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                                         Žižek’s Realism 
 
 
Slavoj Žižek is a realist thinker. I understand not many people would put it this 
way, yet I say this because, at the very least, Žižek is always trying to think from 
the standpoint of the real and, at the same time, to think through the standpoint of 
the real. I’m not merely speaking of the Lacanian Real – what “resists 
symbolization” or marks the limit that is both obstacle and access to the real. I’m 
speaking, in rather unsophisticated fashion, of those real elements (which may or 
may not resist symbolization) that constitute the nodal points of our worldly 
existence, the points that undermine all systematic attempts to determine this 
existence in advance and by means of externally derived iron laws. It is unlikely 
that Žižek himself would put the matter in this fashion. This is because his strategy 
is precisely to flirt with “iron principles” (what he has most recently named “lost 
causes”) in order to expose how the political contingencies of our world are 
nowadays veiled by a palliative language that uses the alibi of contingency to 
defeat principles. 
 
The matter is contradictory, perhaps (as Žižek would prefer to say) perverse. And 
the contradiction, the perversion, is evident in his very mode of operation, the 
rhetoric, the performance. Many of Žižek’s remarkable musings and readings of 
things around us – sometimes the most trivial, most concrete things; other times, 
the most abstract, most speculative things (but in Hegelian terms, the most abstract 
is the most concrete) – may themselves be seen as gestures of the real and 
therefore as gestures of resistance to symbolization. There is an attempt here – 
how conscious I’m not entirely sure – to perform under the calling of the real as a 
way of thinking from and through the standpoint of the real: in other words, to 
think the realm of the possible, the realm of symbolization (particularly insofar as 
this symbolization eludes us) from the standpoint of the impossible, of the 
unsymbolizable. 
 
In this specific sense – and I’m continuing in rather unsophisticated fashion – 
Žižek’s realism is a Hegelian realism. This is itself a perverse notion in any 
philosophical framework, except a Hegelian one. Yet, I would argue, it is this 
peculiar way with which Hegel weighs his thought upon the real – on the Idea as 
the abyssal mark of the Real (a gesture as far away from Platonic considerations as 
can be imagined) – that has animated Žižek’s engagement from the outset. (And I 
would add, parenthetically, that it is the persistently self-reflexive wrestling  with 
Hegel – not quite with Lacan, who remains uninterrogated – that has consistently 
provided Žižek with his most radical interventions). In short and as a point of 
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departure, whatever might be Žižek’s particular concern with the virtual is in 
effect an extension of his consistent concern with the real. 
 
But before we get into this specific relation in detail, there is another crucial 
element in this staging. Žižek may not say he is a realist thinker but he explicitly 
ascribes to himself the task of being a dialectical materialist thinker. Let us note 
that this self-ascription is also consciously perverse, in the sense that, though it 
obviously draws its meaning from a Marxist language and does so bearing the full 
force of a politically subversive project, it is hardly reducible to standard 
understandings of what Marxism (and the Marxist language) is conventionally 
thought to bear.1 The other major thinker who comes to mind, who also used this 
self-ascription in similar subversive fashion, is Walter Benjamin. Žižek does not 
often refer to Benjamin – and this particular lapse deserves further inquiry – but he 
does, in a significant gesture, in his introductory pages of The Puppet and the 
Dwarf. In fact, the book’s title is drawn from one of Benjamin’s most famous 
allegories from his Theses on the Concept of History.  
 
