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Chapter 10

The Death Drive

Alenka Zupanci¢

In the beginning of his famous essay ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ Freud
introduces the problem of the compulsion to repeat, thus opening one of
the most interesting as well as most controversial conceptual chapters in
psychoanalysis, summed up by the hypothesis of the so-called death drive.!
Freud proposes a range of different examples. We come across people, he
writes, all of whose human relationships have the same outcome: such
as the benefactor who is abandoned in anger after a time by each of his
protégés, however much they may otherwise differ from one another; or
the man whose friendships all end in betrayal by his friend; or the man
who time and again in the course of his life raises someone else to the posi-
tion of great private or public authority and then, after a certain interval,
himself upsets the authority and replaces him with a new one; or the lover
each of whose love affairs passes through the same phases and reaches the
same outcome. There is also the case that became notorious under the
name of fort-da [gone-there] — the words used by a small child playing
with a wooden reel with a piece string tied round it; repeatedly casting
it away and puling it back to himself. Even more intriguing are the cases
where the subject seems to have a passive experience, over which he has no
influence, but in which he comes across the repetition of the same fatality.
There was the case of the woman who married three successive husbands
each of whom fell ill soon afterwards and had to be nursed by her on their
deathbeds. Even at the level of dreams which are supposedly governed by
the pleasure principle and guided by a ‘wish fulfilment’, psychoanalysis
discovered a surprising compulsion to repeat some particularly traumatic
incidents. The basic problem presented to psychoanalysis by the compul-
sion to repeat is thus the following: if one starts from — as Freud did at
some point — the primary character of the pleasure principle which aims to
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164 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

Why would somebody be compelled to repeat
a distinctly unpleasant experience?

in Freud. According to

we find at the origin of
repetition appear

experience. Although Freud preserved the basic outline of this explana-
tion, he also saw that it nevertheless leaves several problems and questions
unanswered, suggesting that the whole story may be more complicated.
Practically all interesting and productive readings of Freud on this point
emphasise the necessity of another turn which complicates the above
scheme and puts the repetition in a new perspective. Despite some impor-
tant differences these readings all agree on one point, which recently has
been made again by

This is how

A primitive organic vesicle (that
is, a small bladder, cell, bobble or hollow structure

> As Brassier
put it:

This death, which gives birth to organic individuation,
thereby conditions the possibility of organic phylogenesis, as well as of
sexual reproduction. Consequently,
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 165

This is a crucial point, and we shall return to it. Yet this important empha-
sis notwithstanding

o4

related to the

** In other words:
— which can still master the
excessive excitement within the register of the pleasure principle

In spite of its unpleasant character,

And so is the death drive. Or else one would need to distinguish between
the death drive as such, and the compulsion to repeat this or that (empirical)
traumatic experience. What suggests a move in this last direction is that

These considerations and difficulties could be a good starting place
from which to look at the perhaps surprising proximity between Lacan
and Deleuze in their readings of Freud on this point, which will then bring

us to examine the relationship between their respective ontologies.

As to the first point,
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166 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

and hence its subjection — in the last instance —
to the pleasure principle as the primary principle. This last emphasis and
the ontological primacy of the death drive it implies, which is not so
surprising in the case of Lacan, is certainly much more so in the case of

the allegedly ‘vitalist” Deleuze.

7 In other
words, Eros is but part of the logic (of the appearing) of Thanatos or of the
death drive, and does not have the status of another, complementary (or
primary) principle.

In the same way

He thus

argues strongly against:

backing the primary process up with the principle which, if pleasure were its
only claim, would demonstrate nothing, save that we cling to the soul like a
tick to a dog’s hide. Because what else is the famous lowering of tension with
which Freud links pleasure, other than the ethics of Aristotle?”

One should add to this, however, that

As Deleuze perspicu-
ously pointed out, Freud did not discover the death drive in the context
of destructive and aggressive tendencies, but in the context of consider-
ing the phenomena of repetition.

For both Lacan and Deleuz
What the logic of the latter

demonstrates could well be, to borrow the sharpened formulation of this

by Slavoj Zizek:

_
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 167

t

One should also emphasise that Lacan’s and Deleuze’s criticism of Freud is
probably closer to the spirit of Freud, to his crucial findings and insights,
than the simple acceptance of the claim about an original tendency to
lower the tension.

The other crucial point concerns the relation between the ‘erring
and repetition. Bot

excess’

In other words,

The death drive already involves repetition, so that the repetition
itself could be seen as split, or two-sided.

it is only through and in relation to this repetition as pure difference that
the things exist which we can described as different, similar or the same."
This is why one should not understand repetition here solely in the narrow
sense of repeating an identical configuration, but as something no less at
work in the colourful variety of differences. The point is that ‘something’
can be repeated in very different forms, while it does not exist somewhere

outside of these forms.

