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On Dead Subjects:
A Rejoinder to Lundberg on (a)
Psychoanalytic Rhetoric

Joshua Gunn

Owing to a longstanding commitment to the autonomous, self-transparent subject,
many roads have not been taken in rhetorical studies. Our present conversation
about Lacanian psychoanalysis represents one of those roads, which is the most
radical route stemming from the little traveled thoroughfare of the “rhetoric of the
interior.”" Insofar as its central category is the dynamic unconscious, psychoanalysis
in general represents a theory of an inside or interiority that has largely been
ignored, and sometimes attacked, in favor or defense of surfaces and exteriorities
(e.g., fantasy themes and rhetorical visions, rational argument in ideal speech
situations, and so on).” Despite the pioneering work on Jung and mythic criticism
by Janice Hocker Rushing and Thomas S. Frentz, despite articulate calls for
psychoanalytic research by Barbara Biesecker, Michael J. Hyde, and Loyd S. Pette-
grew, and despite the remarkable, interdisciplinary work of Henry Krips, among
NCA-style rhetorical studies scholars,” psychoanalysis has been the place of dead
roads, indeed, the place of dead subjects.

Christian Lundberg’s welcome and insightful critique of “Refitting Fantasy” ought
to be read as a road sign of sorts, indicating not only an exciting route for research,
but also the number of places it might go. In general, Lundberg argues that a critical
perspective that begins in the imaginary overlooks the master’s focus on the
Symbolic order, thereby missing the true locus of rhetoric in Lacan’s work (princi-
pally, “tropology”). Further, Lundberg argues that a critical attention to fantasies is
limited to discrete texts and intersubjective encounters, thereby avoiding an oppor-
tunity to do true Lacanian rhetorical criticism.” The consequence of an approach
focused on the criticism of (pre-)conscious and unconscious fantasies, he implies, is
twofold. First, it promotes a perspective akin to the project of “ego-psychology” and,
thus, relies on the “naive psychologism of solely intersubjectively mediated accounts
of subject formation,”® which bars scholars from the pursuit of a deeper, more
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sweeping, and radical theoretical program. Second, such an approach relies on a
Zizekian reading of Lacan that summons the demons of decontextualized appropri-
ation, which unfortunately permits us to carry on with business as usual. I confess
that, insofar as we pursue different goals, Lundberg is dead-on. In my rejoinder to
this critique, however, I first wish to address an important road block that Lacanian
psychoanalysis (or psychoanalysis in general for that matter) deploys to prevent us
from moving forward too quickly: namely, its occultic prose, which is often
dismissed as “psychobabble.” Then I move to a discussion of ego-psychology and
how Lundberg’s useful clarifications highlight the ego of fantasy and the subject of
the fundamental fantasy. I conclude by characterizing the task of integrating
psychoanalysis and rhetorical theory as a kind of critical necromancy.

Translation Trouble

[Lacan] wants to write in such a way that we either crawl right up into his head or
belly or anus (we can probably take our pick) and follow his every theoretical gyration,
or we throw his book down in disgust within a few minutes, which is, in fact, what
happens with a great many readers: They read him either for years or not at all. Bruce
Fink®
Angered by the “mystification, deliberately obscure language, [and] confused
concepts” associated with “postmodern” thinkers, and troubled by what he perceived
to be a lack of rigor and the sloppy application of scientific concepts “in certain
precincts of the humanities,” Alan Sokal composed a parodic essay of non-sense in
which he touted the leftist political implications of the concept of quantum gravity.'’
He submitted the essay to the editors of the cultural studies journal, Social Text,
which unwittingly published it as a sincere stab at cultural theory by an outsider."
Ever since this prank was revealed in the pages of Lingua Franca and subsequently
on the front page of The New York Times, academics in the humanities have been
called on to justify the use of specialized jargon to multiple audiences within and
outside the academy.'> Among the many responses, three well-rehearsed and interre-
lated claims were common: (1) Jargon is a kind of shorthand for complex ideas;" (2)
Occultic prose is the product of a confrontation with the ineffability of human
experience;'* and (3) Difficult language “defamiliarizes” readers, making new ways of
thinking and being-in-the-world possible."” All three claims have been dismissed by
critics as rationalizations for sloppy writing and confused thinking.'®
In general terms, Lacan’s rhetoric confronts the ineffable (the Real) and is a
shorthand and a defamiliarizing agent, thereby tempting dismissal. His rhetoric is
designed to disrupt automatic thinking and to challenge the defenses of the ego or
Self, which runs interference for the structuring of the symbolic. In other words,
Lacan’s difficult prose is tied directly to his theories. A brief and admittedly
incomplete sketch of his theory of language helps to explain why he is so hard to
read.
Against Freud’s assertion that the unconscious is characterized by the absence
of language or representation (for him, it only consists of “thing-presentations”),
Lacan asserts that the unconscious is a “chain of signifiers,” insofar as words
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sometimes function as material objects in dreams.'” This implies that the uncon-
scious is not “inside,” but rather, is “out there,” meaning that the subject of the
unconscious is radically exterior.”® The signifiers of this seemingly interiorized
exteriority are active agents that “cut” into whatever is not already structured, thus
giving rise to meaning. The reason there is a “chain” of signifiers is because the cut
of the signifier only yields meaning differentially; signifiers mean only in relation to
other signifiers. The consequences of this structuralist understanding of language are
many, but two seem more important here: First, all meaning is determined contex-
tually and changes in every context, regardless of what we might call denotation.
Meaning moves; meaning production is a creative, never-ending process."” Second,
the “world in which we speak and in which we live is no ‘brute’ reality; it is already
mediated and structured by the signifiers of language, which allow it to appear as a
meaningful and differentiated environment.”® To say that the subject “is a subject
only by a signifier and to another signifier,” is to specify the subject of the
unconscious as a production of language.*' In other words, for Lacan, the psychoan-
alytic subject does not have agency (this is a fantasy of the mirror stage Self); rather,
the signifier or “letter” does.*” In the second seminar, for example, Lacan notes that
the

