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Abstract

This work offers a three-act reading of socio-political discourse in Malaysia through the lens of
psychoanalytical theory with a view towards constructing a Christian political theology of forgiveness. The
first act, ‘Diagnosis’, (chapters 1 and 2) briefly introduces Christianity in Malaysia and critiques the forms of
political theology propagated by Christian leaders and theologians in the country. I claim that Christians are
over-reliant on a rational-liberal model of political engagement which ignores the dimension of the
unconscious. I then argue for the political significance of psychoanalysis vis-a-vis competing critical theories,
particularly the work of Slavoj Žižek. It also examines recent Malaysian events and personalities in the light
of Žižekian theory, mapping the psychological disorders of neurosis, psychosis and perversion on to the
nation’s political landscape. The second act, ‘Prognosis’, (chapters 3 and 4) interrogates the problem of
ethnicity in Malaysia, arguing for a conceptualisation of ethnicity via trauma. It then demonstrates how the
political superego sutures Malaysian politics, especially the practices of the ruling regime. I proffer the idea of
feminine jouissance – the uncanny libidinal modality of pain-in-pleasure - as a factor to revitalise political
engagement in the nation, as best exemplified by Bersih (the Coalition for Clean Elections). The final act,
‘Cure’ (chapters 5 and 6) begins with an examination of two popular schools of political theologies and
includes a reading of the atonement based on the Žižekian idea of traversing the fantasy in which a diabolical
system is destroyed (paradoxically) via a full identification with it. This work concludes by arguing that the
church in Malaysia requires a reimagining of political theology with enemy-loving and cheek-turning
reconciliation and forgiveness at its core. I claim that the church must recover a political posture of
unconditionally forgiving her enemies; it is only thus that the Malaysian church best engages her nation with
a love which systematically transforms.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Browsing through the average Christian bookstore in the Klang Valley,1 one may get the impression that
the kingdom of God (at least as Malaysian Christian book-sellers perceive it) rarely extends beyond
individual well-being. Most literature on sale relates to private spirituality, church growth and theological
doctrine. There is very little on public justice or nation-building. Participating in church meetings and
gatherings, it is common to hear politics being tactfully avoided as part of the church’s spirituality as a
whole (at least prior to 2008).2 This is not at all to say that Christians in Malaysia refrain from speaking
about political issues among themselves (such discussions are many and near between);3 it is that politics
and political activism is rarely, if at all, integrated into a faith-community’s theological self-understanding.

I often wonder if the local publishing market and the Sunday church discourse reflect how many Malaysian
Christians, especially evangelicals, remain tacitly convinced that politically sensitive issues should not be
discussed, let alone preached on, in church (Roads 2012)? 4 There is the Malay saying, katak di bawah
tempurung, which means ‘frog under a coconut shell’; it denotes a sort of over-protected-ness leading to

1

In Selangor, Malaysia, where I reside. Selangor is one out of thirteen states in the country and the Klang valley (which includes
the nation’s capital, Kuala Lumpur) is its commercial, residential and political nexus.
2

This was the year the ruling regime, the National Alliance (or National Alliance in Malay) lost their two-thirds majority at the
twelfth general elections for only the second time since Malaysia’s independence in 1957. The National Alliance lost five out of
eleven states to the opposition. Its loss of the two-thirds parliamentary majority also meant that the constitution could longer be
changed at will, a key factor in what has been many decades of electoral authoritarianism or pseudo-democracy (Pepinsky 2009,
pp. 87-191; Saravanamuttu 2012, pp.102-106).
3

Based on numerous years of personal observation. I was born and raised in Malaysia and have been attending regular services at
my Lutheran church (and other congregations) since early childhood up to my forties; all this time, I can attest to the remarkable
lack of active discussion related to the political as a critical domain of the Christian faith and witness. Whilst my experience is
largely limited to evangelical circles, please see my below arguments on the relevance and applicability of this investigation to the
Roman Catholic Church in Malaysia as well.
Throughout this work, my use of the terms ‘the church’ (or ‘the Malaysian church’) denotes Christians as a theological entity, that
is, the chosen and redeemed people of God, the global community of faith in Jesus Christ. The church exists in all her plurality and
particularity (Jinkins 1999, p.5), not least in an ethnically diverse country like Malaysia and thus I will not be referring to not any
specific congregation gathering at any particular physical location.
4

1

naivety and ignorance. Whilst the saying does not necessarily include an unwillingness to learn or be
engaged, I want to ask if there is a lack of political desire related to the question of the church’s identity
(Huebner 2005, p. 375, italics added) present in Malaysian congregations (especially the evangelical ones),
a lack nurtured by its own theological repertoire.

The over-arching questions guiding my research are: What is the relation between politics, psychoanalysis
and theology in Malaysia? What new insights can psychoanalysis bring to Malaysian politics? What facets
of traditional Christian doctrines are supported, reinforced or challenged when put under a psychoanalytical
spotlight? More pertinently, how can we construct a viable and robust political theology for the Malaysian
church using the tools of psychoanalysis, which allows her to speak to power in Malaysia’s socio-political
context today?5

The Malaysian church as a key political entity within the Malaysian socio-political context is undoubtedly
a rich area of exploration. How have Malaysian Christians been negotiating their country’s socio-political
terrain in the early twenty-first century? Are there identifiable patterns in what the key Christian leaders and
NGOs’ have been saying, and how do these help or hinder the cause of justice in the nation? What
theological concepts or scaffolds have been employed in contributing towards (or undermining) the intensity
of political protest and demands by churches? And how does the picture change when sutured through
psychoanalysis? How can psychoanalysis breathe new light into traditional doctrines, not least political
theology?

Needless to say, psychoanalysis remains almost completely foreign to Malaysian theological discourse to
this day.6 Whilst I detect some growing interest in Slavoj Žižek’s7 works and in psychoanalytical

5

My research objectives are presented in full below, pp.50-52.

The relevant results of a Google search of ‘Malaysian theology psychoanalysis’ (as at September 2016) comprise only my own
works.
6

7

The chief psychoanalytical thinker whose work I will employ throughout this project, see pp.47-49.

2

interpretations of society,8 academically I am one of barely two or three writers who have seriously
attempted any juxtaposition cum integration of Malaysian politics and psychoanalysis, and certainly the
only one who has add theology into the mix. The principal questions here include: What fresh angles can
psychoanalytical concepts bring to an analysis of the Malaysian political landscape? If the nation can be put
on the analyst’s couch (figuratively speaking, of course), what psychological disorders may emerge? What
previously unarticulated symptoms could we find ingrained in the discourse of particular groups or
individuals? What may we see when we refract ethnic conflict and street protests─the traditional and
contemporary ‘hot potatoes’ of Malaysian politics─through a Žižekian prism? Finally, how can a political
theology constructed along psychoanalytical coordinates speak anew to the status quo?

8

Largely from my conversations with people during my talks. I speak regularly in my local church in Petaling Jaya as well as other
churches in the vicinity.

3

1.1 Malaysian Christianity and Decaffeinated Political Discourse

In one of his more popular remarks, Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek writes about the fear in today’s
world against encountering the true substance of things, that is, the dangerous kernel behind the form of
things. Žižek (2002) complains that the proliferation of products like decaf (coffee without coffee), cybersex
(sex without sex), and chocolate laxative (chocolate without real chocolate) (p.174) may suggest how people
in general have a tendency to settle for the ‘safe’ experience of products in their watered-down versions. In
a similar manner, I often wonder if the Malaysian church may have fallen prey to society’s desire to engage
in events─in this context, political theology and public discourse on politics─sans their unpleasant sideeffects.

My chief purpose in this chapter is to problematize Christian socio-political discourse in Malaysia and ask
in what sense it is eluding the kernel of the political discourse. In the first section, I will point out
inadequacies of Christian theologico-political discourse which are either infrequently noticed or summarily
dismissed, yet which mirror the kind of political ‘refusals’ which render the church’s political activism less
than fully authentic. These include a general hesitation towards declaring specific political individuals or
parties as guilty (and thus not worthy of being re-elected), a reluctance to tell the Christian community as a
whole who to vote for and an overly optimistic view of dialogue and reason.

I will begin with a brief historical sketch of Christianity in Malaysia and the key political issues it has faced
especially the process of Islamisation,9 which began in the 1970s’ but which accelerated rapidly in the mid1980s’. I then examine in some detail a selection of recent media statements by key Non-Governmental
Organisations’ (NGOs’) and leaders of the church, highlighting discrepancies and rational lacunas in their
declarations and writings. I hope to make the case that Christians must go beyond such ‘decaffeinated

9

To be discussed below, pp.8-10.

4

politics’ and, hopefully, take the challenge of psychoanalysis to gain a broader perspective and spur a
reimagination of politics and faith.

The second section of this chapter offers a brief introduction and defense of psychoanalysis for political
theory. I will also discuss some of the more common criticisms against it, compare psychoanalysis against
other approaches in critical theory (the broad field in which the political application of psychoanalysis
largely belongs), then list examples of how psychoanalysis has been used in political studies around the
world. This exercise allows me to showcase some of the popular concepts employed by other thinkers (in
the United States, Europe and so on), to implicitly justify my use of them in the context of Malaysia in later
chapters. Finally, I will introduce Slovenian philosopher, Slajov Žižek, from whose work I will be drawing
on heavily. I will outline some of his key contributions to political theory and theology and explain why I
think a thinker like him has much to offer Malaysian politics and Christianity. I will close this introductory
chapter with a discussion of my research objectives, literature review and chapter outlines.

1.1.1 Introducing Christianity in Malaysia

Christianity possesses a minority status in Malaysia, a nation whose religious landscape mirrors Barry
Wain’s (2009) declaration that the country is the most complex society in the world, or ‘three communities
divided by religion, language, culture, value systems, place of residence, occupation and income’ (p. 9). Out
of Malaysia’s total population of more than twenty-eight million today, and with Islam as the official
religion,10 Muslims comprise a huge majority.11 Brought into Malaysia during colonial times, Christian

10

Without abrogating the freedom of religion as enshrined in Article 11 of the constitution, Islam being the official religion simply
means that its status takes precedence over all other faiths when it comes to government recognition and policies (Lee 1994, p.474)
11

Adherents of Islam are sixty-one percent of the population, Buddhists nineteen percent, Christians nine percent, Hindus six per
cent and other (mainly Chinese folk) religions five percent. Christians in Malaysia number approximately slightly more than two
million, consisting of seven hundred thousand Chinese, one hundred thousand Indians and about one and a half million Other
Bumiputera (literally, ‘sons of the soil’, referring to indigenous peoples such as the Iban, Kadazan and Senoi) (Ismail, Nair et al
2010), although most Chinese in Malaysia are either Buddhists or Taoists, most Indians Hindus and all Malays are Muslims (Lee
1994, p. 199).

5

missionaries began establishing the myriad of denominations from the end of the eighteenth century
onwards, which includes Roman Catholicism, Evangelical Lutheran, Anglican, Presbyterian, Assembly of
God and Full Gospel Assembly (Bong 2012, pp. 68-69).12 These denominational differences, however, have
arguably not produced substantial differences when it comes to socio-political expression and activism, a
key point which will be elaborated below.
According to Yeoh (2011), the norm in today’s Malaysian churches leans towards the form of religious
expression and personal piety with attendant ‘apolitical’ attitudes reflected in a general acceptance of the
sovereignty

of

the

ruling

‘charismatic’13mentality─characterized

government
by

a

(98);

he

hermeneutic

contrasts
of

such

prosperity,

a

spiritual

literalism

and

purification/authenticity─with a more liberationist approach adopted by Roman-Catholic churches; the
latter focused more on human rights, social justice and inter-faith dialogues, especially from the 1970’s
onwards (p.98).

Nevertheless, according to Yeoh (2011), socio-political issues remain less well-known and an essentially
marginal expression of Christian spirituality (p.98). In other words, Malaysian Christianity, like other nonMuslim religious movements in the country,14 has arguably lacked a strong link between its institutional
expression and state machinery (Yeoh 2011, p. 94),15 a phenomenon reflected also in the largely uniform

12

The history and background of Christianity in Malaysia, presented in a denominational historical framework, has been well
documented (Hunt, Lee et al 1992). Chris Chong (2010) also gives a succinct summary of the colonial history of the faith (pp. 122137).
The charismatic revival originated in the 1970s’ within the evangelical domain but gradually penetrated the Roman Catholic
churches too and whilst it raised legitimacy issues it was formally approved by the Catholic authorities in the 1980s’ (Lee 1994, p.
477).
13

Raymond Lee (1994) asserts that non-Muslim religious movements, at least up to the early 1990s’, have not been explicitly
political and have posed no threat to the government. In general, as long as these religions do not question state power or attempt
to convert Muslims, they are largely left alone (p. 477).
14

15

Yeoh (2011) correctly notes that present-day tensions between Muslim and non-Muslims in Malaysia have been provoked by
state intrusions into what was considered a ‘private’ domain of spirituality and detects a history of ideological attempts and struggle
to carve out, and thus protect via legislation, what is considered ‘secular’ and ‘religious’ in the country (p. 99). He thus highlights
the admirable (if somewhat ironic) attempt of NGOs’ to delineate and defend the secular in such a way that the rights of minority
(or non-Muslim) religious groups can be protected, for example, by invoking freedom of speech and freedom of religion. An issue
which Yeoh’s work takes for granted, though, is the self-evident benefit of having a ‘vibrant and lasting democratic multi-

6

responses of the denominations to socio-political issues. Within the area of political activism, in other words,
denominational differences towards the political are either non-existent or irrelevant, even despite the
diversity of the various denominations in the country. This is to say that in the context of understanding
Christian political activism in Malaysia, the collective Christian responses are more or less coordinated and
thus similar.16

Furthermore, largely because the state and Islamic authorities do not distinguish between the varying forms
of Christianity, Christian groups have converged and attained a measure of inter-community identity in
responding to these issues by, for example, rallying behind organisations like the Christian Federation of
Malaysia (or the CFM) or the National Evangelical Christian Fellowship of Malaysia (or NECF, see below).
The CFM is described by Raymond Lee (1988) as, ‘an agreement on organisational Christian cooperation
in the face of increasing Islamization,’ with doctrinal differences and divergences in religious practices
among member churches remaining as they were (p. 406). The official purpose of such NGOs’, indeed,
attests to the desire for a unified voice among the country’s denominations.

1.1.2 Islamisation and the Awakening of Political Christianity in Malaysia

Despite the broad unity, however, it could be said that Christians have remained largely uninvolved in local
political issues, including the critical period of independence in the late 1950s’.17 Until the early 1980s’ the
churches generally avoided serious engagement with the state, a situation which changed with the onslaught

culturalism’ as an unquestioned objective for the country (p. 99). One could ask: What about cultures which do not valorize civic
reason and human rights?
16

To reiterate, I do not deny there are differences in the degree of political self-awareness between evangelicals and Roman
Catholics. I maintain, nevertheless, that it is academically sound, for reasons discussed, to treat both forms of Malaysian Christianity
as largely uniform, not least when it comes to political activism.
17

With one important exception, which is the formation of the Malaysian Christian Council prior to Independence in 1957 with the
objective of ensuring that Christian views are communicated to the Reid Commission responsible for drafting the new constitution
(Chong 2010, pp. 135-136).

7

of Islamisation initiated by Mahathir Mohamed (Chong 2010, pp. 138-145, 224-233; Roxborough 1992, p.
17).

Islamisation is undoubtedly the most critical of contemporary challenges facing the Malaysian church as, a
whole (Rowan 2012, pp. 95-108). Inspired by the Islamic resurgence that swept in from the Middle East
since the 1970s’, a central tenet of the renewed vigor and belief which characterized the Islamisation process
was that Islam should not be a private religion but also a public guide to the organisation of politics, the
economy and society (Weiss 2006, pp. 104-114).18 A generally agreed upon launching point for this dakwah
movement (literally, to call or invite), is the New Economic Policy’s19 education policy which included the
objectives of making Muslims better Muslims and to strengthen Malay identity. As a result, many rural
students flocked to urban educational institutions where they were welcomed by Islamic student bodies that
helped them cope with the alienating cultural environment and resulting psychological dislocation. What
began as a coping mechanism evolved, with the inspiration of events like the Iranian Revolution, into social
and political fervency in overcoming the problems and ills wrought by modernity (Chong 2010, pp. 65-66).
Under the reign of Mahathir Mohamed in the 1980s’, though, Islamisation took on an accelerated pace,
shedding its traditional emphasis on doctrine, ritual and scholarship and becoming an instrument of
modernization and the consolidation of the ruling regime’s grip on power (Wain 2009, pp. 217-227).20
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The demand that Islamic religion should renew its status as a public, as opposed to a merely private, faith is a homiletical form
which finds increasing affinities among many Christian leaders in Malaysia. More and more churches are calling upon their
members to actively participate in the world as Christians by way of, say, being more involved in social justice, speaking up for the
rights of minorities and so on.
19

In 1971, the government launched the New Economic Policy (NEP) with the twin objectives of 1) reducing and eradicating
poverty, raising income levels and increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians irrespective of races and 2) restructuring
Malaysian society to correct economic imbalances so as to eliminate the identification of race with economic. For further discussion
and debate with respect to the consequences of the NEP, not least the valorisation of economic growth at the expense of poverty
eradication, the advancement of the interests of the capital-owning class and so on (Jomo 1986, pp. 256-272; Gomez 2004, pp. 157160; Searle 1999, pp. 58-78.)
Mahathir’s Islamisation was not, however always consistently in service of modernisation. With increasing pressure to counteract
the influence of the Pan-Islamic Malaysian Party (or PAS, to be introduced and discussed below) on conservative Muslims, Mahathir
allowed Islam to gradually infringe upon the secular domain, especially when the Syaria court was granted co-equal status with
civil law courts. The culmination of these encroachments onto non-Muslim issues was Mahathir’s declaration in Sept 2001 that
Malaysia was an Islamic state (Wain 2009, pp. 228-234). At the time of writing, there are growing concerns that the current trend
will take an even more radical turn towards Wahhabist ultra-conserrvatism (Habib 2016).
20
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For the purposes of this study, the point to stress is that Malaysia’s Islamic revival ironically spurred the
political awakening of the non-Muslim faiths, including Christianity. This was due primarily to the
infringement of the Islamisation on the human rights of adherents of other faiths, such as legal amendments
that allowed state intervention into non-Muslim religions, reduced allocation ratios for non-Muslim places
of worship (as compared to the building of mosques), the conversion of non-Muslim minors, the legal
prohibition of preaching to Muslims, the introduction of hudud laws and many others (Bong 2012, p. 70;
SUARAM 2014). More specifically to Christians, the government began to implement restrictions on
numerous activities like sharing the gospel, registering as a denomination, meeting as a group, buying land,
conducting kindergartens, and recruiting church workers (Rowan 2012, pp. 96-100; Ackerman 1993, pp.
137-138).

This is not to say that Islamisation is the only event kindling a nascent Christian political activism. Another
phenomenon such as, for example, the rise of middle-class Christians (as part of the growth of the Malaysian
middle-class in general) brought along with it a fresh political discourse centered around virtues of justice,
participatory democracy, human rights and transparency (Saravanamuttu 2013, pp. 345-348). Still, it cannot
be denied that Islamization is the key catalyst of Christian political consciousness in the country. Malaysian
Christianity is a prime example of a minority faith spurred towards political response by pressures from a
secular state gradually taking on a non-secular bias in favor of a majority faith.

Despite an augmented level of political action, it is critically revealing that Malaysian Christian activism
still remains a print-worthy news item a full decade into the new century (Sia 2010). Even as recently as a
few years ago, pastors can still meaningfully discuss the political ‘awakening’ of Christians in Malaysia
(Yeoh 2012). This suggests that not only do the Malaysian media continue to find it extraordinary that
Christians can be actively involved in politics but many Christians themselves consider it rather unfamiliar,
too. Likewise politically oriented sermons in evangelical churches, up till very recently, were seen as deviant
or abnormal (Lau 2012a, pp. 1-8). Member of Parliament Teresa Kok, in a 2008 interview with other
Christian leaders, even revealed that some pastors refused to be involved at all with politics, even if it was
9

a closed-door dialogue with political leaders. She suggested that pastors had a phobia (albeit a reducing one)
of meeting with opposition political leaders (The Star 2008). In sum, it is remarkable that the public
discourse of Malaysian politics remains relatively unacquainted with (or continually surprised by) a
sustained involvement of Christians in politics.
My contention is that the quasi-absence or strangeness of Christians in Malaysia’s political discourse could
be reflective of the church’s inconsistent and often incoherent political theologizing as a whole. If the
church’s public pronouncements remain symbolically inefficacious or anemic then, like a ship with a
damaged rudder, it would be hardly surprising that its bodily presence in the communal square comes across
as transient and unconvincing.

I will now argue - via a survey and critical analysis of media statements by leading Christian organisations
and thinkers in Malaysia – that the public discourse of key Christian leaders and groups must, among other
things, adopt a less jaundiced view of the political if they are to make a greater impact in the public domain.

1.1.3 Elections and Non-Partisanship

Many reasons abound as to the sporadic involvement of Malaysian Christians in political activism over the
decades. Apart from fear of pressure from the government (Ng 1994), another key factor would include the
mentality of the middle class in which wealth accumulation eclipsed social transformation, a phenomenon
known as developmentalism.21 Coupled with the rise of middle-class Christians, this produced the doubleedged sword of both the increased power of the laity vis-à-vis the clergy (given the former’s rising wealth),
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This refers to the all-encompassing drive to attain rising living standards and the requisite political stability (necessary to achieve
greater wealth) provided by the ruling regime, even if authoritarian policies are employed (Loh 2002, pp. 19-50). Developmentalism
may also explain the shortage of reformist zeal in the Malaysian middle class, an essentially materialist and self-centered
community. Edmund Gomez (2004), however, notes the lack of evidence in Loh’s thesis (p. 6).
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yet reduced involvement in social activism given the focus on personal evangelism (Chong 2010, pp. 138176; Loh 2002, pp. 19-50).

There is also the problem of fragmentation among the churches, especially the Protestants (Rowan 2012,
pp. 160-161), mirroring the lack of a Malaysian Christian identity (Rowan 2012, pp. 187-197) which in turn
results in poor unity and mobilisation. In the same context, some have argued that the churches need a more
strongly contextualized Trinitarian theology (Kit 2010, pp. 83-88; Walters 2002, pp. 234-284). Others insist
the churches need to develop a strong view of what some theologians term ‘neighbourology’ (or love for
the neighbor) (Batumalai 1986, p. 155; Walters 2002, pp. 266-268) to spur engagement with socio-political
issues and other faith-communities. The churches also lack a strong sense of Christian identity centered
around discipleship as expressed via acts of reaching out and cooperating with non-Christian communities
(Rowan 2012, pp. 187-197).
Peter Rowan’s (2012) ground-breaking survey of the attitudes of early twenty-first-century Malaysian
Christians to the role of the church in society revealed some stark results. For example, very few churches
are involved in local initiatives to promote national unity (p. 131); he noted that it was particularly
concerning that 55% of survey participants could not provide an example of their church’s involvement (p.
132). Also, most survey participants rated themselves as ‘uncommitted citizens’, with 62% replying ‘Yes’
or ‘Not Sure’ when asked if they would emigrate to another country if given the opportunity (pp. 135-137;
Hwa Yung 2006).

The generally poor response of many Christians to political activism is remarkable given the seriousness of
the Malaysian socio-political scenario, and especially in the light of the abundance of Biblical themes
involving politics and justice, especially in the New Testament (Rowland 2004, pp. 27-33; Storkey 2005,
pp. 111-131). One may already detect here what psychoanalysts term a ‘fetishistic disavowal’ (to be
elaborated in the next chapter), that is, Christians know that they should be doing something yet they choose
to disavow what they know and act differently (Žižek 1999, pp. 389-390). This would also echo Peter
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Rowan’s (2012) concern about the acute gap between what Malaysian Christians say they believe and what
they actually practice with regards to peace-making and reconciliation in the country (p. 140).22

It must be emphasized that the foregoing is not at all to deny the genuine (and hopefully growing)
engagement of some Christians, especially after the 2008 elections (Kit 2009). The social and political
consciousness of Malaysian Christians must be acknowledged to be on the rise (Yung 2012a). This,
however, only makes it more disconcerting as to why, as noted above, it is generally taken for granted that
Christians and politics are peculiar or uneasy bedfellows. My position is that the political anemia of
Malaysian Christians remains ensconced in the media, if not in practice, by the often paradoxical theological
positions of some Christian leaders, especially when it comes to elections.

For example, the National Evangelical Christian Federation of Malaysian (NECF), in a 2012 review of a
book promoting Christian activism, declared that the church is responsible for advocating Biblical standards
expected of political leaders. Yet, according to this stance, the church somehow cannot endorse election
candidates, laws or policies (NECF 2012); even more objectionable is the idea that the pulpit can be a place
to ‘name names’ (Lau 2012a, pp. 1-8). Former secretary-general of the NECF, Wong Kim Kong, even
asserts, ‘I think the Bible is very clear – the church has to be apolitical and not be involved in the political
process directly. The church is a neutral institution; we cannot take any political inclination towards any
particular party or candidate. However, the biblical value of good government can be taught’ (The Star 2008,
emphasis added). Wong’s statement, hardly an isolated one, reflects an immediate problem. If Christian
leaders regularly repeat the dictum that Christians must be ‘apolitical’ and ‘not be involved in the political
process directly’, the likely and logical consequence would be inaction and passivity among the churches.
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The anaemic Christian response to politics is ironic given how some commentators (including Jamil Khir Baharom, Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Department) are overtly suspicious of a Christian conspiracy within the country. For example, Ang (2012), a
pro-government researcher in a local think-tank and blogger, appears convinced that the opposition is in league with Malaysian
churches to challenge the ruling regime.
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Likewise, I detect some oddities in the stances taken by the Christian Federation of Malaysia (CFM) 23
towards democracy and elections. In a 2012 press statement drafted by Bishop Ng Moon Hing, the CFM
links the importance of democratic participation to the doctrine of dominion and stewardship of the earth
(Genesis 1:26-28)24 and Jesus’ words about Christians being the ‘salt of the earth’ and ‘light of the world’
(Matthew 5:13-15) (CFM 2012). The divine commandment to rule over and subdue the earth (Genesis 1:28),
coupled with those in the Sermon on the Mount about the Christian’s responsibility to positively impact
their communities, are employed to make the case that the Christian has the responsibility to elect a
government to bring justice, equity and well-being to Malaysia. This sounds entirely commendable and
intuitively appealing, until certain peculiarities in the CFM’s position emerges, peculiarities I suggest are
largely representative of how Christians and churches think about political engagement.

For example, whilst CFM asserts that Christians have a God-given duty to protect and safeguard the earth,
it nevertheless does not translate this into a commandment for Christians to participate in the nation’s
democracy; the CFM merely ‘invites and encourages’ God’s people to exercise their political rights. This is
bizarre, for if God has commanded the Christian to ‘rule over and subdue the earth’ and CFM has translated
this into the Christians’ responsibility to stewardship which, in turn, includes being politically conscientious,
how then it is not a duty for Christians to vote? Merely ‘encouraging’ Christians to go to the polls hardly
reflects the importance of a divine commandment to bless the earth; it sounds almost as awkward as a pastor
simply ‘encouraging’ his members not to sin.
To reiterate what I find perplexing about CFM’s position when it comes to elections, I summarize their
position as follows:
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For a brief history of the Christian Federation Movement (CFM), its component groups (including the National Evangelical
Christian Fellowship) and its activities, see the concise summary in Chong Eu Choong’s (2010) thesis (pp. 232-239).
24

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®.
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.
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1) It is God’s commandment for Christians to be good stewards of the earth which includes political
responsibilities within a democracy which, in turn, takes the form of voting
2) It is not God’s commandment to vote; voting is merely something to be encouraged
3) It is God’s commandment for Christians to be salt of the earth and, within a democracy, this entails
electing the right party into power, one which upholds justice, harmony, etc.
4) It is not God’s commandment to vote against a regime for which there is ample documentation of
corruption, cronyism and anti-democracy, that is, it is not God’s commandment to elect the right
party into power

A straight-forward reading reasonably concludes that propositions 1) and 2) contradict each other, as do 3)
and 4). Also, there is no clear explanation for why the CFM refuses to publicly denounce the ruling National
Alliance regime (for its extremist actions lamented about in the CFM’s press statements themselves)25 and
urge Christians to specifically vote against the alliance. This could reflect a long-standing theological
trajectory which de facto holds to a separation between church and any action suggestive of direct
partisanship. This trajectory is more or less confirmed when CFM also stresses that it, ‘is not politically
motivated and is not endorsing any one political party’ (2012), thus implying that it is entirely up to
individual Christians to vote whichever partisan group they believe will bring more justice to the country.
Clearly, this position not only ignores the numerous evidence and data on the corruption of the reigning
National Alliance government (to be discussed in chapters three and four) but also paradoxically allows any
Christian to refrain from voting should they believe that no party meets whatever criteria of justice that they
personally hold. Thus, in effect, the CFM stance appears self-stultifying and incoherent. If justice demands
that specific political parties be removed from power, is it right for churches to continually declare their
partisan neutrality or for individual Christians to elect whichever party they wish to, based entirely on
personal judgments?

25

For a selection of these press statements, see Press Statements and Articles in NECF Malaysia (2014).
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To be fair, CFM does not leave ambiguous what it considers to be key priorities in selecting a governing
party. It insists that Christians should vote bearing in mind questions like human dignity, equality, concerns
about racial and religious bigotry, anti-corruption, care for the environment, freedom of religion and so on.
Therefore, whilst Christians are called to exercise judgment, there are clear principles to bear in mind and
political neutrality is not an absolute determinant.

In this context, Sivin Kit (a pastor at a local Lutheran church) also helpfully distinguished between being
‘neutral’ and being non-partisan. Kit insists that often Christians need to speak up against injustices; the
church cannot afford to be neutral when evil of any kind occurs, yet this need not suggest partisanship in
the sense of an unwavering support for a specific political party independently of what it does (Sia 2010).
Former Executive Secretary of CFM, Goh Keat Peng (2013), also declares that he is impartial but not neutral
in the sense that he will not align himself with any side during a controversy yet will hold all parties
accountable under the same (moral, ethical and legal) standards and requirements (p. xi). These are no doubt
commendable and necessary stances to adopt. The only caveat I would add is that on occasion it may be
necessary to ‘take sides’, to in fact behave in a partisan or partial manner, on a given controversy precisely
because one refuses to be neutral with regards to right and wrong. Notwithstanding the danger of bias when
it comes to supporting political parties, there is scant Biblical warrant for Christians to withhold support
(even public support) for a political party if justice demands it.
In addition, the CFM, in a statement issued by its former head Bishop Ng, ‘(does) not seek to engage the
government on political issues because our mandate is to safeguard religious liberties in the country’ (Chong
2010, pp. 233-234). This provides an insight into how the organisation understands the category of the
political, self-consciously divorcing it from the religious. The CFM appears to be declaring that, in Malaysia
at least, freedom of religion is not a political issue, which is a highly debatable stance in the very least.
Again, whilst I fully understand the caution of organisations like CFM in seeking to avoid confrontation
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with the government,26 these terminological muddles are rather unhelpful, as if protecting freedom of
religion is an issue which can be divorced from politics in the country.27

It is one thing to insist that Christian groups remain non-partisan; it is quite another for these groups to, on
a case by case basis, publicly endorse (or reject) selected parties. A responsible engagement with the
political may occasionally take partisan form, but it is superficial to collapse one term into another.28 By
doing so─by virtually equating the political with the partisan─CFM narrows the scope of possible
engagement in the sense that its supporters are disempowered from a) conceptualising how one can be
actively political without the baggage of partisanship or b) considering acceptable partisan avenues to
political change which fit Biblical admonishments of social justice (Yeoh 2012; Kit 2009).
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Although of late avoiding confrontation is practically impossible given that CFM is part of the Malaysian Consultative Council
of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism and Taoism (MGCBCHST) which has aligned itself fully with electoral reform
NGO, Bersih 3.0, in refuting the government’s arguments that an assembly at Dataran Merdeka (literally, Liberty Square) will
cause traffic congestion and public inconvenience (Teoh 2012) and affirming the constitutional right of Bersih protesters to assemble
peacefully (Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism and Taoism [MGCBCHST], 2012). The
phenomenon of Bersih will be further discussed in chapter four.
In fact, in a clear case of ‘engaging the government on political issues’ in its press statement regarding the Lina Joy case (Chong,
2010, pp. 98-99), CFM declared that, ‘it is now more pressing for the government and lawmakers to revisit the relevant legislation
and to reinstate the jurisdiction of the Civil Courts so that equal protection of the right to choose and express one’s religion is
accorded to all Malaysians, as enshrined in Article 11.’ Lina Joy is the post-conversion name of a lady who, in 1999, wanted to
renounce her Muslim faith and change the details of her national identification card to indicate her new religion, Christianity. This
request, however, led to judicial and jurisdictional complications revolving around the power of the Syariah (or Islamic) court to
grant Muslims the right to convert out of the faith. The Federal court, to which the case was eventually appealed to, decided that a
renunciation of the Islamic faith cannot occur in the civil courts, resulting in the implication that the Islamic authorities had priority
over the Constitutional rights of citizens, thereby rendering freedom of religion in Malaysia suspect (Lee 2010, pp. 62-73).
27
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This jaundiced perspective of the political is not, however, peculiar to the CFM and is symptomatic of the country as a whole.
Yeoh Seng Guan (2011) highlights how, in the context of Malaysia’s present socio-religious context, concepts like ‘judicial’ and
‘secular’, and thus by implication the ‘religious’, are shifting towards a laissez-faire modality prized for its focus on individual
choice and stripped of socio-political connotations (pp. 96-99). In light of such diversity and conflict, the level of articulation
demonstrated by the discourse of Christian organisations like CFM (albeit understandably thinned to cater to the masses), is
inevitably inadequate to address modern complexities. The Malaysian church needs a more robust articulation of the political than
merely a naive equation of it with the partisan.
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1.1.4 Public Responsibilities But Private Friends?

