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Abstract

What remains critical for any analysis of evil is to recognise the
difference between the occurrence of a given human action and the process
of its symbolisation. Only by attending to the motivating cause of the latter
may we understand how the former may acquire the face of evil. This
chapter examines the structure of symbolisation manifest in Human Re-
mains (1998), a black and white documentary film about Hitler, Stalin,
Mao, Franco, and Mussolini. Drawing from Lacanian psychoanalytic theo-
ries of the Real, the editing technique of cutting to black is interpreted as
the means by which this documentary holds open the place of lack consti-
tutive of the visual field. Symbolised by the form of the blank screen, the
void-place of symbolic inscription is exposed in Human Remains as the
object-cause of the proliferation of images of evil, the source of support
for their power to fascinate as masks of social harmony.
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At the end of his seminar on The Four Fundamental Concepts of
Psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan draws a startling conclusion. He declares,
“I love you, but, because inexplicably I love in you something more than
you, I mutilate you.” What Lacan has in mind is not any kind of endearing,
annoying, or downright infuriating personal idiosyncrasies that distinguish
one person as unique from the next. Rather, what Lacan is aiming at in his
dramatic summary is something that remains the same for all of us, that to
which every speaking being is forever beholden: the object that fills the
central void of our desire. This object, symbolised by Lacan as objet petit
a, appears to us in the visual field as the lure or hook that structures the
relationship between the gaze and what one wishes to see. In an economy
of images, objet a is the bait, the particular object which satisfies a particu-
lar need, but at the same time, holds out a promise for something more.
Since desire is, by definition, insatiable, the function of this “more” is to
fill in the lack of the “less,” to compensate for the fact that no object can
ever deliver on its promise to fully satisfy. In this sense, because objet a
breaks the promise it continues to make, whatever I look at is never what |
wish to see.'

Objet a provides an essential clue to the fundamental paradox of
the visual field; though whatever I look at is never what I wish to see, 1
continue to stare nonetheless. This paradox is most evident with the phe-
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nomenon of “evil.” In the attempt to put a face on this phenomenon, most
filmic and televisual examinations typically take recourse to gore or to
caricature, either startling audiences or ultimately disappointing them with
their failure to symbolise evil. Yet this failure does not deter us from look-
ing, from wanting to see, as our desire is inevitably matched by a plethora
of images. Since evil is never what it may appear to be, yet its appearances
are nevertheless infinitely seductive, the therefore question remains: what
supports the fascinating power of evil in contemporary visual culture? In
order to answer this question, critical analysis must attend to the difference
between the occurrence of a particular action and the symbolic processes
through which that action acquires a meaningful place in the field of im-
ages. It is only once we examine the condition of possibility of symbolisa-
tion - a process sustained by the structural gap between an object and its
symbolic identification - may we begin to understand evil in its infinite
power of fascination. This chapter goes to the heart of the question of evil,
drawing from Lacanian psychoanalytic theory in order to examine that
which sustains both Good and Evil, the hard core which supports the sym-
bolic struggle of the one against the other.”

Central to this examination is the documentary film Human Re-
mains (1998), five short narratives assembled from archival footage of
Hitler, Mao, Stalin, Mussolini, and Franco. What makes this film particu-
larly important for the analysis of evil is the omission of the very topic this
film seeks to address. Unlike most visual media in which archival material
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An elderly Francisco Franco wields a home movie camera in Human Re-
mains, Jay Rosenblatt’s award-winning meditation on dictatorial evil.
Copyright © 1998 Jay H. Rosenblatt. Image courtesy of the filmmaker.
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is assembled in an effort to symbolise the inner springs of human malice,
the imagery in Human Remains in no way appears metonymic for this
phenomenon. The grainy footage assembled by director Jay Rosenblatt
does not refer visually to the empirical evidence of “evil deeds” committed
under the rule of these dictators, nor does it weigh moral incentives against
those pathological. Most importantly, the sum of the images from the five
narratives does not coalesce into a psychological profile of the evil dicta-
tor. Instead, each dictator appears in mundane situations: Hitler in casual
conversation, Mussolini on a ski slope, Franco holding his grandchildren,
Stalin sipping coffee, and Mao taking a swim. The humanising effect is
chilling, though not on account of any specific image.