concrete universal discourse, which has been unfolding since the beginning of time, is
what has truly been said or rather really been said—to fix our ideas, we can get to that
point. The subject locates himself as such in relation to that, he is inscribed in it, that
is how he is already determined, by a determination belonging to a totally different
register from that of the determination of the real, of the material metabolisms which
caused him to come forth into this semblance of existence which is life. His function,
in so far as he continues this discourse, is to rediscover his place in it, not simply as
orator, but here and now, as entirely determined by it.?

I am suggesting that Lacan’s understanding of language and the agency of the
signifier is one of the reasons for his deliberately occultic prose. If unsettling the Self
or ego as an illusion of self-transparency and self-certainty is a goal, and if meaning
is always a contextual relation, then it would make sense that what Lacan “means”
is often (un)decidedly elusive. Further complicating this unsettling effect is that, as
with any thinker, Lacan’s focus and interests shifted over the course of some thirty
years, and his corpus reflects many changes and differing presentational contexts.**
Consequently, my original essay, Lundberg’s response, and this rejoinder are, in a
sense, unavoidably misleading, which complicates (as opposed to refutes) Lundberg’s
suggestion that I have misrepresented Lacan. For example, Lundberg takes me to
task for risking the conflation of reality and the “Real” by comparing the Real to
what Bales termed “naked nature.” Although Lundberg’s definition of the Real as
“simply unsymbolizable excess ... [that is] generated by a failure in the Symbolic
order” is one of the most lucid definitions of the category I have yet to read, the term
nevertheless also connotes matter in Lacan’s work, “implying a material substrate
underlying the imaginary and the symbolic.”® In other words, the Real seems
deliberately indeterminate as a naive, “objective,” material reality on the one hand
(e.g., the “material metabolisms” Lacan mentions above), and as a gap in the
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Symbolic on the other.”® The same shift of meaning holds for my characterization of
the “mirror stage” as the “emergence of the imago or spectral self,”” which I have
characterized elsewhere as “both a stage of development and an order of the psyche
which is shared socially.”*® Lundberg implies that mine is a “genetic” description that
tempts essentialism and masculinism and argues for reading “stage” as a performa-
tivity metaphor. I embrace such a reading of the mirror stage, but we should not
forget that Lacan originally described this performance as an event that first occurs
between six and eighteen months of age.”” Finally, Lundberg catches me sliding
between the little other, as a specific other, and the big Other (A), as the Symbolic
itself. I agree that the distinction between the big Other and the little other is very
important,” but I disagree that my characterization of a specific other as Other is
strictly inconsistent with such a distinction. The Other means much more than the
Symbolic: it is also the unconscious and, secondarily, can be a specific other or
person insofar as she represents the order of language and the law. For example,
while certainly “epiphenomenal in some sense,” one’s mother, or as I have suggested
previously, one’s teacher, one’s preacher, one’s analyst, or one’s psychic can stand in
for the big Other.