In a similar manner, Bishop Hwa Yung─leader of the Methodist Church at the time of this writing─in his
2012 series of writings regarding Christians and nation-building, appears to say almost all the right things
but hesitates on saying precisely what some would insist is the right thing to do, that is, vote out an
oppressive incumbent. His ideas expressing general concern with tyranny (Yung 2012a), a reminder of the
democratic responsibility of citizenship (Yung 2012d) in the interests of reconciliation (Yung 2012c), are
entirely laudable and theologically resonant, not least when all couched within a framework of prayer and
revival (Yung 2012e). Yet, when addressing the subject matter of who to vote for─arguably the most critical
point of a democracy─Yung declares that it is improper to propose a specific party or candidate, citing
democracy itself as the call to ‘vote prayerfully and thoughtfully, without coercion from anybody’ (2012d).
He further explains that since pastors are like spiritual shepherds for politicians, they cannot be directly
involved in party politics lest those on the ‘other side’ are cut off, resulting in the loss of pastoral credibility
(2012d).
Yung’s perspective, however, does not take into account the conceptual distinction between becoming a
member of a political party and occasionally telling the church that it would be wrong to vote for a given
party. To declare that it would be against the spirit of Biblical virtues and values to vote a certain party into
power is not the same thing as siding fully with this party’s rivals. The Bible itself strongly suggests that to
be genuinely prophetic utterances required condemning specific people at specific times with clear
objectives (Brueggemann 2004, pp. 8-16); how ironic, therefore, that pastoral credibility is invoked as a
reason not to specify which party deserves to be voted out. Voting is, after all, a private decision according
to Yung (2012d).

Yung (2012d) continues by saying that since pastors may have friends in more than one partisan camp, for
the pastor to publicly speak out against a given political party could not only alienate some of his friends
but also call into question the faith and integrity of these people for joining these parties. Whilst this appeals
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intuitively to our sense of friendship and goodwill, it contradicts the spirit and grain of Yung’s remarks
about righteousness, responsibility and the corruption of power. It is unlikely that Hwa opposes the public
role of Christians in nation-building with their need to maintain private friendships but one cannot escape
the impression that his position logically extols the respect of, say, a friend within the ruling regime over
against the responsibility to speak out against that regime.

In fact, Hwa Yung (2012d) does declare that pastors have the obligation to rebuke political leaders when
they fail in their duties, citing the case of the prophet Nathan and King David (2 Samuel 12). If so, it is at
the very least bizarre why a public rebuke of a given party followed by a call for people to vote against them
is out of the question or is deemed not in line with the Old Testament prophetic theme.

I venture that this ultimate reluctance to make a stand for a specific political party on selected occasions
reflects a false form of neutrality. My case that preachers should explicitly recommend specific parties to
be either voted in or out involves a straight-forward logical extension: If the Church is commanded to
embody its prophetic role towards social justice (something most Christians in politics agree on) then it
must declare that certain parties are no longer fit to govern the country and by extension supporting their
rivals (a step most Christians hesitate to take). The partisan form this approach takes is merely incidental
and thus concerns about the church forsaking her call to be critical of all parties─if she does indeed take a
partisan stance on certain issues─are ultimately misplaced (Lau 2013).

If this above was made clearer, we would get fewer instances where church leaders like Pastor Daniel Ho,
the head of a Methodist mega-church in the Petaling Jaya area, can speak on one hand about being proud of
Malaysian Christians who are arrested for the sake of truth, justice and righteousness, yet in the very same
breath insist that the Church must be neutral and not partisan (Mychan 2013). Ho’s assertion that every
group must be given the right to voice out their concerns may even backfire as these would surely include
groups who insist that other groups be silenced. In such cases, it is at least conceivable that a partisanoriented decision to silence selected extremist factions within the country may be required.
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Could it be that at the heart of the church’s hesitation, as reflected in the stance of some of their key leaders,
lies a fear of authentic political engagement? Is the Malaysian church ultimately contented with a deffeinated
form of political interlocution, reflecting its dread of the true substance of things? This is not at all to suggest
that church leaders should disregard caution in making public statements in Malaysia, especially with
regards to political issues. Fear over personal safety is an understandable concern when preaching sermons
or writing articles and every leader must weigh issues of truth against personal and community welfare.29
Nevertheless, the exceedingly rare public denouncements of specific political leaders and personalities
continue to render this issue enigmatic, suggesting that something beyond an apprehension for personal
safety is at work. I contend, in fact, that it is the mode of political without politics which unnecessarily holds
back many Christian spokespersons from saying what needs to be said.

The unwillingness to specifically call for their members to vote out the ruling regime may signify an
irrational fear of what even a hint of being partisanship may trigger. In both CFM’s and Hwa Yung’s case,
especially the latter, it is remarkable that the very tenets of democracy which push them to challenge
injustice in the country are the very same ones which prevent them from identifying specific culprits. 30

1.1.5 Conclusion

I hope this section has provided enough evidence that Christian leaders in Malaysia, whilst laudably calling
for more political involvement (especially in the form of democratic participation), remain unwilling to
articulate in full the logical conclusion their concerns point to. In other words, Christians continue to choose
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As it so happens, in August and September 2014, the ruling regime initiated a series of arrests under the Sedition Act 1948 which
many claim has been abused and exploited by the government to silence critics, curb freedom of speech and instill fear (Tan 2014;
Ar 2014).
30

Once again, whilst I am focusing on evangelical Christians in Malaysia, my work is not irrelevant to Roman Catholics for reasons
already explained. To briefly reiterate why, for the purposes of my work, I consider it acceptable to treat Malaysian Christianity as
a denominationally homogenous unit in the context of political activism, it is because a) the government itself does not distinguish
between the denominations in any socio-politically substantial way b) organisations like CFM exist precisely as a mobilization
group for all denominations for the purpose of presenting a united front and c) the different denominations have provided largely
uniform responses within a political context.

19

not to target by name the people and parties producing injustice in Malaysia. It is unlikely this is due to
ignorance of the facts or a concern with their ambiguity; virtually all the media statements exude a definite
air of certainty. It cannot be due to any rigorous theological decision to remain politically neutral; most of
the calls to be neutral are merely asserted instead of argumentatively supported. Perhaps Christian leaders
believe they have implicitly identified the culprits involved and, hence, do not feel the need to go further.
This is almost certainly true except it still begs the question of why clearly identifying the ruling regime as
the main party responsible for the country’s injustice and oppression remains out of the question.

Ultimately, I venture that a critical reason behind such hesitations is the on-going divide between private
spirituality and public justice, a divide still not overcome despite the recent political upheavals in Malaysia.31
More importantly, Christians cannot bear the anxious proximity to the realm of the political that the act of
endorsing or rejecting specific political parties would entail (McGowan 2013, p. 104).

31

For example, the continuing Allah controversy (pp. 21-22) and the Bersih protests (pp. 163-164).
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1.2 The ‘Allah’ Controversy and the Problematisation of Reason

In the previous section, I have demonstrated that church leaders have an awkward tendency to step away
from naming individuals or parties during election time. Many theologians and leaders refuse even a
contingent or temporary form of partisanship because this requires condemning a specific political group,
citing the church’s need for neutrality and so on. I have suggested that this is problematic and, ultimately,
suggestive of a mode of political activism which repudiates real politics itself.

I now wish to draw attention to the use of reason as a political instrument, a use valorised by most Malaysian
Christian leaders as the supposedly neutral ground of rational dialogue. This is the kind of approach adopted
by Ng Kam Weng,32a leading theologian within Malaysian evangelicalism, when responding to the ‘Allah’
controversy. In this section, I will briefly introduce the controversy and provide some examples of the
manner in which Ng has responded to the entire situation, after which I will highlight some subtle problems
with his approach as a whole. Ultimately, I want to problematize this heavy reliance on reason and point out
some advantages of including what may be deemed irrational in socio-political discourse.

1.2.1 Introduction

Malaysia’s ‘Allah’ controversy began in January 2009,33 the year the government banned the Catholic
newspaper The Herald’s use of the Malay word for the name of God, ‘Allah’, in its Malay-language edition.
Although the High Court revoked the ban in December of the same year (BBC 2009) it has since led to a
prolonged political crisis with some Muslim NGOs’ fighting for the exclusive use of the word by Muslims
(for whom the word denotes the personal name of the God of Islam) and Christians as a whole arguing that
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Ng Kam Weng is Research Director of Kairos Research Center, a researcher with the National Evangelical Christian Federation
(NECF) Malaysia and a leader of the Evangelical Free Church.
33

Jacqueline Ann-Surin and Bob Teoh, however, issue reminders that prohibitions against the Alkitab have been around since 1986
(Ann-Surin 2012; Teoh 2013)
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the word has been used for centuries to refer generally to God and thus should not be exclusive to Islam (Ng
2009; My Sin Chew 2013). In late 2012, the crisis deepened with the Sultan of Selangor issuing a religious
ban on the use of the word by non-Muslims within the state of Selangor (The Star 2013). This was followed
by the Pan-Islamic Malaysian Party (PAS) 34 endorsing the exclusivity of ‘Allah’ to Muslims (Pragalath
2013).35 Here I wish to highlight Ng Kam Weng’s theologico-political modus operandi in general,
epitomized in his reply to PAS. This approach involves reasoning from a priori principles derived from a
broad selection of human rights and legal perspectives and critically identifying contradictions and
inconsistencies in his opponent’s views.

Ng (2013b) makes it a point to reaffirm the right of particular religions to interpret their holy books and to
profess their faith in their mother tongues. This certainly includes PAS’ right to decide on their theological
interpretation on the word ‘Allah’ and, crucially, it was meant to include the right of Christians, too. He also
(2013a) called for a constructive dialogue between Christians and Muslims to resolve the ‘Allah’
controversy, after which he highlighted a contradiction between a recent declaration by the PAS Ulamak
Syura Council and its President, Hadi Awang on non-Muslims restrictions regarding the use of ‘Allah’
(2013b). He (2013b) proceeded to lay down axioms which he expects everyone to comply with: 1) everyone
is entitled to hold their own religious views of God, 2) one group’s right to believe something should not
impinge on another group’s right on what to believe regarding that same issue, 3) we should not misinterpret
other religious views, 4) freedom of religion is a fundamental and inalienable right, and 5) polemics (in the
form of fatwas’, press statements and pronouncements) will not help mutual understanding.36 It is
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Established in 1951, PAS is a key member of the opposition and was instrumental in offering a counter-perspective and rallying
focus for Malaysian Muslims vis-a-vis the ruling regime, in the form of governance and policies supposedly more in line with
Islamic teachings, culminating with the objective of establishing an Islamic state in the country (Liew 2007, pp. 107-113).
Malaysia’s Islamisation trajectory, in fact, can be said to be a direct result of PAS’ challenge to the United Malays Nationalist
Organisation (UMNO) as the true political defenders and representatives of Islam for Malay-Muslims (Lee 2010, pp. 59-61; Wain
2009, pp. 219-234). PAS’ Jan 2013 declaration that ‘Allah’ is exclusive to Muslims, reversing its original stance, undeniably appears
as an attempt to retain the political support of the segment of Malay Muslims who feel that ‘Allah’ is for Islam alone.
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For further news and related discussion on the controversy, see especially Kit (2014), Bong (2014, 2016).

These axioms are summaries of key statements from Ng’s (2013b) article, ‘The issue is not that Christians and Muslims hold
different views of God. Religious difference has existed since the dawn of mankind. The issue is whether we are prepared to respect
36
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noteworthy, too, that Ng ends his article by quoting a New Testament verse regarding the need for Christians
to gently and respectfully supply reasons (for their faith) to all who question them (1 Peter 3:15-16). To
someone who subscribes to Ng’s axioms, it would logically follow that Christians have the right to use the
name of God as they understand it and that there should not be any exclusivity of ‘Allah’ to Muslims.

Such a rationalist maneuver is also mirrored in an earlier article he wrote questioning the rationality behind
the Sultan of Selangor’s decree forbidding non-Muslims in Selangor to use the word ‘Allah’ (Ng 2013a).
Employing verses like Isaiah 41:21 (‘Set forth your case, says the Lord; bring your proofs, says the King of
Jacob’) and Isaiah 43:26 (‘Put me in remembrance; let us argue together; set forth your case, that you may
be proved right’), Ng (2013a) asserts that:

Authority in matters of faith is legitimate not because it is backed by legal or political coercion, but
because it is supported by a compelling argument that is open to reason. The only force that is
legitimate is the force of truth and peaceable persuasion (emphasis added).
If ‘compelling argumentations’ in the service of ‘truth and peaceable persuasion’ are indeed the only modes
of discourse we have, then by working from within the axioms already listed above, there simply would be
no other option for interlocutors on this subject to adopt. Rational discourse is the only legitimate kind of
discourse we can use to produce a modern democracy to resolve the differences among its communities,
whilst ensuring that the State does not overstep its powers (Ng 2004, pp. 86-89).37

the right of people of other faiths to uphold their own religious conception of God…(Religious) differences must be addressed with
sensitivity. There should be no misrepresentation of the beliefs of another religion. It is desirable that leaders from both the Christian
and Islamic community meet together and exercise their statesmanship to resolve amicably their difference through fair and frank
discussion…it would be inappropriate to rely on public pronouncements, fatwas and press statements to help believers from both
sides to arrive at mutual understanding. Indeed, the brevity and generality of such pronouncements means they are easily
misunderstood….It is imperative for religious leaders from both the Christian and Muslim community (regardless of whether they
represent UMNO or PAS) to engage in constructive dialogue to resolve the Allah controversy in a spirit that is consistent with the
ethical and spiritual aspiration of their respective religious traditions.’
37

In a similar vein, Hwa Yung (2012b) has also endorsed the view that democracy has its roots in the Christian faith given how
Christianity exclusively advocated reason and logic in the search for religious truth. Nevertheless, many thinkers have warned that
democracy itself may be merely a polemical principle, an ‘organisational form without political content’ (Goodchild 2007, p. 56)
and that oftentimes the discourse of democracy has already been coopted by vested interests who proceed to defend these interests
using reason and rationality (Dean 2009, pp. 52; Žižek 2009b, pp. 133-137). I have no intention to call into question the role and

23

I will now proceed to demonstrate some problems with this method, especially in its use in socio-political
discourse of the kind we frequently find in a multi-religious and multi-ethnic society like Malaysia.
Whatever my eventual critiques, it must be said that such a rationalist-foundationalist approach as elucidated
above is no doubt invaluable for resolving socio-political gridlocks, especially when coupled with a call for
peaceful dialogue and rational discussion. Apart from a fidelity to reasoned argumentation which exposes
contradictions and unhelpful rhetoric, it also helps the public focus on the key issues and be wary of
passionate concerns which may often be red herrings. In addition, the exercise also promotes restraint, not
least when it comes to controversial issues prone to extremist positions.

One certainly can then be forgiven for wondering what concerns there could possibly be with such a method,
or even why there is a need for caution in the first place. In a world of politics where rhetoric and deception
are a constant threat, should not flawless rationality and reason be at the forefront of all discussions and
debates? If we question or compromise the dictates of reason, will this not usher in the whimsical and
chaotic?

1.2.2 The Problematisation of Reason

To begin with, the assumption that truth or justice will necessarily prevail with free, open and reasonable
discussion tends to obscure the problems inherent in reason itself. For example, the act of framing or
representing a subject necessarily excludes, stereotypes, and homogenizes. Ng (2004) himself has at least
on one occasion also stereotyped political Islam and, to some extent, Hindu nationalist mindset as part of
his build-up in proposing a properly Christian-oriented pluralist democracy (pp. 84-85). In some cases, the
interests of the proponents of reason have already determined the trajectories of the dialogue. It is clear, for
instance, from Ng’s proposals that certain non-negotiable criteria must apply and be accepted by all parties

value of democracy in this essay; I simply wish to point out that our use of reason in a socio-political context cannot be without due
caution.
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without which dialogue becomes virtually impossible. These axioms include: the freedom of religion, the
separation of religion and state, and the belief that dialogue in the interests of democratic pluralism is the
best solution. The problem is certainly not that these axioms are inherently foul (indeed, far from it) but that
they are foisted as an unquestioned starting point upon the religious or political Other.38 But what if my
interlocutor rejects my axioms or has others I may not accept? Who is to decide? If applied uncritically,
such a modus operandi ends up disavowing the non-rational at its core, that is, the various non-negotiable
criteria arrived at independently of reason that are already at play.
To take another case in point, for someone seeking to uphold the ‘fundamental realities of pluralist societies
in Asia’ (Ng 2004, p. 89), perhaps Ng’s libertarianism does not go far enough to discern the plural modalities
through which different faith-communities view pluralism itself. In other words, the call to dialogue already
contains many principles which are not open to be dialogued about and yet are not entirely self-evident.

To illustrate this point, consider the case of the French ban on the burqa, the veil wore by Muslim women
(Willsher 2014). Slavoj Žižek (2011) highlights the common argument that Muslim women should not be
coerced (via tradition or religion) into wearing a veil and if they do decide to wear the veil, it should be an
act of their free individual choice (pp. 51-52). However, Žižek points out that this would effectively
transform the meaning of the act itself. The burqa would no longer be a sign of her role within the Muslim
community but simply, ‘(an) expression of her idiosyncratic individuality, of her spiritual quest and her
protest against the vulgarity of the commodification of sexuality, or else a political gesture of protest against
the West’ (2011, p. 52).39 The point is that there are differing modalities at play in even a single injunction

The word ‘Other’ (usually capitalised) in psychoanalytical terminology interchangeably refers both to the subject’s parents and
the loci of authority within which the subject is granted freedom yet is also constrained. Psychoanalysis in general, and Lacanian
theory in particular, views the subject’s constituted being as the outcome of unconscious negotiations and deliberations regarding
what one’s figure of authority desires and demands of him. Ultimately, alienation, repression and a sense of vulnerability remain
because subjects are not only split from within but even the Other is not whole. More discussion will be forthcoming in later sections
concerning neurosis, perversion and psychosis.
38

In a similar context, Ng (2004) has even criticized Islam’s anti-modernity which he defines as resisting the granting of personal
free will and determination to individuals (p. 84). Compare this to Poh’s (2008, 2013) call for Malaysian Christians to surrender the
use of ‘Allah’ to Muslims in fidelity to the Biblical call to give up their rights for the sake of the weaker conscience of others and
to replace it with a word like ‘Yamtuan’ which, according to him, is a good synonym for ‘Lord’. It is interesting to note how one
39
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involving individual freedom, what more in cases where faith-communities clash (as in the ‘Allah’ case).
Wearing the veil as an act of individual freedom is very different from wearing the veil simply because, as
a Muslim woman, one has to.
Likewise, perhaps Ng’s Muslim interlocutors do not share his perspective on democracy, pluralism and
reason. He and they may value these virtues on entirely different grounds, grounds not fully open to reason
yet which must be added into the political equation. Merely insisting on something like ‘democratic
pluralism’ without recognising the diverse perspectives on both democracy and pluralism itself may be
ultimately self-defeating. 40
Paul Kahn’s (2005) aptly sums up the case that when it comes to problems of cultural pluralism, all efforts
to ‘(deploy) reason to resolve this debate is not an answer to it, but the very problem stated all over again.
We need additional categories beyond reason and interest to understand what is at issue. We need to question
liberalism’s belief that the political order…can be the product of reason’ (pp. 140-141). In this vein, thinkers
like Ng need to reflect more carefully on the fact that, ‘the ground of faith is in the experience of the sacred,
and this works quite independently of reason’ (Kahn 2011, p. 26). To insist on one and only one mode of
understanding and processing this issue would de facto blinds us to deeper truths and, in cases involving
religious experience, constitute a category mistake.

All the norms and rational standards in the world will not take shape without an initial subjective decision,
a ‘creative act’ (Kahn 2011, pp. 127-128), one motivated by a subject’s passions and commitments. For

theologian constantly emphasizes how the Other tends to behave in a restrictive manner whilst another writer seeks to give way to
this same Other whilst maintaining the importance of freedom and liberty.
To the extent that theologians like Ng subtly promote a form of ‘non-pluralist pluralism’, their rationalism may inadvertently
perpetuate the sort of Eurocentric Christianity which Sharon Bong (2012) claims local theologies need to be de-colonized from (pp.
84-85). Characteristics such as the transcendence of God, abstraction, doctrine, universalism and unitary truth tend to de-privilege
post-colonial theologies with their emphasis on spirituality, divine immanence, praxis, plural truths and localization, resulting in a
dissonant view of the (often subversive) other (Bong 2012, p. 85). In other words, Ng’s approach, employed uncritically, may stifle
a genuine understanding of the stakeholders involved in a political crisis, especially their values and differing modus operandi. The
‘plurality within unity’ and mutual acceptance he explicitly states are necessary to prevent social conflict (Ng 2004, p. 86) may, in
fact, embody suspect forms of ‘tolerance’ dependent on ethno-centric ideas of who an ‘authentic’ religious Other should be. There
could, in other words, already be an unspoken pre-decision about what can or cannot be tolerated.
40
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example, objective norms or rational standards are hardly the key motivation behind why Christians defend
the Christian faith, which is a matter of history and tradition. Christians like Ng may adopt rational models
in setting down rules regarding how best to allocate resources (or even privileges) between Christians and
Muslims, but the concern for Christianity itself stems from participation in a particular community, and not
from the adoption of reason.

Finally, it could be argued that rational discourse possesses a tendency to ignore matters of the body. There
is almost no discussion by leading Christian thinkers in Malaysia about the repressed desires of the main
antagonists, the fantasies and libidinal aspects of political arena (Gibson-Graham 2006, pp. 130-163) and
the obsessive neuroticism possibly manifested by key players (Žižek 1996, p.177). In a word, the
unconscious of the socio-political is ignored. Without denying the advantages of reason-based approach,
therefore, an over-reliance on the rational may neglect critical aspects of the political domain.
In sum, political deliberation─not unlike disputes among religious communities─often begins on the basis
of personal and non-rational grounds. It is unwise to marginalize these dimensions in favor of an abstract
rationalist approach which thins away what is really important to the opposing communities in order to
focus on what they supposedly have in common, that is, abstract principles of reason. If political beliefs are
not a matter of reason alone (Kahn 2011, p. 11), why assume political conflict can be settled by reason
alone? A better approach (one I will discuss further in chapter three) is for hostile communities to find
solidarity in suffering, in the shared anxiety and pain both parties have experienced, albeit differently.

1.2.3 Rationality, Liberalism and the Bible

To continue my critique of rationalism, for thinkers like Ng to insist that Muslims accept as a starting-point
the freedom of religion or the right of other faiths to interpret their own texts may only illustrate his possible
ignorance or denial of how Muslims themselves view these very concepts themselves. This move tacitly
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takes for granted that religious groups have no right to make pronouncements about the public recognition
of other deities, let alone the overlaps in faith-practices and the use of holy words (as the ‘Allah’ controversy
demonstrates).

The Old Testament itself demonstrates clearly that the God of the Hebrews detested the public presence of
‘other gods’ and that He clearly possesses a combative mentality when it came to rival deities (Boyd 1997,
pp. 114-142),41 one presumably not very conducive to modern liberal sensibilities. If raising Old Testament
examples as a counter-point to reasonable dialogue sounds strange, I must reiterate that I am not questioning
Ng’s objective or motivations in seeking a resolution to issues like the ‘Allah’ controversy. Neither do I
doubt that reason and logic have a much needed place in such heated debates. My sole purpose here is to
problematize the absolute reliance on the forms of reason theologians like Ng proposes. For it is certainly
conceivable that Muslims may assume a particular stance less because of their rejection of pluralistrationalist principles and more as a result of their fidelity to a more traditional conception of divinity that
Ng surely can sympathize with.

To reiterate, the problem is not the use of reason itself but rather its uncritical employment in the service of
a tradition of liberalism, one Ng (and many Christian leaders in Malaysia) clearly subscribes to (Ng 2006).
In brief, liberalism’s first principles include the autonomy of the individual, the primacy of reason and the
general ability of individuals to change their relationship to their culture via the use of rational deliberation
in the service of universally accepted goals (Kahn 2005, pp. 10-14). Yet it could be these very axioms that
a politics of identity and religion, so rife in Malaysia, put to question. Most importantly, these principles do
not explain how communities are bound to a particular historical undertaking or why they may choose to
fight another community over an issue of religious or cultural importance (Kahn 2005, p. 10).

41

A handful of representative Biblical verses include Deuteronomy 13:1-18; 1Kings 18:21-40; Exodus 12:12; it should also be
noted that Ng (2004) also derives principles of social justice from the Old Testament like Deuteronomy 16:20 and Exodus 22:2124 (pp. 89-90). Therefore, prima facie, I detect some undue selectiveness in his employment of Biblical passages to construct his
model of ‘covenant politics’.
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In Paul Kahn’s (2005) attempt to ‘put liberalism in its place’, he notes how the liberal approach usually
involves removing away individual and cultural differences in the process of making claims which are as
universal as possible. To thin away normative standards, however, would reduce our understanding of the
significance of cultural conflicts. He thus proposes that political thinkers start from the opposite end, that
is, begin with a ‘thicker’ description of the actual cultural, religious and political situations we find ourselves
in (p. 13). To extend (and complicate) Kahn’s logic further, I would see psychoanalysis as an attempt to
make universal claims which are nevertheless ‘thicker’ than the observable social attributes of any
individual or groups. We need, in other words, to ‘put reason in its place’.

Alasdair McIntyre (1988), not in the least inclined towards psychoanalytical thought, declares strongly that:

It is an illusion to suppose that there is some neutral standing ground, some locus for rationality as
such, which can afford rational resources sufficient for enquiry independent of all traditions. Those
who have maintained otherwise have either been covertly adopting the standpoint of a tradition and
deceiving themselves and perhaps others into supposing that theirs was just such a neutral standing
ground, or else have simply been in error (p. 350).

It simply is not the case, of course, that writers like Ng seek to deny tradition and community, least of all
his own Christian one. I stress, however, that his commitment towards a rational-liberal method of analysis
risks bleaching away the possibility of finding answers from within the potential and trauma of the
traditional communities in question.

Even assuming that rationality should be the norm for today, it is hardly self-evident that the Christian
narrative (especially as it pertains to politics, sacrifice and the atonement of Christ) can be copiously
understood and accepted by today’s rational mindset.

A good example against the primary use of rational dialogue in political controversies comes from the story
of the passion of Jesus in the New Testament. When asked by a Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate, to answer
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his accusers, Jesus chose to remain silent (Mark 15:1-5). Perhaps Jesus recognised that often truth is not a
matter of some correspondence theory of truth (where propositions are meant to ‘correspond’ to reality) or
linear argumentation (where conclusion must necessarily follow premise)? Indeed, often the best way to
speak against tyranny is to say nothing and to refuse a dialogue entirely, even one predicated on reason.42

The New Testament also includes extolling of believers towards seemingly irrational tasks, the most
controversial one being the call to love one’s enemies, forgive and pray for their persecutors (Matthew 5:4445) and ‘turning the left cheek’ when slapped on the right (Matthew 5:39).43 Awkwardly enough, Christians
are to consider themselves blessed in circumstances of poverty, tragedy, meek and persecution (Matthew
5:1-12). In addition, Christians are called to equate tribulations, insults and evil with joy and gladness (James
1:2) because ‘great shall be the heavenly reward on account of these things’ (Matthew 5:21).44 Thus, the
very attempt by Christians to (reasonably) stand up for their right already violates a certain strand of the
teachings of Jesus which (seemingly) valorizes ‘irrational’ suffering, in a straight-forward reading of the
New Testament.45

John Milbank (1999), in a philosophical reading of Pilate’s hand-washing to absolve himself of guilt in sentencing Jesus to death
(Matthew 27:24), contends that the prefect’s act symbolized, ‘(a) purely rational relation to the world…(it) ends the real because it
abstracts from it, or takes from it only what is absolutely clearly graspable…but this of course must remove all its qualities, its
objective existence, and even its real spatiality, since this dissolves into space-less points and lines. The rational gaze on space
evaporates the real into phantoms’ (p. 25). In decrying the ‘absolutely clearly graspable’, Milbank exposes the violent role of reason
which ‘evaporates the real’. Reason, when adopted as a principal arbitrator of truth, may tend to strip away everything of substance,
preferring a platform which is no doubt neutral in one sense yet devoid of meaning in another.
42

43

In this context, I have also found it noteworthy that the only explicit public call by a Malaysian Christian in the trajectory of
forgiving and loving one’s enemies is by a student, Michelle Ng (2013). It is rare (if not impossible) to hear Christian leaders issue
press statements like those found in her column, ‘(Even if) the day comes when Christianity is prohibited in Malaysia, when our
churches and bibles are forced to cease to exist, I can assure you that we will still welcome you into our homes with open arms; we
will feed you when you’re hungry and we will care for you if need be; and we will pray for you every day.’ Showing unconditional
forgiveness to our enemies, not least our political ones, is the theme of chapter six.
Further discussion of texts like these, not least the call to show kindness to one’s oppressors, will be done in chapter six as part
of my construction of a psychoanalytically-based political theology modelled on unconditional forgiveness.
44

45

Whilst I am aware of having flouted important exegetical debates pertaining to passages like Matthew 5:39-45 and issues like
non-retaliation, forgiving enemies and peace-making (Boyd 2005, pp. 29-50, 161-186; Stassen and Gushee, 2003, pp. 132-141;
Horsley 1986, pp. 3-27; Kirk 2003, pp. 667-686) , I nevertheless wish to register these as examples of how the Bible does not always
render itself easily to straight-forward ‘reasonable’ interpretation.
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I stress that I have no intention of equating Malaysian theologians to the historical individuals who were
responsible for the death of Jesus! Instead I wish to intimate a connection between a heavy reliance on
logical thinking (or dialogical reason) and the form of blindness to truths other than the kind one is familiar
with, as discernible in the actions and words of characters like Pontius Pilate. If we are not careful, we take
a real risk of, in Milbank’s words, ‘evaporating the real’ through our modus operandi. Reason has a tendency
to remove the existential question from political life (Kahn 2011, p. 16).

1.2.4 Conclusion

In sum, we must be wary not to overstate the value of rationality even as we affirm its necessity. The
exclusive adoption of rationality as the sine qua non of political discourse takes for granted many things,
especially its own supremacy. This approach proceeds as if all final outcomes conducted on such a basis are
de facto just, right or good - as if tyrants could not wield reason and logic for their own purposes.

I wish to close this section with this quote by Paul Kahn (2005) on the inadequacy of exclusively employing
the ‘reasonable’ in political analysis:

Religion, politics, and love all demand an understanding of the will that is simply unavailable in the
liberal tradition. The reason at the center of liberalism rapidly becomes a demand that one’s actions
and one’s demands be reasonable…(meaning) moderate and reciprocal…one must offer fair terms
of cooperation to others, which requires a willingness to abide by a common set of standards. A will
in thrall to the infinite is not easily bound by the reasonable. Neither religious belief nor love is
reasonable. Neither, in the end, are our political practices…we are claimed in ways that cannot be
contained by the reasonable (pp. 17-18, emphasis added).
There is a dimension of the ‘reasonable’ which does not do justice, and cannot adequately capture, the spirit
of political communities and the way they think and act. Indeed, ‘neither religious nor love is reasonable’.
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We need to focus our attention on that which transcends or even undermines the reasonable, that is, the
unconscious; political thought will remain fundamentally incomplete if this phenomenon is not accounted
for. However, when the irrational component of the human being is factored into our analysis of politics,
when we reinstate desire, affects and other domains of the collective psyche not susceptible to rational
investigation─when we, in fact, intimate the unconscious─we can begin to grasp a fuller picture of why
certain parties do what they do and what drives them. It is this area, this field of psychoanalysis that the next
section will seek to expound.
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1.3 Psychoanalysis and Political Theory: An Introduction and Defence

1.3.1 A Brief Introduction to Psychoanalysis

Psychoanalysis began as a nineteenth-century endeavour to comprehend and explain the seemingly illogical
psychosomatic symptoms in individuals who demonstrate no observable medical problem. The
psychoanalytical solution to this conundrum took shape with Sigmund Freud’s formulations of a realm of
sexual energy (or the libido) active within the realm of the unconscious; the aforementioned strange
symptoms, resulted from the repression of these internal energies, a thesis which created a watershed in
clinical psychology and launched psychoanalysis as a discipline (Makari 2008, pp. 85-125).