Equally mundane is the film’s audio content, biographical infor-
mation that leaves the political and historical significance of each dictator
unspoken. Narrated in a voice-over from each dictator’s private diaries,
Hitler confesses to the audience, “I could never resist chocolate éclairs.”
Mussolini tells us, “T had five children, two lions, and a monkey.” Stalin
recalls, “I loved to smoke more than anything else, except maybe drink-
ing.” Franco admits, “I said the rosary daily but could never forgive my
enemies.” Mao puts it simply, “I had one testicle.” As the biographical
voice-over remains coolly removed in its detailing of superficial minutiae,
and the content of the flickering images appear neutral or vaguely comical
at best, the deadly consequences of dictatorial rule are left entirely open.
Human Remains provides no authorial narrative to draw parallels amongst
the different figures, and there is no moralising statement, implicit or oth-
erwise, to be taken from the audio-visual content. In short, while Hitler,
Mao, Stalin, Mussolini, and Franco appear to be its subject, the question of
evil is omitted from Human Remains.

In order to make sense of this glaring omission, one could cer-
tainly dwell on the title of the film. “Human remains” might simply refer to
the unspoken remainder of genocidal destruction: the remains of the de-
ceased lying beneath the earth. However, in order to help illuminate the
question of evil in its symbolic appearance, a far more philosophically
compelling interpretation of this film can be developed in terms of the
Lacanian notion that “the symbol kills.”

1. Caput Mortuum: Remains of the Real

To remain means: not to disappear, thus, to presence.
-Martin Heidegger*

Psychoanalytic theory tells us there is a strict difference between
“reality” and the “Real.” On the one hand, there is the realm we know and
experience through systems of meaning and signification, called the Sym-
bolic order. On the other hand, there is the realm anterior to the interven-
tion of signifying systems, the realm external to language, called the order
of the Real.” While these two orders remain intimately connected, the Real
is an undifferentiated realm without laws, norms, or separate regions; it is
unified, harmonious, and complete. It is through the Symbolic that the
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Real becomes structured or progressively filtered, drawn over time into
symbols, ciphers, and words used to represent it. For example, the exis-
tence of contrasting structures (nature/culture), social conventions (kinship
rules), and norms of acceptable behaviour are a result of the Symbolic
order cutting into the Real, carving it up into identifiable categories with
distinguishable entities. Sliced up into words and symbols, the Real is re-
duced by the Symbolic; it is annihilated, cancelled out, laid to rest.®

Cancelling out the Real, the Symbohc thereby creates reality, the
realm named by language as that which we come to know and talk about
through the words, ciphers, and symbols of our particular language group.
For example, we begin to think about the world and our place within it
only through symbolic means; we are given names that distinguish us, we
are subject to written laws and discursive social codes through which be-
haviour is managed, we are inscribed with signifiers which designate our
gender, race, class, and so on. In short, the Symbolic order structures our
perception of reality. The key point about this schema is that while we use
signifying systems to refer to the world, signifiers themselves refer not to
phenomena but to other signifiers.” Therefore, according to Lacan, insofar
as language does not reflect the world, but constitutes it, the symbol mur-
ders the thing; what cannot be symbolised is not part of reality, what can-
not be grasped through a chain of signifiers simply does not exist.

The Real ceases to exist in reality in the sense that the Symbolic
has no name for it “as such.” This is to say that while the Real is progres-
sively filtered by the Symbolic, it nevertheless resists complete symbolisa-
tion, resists full integration into any system of classification. The failure of
the Symbolic to completely integrate the Real in its production of reality
therefore means that something forever remains, a residuum or bi-product
of symbolisation standing outside of or beyond the purview of representa-
tion. It is in this sense that Lacan says the Real “ex-sists,” sticks out as
meaningless from the point of view of language, stands apart from what
can as yet be put into words.” As Slavoj Zizek famously puts it, “the Real
is the rock upon which every attempt at symbolisation stumbles the hard
core which remains the same in all possible worlds (symbolic uni-
verses).”'" Since the Real persists alongside the Symbolic, present and yet
inaccessible from the point of view of any system of representation, some-
thing is therefore always absent, forever missing or lacking within the
Symbolic order. This remainder is given many names in Lacan’s concep-
tual framework: agalma, the Freudian Thing, surplus jouissance, the lost
object, the desire of the Other, cause of desire, subject, and objet petit a.

