
Preface to the New Edition: 
My Own Private Austria 

When we think we really know a close friend or relative, it often happens 
that, all of a sudden, this person does something - utters an unexpeaedly 
vulgar or cruel remark, makes an obscene gesture, casts a cold indifferent 
glance where compassion was expected - making us aware that we do not 
really know him: we become suddenly aware that there is a total stranger 
in front of us. At this point, the fellow man changes into a Neighbour. 
This is what happened in a devastating way with the notorious Austrian 
criminal Josef Fritzl: from being a kind and politeJellow man, he suddenly 
changed into a monstrous Neighbour - to the great surprise of the people 
who met him on a daily basis and simply could not believe that this was 
the same person. 

Freud's idea of the 'primordial father' (Urvater), which he developed in 
Totem and Taboo, is usually met with ridicule - and justly so, if we take it 
as an anthropological hypothesis arguing that, at the very dawn ofhuman-
ity, the 'ape-men' lived in groups dominated by an all-powerful father 
who kept all women for his own exclusive sexual (ab)use, and that, after the 
sons gathered and rebelled, killing the father, he returned to haunt them 
as a totemic figure of symbolic authority, giving rise to feelings of guilt 
and imposing the prohibition of incest. What if, however, we read the 
duality of the 'normal' father and the primordial father of unlimited access 
to incestuous enjoyment not as a fact of the earliest history of humanity, 
but as a libidinal fact, a fact of'psychic reality', which accompanies, as an 
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obscene shadow, 'normal' paternal authority, prospering in the dark under
ground of unconscious fantasies? This obscene underground is discernible 
through its effects - in myths, dreams, slips of the tongue, symptoms... and, 
sometimes, it enforces its direct perverse realization (Freud noted that 
perverts realize what hysterics only fantasize about). 

Does not the very architectural arrangement of the Fritzl household -
the 'normal' ground and upper floors supported (literally and libidinally) 
by the windowless underground space of total domination and unlimited 

jouissance - embody the 'normal' family space redoubled by the secret 
domain of the obscene 'primordial father'? Fritzl created in his cellar his 
own Utopia, a private paradise in which, as he told his lawyer, he spent 
hours on end watching TV and playing with the youngsters while his 
daughter Elisabeth prepared dinner. In this self-enclosed space, even the 
language the inhabitants shared was a kind of private language: it is 
reported that the two sons, Stefan and Felix, communicate in a bizarre 
dialect, with some of the sounds they utter being 'animal-like'. The Fritzl 
case thus validates Lacan's pun on perversion as pere-version - it is crucial 
to note how the secret underground apartment complex concretizes a 
very precise ideologic-libidinal fantasy, an extreme version o( father-
domination-pleasure nexus. One of the mottos of May '6& was 'All power 
to the imagination' - and, in this sense, Fritzl is also a child ofd8, ruthlessly 
realizing his fantasy. 

This is why it is misleading, even outright wrong, to describe Fritzl as 
'inhuman' - if anything, he was, to use Nietzsche's phrase, 'human, all 
too human'. No wonder Fritzl complained that his own life had been 
'ruined' by the discovery of his secret family. What makes his reign so 
chilling is precisely the way his brutal exercise of power and his usufruit 
of the daughter were not just cold acts of exploitation, but were accom
panied by an ideologico-familial justification (he was simply doing what 
a father should do, namely protecting his children from drugs and other 
dangers of the outside world), as well as by occasional displays of compas
sion and human consideration (he did take the sick daughter to hospital, 
etc.). These acts were not chinks of warm humanity in his armour of 
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coldness and cruelty, but parts of the same protective attitude that made 
him imprison and violate his children. 