The Freudian unconscious is a principle of explanation that cannot be testified to directly (Crockett 2007,
p. 23); it can only be comprehended indirectly, via its effects (on the body, through symptoms, and so on)
yet asserts a determining force over personal emotions and behaviour (Boothby 2001, p.62). When wedded
to practices like the ‘talking cure’,46 the idea of the unconscious not only provided a new explanatory angle
for the treatment of anxiety and other strange symptoms, it also articulated an entirely new discourse for
understanding the determinants of human desire and actions (Roudinesco 2001, p. 15-16).47 Psychoanalysis
thus offered new categories and practices for treating clinical disorders by postulating connections (or short
circuits) between unconscious libidinal processes and conscious activities. There is, in short, a dimension

46

The talking cure was a method in which analysands (or patients) were required to verbalise their feelings and emotions in the
hope that such conversation will spur a genuine transformation in the psyche. It reflects the notion that our very selves are constituted
by speech, and that problems in the former can and should be addressed by employing the latter (Boothby 2001, pp. 67-68).
In the context of the Enlightenment, psychoanalysis was unique as it emerged as a consequence of the former’s concern with
subjects breaking from their reliance on authority and seeking freedom; the emergence of psychoanalysis could be said to stem from
the Enlightenment’s failure to fully activate this project of holistic liberation of the person (McGowan 2013, p.81). Freudian
psychoanalysis, uniquely, emphasized the psychic suffering that seems inexplicable, that is, the suffering endured by those from the
privileged classes of emerging nineteenth-century capitalism (McGowan 2013, p. 82). Freud’s successors (for example, Jacques
Lacan, Julia Kristeva and Melanie Klein) would later refine and broaden the application and appeal of his work (Sharpe & Faulkner
2008, pp. 81-146) but the uniqueness of combining concepts like repression, libidinal energy and trauma into a workable clinical
method remains to his credit.
47
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within our minds which cannot be symbolized or observed directly, yet which deeply influences our
decisions and feelings.

1.3.2 Psychoanalysis’ Critics

Psychoanalysis, nevertheless, is one of the most heavily criticised disciplines today. Detractors have raised
numerous concerns such as the discipline’s weak research base, its sexual reductionism, its confusion with
evidence and its authoritarian institutional structures (Frosh 2006, p.275; Sharpe & Faulkner 2008, pp.174177). Psychoanalysts have also been judged to attribute arbitrary meanings to analysands’ behaviours in
addition to promoting nihilistic views (Roudinesco 2001, p.73; Ward 2000, p.108).48 The fact that
psychoanalysis’ founding father, Freud viewed morality and religion in a negative light no doubt also
alienated many potential enthusiasts from within religious communities (Lear 2005, pp.192-218). Given
these concerns, it is easy to view psychoanalysis as un-scientific, mystical and fraudulent. I will briefly
respond to these criticisms on three levels, all of which relate to the most important criticisms of the
discipline and also directly encompass the concerns of my project. In the section below this, too, I will pay
more attention to a fourth concern, that of applying psychoanalytical categories (a practice originally applied
to individuals) to the socio-political realm and communities.

To respond to psychoanalysis’ critics, first, contrary to a popular but mistaken belief, psychoanalysis is not
at all about ‘reducing’ all phenomena (including religion and politics) to libidinal drives (Sharpe & Faulkner,
2008, pp. 182-183). Sexuality is a key (even crucial) factor but only in the sense that it represents the
deadlock or the fundamental antagonism which permeates society, destabilizing the world from within its
interstices (Žižek 2000a, pp. 110-111). It is not that everything (say, pencils, burgers and Volvos’) is ‘really’

48

It did not help, too, that in the United States psychology as a whole (especially in the mid twentieth-century) was built around
modifying individual behaviour in order to attain utopian notions of happiness via neuro-biological theories of the mind; such
practices sought to help individuals ‘fit’ better in society whereas psychoanalysis sought to reorient entirely the very ideas of
‘society’ and ‘individual’ (Roudinesco 2001, pp.32-38, 69-71; Parker 2011, pp. 65-67).
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about genitalia or sexual desire; it is that the world (in its personally and socially constituted form) contains
an inherent brokenness or shattering best epitomized in sexual desire. Sexuality, in other words, renders us
out of joint, awry and unhinged.49 Nevertheless, whilst sexuality is a primary factor, it is hardly absolute
and immutable but is open to the influence of language (and vice-versa). This is to say that psychoanalysis
recognises irreducible moments of interpretation, in which linguistic meaning can entail an intervention into
the system of libidinal drives (Crockett 2007, pp. 20-21). In other words, change on a systemic level is
possible.50

Secondly, studying the unconscious involves the study of social symbol-making which - to the extent that
science is a symbol-making endeavour wedded to vested interests in society - interrogates the very definition
of science. This in part answers the widely held view that psychoanalysis is not scientific. This criticism
misses the fact that psychoanalytical approaches privilege the decision of the subject (Laclau 2000, p.79)
and revolve around the personal construction of truth, two issues not immediately conducive to scientific
rationalization. It is therefore less about scientific knowledge than about a subject’s relationship to
knowledge (Parker 2011, pp.72-73).51

Finally, with regards to Freud’s unflattering view of religion, this investigation is in fact precisely an attempt
to overcome the unfriendly associations between psychoanalysis and religious faith. 52 Freud’s harsh and

In chapter three, I will discuss the Žižekian-Lacanian perspective of sexual difference and argue that the protests headed by some
key NGOs’ in Malaysia reflect the ‘feminine’ dimension with the highest potential of transforming the country.
49

50

If this is true for an individual subject, psychoanalysis also claims it can be true for the political body which consists of many
subjects. This insight is crucial in political analysis not least during discussions about to intervene into and transform a domain run
by an oppressive regime. Not unlike how a subject’s psyche can be transformed through analysis, it is possible for an entire nation
to undergo change through similar kinds of intervention which targets critical facets of the unconscious. In chapter three, I will
examine how mass protests which insists on openness and transparency may trigger an unravelling of that malevolent component
of the unconscious known as the superego, to be explained later.
In fact, it could be argued that psychoanalysis should resist being a science if to be ‘scientific’ approximates an ideological
construct of capitalism (Parker 2011, pp. 75-78). This issue will become relevant in later chapters as I discuss the collusions between
religious institutions and capitalist economies.
51

52

Terry Eagleton (2014), perhaps only half intending to, even compared psychoanalysis to religion given that the former also
possesses ‘high priests, rituals of confession, consciousness of Original Sin, ontological guilt, numinous Law, sectarian schisms and
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mistaken views of religion indeed foreshadowed the fact that almost all major psychoanalytically inclined
thinkers today are atheists and are thus prone to presenting jaundiced views of Christianity (Lear 2005, pp.
203-209). I will thus highlight critical theological misinterpretations or faulty readings of theology when
they intersect with the main motifs of this investigation. In the final analysis, I nevertheless resonate with
Richard Kearney’s (2009) remark that the atheist must be a welcome stranger to any conversation on
religion, and that atheism should not only be tolerated but also be considered indispensable to any wager of
faith (p. xii).

1.3.3 Psychoanalysis and the Political

Thus far, I have briefly introduced psychoanalysis and responded to some of the criticisms directed at it. I
now aim to explore the use of psychoanalysis within a socio-political field. Fundamentally, employing
psychoanalysis to interrogate politics is simply a logical extension of the fact that problems which plague
people at an individual level can and will make their mark in the social dimension. If individual psyches
can perform repression and is susceptible to irrational drives, the collective psyche may also contain much
that is repressed and beyond the rational. In this sense, it is hardly surprising that psychoanalysis is a key
tenet in socio-political studies. We must at least try to take the logic of the clinic and unleash it in our
political practice (McGowan 2013, p. 280).53

quasi- theological probings into the sublimely unfathomable unconscious’ (p.45). Eagleton’s crypto-mockery aside, it’s not entirely
unhelpful to note the similarities between the two fields and, therefore, how one may shed light on another.
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The extension of psychoanalysis beyond an individual framework is, however, clearly something not without concerns. Should
psychoanalysis should be limited to the treatment of individuals? Is it invalid analyzing societies? To briefly respond, I would
emphasize that the discipline problematizes this distinction itself, that is, psychoanalysis finds the ‘subject’ within ‘society’ and
vice-versa. This is to say that individuals are always and only social individuals; people need each other and there cannot be human
subjects without the idea of human society. Likewise, societies can never fully contain the single individual and there is always
something about personal character or persons which escapes the absolute confines of social categories or identities (McGowan
2013, pp. 144-145). Both subjects and society emerge from each other’s incompleteness (Fink 1995, pp. 35-48). The boundaries
between Self and Group have already been crossed, for they were never absolute at all (Dolar 2009, pp. 16-18).
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Given the inter-connectedness of the individual and collective, many writers have argued that the psychic
dimension is an increasingly critical element in grasping communal phenomena (Oliver 2004, p. xiv). In
what follows, I will highlight some case-studies, underline the psychoanalytical concepts used in analysis
and draw the pertinent connections to my own investigation.

1.3.3.1 Politics and Libidinal Enjoyment

In recent years critical theorists have begun to recognise the importance of libidinal enjoyment as a sociopolitical factor, thrusting psychoanalysis to the fore of critical theory and political thought. 54 Yannis
Stavrakakis (2007) argues that national identifications can be predicated on affective dimensions; political
identity cannot be divorced from notions of enjoyment and pleasure (pp. 163-183). Socio-political praxis,
according to him, may be motivated or spurred not merely by people wishing to secure their rights and
privileges, but also as a result of a strange pleasure generated by these activities themselves.

Unfortunately, the same can be said for vices like racism which provide enjoyment to people even when
they know they should renounce it (McGowan 2013, pp. 50-51). Similarly, J.K. Gibson-Graham (2006)
argues that the reason why individuals fail to break out of hegemonic systems is the enjoyment which both
constitutes, and is offered by, an identity within the system (pp. 130-163). To be dependent on an
exploitative economic system by, say, remaining in certain forms of blue-collar work for decades may reflect
a mentality in which factory work is ‘enjoyed’ whilst simultaneously being lamented. People can remain
stuck in oppressive arrangements because, ironically, their selves are intertwined within these unhelpful
socio-economical constellations such that a breaking free (of oppressive conditions) can be more painful
than continued accommodation and repetition. To revert to the example of exploited factory workers, the
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Such enjoyment is also known as jouissance, an uncanny juxtaposition of pain and pleasure. This notion will be introduced further
in chapter two and elaborated in chapter four. I will argue that various NGOs’ and groups in Malaysia may unconsciously derive
pleasure from behaving hysterically and even psychotically, thus perpetuating and accentuating the political deadlock in the country.
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fear of not being identified as an employee in the organisation may overcome any intention to better one’s
position by, say, mobilizing workers against the owners of the factory.

To quote Mari Ruti (2012) at length:

(This compulsion to repeat events and behaviours we are not entirely pleased with) functions like a
train that has been placed on a highly specific set of rails that control its trajectory. This train always
aims at its designated destination, even if it has already reached it a thousand times or (and this may
be even more exasperating) even if this destination keeps receding indefinitely. To turn the train
around would be impossible and to derail it would be immensely destructive. Consequently, the
best the train can do is to maintain its steady course and to obediently stop at a number of preselected stations along the way… We tend to compulsively return to the same nexus of (largely
unfulfillable) desires, the same messy tangle of existential aporias. This can be annoying, to say the
least. But there is also a ‘functional’ side to it, for it is precisely this compulsion that introduces a
modicum of consistency to our lives— that, over time, allows us to attain a sense of continuity (pp.
14-15).

According to Ruti, therefore, individuals behave erratically and compulsively because of their psychic
wiring which keeps them in pre-determined patterns, rather like a locomotive on a fixed track. Despite the
setbacks of this circuit, breaking out of it could be frighteningly akin to derailing, and hence is avoided.
Likewise, communities and entire nations are sometimes caught up in a ‘train’ of behaviour which gives
way to exploitation and defeatism but which, nonetheless, offers a sense of stability and the relief which
comes from it.
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However, Gibson-Graham (2006) also document ways in which these communities can reinvent themselves
and create new spaces and identities, obtaining some release from the subjective rigidities of their prior
economic situation; via conversations, cultural and environmental projects, they can find the courage to say
No to the frameworks imposed on them by powerful governments and organisations, and thus can take new
steps forward (p. 149). Gibson-Graham’s work is an example of how subjects can interrogate or destabilize
the framing stories they previously believed without question. Such manifestations of the psychic-libidinal
domain, therefore, are a key political factor in explaining the behaviour of individual subjects, if not entire
communities.

1.3.3.2 Politics, Universality and Exclusion

Psychoanalysis has also been employed to analyse the nature of political representation, or, how specific
political parties can stand in for entire communities. Ernesto Laclau (2000) notes how governments need to
position themselves as the representative of the people, promising a fullness or harmony which the nation
must aspire to and which only they (the particular party) can deliver. Yet, according to Laclau, specific
leaders and groups can never be a proxy for the entire nation; the particular will always fail to be stand-in
for the universal:

(Universality) can never be represented in a direct way – there is no concept corresponding to
(universal representation)…(which) in spite of its necessity, is also impossible. This means that
(universality as represented by particular groups) is always going to be a distorted representation
(p. 56).

This is to say that each time a partisan group asserts itself as a leader of any community, especially one
characterized by intense pluralism and diversity, such a hegemonic assertion will necessarily be inadequate
in the sense that at least one sub-group within the community will believe itself to be misrepresented. There
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will always be elements of the political constituency which cannot be fully integrated into the national
narrative of harmony and order, such as marginalised communities and unique social concerns (Laclau 2000,
pp. 53-59). Political hegemony is constitutively inadequate because, in principle, the particular cannot
represent the universal For example, in Malaysia this is quite pertinent as there are many examples in which
selected communities have been marginalized (for example, the indigenous people and the lower-class
Indians) despite official propaganda about national unity and putting ‘the people’ first.55

To reiterate, political power seemingly requires outsiders to serve as a sort of excluded lacuna within
society. This ‘hole’ in the heart of a community corresponds generally to the lack within individuals posited
by psychoanalysis. I, as a human subject, am constituted by loss. My identity is nothing more than my
attempt to cover over a lack that can never be filled (Stavrakakis 1999, pp. 34-35).56 But if Laclau has
offered a political ‘diagnosis’ of sorts, what of the ‘cure’?

Todd McGowan (2013) insists that we deal with this ‘gap’ in society not primarily by seeking to improve
the lot of the outcasts or, even worse, by denying that there is a fundamental failure in society; instead, we
must emphasize and embrace this failure, to relate to the failure in a new way (pp. 279-281).57 There is a
lack or an impossibility within society which functions as a structuring principle. This can serve as a point
for potential political transformation but, more often than not, is concealed or covered up by the powers that

55For

example, the reigning National Alliance’s 1-Malaysia slogan, which explicitly emphasizes the importance of catering to the
values and needs of all Malaysia’s ethnic groups (Najib Razak’s Official Website, 2010)
Stavrakakis (2009) explains the relationship between loss and subjectivity: ‘A lack is continuously re-emerging where identity
should be consolidated. All our attempts to cover over this lack of the subject through identifications that promise to offer us a stable
identity fail, this failure brings to the fore the irreducible character of this lack which in turn reinforces our attempts to fill it. This
is the circular play between lack and identification which is marking the human condition’ (p. 35). I will take up this discussion
further in chapter three when I argue that such a loss precisely characterizes attempts to conceptualise the ethnic Malay.
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McGowan (2013) cites the problem of illegal immigrants in the United States and highlights how there will always be new groups
whose legality will be questioned, regardlesss of the efforts of activists in fighting for their rights. McGowan then proposes that
instead of championing a slogan like, ‘No One Is Illegal’, a psychoanalytically informed politics should be about identifying with
the fact─embodied by illegal immigrants─that the very structure of legality itself is compromised, as per the slogan, ‘We Are All
Illegal’. In his words, ‘We must work instead to reveal how those inside are themselves already excluded…there is no inclusion
that does not partake of the fundamental exclusion that defines the structure’ (p. 277).
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be. The political project of psychoanalysis, therefore, is to continuously uncover and keep ‘open’ these
fractures or fault-lines within society. The active goal should be to force the truth of the system’s inherent
failure to manifest itself. In chapter three, especially, I discuss attempts by the ruling regime conceal this
lack within Malaysian society and, conversely, how the Coalition for Clean Elections (or Bersih) sought to
uncover it and ignite far-reaching change.58

1.3.3.3 Conclusion

Psychoanalysis is unique in that it pioneered the study of the unconscious, directed towards the relief of
psychosomatic symptoms that defied logical explanation. This entailed recognizing the limits of
consciousness and rationality, as well as the impact of fantasy and reflexivity on human subjects (Frosh
2006, pp.121-123). Ultimately, psychoanalysis was and remains at the forefront of approaches which deal
with seemingly irrational behavior (Makari 2008, pp.15-18). To the extent that many political scenarios
cause bafflement or are perceived as rather absurd,59 the theory arguably remains a viable tool for political
inquiry.

A central focus of Laclau’s political theory is the ‘empty signifier’ or institutional lies or empty symbols meant to conceal the
truth of this disparity within the polity. These correspond generally to McGowan’s concern about politics which do not embrace the
gap in society. In chapter two and three, I will explore examples of how the ruling regime in Malaysia seeks to remain in power by,
precisely, refusing to acknowledge these problems in the country.
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The recent endorsement of identifiable gay and lesbian ‘symptoms’ (which include wearing v-neck and sleeve-less clothes) by
the Malaysian Education Ministry (Mosbergen, 2012), the call by a minister in the Prime Minister’s Department to vote along racial
lines (Palani 2014), the push to forfeit the citizenship of Malaysians who criticised the government’s handling of the MH370 flight
tragedy (Looi 2014), to take merely three disparate examples, would by most accounts be described as irrational, baffling and
absurd. The point is that Malaysian politics is rich ground for political psychoanalysts in the way that an asylum (or a high-stress
environment) would offer much data for clinical analysts.
59
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1.3.4 Alternatives to Psychoanalysis

I will now compare psychoanalysis against other critical approaches, hoping to emphasize both the theory’s
distinctive vis-à-vis these other theories but also its relevance to my work as a whole. Modern critical theory
is a substantive, if somewhat mixed, bag of ontologies and methods honed to challenge contemporary
systems and forms of hegemony. Psychoanalysis is in no sense the only approach; it is my overall
contention, though, that it stands as one of the most suitable. To this end I will try to highlight the deeper
advantages of a psychoanalytical framework via a comparison with three key competing approaches.60

First, a psychoanalytical approach interrogates not merely the interstices (or margins) of power, but the
center of power of itself, namely, the State. Without denying the importance of politically engaging on the
margins, the State will be seen as a primary target of resistance (or even revolution) given how it often
serves as an institutional-symbolic horizon of authority.61 Thus, a key characteristic of the forthcoming
chapters is a sustained critique of Malaysia’s ruling regime and how it has engaged in ideological
engineering, unfair elections and so on.

In contrast, there are some approaches which seek primarily to disturb the ossification or entrenchment of
institutions and systems but generally avoid targeting the State (Deleuze & Guattari 1983, pp. 4-11). The
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These three approaches arguably make up the key pillars of contemporary counter-hegemonic thought and are frequently
evaluated against each other because they share many similar concerns (especially a radical questioning of even Left politics, let
alone the Right). Needless to say, Deleuze, Foucault and Derrida (the thinkers behind what I have termed the nomadological, the
performative and the deconstructive) are far from exhaustive and a fuller analysis should include names like Badiou, Negri & Hardt,
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Habermas and so on. Selected resources here include Surin (2009), Žižek (2004), Hurst (2008) and
Coole (2000). Nevertheless, my choice of the three approaches is motivated not primarily by a desire to exhaustively cover the
range of critical alternatives to psychoanalysis. Likewise, I cannot pretend to have fairly and exhaustively presented these competing
approaches beyond a quick summary. Instead I hope to provide greater elaboration of the merits of using psychoanalysis precisely
by contrasting it against some of its strongest competitors in the theoretical field.
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In this sense, the State approximates what is called the Big Other in psychoanalysis. In brief, the Big Other (or Other) refers to
the social-symbolic ground of the subject’s existence from whom he derives values, meaning and purpose in life. This can usually
mean God, or the community or the nation or almost any entity which grants the subject an identity. One key tenet of
psychoanalytical treatment, indeed, is to get analysands to psychically ingest the fact that there is no Big Other and that one is free
to construct and craft one’s own meaning and direction in life from scratch. This will be further elaborated on and discussed in the
next chapter.
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purpose is to work from all directions and from within all interstices in order to trigger the spread of
resistance via a dispersed yet self-organising form of activism (Deleuze & Guattari 1983, pp. 340-351).
Such approaches see oppression and injustice as resulting from the rigid integration of institutions and
centers of power within the system; they hope to spur the disintegration of hegemonic structures and
concepts, dissatisfying the fixity and ideological entrenchment of administrations and identities of power
(Critchley 2007, pp.91-92).62

A key complaint against this approach relates to its taking on practically every form of protest conceivable
(for example, anti-war, ecology, feminism, all are deemed important as long as they exert demands on the
State) yet without any serious consideration of taking over the State. One could argue that such protest is
hardly real protest at all, since there is scant prioritizing of issues and the State is left untouched (Žižek
2007, p.7).

Secondly, a psychoanalytical critique of power focuses on the excesses within the system which may cause
this system to unravel (Žižek 1999, pp. 303-304). Such a critique looks at the fissures and gaps emerging as
a result of an hegemonic system’s activities, all of which affords the potential for transformation
(Shepherdson 2008, pp. 36-38). This to say that the activist may exploit the fault-lines created by a corrupted
regime. In chapter four, in particular, I will explore how an event like a peaceful sit-in may trigger an
upheaval in a corrupt regime; I will contend that such forms of protest subtly expose the double-standards
and facades of a regime which manipulates elections.

Such a perspective above must be critically distinguished from those which insist that practically all aspects
of society are under the sway of the ruling system; even resistance to power has already been co-opted by

These protests can take multiple forms, including op-eds, sit-ins’, social media activism, flash mobs and so on. The hope is that
change-resistant systems will not be able to withstand the challenges from all sides, leading to political transformation (Surin 2009,
pp.256-257).
62
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the target of resistance itself, as a result of the public acceptance of the very forms of reason and discourse
validated by the system (Foucault 1988, pp.77-85). Any opposition to Power requires and draws upon the
frames provided by Power itself: true opposition is thus precluded from the start. Since systemic power,
consolidated in the State, has ubiquitous dominance, even our very selves are not entirely our own (Foucault
1979, p. 30). What this translates to are usually solutions involving the ‘care of the self’, that is, creative,
dis-locative and bizarre acts of behaving and speaking contrary to expectations and norms endorsed or
sanctioned by tradition or authorities. These counter-hegemonic performative strategies hope to contest preestablished identities and subjection, the efficacy of which required constant performance over time (Butler
1997, pp. 99-100).

Whilst this perspective has helped marginalized communities challenge the bondage of hegemonically
constructed identities, there appears to be a logical inconsistency in postulating the all-extensive influence
of Power over selves yet which, somehow, is vulnerable to subjects merely behaving differently (Simons
1995, pp. 96-104; Rothenberg 2010, pp. 7-8). On one hand, we are told that our very selves are constituted
by hegemonic frameworks; on the other hand, the possibility for dismantling these frameworks is said to lie
in these same selves. This theoretical lacuna creates undue optimism in identity-recreating performatives,
not least when it comes to transforming entire systems (Boucher 2008, pp. 138-142; Žižek 2000a, pp. 311314). In my view, though, it is problematic how refashioning a new identity, or allowing one’s self to be
reconstituted anew, can produce an upheaval of the very system within which such personal changes occur.

The third and final alternative to psychoanalysis I will consider here is the deconstructionist approach. This
perspective aims at exposing the conceptual violence performed in the course of constructing categories,
identities and binaries, especially those relating to political power. This paradigm sees language, concepts
and political designs as marked or tainted by what has been excluded for ideological reasons. Every truth,
so this view goes, is contaminated by the trace of its own self-negation. Law, authority and power, therefore,
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are all marked by absences and contradictions which continually threaten them; these gaps and lacunas are,
however, precisely what acts of deconstruction seek to bring to light.

The required political trajectory, therefore, is the continuous conceptual reinterpretation of key political
concepts and institutions. This involves re-inscribing the absences and traces of key ideas back into
themselves in a manner which makes it impossible to think of them in the same way (Derrida 1997, pp. 1519). Constant suspicion and questioning form the modus operandi of this perspective, methods which in
effect anticipate that which itself cannot be deconstructed, that is, justice, are evident. Ultimately, adherents
of this view are motivated by, and hold forth, an unattainable democracy beyond the conceptual realm, an
impossible utopia beyond words and thought (Derrida 1994, pp. 33-34; Caputo 2006, pp. 110-112).63

I claim, however, that this approach falters on precisely this point. In principle, justice can never arrive
because its very conception would render it faulty. The very formulation of an answer to injustice would
render the answer contaminated with the quandaries created by an over-reliance on logical thought and thus
subject to deconstruction and the constitutive instability it entails. The infinite and un-deconstructible justice
demanded by the ethical can never meet the imperfect legality, finite systems and all-round ‘messiness’ of
the political (Eagleton 2009, pp. 247-252). Whilst certainly simplified as a verdict on this view, indecision
and paralysis may indeed be the logical result of a politics of deconstruction (Surin 2009, pp. 173-177).

On the other hand, a psychoanalytically informed politics does include a terminal point or trajectory; there
are objectives involved. Within a clinical context, the ‘end of treatment’ happens when the analysand is able
to re-imagine the entirety of the values and categories held dear and is given a clean slate with which to
proceed (Parker 2011, pp.100-101). Likewise, I aim to demonstrate that, by working through mutual trauma
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I later discuss a deconstructive version of political atheology in chapter five (which I will argue is ultimately incoherent, despite
its helpful insights) against which I hope to contrast an alternative political theology (itself revolving around forgiveness and peacemaking), see pp. 201-205 and 236-264.
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(chapter three) and challenging hegemonic fantasies and spaces (chapter four), polities may be brought to
the point of new possibilities and total transformation (Žižek 2000a, p. 121).

To summarize this section, I have tried to expand further on the value of analysing politics via
psychoanalysis. The approach as a whole seeks to undermine State narratives and power by focusing on a
domain of generative and transformative negativity (residing within the unconscious) with the objective of
producing ruptures in the hegemonic system. Whilst I do not deny that other perspectives contain similar
elements, the fact that the psychoanalytic approach comprises at least all three renders hopefully my use of
it in this work valid and viable.
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1.4 On Slavoj Žižek

Whilst my thesis employs a selection of psychoanalytical thinkers with which to suture Malaysian politics
and Christian theology, one writer’s work will feature more heavily: Slavoj Žižek. For my investigation, I
will be adopting a few integral concepts from his corpus like the super-ego, fetishism, the political Act,
trauma and so on.

The Slovenian writer is presently one of the most important public intellectuals working in political theory.
He achieved initial fame in the 1990s’ by using Lacanian64 psychoanalysis to interpret popular culture but
soon grew in fame as a cultural commentator, film critic and Marxist philosopher. His work consistently
emphasizes the importance of Lacanian theory and Hegelian dialectics to socio-political interventions
(Sharpe & Boucher 2010, pp. 1-4; Kotsko 2008, pp. 1-2; McMillan 2012, pp. 2-3).
How is Žižek’s work relevant as a structuring heuristic for a Christian theological project? Graham Ward
(2005a) has appropriated Žižekian ideas of love in working out his theology of the church. According to
Ward, Christians constantly need divine proof and inspiration for them to incarnate Christ-like love and go
beyond themselves; the Žižekian notion of love as a kind of trauma provides that sense of inadequacy
necessary to spur the church towards embodying radical love (pp. 263-266). Creston Davis (2009), too, sees
in the work of Žižek much potential for taking theology beyond what he feels are bland theist-atheist debates
on topics like the existence of God and the problem of Evil (as popularly dominated by names like Richard
Dawkins and William Lane Craig). Davis explains further that, ‘Reason functions in (these) atheistic /
theistic debates in a very limited, even reductionist way as it becomes the final arbiter of all truth forced into
propositional form and thus sundered from everyday life,’ (p. 8) This, in fact, echoes my earlier criticism of
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This refers to the thought of Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst whose innovations with Freudian theory entrenched his
position as one of the leading psychoanalysts in the twentieth century. His theories have been extremely influential in critical and
social theory, especially recently via the work of Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek (whose corpus is a key element in this
investigation). My investigation as a whole, unless otherwise specified, adopts Lacanian psychoanalysis as its frame and thus all
uses of the terms ‘psychoanalysis’ or ‘psychoanalytical’ denote the discipline in its Lacanian form. As I am adopting a Žižekian
version on Lacanian thought, however, I will be engaging mostly with Žižek’s works rather than Lacan’s.
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theologians like Ng Kam Weng and their uncritical use of reason which fails to deal with the realities which
inform religious debate.
In addition, I also detect in Žižek’s work a subtle affinity with the New Testament. There is much in the
Žižekian corpus which mirrors what the Bible talks about. For example, both Žižek and the New Testament
1) interrogate deeper or hidden forces in society (or what Colossians 1:16 terms the ‘powers and
principalities’), 2) ascribe value to the ‘unseen’ over its clearly preferred opposite (as in 2 Corinthians 4:18),
3) warn against shallow and false beliefs (the very targets of verses like Colossians 2:8) and 4) extol love
and ‘new creation’ (thematised in verses such as Galatians 6:15 and 2 Corinthians 5:17) as paradoxical
solutions to the world’s problems.
Likewise, both Žižek and the New Testament cross-examine and deconstruct the symbols of power and hold
out the possibility of a radical new world of meaning. Both look to what cannot be observed firsthand; both
believe in reimagining (and not simply ‘tweaking’) society as a whole. Both believe in the unlikely power
of what is not to destabilize the foundations of that which exists.65 The Gospels commended the value of
sacrifice (Matthew 16:24) and certain kinds of dying (Luke 17:33); Žižek counsels us not to dismiss that
which is ‘less than nothing’ (surely an apt characterization of at least some form of death). Žižek and the
Christian faith also posit an absolute ‘universal’ form of truth. Ultimately, the strongest value of Žižek’s
work, at least for my purposes, lies in his notions of an ontological trauma which both threatens existing
orders whilst promising to give birth to new ones.66 This trauma, a generative negativity inherent in all
things, is also arguably manifested via forgiveness and peace-making (two important themes I will build on
in later chapters).

For example, the passage in 1 Corinthians 1:28, ‘God chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things
that are not—to nullify the things that are,’ prima facie echoes Žižek’s (1999) view on how the positive order of Being is sustained
by a gap, ‘There is no order of Being as a positive ontologically consistent Whole…the false semblance of such an Order relies on
the self-obliteration of the Act. In other words, the gap of the Act is not introduced into the Order of Being afterwards: it is there all
the time as the condition that actually sustains every Order of Being’ (p. 287, emphasis added). The clear point of similarity here is
how a domain of ‘nothingness’ can ground and challenge everyday ‘positive’ existence.
65
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In chapter three I will employ the category of trauma in reconceptualising ethnicity in Malaysia.
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Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that Žižek’s philosophy contains serious conflicts with Christian
principles. Apart from Žižek’s (2010) denial of the existence of God, there is also the revisionist reading of
the atonement which posits Christ discovering the traumatic truth that God was non-existent all along (pp.
169-181). According to Žižek, Jesus’ work on the cross primarily involved the realization and expose that
‘God’ never existed beyond human imagination, hence his perceived impotence and inability to transform
the world, an awareness which is transformative in the sense that it forces individuals and communities to
rely entirely on each other (instead of some aloof divine being). Žižek (2010) follows through this idea with
the claim that the ‘Holy Spirit’ is nothing other than the collective of believers (pp. 295-297). Whilst my
work certainly hopes to present a radical new expression of the Christian faith (especially with regards to
the political) I will, however, remain thoroughly and unapologetically monotheistic. I will, therefore, be
offering critiques of some of Žižek’s ideas, especially those with challenge a theistic worldview. In brief,
my overall challenge will be to rethink Christian theology through a materialist a-theology without
abandoning fundamental precepts of the faith.
As with many controversial thinkers, Žižek is certainly not short of dissenters. Among the many criticisms
leveled at him include the questionable applications of Lacanian fundamentals such as its relevance to
politics and sexuality (Parker 2004, pp.60-67; Boucher 2005, pp.23-34), mis-readings of Hegelian dialectics
(Milbank 2009, pp. 137-139; Parker 2004, pp. 46-54), confusing characterization of political concepts like
capitalism and democracy (Sharpe 2005, pp. 151-168), a supposedly anachronistic Marxist emphasis of
class (Laclau 2000, pp.296-301) and his use of theological categories to justify physical violence for political
ends (Milbank 2009, p. 127; Critchley 2012, pp. 240-245; Pound 2008, pp. 23-51). Notwithstanding how
Žižek himself counters that many of these criticisms represent straw-men or projections of mistaken views
to his name (2005, pp.219-221), my investigation hopes to navigate through these concerns without
misrepresenting either Žižek or his critics.
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1.5 Research Objectives

In the above, I have highlighted some reasons why I feel that present-day Malaysian Christian activism is
inadequate from a theological and even political perspective, suggesting that this perspective can be
substantially enhanced with the infusion of psychoanalytical ideas. To this effect, I introduced
psychoanalysis as a discipline which has the potential for reinvigorating political thinking and theologising.
I responded to some key criticisms of the field and offered some examples of how psychoanalysis can be
employed in political analysis. I also briefly introduced Slavoj Žižek and his work as a prelude to my
sustained use of his ideas in this work, highlighting some pertinent concepts I will be using in the
forthcoming chapters.