Absent in reality, the remainder of the Real thereby functions as a
structuring void or gravitational centre around which the Symbolic cir-
cles.'" Despite its apparent absence, however, this remainder is not simply
invisible. Rather, in its resistance to symbolisation, the Real presents itself
as a gap or void in the signifying chain, a symbolic impossibility that the
chain is forced to avoid. It is in this sense that Lacan says the remains of
the Real appear most fully in the form of “nothing,” of what is pushed
aside or left out of a signifying chain, what he calls the caput mortuum of
the signifier. Since the process of signification involves the inscription of



Garnet C. Butchart 163

one signifier in the place of another within the signifying chain, the caput
mortuum - that which is excluded from the chain - determines the very
structure of the chain; there must be an outside of the chain for there to be
anything inside it."> A signifying chain therefore never ceases to inscribe
the caput mortuum, forming around them as a rule of logic; the remains of
the symbolic process are carried along the chain as external-internal cause
of its unfolding. As that which remains to be symbolised, the Real in this
way appears as the truth of a signifying chain, the void in the chain that
stands out as the unspeakable thing missing from the chain in its evasion of
what cannot be put into words. It is the thing that, in Zizek’s words, “per-

sists only as failed, missed, in a shadow, dissolves itself as soon as we try
to grasp it in its positive nature.””® In short, the Real recurs to reality,
haunting the appearance of the symbol in its murder of the thing.

Returning to our discussion of Human Remains, if we look care-
fully at the visual content of this film we will notice the recurrence of a
blank screen, a repetition throughout the film of the editing technique of
cutting to black. While this technique typically functions in mainstream
film and video as a kind of mediator to allow for visual continuity between
scenes, the serialisation of the cut to black in Human Remains may be read
as the appearance of the Real. In short, what recurs between sequences in
the form of the blank screen is akin to the Real in its resistance to repre-
sentation, the shadow of the symbol in its cinematic manifestation.

As we have seen, the Lacanian Real is defined by the coincidence
of contradictory determinates. Zizek summarises the contradictory status
of the Real when he says that, “as a starting point, as a basis, [the Real] is a
positive fullness without lack; as a product, a leftover of symbolisation, it
is, in contrast, the void, the emptiness created, encircled by the symbolic
structure.”'* In the language of psychoanalysis, the place around which a
network of signifiers accumulates is “void” in the sense that this place
must necessarily remain empty in order for a signifying chain to Work in
order for signifiers to be combined or linked in a meaningful way.' > The
editing technique of cutting to black demonstrates the paradoxical charac-
ter of the Real, a negativity that has the positive function of enabling and
structuring the consistency of any symbolic chain. With this psychoana-
lytic notion in mind, we can read the recurrence of the blank screen in
Human Remains not only with a view to the archival content that fills the
screen, but more importantly, with a view to the condition of possibility
for any image of evil whatsoever.

If attention were not drawn to the blank screen as part of the
cinematic chain, we would certainly overlook it. However, while audiences
may indeed see the cut to black once it is pointed out as part of the audio-
visual content, the blank screen itself is not an image; it is not a sign for
something else. Rather, it is precisely the place of ex-sistence of the caput
mortuum, a void in the cinematic chain as it beats around the bush of what
cannot be symbolised. The blank screen is what Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory would call “the place of the lack of an image,” an impasse in the
Symbolic order which is structurally constitutive of all symbolic processes.
Exhibiting the coincidence of contradictory determinates, the blank screen



164 On the Void

in Human Remains therefore plays the fundamental role of exposing or
holding open the place around which its images accumulate. What this
film demonstrates is the basic structuralist principle that in the visual field,
the presence of any image is structurally determined by a fundamental lack
or absence, the void-place of inscription at which the process of symboli-
sation opens.

By holding open the place of this void, by refusing to fill it with
predictably startling or gruesome images, the question of evil is addressed
in Human Remains explicitly by omission. While images of genocidal
dictators may appear unsettling in themselves, such an omission reveals
something philosophically more acute; namely, that no matter the actions
one may have committed, humans remain irrelevant to the spectral sup-
plement of symbolisation, to the void that persists behind every attempt to
make sense of those actions, to restore symbolic order. Human Remains
demonstrates how the symbolisation of evil gains it support not from any
specific evildoer, not from the actions of a Hitler, a Mao, a Stalin or any
other notorious figure. Rather, what structurally supports the appearance of
these images in the visual field is the place of the lack of an image, the
absence of an image that allows for the presence of all others.

