perverted internal
regulatory monitors, they prove incapable of commuting death sentences or
sparinglife. Empathetic transmitters have been knocked out in their little—
or, rather big—heads. They live with phrasal effects of condemnation that
ricochet off themselves to explode on externalized targets. Condemned from
the start—to ordinariness, insouciance, last place in the projected boasts of
familial hierarchy—they visit a heightened sense of condemnation upon a
massively constructed enemy. The loser self is pinned outwardly, becoming
identifiable as evil or heretical, falling out of strict orthodoxies of the trans-
parent rivalries that are organized around condemnatory phrases. Whether
brutalized or merely slighted by childhood’s major players, this brand of
sissy places the brunt of an inexhaustible need for blaming and shaming
revenge on a calculable program of world: the poor, the sick, the designated
minority, the immigrant, the refugee, women, children and other foreigners,
get rounded up by the small avenger’s machine.

Witless, determined, and brutalizing, the world-belittling son is no
slacker, though such might be his cover. In fact, the loser horde may reveal,
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given its aim and effectiveness, a distinctive type of overachievement. The
world libido has been mobilized to write up their ticket. Apart from the
contingent and storied profile represented by Kafka and some others along
the way, I am referring here to the devastating theaters of megalomaniacal
certitudes staged by little Bush, Osama bin Laden, Mohammed Atta, and
other tyrannical types who mirror one another within the firm grasp of a
reciprocal enmity that sustains their history. Loser sons need and feed on a
simplified notion of enmity. They trail around an enemy hitlist. Even Kafka
required an enemy, as he pointedly states. (The dreadful Carl Schmitt dreamt
that Kafka would write a novel called "The Enemy.”) But for him there was
no question of vanquishing the crushing adversary, no culture of displaced
victories.

Mohammed Atta, the man responsible for crashing planes into the World
Trade Center, was saddled in life with a Kafkan father. After his son went
up in flames, Atta’s father claimed that it was impossible for this son to
have committed an act of such manly proportions: his son was a cream puff
afraid of flying, a mama’s boy photographed sitting on his mother’s lap well
into his teens. When he did have to board a plane, Atta asked his sister, a
physician, to supply him with his stash of tranquilizers. His father belittled
the son, demasculated him, even after his spectacular demise. This son, it
appears, had written up his phobias as a program; he became an architect
of decompletion, taking out buildings, collapsing symbolic entrenchments
while plunging into the real. This phobia, spilling out as the expulsion of a
long-held psychic terror, became the weakling’s form of expression. Held
hostage by the terror of flying, he took hostages on flight. Taking down the
towers, he remastered castration. (I simplify for effect.)

It is perhaps of some significance that Atta was trained as an architect
and came to these shores, as a last stopover in his Bildung, from Germany.
As a missive or missile, he targeted a site that has been explicitly ta