My key research objective for this thesis is to construct a contextually robust political theology for Malaysia
predicated on psychoanalytical (namely Žižekian) concepts. This principal purpose, however, requires me
to first perform a reading of the Malaysian socio-political arena through the lens of psychoanalytical theory.
I will argue that psychoanalysis can and should serve as a catalyst towards helping Malaysian churches not
only reframe political issues in the country but also rethink the motivations and form their activism may
take. Subsequently, once I have established the applicability of a certain psychoanalytical framework to
Malaysia, I will proceed to construct a political theology imagined from within this same framework.

1.5.1 Review of Literature

I have already briefly discussed some writers whose works intersect Malaysian politics and theology, and/or
psychoanalysis and political theory. In subsequent chapters (especially chapters five and six) I will also
review selected writers on theology and psychoanalysis. However, as mentioned earlier, my work appears
to stand alone in attempting a constructive reading of Christian political theology via psychoanalysis in the
context of Malaysian socio-political discourse.
50

Writers on Malaysia who employ psychoanalytical concepts (outside of a clinical setting) usually hail from
literary and film studies, hence the limited intersection between their work and this investigation. 67
Govindasamy and Hasan Khan did attempt to apply Lacanian concepts to a speech analysis of former Prime
Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi and, perfunctorily, to Mahathir Mohamad. Whilst I certainly resonate
with their work in pinpointing how the speeches of Malaysian premiers reproduce the ideology and
hegemony of the ruling regime, I find their brief mention of the Lacanian Real superficial. They (2006)
claim that when Malaysian leaders utilize words like ‘basic’ or ‘fundamental’ Islam in their speeches, these
leaders are suggesting that only they know the ultimate truth or capable to touch the Lacanian Real (p. 151).
This mistakenly conflates the Real with some notion of transcendent truth and misses out on the
understanding that the Real is instead a traumatic shattering in all things.68
A far stronger psychoanalytical take on Malaysia is Andrew Willford’s (2006) work on Tamil identity in
the country. Willford offers a Lacanian reframing of the struggle of a particular minority community for
ethico-religious autonomy vis-à-vis a hegemonic state bent on asserting Islamic superiority (pp. 1-3). He
employs Lacanian and Freudian categories like fetishism and the uncanny to highlight the plight of Tamil
subjects in (re)-constituting their identity and is, in this sense, a welcomed forerunner to this investigation,
especially chapter three which focuses on ethnicity as the locus of an inherent antagonism or
trauma.69Significantly, given that I seek to construct a Christian political theology, Willford’s (2006) work
also pinpoints how ‘vicarious ritualization’ by the Tamil community (embodied specifically in two festivals,
Thaipusam and Adi Puram) serves as a passionate response to the marginalization of their community (pp.
59-83) Such rituals serve as a magnet and source of identity for many Indians who do not themselves
participate in the rituals (p. 65); such pilgrimage sites are places where, ‘the symbolic order of Malaysia’s
ethnic hierarchy (in which the Indians are largely disenfranchised) is briefly transcended’, that is, the subject
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Representative works include Ng (2006, 2009) and Ambikaipaker (2013).
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Further elaboration on concepts like the Lacanian Real, Symbolic and Imaginary on p.73.

Interestingly enough, Willford’s focus is on a minority community in Malaysia whereas my analysis highlights the dominant one
in the country, that is, the Malays.
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‘forgets’ (if only for a while) the fact of their subjugation. They are offered a painful glimpse of a
transcendent cultural authenticity which cancels out the contingency of the everyday but which, nevertheless
remains out of reach, thus contributing to the subject’s alienation (pp. 73-74). In other words, whilst these
rituals offer a quasi-utopian relief from their present hardships, it is a kind of promise or vision which is
never fully attainable.
Hindu ‘theology’ thus manifested in ritual, thus understood, tends to reproduce the very impossibility of
ethnic certainty sought after, even as they serve as an instrumental purpose of ‘fighting back’ and negating
Malay hegemony (Willford 2006, p. 76). These rituals, in other words, are political in nature despite the
absence of overt partisanship in their performances. Similarly, I hope to produce a political theology which
unravels the hegemonic subjection of a religious minority by the State. However, instead of seeking a
transcendent certainty or constructing a fantasy of an Other who fears us, I want to make the practice of
forgiveness a core factor in political activism.

1.5.2 Outline of Chapters

My first objective overall will be to demonstrate the relevance and viability of psychoanalytical concepts
towards analyzing theology and political discourse in Malaysia. These concepts and ideas will serve as a
collective mold to support my second objective, which is to build a new political theology.

Loosely adopting a therapeutic framework, this introductory and the second chapter could be said to be the
Diagnosis (where I highlight some problems the country could be facing yet not acknowledging), with
chapters three and four being the Prognosis (where I chart some history, note on-going risk factors and try
to suggest a new way of moving forward), and chapters five and six approximating the Cure (where I
encourage a fresh solution for Malaysia involving the Christian church).
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1.5.2.1 Diagnosis

I have already summarized my aims in this first introductory chapter. These include highlighting the
problematic nature of theo-political discourse in Malaysia, introducing psychoanalysis and the need to pay
attention to the phenomenon of the unconscious, and introducing the work of Slavoj Žižek.
In chapter two, I will use the three key clinical diagnoses of psychoanalysis─that is, neurosis, perversion
and psychosis─to creatively interrogate recent political controversies in Malaysia. By demonstrating a close
alignment of these clinical frameworks to socio-politics in Malaysia, I hope to show that the ‘disorderly
conduct’ detected within Malaysian socio-political discourse renders my work in principle viable by
pointing at problems not commonly (if at all) addressed. I will argue that these basic diagnostic categories
can shed new light on to recent and earlier controversies, not least those involving fundamentalist Islam.
Together with the introduction, this chapter could be said to constitute my ‘diagnosis’ of the country’s
political ‘illnesses’ which in turn sets the stage to discuss potentially promising ‘cures’ from chapter three
onwards.

1.5.2.2 Prognosis

Chapters three and four continue the investigation of Malaysian society as a site amenable to
psychoanalytical interpretation, but with the important addition of proposing alternate ways of reimagining
some key fracture points which have dominated the country’s political landscape. If chapter two’s main
concern was to highlight that Malaysia has problems which can be illuminated by psychoanalysis, then the
purpose of the next two chapters could be described as seeking to chart a way forward on how to rethink
these issues.
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Chapter three looks at ethnic relations in the country and provides an overview and critique of how some
scholars working in the field have characterized ethnicity in Malaysia. I will argue that, in fact, ontological
trauma─or a shattering quasi-presence at the heart of our being, both individually and collectively─holds
out untapped advantages towards reconceptualising ethnicity and ethnic reconciliation. This chapter also
delves deep into colonial history as I seek to demonstrate how trauma and conflict have been at the heart of
the three major Malaysian ethnicities since the time of British colonialism, becoming an integral part of
what it means to Malay, Chinese and Indian.

Chapter four investigates the 2012 Bersih protests in the light of the Lacanian masculine-feminine binary,
whilst introducing the idea of inherent transgressions in politics. This is to say that the key political struggle
in Malaysia is the struggle against what psychoanalysts term the super-ego; this refers to a malevolent force
which sustains wrongdoing by generating collective guilt and pleasure (in the act of contravening public
official rules), especially those in power. This chapter aims to demonstrate how the Bersih protests embody
the hope for a new kind of struggle, one which tears down hegemonic structures from within and threatens
to rupture the entire system of oppression.

Thus, chapters two to four will represent a pioneering synthesis and application of psychoanalytical concepts
within a Malaysian context. I wish to show that psychoanalysis is a rich field which can provide many fresh
interpretative angles to understand key Malaysian socio-political events and personalities, for example, the
‘Allah’ controversy (chapter two), ethnicity (chapter three), the Bersih protests (chapter four). To reiterate,
these chapters embody the first of two primary objectives of this investigation, that is, to demonstrate the
viability of psychoanalysis in a political study of Malaysia and to highlight and extract some critical
concepts to be employed in the reimagining of doctrinal and political theology in chapters five and six
respectively.
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1.5.2.3 Cure
A primary remedy for a nation’s ills is, I suggest, a community within that nation. For the purpose of this
work, I will focus on the Christian church. Thus, my second primary objective is to perform a reimagining
of political theology and some of its critical touch-points (for example, the atonement, ecclesiology and
Christology) along psychoanalytical categories. I will focus on this objective in chapters five and six.
Among other things, I ask how the central event in Christian history and theology─the cross of Jesus
Christ─can be read through a psychoanalytical frame and the consequences therein for the ontology of
God’s being and the mission of the church.

Chapter five, thus, begins with an overview of contemporary political theologies, especially the school
generally known as radical orthodoxy and writers of a Deleuzian-deconstructionist persuasion which I name
the ‘weak-transimmanent’ school of thought. I will proffer a Žižekian construction of Christology70 as a
way to navigate between these two extremes, whose weaknesses I will also highlight. I will then proceed to
argue for psychoanalytically informed view of the atonement.71 If chapters two to four demonstrated
political analysis in Malaysia could profit from factoring in the irrational and the unconscious, this chapter
likewise seeks to achieve the same result with the theological doctrines of the atonement, redemption, the
nature of the Godhead and the sacrament of the Lord’s supper and baptism.

Chapter six, the concluding chapter, aims to build on the key concepts raised in the preceding chapters by
proposing a reading of the ecclesial community (more simply known as the church) centered on mercy, as
opposed to one based on sacrifice. This chapter will argue that a new ethic of community (and, by extension,
political activism) requires recognising the trauma at the heart of society and meeting this pain with the love
of God as manifested through forgiveness, loving one’s enemies and so on. It will argue that the kind of
agape love the New Testament intimates is at once radical and fragile, aggressive yet tender, modelled on
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This refers to the doctrine of Jesus Christ, who he is/was and, especially, the redemptive work he performed on the Cross.
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This is shorthand for the salvific work which Jesus performed in and through his passion, suffering and death.
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the act of mercy and justice Jesus embodied by going to the cross (a topic discussed and reconceptualised
in chapter five). Ultimately, I will argue the claim that the kind of boundless ‘irrational’ forgiveness spoken
about in the New Testament should form the basis for the Malaysian church’s political activism today, not
least given the troubled times the country is going through.

This thesis begins and ends with the church. I contend that the political cannot be divorced from the
theological and the ecclesiological. Matters civil and divine must be studied together. All in all, I hope to
review and recommend a fresh way of looking at the message and manner in which Christians in Malaysian
may exist, think and serve in their nation. It is to a psychoanalytical ‘diagnosis’ of this nation that I begin
with now.
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Chapter 2
DISORDERLY CONDUCT:
NEUROSIS, PSYCHOSIS AND PERVERSION IN MALAYSIAN POLITICS

2.1 Introduction

I began this project by suggesting that Malaysian Christianity remains at best a nascent force when it comes
to fully engaging in the country’s socio-political situation. I stated my agreement with the often voiced idea
that Christians should work towards justice but disagreed that voting is entirely an individual matter; I
affirmed the many sermons which warn that the country is afflicted by extremist and corrupt groups but I
also voiced my bafflement as to why these same calls do not include anyone in particular being guilty. Such
wilful ambiguity and hesitation reflects, in my view, a refusal of bona fide engagement in the political
trauma of the country. To employ a common psychoanalytical context, this is akin to individuals who claim
to be in love, declare their love and have it reciprocated yet refuse physical proximity with the beloved. If
such cases could be described as ‘love without love’, perhaps Christians in Malaysia could be said to be
enacting a ‘politics without politics’.

In essence, I highlighted how, even after a decade into the twenty-first century, the Malaysian media can
legitimately speak of the political ‘awakening’ of Christians. More importantly, I called attention to the
reluctance of Christian leaders and spoke-persons to denounce the ruling regime in particular or even to
make voting a spiritual duty, despite their calls for greater Christian involvement in bringing justice to the
nation.

Also, I argued that political discourse modelled along rationalist lines of the sort promoted by theologians
like Ng Kam Weng, especially in relation to Islamisation, runs the risk of being blind-sided by its own
assumptions and biases. To insist on rationality in dialogue is, of course, laudable and even quite necessary.
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But as Christians employ reason in analysing political situations, we need to recognise how the modus
operandi of reason itself is already predisposed to a liberalist interpretation of the world, an interpretation
whose problems are usually ignored within the Malaysian context.

Finally, I also introduced psychoanalysis and defended its application to a collective domain. I tried to show
how psychoanalysis as a framework is preferred over a few other methods derived largely from continental
and critical theory. I also introduced Slavoj Žižek, whose oeuvre I will use heavily throughout this
investigation, and give reasons why I believe his work can help illuminate the Malaysian situation and
invigorate political theology as a whole.

In this chapter, I will read recent Malaysian events, personalities and controversies through the lens of the
a few basic psychoanalytical disorders. My goal is to demonstrate not only that a Žižekian-Lacanian
framework is fully feasible when used to interrogate the country’s political affairs, but also that
psychoanalytical categories can help shed light on key personalities and groups in Malaysia politics, setting
the stage for the more constructive proposals in later chapters. To reiterate my objectives (already outlined
in the previous chapter), in this chapter I am hoping to offer a form of ‘diagnosis’ regarding Malaysia’s sociopolitical ills, setting the stage for the ‘prognosis’ (chapters two and three) and ‘cure’ (chapters four and five).

2.1.1 Outline of Chapter
What follows is an attempt to more systematically apply the insights and categories of psychoanalysis to
contemporary Malaysia. I especially want to read key Malaysian events, personalities and crises through the
three basic disorders of psychoanalysis, pp. neurosis, psychosis and perversion (Parker 2011, pp. 39-51; Fink
1997, pp. 75-204; Grigg 2008, pp. 1-29). For each of these ailments, I will offer a general introduction
followed by an application of the problem to specific problems or scenarios in Malaysia.
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For the first disorder, neurosis, I will especially focus on the hue and cry over the ‘Allah’ controversy, 72
suggesting that Malaysians in general remain enthralled by political crises for the sake of it, especially if it
is religious in nature. I argue that at least some Malaysian Christians are caught in a twisted mode of libidinal
pain-in-pleasure (or jouissance, to be elaborated below) which generates an illusion of radicality and activity
even as it perpetuates complicity with oppressive systems. I will offer examples which suggest that some
politically concerned parties have equated a rush of libidinal energy with the feeling of already being
radicalized subjects.

Secondly, as an example of psychosis, I will argue that the reactions of certain fundamentalist Islamic groups
strongly fit the picture of a subject who experiences a radically alternative reality with deep-seated
divergences, when compared to ordinary people, about the world. In psychoanalytical terms, these subjects
have not been inter-pellated into language and thus are tormented by knowledge ‘known’ only to him (for
example, that Christians are a serious threat to Islam in Malaysia) creating a constant state of paranoia.

The third disorder of perversion, though, constitutes the principal section for this chapter. I will connect this
to the reign of Mahathir Mohamed which indisputably had (and continues to hold) a lasting impact on
Malaysian politics. I will argue that Mahathir’s statements with respect to one of the most draconian acts in
Malaysian history, Ops Lalang,73in which more than a hundred activists and opposition law-makers were
arrested and imprisoned without trial, demonstrates very clearly how the perverse mindset operates. I will
also connect such an approach to the Barisan Nasional administration of today, using contemporary
examples to establish that a form of delusion and self-deception, known as fetishistic disavowal, is rife in
Malaysian politics.

My overall aims are three-fold: 1) To demonstrate the viability of aligning critical events in Malaysia politics
to principal diagnostic categories, thus 2) validating psychoanalysis as an interrogative framework for my
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See the previous chapter, pp.22-23, for an introduction to the controversy.
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Literally, the ‘weeding-out operation’, in English.

59

task in later chapters which involves 3) constructing the contours of a new political theology for Malaysia
based on psychoanalytical concepts.
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2.2 Neurosis, Obsession and Hysteria over ‘Allah’

In contemporary working life, it is not uncommon to come across executives who have virtually defined
themselves through the frequency and intensity of their complaints. Such individuals can barely keep silent
for minutes before bemoaning an impractical office policy or chastening a devious colleague behind her
back or griping about the heavy workload. After a while one begins to wonder if these people are, in fact,
enjoying their complaints such that should there be nothing to whine about life may become unbearable.
Are there similar situations in politics?

2.2.1 Introduction to Neurosis

As already noted, psychoanalytical diagnosis is broadly categorized according into three types, pp. neurosis,
psychosis and perversion. Of these three, the most fundamental and common disorder is neurosis which, in
fact, represents Freud’s breakthrough in psychoanalysis. The entire discipline, one could say, is founded on
the idea of an unconscious domain within human subjects, that is, a principle of explanation that can be
testified to only indirectly via its effects (on the body, through symptoms, and so on) yet asserts a
determining force over personal emotions and behaviour (Crockett 2007, p. 23; Boothby 2001, p. 62).

In the connect of neurosis, the determining influence of the unconscious of the psyche results in the primacy
of doubt over certainty, the inhibition of the drives as opposed to their unobstructed enactment, the
repression of desires, and the subsequent return of the repressed in symptoms like anguish, discord and
sexual disturbances (Fink 1997, pp.112-113; Fehe-Gurwich 2003, pp. 195-197). The neurotic is the subject
who is wrecked with such a guilty conscience on account of his acceptance-yet-repression of social or
traditional laws, mores and prohibitions.
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In other words, neurosis names the human subject always at war with itself (Roudinesco 2001, pp. 7-8). It
is the psychic effect of a subject in torment vis-à-vis the Other, against whom his being is divided on account
of a conundrum of desires.74

The subject’s vision of the world and of herself is necessarily mediated not only by the way the
Other sees the child and the world, but also through messages and clues that the Other unwittingly
transmits and that, for the child, form the landmarks of his or her reality (Fehe-Gurwich 2003, p.
193).

Fehe-Gurwich’s comment highlights the ambivalent inter-subjectivity at the heart of an individual psyche
which produces anxiety, splitting the ego and creating the problem of neurosis.

This brings me to my discussion of two kinds of neurotics, obsessives and hysterics which are distinguished
precisely by the subject’s relation to the Other and his/her desires.75 First, the obsessive aims to prevent, via
the use of compulsive rituals, the Other’s desire from emerging; he seeks full control over what the Other
wants (Žižek 1994, pp. 177-178). Secondly, in contrast to the obsessive who believes reality will come

Psychoanalysis grounds much of its theory on a child’s developing consciousness and the ambiguity or complications produced
within the child’s psyche as a result of the child-parent relationship. A child, according to psychoanalysis, is from the very beginning
filled with questions regarding her role within her parents’ constellation of desires. A child’s parents, in fact, denote the child’s first
encounter with the Other, that nebulous locus of both affection and authority, that individual or institution which exudes both power
and protection, which the child (and eventually adult) longs to please yet which imposes rules and impedes enjoyment. This authority
figure or figures will be the focus of a child’s infantile (or even primordial) self-questioning: What is the secret of this Other’s
desire? What must I do to obtain the approval and resources of not only my parents but society as a whole? What, in fact, constitutes
a ‘good’ thing in the world? What, in other words, does the Other want from me? (Fink 1997, pp. 121-122; Žižek 1994, p. 177;
Fehe-Gurewich 2003, p. 193).
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A subject’s relation to the Other is known as the fundamental fantasy and also describes how the subject negotiates the traumatic
kernel at his core, that which he can never fully integrate into his symbolic world (Žižek 1994, p. 178); this is a paradoxical alienation
into which subjects are constituted, the infinite gap which subjects remain forever estranged against as it both forms and deforms
their being (Zupančič 2008a, pp. 167-169; Fehe-Gurwich 2003, pp. 199-200). In other words, there is an ominous negativity of
desire at the heart of the human subject which both affects one’s relation to the Other, whilst at the same time constituting it. Richard
Boothby also describes the fundamental fantasy as that which is beyond the end-point of desire, the axiom that the subject cannot
stop craving for more; the unimaginable kernel at the heart of fantasy is likewise inseparable from a subject’s relation to the other
and, in fact, denotes the ultimately unanswerable question of what the other desires (Boothby 2005, pp. 33, 48). In short, the way
subjects face and experience their lives is a function of what they think and fear about the society (or symbolic community) they
are part of.
75
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crashing down should his repetitive procedures cease, the hysteric has a victim mentality in that she always
feels she is being oppressed or pressured by circumstances beyond her will (Žižek 1994, p. 177).76

The following table summarizes the disorders (for neurosis, psychosis and perversion), their causes, relation
to the Other and symptoms.

Table 1: Comparison of Clinical Disorders

A subject’s basic self-constitution is also determined by a deep sense of loss, the loss of a primordial love relationship. The
unconscious life of the subject, therefore, is fundamentally about negotiating this loss in the world; the paradoxical form that this
loss takes is known in psychoanalytical circles as the lost object (or objet petit a) which will be further discussed in chapter four. In
the context of my discussion on the Other and the distinction between obsessive and hysteria, the obsessive constitutes himself via
the lost object whereas the hysteric constitutes herself to the object the Other is missing (Fink 1997, pp. 119-120). The obsessive’s
fundamental fantasy involves recovering that lost object and continuously accusing the Other of having stolen it; the hysteric, on
the other hand, is fixated with satisfying the Other whose lost object she hopes to become ((Fink 1997, pp. 120). Put simply,
obsession is a craving for something I believe I must have; hysteria is a craving for someone else to be satisfied with me.
76
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Bearing in mind these distinctions and the general understanding of neurosis, I now scrutinize a few aspects
of Malaysia’s recent socio-political controversies. My goal, to restate, is to draw out the resemblances
between Malaysia’s political discourse and the anticipated complaints of a neurotic.

2.2.2 Neurotic Politics in Malaysia

Is political Malaysia neurotic? Indeed, I read Malaysia’s socio-political stasis as persisting precisely because
of the general state of neuroticism in the country. It is my suspicion that most Malaysians (and Christians
in particular) resist change and true radicality because deep down they believe, not unlike an obsessive, that
they already are radical subjects actively transforming the country (one complaint at a time). Likewise, in
tandem with the hysteric, Malaysians constantly berate themselves with a victimized mindset, a situation
encouraged by political expression rendered easier through social media (Dean 2009, p. 34).

For instance, the controversy over religious issues (in particularly the exclusive rights of Muslims to use
‘Allah’) is seen, by many as a smoke-screen produced by the ruling regime to divert attention away from
their failure to strengthen the economy (Darwis and Palansamy 2013), among other things. Unfortunately,
given the easily sparked frenzy which characterizes the Malaysian political mindset, the National Alliance
can not only render these into talking points which preoccupy the people and also target their political
opponents. One example where this is most clearly seen in the January 2014 raid on the Bible Society of
Malaysia by the Selangor Islamic Religious Department (or JAIS) (Anbalagan 2014)77 which aptly came
soon after the country was preparing to bear the burden of all-round price increases the following year.78
Unfortunately, instead of being recognized as being exclusively a government ploy, the ‘Allah’ controversy
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This news article is one of about three dozen references (in this work) from The Malaysian Insider, one of the first alternative
news portal in the country. However, the Insider ceased operations on March 14th, 2016 (The Star 2016). Thus, all URLs’ for Insider
articles in the reference list will be of mirror sites.
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Many claimed the ruling regime was responsible for the inflation (Darwis & Palansamy 2013), a charge expectedly denied and
externalised as resulting from the global economy and weather conditions (Karim 2014).
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resulted in activists castigating the Opposition (Ann-Surin 2014; Ar 2014b) and even the Opposition
censuring each other for their alleged indecisiveness (Ng 2014; Zahiid 2014).79

This issue is symptomatic of the ruling regime’s efforts to politicise religion in the country, as Meredith
Weiss (2004) highlights:80

UMNO...has been trying to prove to the general public that it is more ‘Islamic’ than what its
opponents make it out to be. The ruling political party’s embracing Islamic values was less by choice
than the byproduct of electoral competition...Because of the reactive or defensive nature of its
Islamization strategy, UMNO has taken on PAS in struggling for the ‘hearts and minds’ of the
Malay electorate by...insisting that the party can be trusted to uphold Islamic precepts and
institutions at least as well as PAS (pp. 155-156).

With the ‘Allah’ controversy, once again, the country is fractured along religious lines which, more often
than not, mirror ethnic lines as well. Muslims previously sympathetic to the Opposition’s cause find
themselves drawn back into defending their religion, implicitly putting them on the side of the ruling
government (Darwis 2013).81 What’s remarkable is 1) the ease with which parties normally critical of the

This was neither the first, nor the last, time that the Opposition’s alliance was exposed in all its fragility. The Opposition, ever
since the 2008 general elections, consisted of an alliance between the Democratic Action Party (DAP), the Pan-Islamic Malaysian
Party (PAS) and the People’s Justice Party (PKR). This coalition, by closing ranks and uniting the three major ethnic-religious
groups in a manner which only the ruling National Alliance was able to previously, proffered a solid and credible alternative to the
ruling regime. Nevertheless, given their often hugely divergent ideological spectrums (not least PAS’ insistence on an Islamic state
in the two states they control, Kelantan and Terengganu), the coalition is often prone to internal fighting. In late 2014, the latest
issue threatening a split was the controversy surrounding the Chief Minister of the state of Selangor, Khalid Ibrahim. Put simply
DAP and PKR wish to oust Khalid from his position, but PAS wants him to stay (The Malay Mail Online 2014). Eventually, the
post was taken up by Azmin Ali of PKR. At the time of this writing, this alliance was fatally damaged due to critical disagrements,
not least over the issue of the enforcement of hudud law in Kelantan, and was declared officially over by DAP (Malaysian Insider
2015)
79
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See the discussion and notes on Islamisation in the previous chapter, pp.8-10.
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It is utterly ironic, therefore, when organisations affiliated to the ruling coalition issue public warnings against the abuse of the
‘Allah’ issue by ‘extremists’ (Then 2013).
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ruling regime can succumb to its blatant politicisation of religious and ethnic issues and 2) the repetitive
nature of such giving in to political distraction.

To restate my objective in this section, it is neither to analyse the ‘Allah’ controversy (this I have done in
the previous chapter) nor to deliberate at length on the hegemonic tactics of National Alliance (a subject for
later sections and chapters). It is rather to highlight how Malaysian political discourse can be easily caught
in a frenzy of rhetoric reminiscent of a neurotic disorder which, when linked to socio-political discourse,
registers ideas of enjoyment as a political factor. Could it be that the politically impassioned populace are
neurotically wired to swerve towards any and every issue holding forth a kind of pathological condition
which entraps subjects in the ironic ‘pleasure’ of their own anxiety?

2.2.3 Jouissance as substitute for transformation?

I stress the notion of jouissance here because an overarching theme of psycho-political discourse is
enjoyment as a unspoken of yet operating political factor.82 The French word jouissance is usually preferred
in this context to the English translation of ‘pleasure’83 because the former conveys that sense of pain-inpleasure which renders us awry, not entirely rational and not fully ourselves.84 Ruti (2012) explains the term
as a ‘(compulsive) return to the same nexus of (largely unfulfillable) desires, the same messy tangle of
existential aporias’ (p.15). She adds that, however, that:
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See the discussion in the previous chapter, pp.37-42.
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This refers to how clinical patients derive pleasure from the very problems which afflict them, how they keep repeating certain
symptoms (themselves denoting anamoly, pain or trauma) primarily because of the enjoyment attained by such repetition, an
enjoyment which has as its object some lost primordial fullness of mother-child unity (the prohibition of which had to be accepted
as a condition of the entry of the subject into the Symbolic Order, also known as symbolic castration) yet which can never be fully
attained as the loss was always ever retroactively posited (Fink 1995, pp. 63-68; McGowan 2013, p. 31). Todd McGowan (2013)
explains how acts of violence (even towards the self) are performed in order to produce the loss thus enabling subjects to enjoy the
lost object which, however, once obtained ceases to be the object (2013, p. 13). In the context of power and authority, the lost object
allows subjects to free themselves from the complete domination of authority by creating a lack that no authority can perfectly fill
(p. 31). In sum, there is a repetitive dimension to the destructive, painful and transgressive acts indulged in as part of the self’s
constitution (through loss and desire) within society.
84

This pain-in-pleasure is a result of our attempts to submit to the demands of that component of our unconscious known as the
superego. For more discussion, see pp.153-156.
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(it) is precisely this compulsion that introduces a modicum of consistency to our lives...In a way,
the repetition compulsion (as a way of binding desire) is one of the basic supports of our being,
which is why we cling to it; why, when all is said and done, we tend to ‘love’ our symptoms more
than we love ourselves (p. 15).

Jouissance, in other words, constitutes a torsion within our being which spurs us towards recurring
compulsive acts which also serve to provide a sense of continuity.

When applied to politics, the idea of jouissance suggests that we will never fully comprehend the behaviour
and motivations of political groups and individuals until we recognise that there is an unconscious domain
of pain-in-pleasure, of a strange form of enjoyment, underlying their disposition as subjects. I want to
suggest that this phenomenon is fully operative, yet infrequently noted, in Malaysian socio-political
discourse. Malaysians in general are caught or are stuck within a painful yet satisfying lacuna of political
enjoyment, from which they find it difficult to break out of. In best-case scenarios (as with the Bersih
protests, to be discussed in chapter four), jouissance leads to collective praxis and creative protests. In the
worst cases, rhetoric and a sense of victimisation are passionately associated with radicality and action,
which begets inaction and more rhetoric, and so on.

I have already noted the repetitive nature of Malaysian socio-political groups which cannot resist falling for
the ruling regime’s attempts to deflect attention from their failings and on to controversial issues (usually
involving ethnicity and religion). To reemploy the example of the JAIS raid on the Bible Society of
Malaysia, I detect neurotic obsession in the fact that legalists and activists continuously entrench themselves
in an obsesssively repetitious circuit of stating, over and over again, how unconstitutional JAIS’ actions
were (Mok 2014). In other words, condemning JAIS served as a substitute for appropriately engaging with
them.
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Likewise, when Christians and non-Muslims fretted (rather pointlessly) over future raids by Islamic
authorities (Teoh 2014), I read this as symptomatic of hysteria: An oppressive Other’s actions are instantly
perceived as an anxiety-producing threat. As another example, Mark Tan (2014), like many legally trained
activists, perceptively notes that at the heart of the ‘Allah’ issue is whether or not third-party interference
into religious institutions is allowed; this paradoxically misses the real ‘heart’ of the issue which is the fact
that it is a non-issue. Again, it is hardly a secret that the ruling regime was simply fanning the issue for
political gain (Wall Street Journal 2014). To reiterate, I contend that an all-round neurosis is precisely what
compels many Malaysians to argue the obvious (that the authorities have behaved unconstitutionally) or
generate more anxiety (about future raids which simply cannot be predicted). Why not issue a concerted
protest that the entire ‘Allah’ issue 1) masks a power play (Aly 2013), 2) represents nothing more than a
theater of shadows, and 3) shows that Malaysians should thoroughly reject the problem in principle as
blatantly manufactured? Could it be that the country’s activists in general derive a warped liking for
bemoaning the unfortunate (the obsessive stance)? Would it not be plausible to say that Malaysian activists
in general receive a libidinal thrill from lamenting an uncertain future (the hysterical stance)?

Ida Lim reported how some Malaysian comedians explained the surge of humour and jokes on social media
when the 1MDB controvery began (2015).85 Remarks included, ‘It's the only weapon we have, when
Malaysians have the perception that that all other recourse to justice has failed and the only thing they have
left is the power of humour and comedy’, ‘People have to make fun of serious situations because it helps us
cope with these situations. These kinds of things have been very stressful, it’s just a way for us to manage
them,’ and, ‘Malaysia does not have political unrest, the people are angry, but they haven’t taken to the
streets. They have gone to social media, they are making light of the matter.’ (Lim 2015). In the context of
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1Malaysia Development Limited (or 1MDB) is an investment fund set up by Najib Razak ostensibly to attract overseas investors
by dealing in energy and real-estate projects. However it began accumulating debts approximating RM43billion and, most
controversially, an investigation released in July 2015 by the Wall Street Journal traced RM2.6 billion of funds deposited into the
personal bank account of the Prime Minister. Key news reports include Wright & Clark (2015) and Wright & Brown (2015).
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neurosis, these sentiments could hint at a unspoken desire for psychological relief over political action, a
desire which colours political discourse in Malaysia as a whole.