While the notion of the Lacanian Real exhibited by the editing
technique of cutting to a blank screen may go a long way to explain the
condition of possibility for the symbolisation of evil, it does not, however,
go far enough to explain the persistence of such images in contemporary
visual culture. Specifically, the question remains as to how images of these
dictators, immediately recognisable in their repetition and infinite repro-
duction, continue to hold the power to fascinate. We must now turn to ex-
amine how images of evil persist in contemporary visual culture as para-
doxical objects of our deepest desire.

2. “That’s Not It!”: The Fascinating Object of Evil

It is precisely for this reason that vampires are not part of our reality: they
exist only as “returns of the Real.” 5
-Slavoj Zizek'®

Let us consider the second aspect of Lacan’s notion of the deathly
effect of symbolisation, the notion that “this death constitutes in the sub-
ject the externalisation of his desire.” Here, Lacan accounts for the entry of
the subject into the Symbolic, an entry which, briefly put, entails a funda-
mental loss. This is the loss of the Real object, what Lacan variously calls
das Ding, the Thing, the (m)other, a loss that renders one’s identity forever
incomplete. According to psychoanalytic theory, this loss or lack of the
Real is the precondition of “drive” in the subject, the aim of which is al-
ways both the attainment of an object (to fill the lack), as well as a gain in
satisfaction (to become whole again). Insofar as the loss incurred by the
subject in its entry into the Symbolic is not a given, but rather, is an effect
of signification - an effect of the symbolisation of the Real - we can under-
stand Lacan’s notion of the externalisation of desire to mean that desire is
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forever marked by the search for a lost (Real) object, something unattain-
able which compels the subject to search for it again and again. In this
way, the remainder of the Real persists in the Symbolic in the form of a
cause.

As discussed above, while the Real cannot exist - can never be
fully symbolised, remains an absence in reality - it nevertheless ex-sists as
a kind of irritation, a cause which produces a series of structural effects in
the subject, including slips of the tongue, compulsive repetitions, dis-
placements, and so on. Since the Real is cancelled out or laid to rest by the
Symbolic - the separation of the object from the symbol that takes its place
- it is henceforth the indivisible remainder or leftover of this process which
becomes “the driving force of the subject’s desue insofar as the object he
attains will never be It (the Thing itself).”'® As ‘mentioned above in the
introductory paragraph, Lacan calls this remainder the object-cause of
desire, symbolising it objet petit a, the Real object in its separation from
the subject.

According to the Lacanian theory of desire, while we may attain
the essential objects that satisfy our need (Real objects such as food,
warmth, and shelter), we can attain no object that will ever satisfy our de-
mand. Demand is the articulation of need in linguistic terms, as messages
exchanged between subjects. Binding subjects into a symbolic economy,
demand is therefore insatiable; one demanded object is replaced by an-
other ad infinitum without satisfaction because “that’s not it!” The object
demanded can never be attained because “it” is never a Real object; the
object of demand is always the demand for something else, the next thing
the other can give, as proof of their love."” Desire can thus be defined, in
Alenka Zupanci¢’s words, as “the pure form of demand, that which re-
mains of demand when all the particular objects (or ‘contents’) that may
come to satisfy it are removed.””® Aiming at an object to satisfy our de-
mand, what remains once we have attained that object is the Real object of
desire: objet a, the unpresentable lack that causes our desire to begin with.

The crucial point about Lacan’s theory of desire, it is worth re-
peating, is that desire designates a state of non-satisfaction. The object
which promises satisfaction is therefore always paradoxical; it is the lack
of the Real, objet a as cause of desire. This is to say that, in this process,

“the moment the subject attains the object she demands, the objet a ap-
pears, as a marker of that which the subject still “has not got’ or does not
have - and this itself constitutes the genuine object of desire.””' In other
words, it is the process of searching itself that produces the (lost) object
that causes the search to begin with.”> As Lacan puts it: ““That’s not it!’
means that, in the desire of every demand, there is but the request for objet

3 As the void around which desire 01rculates objet a can thus be un-
derstood as a void that has acquired a form, a form without content, the
pure leftover of symbolisation which fascinates us in virtue of its glaring
absence, causes our desire for it to be put into words.**