Given the way in which Lacan’s meaning shifts depending on historical and
conceptual contexts, it is not surprising that he has been accused of “superficial
erudition and manipulating meaningless sentences.” To engage Lacan’s work is to
contend with his parodied and frequently bemoaned “writerly” style, which, in
keeping with his theory of language and the subject, often proceeds in baffling
declarations lacking demonstration.”” Many readers consequently react defensively,
hastily concluding that it must be nonsense. “No one likes to feel stupid,” admit
Jason Glynos and Yannis Stavrakakis, and it is a “very rare person ... who, having
struggled to make sense of Lacan’s Ecrits, has not entertained such thoughts of
vulnerability.”” Working beyond the normal, defensive responses we all have to
feeling vulnerable, however, is precisely what Lacanian rhetoric promotes. Reading
Lacan reminds me, in a way, of my first year in graduate school, when I quickly
learned that I was no longer among the “smart kids” in class: Lacan’s rhetoric tells
us on many levels that we are not as smart as we like to believe—that the signifier,
in a sense, outwits us.”* Training by means of the humiliation of the word, to borrow
a phrase from another Jacques,” is the function of Lacan’s challenging rhetoric and,
consequently, working with his words commands patience, if not a sense of humor
and humility.’®

The relational effects of Lacan’s occultic prose on the reader therefore pose a
significant challenge to folks like Lundberg and me, who would like to recommend
Lacanian psychoanalysis for the business of cultural or rhetorical criticism: how does
one translate a theoretical perspective that resists the reader into a context within
which readers are not expecting resistance?”” How does one recommend a thinker
whose work, to pick an orifice at Fink’s behest, will be dismissed by many as
incomprehensible shit? Indeed, when translating between two different idioms,
won’t one get it both coming and going?®® One answer to these and similar questions
is to risk objection and create the opportunity for scholarly production by taking the
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beginning step, allowing for like-minded others to proclaim, “Actually, I believe it’s
more complicated than that.”* Saying this is, after all, what we do for a living.
Achieving a space for Lacanian conversation in the Quarterly Journal of Speech is
(apparently) better done by introducing a “Lacanian approach” to criticism that may
be (a/o)pposed to clinical analysis, showing the relevance of Lacanian concepts to
everyday culture and life. Slavoj Zizek’s many brilliant and entertaining applications
of Lacanian psychoanalysis to the objects of popular culture blazed this path.*
Because [ am committed to criticism (as well as materialism),*' I believe that Zizek’s
approach to Lacan is a good model.*” The case I am making here, then, is the same
one that Lundberg has made, only from the side of critical application instead of
theoretical elaboration: The “price” one pays for appropriating Lacan in the work of
criticism is failing to be Lacanian in the strict sense of the term (in my view, being
labeled a psychoanalytic critic is better).* We fans of Lacan, or of any thinker
associated with a “post” face the challenge of translation without doing damage to
the goal of theory (e.g., an “analytic engagement with the conditions of the
production of subjectivity and knowledge”).** For Lundberg, damage to a Lacanian
project entails the promotion of ego-psychology and the pursuit of adaptation, to
which I now turn.

Adaptation Trouble

During the many years in which Lacan elaborated and refined his theories, he often
attacked three brands of psychoanalytic practice: the Kleinian approach associated
with the work of Melanie Klein; the object-relations approach of the British school
of psychoanalysis associated with the work of Ronald Fairbairn, W.W. Winnicott,
and Michael Balint; and ego-psychology associated with the work of Anna Freud,
Heinz Hartman, Ernst Kris, and Rudolf Lowenstein.*” Lacan argued that all three
approaches betrayed the fundamental contribution of psychoanalysis, the discovery
of a dynamic unconscious, in favor of a project that adapts the ego to a suitable love
object or to “reality.”

Ego-psychology began with Anna Freud’s attempt to simplify her father’s complex
and seemingly contradictory statements about the ego by arguing that the primary
topography (unconscious, preconscious, conscious) was superseded by the secondary
topography (id, ego, superego).” Hartman’s extension of that project led to a
reductive focus on the ego and the conflation of the unconscious with the id in the
service of adaptation, which was premised on the biologically based notion that all
living organisms “adapt” to their environments for survival. Ego-psychology, thus, is
premised on the idea that neuroses are the result of maladaptive behavior, and the
goal of analysis is to help fashion a “conflict-free ego sphere” through “reality
mastery” (analogously, object-relations theory pursues a harmonious relationship
between the subject and an appropriate object).” Lacan, however, objected to
“anything which progresses through adaptation” for a number of reasons:** (1) As
the mirror stage explains, the ego is radically alienated from the biological, and any
psychical harmony with the natural world is impossible; (2) There is no “adaptation”
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to reality insofar as the Symbolic is reality (the problem is that we’re too well
adapted!); and (3) The goal of adaptation turns analysis into a method of social
control.” Fundamentally, Lundberg’s critique of “Refitting Fantasy” is that it pro-
motes squaring the ego with some primordial reality, thereby overlooking “reality”
as a symbolic production and turning criticism into a kind of narcissistic enter-
prise.”