The first remark in particular, perhaps unconsciously, tend reflect the victim mentality. It claims that humour
is what Malaysians rely on when all other recourse to justice has failed. A psychoanalytically oriented
questioner may ask if there a tacit belief that every resource to justice will fail, or if there is an unspoken
desire to witness the failure of justice thereby providing more reasons for political humour. To recall the
introductory anecdote of office workers ‘enjoying’ their complaints, one could ask if Malaysians have a
tendency to ‘enjoy’ their injustices, not least since it spurs so much humour?86

Jodi Dean’s (2009) indictment of the American Left’s capitulation to conservatism during the 2000 United
States elections arguably easily applies to Malaysians as well, ‘As long as (we) see ourselves as defeated
victims, we can refrain from having to admit that we are short on ideas - or that the ones we have seem
unpopolar, outmoded’ (p. 5). Similarly, the neurotic-hysterical urge of revelling in the role of the victim,
whilst superficially amplifying one’s voice, nevertheless requires a posture of inaction. Dean (2009)
continues:

They must speak as those who have lost, those who are losers. One who feels the political impulse
to struggle, who is ready for a fight against injustice, is not injured enough to speak. For many...the
attraction of the position of the victim is thus double, pp. one is always morally correct...and never
politically responsible (pp. 5-6).87

86 One example of politics-related humour is its proliferate use in social

media, in particularly with apps and platforms like WhatsApp
and Facebook. Like most Malaysians, I am included in a few chat-groups in which, at least a few dozen times a day, members will
post links and comments related to the government for no identifiable purpose other than to rue, lament and mock the country’s
leaders. Whilst I consider my involvement in such forums as minimal, I nevertheless cannot deny there is the occasional smug
pleasure in the safe, yet not entirely private, ridiculing of an oppressive regime whose actions and statements often border on
nonsense.
It is instructive to note here that Oliver O’Donovan (1996) emphasizes that the church must be a glad community, as opposed to
one which seeks its identity in the fact of unjust treatment; the people of God must not depend upon the injustice of others (p. 181).
87
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My ultimate concern here, to echo Dean’s final words, is that Malaysian activism could get caught up in
waves of lamentational jouissance to the exclusion of creative ideas, political responsibility and
mobilisation. I do not, of course, wish to deny the religious significance of any ruling involving the name
of God in a multi-religious country like Malaysia or even the need to protest when minority rights are
undermined. The critical thing to highlight, nevertheless, is how the Malaysian population remains
enthralled to the thrill of political protest at the expense of focusing on the paramount issues and, of bigger
concern, how a corrupt regime can manipulate such neurotic sentiments with little difficulty.

Not uncharacteristically, the Christians’ more than occasional display of their victim mentality (Gomez,
2014) will merely feed the neurotic trajectory of subjects who are always looking to secure their own private
enjoyment at the expense of others. The likely end-result is the foregoing of any radical disturbance of the
way Malaysian political society functions (McGowan 2013, pp. 128). The more Christians decry their
helplessness, the more the truth of it will be entrenched, leading to further complaints about the fact ad
infinitum.

It would appear that the passionate discourse of politics itself─aptly characterized by A.C. Milner as a sort
of ‘sport’ for Malaysians (Walker & Farrelly, 2013)─has exploited the jouissance of the people by
channeling their efforts more towards rhetoric and dramatic performatives as opposed to political action and
real policy-making. Reactive hang-wringing and loud rhetoric is served up at the expense of the truly radical.

2.2.4 Conclusion

The above sub-section introduced the phenomenon of neurosis which I have argued is characteristic of a
popular strand in Malaysian political activism. Malaysians are continuously obsessed over political ‘hot
potato’ events, taking delight in rhetorical posturing and often mimicking the very politicians they disparage.
Whilst potentially harmless, it may reflect a belief in the radicality of their own words and hysteria;
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Malaysians may be entirely enjoying their complaints in an irrational manner which, unfortunately, does not
in any way contribute to transforming the system.88 Political activism in the country must be wary not to
exchange authentic political action for the short-term jouissance of political rhetoric and soap-boxing.
Hopefully, the mere recognition that people derive a twisted satisfaction from weeping over injustice could
spur these same people towards doing something beyond weeping.

I now turn to a deeper problem: psychosis. If neurosis produced symptoms which are at best annoying and
at worst inhibits systematic change,89 psychosis is far worse in that the subject suffers the continuous
invasion of his worst fears not only because he has ‘lost a grip’ on reality but because of his over-proximity
to reality’s truth.

88

A topic to be tackled more elaborately in chapter four.

89

Todd McGowan (2013) has even remarked that psychoanalysis is essentially an economical theory of the psyche harnessed to
help patients find the least obstructive path to their psychic satisfaction (p. 54). In this sense, certain symptoms (or an excess of
them) can be said to reduce the fullness of life by taking its unconscious delights on frustrating detours.
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2.3 Psychosis and Fundamentalist Islam in Malaysia

Without thought, is human existence imaginable? But without language, is thought possible? If sensible
thought entails the proper use of language, would it not be true that psychotic thought (or thought which
lacks grounding in reality) implies a fundamental misalignment of signifier and signified in the mind of the
speaker?

Psychoanalysis claims that subjects are properly constituted via language and into society; we exist and
function socially only if we have been properly integrated into the symbolic world of language (Fink 1997,
p. 79). Social existence thus entails being subjected unconsciously to symbolic authority figures90 who
‘install’ us, via language, into the social fabric. To be a subject is to accept the symbolic authority which
comes along with the acquisition of language. Subjectivity results when the subject is drawn into
independent existence, away from the desire of an Other which would otherwise render said subject ‘stuck’
in dependence or symbolic non-development (Fink 1997, pp. 81). This is basically a psychoanalyst’s way
of saying that the Father (of social authority, norms, responsibilities, which implies adulthood) must wean
the child from the Mother (of unconditional love and dependence, all of which implies infancy); such a
‘weaning’─also known as the ‘paternal function’─is juxtaposed with the acquisition (and subsequent
mastery) of language.91

What, then, is psychosis? It is that condition in which this process fails, in which this social ‘installation’ of
the subject does not take place or is aborted (Fink 1997, p. 82; Grigg 2001, p. 4). What results is an
unmediated encounter between the subject and the abyss of pre-symbolic reality which, under normal

90

The fact that it is a symbolic authority which installs us into language is less important than the fact of the installation itself. I
mention it here in the interest of completeness and as part of my explanation of how psychosis occurs. To be able to think and speak
is one and the same as being subject to the values and norms which come as part and parcel of being born into a community and the
language(s) which binds it together.
91

In psychosis, however, this ‘weaning’ never occurs, leaving the subject astray in a domain outside language.
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circumstances, is sutured given the subject’s insertion into the symbolic order of the world (Crockett 2007,
p. 38). 92 A psychotic is, however, a subject who lacks the symbolic apparatus (which is, in fact, the world
as experienced by everyone else in his community) which shields him from this trauma; he encounters this
shattering anti-essential void of experience directly without symbolic mediation and thus experiences the
full force of this realm in terrifying and delusional form (Zupančič 2008a, p. 181; Grigg 2008, p. 4). This
creates a loss of a sense of ‘objective’ reality accompanied, paradoxically, by a relentless sense of certainty
which grounds a psychotic’s delusions (Boothby 2001, p. 279; Dean 2009, pp. 166-167). The lack of
signifiers in between the subject and the anti-symbolic abyss (or the Real) both destabilizes the psychotic’s
perception whilst simultaneously creating a die-hard sense of being absolutely in the know. In Ian Parker’s
(2011) words, the psychotic knows something that a non-psychotic does not know and precisely must not
know in order to access and function normally within the symbolic order (p. 45).

2.3.1 Pembela and the Foreclosure of Religious Oppression

How is psychosis relevant to Malaysian politics? Are there individuals or assemblages to which the category
may insightfully apply? I argue that there is at least one kind of group in Malaysia whose actions and
behaviour fit the traits of psychosis: Muslim fundamentalists.
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As already noted, the psychoanalytical framework I am adopting here is distinctly Lacanian and thus I will on a few occasions be
referencing the Imaginary-Symbolic-Real register of the individual psyche. To very briefly explain, the Imaginary domain is
generally the realm of narcissistic and infantile projects of the self. This domain is largely a deceptive stage which makes the subject
blind to what is missing in our world. The subject must eventually suspend the Imaginary to enter the Symbolic Order which is
essentially the everyday world of language, symbols and realia we live in. The Symbolic Order is what structures our everyday
world, providing not only the rules and norms a subject lives by but also his identities. Finally, the Real is that destabilizing element
inherent in the world which renders everything (not least powerful institutions) awry. In Lacanian thought, all three domains are
interlinked and a subject at times experience all simultaneously, see Lacan (1977a, 1977b, 1979). Practically all introductions to
Lacan include an explanation of this triad; two notable works I have found helpful are Homer (2005) and Chiesa (2007). In the
context of psychosis above, the disorder occurs when a subject fails to be grounded in the Symbolic order, thereby leaving him at
the mercy of the Real (hence the paranoia and fright often associated with psychotics).
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The outbursts by right-wing Islamic groups when Christians protested over the serializing and stamping
(and possible defacing) of the Alkitab,93 the Malay Bible (Chong 2011b; Syed Putra 2011) is remarkable in
the context of this study as it could suggest that something less than normal rationality is at work. One such
group, Pembela (or the Islamic Defenders), ‘accused Malaysia’s minority Christian community of
deliberately hurting the feelings of the majority Muslim community with its police reports and harsh
statements in its attempt to resolve the ongoing Alkitab row...Pembela demanded that the Christian groups
involved in the row return to the mutual respect among religious followers based on the Federal
Constitution, legal provision and various other official decisions’ (Chong 2011a, emphasis added). Chong
(2011a) also reported that Pembela asked angrily of Christians, ‘How far do they want to provoke and
manipulate this issue? Do they not realise that their actions are very hurtful to Muslims?’

Such remarks are incredible because as any neutral observer can see, the Christians are neither deliberately
hurting the feelings of Muslims nor behaving disrespectfully. Other than statements by these Muslim NGOs’
to the contrary, there is a complete absence of evidence confirming any negative intentions by Christians.
Indeed, the truth appears to be the exact opposite: Groups like Pembela are the ones purposefully acting in
a hurtful and rude manner. Could there be a form of delusion at work here? Furthermore, Pembela─which
has also endorsed seminars in the country with titles like ‘The Threat of Christianisation (to Islam)’ (Lau
2012b)─constantly express a fear of the eroding status of Islam in Malaysia, and how political pressure may
be compromising the sovereignty of the faith.

This sort of reaction strikes one as bizarre. There is no logical reason why the presence of Malay Bibles may
even begin to undermine the position of Islam as the official religion of the country. There are barely five
thousand copies involved (Sued Putra 2011), hardly enough for the 1.5 million Christians comprising the

This occurred in early 2011, when a few thousand copies of the Alkitab stamped with a government label ‘For Christians Only’
leading, predictably, to an outcry by Christians over the discriminatory and (possibly) desecratory nature of such an action (Palani
2011; Christian Federation of Malaysia 2011; Woo 2011).
93
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indigenous people for whom it’s primarily intended.
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Furthermore, Islamic insititutions, rules and

guidelines and policies are not only nearly ubiquitous, there is even strong evidence that non-Muslim
commuities are having their religious liberties eroded (Lee 2010, pp. 62-73; Byrnes 2007) especially since
the process of Islamisation begun in the 70s’ and accelerated under the rule of Dr. Mahathir Mohamed (Wain
2009, pp. 217-240). 95 Finally, the Alkitab issue appears almost moot as there are already many Internet sites
which present the Bible (and various commentaries and hundreds of articles)96 in Malay or Indonesian
(notwithstanding the lack of access to the Internet for most of the indigenous people). A few thousand Malay
Bibles, therefore, far from presenting a problem to the dominance of Islam, may in fact expose how weak
the influence of Christianity is (at least in Malaysia). My point is that, given the comparatively weak ‘threat’
of the Alkitab, the behaviour of groups like Pembela can hardly be the result of a rational analysis of the
facts of the matter.

Is it possible that Pembela’s bizarre reaction to the Christians and the Alkitab is a manifestation of
psychosis? What if the objective facts of this issue which non-psychotic people know about is somehow
foreclosed by groups like Pembela, 97 such that they a) experience a different reality from others and b) are
tormented by the unbearable truths revealed through such episodes.

Recall the above discussion that one of the purposes of the ‘paternal function’, as the flip side of integrating
subjects into the Symbolic Order, is the veiling of the domain of the Real (without which life becomes
terrifying for the subject). Without the veiling, thus, it could be the case that Pembela are forced to face up
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To recall a statistic already shared, Christians in Malaysia number approximately 2.4 million, with 700,000 Chinese, 100,000
Indians and about 1.4 million Other Bumiputera (literally, ‘sons of the soil’, referring to indigenous peoples such as the Iban and
Kadazan, Senoi and so on (Talha, Letha Nair et al 2010)
95

See the discussion on Islamisation in the previous chapter, pp.8-10.

96

A Google search for ‘Alkitab online’ produces more than eight million results as at February, 2013.

97

Foreclosure, in psychoanalytical terms, refers to the fundamental process by which psychosis happens in which crucial signifiers
of authority are prevented from performing their work in a person’s psyche (Grigg 2008, pp. 3-18), which I have described as the
‘installation’ of a subject into society. Foreclosure is when this process does not happen and a subject remains unanchored, adrift in
a sea of fearsome signifiers, experiencing an alternate reality to the rest of society.
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to an unbearable truth, namely, the truth that the reactions they are accusing Christians exactly mirror what
they would do if found in a similar situation. This entire incident, far from inciting a passion towards safeguarding the foundations of their own faith (as they claim), instead served to present Pembela with a
terrifying possibility of what they are capable of doing, that is, protest in excessive and aggressive ways in
manner far exceeding anything the Christians are capable of. Again, this would correspond, in my view, to
an encounter (by Pembela) with a return of the paternal function in Real form; groups like Pembela have
repressed this side of themselves, believing entirely in their innocence and peaceful manner. The Alkitab
issue, together with the Christian response, all but triggered the dark truth that should a secular government
officially limit the publication and distribution of the holy book for Muslims, the Q’ran, it will likely spark
a very hostile reaction by some Muslims.98

More severely, when Pembela claims that the Christians’ ‘continued provocations’ of Muslim sensitivities
could be perceived as an ‘invitation’ to reactionary Muslims who are ‘hard to control’ (Chong 2011a), it
unmistakably sounds as if Pembela is referring to none other than themselves (as reactionary, hard to control
and so on). Likewise, when another group, Perkasa, called for the burning of the Alkitab and justified it on
the grounds that the burning was meant to prevent more violence (Chooi 2013), this suggests a morose selfidentification cum self-targeting characteristic of the psychotic passage a l'acte, that is, a lashing out at
one’s self partially resulting from an over-proximity to the terror of reality’s brokenness99 (Žižek 1994, p.
76) which also hides an implicit admission of impotence and guilt (Žižek 2006, pp. 343-344).100
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Unfortunately, the record of Muslim protests around the world against perceived insults to Islam has gained a notorious reputation
for violent retaliation. Key episodes such as that of the fatwa to kill Salman Rushdie, the violence involved in the condemnations
of Geert Wilders’ movie ‘Fitna’ and the Danish cartoon controversy point to an extremist streak inherent in Islamic protestations
which, regrettably, show no sign of abating (Shah, 2012). Whilst Malaysia has not yet reached such severe levels, it is clear that
extremism and violence in the country exists, as demonstrated in church fire-bombings in the wake of the ‘Allah’ controversy in
2010 (BBC 2010).
99

Also known, again, as the Real. See the explanatory footnote on p.73.
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This highlights an issue popular in psychoanalysis about how violence intended against the other is sometimes implicitly targeted
at the self. Why? Because of the abnormal nature of the enjoyment subjects seek which is predicated on the production of desire
which, in turn, requires loss (McGowan 2013, pp. 50-51). In this light, what these fundamentalists groups may unconsciously want
is for the Christians to respond in kind, precisely as they (the fundamentalists) would, so that the violence generated reproduces the
loss which then spurs the desirous enjoyment they seek.
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But guilt over what exactly? What could these fundamentalist Islamic groups be unconsciously feeling so
self-condemned over? One strong possibility is the growing intrusion of Islam into the personal lives of both
Muslims and non-Muslims (Chong 2010, pp. 86-20) and the jurisdictional conflicts between Syariah and
civil court (Lee 2010, pp. 62-73; Ding 2012a) and many other controversies symptomatic of the increasing
Islamisation which contradicts the Constitutional guarantee of freedom of religion in Malaysia. The
foreclosed fact could be that Islam in the country, especially in recent decades, possesses a religious
supremacy in the country which ‘cheats’ and contradicts the country’s Constitution (Lee 2010, pp. 62-73,
83-97). For years they have operated under the official belief that freedom of Malaysia truly exists whilst
simultaneously transgressing this very principle away from the public eye. A group dedicated towards the
intensification of the unequal superiority of Islam, and which results in the continued marginalisation of
minority religions, may be unconsciously tormented by the guilt of their actions. The fervent denial of the
growing intrusion of Islam into that of other faiths thus renders reality psychotically painful for its members
who genuinely believe in the validity of their cause (Žižek 1994, p. 20), such that a ‘return’ of this denied
detail (triggered, for instance, by the Christian protests over the Alkitab) may cause the kind of paranoia
and delusions illustrated above. The Christian protests, in other words, may have exposed a fantasmic
superego dimension in Pembela and fundamentalist Islam in Malaysia as a whole.

In psychoanalytical clinical terms, the superego is a force which torments individual subjects with guilt over
their inability to fulfill the ethical requirements they knows they must, not unlike a twisted component of
conscience or guilty conscience.101 In a political or collective context the superego is an obscene supplement
to Power. There is a disavowed, hidden side of the Law which cheats, transgresses, disobeys and violates
its own publicly declared rules. For any given structure, order or society to function, there has to be a reliance
on rules which must remain unspoken (Žižek & Daly 2004, p. 128). 102 My overall argument in this section

101

It is a diabolical quasi-entity which inflicts punishment as a means of demanding more obedience whilst simultaneously issuing
the injunction to enjoy which itself spurs us to break those laws we’ve internalized, which in turn creates more guilt ad infinitum.
More discussion in chapter four.
102 In effect, the superego produces an underside of unspoken practices which contravene the public, official law of any community,
paradoxically binding together the ‘true’ members of this group.
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is that fundamentalist groups have by and large experienced a foreclosure of such ‘unspoken rules’. This is
to say that they have been complicit in the religious oppression which is happening in the country (in the
form of rising Islamization, see the previous chapter), and are now traumatized when the truth of such
‘cheating’ return in terrifying form.

To employ a final example, in January 2014 the Selangor Islamic Religious Department (or JAIS), with the
aid of police, raided the offices of the Bible Society of Malaysia (BSM) and confiscated three hundred
Bibles published in the Malay and Iban language on the grounds that they contained the word ‘Allah’, an
act which resulted in protests regarding the infringement of the religious rights of non-Muslims (Anbalagan
2014). Not uncharacteristically, a coalition of Malay-Muslim groups endorsed the raid as ‘proactive’ and
urged more of such action in the future (Ar 2014). A spokesman for one of these groups, in explaining that
JAIS was within its power to enforce the Selangor Non-Islamic Religion (Control of Propagation Among
Muslims) Enactment 1988, justified further raids on the grounds that waiting would cause further ‘problems
turmoil and chaos’ (Ar 2014). There is thus a thinly veiled and unmistakable sense of ecstasy at such an act
which violated the Constitutional rights of a religious minority. Such a mindset precisely resembles the
superegoic injunction to enjoy103 with the nonsensical lack of understanding or any connection to reality
which characterizes psychosis (Žižek 1994, p. 20).

In summary, perhaps the problem with fundamentalist Islam in Malaysia is not that others consider them
inferior and are seeking to destabilize their community, but rather that they unconsciously consider
themselves inferior (Žižek 2009c, p. 332) and more prone to the kind of ‘injustice’ they accuse other
communities of committing. I claim that Pembela fear’s is not that Christianity will begin 'seeping' into their
society via the Alkitab issue. The fear─revealed via a terrifying encounter with the Real resulting from the
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As I will elaborate in chapter four, the superego pressures subjects to enjoy the very transgressions over which it subsequently
inflicts them with guilt. In the context of this discussion, my point is that fundamentalist groups a) unconsciously realise that
substantial inequality exists and that this constitutes a transgression, b) enjoy this unjust scenario as it clearly benefits them and c)
feel guilty about it.
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Christian protests─is, rather, that fundamentalist Islam in Malaysia will begin to be exposed for the shallow
vision and ethic that it secretly feared it always was.

2.3.2 Conclusion

In this section I have provided a psychoanalytical account of psychosis, how and why it occurs and, most
importantly, what correlations its symptoms have with the behaviour of some contemporary Muslim
fundamentalist groups in Malaysia. I have suggested that many of such groups are disturbed by delusionary
threats of Christians ‘taking over’ the country because these controversies subtly expose their own
complicity with an oppressive system, a liaison these groups are unable to consciously admit. As a result, a
systematic forfeiture or denial of the actual state of reality ensues, with these groups speaking and acting in
a way which makes less and less sense.

I will now turn my attention to the last of the three disorders I am examining for this chapter, perversion,
especially how it manifested itself during the reign of Mahathir Mohamed. I will also examine a related
perverse phenomenon, that of disavowal, and argue that this is a constant theme running throughout
Malaysian politics.
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2.4 Perversion, Mahathirism and Fetishistic Disavowal

As already discussed, neurosis is somewhat inevitable and psychosis is thankfully rare. The occurence of
perversion, however, is arguably located in between these two extremes; it does not happen all the time but
is much less infrequent than psychosis. Because a minimal amount of hysteria and obsession is required to
function in society, neurosis and the accompanying subjugation to symbolic authority, is practically a
condition for subjectivity. Psychosis, because it involves the foreclosure of this same authority, creates
abnormally non-functioning subjects who are alienated from conventional symbolic experience entirely.
Perversion, on the other hand, is a condition in between neurosis and psychosis; genuine subjects are created
but, critically, the process of integration involved in subjectivity is preempted. To employ an earlier analogy,
the subject is certainly ‘installed’ into the socio-symbolic system (as with neurotics) except that the
‘installation’ is incomplete (unlike with psychotics in which there is no ‘installation’ whatsover).

If neurosis is a manifestation of the power of the paternal function to constitute subjects by putting them,
(symbolically speaking) under the law, then perversion suggests a weakness or disavowal of this same
function. Symbolic authority, as experienced by the pervert, is rendered inadequate; he thus wants to make
the authoritative Other pronounce the law (Fink 1997, pp. 174, 181; Copjec 2002, pp. 206-207). Put simply,
the pervert feels that the law is not authoritative enough, that he is not sufficiently regulated. The pervert
wants to make manifest the Other, and the accompanying prohibitive laws, as part of a maneuver to counter
the lack of power’s limitation, a lack which constitutes his condition (Parker 2011, p. 49). It is not that I
wish to commit all these vices and acts; in truth, I am doing all this for Someone Else.

The pervert’s desire, in sum, is to seek a limit to his desires via the staging of the Other’s wildest fantasies
which, he hopes, will result finally in the surrender of his pleasure (Fink 1997, pp. 171-174). The common
displays associated with perversion (for example, exposure, sadism, masochism and so on), therefore, are
attempts to aggravate or fuel the authoritative Other to lay down the law (Fink 1997, pp. 186-187). Yet,
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critically, because the law can never be adequately integrated into the perverse psychic frame, a vicious
cycle is created whereby bizarre behavior and ‘acting out’ intensify to express a search for a (symbolic)
barrier to his transgressions, a barrier that can never be obtained. A pervert is thus an individual who
habitually violates the bounds of social conventions, justifying his actions by appealing to the Other’s
desires and denying that his transgressive actions are meant for self-satisfaction.104

2.4.1 The Perversion of Ops Lalang

I will now argue that a perverse mindset accurately describes, psychoanalytically, the actions of former
Malaysian Prime Minister Tun Mahathir Mohamed,105 especially during one of the most critical periods of
his rule: The mass arrests of 1987 known as Ops Lalang106 (Khoo 1995, pp. 271-286).

Between October and December of that year, 119 people were arrested and held without trial under the
Internal Security Act (ISA); most of those arrested were critics of government policy, highlighting
corruption and the abuse of power. Whilst they were likely no more than irritants (Wain 2009, p. 66) it is
widely recognized that Mahathir painted all of them as trouble-makers creating racial and religious unrest
in order to justify the crackdown and divert attention away from UMNO’s 107 growing internal problems
(Loh 2010, pp. 21-22; Wain 2009, pp.65-69).

104

Fink (1997) phrases it more vigorously by declaring that whilst for the psychotic the Other does not exist and for the neurotic
the Other exists too strongly, the pervert has to make the Other exist by staging and enacting desires he claims represent those of
the Other (p. 193). To sum up these three disorders in the context of the Other, the neurotic obsessive seeks to control the Other,
the neurotic hysteric cannot understand the Other, the psychotic does not know the Other, and the pervert seeks to pleasure the Other
(Žižek 1999, pp. 291-294).
105

Mahathir Mohamed was the longest serving Prime Minister of Malaysia, staying in office for twenty-two years between July
1981 and October 2003. Whilst he has no doubt been responsible for modernising the country, key events throughout the two
decades have cemented his style as authoritarian and even at times draconian, a mode which has led to extreme costs and corruption.
Most critically, however, is the damage done to the efficacy and reputation of major institutions in Malaysia, including the police,
the judiciary, mass media and the political parties. Selected critical works in this area include Hwang (2003), Khoo (1995), Milne
& Muazy (1999) and Ooi (2013a).
‘Lalang’ is the Malay word for weeds, the implication being that the UMNO-led government was ‘weeding out’ political
opponents.
106

107

The dominant party is the ruling Barisan Nasional (or National Alliance) coalition in Malaysia.
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Nevertheless, the manner in which Mahathir sought to exculpate himself from personal responsibility over
this repressive event strikingly fits the picture of perversion. To employ an illustration from another time
and place Mladen Dolar, when studying the political perversion during the reign of Stalin in Russia,
highlights a strange fact about Stalinist public speeches. He (2006) contends that:

It is immediately obvious that Stalinist rulers – starting with Stalin himself – were never good public
speakers…When the Stalinist ruler makes a public speech, he reads in a monotonous voice, without
proper intonation and rhetorical effects, as if he himself doesn’t understand what he is saying…Yet
the performance is essential and indispensable (as) a scene staged for the benefits of the big
Other…(the) main concern of the Stalinist Party congresses was that nothing would happen, that
everything would run according to the pre-established scenario…the Stalinist ruler is but an agent,
a functionary of the script (pp. 117-118).

In other words, Stalinist speeches were essentially boring and monotonous occasions performed in service
of the Other of which the Stalinist was merely an agent and functionary. Dolar (2006) especially emphasizes
how the Stalinist deliberately sought to cancel himself out, strengthening the perception that he is merely a
‘tool of history’ (p. 118). In other words, there is at work a bizarre staging and deference to an Other quite
characteristic of perversion.

In a similar sense, Mahathir (2011), in recounting Ops Lalang twenty-four years after what happened, not
only denies that he ordered that many arrests but also that he could not overturn police orders once these
took place (p. 554). He even quite incredibly put the blame on the police and virtually represented himself
as their ‘hostage’. A few passages from his memoirs make it clear that Mahathir (2011) has adopted a
perverse distancing to an event many believe he orchestrated (Kua 2013; Wain 2009, pp.65-69; Lim 2011):
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In these rapidly deteriorating circumstances, the police felt that a repeat of the May 13 riots of 1969
was more than likely. The IGP advised me that pre-emptive arrests under the ISA had to be made
quickly if public order was to be maintained. Agreeing to follow the IGP’s recommendation meant
having to overcome my own conscience…While I agreed to the arrests and detentions, I thought
only a few ringleaders would be taken in…But the arrests had only just begun and…to my chagrin
the police went on to make wholesale arrests…When I was finally told of the total number of arrests,
I was flabbergasted. But I could not countermand police orders. I also had to accept responsibility
and fully support the action taken by the police…I was not informed beforehand that the newspapers
would effectively be shut down…But I had to trust the police to take all appropriate measures, based
on the intelligence they had in mind (pp. 554-555, emphasis added)

In Mahathir’s view, then, the excess and crisis of Ops Lalang - for which he is officially responsible – were
implemented in deference to the wishes of the Malaysian police authorities. Mahathir was merely fulfilling
their desires. The high number of arrests was their decision, not his; he had no choice but to go along. He
did not intend for the newspapers to be shut down, they did; he had to trust them. Tom Plate also records
Mahathir as saying he would have chosen a less severe path. Mahathir also implied that he had no choice
but to follow police orders because they held the right to violence. In other words, they had the guns:

What can I do? You see, I have to accept that they are people on the ground that makes a decision.
I give very general authority to them…You have to learn to live with the people with the guns
(quoted in Plate 2011, pp. 117-118, emphasis in the original; see also Lee 2011)

In the context of perversion, it is critical to note how the former Prime Minister stages a draconian assault
on the rule of law only to claim to be in awe of the Other (in this case, the police) in charge of this same
rule. It appears that Mahathir cannot resist breaking the law as a prelude to ‘showing off’ the (allegedly,
true) power of the law itself in contrast to his own insignificance. The correlation between legal
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contravention and personal accession is unmistakable. As befitting the perverse mindset, the more draconian
the act, the more urgent the need to stress one’s immaterial role in the larger context which in turn creates
even more aggressive transgressions.

2.4.2 Mahathir against the Judiciary

This unsavory trend of challenging the rule of law when it threatens to jeopardize personal advantages
continued a few months after Ops Lalang, when Mahathir targeted the country’s judiciary, as Barry Wain
(2009) recounts:108

Amendments to the Constitution (in) March 1988 (virtually) emasculated the judiciary…The
judiciary’s powers were removed from the Constitution and transferred to Parliament. Specifically,
the High Courts were denied the constitutional right to judicial review. Also, the attorney general
assumed responsibility for deciding which court should try a particular criminal case. Almost
overnight, the judiciary was stripped of much of its independence and authority, undermining the
separation of powers envisaged in the Constitution (p. 71)

The anti-judiciary trend was taken to a higher level when an intra-party battle within UMNO led to the
impeachment of a principal judge by Mahathir. By mid-1988, following recent UMNO General Assembly
conflicts and legal complications, Mahathir’s entire political survival hung on a hearing scheduled by the
Lord President of the Supreme Court, Mohamed Salleh Abbas. This hearing, had it occurred, would have
granted legitimacy to an anti-Mahathir faction within UMNO, legally excluded Mahathir’s (newly formed)
group from UMNO’s official constitution and effectively ended Mahathir’s political career (Wain 2009, pp.
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Mahathir was particularly riled by a number of cases which did not go his way in 1987, for example, a citizenship case, an
unsuccessful government case against social action periodical - Aliran Monthly - to be prohibited, a successful injunction issued
against UMNO-owned United Engineers Malaysia preventing it temporarily from signing a government contract, and a grant of
habeas corpus to an ISA detainee (the first in Malaysian legal history). Such judicial activism reflected the public response to
expanding state control of political and civil rights and a lack of avenues to redress grievances (Milne & Mauzy 1999, pp. 46-47).
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71-73).109 In an incredible turn of events, the Lord President was impeached, found guilty of misconduct
and removed as Lord President. Supreme Court judges who were against this course of events were also
dismissed, allegedly for ‘gross misbehaviour’, and the judges who formed the tribunal (under the Prime
Minister’s office) which recommended their dismissal were promoted to the Supreme Court in due course
(Wain 2009, pp. 71-72; Jalil 2011, pp. 215-217).110

On his account, perhaps unsurprisingly given the train of perversion already discussed, Mahathir (2011)
deferred the desire and decision to remove the Lord President of the Supreme Court to the Yang di-Pertuan
Agong himself (pp. 562-565) whilst denying any link between the internal UMNO squabble and the assault
on the judiciary (p. 563). In a frankly outrageous form of disavowal, Mahathir (2011) claims that he had to
accede to the Agong’s demands and that, ‘the final decision and the responsibility for initiating action
against Tun Salleh was mine’ (p. 570) whilst simultaneously denying that Tun Salleh’s removal had nothing
to do with saving his political career (p. 563). Once again, this fits the picture of perversion whereby a
subject continually undermines the law and denies ultimate responsibility in a vicious cycle seemingly
perpetuated in order to produce more violations of a similar nature.111

In early 1987, Mahathir’s ‘Team A’ within UMNO was challenged by a ‘Team B’ led by Tengku Razaleigh and former Deputy
PM, Musa Hitam. This contest was significant as it not only exposed Mahathir’s vulnerability in encouraging (or allowing)
corruption, mismanagement and cronyism to perpetuate, it also rendered open dissent a reality and tore asunder a tradition of Malay
politics which eschewed confrontation and held unity, consensus and loyalty to leaders as key virtues (Wain 2009, p. 63). In the
previous UMNO General Assembly of April 1987, Mahathir’s faction won by a narrow margin, after which he dropped from the
Cabinet Team B’s nine ministers and deputies. Team B tried to nullify the election on the grounds that members of some branches
who voted had not been properly registered, thus rendering their votes invalid. In brief, the original UMNO was rendered illegal,
causing the two opposing factions to quickly register new parties. Mahathir, in this one instance, jumped the gun by registering a
new party without waiting to see if his enemies would appeal the illegality of the original UMNO, a move they eventually took and
which, if successful, would all but spell the end of Mahathir’s new party and career since it would de facto be excluded from the
original party’s constitution (given that it, Mahathir’s new party, is a separate party altogether). The hearing by the Lord President
would have sealed this restoration of the original UMNO but, alas, Mahathir impeached him (Means 1991, pp.234-243; Case 1996,
pp.201-204; Milne & Mauzy 1999, pp.46-49).
109
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The separation of judiciary and Executive took yet another hit in 1994 when a Constitutional Amendment amplified the grounds
for the removal of a judge (Means 1991, pp.234-243).
111

The disregard for judiciary independence came about half a decade after Mahathir had already dealt a blow to the sovereignty of
the traditional monarchic rulers. In 1983 he introduced and passed a Constitutional amendment which prevented the Yang DiPertuan Agong (or the King) and other state Rulers from blocking the passage of Bills passed by Parliament or State legislative
councils. Cheah Boon Kheng (2002) notes that the confrontation with the rulers ‘asserted the victory of constitutional government,
nationalism and popular sovereignty over the royalty’ (p. 209). Others, though, see this event as questioning whether the growth of
the middle-class is compatible with feudal institutions (Milne & Mauzy 1999, p. 37). John Hilley (2001), however, asserts that this
episode resulted primarily in the transfer of power to the political bloc under Mahathir (p.85). William Case (1996) likewise notes
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The above is most frequently explained in terms of the usurping of power which works by undermining
conventional principles of justice and law. However, is the sheer hunger for power the best explanation for
Mahathir’s obsession with bending and breaking virtually all aspects of the law coupled with a vigorous
defense of his actions (Khoo 1995, p. 293), including a reproach of Western-style democracies which he
claims are inappropriate in Asian countries (Hwang 2003, p. 357)?