Or, in a longer but crucial passage from Deleuze:

Death has nothing to do with a material model. On the contrary,

masks do not hide anything except other masks. There is no first term which
is repeated [. . .].

There is no bare repetition which may be abstracted or inferred
from the disguise itself. The same thing is both disguising and disguised."

We must be attentive to Deleuze’s wording, which is very precise here.

- The point is (1) that there is no substance that would
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168 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

repeat itself in different disguises and could be deciphered as such, pointed
out and separated from them; and

that only exists in repetition of different
masks, and (“The same thing
is both disguising and disguised’). Moreover, not only does that what is
repeated only exist through the ‘masks’ with which it is repeated, these
masks themselves exist only (and literally) through what they repeat:

its integral and
constituent parts.”'* These, then, are the

following
the well-known list (oral, anal, scopic),
In Seminar XI, for example, he

its figures’,”” and which constitute
different partial drives. As in Deleuze, these two levels cannot be separated.
Death drive does not exist somewhere independently of these multiple
figures, but only with them and through them.

of the drives.'® However, this fundamental negativity is ‘unifying’
in a very specific sense which, again, bears some surprising resemblance to
the Deleuzian notion of ‘univocity’.
In Deleuze the notion of the univocity of being is directly linked to the
singular and central relation between two levels of difference involved in
repetition:

We must show not only how individuating difference differs in kind from
specific difference, but primarily and above all
species and parts, and every other element of the

constituted individual.

a prior field of individuation within being conditions at once the determi-
nation of species of forms, the determination of parts and their individual
variations. If individuation does not take place either by form or by matter,
neither qualitatively nor extensionally, this is not only because it differs
in kind but because it is already presupposed by the forms, matters and
extensive parts."
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 169

This is a very dense passage. It invokes, among other things, the very
beginning of metaphysics and the whole discussion by Aristotle (in Book
VII of Metaphysics) o where Aristotle attempts to
decide whether this title should go to matter or to form.'® What makes
him eventually decide that the title does not go to his first candidate,
which is the formless matter of which everything is ultimately composed,
He very briskly

(tode ti, sometimes translated ‘this something’), and
Precisely what the
requirement amounts to is still a matter of considerable scholarly debate.

) to which
both Lacan and Deleuze respond with the argument that could be most
concisely put in the following terms:

(or to count)
as such. In his discussion of the ontological status and presuppositions of
one (as unit) in the seminar . .. ou pire Lacan points out that Aristotle’s
logic is founded on ‘the intuition of the individual posited as real’."” This
means that, in a nominalist way,

In relation to this

(the idea of One that would precede any

empirical oneness).
%% he proposes his own way of thinking
the difference and the relationship between the two levels of individua-
tion, and comes up with formulations strongly consonant with Deleuze’s.

while at
the same time involved (as repeated) in each one of them. It is not that we
have, say, first an empty set, then a set with one element, a set with two ele-
ments, and so on.

the empty set).
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170 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

This is the ‘unifying negativity’ which is always the ‘same’ only
insofar as it is absolutely singular, alone (un seul).”* This also applies to
Deleuze. Albeit borrowing the notion of univocity (of being) from Duns

point:

Scotus and Spinoza, Deleuze nevertheless modifies it at a crucial

with which he thinks this(funda-

(the radical, individuating difference as con-

ceptualised in Difference and Repetition) which plays
a most significant role in 7he Logic of Sense. Unsurprisingly,

He famously
introduces the concept of the crack in relation to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
novel 7he Crack-Up (translated in French as La félure), making a proper
concept out of it, and developing it more extensively in his discussion of
Zola that concludes — which is quite significant positioning — 7he Logic
of Sense. Deleuze takes as his starting point the following extraordinary
passage from La béte humaine:

The family was really not quite normal, and many of them had some flaw
(f2lure]. At certain times, he could clearly feel this hereditary taint [f2lure],
not that his health was bad, fo

Deleuze first carefully stresses that the crack does not designate the route
along which morbid ancestral elements will pass, marking the body.

* He further distinguishes this ‘grand’,
‘epic’ heredity from what he calls ‘small’ heredity and which is what we
usually mean by this term: the transmission of something determined,
transmission as ‘reproduction’ of the same. Although they are in no way
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 171

reducible to one another, they are very closely related. A way of conceiv-
ing this relation would be (again following Zola) in terms of the relation
between the crack and its surroundings. Distributed around the crack
there are what Zola calls the temperaments, the instincts, the big appetites.
Deleuze takes the notion of ‘instincts’ (and their objects) to refer to the
corporeal (‘empirical’) appearance of the crack?® — a corporeal appearance
without which the crack would remain but a ‘diffuse potentiality’. He then
proposes the following formulation of the relation between the two levels,
which directly echoes the way he describes the relation between repetition
(as pure difference/being) and its masks (that which appears) in Difference
and Repetition:

If it is true that the instincts are formed and find their object only at the edge
of the crack, the crack conversely pursues its course, spreads out its web,
changes direction and is actualized in each body in relation to the instincts
which open a way for it, sometimes mending it a little, sometimes widening

it[...]