Fritzl claimed that he noted Elisabeth wanted to escape her home -
she was returning home late, looking for a job, had a boyfriend, was 
possibly taking drugs, and he wanted to protect her from all that The 
contours of the obsessional strategy are clearly recognizable here: 'III 
protect her from the dangers of the outside world even if it means destroy
ing her'. According to the media, Fritzl defended himself thus: If it weren't 
for me, Kerstin wouldn't be alive today, f m no monster. I could have killed 
them all. Then there would have been no trace. No one would have found 
me out' What is crucial here is the underlying premiss: as a father, he 
had the right to exercise total power over his children, including sexual 
abuse and killing; it was thanks to his goodness that he showed some 
consideration and allowed them to survive. And, as every psychoanalyst 
can confirm, we often find traces of such an attitude even in the most 
'normal' and caring fathers: all of a sudden, the kind father explodes into 
a father-Thing, convinced that his children owe him everything, their very 
existence, that they are absolutely indebted to him, that his power over 
them is limitless, that he has the right to do whatever he wants in order 
to take care of them. 

One should avoid here the trap of putting the blame on patriarchal 
authority as such, seeing in Fritzl's monstrosity the ultimate consequence 
of paternal Law, as well as the opposite trap of putting the blame on the 
disintegration of paternal Law. The attitude in question is neither simply 
a component of'normal' paternal authority (the measure of its success is 
precisely the ability to set the child free, to let her go into the outside 
world), nor merely a sign of its failure (in the sense that the void of the 
'normal' paternal authority is supplemented, filled in, by the ferocious 
figure of the all-powerful 'primordial father'); it is, rather, both simulta
neously - a dimension which, under 'normal' circumstances, remains 
virtual, was actualized in the Fritzl case. 

The attempts to point the finger at Austrian particularities make the 
same ideological error as those who dream of an 'alternative modernity' 
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to the predominant liberal-capitalist one: by way of shifting the blame to 
contingent Austrian circumstances, they want to legitimize and proclaim 
the innocence of paternity as such, that is, they refuse to see the potential 
for such acts in the very notion of paternal authority. So instead of making 
miserable attempts to blame this terrible crime on Austria's Nazi history or 
the Austrians' excessive sense of orderliness and respectability, one should 
rather link the figure of Fritzl to a much more respectable Austrian myth, 
that of the von Trapp family immortalized in The Sound of Music: another 
family living in their secluded castle, with the father s benevolent military 
authority protecting them from the Nazi evil outside, and the generations 
strangely mixed up together (Sister Maria, like Elisabeth, being a generation 
between father and children...). One can imagine the frightened children 
gathered around the mother, Elisabeth, in fear of the storm that is the father's 
imminent arrival, and the mother calming them down with a song about 
'some of their favourite things', such as much loved TV shows or the toys 
brought by father, on which they should focus their minds. 