Let us recall that Benjamin opens his Theses with a description of the 1769 chess 
automaton model by Johann Nepomuk Maelzel, according to which a large sized 
Turk with a hookah, who is in effect a mere puppet, conducts himself as an 
indomitable chess player. This is because inside the box (underneath the 
chessboard), which is made to seem transparent by an intricate play of mirrors, sits 
a chess master hunchback dwarf, who authorizes every chess move by pulling the 
strings of the puppet Turk. Maelzel was a well known German engineer and 
inventor, a maker of machines of all kinds, primarily ones related to mechanical 
music (including a set of ear trumpets to help Beethoven with his hearing loss). 
But he was also a bit of a showman and he took his “Turk” (as he, indicatively, 
called the chess machine) on the road for a series of performances that courted the 
miraculous nature of a sort of primitive artificial intelligence, until its “fraudulent” 
nature was discovered during an American tour. (Edgar Allan Poe, in a gesture of 
literary resistance to the mechanization of intelligence, had written assured of this 
fraud before it was in fact discovered.) It should be noted that the whole concept, 
including the specific preference for Orientalia, deformed bodies, technological 
mastery, marionette theatricality, and, above all, the classic motif of the “ghost in 
the machine,” bears the full imprint of Romantic aesthetics. 
 
After his description, Benjamin offers a philosophical counterpart to this 
arrangement, dubbing the puppet “historical materialism” and the dwarf 
“theology” which, he adds, “is small and ugly and has to keep out of sight.” 
                                            
1  With the possible exception of Brecht perhaps, whom Žižek quotes fondly in numerous instances and for 
whom realism had an evident connection to dialectical materialism – in both cases, divergent and eccentric 
to Marxist convention. 
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Benjamin then insists, without the least irony, that historical materialism is to “win 
every time”. Most readers of this allegory, with good reason no doubt, have 
interpreted it as a distillation of the author’s underlying theological preferences, 
citing the usual suspects of influence: Scholem, Schmitt, Rosenzweig. Such 
readings, as a rule, don’t pay enough attention, I think, to Benjamin’s insistence on 
historical materialism’s victorious certainty.2 If and when they do, these readings 
assume that historical materialism triumphs because theology is secretly guiding 
it. Yet, to attribute the simplest causality to this relationship may indeed pay 
tribute to Maelzel’s mechanistic performance, but does little to honor Benjamin’s 
profoundly radical dialectical thinking. There is an analogy here with the 
conventional reception of Marx’s famous phrase from The 18th Brumaire: “Men 
make their own history, but they do not make it as they please.” The phrase has 
been traditionally interpreted as a staple of ‘structural Marxism’: history has its 
own way, its own structure, which overcomes people’s desires. In the process, the 
most radical element is waived aside: history is made by people; it is a worldly 
affair; people can make and unmake their conditions, even if not quite as they 
please. Whatever his theological predilections, Benjamin weaves this allegory in 
order to speak about historical materialism, and significantly its performative 
victory at a time of the quintessential performance of its defeat. He reminds us, in 
other words, that history is of human making, whether for emancipation or 
annihilation. 
 
The temporal conjuncture is crucial on both occasions. Žižek uses it to reverse in 
turn Benjamin’s assertion regarding the allegory of the “Turk”: 

 
Today, when the historical materialist analysis is receding, practiced as it 
were under cover, rarely called by its proper name, while the theological 
dimension is given a new lease on life in the guise of “postsecular” 
Messianic turn of deconstruction, the time has come to reverse Walter 
Benjamin’s first thesis on the philosophy of history: “The puppet called 
‘theology’ is to win all the time. It can easily be a match for anyone if it 
enlists the service of historical materialism, which today, as we know, is 
wizened and has to keep out of sight.”3 
 

This is the opening paragraph of The Puppet and the Dwarf, which is meant to 
further the work of the materialist historian, a work most assuredly trained on the 
real, by taking on, in my opinion, one of the most profound virtual realities of 
human history: Christianity. Again, Žižek would not quite name Christianity a 

                                            
2 One of the most insightful recent readings is Michael Löwy’s Fire Alarm: Walter Benjamin’s ‘On the 
Concept of History’ (London: Verso, 2005). 
 
3 Slavoj Žižek, The Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2003), 3.  
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“virtual reality” but so does, I argue, his method of interrogation – a path of 
thinking that elucidates the ‘undercover’ core of perversion within a specific logic. 
 