26

Whereas Deleuze arrives to this topology by way of literature, Lacan
sketches it with reference to modern mathematics.

in order to come up with a wording of
their own which, again, is often astonishingly similar. Describing the rela-
tion between the empty set and the elements that can be counted (as one)
and said to exist,

Here are some highly suggestive formulations:
(countable) One ‘only begins from its lack’;?”

? One emerges out of ‘the entry door designated from the
lack, from the place where there is a hole’.%

the following passage from Deleuze:
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172 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

sexuality, consid-
ered from a phenomenological point of view, appears to be composed of
several different partial drives, to which it provides a more or less accom-
plished unification. (And this was basically Freud’s view of the matter.)
What Lacan adds to this —and we are clearly on a speculative level here — is

(to use Deleuze’s word-

Taken at this level,
(of sexual activity),

Taken at this level, sexuality is indeed
synonymous with the death drive, and not opposed to it, as Eros opposed
to Thanatos.

And, perhaps not so surprisingly any more, when discussing the ‘crack’
Deleuze also links it to sexuation:
the biological cells forming the body of an organism), he writes, ‘the
2? The ‘germen’ — that is to
say the germ cells, the elements involved in sexual reproduction — is the
very instance of félure.

It is of course well known how, in

motor. Yet we must not read this Deleuzian stance against ‘negativity’ and
‘lack’ too quickly. As we have seen in his consideration (and appropriation)
of the death drive, things are more complicated and more interesting.

Or, in other words,

could also say that he takes negativity as such to be the original positive
force —as opposed to a secondary notion of negativity (and difference). And
the whole question now becomes how to eventually separate this ‘bad’ neg-
ativity from a ‘good’ one. It is with this question that some more significant
differences between Lacan and Deleuze start to appear.
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 173

As we have seen, both
that is the necessity to distinguish

between difference in a radical sense and the usual way in which the term is
used and which already presupposes a prior Difference. And

This is what could be described, in Deleuze, as concept-project,
the latter being no less than the project of realised ontology: ‘However,

% Difference is the only and the original being, yet at the same time
it (still) needs to be realised, that is to say repeated and thus separated from
all the metaphysical and dialectical attendance that constitutes the history
of Being and of its thought. This task can be accomplished by the ‘cen-
trifugal force’ of the repetition itself. Yet wha

In order to see what is at stake here, we could look at the Deleuzian
argument from the perspective of the classical difference between Being

and appearing. The

In other words, Deleuzian ontology does not simply
differentiate from others by what he poses (conceives) as Being. When
he claims that Being is pure difference, his claim is precisely that it is the
pure difference as that which repeats itself as the relation between (what
has so far been called) ‘being’ and ‘appearing’. In other words, and if we
may use this
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174 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

At the same time, the ontological primacy of the Difference means

because all that remains is the Difference itself (pure difference, and not a
difference between this and that). This

In the same way that the
Jfélure, the ‘crack’, is finally not so much a rift as it is a pure movement or
force. This shift from topological to dynamical tropes is indeed crucial for
Deleuze:

As we have seen,

The relationship between Being and appearing is
never just about these two terms: the fact that they are two (or that Being
‘needs’ to appear) bears witness to the fact that something third is at stake.
structure that both
Deleuze and Lacan recognise as the hidden truth of the classical meta-
physical couples and distinctions,

Presupposed by the distinc-
tion between inside and outside is something that paradoxically falls ‘out’
before the distinction between ‘in’ and ‘out’ can actually appear.*® What

that appears in late Lacan corresponds to this, precisely). This tri-
partite topology is crucial for both Lacan and Deleuze at their starting point.
And the whole question now becomes what one makes out of this third term.

this third term is finally noth-
ing but the double movement of Being in its univocity. This is why he will

say:

37, on the other hand, for the
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 175§

two orders to be tightly joined together, yet never confused, one needs to
think“ and not just two — hence the
Borromean knot.

With the concept of the Real, Lacan gives a conceptual support to
the rift, the crack, implied by, yet invisible in the deployment of differ-
ences, and repeated with them. He extracts it from its invisibility, claim-
ing that psychoanalysis is in the position to actually assign to it some
minimal consistency.