In the last years of the Communist regime in Romania, Nicolae 
Ceaujescu was asked by a foreign journalist how he justified the constraints 
on foreign travel imposed on Romanian citizens. Was this not a violation 
of their human rights? Ceauf escu answered that these constraints existed 
in order to protect an even higher and more important human right, the 
right to safety, which would have been threatened by too much free travel. 
Was he not reasoning here like Fritzl, who also protected his children's 
'more fundamental' right to live in a safe home, where they would be 
protected from the dangers of the outside world? In other words, to use 
Peter Sloterdijk's terms, Fritzl protected his children's right to live in a 
safe self-enclosed sphere - while, of course, reserving for himself the right 
to transgress the barrier all the time, even visiting Thai sex-tourist resorts, 
the very embodiment of the kind of danger he wanted to protect his 
children from. Remember that Ceau§escu also saw himself as a caring 
paternal authority, a father protecting his nation from foreign decadence 
- as in all authoritarian regimes, the basic relationship between the ruler 
and his subjects was, whatever else it might be, one of unconditional love. 
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In caring for his own household, the city of Bucharest, Ceaujescu made 
a proposal which strangely recalls the architecture of Fritzl's house: in 
order to solve the problem of the polluted river which runs through the 
city, he wanted to dig beneath the existing river bed anotkermdc channel 
into which all the dirt would be directed, so that there would have been 
two rivers, the deep one with all the pollution, and the surface one for the 
happy citizens to enjoy... Such a two-level distinction is constitutive of 
every ideology, as was made clear in John Carpenter's They live(ip88), one 
of the neglected masterpieces of the Hollywood Left The film tells the 
story of John Nada (Spanish for 'Nothing'!), a homeless labourer who finds 
work on a Los Angeles construction site. One of the other workers, Frank 
Armitage, takes him to spend the night in a local shantytown. While being 
shown around that night, he notices some odd behaviour at a small church 
across the street Investigating it the next day, he accidentally stumbles 
on several boxes, hidden in a secret compartment in a wall, full of 
sunglasses. When he later puts on a pair for the first time, he notices that 
a publicity billboard now simply displays the word 'OBEY', while another 
urges the viewer to 'MARRY AND REPRODUCE'. He also sees that paper 
money now bears the words THIS IS YOUR GOD'. He soon discovers that 
many people in the city are actually aliens and then, once they realize he 
can see them for what they are, the police arrive. Nada escapes and returns 
to the construction site to talk over his discoveries with Armitage, who is 
initially uninterested in his story. The two fight as Nada attempts to 
convince him, and then to force him, to put on the sunglasses. When he 
finally does so, Armitage joins together with Nada and they get in contact 
with the group from the church, who are organizing the resistance. At 
the group's meeting they learn that the aliens' primary method of control 
is a signal sent out over television that ensures that the general public 
cannot see them for what they are. In the final battle, after destroying 
the aliens' broadcasting antenna, Nada is mortally wounded; as his last 
dying act, he gives the aliens the finger. With the signal now turned off, 
people are startled to find the aliens in their midst 

There is a series of features one should take note of here, first among 
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them the direct link made between the classic Hollywood sub-genre of 
the 'invasion of the body snatchers' - aliens amongst us who, invisible to 
our gaze, are running our lives - and class antagonism, ideological domi
nation and exploitation. One cannot but be impressed by the down-to-
earth depiction of the miserable shantytown lives of poor workers. Then, 
of course, there is the beautifully naive mise-en-scene of ideology: through 
the critico-ideological glasses, we directly see the Master-Signifier beneath 
the chain of knowledge - we learn to see dictatorship in democracy. This 
could remind us of the not-so-well-known fact that, in the 1960s, the lead
ership of the Communist Party of America, in order to account for its 
failure to mobilize the workers, seriously entertained the idea that the US 
population was being controlled by the seaet use of drugs distributed 
through the air and the water supply. But we do not need aliens, seaet 
drugs or gasses - the Jbrm of ideology does the work without them. It is 
because of this form that the depicted scene nonetheless stages our 
reality. Look at the front page of our daily newspapers: every title, even 
and especially when it pretends simply to inform, is an implicit injunction. 
When you are asked to choose between liberal demoaacy and fundamen
talism, it is not only that one term is obviously preferred - what is more 
important, and the true injunction, is that you see this as the only true 
alternative, ignoring any third option. 

Marxists accept this aspett of the struggle for dictatorship; they render 
the struggle visible and openly practise it. Why? Let us return to the film: 
once you put the glasses on and see directly the Master-Signifier, it no 
longer determines you. Which means that, before you see the ideological 
injunction through the glasses, you also saw it, but were unaware of the 
fatt. To refer to the fourth missing term of Rumsfeldian epistemology, 
the injunctions were your 'unknown knowns'. This is why really seeing 
them hurts. When the hero tries to convince his friend to put the glasses 
on, the friend resists, and a long fight follows, worthy of %/rrC/w£ (another 
masterpiece of the Hollywood Left). The violence staged here is positive 
violence, a condition of liberation - the lesson is that our liberation from 
ideology is not a spontaneous act, an act of discovering our true Self We 
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learn in the film that, when one looks for too long at reality through 
critico-ideological glasses, one gets a bad headache: it is very painful to be 
deprived of the ideological surplus-enjoyment To see the true nature of 
things, we need the glasses: it is not that we have to take off ideological 
glasses in order to see reality directly as it is - we are 'naturally' in ideology, 
our natural sight is ideological. 