Khoo Boo Teik (1995) underlines how Mahathir’s inventiveness and ability to juxtapose ideological
tensions and contradictions have generated understandable albeit simplistic accusations from his opponents
of hypocrisy and distortion (p. 303). If the foregoing analysis is correct, it could be the case that what’s
missing in these analyses is the dimension of the perverse, that is, the repetitive drive towards inciting the
Other to take notice of one’s self. This omission arguably renders simplistic the normal criticisms of
Mahathir. Put simply, Mahathir’s transgressions of legal boundaries reflect, along with a desire for power,
an even more intense desire for attention. The perverse subject breaks the law as a way of demanding a
response from it.

To restate my claim, it is not that I disagree with those who accuse the former Prime Minister of being a liar
who will say whatever he wants to attain personal exoneration. My study, however, wishes to add a critical
element, which is that Mahathir’s actions appropriately fit the trajectory of a pervert seeking to push the
limits of transgression as far as he can. It is furthermore clear that the self-portrait of timidity painted by
Mahathir contradicts the picture of him painted by Barry Wain (2009), one characterized by manipulation
of key institutions (p. 300). Likewise, one wonders how his fear of the ‘people with the guns’ relates to
Mahathir’s assault on the judiciary and the royalty itself. Ultimately, my contention is not that we take

how the government has been subsidising many rulers, providing them land grants, contracts, etc. which no doubt contributed to
the rulers’ finally agreeing to settle (p.176), a view Milne and Mauzy (1999) also allude to (p. 37). Wain (2009) sums up the concerns
over the 1983 anti-royalty amendments, ‘The suspicion was that Dr. Mahathir…was using royal misdeeds as a pretext to eliminate
yet another check and balance in his domineering stewardship of the government’ (p. 210).
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everything Mahathir says at face value – this would be irresponsible. I simply wish to demonstrate that
perversion is a viable way of viewing Mahathir’s actions and making sense of the way he explains himself.

2.4.2.1 Summary

I have argued that Mahathir’s administration can be characterized by radical transgressions against law,
tradition and popular anti-government opposition, all coupled with seemingly innocent denial. That
Mahathir insists either that he was just (obediently) doing his job or (reluctantly) appeasing a higher
institution or leader (or the King) is perversion in its psycho-political purest. This is especially true when
we correlate this to Žižek’s (1999) claim that perversion is the condition which fully obeys the superego
injunction to enjoy (p. 292), that is to say, the pervert continually and happily breaks the law because he
cannot resist the forceful call to fulfil his enjoyment in a manner which contradicts public official directives.
If In-Won Hwang (2003) is right and Ops Lalang was a political purge which started a series of episodes
which led to the creation a new ruling party around Mahathir’s personality (pp. 154-167), then taking a cue
from the psychoanalytical concepts above, we could effectively conclude that Malaysia’s ruling regime is
essentially a party birthed in perversion.

Chapter four will more fully explore the understanding of inherent transgression which characterizes a
politics of the superego. Suffice to state here, perversion is an undeniable trait or tendency of Mahathir’s
administration and, as I shall argue, one which afflicts the National Alliance as a whole. In the following
section I will discuss another feature of perversion, that is, the fetishistic disavowal in which one chooses
to think and act contrary to what one knows. This bizarre form of self-deception, psychoanalytically
speaking, occurs as a self-defense mechanism which blocks out a traumatic truth and installs a stand-in cum
coping mechanism.
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The discussion on perversion will then conclude, via a discussion of recent events, with a look at how
perverse fetishisation is in fact the form that politicisation in Malaysia takes. I will argue that symbols like
the National Front’s grandiose ‘1-MALAYSIA’ slogan and even the national flag have become fetishistic
objects which serve the function of concealing a lie and forestall public questioning of the country’s history
of antagonisms and exclusions.112

2.4.3 The Fetishistic Disavowal and the Perverse Subject

There is this story told by Žižek (2009c) regarding a husband who lost his wife to cancer. When his friends
visited him to console him, he appeared fine, well-balanced emotionally, more than able to cope and very
accepting of the loss. This was surprising - but also disturbing. Because each time the friends visited, they
noticed that this bereaved widower always had a hamster, the deceased wife’s pet object, near him, which
he kept playing with every now and then. A few months after the wife died, so did the hamster, after which
the man suffered an emotional breakdown, spiralled into manic depression and had to be hospitalized
(pp.299-300).

The hamster, in other words, acted as a fetish, that is, a substitute, a stand-in, which helped the man cope
with his tragic loss via a deep disavowal of reality (Žižek 2009c, p. 299).113 The fetishistic disavowal, in
fact, constitutes a key characteristic of perversion as a disorder (Braunstein 2003, p. 113). Recall that in
perversion the subject has been subjected to the paternal function (unlike in psychosis) but has (unlike the
case of neurosis) disavowed it (Fink 1997, pp. 167-170). This is to say that the perverse subject puts out of
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See the previous chapter on the constitutive exclusion of political hegemony, p.39-41. The next chapter will also elaborate on
ethnic discrimination and oppression.
113

It is helpful here to note the differences between repression proper and disavowal. The former refers to the removal of the effects
from consciousness whereas the latter denotes the conscious canceling out of selected ideas from the symbolic field (Shepherdson
2002, pp. 123-124). Disavowal involves a more profound refusal resulting in imaginary distortions of sexuality and sexual difference
(Shepherdson 2002, pp. 123) and, unlike repression, involves a staging or making believe of the paternal function (Fink 1997, p.
170).
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mind a complex of thoughts related to symbolic castration in order to maintain a narcissistic non-castrated
view of himself (Fink 1997, p. 170).114 The concealment at work seeks to block out the effects of castration
whilst allowing the idea (of castration) to persist in the field of perception (Shepherdson 2002, pp. 123-124).
An object, the fetish, is invoked as a stand-in for the unbearable truth (of castration and membership in
society) the pervert cannot avow (Parker 2011, p. 95; Žižek 2001, pp. 13-14).115 This key characteristic of
perversion is known as the fetishistic disavowal (Braunstein 2003, p. 113). Such disavowals are commonly
presented in the form, ‘I know very well that (for example, the project is a farce, that the paper chase is
superficial, etc.) but I nonetheless choose to act as if I don’t know (thus continue to support the project plan,
to pursue corporate wealth, etc.)’ (Žižek 1999, p. 389).

A quick example of such a disavowal, immediately related to the above discussion of Malaysia’s judicial
crisis of 1988, is Harold Crouch’s (1996) claim that the crisis did not completely destroy judicial
independence. This is because, according to Crouch, since then the courts have continued to occasionally
hand down decisions not favourable to the government; although if these decisions were to threaten
fundamental government interests, then whatever action necessary will be taken to ensure otherwise (p.142).
Nevertheless, Crouch insists that the judges, ‘(continue) to be essentially conservative custodians of a
political system dominated by the Malay elite to which most judges belong. The crisis arose in part because
of the prime minister’s lack of understanding of legal tradition and seems to be a largely a by-product of the
UMNO crisis’ (p.142). In other words, whilst most analysts highlight Mahathir’s harsh authoritarianism in
the crisis, Crouch emphasizes the desperate nature of the scenarios which framed it. Mahathir may have

‘Symbolic castration’ is a popular psychoanalytical expression for the process of social-symbolic investiture (Dean 2009, pp.
164-165), or what happens when a subject is normally constituted, by which a child, ‘enters the order of sense proper…(and
is)…propelled into a wider social network’ (Žižek 2004, p. 83). To be non-castrated (as in the case of perversion), therefore, is to
remain─from a psychoanalytical perspective─literally stunted in growth.
114
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It is often said that the pervert disavows the phallus itself, that is, he unconsciously rejects the gap introduced into his being by
the phenomenon of symbolic identity (Žižek 2004, pp. 87-88). To take on roles within a symbolic world is to acknowledge a void
between what I am immediately am (merely a man, for example) and the power and obligations I have been bestowed (as a father,
a worker and so on); in such cases, the law is acknowledged and accepted. As someone caught in the grip of perversion, however,
there is a part of me which rejects this split entirely given its traumatic nature, thus creating that ambivalence with the law and,
subsequently, an obsession with making present the law (Parker 2011, p. 49).
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unconstitutionally brushed aside the Lord President of/and the Supreme Court and merged the judiciary with
the executive but, for Crouch, this is not an absolutely radical event.116

This resonates with the ideological mindset which prevents radical alternatives to the present system to be
considered with even a modicum of seriousness (Žižek 2012, p. 996) which, it must be said, squares well
with a fetishistic disavowal. In short, such a disavowal aims to block out the truth of trauma, employing the
fetishistic object as a pleasant substitutionary locum of the negativity which must not be affirmed at any
cost. Comparing the symptom and the fetish, the former is that which returns after one has repressed a
particular traumatic reality, whilst the latter is what helps one embody the lived denial of the same reality
(Žižek 2001, pp. 13-14). A symptom disturbs the smooth trouble-free reality I manage to project, the fetish
is what helps me sustain this same unbearable reality (Žižek 2001, p. 14); a symptom reminds the subject
of his lack, the fetish convinces him there is no lack (Parker 2011, p. 49). A fetish, in fact, is the perfect way
for a subject to avoid facing the void within himself.

It should be clarified that fetishistic disavowal has nothing to do with wishful thinking or a sense of hope
(that somehow reality is different from what it really is); disavowal is indeed a deeper form of self-deception
which allows a subject to persist behaving in a certain manner despite possessing knowledge which may
justify not doing so.117 Under perversion, the certainly held knowledge (which is disavowed) paradoxically
makes it ‘easier’ to commit dubious acts precisely because, given its emergence in to consciousness, it can
then be pushed aside. Contrast this with the case of, say, a fresh party cadet who is not aware that the group’s
leaders are guilty of money politics and who, hence, has nothing to disavow. Should this same cadet

Crouch’s position bring to mind the anecdote that Žižek (2012) quotes about a telegram exchange between Germany and Austria
during the First World War in which the former communicated, ‘The situation here is serious, but not catastrophic’ to which the
latter replied, ‘Here is it catastrophic but not serious’ (p. 997).
116

117

A minimum level of disavowal is, nonetheless, required to function in society. Our very ability to co-exist within community
requires giving more weight to the symbolic fictions around us than the truths which are evident. For example, we often ignore the
fact that a significant person of authority to whom we are speaking may be having extremely bad breath or body odour; we simply
carry on pretending that his physical presentation is flawless (Žižek 1999, pp. 389-390).
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eventually discover the truth of the impurity of the establishment he has committed himself to, and assuming
he can be protected from the group’s perverse tendencies, that same knowledge may become the impetus
for him to reprimand the leaders, reform the party or leave.118

2.4.4 The Fetishistic Split and Political Hegemony

The fetishistic disavowal resulting from perversion is a critical political factor because of how the fetishistic
split connotes the struggle for hegemony which constitutes the dimension of politicization proper. What is
this split and what is the link between fetishism and politicization?

One definition of the ‘political’ involves the attempt by particular parties to usurp control of the universal
space of politics; this implies that universality will always be stained with particularity (Laclau 2000, pp.
50-51). In order for a particular group to win the place of universality, this group has to tie its aims to the
emancipation of the entire community (Laclau 2000, pp. 50-51). The particularities within the society will
be diluted, split, by the needs of the universalisation of the objects and subjects of emancipation (Laclau
2000, pp. 55-56). If a political party must sell itself as being representative of the entire nation (with all the
diversity, needs and wants of each and every one of its citizens). However, logically, this is rather impossible
as there will always be a mismatch between what the nation (or the ‘universal’) wants and what the political
party (as a ‘particular’) can offer.119 Because of the impossibility of the full coincidence between particular
and universal, this means that politicisation necessarily involves a distorted representation, what Žižek calls
the ‘split’ in the particular. Socio-political fetishes are therefore required to sustain the misalignment
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I am anticipating the later discussion of UMNO in chapter four, a party heavily characterised by money politics yet ironically
able to sustain itself. As I will show, fetishistic disavowal most adequately explains how so many people in the country continue to
support the party and the alliance it leads.
119

This does not even include the various mutually exclusive preferences of the voters. To take a banal example, some people may
want more public spaces to smoke, others may wish to curb smoking in public and so on. Critically, in the context of politicisation
and fetishisation, if even the universal itself is not ‘whole’, how then can any of its own particular components fully represent it?
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between the particular and the universal whilst enabling the former to represent the latter (Laclau 2000, pp.
56-57).

This is to say, for a political party to serve as a representative of the nation, it must constantly reject or deny
the fact that its representation is at best a slanted and biased one and, at worst, a completely self-serving
regime grounded in lies; hence, the element of disavowal. The fetishistic element, on the other hand, occurs
when this same regime consistently employs a symbol or idea (for example, a flag or a Constitution) to
mask the very distortion is perpetuates by the very fact of its rule. In an act of socio-political fetishisation,
ruling regimes need to positivize an impossibility, a fantasy of unity to cover up the inconsistency within,
and which constitutes, society itself (Žižek 2002, p. 80; Wood 2012, p. 301).

In Malaysia the ruling National Front’s logo cum slogan 1-MALAYSIA (‘People First, Performance Now’)
is put forth (even named) as inclusive of, and beneficial to, all the communities in Malaysia. That this is at
best a contaminated universality is clear, especially given the regime’s very vulnerable majority in
parliament, oppression of the indigenous people, promotion of institutional racism, suppression of freedom
of speech, abuse of human rights (via the draconian Internal Security Act),120 and other crimes (Welsh 2011;
Ding 2012b; Boo 2013). 1-MALAYSIA could thus be seen as the fetish tasked to bind the party to the
voters’ good graces even as it glosses over the incommensurability between rhetoric and fact.

Furthermore, if the defining trait of fetishism is disavowal in the face of a reality too painful to acknowledge,
then the Malaysian socio-political discourse is rife with it. The most pertinent examples include the ruling
regime’s call for racial unity whilst simultaneously funding extremist group Perkasa (The Malaysian Insider
2013), insinuating a racial divide at the 13th general elections (Chooi 2013) and endorsing Islamic
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In 2012, the ISA was repealed but has since been replaced by the Security Offenses Act (SOSMA) which many believe is no
better and probably worse than the ISA (Ding 2012b). However, in 2015, the National Security Bill was approved in parliament
granting Prime Minister Najib Razak virtually unlimited dictatorial powers (Hookway 2015). There is a sad irony in how, within
three years, a country can go from having a draconian Act repealed to becoming an authoritarian state.
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fundamentalists’ calls for the exclusivity of Allah to Muslims (Sipalan 2013). That Prime Minister Najib
Razak can ironically urge an end to Muslim-Christian tension over the ‘Allah’ issue (Mok 2013) whilst
simultaneously leading a party which started the problem in the first place recalls the contradictions of
Mahathir’s reign and represents political perversion in its purest.

Likewise, despite global recognition of prevalent corruption in the country (Ernst and Young 2013, p. 18;
Lim 2013), government-controlled media highlight only how the country improved by one step along
Transparency International Malaysia’s ranking (David 2013), although this same body was charged as
biased by Defence Minister Ahmad Zahid Hamidi in early 2013 (Nazari 2013) when it gave the government
defence establishment very low marks in its analysis of corruption risk. Unsurprisingly, Malaysia’s central
bank voiced primarily disagreements (The Star 2013) with Global Financial Integrity’s 2013 report that
Malaysia is ranked the fourth highest exporter of illicit capital between 2002 and 2011 (Kar & LeBlanc
2013, pp. 10-22). In the context of illicit funds, too, 2015 witnessed potential fraud at the highest levels in
which more than RM2.6 billion were found to be deposited into Najib Razak’s personal bank account via
intermediaries linked to already scandal-hit investment fund 1Malaysia Development Limited or 1MDB
(Hookway 2015). It would appear that the image of Malaysia as a modern nation-state free from the scourge
of corruption serves as a national coping mechanism, at least for the ruling regime. That UMNO is itself
sustained by political patronage and money politics (Case 2004, pp.35-45; Gomez & Jomo 1999, pp.15-74;
Hilley 2001, pp. 59, 62-63) lends greater necessity (and severity) to such a disavowal.

One final example of a national fetish is, ostensibly, Malaysia’s national flag. When activists, which
included national laureate Datuk A Samad Said (Zahiid 2012), flew an alternative flag at the 2012 National
Day celebrations, they were arrested under the Sedition Act (Baharom 2012). Barisan Nasional leaders
decried such acts as treason, insisting that symbols like the flag are a source of racial unity and patriotic
spirit (The Sun Daily 2012). The flag in question, the Sang Saka Malaya flag, was used by the Kesatuan
Melayu Muda (KMM), or Young Malay’s Society, founded in 1938 to champion ideological anti93

colonialism and Malaya’s independence within a greater Indonesia (Zahid 2012; Cheah 1983, pp. 101-104).
Despite being utilized by the Japanese as political agents, and subsequently banned less than half a year
after its inception, the KMM stood against old attachments and, most importantly, for greater political action
(Harper 1999, pp. 32, 47); for this reason, the raising of its flag was equated with national treachery by those
who have since replaced British political hegemony with their own. Christopher Hitchens (2006) asserted
that if a national flag truly is important to many people, all the more why its trashing (let alone the flying of
an alternative flag) in the name of Freedom of Speech must be permitted, failing which the flag becomes
the site of a taboo.121

121

A taboo, on the other hand, is the virtual opposite of (and a complement to) a fetish in that whilst the latter enables the subject
to deal with a painful reality, the former prohibits discussion of, or association with, key aspects of the same disavowed truth. The
National Alliance’s obsessive protection of the fetish of the national flag, in other words, reflects its installation of a taboo against
questioning the country’s political history and genesis.121In a similar vein, Lucian Pye (1985) notes the taboo-like nature of public
discussions concerning the role of the traditional Malay rulers or sultans, especially after the riots of May 1969 (pp. 249-250).
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2.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have looked at the three basic disorders in psychoanalysis: neurosis, psychosis and
perversion. As part of my efforts to establish the viability of adopting a psychoanalytical framework for
religio-political analysis, I have shown that major Malaysian society and personalities, both contemporary
and historical, bear a plausible likeness to these conditions of the psyche. I have argued that neurotic hysteria
and obsession offer a good description of the fashion of discourse displayed by both political activists, not
least when it comes to the ‘Allah’ controversies. Religion is also a major factor in my analysis of psychosis
which revolved around the bizarre fears of Muslim fundamentalist groups in the country. From a psychotic
framework, the actions and words of these groups betray a trauma occasioned when another faith is denied
its basic constitutional rights of freedom of worship, thereby unconsciously spotlighting the complicity of
the fundamentalists themselves, a complicity they have repressed but which returns in a terrifying form.

Finally, I have argued that the reign of former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed can be aptly characterized
by perversion, that is, the obsession of transgressing legal boundaries as a mode of luring the attention of
authoritative Other. Using some of the most controversial violations of democracy and liberalism during his
administration, like Ops Lalang and the judicial crisis, I argued that Mahathir’s behaviour closely fits the
profile of a subject afflicted by perversion, continually seeking to encroach upon the boundaries of the law
whilst simultaneously deferring to it and downplaying his involvement. Lastly, I demonstrated that postMahathir politics in Malaysia exudes the condition known as the fetishistic disavowal, that is, a fundamental
and continuous concentration on superfluous objects which reflect a denial of antagonisms within society.
Such a disavowal is the gesture of politicisation itself, the futile attempt of the particular to usurp the place
of the universal.
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There is trauma running through Malaysian society, which the ruling order would rather cover over. In the
next chapter, I will examine in greater depths the traumatic roots and constitution of the country, focusing
on a factor which has virtually defined Malaysia’s politics from before its Independence in 1957 to this day:
ethnicity.
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Chapter 3
A PRIMORDIAL ANXIETY:
ONTOLOGICAL TRAUMA AND ETHNIC SOLIDARITY IN MALAYSIA

3.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters, I performed a critique of the manner in which Malaysian church and theological
leaders have participated in the socio-political discourse of the country. I suggested there is much that
political theology can gleam from psychoanalysis. I subsequently introduced psychoanalysis as a clinical
discipline, responded to some of its most frequent criticisms, defended its use in political analysis, and
proffered a lengthy reading of the Malaysian political arena through its lens. Here I aim to demonstrate how
a major psychoanalytical concept, the traumatic,122 can shed fresh light on something as critical in Malaysian
politics as ethnicity.

Malaysia is practically the only country in the world whose official political discourse regularly revolves
around ethnicity, ‘race’123 and ethno-centrism (Ooi 2009, pp. 455-456). Despite the odes to harmony and
cooperation among the three major ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian), the clouds of the May 1969
racial riots hover constantly.124 Joel Kahn (2006) asserts that more than half a century after Independence
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I define trauma to be the external invasion of, and shock to, a homeostatic unity. In (inter)-personal terms, trauma names an
originary split or wound within the subject (Boothby 2001, pp. 207-208), and thus the collective as a whole. In psychical terms, this
is an injury which tells us of a truth or reality not otherwise available, hence the appearance of symptomatic repetitive behaviour
indicating a yearning to know (Caruth 1996, pp. 3-4). In this work, though, I employ the term primarily in its mode as a severe
abrasion to communal and national entities; hence, conflict, struggle and angst are suitable synonyms.
Throughout this chapter, the more sociologically inclusive term ‘ethnicity’ will be used instead of the somewhat biologically
restrictive ‘race’. When I do use the latter term, it will usually be 1) employed in a somewhat derogatory manner to highlight the
popular (if somewhat mistaken) usage of the word within the context of specific issues, such as ‘the May 13 racial riots’, ‘racial
divide’, ‘racial tension’, etc. or 2) accompanied by quotation marks to highlight the politically selective and constructive nature of
its usage.
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The worst in post-war Malaysian history, the riots occurred two days after the results of the third general election were announced
in which the Alliance lost their two-thirds majority in parliament despite retaining a majority, undeniably an election disaster when
compared to the results of the previous two elections in 1959 and 1964, especially the latter in which the Alliance achieved an even
greater majority (Cheah 2002, pp.102-108; Andaya & Andaya 2001, pp.297-300). The opposition captured fourteen urban seats
including half the seats in Selangor, raising the possibility that a Malay state which housed the nation’s capital would fall into
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(in 1957), Malaysia remains divided in a racist sense; the country is stained by a discourse of racial
difference and a politics run by divisive communitarianism (p. 153).

Francis Loh (2010) reports that whilst the country has not witnessed ethnic riots as severe as the one in
1969, conflict and violence along ethnic lines are far from eradicated (pp. 24-26). He cites Indian-Malay
clashes in 1978 and 1998 which revolved around the presence and/or proximity of Hindu shrines to Muslim
communities; even worse was the Kampung Medan gangster influenced riot of 2001 in which six people
were killed and about sixty injured (Loh 2010, pp. 24-25; Yeoh 2010, pp.117-130) In this case, the chief
concerns were poverty, housing and unemployment, all of which highlight how economic ills and pressures
take non-economic forms, in this case ethnicity and religion.125

Ethnic harmony, thus, is clearly dependent on strong economic performance which is inevitably uncertain
(Tan 2001, pp. 959-960). Ethnic tensions likewise also rise and fall with the political climate. As recent as
the 13th General Elections of Malaysia, held on May 5th 2013, which saw the ruling Barisan Nasional
(National Alliance) yet again lose its two-thirds majority in parliament, racialisation was adopted by the
ruling regime to explain their poor performance.126 In accepting the mandate to form the government with
a simple majority, Prime Minister Najib Razak alluded to a ‘Chinese tsunami’─the rejection of the
incumbent government by mainly Chinese voters─as the primary cause of the Malaysia’s National
Alliance’s worst election performance since its inception, insinuating (yet again) a racial divide in Malaysian

Chinese hands (Wain 2009, p.25). No fewer than 196 deaths and many more wounded resulted. More than 9,000 people were
arrested and about 5,500 charged in court. More than 6,000 people were made homeless and many cars and buildings were destroyed
by fire (Loh 2010, p. 18).
125

Such Hindu-Muslim tensions have continued to the present day. In 2009, for example, a cow-head was used by Muslim protesters
against the relocation of a Hindu temple (Ann-Surin 2009).
126

The National Alliance lost a higher number of seats as compared to the previous election in 2008; the Opposition gained seven
more seats, but only won three states, including the prized states of Selangor and Penang, instead of five previously. This is the first
time the alliance has lost its parliamentary majority twice consecutively, despite serious allegations of electoral fraud which include
gerrymandering, problems with the electoral roll (which include the dubious chartering of planes and buses for what appears to be
thousands of non-Malaysian nationals to vote), severe irregularities with voting procedures and highly controversial electricity
blackouts amidst critical recounting decisions. At the time of writing, no fewer than 27 seats were being investigated by the
Opposition for electoral fraud (Al-Jazeera 2013).
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political arena (Chooi 2013).127 Racial unrest, in other words, remains definitive of Malaysian socio-politics.

3.1.1 Outline of Chapter

Many years ago I was helping out in drug-rehabilitation and AIDS work for a local NGO. During my time
there, I noticed that the best counsellors and social workers are those who have themselves experienced the
pain of substance abuse, sexually-transmitted disease and other afflictions. It is, in fact, the traumas these
workers share with those they minister to, that provide a point of solidarity for themselves vis-à-vis the
victims they serve. As per Wagner’s Parsifal, the wound is only healed by the spear which caused it.
Likewise, if Malaysians can see each other in the light of the mutually tragic history they share in common,
perhaps this will not only reduce racism and racialisation in the country, but also go some ways towards
inculcating compassion and benevolence in our inter-ethnic discourse.

In this chapter I try to apply this motif towards studying ethnicity in Malaysia. I will do this via three
movements. First, I will engage the works of numerous writers on Malaysian or Malay ethnicity with the
objective of interrogating their views of how ethnicity should be conceptualised. I will present the notion of
ontological trauma which I argue is an appropriate frame with which to conceptualize ethnicity in Malaysia.
Secondly, I will sketch out a history of Malaysia’s ethnic formation and examine the discourse of ethnicity
from Malaysia’s colonial roots up to the mid-twentieth century and beyond. I hope to highlight how trauma,
conflict and struggle were integral to the formation of ethnic consciousness which continues to play a vital
part today. Finally, I will apply the insights on the traumatic construction of ethnicity to the dominant ethnic
group in Malaysia, namely, the Malays.

127

In an uncanny sense, Najib was producing precisely the racial strife that former Prime Minister Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamed
claimed would occur if opposition leader Lim Kit Siang triumphed in the southern state of Johor (Chong 2013).
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A primary aim of this chapter is to establish that ethnicity in Malaysia is best comprehended through a
common wound or trauma. I claim that it is a traumatic negativity which can ignite solidarity and a mutual
longing for democracy among the various ethnic groups. In the literature, arguably only Andrew Willford
(2006) has studied Malaysian ethnicity as constituted by the Lacanian uncanny. Willford’s study, however,
focuses primarily on the cancelling out of the contingent and transferred recognition and almost exclusively
on Tamil identity. This chapter, however, uniquely employs ontological trauma as a negative contrast to
reigning ways of conceptualizing ethnicity, specifically challenging both essentialism and cultural
relativism (to be elaborated below). Its focus on the Malays, and recent scholarly commentary on the issue,
also hopefully marks it out as a helpful new contribution to the field. In short, Trauma could be seen as a
creative new force that compels Malaysia’s volatile ethnic groups to co-exist and work together in nationbuilding.
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3.2 Models of Ethnicity: From Performatives to Trauma

In this section, I hope to examine alternative conceptions of ethnicity in Malaysia, namely ideas revolving
around multi-cultural performatives, hybridity and cosmopolitanism. I wish to argue that all these models
of formulative ethnicity have insurmountable difficulties and that it is only ethnicity qua trauma which best
conceptualizes ethnic identity in Malaysia.

3.2.1 Multi-cultural Performatives, Ethnic Hybridity and Cosmopolitanism

The first approach towards reconceptualising ethnicity I will discuss is that of Sumit Mandal, who promotes
the discourse of multi-cultural (or even trans-ethnic) solidarity, also known as creolisation. For Mandal,
Malaysians must embrace a kind of ethnic hybridity, a notion best encapsulated in a creole community.
This, according to Mandal (2004), is one where, ‘the elements of different ethnic groups form the basis of
a shared culture which departs from its origins enough to constitute a new identity’ (p. 66). He cites the
Baba-Nyonya of Penang, Melaka and Singapore as examples of how disparate elements from different
communities merge to crystalise into something entirely new.
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He also commends selected theatre

productions and literature works which exemplify cultural hybridity in the face of racially-based party
politics, for example, the works of Amir Muhammad, Noordin Hassan and Razif Ahmad (pp. 67-72).
Culture and the arts, in other words, must lead the way in championing racial hybridity as the vanguard of
a new politics of trans-ethnic solidarity. If only the political manipulation of racial discourse was removed
and the continuing deconstruction of ethnicity accepted, the inherent empathy, inclusion and equality of
social identities would flourish (as evidenced by certain cultural performances which creatively destabilize

The ‘baba nyonya’ first emerged in Malacca from the intermarriages between Hokkien Chinese males and local females and
represents an early settler mindset in response to the difficulties in maintaining regular and sustainable contact within China and the
overall absence of any notion of nationalism (Yow 2008, p. 558). Tan Chee Beng (2012), however, notes that whilst it was relatively
easy for the Chinese at the time to marry Malay women and induct them into their families as Chinese members, this would be
virtually impossible today given a culture of avoidance and tense ethnic sentiments from the institutionalized discrimination in the
country (pp. 8-10).
128
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any primordial notion of ‘race’). Shakila Abdul Manan (2010) has a similar vision with respect to multicultural literature’s role in ‘exploring the idea of identity as being multiple and in a constant state of flux
and how changes and shifts in identity occur because of individual experiences and the socio-political
context in which one is situated in’ (p. 256).

To Mandal (2004), Malaysia’s biggest problem is the uncritical acceptance of the supposed primordiality of
ethnicity. Decades of racial manipulation (not least by groups like UMNO), coupled with a failure to grasp
the socially constructed nature of ‘race’ have coalesced not only into a stunted understanding of ethnicity in
Malaysia but also a dangerous politics of identity (pp. 55-65). He critically insists that the rejection of ethnic
essentialism or ethnocracy must be consciously performed,129 and reminds us that even the opposition
parties are not going far enough by believing that racialised politics is resolved ‘through sheer goodwill and
multi-ethnic representation’ (p. 70).
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Mandal’s creolisation is certainly a worthy approach towards

denaturalizing the everyday boundaries of ethnicity, themselves consolidated continually via ethnic forms
of education, job allocation and religious institutions (Willford 2006, p. 118; Ambikaipaker 2013, p. 342).

Whilst affirming the value of Mandal’s and Abdul Manan’s work, two points of critique are in order. First,
I contend that a ‘creole’ view of ethnicities potentially leave the gates of any particular community too
‘open’. If an ethnic identity can become anything, how is this different from claiming it is really nothing in
the first place? What would, then, be the significance of even using the terms ‘Malay’ or ‘Indian’ if these
can mean whatever the flavour of the times make it to mean (Yao 2009, pp. 255-259)? The ungrounded-

Mandal helpfully notes that a key person championing the Malay language in the 1950s’ was a Chinese trade union leader, Lim
Chin Siong (2004), whose efforts were central towards establishing Malay as the national language of Singapore when even ethnic
Malays doubted the potential of the language (p. 540). On a history of ethnocracy see especially Wade (2014, pp. 3-26).
129

130

Mandal even chides writers like Andaya & Andaya, Cheah Boon Kheng, Colin Abraham and Edmund Gomez over the nonnegotiable nature of the way they have defined and employed ethnicity and racial discourse in their work. He reads these writers as
still being enthralled to notions of ethnic essentialism, which is the idea that there is a universal, stable and permanent ‘essence’ to
any particular ethnic group. In my view, he is right in what he decries but wrong in what he affirms; I suspect Mandal could have
gone further by problematizing creolisation as well.
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ness of perspectives based on cultural performances and social construction, whilst encouraging openness
to difference, also suggests their undoing.

Secondly, I hesitate to fully endorse the multi-cultural performative’s optimism that via creative works,
‘fear, mistrust and hatred for the Other…can be dissipated if spaces…are given to minority and marginalized
voices to engage in meaningful communication with those in power and society…providing an opportunity
for cultural stereotypes and binary thinking to be destabilized’ (Shakila Abdul Manan 2010, pp. 270-271).
Why should we believe that if only more marginalized people ‘let their voices be heard’ to those in power,
negative ethnic stereotypes will be (automatically) unravelled? Are there not already numerous NGOs’ and
performance-arts groups engaging in ‘meaningful communication’ with the ruling regime? Is the on-going
marginalisation of, for example, the indigenous people or the Indian community in Malaysia entirely due to
a lack of meaningful cross-cultural communication?