Returning to our discussion of images of evil, the best example of
the desiring-effect of objet a can be found in the mainstream genre of hor-
ror films. Despite the endless variety of shadowy figures lurking in the
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darkness, ghastly characterisations of the non-dead, and demonic posses-
sions amidst apparent tranquility, virtually all such depictions appear
somehow inadequate, somewhat incomplete. Regardless of the advances in
imaging technology, lighting, sound, and makeup, even the most artisti-
cally creative images rarely meet our expectations. Why? Because there is
always something missing; the horrifying figures, clearly apparent or
merely alluded to, are never quite it. However, it is precisely on account of
this failure, a failure to fully represent that which resists complete symboli-
sation, that the horror film will captivate audiences. For it is the paradoxi-
cal status of objet a, the double function of lack in the Symbolic order,
which stands as the object-cause of desire; at one and the same time, there
remains something which is impossible to represent, and this impossibility
causes our desire for it, for that very thing which can never be had.

In Human Remains, the object-cause of desire is demonstrated by
the recurring technique of cutting to black. In this film, the moment we
attain an image of each dictator - images which have historically appeared
in visual culture as metonymic for evil - the cut to black recurs, marking
what we have not yet obtained, what cannot be obtained, cannot be fully
represented. Despite the plenitude of images of Hitler, Stalin, Franco,
Mao, and Mussolini, this technique demonstrates that, in the field of im-
ages, we will never find what we really desire: a signifier that can properly
represent Evil, an image to which we can refer, once and for all, “That’s it!
This is Evil!” Since every image of evil is “not it” - not the Thing, the Real
object, the universal concept - what we are always left with is the remains
of symbolisation, objet a both as marker of that which we have not got
and, at the same time, cause of our fundamental desire for it.

Cinematically, the form without content acquired by objet a is the
blank screen. It is the negativity or leftover that literally remains if all the
positive content of the film were to be subtracted. With regard to the un-
derlying message of the film, the key point to recognise is that the positive
content of Human Remains (the strikingly trivial archival footage, making
no mention of genocidal regimes) is only second in importance to the
negative content (the place of the lack of an image, objet a, the blank
screen). By privileging the negative over the positive content, the major
contribution this film makes to our understanding of evil is that while im-
ages of ruthless dictators consistently appear in contemporary visual cul-
ture, their endless reproduction in no way explains our apparently insatia-
ble appetite for them. It is in response to this question - why images of
notorious dictators remain infinitely fascinating - that Human Remains
goes a long way in providing a clue. Through repeated cuts to a blank
screen, the remainder of every image in this film is exposed as the pure
form of demand, objet a, the lack that drives our desire for more of the
same, images which inevitably break their promise to satisfy.

To be certain, since there is no place in the established symbolic
order for Hitler, Mao, Franco, Stalin, and Mussolini, images of these fig-
ures often appear with a fascinating glow. That is, because the place these
dictators occupy in the Symbolic is the place of a void - which does not
mean that “evil acts” are empirically impossible; rather, that society dis-
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owns these figures, there is no possible return to “the way things were” -
images of these dictators appear in a unique position in the visual field. In
mainstream film and television, these images typically appear as what
Zizek calls “sublime images,” impossible-real objects of desire, images
that occupy the place of the lack of an image.” As a rule, the closer an
image comes to occupying this lack in the visual field - the closer it comes
to objet a, to filling the void in the Symbolic around which desire circu-
lates - the greater will be the power of its fascination.*®

However, the unique feature about Human Remains is that the
place of the lack of an image remains preserved. There is no image that
stands in the place of the void in the visual field, no inscription of a sub-
lime image of Evil. Instead, the void that coincides with the appearance of
any of the archival images is exposed, unconcealed, kept open in the cine-
matic chain. In short, the void-place of symbolic inscription around which
desire circles remains unsymbolised in this film, appearing without content
in the form of a blank screen.

Confronting the structure of symbolisation in this way, the fasci-
nating object of evil is revealed in Human Remains as the absent cause of
image production. It is in the most fundamental editing technique that the
most fundamental structuring principle of the visual field is given a form
without content: the absence of an image that coincides with the presence
of all images, the lack that sticks out of the signifying chain, fascinating us
in its glaring absence, shining through the manifestation of every image as
cause of our desire for what cannot be presented. Rather than attempting to
provide yet another analysis of the inner springs of human malice, an ap-
proach which serves largely to close off or fix a definitive depiction of
evil, it is the return of the Real that is exposed in Human Remains as the
source and fascinating power of these images, the shadow of the symbol
haunting the appearance of every image of evil because “that’s not it!”