The Puppet and the Dwarf may present the most focused work on this matter and 
deserves specific attention, but it must be considered as an element in a network of 
concerns in which religion, politics, reality, and all their alleged ‘post-face’ 
manifestations, are relentlessly turned inside out.4 The lecture presented in this 
film is entirely contiguous to this endeavor, even if not specifically trained on 
theological matters. Indeed, as attested to by the multiple references in the film to 
matters of religion, the theological inquiry undertaken in the texts I’ve mentioned 
can just as well be inducted in the inquiry of the virtual – a realist (and dialectical 
materialist) inquiry in the terms I developed at the outset.  
 
If one were to produce an outline of the network of notions and significations that  
Žižek contemplates in The Reality of the Virtual, it would be the following: 
virtuality, modernity, universality, reality, truth, freedom. This network of notions 
bears an evidently readable Enlightenment trajectory, though obviously traversed 
– as Žižek never permits us to forget – from the utmost contemporary dimension 
of daily life on this planet. In other words, the standpoint of this trajectory – one 
might also say, the elemental fantasy of this particular net-weaving of notions – is 
not that of an archivist of concepts or a philologist of meaning, but, as the task of 
the dialectical materialist historian would entail, the work of a political thinker. 
More than anything else, it is the idiotic presumption to have overcome the 
political that draws Žižek’s wrath, and it is the widespread symptom, in 
contemporary society, of the drive to depoliticization that becomes the object of 
both philosophical and psychoanalytical critique. 
 
This widespread depoliticization is directly linked to what we might call the 
performance of permissibility – the sense or the belief that all is permissible. This 
sense, this belief, is, moreover, escorted by a feeling of superior civilization versus 
those who are allegedly subjects (thus subjugated) to a regime of belief, those 
whose belief system determines what is permissible and in that sense forbids the 
permissible as such. The most ludicrous but, unfortunately, also the most forceful 
and real indication of this prejudiced sense of cultural superiority is the classic 
American ideologeme that the so-called Islamic fundamentalists, who are entirely 
imprisoned in their own belief system (much as their women are ‘imprisoned’ 
inside a burka), are nonetheless desirous of our system of permissibility (so 
callously called “freedom”) and, insofar as it is unreachable to them, they seek to 
destroy it. This altogether ridiculous, yet abhorrent, ideologeme – indicative of an 
essentially paranoid racism – becomes the convenient alibi for pre-emptive 
                                            
4 See for example: The Ticklish Subject: the Absent Center of Ontology (London: Verso, 1999); The Fragile 
Absolute – or why is the Christian legacy worth fighting for (London: Verso, 2000); On Belief (New York: 
Routledge, 2001).  
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destruction unleashed on America’s part against these ‘backward’ Islamic 
societies, who are to be forced to submit, under penalty of annihilation, to our 
culture of permissibility. In this extraordinary fiasco, the depoliticized society that 
allegedly enjoys this permissibility stands aside and permits its leaders to conduct 
such violence over hapless others – on the one hand, because it really swallows the 
ideological candy bar (“these people are really after our way of life”), and yet on 
the other hand, because it does indeed feel unable or unwilling to resist its leaders, 
thereby attesting (even if it does not lead to any sort of understanding) to the 
actual limits of permissibility, to the virtuality of this permissibility. 
 
Of course, the point is that this virtual permissibility is perfectly real. It is not real 
as permissibility; it is real as virtuality – meaning, it is real precisely insofar as it is 
not really permissibility but its opposite. Žižek unwinds the knot of this 
contradiction in a variety of ways. His examples of how the culture of 
permissibility produces in fact a practice of the crudest restriction abound. So does 
his dialectical dismantling of the logic by which the culture of permissibility 
empties out the very content of what it allegedly permits (beer without alcohol, 
chocolate without chocolate, etc.), thereby permitting nothing. The delusion of 
permission is only one dimension of Žižek’s point of critique. The more important 
dimension is the fact that this delusion is itself forbidding. In other words, the 
sense of freedom one perceives in today’s Western societies, largely speaking, 
insofar as it is freedom to enjoy nothing – the emptying out of pleasure – turns out 
to be a binding regime against pleasure, against the risk of pleasure to be exact 
(the risk which is the core of pleasure, to be perfectly exact). 
 