This perspective also does not give sufficient attention to the arts and literature as forms of ideology which
consolidate class antagonisms whilst giving lip-service to sugar-coated impressions of some precious Other
to whom respectably mandated levels of responsibility are due. Eugene Tan, for instance, has argued that
ethnic harmony (in Malaysia and Indonesia) are greatly dependent on economic growth; failure in the latter,
as was the case during the 1998 Asia-Pacific financial crisis, tends to undo the ties (superficial or real)
holding the many ethnicities together, particular those which have been relying on a fragile agreement
between the Malays and Chinese that the former would wield political power and the latter control the
economy131 (Tan 2001, pp.959-969). In brief, I don’t deny the value of the arts and cultural performances
in helping Malaysian society to reshape their thinking, but as the center around which ethnicity can revolve,
these elements appear vulnerable to economic conflicts.

131

Also known as the ‘ethnic bargain’ or ‘social contract’. See p.123 below.
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3.2.1.1 The Speculative Identity of Multi-culturalism and Fundamentalism

In the context of debating multi-culturalism, I am also wary of uncritically following thinkers like Ng Kam
Weng132 in their endorsement of this way of thinking as a basis for national identity. Ng’s (2006) stress on
multiculturalism as, ‘the best modus vivendi for developing a national identity that expresses unity in
diversity and equality for all peoples regardless of their culture and religion,’ is far from self-evident nor, in
light of his elevated use of reason, entirely coherent. Whilst such multiculturalism may appear to resist the
growing danger of fundamentalism in the world, fundamentalism and multiculturalism may ironically be
one and the same phenomenon and reflect what Hegel called a speculative identity of opposites (Žižek 2008,
pp. 36-37). This is to say that often when two phenomena appear to directly contradict each other, there
could in fact be hidden a subtle commonality which nurtures them both. For example, multiculturalists
logically can (and should) easily accept the extremity of fundamentalists as something to be embraced and
understood as an expression of the Other, whilst fundamentalists can likewise adopt a multi-culturalist
stance by affirming the uniqueness of their identities and claims.

To give a specific illustration, Ng’s (2006) criticism of Asham Ahmad’s views that Islam, and not multiculturalism, should be the framework of social policy in Malaysia could be construed as self-refuting if
multi-culturalism itself demands that all cultures merit interest and respect. In that case, should this not
include respecting that particular culture which teaches that other cultures merit less interest and respect
than its own? From within a multi-culturalist perspective, should it not respect the fact that a fundamentalist
Muslim insists that his unique Islamic identity should be the basis for Malaysia’s national identity?
However, reading Ng’s article, one cannot help but suspect that Ng himself believes that his views are
entirely, ‘neutral, non-ideological, natural and commonsensical’ (Žižek 2008, p. 36), thereby being ignorant

132

See my critique of Ng’s overall approach to political discourse, see pp.21-32.
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of how his brand of multi-culturalist tolerance is quite dependent on pre-established views of how an
authentic Other should be and behave.

To put it plainly, thinkers like Ng would apparently embrace a Muslim if he speaks and acts in a manner
suggestive of a liberal, democracy-loving and ‘reasonable’ individual. But, according to Ng, this same
Muslim should never publicly assert the superiority of his religion over that of other faiths, as this would
too deeply offend the sensibilities of the multi-culturalist mindset. It is already obvious how this might
create a cycle of mutual criticism and condemnation. The more the multi-culturalist insists (inconsistently)
that the fundamentalist has to meet a liberal-democratic criterion of thinking and behaviour, the more the
fundamentalist would want to emphasize the unique nature of his own specific identity and desires.

The relevance of this issue to the reformulation of ethnicities in Malaysia lies precisely in how multi-cultural
thinkers have pre-adopted qualifying criteria modelled along liberal-democratic axioms. Thinkers like
Mandal overtly promote ethnic hybridity but only as long as the eventual outcome fits a framework defined
or accepted by liberal democracy. In other words, it is not genuinely multi-cultural and universal/neutral but
subtly fundamentalist, ‘particular’ and biased.

3.2.1.2 Cosmopolitanism and Hegemony

A similar approach to ethnicity is proffered by Joel Kahn (2006) who argues for what he calls an ethnic
cosmopolitanism. Cosmopolitanism here denotes human diversity which challenges and transcends
exclusionary forms of thought and any perspective that assumes perversity and inferiority in other
communities other than one’s own (pp. 162-169). Like Mandal, Kahn celebrates the peranakan culture as
the cosmopolitan outcome of diverse people groups living and working together oven the span of centuries,
an outcome which showed that, ‘Melayu was not so much an identity in the modern nationalist sense as a
way of describing the interstitial linguistic, economic, political and cultural spaces within which locally
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born and immigrant peoples interacted’ (169-71). He calls for a new and wider understanding of peranakan
Malay: fresh spaces and language games which contribute to peace, shared understandings and mutual
cooperation. These could take the form of cultural heritage movements, popular and youth culture, academic
institutions, shopping centers and even popular religions shrines, all of which may form the basis of a
modern cosmopolitan practice of ethnicities which in turn challenge hegemonic narratives of exclusion (pp.
171-172).

Kahn’s views of ethnicities, in tandem with the notion of cosmopolitanism itself, breathe an air of vibrancy
and modernity to ethnic discourse. This represents both the great strength and weakness of his perspective.
In an almost naïve Durkheimian fashion, Kahn (2006) claims that if you put different cultures together,
whilst some antagonism is expected, eventually some degree of peaceful association and harmony should
not only emerge but do so inevitably (p. 169). There is a simplistic endorsement of modern institutions and
their capacity to mobilize the non-elite in cooperating towards a cosmopolitanist hybrid harmony. Absent is
the idea that perhaps even the cosmopolitan forms and practices touted may have themselves been co-opted
by the elite for their specific purposes. Kahn appears overly sanguine about the capacity of ethnic
communities for peace-making; his equation of institutions like shopping malls and sport centers with
‘culturally neutral’ public spaces which nurture cosmopolitanist language-games understates the hegemonic
effect of such venues and locales in the first place.133

If Mandal’s viewed centered around deliberate identity performances by any particular group to reinvent
their ethnic identity, one could say that Kahn’s perspective involves an undirected mass performance by
multiple groups to produce one contingent and new identity which nevertheless remains faithful to an
abstract universal form, that is, modern cosmopolitanism. Muhammad Ikmal Said also echoes such a view
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Stephen Graham (2010) explains how most modern cities are increasingly privatized in line with the desires of multinational
corporations and the affluent, to the exclusion of the poor and those who ‘don’t belong’ (pp. 100-104). Malls and public spaces, in
other words, are more akin to sites of capitalist antagonism and inequality than cosmopolitan equality.
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in his claim that a country like Malaysia cannot avoid communal/ethnic divisions, even or especially when
it comes to organizing politically. According to Said (1992), the struggle for resources and welfare more
often than not brings together people who share similar experiences, which themselves are normally
articulated along ethnic lines; underprivileged groups seek champions from leaders among their own ethnic
group (pp. 254-255).

However, the problem with this model is precisely how to justify it in the first place. Alternatively, it leaves
unasked the question of how to comprehend this model beyond merely describing what is simply the case
(in society) at present. For example, what Kahn (2006) calls ‘cosmopolitan Malay-ness’ is supposed to
operate at all levels of society yet which is really just a way of simply naming the multiple and interweaving
elements of language, economics and socio-political spaces within which local contingent actors interact (p.
1); the ‘universality of ethnicity’ is simply the cosmopolitan form it takes when many peoples co-exist.

It is a pity that Kahn did not engage fully with Žižek’s (2000a) thesis of universality which, ‘makes thematic
different structural principles of the very (im)possibility (of history and society)’ (p. 112).134 For Žižek, the
only kind of universality worth speaking of is the traumatic deadlock which undermines all attempts at
defining the normative or formal. This is to say, social relations are attempts to deal with a fundamental
antagonism which permeates the world (rather than imperfect efforts at mimicking in life what is perfect at
the level of abstraction). As such, a Žižekian reading of Kahn’s analysis may insist that Kahn’s notion of
cosmopolitanism is not at all neutral and, indeed, unwittingly covers up the deadlock at the heart of Malay
society and Malayness itself (to be explained below) by, ultimately, focusing on alternatives in ethnicidentity formation.

134

Kahn formulates his specific brand of cosmopolitanism as a universal approach towards ethnicity, which is to say that it can and
should apply (at least in part) to all discourses of ethnicity. The kind of universality proposed by Kahn (2006), however, is mainly
of the kind endorsed by the likes of Judith Butler and (especially) Ernesto Laclau but, crucially, not Žižek’s (p. 168). See especially
Žižek (2000a).
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In sum, Kahn’s cosmopolitan perspective─that when we put the ethnic groups together in neutral spaces
and they will figure out something better than what the State has given them─overstates the ability of
different communities to cooperate and understates the trauma enveloping them.

3.2.1.3 Summary

In the above, I have looked at various models of perceiving ethnicity in Malaysia. I have reiterated the view
of many writers that essentialism is ruled out given its naive reliance on some (usually culturally and
ideologically determined) notion of ontological ‘substance’. I have also suggested that views of ethnicity
based on cultural performatives are limited in their usefulness given their lack of any conceptual grounding.
I also interrogated multi-culturalism and cosmopolitanism and found them wanting, especially in their
presumed neutrality vis-à-vis other approaches deemed either more fundamentalist or hegemonic.

Next, I will examine another model of viewing ethnicity, whereby trauma is the primordial core of every
ethnic construct. I will argue that a universal factor must still be inserted into any definition of ethnic identity
except this mode of universality is neither a positive essence (which conveniently favours powerful groups)
nor a socially constructed ‘performance’ (which lacks adequate grounding). Instead, the universality is an
anti-essential split or shattering which defines yet renders awry everything.

3.2.2 Ontological Trauma and Ethnic Neighborliness

In Yao Souchou’s (2009) study of Chinese-ness, he first denigrates then re-asserts the importance of
ethnicity, newly reinvented as a hybrid of both culture and ‘race’ (pp. 251-261). Yao rightly attacks the
ethnic essentialism responsible for bigotry (pp. 252-253)135 and chides the post-moderns for their ‘identity

135

See also Kahn (1992, pp.171-173).
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performances’, arguing that the latter, whilst helpfully offering an alternative to racist boundary-marking
via flexibility and self-invention and choice (which doubles up as a protest against essentialism as a whole),
is nevertheless an over-reaction which leaves the ‘gates’ of Chinese-ness too wide open (pp. 255-259).

His solution is to maintain a core notion within a virtual framework in flux. He (2009) counsels sensitivity
to national contexts. If the Chinese are fighting for survival─not unlike the Aborigines in Australia─then
acts of ‘essentialising’ by way of emphasizing ‘blood and descent’ may in fact be the necessary thing to do
(p. 261). Yao appears, in other words, to challenge a primordial essence whilst, at the same time, supporting
its invocation if the situation requires it. I find Yao’s analysis insightful in that primordiality is reverted to
when trauma is present but ‘relaxed’ when things are fine. Chinese-ness must be asserted and its boundaries
tightened in the face of threat, but otherwise some cultural openness is welcomed.

Yao’s work helpfully anticipates a discussion of a primordial anxiety which constitutes ethnicity; the
traumatic kernel at the heart of ethnic relations. If ethnicity results from neither an absolute essence nor
counter-hegemonic performances nor an inter-community negotiation within unique urban-social spaces,
could it be a function of trauma?

I will now introduce a Žižekian theory of traumatic Neighbourliness which I hope will offer a fresh way to
understand how people may connect to each other ethically and politically.136

The term ‘Neighbour’ is synonymous with the Other in the context of shared membership in a community or, in this context of
ethnicities in Malaysia, different ethnic groups co-existing in a nation-state.
136
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3.2.2.1 Defining Ethnicity via Trauma

Lacanian ethics demands us to confront what is most alarmingly ‘inhuman’…about the other; it asks
us to accept the other not only as our own likeness, but also as the grotesque Thing that cannot be
assimilated into our symbolic or imaginary networks of meaning (Ruti 2012, p. 17).137

Mari Ruti’s quote is a good place to begin a reconceptualisation of ethnicity based on trauma. Such a
perspective is grounded in the recognition that there is strangeness and tension afflicting all relationships,
especially those between ethnic groups. For different ethnic groups to co-exist peacefully, they must first
encounter and accept the ‘inhuman’ or the ‘monster’ in each other. To recognize that the ethnic Other is a
‘monster’ in a psychoanalytical sense is to see in him an inhuman force which rages against the façades of
personality and sociality (Ruti 2012, pp. 21). It is to embrace the impossible tension which constitutes him
or her as a subject, to accept that the only ‘essence’ worth speaking of is the absolute de-centering and
alienation which both makes my neighbour who he is whilst already and always leaving him out of joint.
There is a scary, alien and traumatic dimension which characterizes the neighbour whom I am forced to
encounter and which renders disruptive all attempts at harmonizing ethnic relations.

In short, within the context of our discussion thus far, the Malay must accept that being afraid of the
uncertainty which defines the Chinese could be the only or most authentic way to relate to the latter (and
vice-versa). Far from undermining the possibility of the ethical, this primordial exposure in fact grounds a
radical ethical trajectory. As Žižek (2005) says; ‘What makes an individual human and thus some-thing for
which we are responsible, toward whom we have a duty to help, is his/her very finitude and vulnerability’

The usually capitalised ‘Thing’ (or Das Ding as Freud wrote it originally in German) in psychoanalytical parlance is the site of
primordial deprivation, that lost Edenic object which serves as a melancholy object of loss which galvanizes our desire and
constitutes us as subjects in relation to the Other (for which the Thing is his/her traumatic kernel, that unsymbolisable and
destabilising dimension imagined at her/his center). It is our fantasmatically constructed lost object that we never possessed yet
which is the source of all the psychic afflictions and potential that infuse subjects from within (Ruti 2012, p. 17; Chiesa 2007, pp.
131-133; Fink 1995, pp. 95-96).
137
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(p.138). This is to say that me and my Other find our solidarity in our weakness, in the alienation which
define us, because community grows when we recognize each other in the constitutive struggle at our core
that is also our common universality (Žižek 2005, p. 139).

A collectively experienced trauma is what grants subjects in community an identity; a shared antagonism is
what holds an ethnic community together. A common identity is founded on authentic communion which
in turn is present only when members of a community recognise and affirm the core of uncertainty and
anxiety within each other. When I, as a Chinese, recognise a mutual uncertainty and angst in a fellow subject,
I simultaneously embrace him as another Chinese in the very act of establishing or consolidating my own
Chinese-ness. To be a Malay is to be someone who is bounded to another by an agony experienced by both
and felt to be directed to them as a community. Likewise, an Indian is presumably less of an Indian if he
disavows the struggles his people have undergone. Every ethnic group by extension finds definition and
unity in a common ordeal or a shared experience of rupture (Eisenstein & McGowan 2012, p. 117).138

3.2.2.2 Resolving Ethnic Conflict Through Trauma

This perspective is relevant not only in characterising or demarcating one ethnicity from another, it also
helpful in resolving inter-ethnic relations. The ethical injunction here is to admonish different communities
to see the abyss of limitations and vulnerability in both their own communities and that of others. Ethnic
harmony can only grow, paradoxically, when different groups recognise the historical disharmony and
discord each other have experienced and are guilty of. Such a perspective offers a creative balance between
the usual negative models in discussion on ethnicity. To see only what the ‘other’ ethnic group lacks is the

In a sense, this constitutes a basic tenet of psychoanalytic thinking in which, ‘(Neither) the subject nor the social order exists
independently but instead emerges out of the other’s incompleteness. The subject exists at the point of the social order’s failure to
become a closed structure, and the subject enters into social arrangements as a result of its own failure to achieve self-identity. The
internal contradictions within every social order create the space for the subject, just as the internal contradictions of the subject
produce an opening to externality that links the subject to the social order. Failure on each side provides the connective apparatus
and constitutes the bond between the subject and the social order’ (McGowan 2013, p. 145).
138
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first step towards racism and bigotry. To see only what my people lack in contrast to others likewise justifies
racial policies and discrimination to secure resources perceived to be usurped by other, more powerful,
groups.

Mari Ruti (2012) writes that:

(It) is precisely to the extent that we acknowledge the limits of our self-possession and selfownership that we can begin to forge genuinely ethical relationships to others. This is an ethics
based on unqualified intersubjective generosity in the sense that our recognition of our own lack of
self-consistency allows us to feel empathy for, and remain patient with, the lack of self-consistency
of others, thereby allowing us to enter into a kind of solidarity of vulnerability with them (p. 166)

Seeing the trauma and weaknesses which constitutes the other person(s) may, in other words, inspire ethical
benevolence and serve as an antidote to mutual blaming. To fully believe that failure by both sides is
imminent is the first step towards mutual forgiveness, a desire to work for greater understanding and support.
We will stop blaming each other once we accept that relationships, especially those of great ethical and
political significance, are extremely difficult and that, we all fail.

In the light of the strangeness and trauma of the ethical, nationalist and partisan attempts to smooth over the
fractures within and inherent to any particular group represent a suppressing of the traumatic dimension and
replacing it with a fantasy (usually of national ‘harmony’ and such). In the context of this chapter, the very
effort (and failure) to effectively define Malay-ness may be a good example of both an impossible fantasy
sought to render the impossible at the heart of the nation more palatable.139 Likewise, politically constructed
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The ideological construction of the Malay in Malaysia is discussed below, pp.119-121, 126-127 and 143-145.
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notions of who ‘true’ Malaysians are attempts at gentrifying what cannot be tamed or grasped without
trauma.

True equality is a traumatic equality which recognizes that everybody falls short, hence the need for mutual
cooperation and sharing. Ethnicities are together bound by the universality not of an essence (or Chineseness or Malay-ness and so on) or an idea (of justice or ‘nation’ and similar ideals) but are related by the
universality of struggle and lack. This is to say that the key element that each ethnic group have in common
with each other is a constitutive vulnerability: The only thing each group is certain of is how uncertainty
defines them.

3.2.2.3 Summary

In the sections above I have presented a selection of perspectives related to ethnicity, namely, the multicultural or ‘creole’ approach and the ethnic hybridity and cosmopolitan perspective. I have pointed out some
of the more critical flaws of these views and argued that ethnicity, especially Malaysian ethnicity, should
be conceptualised along the basis of a collective or shared trauma. A summary of these views of ethnicity
is captured in the table below:
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Table 2: Comparing perspectives of ethnicity

Employing a Žižekian-Lacanian view, I argued that ethnic communities must not only be primarily defined
by a mutual suffering, they must relate to other communities on the basis of shared trauma. This is to say
that members of the Malay community are constituted by the suffering all members have undergone as a
group, and that Malays and Indians best nurture inter-ethnic harmony when they seek to understand and
they embrace the traumas both communities have experienced.

In the sections below, I will seek to expand and build on this traumatic construction of ethnicity. I will offer
a reading of Malaysia’s colonial history to show that the rise of ethnic consciousness in the peninsular is
inseparable from the trauma of imperialist exploitation and, later on, nationalist agendas. I will then make
the case for the ‘impossible Malay’, arguing that writers both past and present have failed to adequately
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conceptualise the Malay people, a fact which paradoxically confirms my thesis that the ‘Malay’ is a
traumatic construct.
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3.3 Begotten of Trauma: A Brief History of Ethnic Conflict in Malaysia

What follows is a historical sketch of the rise of ethnic consciousness during the British colonial era through
to the Japanese occupation and post-colonial Independence. My objective will be to show how it is
impossible to understand Malaysia’s dominant ethnic groups without recourse to the historical strife and
antagonisms that these groups have suffered from and by which they have been shaped.

3.3.1 British Colonialism in Malaya

Ethnicity in early Malaysia cannot be grasped without comprehending the political agendas of the British
colonists and the conflicts of inter-ethnic economics they engineered and oversaw. 140 Prior to independence
in 1957, in a country as diverse as Malaysia, many struggles between different ethnic communities were
due to conflicting interests arising from different market positions in the context of colonial rule.141 The
struggle for resources tended to reinforce cultural identities as the medium from which to articulate market
inequities (Said 1992, p. 256). Put simply, economics and ethnicity are inextricably connected, at least in
colonial Malaya.142
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Until the late nineteenth century, Peninsular or West Malaysia consisted of a few Malay states overseen by state leaders and
elites (known as sultans). In 1511, the Portugese invaded and subdued Melaka. This was followed by the Dutch in 1641. The British
also had colonising ambitions and thus in 1824 the Anglo-Dutch Treaty partitioned the Malay world through the Melaka Straits,
arbitrarily severing the cultural unity of east coast Sumatra and the Malay Peninsula and thus the basis for today’s boundary between
Indonesia and Malaysia. This left the British in control of the Peninsula and Singapore whilst Sumatra, Java and all the islands south
of Singapore went to the Dutch. British influence would spread throughout the peninsular via the creation of the Straits Settlements
in 1826. For a basic introduction to a history of Malaya, see Andaya & Andaya (2001).
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At the risk of over-simplification, it remains accurate to say that Malays largely resided in rural areas devoid of mining or
commercial agricultural activity, Chinese were mainly found in mining zones and plantations and the Indians congregated in
European-owned estates (Khoo 2009, pp. 19-21).
142

Khoo rejects the thesis that ethnicity was a deliberately manufactured product of colonial rule; othe writers, however, hold to the
view that contrived ethnic division was central to the ‘divide and rule’ policies of Malaysian’s colonial masters (Abraham 1983,
pp.20-28; Hilley 2001, pp.20-22).
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Colin Abraham (1983) argues that the British colonial masters exploited the ethno-economic divisions in
the land for two reasons: 1) to reinforce a sense of inferiority among Malays vis-à-vis the alien non-Malays
and 2) to produce an ideology conveniently suited to European domination based on notions of the superior
‘white man’ (pp. 21-28). The boundaries between an ethnic Malay self and their other were, in other words,
a British imperialist product (Nair 2009, p. 81); Malaya’s colonial masters produced and consolidated ethnic
tension in the very act of subjugating and alienating these (newly emerged) colonized subjects (Oliver 2004,
pp. 24-31).143

With respect to Chinese labourers, Abraham (2004) insightfully reasons that they found solidarity in their
‘Chinese-ness’, despite the presence of class divisions; the need to emphasize ethnic identity in the face of
competing ethnic groups overrode the division between the capital-owning and working classes within the
community itself (pp. 195-242). On the other hand, the only ethnic group Abraham claims did not exhibit
increased ethnic consciousness was the Indians, who failed to pose a meaningful political or economic threat
to the Malays, Chinese or Europeans (pp. 255-291).144 This is due to the initial social structure of the
migrants which included severe poverty and indebtedness to landlords, an entrenched caste system (such
that a majority of the labourers were of lower class origins) and the torrid conditions of the rubber estates.

Ethnicity in Malaysia emerged, in other words, from within a context defined by conflict and strife for
resources and in competition with other communities. These traumatic origins are certainly visible with
respect to the Malays and the Chinese, especially in how they characterised their own ethnic consciousness
in relation to economic strife.

Farish Noor (2002) states that the British sought to ‘epistemologically reconfigure’ Malay-ness as befitting their colonial
ambitions (p. 38). This is the route also taken by Tun Abdul Razak, Dr. Mahathir Maznah and other Malay nationalists as
justification for the reallocation of wealth and income to what John Hilley (2001) terms the Malay middle-class ‘state bureaucratic
bourgeoisie’ under the controversial New Economic Policy of 1971 (p. 33).
143
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Nevertheless, as per Tate (2008), Indian society in Malaysia was not immune to fragmentation resulting from Hindu-Muslim
divisions and the proliferation of more class groups, all of which reflected the communalism and sectarianism inherent in Malaysian
Indian society (pp. 24-26).
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The British would continue to nurture ethnic divisions as a means of further consolidating their hegemony.
To this end, the British clearly favoured the Malays─a favoritism undoubtedly noticed by the nonMalays─who were given the trustee roles by the British, as reflected in decentralization, Malay lands
reservations, padi (rice) cultivation and so on. Thus were sown the first seeds of group formation and
polarisation along lines of racial identity and consciousness (Cheah 2009, pp. 42-43). The British reinforced
the principle of Malay dominance by maintaining the Sultanates and creating a ‘special position’ for Malays
in areas like employment in the government bureaucracy, land ownership and educational assistance
(Funston 2001, p. 161).

Ironically, if the British were guilty of manufacturing ethnic inferiority in other communities for their
purposes, one could say that the Malays tended to aggravate the situation by encouraging ethnic inferiority
in their own community.145 The rising number of immigrants into the peninsular extenuated the ‘us’/’them’
divide in the Malay mind, itself spurred by (British) insinuations of inherent characteristics of laziness in
the Malay, their lack of enterprise and how religion retarded commercial development (Milner 2008, pp.
121-122; Harper 1999, pp. 233-237; Hua 1983, pp. 33-34). The subsequent otherization of immigrant
communities (by the Malay community) was deemed necessary to sustain the convenient fiction of the
‘deprived’ Malay, thereby bolstering Malay nationalism (Yao 2003, pp.203-204).146
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This is the subjection of extended discussion in the section after this one.

146

Likewise, the otherisation of different native communities like the indigenous people of Malaysia (which continues to this day)
manipulates non-static categories of indigenousness to deprive these groups of Constitutional privileges. Similarities and differences
between a marginalized group and a privilege one are flattened or emphasized as deemed politically fit in order to perform the
insidious juggling acts of justifying government intervention, denying benefits and validating essential notions of in-bred character
(Idrus 2011, pp.113-117). In a move both poetic and tragic, one could say that the ruling National Alliance is manipulating ethnicity
for political gain in the same way the British colonists used to do. See the discussion below regarding Mahathir’s view of the Malay,
pp.139-144.
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In sum, the ‘Malay’ was birthed in antagonism with other races.147 The British constructed feelings of
deprivation among the Malays (which the Malays themselves encouraged), centering them around the
immigrant workers from India and China (Yao 2003, p.203; Abraham 1983, p.28), thereby creating a
situation of antagonism not only among the Malays but all three ethnic groups.

3.3.2 From The Japanese Occupation to Independence

The fragile arrangement of the communities was shattered by the Japanese conquest of Malaya in 1942
when the Chinese, in contrast to the Malays, were treated harshly by the Japanese due to the community’s
ties (both imagined and real) with the Communists in Mainland China.148 Together with the Malayan
Communist Party (MCP), though, the Chinese-dominated Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA)
carried out guerrilla actions against the Japanese, inevitably creating the impression of battle lines being
neatly drawn along racial divisions both during the conflict and after (Cheah 1983, pp. 41-82, 194-239),
especially since the Malays formed the majority of the police force and the volunteer forces used by the
Japanese in anti-guerrilla operations. Whilst isolated clashes between Chinese and Malay groups have
occurred periodically in the pre-war decades, nothing matched the intensity of the conflict between the
MPAJA and a largely Islamic-based Malay defiance which continued after the Japanese surrendered in
1945.

After the Japanese occupation ended, the British essentially reversed their pro-Malay policy, proposing the
controversial Malayan Union in 1946, meant in part to reward the Chinese for their wartime resistance
implied an increasing preference for the Chinese over the Malay community (stemmed certainly in part from
the British disenchantment over Malay collaboration with the Japanese previously). This ignoring of the

147

This idea will be discussed in greater detail in the next section on the traumatic Malay.

The brutal sook-chings─purification via elimination─against the Chinese which began in Singapore and gradually extended to
the peninsula resulted in the (often gruesome) deaths of thousands, driving many Chinese youths and young men into the jungles to
join the communist-led resistance movement, MPAJA (Cheah 1983, pp. 18-23).
148
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political sensitivities of the Malay rulers and officers led to severe Malay reactions to the union proposal,
culminating in the creation of the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO),149 an organisation of
delegates from various Malay organisations (which included nationalists, radical Malay teachers, Islamic
clergy, aristocrats, etc.) led by Dato’ Onn bin Jaafar.

The Malayan Union was soon replaced by the Federation of Malaya Agreement of 1947 which, critically,
safeguarded the special position and rights of the Malays and weakened the non-Malays’ status in the form
of more restrictive citizenship terms. On August 1957, the independence of the Federation of Malaya was
proclaimed, with the terms of the ‘merdeka (independence) constitution’ including improved citizenship
terms for non-Malays and special privileges for Malays,150or the ‘social contract’.

It would appear that the traumatic conception of ethnic polarization in Malaysia from colonial times was, in
sum, now enshrined in its post-colonial independence political leadership. From colonial times until
Independence, there is hardly any key discourse on ethnicity without a divisive element. The ‘social
contract’ could even be described as an institutional symptom of ethnic discord. Case (1996) summarizes
this bargain which was in truth a make-shift arrangement to appease the ethnic communities: ‘(Whilst)
ethnic Malay leaders would hold the lion’s share of state positions and power, they would refrain from using
their prerogatives seriously to impinge upon the corresponding Chinese control of the economy’ (p. 83).

Finally, the entry of Singapore to the Federation of Malaysia on 16th September 1963 escalated communal
tensions as it resulted in the Chinese forming the largest single ethnic community, despite the largely Malay
bumiputeras’ – sons of the soil - rising with the inclusion of Sabah and Sarawak. The expulsion of Singapore
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UMNO has continued to lead the ruling National Alliance until the present day. A fuller analysis will be forthcoming in chapter
four.
150

These privileges included state hiring, business licenses, government scholarships, university placement, increased Malay
reservations, a new rotating monarchical position of Yang Di-Pertuan Agong, Islam as the official religion and Malay as the national
language.
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from the federation in 1965 temporarily appeased Malay demands for the upholding of the 1957
independence principles but the controversy over the implementation of Malay as the national language fuel
existing communal tensions to a breaking-point on May 13th 1969,151 which undeniably serve as a central
inflection point of Malaysian ethnic political discourse (Kua 2007, pp. 41-85; Wade 2014, pp. 21-24).

3.3.3 Summary

The brief historical survey above portrays ethnic relations in Malaysia as communal trauma borne of deep
political struggles not devoid of class and ideological concerns. From the start, the ethnic groups of Malaya,
not least the Malays and the Chinese, have been constituted in strife and conflict with each other and with
invading forces. The British forces have played more than a minor role in forging the sorts of consciousness
most accommodating of their agenda by favoring the Malays. The Japanese aggravated the situation by
taking Malay favoritism too far, precipitating outright warfare between the Chinese communists and the
pro-Japanese Malays, a conflict which need not have taken so blatant a racial hue. The Communist
insurgency and the controversy surrounding Singapore only strengthen my thesis that to study ethnicity in
Malaysia is to study groups which have evolved through conflict and agony with and within each other. The
May thirteenth riots of 1969 underscored this tension by forcefully insinuating the traumatic heart of
Malaysia’s ethnic make-up, demonstrating the volatile nature of any non-Malay challenge to Malay political
primacy.
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See the details on the May 13 riots above, p.100.
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3.4 The Impossible/Traumatic Malay: Contradiction and Constitution of the Melayu

In this section I will dive deeper into one particular ethnicity, the Malays, 152 whom I believe serve well as
proxy for the continuing angst surrounding ethnicity in Malaysia. I aim to show that if the ‘Malay’ is an
impossible traumatic construct, then it only underscores the feasibility of employing a framework of trauma
to interrogate Malaysian ethnicities and politics.

First, I will argue that the obsession over the ‘essence’ of Malay-ness itself reflects a psychoanalytical
process of subjectivity-in-creation and the angst entailed by it. Loss defines and permeates the discourse of
the Malay, not unlike the entry of subjects into the symbolic order of existence. To illustrate this point
further, I will look at Patricia Sloan-White’s study of Malay middle-class who, in tandem with my overall
proposal, defines themselves by failure. After which, I will examine Maznah Maznah’s work on five
individuals who sought to construct their own ideas of the Malay, in the hope of showing that all five, not
least Mahathir Mohamed, prove that all contingent attempts to decide what a Malay is fail under the weight
of the ethnic trauma they are implicitly trying to suture. I will close the section and chapter by briefly
suggesting that trauma may also be a useful notion towards defining who a ‘Malaysian’ is before also
addressing some problems with the notion of trauma as a collective marker.