Where I resist Lundberg’s reading is precisely in terms of (dis)agreement: to claim
that fantasies and their analyses truck in the Imaginary is not the same thing as the
promotion of ego-psychology but, rather, an admission of the primacy of the
Symbolic.”* In addition to the inevitable difficulties that result from translation or
attempts at popularization, I admit that part of the conceptual difficulty for me
concerns the number of meanings in play when discussing Lacan’s theory of the
subject vis-a-vis the Symbolic: there is “agency,” which only belongs to the signifier;>
there is the signifier, which represents the subject for another signifier, but which
cannot signify the subject; there is the “ego” (or the Self), which is strictly distinct
from the subject; there is the psychoanalytic subject or the analysand, the specific
other on the couch; there is the barred subject ($), alternately the subject that can
never coincide with itself and the subject that is split between the conscious and the
unconscious; and there is the subject of the enunciation and the subject of the
statement.”® Ultimately, however, Lacan says that his subject is the subject of the
unconscious (in both the sense of topic and a unique entity), which appears only as
it fades.” In other words, there are many aspects of the subject in Lacan’s corpus,
and one needs to be careful to distinguish among them to maintain a “rigorous”
fidelity to the master’s cavities.

Insofar as Lundberg isolates the subject as a “kind of negativity, or as a gap
between the fantasy of the pre-given subject” and the order of language,” then one
possible reading is that we are dealing with the barred subject (8) that appears in
Lacan’s infamous “graph of desire,” as well as the subject divided between the
conscious and unconscious.”® In response to Lundberg’s call for a discussion of
symbolic entry as the primary referent of the fundamental fantasy, let me briefly
describe both senses of the barred subject, and then connect these to the phantasmic.

The first sense of the barred subject is that the subject is divided between the
conscious and the unconscious and that the latter is “structured like a language.””’
This first sense is homologous to the conscious Self, including an identification with
the image of one’s body (imago), and the subject produced by the Symbolic. The
second sense refers to this “pre-given” subject. Prior to its entry into the Symbolic,
this pre-given subject refers to the being of biological needs or to what Lacan termed
the “floodtide of pre-text” or “the reality that is imagined in the ethnological schema
of the return of need.”® The positing of a pre-symbolic being of needs is one of the
main reasons that the Real has connotations of brute reality, such as biology. Insofar
as the being of needs must express those needs in language, language comes to
dominate and manipulate the body and its needs like an alien parasite (for example,
the pleasure we take in the variety of foods available to us is not reducible to
biological need).” The barred subject, then, is a subject that can never coincide with
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itself as a mythically “pure” biological being of needs, or realize the unconscious
outside of speech; the slash through the pre-given subject (S) represents that it is
alienated from itself (8).° In this context, “the mirror-stage and the imaginary have
to provide an answer to the ‘primordial discord’ between the subject and its body.”®
This answer is fantasy.

Lundberg’s stress on the subject of the unconscious or Symbolic order does not
necessarily change our understanding of fantasy; rather, it highlights that it is an
illusion of the Self or ego that is structured by the fundamental fantasy. Fantasies are
narratives, and the fundamental fantasy is a structure. Put differently, the fantasy of
communication that animates one’s belief that John Edward is talking to our dead
Uncle Burke is actually the barred subject’s desire “to be made whole by the
Symbolic order, not to be disfigured by our entry into speech.”® Fantasy (e.g.,
readers enjoy my rejoinders) is to ego as the fundamental fantasy (8<a) is to the
subject of the unconscious. Although space limits doing so here, one can take this
understanding a step beyond the “Refitting Fantasy” essay by describing how the (a)
in the fundamental fantasy is really a “positive consistency” that resides “outside the
big Other,” especially insofar as one does not wish to ignore Lacan’s later, untrans-
lated remarks on fantasy.” The upshot of this move, Zizek explains, is that

fantasy does not mean that when I desire a strawberry cake and cannot get it in reality,
I fantasize about eating it; the problem is, rather, how do I know that I desire a
strawberry cake in the first place? This is what fantasy tells me.**

Traversing the fantasy entails realizing that “the support of me (the subject) is purely
phantasmic.”®®

Whether or not we choose to develop the notion of the fundamental fantasy in
terms of its positive consistency for the subject (which, incidentally, is not an
interpretive project at all), my point is that insofar as the Imaginary is structured by
the Symbolic,*® an analysis of fantasies is always already a symbolic project. Where
Lundberg and I seem to differ, then, pertains to the locus of rhetorical criticism: does
criticism concern the fantasies of rhetorical agency, or does it concern the subject of
rhetoric, that is to say, tropology and the subject of the unconscious? I think both
loci are correct and that moving from one place to the other is the project of
traversal in our disciplinary context.”’