But this too would have been a point of minor consequence – after all, one can 
seek to go against the grain of this sort of culture – if it did not pertain directly to 
the general demobilization or deactivation of society’s political will and, 
concurrently, the blunting of the powers of social conscience. The reason why 
Žižek insists on the reality of the virtual conditions of our contemporary existence 
is precisely because this virtual permissibility, this virtual reality of pleasure, 
establishes the real horizon of life; it is actualized on real bodies; it stupefies real 
minds. 
 
One of the many consequences is what might be called the pluralization of reality. 
The – let us call it with a certain historical accuracy – liberal response to the 
paranoid fantasy of those ‘fundamentalist’ others who want to steal our enjoyment 
(bomb our buildings, take our SUVs, withhold our oil, infiltrate our neighborhoods 
and our schools, generally destroy our way of life – because they can’t have it) is 
to suggest that they be left alone because they too belong to a modernity to which 
they too have a specific right. Žižek exposes the prejudicial under-logic of this 
liberal fantasy with exceeding menace, perhaps because he finds it more insidious 
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than the brutish overtly racist response. The point is well taken, as it exposes 
another particularly dissimulating dimension of the reality of the virtual. 
 
Žižek’s argument stands here along with Fredric Jameson’s notion of the 
singularity of modernity, not because modernity is, let us say stupidly, a “Western 
invention” (and therefore no Other can have it), but because its core historical 
characteristic is the interrogation and (re)invention of its ephemeral and singular 
intersection with history. If anything may be said to characterize modernity as a 
specific social-historical formation, is precisely that it remains inordinately open 
to its own undoing. (For this reason it may be considered an “unfinished project,” 
not for the reasons Habermas thinks.) In other words, modernity is constituted on 
the basis of an internal antagonism that sustains the possibility of a self-generated 
otherness that may (and often does) alter entirely the generating self. The 
singularity of modernity resides in actualizing the capacity for self-alteration on a 
historical scale, which is the quintessential condition for social autonomy, but it is 
also bound by no guarantee and, therefore, may just as well produce the 
destruction of autonomy.   
 
In his critique of the liberal palliative of “alternative modernities” – often posed as 
counter force to the overt imposition of Western cultural superiority – Žižek is 
right to point out a case of “historical nominalism.” The logic of multiple 
modernities reduces the intrinsic antagonism of modernity (the dialectic of 
modernity, we might say) to just one kind of modernity among many. This isn’t a 
matter determined by Western and non-Western antipathies; Žižek, for example, 
considers fascism as the first explicit attempt to build an ‘alternate modernity’. 
Most important, this multiplication of modernity relativizes its historical 
magnitude effectively down to nothing, often equating modernity with 
modernization (a technical ideology of a specific historico-geographical moment), 
and thereby, in place of modernity, releasing modernization into pure form, as an 
ideology that can be duly exported since, as form, it can find shape under any 
condition. At the very least, this false equation and pluralization loses sight of 
contemporary problems as the core antagonism of modernity continuing in other 
guises, and therefore eliminates the force of self-critique that modernity entails. In 
short, it achieves nothing; it’s pure self-occultation. Not only does it not transcend 
the domination of Western modernity; it effectively effaces modernity’s truly 
radical work. 
 
Žižek extends the same type of argument against the currently fashionable 
critiques of universality: “the Universal as such is the site of unbearable 
antagonism, self-contradiction, and (the multitude of) its particular species are 
ultimately nothing but so many attempts to obfuscate, reconcile, master this 
antagonism. In other words, the Universal names a site of a problem-deadlock, of 
a burning question, and the particulars are the attempted but failed answers to this 
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problem”.5 It must be added that the Universal, signified as the site of antagonism, 
is what modernity elucidates in a specific and new way – new insofar as whatever 
has preceded it will be now understood as premodernity. That we occasionally 
recognize, in premodern social-historical formations, a certain kind of antagonistic 
universality does not mean that it was signified as such. The re-signification of 
universality via modernity is what makes universality possible – a universality to 
which the particular does not occupy an outside. If we insist on the particulars as 
myriad outsides – as do the advocates of anti-universalism – we merely confirm 
universality as a monolithic category, the very thing we’re presumably combating. 
If, on the other hand, we see in these multiple particulars the esoteric elements of 
what is often called (with a touch of evident derision) “universal modernity,” then 
we can decode this universal modernity as a virtual category, a condition whose 
appearance as such is its reality, but which is, nonetheless, plural and differential 
by virtue of its core antagonism. 
 