3. In You More Than You: The Subject of Evil

There is no general form of Evil, because Evil does not exist except as a
judgment made, by a subject, on a situation, and on the consequences of
his own actions in this situation.

-Alain Badiou®’

The omission of any clear injunction against the dictators de-
picted in Human Remains has led reviewers to laud this film for its ulti-
mate accomplishment as an exposition of “the banality of evil.””* We
might be tempted to agree with such analyses, for what makes this film
largely unnerving is the degree to which such an absence demands the au-
dience to fill it in, to draw from common knowledge about these dictators
and their genocidal regimes in order to inject into the narrative an ultimate
conclusion. While such analyses may be convincing, they ultimately over-
look the very nature of this absence and the place carefully preserved for it
by the editing. Such analyses misread the absence of evil merely as an un-
productive nothing, an element missing from the narrative that must be
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restored. Such interpretations therefore move too quickly, filling in as “ba-
nal” what the film so carefully attempts to keep open. For if the major im-
pulse of this film is to leave evil unsymbolised, then its ultimate accom-
plishment is certainly not its depiction of the banal. Rather, by exploiting
the logic of signification, Human Remains achieves its greatest insight by
exposing how there is something in any image of evil that remains more
than the image itself. To explain, we must turn to Lacan’s formulation of
the “subject of the signifier.”

If there was a complete correspondence between the Real and
Symbolic orders - if there was no gap between a symbol and the thing it
cancels out, if every signifier corresponded necessarily to every signified -
then there would be no signifying chain. A complete, unified Symbolic
order would negate the need for a signifying chain insofar as everything
would be as it was meant to be; there would be no difference of perspec-
tive, everyone would think in the same way, there would be no decisions to
be made, and therefore, no need for intersubjective communication. The
incompleteness of the Symbolic - the lack of complete correspondence
between the Real and its representation - thus retains a place into which a
“subject” is inscribed. This subject is not to be mistaken with the thinking
being qua individual. Rather, the Lacanian subject, like the Lacanian ob-
ject, has no being. It is produced through its entry into the Symbolic, the
pure product of signification, that which passes between signifiers.”” Lacan
derives the subject of the signifier from his major structuralist insight that
any signifier always appears against the background of the void of its pos-
sible absence, an absence filled out by the presence of its opposite.*® It is
precisely on account of this third term, the void common to the possible
absence of each, that any two signifiers enter into a relation of difference,
differing from each other, as well as from themselves. Since one signifier
represents for another signifier a common possible absence, the subject of
the signifier is precisely the void-place of this possible absence, the gap
carried through a signifying chain.

For the purposes of our discussion, the key feature that must be
emphasised about Lacan’s formulation of the subject is that while no signi-
fier does not represent a subject, a subject nonetheless has no proper signi-
fier that fully represents it. The subject “is born into the symbolic, but into
a symbolic which produces its own failure.” Lacan says that a subject
“fades” or disappears between signifiers, disappears because each signifier
only represents it for another signifier, that is, “represents the subject badly
since the very failure of a successful representation is what pushes forward
this process of infinite metonymy and infinite repetition.” The subject is
therefore to be understood as the pure residue of symbolisation, the left-
over produced by the failure of each of its mis-representations, the irre-
ducible remainder or surplus of the automatic functioning of the signifying
chain. In short, since the subject can never be fully rePresented, it forever
remains more than the sum of its various appearances.’