Conclusion: On Rhetorical Necromancy, or, the Haunted Place between Analysis and
Criticism
You can believe me when I tell you that we do not enjoy giving an impression of being
members of a secret society and of practicing a mystical science. Yet we have been
obliged to recognize and express as our conviction that no one has a right to join in

a discussion of psycho-analysis who has not had particular experiences which can only
be obtained by being analyzed oneself. Sigmund Freud®

At the end of a well-known attempt to square theory with clinical practice, Freud
recounts the recurring dream of a man who had nursed his father through a “painful
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mortal illness.” In the dream “his father was alive once more and ... he was talking
to him [the son] in his usual way. But he felt it exceedingly painful that his father
had really died, only without knowing it.” Freud interprets this dream as a kind of
self-reproach, the result of the anxiety the man felt about wishing for his father to
pass away (thereby relieving him of his watch), and the fear that the father might
have discovered this wish.®” Lacan uses this story as an allegory for the “subject’s
relation to the signifier,” meaning that, like the dead father, the subject does not
know that it is dead, nor does it wish to.”

What does recognizing the dead father portend for rhetorical studies? How do we
embrace the dead subject (theory) while hailing its rhetoric as a symptom worthy of
study (criticism)? When I said that rhetorical scholars should recognize that talking
to the dead is what we do, I tried to hint at an answer to these difficult questions.
With this statement I was not simply specifying the fantasy between others or the ego
and ego-ideal, nor merely advocating the analysis of imaginary structures, but also
pointing to how ironically difficult it is for us rhetoricians to recognize the agency
of the signifier: criticism s the symptom of a dead subject who/that does not know
it is dead, who/that keeps offering itself as the object of the desire of the Other. In
other words, in order to traverse the Imaginary to confront the Symbolic, which
would, in some sense, radically transform rhetorical criticism as it is often taught, we
have to work through the trauma of the death of the Great Orator, if not the
Virtuoso Critic. Although other disciplines in the humanities worked through the
melancholia of the “crisis of agency” ages ago, only presently has there been a
resurgence of interest in mourning the loss in NCA-style rhetorical studies.

I have tried to suggest that, although some are electing to bypass the project of
theorizing a subject of interiority by getting down to Deleuzian grooves, for those of
us “sophisticated modernists” interested in subjectivity and agency (indeed, identity),
psychoanalysis of any variety lends itself nicely to reckoning with contemporary
passings in a manner that preserves rhetorical criticism as a dialectical project.”" Yet
to avoid the place of dead roads, we must be careful to consider the rhetoric of
psychoanalysis, resisting, for example, the temptation to present Lacan’s many
concepts as having a stable meaning independent of this or that context, or as
composing a system that can be mastered in a single journal article or forum essay
(this is, I think, the well-taken sub-jecta and teaching of Lundberg’s critique).”” Our
prelude to traversing the Imaginary to confront the Symbolic, in other words, is the
challenge of translation without adaptation.

Ultimately, we must remember that, like Freud, Lacan developed his theories over
the course of many years, changing his mind and amending and elaborating his
conceptual repertoire, primarily as a consequence of his experiences in clinical
practice. I am suggesting that there is a homology between rhetorical theory and
psychoanalytic theory and rhetorical criticism and clinical analysis. Reckoning with
the Symbolic as a theoretical project requires the insights of practical application in
criticism, but such a reckoning is also a two-step process that mirrors the work of
analysis, from the ego to the subject of the unconscious, from the Imaginary to the
Symbolic, from criticism to analysis, from the phantasmic to the tropological, from
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melancholia to mourning. Unquestionably, the patron saint of the Symbolic is the
figure of Lacan, the Master of undoing. The patron saint of the Imaginary is the dead
father, who haunts in more ways than one.” Lacan is not the dead father. Insofar as
most of us are not in analysis, however, we have a lot of challenging territory to map
and explore before giving up the ghost.
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