Žižek evocatively argues that “multitude is an effect of the intrinsic discrepancy of 
the One with itself”, a kind of pure self-difference, a différance, which certainly 
belongs to the realm of critiques against monological thinking, critiques that 
perceive the problem with the One to be precisely the suturing of signification. 
The dispersal of forces at the core of universality’s antagonism is in fact traceable 
in the shards of particulars that are thus posited and signified. In the sense that 
these particulars are neither alternatives to the universal, nor relativized faces of 
the universal, they enable access to the universal antagonism in terms of their own 
irredeemable partiality. Hence, Žižek repeatedly argues that truth – to the degree 
that it can be signified as universal and safeguarded from multiplicity and 
relativism – is accessible only from the specific partial standpoint whose presence 
is signified always in condition of struggle, and therefore does not occupy an 
unshakeable ground, a timeless moment. 
 
The sense of dialectical time forbids dwelling in any moment, including the 
moment of initial Being, including the moment of Aufhebung. Hence the 
performance of beginnings, as Edward Said would say in another idiom, whereby 
a content – of truth, of universality, of the real, etc. – is posited, ‘invented’ or, in 
any case, given a material determination. Since, at least in Hegelian terms, the 
concept of matter as such is incoherent, this positing, this material determination, 
is the work of negation. The identity of a thing is established by first determining 
its not. Theodor Adorno is the one who first really understood the esoteric non-
identitary force of Hegelian thinking, which he eventually developed into what he 
called negative dialectics. Žižek, who in his early Slovenian and French writings 
paid a lot of attention to Adorno before moving his reference frame elsewhere, 

                                            
5 Slavoj Žižek, “A Plea for a Return to Différance (with a Minor Pro Domo Sua)” Critical Inquiry 32 
(Winter 2006), 241-242. 
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might be said to read his Hegel in similar negative non-identitary fashion (as he 
has emphasized, quoting Hegel, “tarrying with the negative”). In a perverse way, 
non-identitary thinking, though doing the work of negation, is affirmative 
thinking, the kind of thinking that moves beyond the determinants of what 
something is not to the open (interrogative and performative) supposition of what 
something is in the process of becoming – more specifically, becoming other. 
 
Dialectical thinking has nothing to do with unification, even when it pursues 
objects as singular, even when it evokes totalities. Rather, it seeks the self-
contradictory condition of the unity of the non-unified, perhaps even the non-
unifiable. But thought, in itself, cannot possibly theorize the non-unifiable. (This is 
the elementary radicalism of dialectics.) If thought can be considered this way, by 
the strictest standards of theory, it could only as a symptom of a worldly prattein 
which establishes itself as ground for thought (Zugrund). In other words, thought 
does not occur as a reflection on an outcome (as an instrumental result), but as an 
event, a practico-poetic event of the dispersal of the real. 
 