An example of this logic of the signifier is found at the beginning
of the five major sections of Human Remains, each introduced with a
black and white freeze frame of a figure appearing in negative form. Due
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to its appearance in the negative, the identity of each figure is at first indis-
cernible. Held for a few seconds, each negative image is then reversed,
filled out or positivised, rendering the identity of the dictator immediately
recognisable. Once substantiated, each freeze frame is then set in slow
motion, followed by a series of images and the accompanying voice-over.
This technique of introducing each dictator in negative form functions
precisely to mark the absence or void-place of symbolic inscription out of
which a subject emerges, in this case a “subject of evil.” Positivising the
negative image demonstrates the structural logic of signification, how a
signifier fixes the identity of its subject only retroactively, by working
backward through the signifying chain to tie its meaning down around a
central point.’* By seizing on the retroactive effect of signification, the
introduction of each dictator in the negative is a technique to destabilise
the unity perceived of any identity, demonstrating how its meaning is
never fully fixed. Such a technique thereby unveils what is in you more
than you: the lack constitutive of every subject, the lack that prevents the
complete affirmation of every identity, binding the subject into a structure
of misrecognition and misrepresentation.

Since symbolic reality is bound not by wholeness but by lack, a
lack that limits the complete affirmation of any identity, the logic of the
signifier has immediate political implications for social analysis. This is
the central insight made by Laclau and Mouffe: namely, at the heart of any
social formation is a structural discontinuity, an antagonistic core (the
Real) which enables the unfolding of ideological narratives but which can
never be fully absorbed by any of its signifying practices.*® The possibility
that “society” could appear as a unified, harmonious whole remains sym-
bolically impossible since the complete affirmation of its identity is consti-
tutively limited, limited by a lack that remains more than any of its sym-
bolic forms. In precisely this sense, if the underlying message of most vis-
ual depictions of evil is, “if only these figures did not exist could we have
a perfect, harmonious society,” then the central insight of Human Remains
is that society as such is impossible.

In the visual field, evil typically appears as a “fantasy figure,” a
figure which functions to cover up the recurrence of the Real, to give body
to what can never be symbolised in an ideological effort to maintain the
appearance of harmonious unity. This is why images of Hitler, Mao, and
other notorious dictators must be understood much less as a matter of put-
ting a human face on evil, and more so as fantasy figures, as masks of the
limitless human capacity to commit acts beyond the imaginable. And
therein lays their fascinating quality and seductive power; they are images
which, in their very appearance, attempt to conceal the instability of the
social order, the hard core of the Real which remains the same despite all
ideological attempts to contain it in the established symbolic order. The
use of mundane rather than graphic archival images in Human Remains
confirms this, suggesting that images of such figures ultimately function to
support a fantasy about the possibility of a harmonious social order, one in
which the forces of human destruction are effaced. Traversing this fantasy,
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Positive and negative archival footage of Adolf Hitler in Human Remains.
Copyright © 1998 Jay H. Rosenblatt. Images courtesy of the filmmaker.
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Human Remains resists the moralising tendency of most depictions of the
phenomenon of evil, emphasising instead how the social is necessarily
pierced by contingency, destabilised by the remainder of what cannot be
explained, cannot be symbolised: human atrocity, the capacity for malice.
The insight is that the particularities of human action cannot be explained
away, for the void-place into which a subject is inscribed necessarily re-
mains.** Held open as the point of impossibility of any identity fully af-
firmed, the subject of evil of Human Remains suggests that, whether or not
dictators exist, society is forever beholden to a structural dislocation, a
fundamentally constitutive antagonism which remains more than any sym-
bolic fantasy about the possibility of social harmony.

4. Conclusion: Mao Only Dies Twice

The thing that makes a certain object or phenomenon “evil” is precisely
the fact that it gives body to the ambiguity of desire and abhorrence.
-Alenka Zupangi¢™

The fascinating object of evil in Human Remains - what is in you
more than you - is illustrated in positive form by the film’s only non-
archival image: a shadowy figure digging a hole, an image that appears
between each of the film’s five major sections. On first blush, we might
take this to be an image of death, an image of a grave being dug, a void-
place into which remains are buried. While this figure may well be read as
a literal image of Lacan’s notion of the murder of the thing, its insertion
between the film’s major sections suggests it serves the role of what Zizek
calls a “vanishing mediator,” a figure through which two opposing terms
are negated in the paradoxical production of something new. With respect
to the opposition drawn above between the positive content of the archival
footage and the negative form of the blank screen, we may read this van-
ishing mediator as standing between two deaths. Since “existence is
granted only through the Symbolic, [and] being is supplied only by cleav-
ing to the Real,” the represented dictators die not just once, but twice.