. This Lacanian

holding of Being and the Real apart does not suggest that Being is not
real —h Lacan’s reluctance towards
something like a psychoanalytic ontology is well known. He is not after
developing his own ontology. Yet the reason does not lie perhaps in his
conviction that ontology is meaningless (after the transcendental turn)
and necessarily ‘metaphysical’; on the contrary. If there is someone who
has always refused to consider psychoanalysis as exempt from ontologi-
cal interrogations, it is Lacan.

nstead of confining it to the
act of ‘understanding’, ‘reflecting’, ‘analysing’ reality. It is also a genuinely
‘political’ point in Lacan.

or hope
for, or trust in its capacity to eliminate everything else),

It is also bound to the idea of an inter-
vention as conceived in psychoanalysis: an intervention with a ‘weapon’
produced by the very configuration that one aims at changing. This is the
central idea of analysis:

Psychoanalytic intervention should in no way be theoretical, suiicstive [...]
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176 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

_[. ..] I learn everything from my analysands; [. . .] I

borrow my interventions from them, and not from my teaching [. . .] And

It is not out of (false or sincere) modesty that Lacan says ‘I learn every-
thing from my analysands’, ‘I borrow my interventions from them’. The
psychoanalyst is not an expert treating patients with his or her expertise,
which he or she would be applying to the symptoms of a given concrete

produced at the end of

analysis, the one si

It is the letter to be inserted at the very core of
the double face of the drive and of its ‘satisfaction’.

as Deleuze reads this.

not something that failed, but the
The drive is always satisfied.

related to the drive:

It does
not care one way or the other. By itself, the drive does not work against
repression.

(which is what is
implied in the Nietzschean/Deleuzian perspective). There is absolutely
no guarantee that, left to itself, the death drive will expel the right (that
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THE DEATH DRIVE | 177

is the wrong) things. One needs something else, or more:

Not a force (be it centrifugal
or other),
and hence eventually change this form itself. This is why

is not about any signification, nor is it a kind of Deleuzian

sign tht acts dircely upon maver: o ks e deid end oFSEAIRCAOR)

The Deleuzian perspective,
politics and ontolo

could be said to merge

And one could ask: does emancipation (as political project) have a brighter
future in the hands of a dead letter (a new signifier) than in the hands of
ontology (to be realised)? This question is of some relevance today.

This is how the rising
ethical discourse presented itself. The new ethics to replace the old politics.

(to a large extent, albeit not
exclusively, inspired by Deleuze),

The point [ am
trying to make is not, of course, that ontology should be a-political. That
would indeed be a stupid point to make. The point, and
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178 | LACAN AND DELEUZE

holds on to the Real, and where truth preserves and maintains a political
dimension, the question of how we situate ourselves in it. Hence:

We cannot confine ourselves to giving a new truth its rightful place, for the
point is to take up our place in it! The truth requires us to go out of our way.
We cannot do so by simply getting used to it.(We get used to reality. The
truth we repress.*
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halb der Grenzen der blossen Vernunft, in Hirtel, Insa (ed.), Erogene Gefahrenzonen
(Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos, 2013), pp. 41-56.

Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 38.

See Aristotle, The Metaphysics (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999).

Lacan, Jacques, Le séminaire de Jacques Lacan, livre XIX: . .. ou pire (Paris: Seuil,
2011), p. 139.

Which are decidedly not Deleuzian references.

Lacan, . . . ou pire, p. 144.

Ibid. p. 165.

Quoted in Deleuze, Gilles, The Logic of Sense (London: The Athlone Press, 1990),
p. 331.

Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, p. 321; my emphasis
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. Tbid. p. 325.
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Ibid. p. 322.

Lacan, . . . ou pire, p. 146.

Tbid. p. 158.

Ibid. p. 158.

Ibid. p. 147.

Deleuze, The Lagic of Sense, p. 326; original emphasis.
Tbid. p. 322.

Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 42.

See ibid. p. 297.

Ibid. p. 303.

And this is also the status of the Freudian unconscious: the unconscious is not the
opposite of the conscious, it is not that of which we are not conscious, it is also what
disappears from the conscious before the difference between what we are conscious of

and what not, can appear.

Deleuze, The Lagic of Sense, p. 325.

Lacan, Jacques, ‘Conférences et entretiens dans des universités nord-americaines’,

Scilicet, 67 (1976), pp. 5-63, pp. 32, 34.

“The One at stake in the S| which the subject produces, so to say, at the ideal point of
analysis, is, differently from the One at stake in repetition, the One as only One [Un
seul]. It is the One so far as, whatever the difference that exists, of all the differences
that exist and that all have the same value, there is only one, and this is the difference’

(Lacan, . . . ou pire, p. 165).

Ibid. pp. 151-2.

Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts, p. 179.
This point was made by Slavoj Zizek.
Lacan, Ecrits, p. 433.
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