There is a further feature which makes this scene with ideologico-
critical spectacles contemporary: in it, the ideological injunction is hidden, 
so that it can only be directly seen through the glasses. Such a relationship 
between the visible and the invisible is predominant in contemporary 
'consumerist' societies, in which we, the subjects, are no longer interpellated 
on behalf of some big ideological identity, but directly as subjects of 
pleasures, so that the implied ideological identity is invisible. This is how 
the discourse of the university functions: its truth, the Master's injunction, 
is hidden beneath the bar. In the traditional discourse of the Master, where 
we are directly interpellated, the relationship is (almost symmetrically) 
inversed - the explicit text addresses us as followers of a great cause, while 
the implied message delivered between the lines concerns the obscene 
surplus-enjoyment with which we will be bribed if we subject ourselves 
to the cause: become a good Fascist... and you can steal from, beat and 
lynch the Jews; become a Catholic priest, serve God... and you can play 
with young boys as your treat; get properly married... and an occasional 
discreet affair is tolerated. We can thus imagine the kind of inverted ideo
logical spectacles that would spell out this implicit obscene message: for 
example, a nationalist-populist party electoral poster which asks you to 
sacrifice yourself for your country, but which, when viewed through the 
glasses, shows you how you will profit from it, the spoils of your sacrifice 
- being allowed to humiliate foreigners, and so on, as part of your patriotic 
duty. Or imagine a poster in a small town in the American South, during 
the Ku Klux Klan era, calling on you to be a good Christian and defend 
Western civilization, but which when seen through the glasses declares 
that you are allowed to rape black women, lynch black men. . . There is 
yet another way to imagine the functioning of the ideological glasses: 
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when you are shown a scene of starving children in Africa, and asked to 
do something to help them, the true message visible through the glasses 
would be something like 'Don't think, don t politicize, forget about the 
true causes of their poverty, just act, contribute money, so that you will 
not have to think!' 

Back to the long fight between Nada and Armitage, which starts with 
Nada saying to Armitage: Tm giving you a choice. Either put on these 
glasses or start eatin' that trash can/ (The scene takes place amongst over
turned trash cans.) The fight, which goes on for an overwhelming ten 
minutes, with occasional pauses for an exchange of friendly smiles, is in 
itself totally irrational - why does Armitage not agree to put the glasses 
on, just to satisfy his friend? The only explanation is that he knows his 
friend wants him to see something dangerous, to access a prohibited 
knowledge which will totally spoil the relative peace of his daily life. 

Are we then dealing here with the simple opposition between reality 
and its fantasy supplement? The topology is more complex: what precedes 
fantasy is not reality but a hole in reality, its point of impossibility filled in 
with fantasy. Lacan's name for this point is, of course, the objetpetita. The 
twisted topology of this object, which is the true focus of The Plague of 
Fantasies, is well worth examining more closely. 

When confronted with statistics about the low percentage of voters 
who supported him, the Republican presidential candidate Mike 
Huckabee (a figure who seems to have stepped right out of an old populist 
Frank Capra film, if not from a Dickens novel) said on 8 February 2008 
at the Conservative Political Action Conference: 'I know the pundits and 
1 know what they say, the math doesn't work out. Well 1 didn't major 
in math, I majored in miracles. And I still believe in those, too.' This is 
worth quoting not just to make fun of the standard of political debate 
in the US; in a negative way, it points to a central component of Alain 
Badiou's thought, which, precisely, brings together mathematics and 
miracles. When we talk about miracles, we should, of course, bear in 
mind Lacan's qualification that the only 'irrationality' he admits exists 
is that of the irrational numbers in mathematics - in a homologous 