In his alertness to this dispersal of the real, Žižek rails against the sort of thinking 
that dampens the sources of transgression that make the real sensible – literally, as 
an event that registers itself on the corporeal sensibility of the psyche. It is in this 
context that he welcomes what he calls “the new emergent fundamentalisms” 
which will open up a new space of freedom, the freedom that will re-empower the 
force of transgression. What Žižek signifies, counter-intuitively, as fundamentalist 
power can be summed up in his invocation of Lacan’s reversal of Dostoyevsky’s 
famous warning – “if God does not exist, everything is prohibited” – with yet 
another reversal, the reversal of the reversal, which reiterates Dostoyevsky in a 
new era: if you can demonstrate that God exists (by talking with him or hearing 
his voice, etc.), then everything is permitted. The perversion of this thought does 
not reside, as one would imagine, in its casual handling of people who admit to 
having a regular chat with God – whose self-satisfied confession would otherwise 
be considered a paranoid episode and would send them straight to the loonie bin if 
they didn’t happen to be world leaders. The perversion lies in the idea that 
“Christianity offers a devious stratagem for indulging our desires without having 
to pay the price for them, for enjoying life without the fear for decay and 
debilitating pain awaiting us at the end of the day,”6 because, presumably – and 
the presumption here involves an entire self-enclosed social imaginary – God 
himself has taken upon him the totality of death, decay, and pain in an act of 
totally redemptive self-sacrifice. 
 
Obviously, my view of Christianity and Žižek’s are separated by an 
epistemological chasm. This is not the appropriate instance to go into the details of 

                                            
6 The Puppet and the Dwarf, 49 



 

 10 

the matter. (Nor can I develop the first-order objection that it is precisely the 
enjoyment of life without fear of decay – which emerges out of the imaginary of a 
strictly non-theistic, tragic, guiltless sense of human mortality, of finitude without 
redemption, of existential emptiness – that abolishes all transcendental fear.) What 
concerns us here, in terms of the vicissitudes of the real in the virtual – and, by all 
means, the necessity for a brutal critique against the indulgences of liberal 
relativism and identity multi-ism – is Žižek’s attempt to rekindle the flames of 
transgression in a world self-subjugated to an erasure of political will. The specific 
mode of argument that leads to Žižek’s claims in favor of authority and orthodoxy 
– “there never was anything so perilous and so exciting as orthodoxy,” he declares 
– which is, moreover, conducted in the guise of a professed materialist (and by his 
account, perverse) theorization of Christianity in order to re-politicize the 
conditions of Western societies, is what matters and deserves a few closing 
remarks. 
 
I reiterate that Žižek rightly directs his wrath against the contemporary oppression 
of the permissible; the privatization of politics and desire that disciplines both 
politics and desire away from any sort of emancipatory action; the fetishism of 
identity politics and submission to the heteronomous idealization of the Other, etc. 
But he does hesitate to go even further in theorizing a politics that places all 
authority – authority itself – under radical interrogation. Believing that such an all 
out interrogation would undo the dialectical interdependence between law and 
transgression, he cannot envision how an interrogative politics bears the kind of 
negative affirmation that is properly Hegelian and surely not some sort of 
degeneration into the “post-modernist,” “post-political,” cynical conditions of our 
times. So, he embraces instead – out of sheer stubborn resistance to the 
unacceptable reality of our contemporary life, of which there is no doubt – a 
politics that requires a kernel of authority, of orthodoxy, of faith, which he, of 
course, duly shapes with all kinds of brilliant negative dialectical gestures. No 
matter, the kernel of perversity (in Christianity, Leninism, Lacanian 
psychoanalysis, etc.) remains, to my mind, unreshapable. In a sense, this too is 
Žižek’s point. The most perverse gesture of the master dialectician is to 
dialecticize a condition to the point where it “returns” by virtue of having been 
thus altered to its initially posited state. 
 
In this light, Žižek’s attraction to the great British mystery writer C.K. Chesterton, 
for example, is understandable. It emerges from his attraction to detective fiction 
and the thrilling thirst of the mystery genre. Perhaps, this might be a way to 
elucidate his attraction to metaphysical mystery as well. As a Catholic Christian 
thinker, Chesterton makes this specific connection his life’s work. His motivation, 
like Žižek’s, is worthy of being shared. But it also produces a desperate 
justification of dogma by correcting – one might even generously say, enriching – 
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the inherited doxa of this dogma. I am happy, as a reader, to encounter this doxa 
enriched, but the dogma, unreshapable, produces a distressing politics.  
 
