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Jacques-Alain Miller On Shame

Shame and Guilt

“Dying of shame” is the signifier with which Lacan opens his final lesson
of The Other Side of Psychoanalysis: “It has to be said, dying of shame
is an effect that is rarely obtained.” This-term shame does not open the
lesson by chance; Lacan will close this lesson by returning to the con-
cept: “If . . . there are some slightly less than ignoble reasons for your
presence here in such numbers, . . . it is because I happen to make you
ashamed.”

Eric Laurent has given a particularly stimulating presentation in
which he wonders whether it really belongs to psychoanalysis to in-
crease this shame, and whether thereby it is not taking the path of the
moralist. This led him onto the theme of guilt: “Shame is an affect that
is eminently psychoanalytic and belongs to the same series as guilt.”
This presentation thus offered a perspective not on the actualities of
1970, noticeably different from our own, marked by the blossoming,
the excitement of an agitation of which we were contemporaries, but
on an anticipation of the moral phase in which we have entered since
the collapse of the Berlin Wall, and giving place to an “unfolding of ex-
cuses, regrets, pardons, repentances,” to the point where being ashamed
would have thus become a global symptom. He places a minor key on
this construction and opens another way by emphasizing that Lacan has
chosen to punctuate shame rather than guilt, adding also that this “being
ashamed” does not allow for any pardon. I want to address this dis-
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junction between shame and guilt. Why do shame and guilt evoke one
another while being distinct? When he wanted to locate the analytic dis-
course in the context of a current moment of contemporary civilization,
Lacan chose to conclude his seminar with the term shame and not guilt.
In The Other Side of Psychoanalysis Lacan implicitly gave us a new edi-
tion of Civilization and Its Discontents, after having done so more ex-
plicitly in his seminar The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, which thus makes
it possible for us to measure the displacement from one seminar to the
other.

No doubt in the intervening period a new relationship has been teased
out between the subject and jouissance. The novelty of this relation-
ship stands out in The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, where Lacan could say,
without any objections being raised, “The movement the world we are
living in is caught up in . . . implies an amputation, sacrifices, indeed a
kind of puritanism in the relationship to desire that has occurred histori-
cally.”! In1960, it was still possible to say that capitalism—a term fallen
into disuse because it has no antonym—was coordinated with Puritan-
ism. There is no doubt that behind this word coming from the mouth
of Lacan was his knowledge of Max Weber’s analyses, taken up and
reworked, but not really disconfirmed, by the English historian R. H.
Tawney, and which conditioned the emergence of the capitalist subject
on the repression of enjoyment—accumulating instead of enjoying.?

Lacan returns to the theme of the discontents of civilization in his
seminar The Other Side, indicating that this diagnosis according to
which the movement the world is caught up in is now outdated, whereas
the new mode—if it bears the mark of a style at all—is rather that of
permissiveness, where what can sometimes be the cause of difficulty is
the prohibition on prohibiting.

The least that one can say is that capitalism has disconnected itself
from Puritanism. In this respect, Lacan’s discourse is, in the terms of
Eric Laurent, the most anticipatory. In Lacan’s terms, this is expressed,
in the final chapter of The Other Side of Psychoanalysis, in the statement
“There is no longer any shame.” I will follow Laurent in emphasizing
this term shame, to the point of declaring that one thereby uncovers the
question at work in The Otbher Side of Psychoanalysis, the cards being put
on the table only in the final session.

What does it mean for psychoanalysis when there is no longer any



On Shame 13

shame, when civilization tends to dissolve shame, to make it disappear?
This is not lacking in paradox, since it is traditional to suppaose that
civilization is bound up with instituting shame.

Perhaps we can formulate that shame is a primary affect in relation
to the Other. By saying that this affect is primary, one is no doubt seek-
ing to differentiate it from guilt. If one wanted to pursue that path, one
would say that guilt is the effect on the subject of an Other that judges,
thus of an Other that contains the values that the subject has supposedly
transgressed. One would also claim that shame is related to an Other
prior to the Other that judges, that it is a primordial Other, not one that
judges but instead one that only sees or lets be seen. Nudity can thus be
taken to be shameful and covered up, partially if the shame bears upon
this or that organ, independently of anything of the order of misdeed,
harm, or transgression that might give rise to it. It is moreover in this
immediate manner that shame is introduced into one of the great reli-
gious mythologies that condition, or used to condition, the movement
of our civilization.

Thus one could try saying that guilt is related to desire, whereas shame
is related to the jouissance that touches on what Lacan, in his “Kant with
Sade,” calls “that which is most intimate in the subject.”® He refers to
this in relation to Sadian jouissance, insofar as it traverses the subject’s
wish and establishes itself in what is for him most intimate, that which
is more intimate than his will, and provokes him to go beyond his will
and beyond good and evil, attacking him on the point of his modesty —
a term that is the antonym of shame.