On the one hand, the dictators can no longer “be” insofar as their
bodies have disintegrated and returned to the earth. The biographical con-
tent reassures us that, despite their notoriety, each of these figures was
nevertheless all too human. Franco recalls, “I had two thirds of my stom-
ach removed.” Stalin informs us, “I was five feet, four inches tall - shoe
size eleven.” Mussolini declares, “I slept seven hours each night.” And
while Hitler admits, “I had trouble with gas,” Mao confesses, “I was fre-
quently constipated.” Each of these humans, subject to natural laws, inevi-
tably suffered a biological death and, hence, ceases to be in the Real. On
the other hand, the consequences of their dictatorial reign have found no
place in the established symbolic order. While at one point, each dictator
may have maintained a symbolic status conferred upon him “as if”” he were
acting in good conscience,”’ each has since incurred a symbolic debt.
Since the Symbolic is the realm of laws and customs, and since the dicta-
tors committed trespasses of its law and order, their acts remain unimagin-
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able from the current viewpoint of geo-political reality. Therefore, because
society disowns these figures - there is no way to settle their accounts, no
return to the way things were, the symbolic restoration of these figures
remains impossible - these dictators have died a second, Symbolic death.

This second death, however, is paradoxical insofar as these fig-
ures endure a kind of life after death, maintaining a place in the Symbolic
through the endless reproduction of their images. However, we are quick
to recognise that, in Human Remains, the images of these dictators are not
of the first order, “Here! This is our leader!” Nor are the images generated
for a similar, ideological purpose, “This is the face of evil! Is this what you
want?” Rather, if such images were all that was needed to produce a re-
sounding “no!” to genocidal regimes, as is typically intended by the gen-
eration of images of human suffering, then images of notorious dictators
would appear flat, dull, lifeless. They would kill the Thing they stand in
for and their production would cease. This is to say that while images of
each dictator sustained a kind of dead life during the lifetime of their ref-
erents in the Real (e.g., the lifeless portrait in Stalinist Russia), contempo-
rary images sustain a ghostly life for these dictators in reality. Such images
do not kill what they stand in for (each dictator is already dead); rather,
they are granted a spectral life that haunts reality, animated by a loss of the
Real in its resistance to symbolisation. Because no image is able to fully
capture what it is intended to stand in for, because each will forever fail to
fully integrate into a meaningful coherence the deeds committed under
these dictators, such images sustain a second symbolic existence: as mis-
representations of the phenomenon of evil, representations which try to put
a face once and for all on human malice but are “not it.”

While the place between two deaths is at once horrific and sub-
lime, there is no sublime image that could absolve these dictators of their
symbolic debt. If the death of such figures was all that is necessary to settle
their accounts - to satisfy our desire for resolution, to guarantee the end of
human malice, to restore a harmonious whole - then the mere image of
their corpses would suffice. The fact that such images do exist (Human
Remains itself includes the famous, horrific footage of Mussolini and his
mistress with their dead eyes open) proves that what is fascinating about
such images is something more than the visible content of any image of
Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, Mao, or Franco. The power of these images to
fascinate resides in their very failure to restore a meaningful coherence to
the symbolic order, the failure to completely patch over the void that re-
mains internal to the recurrence of their appearance. This incompleteness
of the Symbolic, this failure inherent to the structure of symbolisation
which causes the ghostly return of the Real, is confirmed in Human Re-
mains by the voice-over accompanying the image of Mao’s corpse: “I
never conceded defeat. I’d lie low for a while when things turned against
me, and wait - for a comeback.”

To sum up, in the same way that any Western political narrative
would collapse without the support of such empty signifiers as “freedom”
and “democracy,” images of evil would fail to fascinate if the void-place
of symbolic inscription were fully blocked. In such a case, images of Mao,
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Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, and Franco would do the simple work of burying
the past, of concluding the narrative on dictatorship and human atrocity, its
images standing merely as markers of graves soon to be forgotten. Human
Remains, however, works specifically against this. Through the technique
of repeatedly cutting to the blank screen, this film reminds us how, on the
one hand, it is indeed possible to bury the past under the ideological
weight of visual imagery. On the other hand, it works to stave off any pre-
mature burial, to defer the closure of the established social order, demon-
strating how it is pierced by a fundamental lack. In its omission of evil,
Human Remains opens on to rather than closes off the question of this
phenomenon, exposing rather than covering the lack that drives its sym-
bolisation, thereby preventing any solidification of meaning around the
Real object that causes our deepest fascination.
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