One of Chesterton’s arguments, which Žižek is fond of repeating, is that 
Christianity is the only religious imaginary in which God doubts his own 
existence. (The reference is the occasion of Christ’s evocation on the cross of 
having been forsaken.) I cast aside, on this occasion, the crucial slippage of 
determining Christ-on-the-cross as God pure and simple, so that thereby, in 
declaring God’s forsaking, Christ would be addressing himself. The matter is 
hardly pure and simple, not merely theologically, about which wars have been 
fought, but even in terms of ontological definition. Suffice it to say here, the 
ontological perversion in the figuration of Christ as both human and divine would 
falter if either of these essences were not taken in utter strictness, or if one essence 
would take precedence or ontological privilege over the other. There is a 
difference between the two, and it reflects the theological understanding of 
ontology basic to Christianity as a monotheistic religion: Christ is man, like any 
man (any wavering on this equivalence brings the whole paradoxical edifice 
crashing down), but he is God, not like any god (quite obviously), but like the one 
and only God. (The paradoxality of doubling the One and Only might be just as 
well theorized in terms of the constitutive non-coincidence of the one with itself, a 
basic différance, which is one of Žižek’s favorite figures, except that curiously on 
this issue he does not go into this direction.) In any case, the two instances of 
likeness are not of the same order only in this one sense: like any (man) and like 
the one and only (God). But because, as essences, God and man are always present 
together at once, the cry of having been forsaken cannot be entered into the logic 
of divine tautology, of God addressing – doubting, forsaking, declaring the 
absence of – himself, because at this very moment Christ is also (a simultaneity 
that alters the entire proposition) behaving like any man who doubts God in a 
moment of insufferable torment. This is Christ’s greatest humanizing gesture. It 
doesn’t merely humanize himself (therefore, providing the humanist point of 
identification that will eventually, by the brilliance of Paul, spread Christianity 
beyond ethno-religious divisions); it also humanizes God (because God is the 
father of a human, not in a symbolic sense, but in a real-virtual sense). 
 
But there is another issue in this example that Žižek doesn’t quite figure out. The 
moment of “God being forsaken by God” is a moment of reading – a textual figure 
– whose language is recognizable only by an atheist Christian. A believer cannot 
possibly read this moment. For the believer, it is understandable, or more 
precisely, it is readable, as a human moment: Jesus the man, the son, is expressing 
his despair at having been forsaken by his father (who also happens to be God). 
His father’s existence as such is never in doubt. The son is experiencing the reality 
of a painful delusion, as familiar as any in real life. The impact of this story in the 
community of Christian believers resides precisely in this familiarity, and the 
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whole matter is settled by the mystery of the Resurrection, which puts an 
irreversible end to Christ’s human story and returns epistemological stability to the 
realm of monotheistic divinity. 
 
Žižek misses the contours of this reading because his underlying point in evoking 
Chesterton is a critique against atheism, which, for him, lacks the capacity for 
conviction and therefore succumbs to power without struggle. But, I would argue, 
Žižek’s critique is leveled against Christian atheism, no doubt the most widespread 
sort and underlying imaginary for secularism. Christian atheism is distilled in the 
declaration “I don’t believe in God”, which is a ridiculous statement because it 
refuses to acknowledge that this negation participates in the terminological 
framework of belief, a discourse that, as far as matters of religion go, belongs to 
the epistemology of God. An atheism that will have emancipated itself from 
Christianity would render this matter irrelevant, or, more significantly, would just 
recognize it as a matter of performance. The all out interrogation of authority that I 
am suggesting – an interrogation that would further Žižek’s polemic against 
conformity and depoliticization – would hinge on how one can perform one’s 
worldly existence without God, not out of some sort of conviction, of belief in 
unbelief, but as a performance of a fact that eschews conviction. This performance 
is always ephemeral; its reality resides in its virtuality. Such real-virtual atheism 
would not be reducible or deconstructible to a convenient pretension or comfort 
zone or conventional cynicism. Instead, it would stake out a position of living 
without presuming a content for the void of the Real, of living by assuming the 
void as core with no need to justify it, explain, theorize it – without a need for a 
transcendental, metaperformative guarantee. 
 