Lacan describes this modesty in a striking and at the same time enig-
matic fashion, as being “amboceptive of the conjunctures of being.” Am-
boceptive means that modesty is attached, that it takes hold, on the side
of both the subject and the Other. It is attached to both subject and
Other. As for the “conjunctures of being,” the relationship to the Other
constitutes the essential conjuncture of the subject’s being and demon-
strates itself as such in shame. Lacan makes this explicit when he says,
“The shamelessness of one forms the veil for the shame of the other.”

In this inaugural relationship not only is there shame over what I am
or what I do, but if the other goes beyond the limits of modesty, my
own modesty is affected by this very fact. This is not exactly the way of
making ashamed that Lacan prescribes at the end of his seminar. The
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experience of shame uncovers, as it were, an amboception or pseudo-
coincidence of subject and Other.

The Gaze and Shame

In Seminar XI, Lacan refers to a celebrated episode for the appearance
of shame, the one sketched out by Sartre in Being and Nothingness with
respect to the look or the gaze, and which takes place in two moments.
The first moment: “I am looking through a keyhole.” The second mo-
ment: “I hear the sound of footsteps in the hallway, I am being looked
at. And so I become ashamed.” It is an account of the emergence of the
affect of shame as a collapse of the subject. While he is there, “look-
ing through the keyhole,” he is “a pure spectator subject, absorbed by
the spectacle, unaware of himself.” He is not “conscious of himself in a
positional mode,” as he puts it, and strictly speaking, “in this ‘looking
through the keyhole,’ I am nothing.” He attempts to describe for us a
moment of the subject’s fading, which we could write with its Lacanian
symbol, $.

The second moment, bound up with the sound, makes the gaze emerge
as such. We can clearly see why the footsteps are necessary. Sartre wants
to capture the subject before he recognizes the one who is about to see
him. He formulates his “I’'m being looked at” before seeing the person’s
face. The gaze is anonymous. Behind this anonymity there is hidden, no
doubt, in Lacanian algebra, the Other’s gaze. And Sartre describes the
decadence of the subject, who is previously eclipsed in his action and
becomes an object, who then finds himself seeing himself, via this me-
diation, as an object in the world, and Sartre is trying to grasp the sub-
ject’s fall in the status of this shameful reject. This is where shame is
introduced: “I recognize that I am this object that the Other regards and
judges. I am that being-in-itself.”

The Sartrian conjunction of gaze and judgment perhaps needs to be
called into question, or at least unsettled, since it produces what looks
like a slide from shame to guilt. Saying “I am this being-in-itself” means
that I am thereby cut off from time, from a project. I am seized in the
present, a present deprived of my transcendence, of my projection to-
ward my future, toward the meaning that this action could have and
which would permit me to justify it. A judgment is something different.
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In order to judge, one has to begin to talk. I may have very good rea-
sons for looking through the keyhole. Perhaps what is happening on the
other side should be judged and reproached: a present deprived of all
transcendence.

I mention this episode only to give some background, a resonance, to
Lacan's diagnosis '"There is no longer any shame." It can be translated
as this: we are at the time of an eclipse of the Other's gaze as the bearer
of shame.

Gaze and Jouissance

£ric Laurent, with a striking intuition and construction, has connected
thisfinalchapter of Seminar XVII with the proposal Lacan addressed to
students at Vincennes representing the sublime, the fever of the agitation
of the period: '"Look at them enjoying!"' He remarked that this invita-
tion, this imperative, is in some way echoed today in that fever the media
has had, which has abated a little, but which retains its significance as
a fact of civilization, for reality shows—Big Brother.

This ""Look at them enjoying!" recalls the gaze, which previously was
the preeminent agency for making one ashamed. For the period in which
Lacan is speaking, if it is necessary to recall the gaze, it is because the
Other who could be looking has disappeared. The look that one solicits
today by turning reality into a spectacle—and all television is a reality
show—is a gaze castrated of its power to shame, which it is constantly
demonstrating. As if the mission, or at least the unconscious conse-
quence, of this capture of the television spectacle was to demonstrate
that shame is dead.

If one can imagine that Lacan evokes this ""Look at them enjoying!"
in 1970 as an attempt to reactivate the gaze that shames, one can no
longer think this is the case for reality shows. The gaze that is distrib-
uted there—a mouse click away—is a gaze that carries no shame. It is
certainly no longer the gaze of the Other that might judge. What is trans-
mitted in this shameful universal practice is the demonstration that your
gaze, far from conveying shame, is nothing other than a gaze that enjoys
as well. It is the "'Look at them enjoying so as to enjoy!"

This connection that Laurent brings us reveals the secret of the spec-
tacle, which one has even wanted to make into the insignia of contempo-