This radical performative (real-virtual) atheism would leave Christianity and all its 
social-imaginary mechanisms far behind. It would mean to live not as if God does 
not exist but to live as if God does not matter. Such a decision renders belief or 
disbelief in God immaterial, much as it renders the question of God’s existence or 
nonexistence irrelevant. Even more significantly, it thereby exposes that both 
discourses (belief and disbelief) consist in producing an authority materialized out 
of the immaterial, which occludes the encounter with worldly things that really 
matter. There is no way that the issue can be resolved by taking cover behind some 
sort of non-committed agnosticism: “I don’t really know if God exists or not, so I 
withdraw judgment in the matter.” As Ludwig Wittgenstein has shown, the strictly 
agnostic position is impossible. I cannot presume not to know with the certainty of 
knowledge. In Wittgenstein’s (sense of) language, I cannot say “I know that I 
don’t know,” Socrates notwithstanding, without compromising the radical power 
of non-knowledge (which obviously has nothing to do with ignorance). I cannot 
presume not to know because I would have to imagine (therefore, know) what it is 
I don’t or cannot know. In this respect, a dogmatic atheism – or a “fundamentalist 
atheism” as Žižek invites us to consider, though he never quite develops it – would 
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entail a self-defeating principle, entirely self-enclosed in the regime of belief in the 
name of unbelief. 
 
What’s left then? Following the Wittgensteinian demand, the point is to perform 
atheism without the least necessity, desire, or investment in its truth – to be an 
atheist without the least care to prove the validity of its meaning. But why should 
one do this at all? – especially if one rejects the appeal to “reason” (or, in this case, 
secularism) as another instance of transcendentalist metaphysics? Apart from the 
strategic answer that pertains to a politics that seeks to counter the globality of 
religious politics, which has been efficiently disguised in the Huntingtonian 
culturalist language of “the clash of civilizations,” the answer involves a crucial 
subversive dimension. Living your life by performing the fact that God does not 
exist – solely, in the sense that Goes does not matter, not because you have a stake 
on the ontological status of the question “God is or is not” – is to destabilize any 
guarantee of providence or destiny. Such lack of guarantee in meaning entails, of 
course, a tragic condition in altogether extreme terms. In moments of absolute 
happiness, of fulfillment, you have to remember – though this memory will do 
nothing in itself (as value) to compromise, subvert, or avert this condition – that 
such moments may constitute just as well moments of unraveling, of undoing, 
perhaps of destruction. 
 
This opens life to infinite possibility, or even more, to the horizon of impossibility. 
Though Žižek rejects the tragic sensibility in the modern world as pseudo-pagan or 
simply cynical,7 his conclusion of The Reality of the Virtual bespeaks precisely of 
the tragic conditions under which one can practice (perform) the impossible. This 
he identifies as a utopian force, but not in terms of some sort of futurist longing, 
but, as the “presently impossible” – before adding, evocatively: “The point is not 
planning utopias but practicing utopias. The future will either be utopian or will be 
none.” The politics of the presently impossible can only be a tragic politics, which 
embraces the performance and theatricality of life’s decision at a social level, in 
the polis – in other words, a real-virtual poiein-prattein. This is, as well, another 
way of saying a radical democratic politics, a realist politics that exposes the 
heteronomy of permissibility and confronts it with the poetic praxis of othering 
oneself, of self-alteration. 
 
        Stathis Gourgouris 

                                            
7 Žižek’s misapprehension of the tragic (and, of course, pagan) sensibility may be linked to his extensive 
occlusion of the intersection between early Christian theology and ancient Hellenism, particularly 
concerning his otherwise provocative reading of Paul, who is positively unreadable without a theoretical 
assessment of this intersection. This conjuncture of elements – which would require a theoretical 
assessment of the epistemology of hubris as counter to the epistemology of God – is obviously too broad 
for me to engage here, but it is the key for any position that will extend Žižek’s radicalism beyond his 
strategic (materialist) attachment to the Christian imaginary. 
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