3.4.1 The Traumatic Origins of the Malay

As discussed above, Malay ethnic identity (at least in pre-colonial Malaysia) was itself conceived and
maintained in tension and angst. Maznah Mohamad (2011) asserts that ‘It is in moments of political and
cultural crises that the Malay becomes enlivened. It is through living the ‘myth of permanent cultural crisis’
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I certainly acknowledge that a more representative analysis would need to look closely at the Chinese and Indians as well, not
to mention the orang asli (indigenous people groups).
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that authors paradoxically find their effective cultural identity’ (p. 35).153

Such crises occurred centuries ago when the emerging discourse of ethnicity coincided with the fading of
traditional monarchy and a centuries-old acceptance of ‘kerajaan’ (or the reign of traditional rulers) culture.
The rise of a new political consciousness associated with greater egalitarianism, anti-aristocracy,
commercialism and individualism (Milner 2002, pp. 31-54) clashed heavily with the feudal-like authority
of the sultan together with the almost-total submission of subjects who are defined according to their ruler
and not, for example, according to geography, ethnicity or identity (Milner 2008, pp.114-119). The very
genesis of the idea of a Malay ‘race’, in other words, was not conceived without strife.154

However, whilst colonialism in Malaysia may have spurred the erosion of loyalties to traditional rulers and
the religious elite, the colonists eventually decided that the governability of the peoples of Malaya could be
threatened by the developments that accompanied the evolution of a modern Malay world (Kahn 2006, p.
137). As Joel Kahn (2006) notes:

(These developments) generated a variety of projects to re-embed colonial subjects within new
institutions, and practices and a new colonial spatial order (which included) the sub-alternising (of)
the Malay peasant and the constitution of a landscape of differentiated racial spaces (p. 137).
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Her (2011) study of five discourses in the construction of Malay identity even fortifies the view that dissent and disobedience
serve to reinforce and reify Melayu distinctiveness (pp. 35-37). An extended discussion of this study will be forthcoming below,
pp.135-149.
This is also arguably the case with the Tamils as well. In Willford’s (2006) view, Tamil ethnicity is inseparable from violent
fantasies of purity which only feed political subjugation and alienation, ensuring that Tamils become complicit in their own
unconsciously fed displacements and fetishisation via rituals, language and narrative. Instead, Wilford sought to bypass ethnic
categories entirely in favour of viewing the Tamils as a story of class and status inequality (pp. 292-293). If Willford is right, the
tragedy of Tamil identity in Malaysia is its drive towards a transcendently pure essence over and against the suppression fostered
by the UMNO-led historical narrative and framework which the very search for an identity uncannily constitutes and consolidates
(pp. 84-124). My point here is simply that the Malays are not the only group in Malaysia whose ethnic identity was forged in discord
and conflict.
154
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To restate the argument already made above, the British colonists sought to legitimize their power via a
popularized colonial language which contributed to the denigration of the identity of the colonized and
producing, among things, racialised stereotypes, like seeing the Chinese as hardworking but ill-mannered
and the Malays as ‘gentle and lazy’ (Yow 2008, p. 562; Alatas 1977, pp.70-82).

The point worth restating here is that the construction of a Malay ethnicity cannot be understood apart from
the venal agenda of colonial expansion.155 The colonists had to reconstitute their subjects within the gaze of
a racial Other, which is to say that the British sought to make the Malays appear inferior in their own eyes
towards other communities. The Malay is inseparable from the trauma of imperialist exploitation of which
he was both the exploited and the one perceived to be inferior to others.

3.4.2 Essentialising Malay-ness and the Lost Object

I have argued that Malay ethnicity in Malaysia is in huge part a product of colonialist exploitation. I now
aim to show that the discourse of Malay-ness as a timeless essence tends to betray a desire for an impossible
unity, a condition which echoes psychoanalytical perspectives on the origins of subjectivity.

Anthony Milner (2008) notes that since the nineteenth century, as a result of rising national and political
consciousness, Malay writers have sought to conceptualise their Malay ethnic identity as stable historical
reality; these writers partially justified their work by invoking the concern that their ethnic identity would
fade away (p.131). It is noteworthy that the very idea that was being constructed and deliberated, ethnicity,
simultaneously generated the fear of its own loss. This echoed the concern in a text attributed to a traditional

The idea of a ‘purer’ or ‘ideal’ Malay ethnicity, championed by Stamford Raffles in the early nineteenth century (which included
factors such as indolence) bred, an understanding of ‘Malay’ that was well tailored for the ‘British Malaya’ that would gradually
develop following the division of the Archipelago into British and Dutch spheres in 1824. Such an ethnic construction was more
strategically advantageous, for instance, than one that would immediately include the millions of Java living under Dutch control
(Milner 2008, p.123).
155
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Malay hero, Hang Tuah, about Malays ‘disappearing from this world’.156

Later, the Malaysian government restricted the definition of Malay to someone well-versed with traditional
customs, the Malay language and the ethical, moral and ritual norms of Islam, a faith which became a firm
boundary for Malay ethnicity via the arbitrariness of a constitutional clause (Nagata 2011, pp. 20, 27).157
The irony comes full circle in that the birth of ethnicity involved the process of championing a supposed
essence by cautioning the intended community against the permanent disappearance of this particular
essence and at the same time censoring all proposals which cast doubts on it.

Ooi (2009), in this vein, properly laments the situation in Malaysia whereby ‘a descriptive and prescriptive
worldview─be it religious or ideological─has been formulated, accepted and used in order to essentialise
ethnicity’ (p. 453). Willford (2006) even sees all compulsive discussion of ethnic purity as reflecting an
attack on its contingent nature, thus affirming that the source of power and identity must be negated to
sustain the status quo and delusional form of mastery (p. 10).

Recall from the previous chapter that fetishism involves a uniquely voluntary form of delusion in that a
subject disavows ideas or facts which threatens his psychical make-up. In a similar fetishistic manner
therefore, Malaysians are prohibited from discussing the origins of ethnic identity, especially that of the
Malays, which must ever remain accepted without question. According to the government, the ‘timeless and
pure’ Malay must be protected and embraced at all costs.
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The Malacca/Johor historical lineage, it must be emphasized, provided the Malays with an important sense of organic unity. This
lineage denotes the famous sultanates from the fifteenth-century onwards (namely, that of Malacca and Johor) which serve as
paragons of the traditional ‘kerajaan’ era, and was a constant reference of any work seeking to assert a timeless Malay essence
(Milner 2008, p. 123).
157

Nagata (2011) notes with sad irony how the Malaysian government has politically enclosed its Malay citizens, cutting off the
sense of kinship and continuity with ‘other’ Malays which, in fact, originally served as a porous (and thus healthy) identity-marker
of sorts. Permissive bilateral kinship systems and the incorporation of outsiders as fictive kin or by marriage traditionally served as
a primary avenue to understanding Malay-ness (p. 27).
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I read the above fears about the loss of Malay identity as mirroring the psychoanalytical notion that
subjective unity is a veiling of an original alienation borne of loss (Chiesa 2007, pp.65-67). Malay identity
or Malay-ness, in other words, is akin to personal subjectivity as theorized in psychoanalysis. Individual
subjects are rendered permanently awry and out of kilter as a result of this alienation which is constitutive
of itself.

According to Lacanian psychoanalysis, subjects come into being via a process which involves loss. A child
experiences lack and makes up for it via a process of specular identification, usually with an image of
herself. This provides the child with an imaginary sense of unity. Later, as part of its full integration or
‘installation’ into society,158 the child is given a symbolic identity in return for accepting a permanent loss,
for a never-ending desire for a lost object which can never be obtained. This loss, paradoxically, emerges in
the process of socialization itself, a process known as symbolic castration (Chiesa 2007, pp. 13-32; Fink
199, pp.35-48, 99-101). Subjects must live with this loss, with this ‘lost object’, that is, a blissful Edenic
treasure permanently sought but never found, yet which thwarts a subject’s being.159

It is crucial to note that this lost object exists only insofar as it remains lost; the loss was an act of creation
of subjectivity itself (McGowan 2013, p. 13). A subject’s being is retroactively constituted and in this sense
it is always and already out of reach (Chiesa 2007, p. 134). As Fink (1995) explains, ‘There never was such
an object in the first place…it is only constituted as lost after the fact, in that the subject is unable to find it
anywhere other than in fantasy or dream life’ (p.94).

How do these remarks on subjectivity and loss relate to Malay ethnicity? I detect a close affinity between
the ‘lost object’ of subjectivity with the idea of a timeless Malay essence of socio-political discourse. The
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See the discussion in the previous chapter on the constitution of the subject and how this necessarily entails neurosis and, at
times, psychosis and perversion, pp. 62-63.
159

This recalls the earlier discussions on the traumatic nature of the Neighbour, p.113. Trauma is, in fact, a direct result of this
constitution of subjectivity via loss.
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racialised perspectives promoted by some Malay leaders (as a means of usurping national resources) resound
remarkably with the Lacanian ‘imaginary damage’ reflective of a child’s primordial frustration: ‘What is
not given to me, belongs to me and therefore has been stolen from me—I want it back!’ (Chiesa 2007, pp.
13-32). The anxious defense of Malayness is indeed a means of avoiding the void of one’s communal
origins, continuing to uphold a form of ethnic primordiality, maps well to this notion of the birth of the
subject into a linguistically constituted world via the loss of an object that was never possessed and, in fact,
never existed. The borders of what we label ‘race’, ‘ethnicity’ (or even ‘culture’) are more porous and thus
its constant construction or performance a more disputable and urgent affair (Kahn 1992, pp.160-162).
Likewise, Judith Nagata (2011) has to resort to talking about ‘portals of Malayness’ as a means of locking
down the moving target of Malay identity (p. 11), thereby implicitly acknowledging the impossibility of a
timeless essence. As Milner (2008) asserts in his landmark study of this ethnic group, ‘We cannot speak of
a coherent, stable “Malay essence”’ (p.241).

To conclude, this struggle of the Malay in its constituted-ness and against external forces uncannily mirrors
the Lacanian subject: ‘A subject tries to articulate (“express”) itself in a signifying chain, this articulation
fails, and by means and through this failure, the subject emerges: The subject is the failure of its signifying
representation’ (Žižek 2012, p. 730, italics in the original). Malay ethnicity is, on this account, ultimately a
failed articulation of something impossible, yet a process which ultimately generates the very (failed)
‘reality’ sought for. In other words, there is an articulable element to ethnic identity in the form of trauma
which occasions and embodies in the ethnic ‘essence’ itself. There is no universal timeless kernel to Malay
ethnicity other than that of loss and trauma.
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3.4.2.1 Summary

To summarize the discussion thus far, I have showed that the notion of the Malay is a traumatic construct
spurred by an increasingly politically irrelevant monarch and by Malaya’s colonial masters. Malay ethnicity
was forged in antagonistic contrast with other communities to assist in the governability of the land. The
emergence of Malay political identity paradoxically also produced the dread of its own expiry which in turn
spurred a greater desire to affirm an ageless essence at its core, a move which contradicted the historical
porousness of the identity in the region. This went to an extreme under a nationalist regime which sought to
restrict the criteria for being a ‘Malay’ to the embrace of custom, language and, critically, the Islamic faith.

From start to the present, therefore, Malay identity in Malaysia has been both a battleground of hegemonic
forces seeking to exploit it, as well as a site of struggle for its own maturity. I now interrogate selected
studies of the Malay middle-class, asking to what extent this nebulous category is a result of a failure or
trauma. I will conclude this chapter by examining five perspectives of the Malays, once again emphasizing
how the very efforts to fashion a Malay identity consistently fail yet through such failure attain a form of
consistency, that of an impossibility or trauma.
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3.4.3 Failure and the Malay middle class

Patricia Sloane-White’s (2008) study of how failure defines a Malay middle-class is another good example
of a traumatic construction of identity.160 Sloane-White’s intention in her study was to examine how certain
Malays in the middle-class narrated their failures. For the individuals interviewed by Sloane-White, to have
not succeeded becomes evidence of distance from other groups of dubious distinction (the rural poor, freeloading Malays and monopolistic Chinese) and thus demonstrated their own virtue, morality and
entrepreneurship (pp. 464-481).

For example, some of the middle-class interviewees insisted that Malays in poor villages (or kampungs)
lived happier lives because, ‘the peasant is the happy native, innocent of the world beyond, whose needs
and desires are easily met in his state of nature’ (p. 459). This kind of village-oriented happiness does not,
however, reflect the ‘right values’ which must include aspiring towards higher education and a middle-class
lifestyle (p. 460). So on one hand the middle-class subjects were not as contented as the rural villager but,
on the other hand, it is the villagers who were deemed ‘lazy and idle’ (p. 459). Middle-class failure to
achieve happiness is juxtaposed with a sense of superiority over the lower classes.

Sloane-White’s subjects, however, adopt a different tone when comparing themselves to richer Malays and
Chinese. With regards to these groups which were far more successful financially, they instead insinuated
the presence of greed and corruption. The middle-classes, according to Sloane-White, often complained
about Malay/Chinese political and entrepreneurial deal-making, especially, ‘politically corrupt

The Malay middle-class emerged in the late 1970s’ as a result of rapid industrialization and education precipitated by a highly
developmentalist state (Embong 2002, pp. 36-58). Some writers have argued that this class is largely responsible for igniting and
giving impetus and strength to a new reform-based kind of politics, transcending ‘race-based politics’ promulgated by UMNO
(Saravanamuttu 2013, pp.335-356). What this line of thought usually misses, however, is the traumatic aspect which I claim the
middle-class embodies.
160
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entrepreneurs, the ‘greedy Malay rich’, its sexual freedoms and its lack of moral values…(all of whom have)
forgotten their debt to Allah and thought only about money’ (p. 461). Once again, these middle-class
individuals in question juxtaposed a non-achievement with a reproach against those who did achieve it: To
not be as successful as these other entrepreneurs is a sign of non-corruption and piety.

In a final example of how failure produces meaning for a middle-class Malay, Sloane-White reports an
episode in which a family suffered the death of a loved-one and subsequently blamed this tragedy on the
indigenous entrepreneurs who they claimed were both ‘backward’ and immoral (pp. 469-470). For this
interviewee whose husband died, her trauma showed how, ‘(his) promising life and ambitious plans were
reduced to failure by the malfeasance of a spiteful, poor capitalist who shared none of (his) selfdevelopmental qualities’ (p. 470).

In my view, the above cases lend credence to the idea that failure and the accompanying trauma factors into
the constitution of an ethnic identity. Failure is an impetus for these middle-class subjects to negatively
carve out an identity for themselves: who they are is a function of what they have failed to attain and also
who they differ from.161 The core of middle-class identity here cannot be pinned down by any one positive
or tangible factor but involves a painful cycle of desire, strife and failure which, remarkably, constitutes for
them a distinctiveness.
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This perspective opposes the popular notion that the middle-classes represent the harbinger of a new and more reform-oriented
kind of politics, one tied to the potential of the Internet and social media. Johan Saravanamuttu (2013), for example, presents the
Malay middle-class as the bearer of reformasi (reform) politics, transcending an UMNO-oriented politics of identity (pp. 335-346).
The middle class, according to Saravanamuttu, has imbibed─like no other group before them─the discourse of democracy, human
rights, justice and other universalistic principles, causing them to participate and mobilize en masse in a new kind of reform- and
needs-based politics (pp. 345-348). As Saravanamuttu’s main concern was mainly to link the rise of a new political consciousness
with a particular class, how this consciousness emerged within this segment in question was not deeply addressed. Better education
and socioeconomic transformation coupled with growing intra-Malay fragmentation were alluded to (pp. 340-344) but, without
denying the importance of these sociological and economic factors, questions remain as to how these new middle-class communities
integrated these new-found universalistic values to put aside ‘race-based’ politics, in a way which their forefathers (who were also
educated and relatively well provided for) failed to do. What, in other words, is the critical difference between the earlier and more
recent Malay? Could it be that the younger generation is simply better able, via the Internet and social media, to give voice to (and
thus embody) the struggles and conflicts within their community and outside?
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As Sloane-White (2008) adds:

To have not succeeded can be evidence of a route to self-knowledge and well-being. To have not
succeeded is different from being poor…To have not succeeded also differentiates (this class) from
the rich, the freeloader Malay strivers and the politicking Malays in the pockets of the Chinese.
(This class) is differentiated from the ‘Malay others’ by virtue of its morality and industriousness
(pp. 481-482)

For this class, therefore, identity is less about what they have managed to accumulate and more about the
struggles and trauma they have undergone and their explanations of how their hardships came about. Identity
and trauma are inseparable.162

3.4.3.1 Summary

Throughout this section I have highlighted how failure and suffering constitute the Malay middle-class
individuals as studied by Sloane-White. The setbacks and anguish experienced by the individuals in her
work are symptomatic of my view that trauma is an indispensable component in understanding ethnic
communities and, in this case, the Malay community. It is insightful as to how these subjects define
themselves, that the only constant in their self-characterisations and explanations about who they are is
failure itself. The impediments and setbacks faced are not merely contingent issues these subjects had to
overcome but are also, remarkably, constitutive of what it means to be a middle-class Malay.
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It could even be argued that the middle-classes, in fact, are symptomatic of the tension and trauma within Malaysian capitalist
society itself. For whilst the middle-classes sought to reap the benefits of the New Economic Policy, they remained defined by the
failure of this policy to bring about economic inequality throughout the country (Gomez 2004, pp. 157-160; Cheah 2002, pp. 139143). Instead, it is frequently argued (even by Sloane-White’s interviewees) that the NEP brought about a ‘subsidy mentality’, that
is, a relationship of dependency between Malay industralists and the State which often involved nepotism and corruption (Gomez,
Saravanamuttu & Maznah 2013, pp. 3-10). To the extent that the middle-classes perceive themselves as non-recipients or even
victims of this misalignment of policy intention with policy outcomes, they would thus embody the failure of Malaysian capitalist
society as a whole in addition to being defined by this failure.
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3.4.4 Five Views of the Impossible Malay

Throughout this section I am trying to show how the notion of trauma constitutes the Malay. This
perspective is in contradistinction to other approaches which characterize ethnicity as a performance or a
hybridity constructed within cosmopolitan savors. I have argued that the discourse revolving around a
timeless Malay essence reflected a neurotic desire to retrieve an impossible paradisiacal object, itself
reflecting the trauma of loss. I also showed that suffering and setbacks as constitutive of Malay identity are
already demonstrated in the work of Patricia Sloane-White on the Malay middle-classes.

In this section, I will continue my examination of ethnicity as trauma and vulnerability by looking at a
particular work by Maznah Mohamad which, in my view, demonstrates the constant flow of trauma in ethnic
construction. In Like a Shady Tree Swept by a Windstorm (2011), she studies five authors (from colonial
times to the present) who seek to define, in their own ways, the quinessential qualities of the Malay.
Maznah’s key objectives were to analyse the, ‘making and unmaking of Malayness as a group-making
project’ and to ‘describe and deconstruct the Malay into (its) distinct spaces of subjectivity’ (p. 36).163 Whilst
she wanted to highlight how the notion of the Malay is constructed via dissent and diversity she has not,
however, emphasized one conclusion I find most striking about her work, which is that the Malay (in
Malaysia, at least) remains an impossible signifier, irreducibly inscribed within religious-political strife. My
analysis will, in fact, be to bring forth this awry component of trauma which I detect throughout her analysis.

My approach will begin with comments on four of the authors Maznah discusses, emphasizing how their
ideas fit my characterization of ethnicity qua trauma and vulnerability. Secondly, I will perform a more
detailed exposition of undoubtedly the most significant person to have influenced the understanding of the
Malay, former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed. Once again, my objective will be to demonstrate that

The original word used by Maznah is ‘Melayu’, which is the word for ‘Malay’ in the Malay language. For simplicity’s sake, I
have substituted the word ‘Malay’ for ‘Melayu’ whenever I quote her and the latter crops up.
163
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our ethnicity, not least Malay ethnicity, is best characterized by being a result of socio-political trauma and
vulnerability. All the writers below, including Maznah Maznah herself, embody the struggle to define a true
Malay for Malaysia. Inevitably, and for mixed reasons, they fail; I claim that is paradoxically through the
failures that a glimpse of an authentic Malaysian Malay can emerge.

3.4.4.1 From Over-inclusiveness to Anti-Authoritarianism

3.4.4.1.1 Burhanuddin Al-Helmy

The first author in Maznah Mohamad’s study, Burhanuddin Al-Helmy tried to conflate Malay-ness with
nationality. Burhanuddin was a key member of Malay nationalist parties during the Japanese occupation
and, together with the Association of Peninsular Indonesian Peoples, planned to declare a Greater Malay
nation consisting of Malaya and Indonesia (a plan which failed). Burhanuddin propounded the idea of the
Malay as the basis of this new, greater, nation. His ethnic inclusiveness was a result of the idea of a united
Malay nation still being in embryonic stage and the fact that his priorities included the need to build party
structures and mobilize support for his cause which suffered heavily from Emergency Rule beginning in
1948 (Maznah 2011, p. 40).

Unfortunately, Burhanuddin’s inclusiveness slipped into over-inclusiveness, thereby rendering the notion
of the Malay vacuous (Maznah 2011, pp. 40-41; Said 1992, pp. 263-265). The Malay, to Burhanuddin, was
to be a member of a nation, an idea which faced too many objections from UMNO-led nationalists, not least
with regards to his intention to absorb non-Malays into the Malay category (Hamid 2011, p. 82). The
opposition from UMNO notwithstanding, to adopt the Malay as an umbrella term for all people within a
certain geographical radius certainly appears naïve. Burhanuddin’s failure to convincingly fashion a Malay
identity for the peninsular ironically mirrors the failure of his political projects as a whole.
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3.4.4.1.2 Ashaari Muhammad

The second of Maznah Mohamad’s writers is Ashaari Muhammad, the charismatic founder of the Darul
Arqam movement which centered on Islamic mysticism and spiritualism. The movement began in 1968 and
essentially offered an alternative community, a self-sufficient mini-state for members who subscribed to
Ashaari’s religious leadership (Maznah 2011, pp. 48-49). Darul Arqam grew in membership, assets and
influence until 1994 when it was branded a deviant sect by the Mahathir administration and subsequently
banned (Wain 2009, pp. 226). Ashaari was detained under the Internal Security Act and, upon his release,
lived under constant surveillance up to his death (Maznah 2011, p. 50).

In his teachings, Ashaari proposed a more or less transcendent view of the Malay which was virtually the
opposite of Burhanuddin’s understanding of the term.164 For Burhanuddin, to be a Malay was a political
citizen of a new nation. For Ashaari, though, the Malay, ‘ultimately, is not important as a national
category…the Malay is de-nationalized, and stripped of its affinity or loyalty to any temporal memory or
history of ruling courts, state presence or national power’ (Maznah 2011, p. 48). Indeed, for Ashaari, the
Malay is a proxy for the Muslim. This essentially involved rejecting the ethnic in favour of the spiritual,
equating the true Malay with a true disciple of Islam in submission to divine authority. There is, in fact, a
conscious attempt to cast aside the notion of the Malay forged around nationality and political allegiance,
and focus entirely on Islam (Maznah 2011, pp. 47-50). Such a de-politicized notion of the Islamic faith
inevitably clashed with Malaysia’s ruling Syariah-oriented juridical Islamic authorities;165 coupled with
Ashaari’s call for members to put off their loyalties to the nation-state itself (and focus on living self-
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This is ironic given how Burhanuddin is generally seen as the intellectual forefather of Ashaari (who admired the former), both
of them having suffered detention and ingrained, since childhood, Islamic Sufi teachings (the mystical dimension of the faith)
(Hamid 2011, pp. 81-82)
165

Sufism, the brand of Islamic spiritual mysticism promoted by Ashaari, viewed the Islamic law, the Syariah, as the lowest priority
in religious practice. For religious leaders like Ashaari, the Syariah is merely the outer layer of religion, with Sufism being religion’s
essence (Hamid 2011, p. 84).
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enclosed lives), not to mention the movement’s growing assets, it was only a matter of time before the
Mahathir-led administration banned the movement.

It is interesting to note that both Burhanuddin and Ashaari subscribed to a mode of ethnic inclusivity in
which the Malay could encompass potentially anybody. For Burhanuddin, the main criterion of inclusion
was membership in the Greater Malay nation-state; for Ashaari, the only criterion is fidelity to Sufism. Both
thinkers, however, were persecuted and exiled by the ruling administration for the apparent threat their
movements posed to the hegemony of the state. I read the afflictions undergone by Ashaari and Burhanuddin
as reflecting the trauma generated by attempts at reconstituting ethnic identity. Burhanuddin sought to tie
ethnicity to nationality; Ashaari sought to strip it of political trappings entirely. The former sought to include
everyone but, with the disintegration of his political projects, thus included no one; the latter wanted to
exclude everyone except the Muslims of the kind he wanted to nurture but, with the banning of his
movement, ironically excluded everyone. The inability of both to secure their definition of the Malay
highlights, for me, the impossibility inherent in characterizing ethnicity, especially in the face of religious
and the political persecution.

3.4.4.1.3 Dina Zaman

The third author mentioned by Maznah Mohamad is popular writer and playwright, Dina Zaman. Dina’s
works represent a convenient follow-through from the ideas of Ashaari in that, according to Maznah (2011),
in her writings it seems clear that, ‘The definition of the Malay had become hopelessly confusing, as it had
become ineradicably stuck with Islam’ (p. 51). In a creative move, however, Dina is not espousing a break
from Islam. Rather, she advocates a reimagination of the way a modern individual may relate to Islam which
juxtaposes a sense of piety with modern flair and openness.
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Unlike Ashaari whose brand of hybridity and retreat (from the mainstream world) can be looked
upon as destabilizing for the regime, Dina Zaman’s hybridity and de-centeredenss have the carefree
quality of the metropolitan crowd…By the late 1990s’, piousness among modern Muslims had
become an emblem of prestige. I therefore see this trend as leading to the formation of the
Cosmopolitan but pious Malay, the Cosmo-pious subject (Maznah 2011, p. 52)

Maznah’s reading of Dina locates the playwright in a unique position with respect to Islam and the Malay.
There is no hard-lined emphasis on Syariah or Sufism in Dina; no call towards greater religious restrictions
and boundary-drawing. Indeed, Dina’s Muslim looks wholly similar to the average secular neo-liberal
individual whose habitus involves, among other things, critiquing the extremities of conservative
religionists. The probing nature of Dina’s questions and concerns have earned her some criticism from more
traditional Muslims, as one of the opening sections of her popular book, I Am Muslim (2007), reveals:

When I asked why we had to pray five times a day; why not 100 times, I scandalised the whole
dormitory. I was told that as a Muslim, I was not to questioning anything. If I did, I was an apostate
(p. 10).

This style which combines religious criticism with a modern casual flair continues into her articles:

We have become religious class monitors constantly needing to remind every Tom, Dick and Harry
of our duties and faith. We seem to be incapable of having a general conversation about sex, food,
books, cars, health without invoking god. I do agree that we need reminders on how to behave

and act. This goes for everyone, theists or atheists. But can I have a normal conversation
about books, food, sex and what not without being lectured? (Dina 2013).
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The above paragraph spotlights what is distinctive about Dina’s implied notion of the Malay. This would
be an individual who is comfortable about frank (and lively) discussions related to virtually any topic about
society, and who is also sensitive to the encroachments of religious prohibitionists.

As I read her, Dina is not setting out to specifically propose a new notion of what it means to be Malay;
rather, Dina’s works are merely her impressions and thoughts about how to remain a pious Muslim without
succumbing to what she views are the unnecessary exclusions and rigidities of traditional Islam. It is clear
that Dina constantly avoids taking a firm stance when it comes to such definitions. For example, her August
2013 article, The New Generation of Muslims, mainly comprises a statistical listing of some characteristics
of today’s Muslims in Malaysia. Her article on July 2013, Malay-ness This, Malay-ness That, follows the
same approach of presenting the views of others without including a firm opinion of her own. As per
Maznah’s (2011) observation, Dina’s writings, ‘do not invite people to a commitment or to sacrifice…the
split identities of being Malay, Malaysian and Muslims are all allowed to merge or distance away or
negotiate among themselves’ (p. 52). Dina’s model Malay is much like her intellectual positioning, that is,
politically open and infinitely negotiable.

In a sense, Dina’s views mirror those of Joel Kahn who, as discussed above, similarly proposes a
cosmopolitan hybrid Malay. 166 As with Kahn’s views, unfortunately, Dina’s implied model of the Malay
may have an overly naïve view of today’s capitalist societies and the inherent potential of ethnic
communities to share resources and work in harmony. Furthermore, as already noted with respect to
approaches involving ‘cultural performatives’, ethnicity characterized along these lines risk being
conceptually hollow: a Malay can be almost anything he wants to be, so does the label ‘Malay’ still matter?
This is especially stark in Dina’s writings in which there is no clear understanding of who or what a Malay

166

See the discussion earlier in this chapter, especially my criticisms of Kahn’s position, pp.105-107.
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really is or should be. In my reading, this directly represents a failure of ethnic definition, a failure which
ironically becomes central towards what I term a traumatic perspective of ethnicity. 167

3.4.4.1.4 Raja Petra Kamaruddin

The fourth author discussed by Maznah Mohamad is Raja Petra Kamaruddin.168 Raja Petra is one of
Malaysia’s most virulent political bloggers and is also founder of the popular activist news portal, Malaysia
Today. A key figure in Web-based anti-government activism, in 2008, Raja Petra was arrested under the
Internal Security Act for his comments on a high-profile murder case which he claims then-Deputy Prime
Minister, Najib Razak, was involved in (Abbott 2004, pp. 84-86; Suparmaniam, 2008). He was released
within a year but, in 2010, fled to the United Kingdom to escape another detention without trial (Bland
2010).

In the context of this section, Raja Petra champions a fighting Malay dissatisfied with UMNO’s dominance
and seeks to tear down politically hegemonic versions of the Malay (Maznah 2011, pp. 53-59;
Saravanamuttu 2013, pp.344-345). For Raja Petra, UMNO’s corruption, economic licentiousness and greed
must be dealt with for an authentic Malay to come out of the shadows (Maznah 2011, pp. 58-59). In addition
to oppressive governments, Raja Petra also sees Islamisation as an impediment to true progress. A few
paragraphs from one his articles published in September 2014 illustrate the contentious nature of Raja
Petra’s diatribes against Malaysia’s political and religious establishment:

Whilst Dina’s view of Malay-Muslim ethnicity is no doubt more relevant and appealing to many Malaysians today than either
Burnahuddin’s and Al-Shaari’s, the lack of censorship or disapproval by the authorities could reflect its politically marginal
significance (despite Dina’s outspokenness). I venture that this betrays the quasi-complicity of multi-culturalist tolerance (of the
kind that writers like Dina Zaman, Joel Kahn and Ng Kam Weng popularly advocate) with authoritarianism. See discussion on
pp.107-108 on how multiculturalism and fundamentalism are really flip sides of the same coin, in which case, a hegemonic regime
can exploit both in the same way.
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Further discussion on Raja Petra, particularly how his approach mirrors the modus operandi of the political superego, is deferred
to chapter four. My main focus in that chapter will be on Raja Petra’s clandestine methods which I claim perpetuate the dubious
exclusivity of the ruling regime itself. In this chapter, however, I am highlighting his key points with respect to his understanding
and intended redefinition of Malays in Malaysia.
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Malays have always been colonised since the beginning of time. In more modern times the Malays
were colonised by the Europeans. But the Malays are still being colonised, even after
1957…However, today, the Malays are not being enslaved through colonisation. They are being
subjected to mental slavery. And to make sure that the Malays continue to be subjected to mental
slavery the law does not allow Malays to leave Islam — mainly because religion is a form of mental
slavery...Try removing the shackles of mental slavery from the Malays and allow them to expand
their minds and see where the Malays are going to be 30 years from now. By the way, many of those
successful Malays of the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s, 1950s and 1960s were not very religiously inclined.
Many drank, gambled, partied, and whatnot. It was when the Malays were Islamised or radicalised
since the 1970s that things began to change (Raja Petra 2014, emphasis added).

Raja Petra’s prose reflects the nature of the kind of Malay he favours: combative and critical of the status
quo, transgressive and constantly evolving to better one’s position politically. It would not be an
exaggeration that Raja Petra’s Malay is, in fact, one defined by political strife, challenge and dissent. True
ethnicity, for Raja Petra, would be the kind which takes on personal danger and sacrifice in the service of
defying the state. It is, indeed, a willingly embraced sense of angst and confrontation which constitutes the
‘Malay’ which Raja Petra promotes, consolidating my proposition that ethnicity may be best construed
through anxiety and trauma.

3.4.4.2 Mahathir Mohamed

The four authors discussed above provide a glimpse of trauma and vulnerability as factors constituting
Malay identity. Three of them─Burhanuddin, Al-Shaari and Raja Petra─have been targeted by the ruling
apparatus. Three of them─Al-Shaari, Dina and Raja Petra─embody acts of protest against (or, in Al-Shaari’s
case, withdrawal from) the way the modern state has defined the Malay. It is clear that these writers embody
139

political uncertainty and vulnerability which, in turn, are inextricably tied to their own constructions of what
it means to be a Malay. The very manner in which they all tried and failed to reconceptualise the Malay
attests to how the notions of impossibility and trauma can shape ethnicity. However, none of them have
exerted so powerful an impact on ethnic identity in Malaysia as former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed
whose view of Malayness has shaped the country’s mindset regarding Malays for decades, and continue to
do so.169

Mahathir’s construction of the Malay is a quintessential model of ideological engineering borne of Social
Darwinism wedded to the teleology of progress. Mahathir believed that genetic factors were an impediment
to Malay progress and achievement; he berated the effects of heredity and environment in cultivating a
below-par economic aptitude on the part of the Malays (Hilley 2001, pp. 47-48). Such a view became the
perfect justification of a program of preferential treatment. Mahathir in this sense employed dubious
essentialism (about innate Malay underachievement) to promote protectionism and racialisation in the name
of producing more Malay entrepreneurs and capitalists, exemplified in the New Economic Policy of 1971
(Khoo 1995, pp. 30-34; Ali 2008, p. 140; Gomez, Saravanamuttu & Maznah 2013, pp. 8-9). 170

Such ideological engineering inevitably created its own contradictions. For instance, instituting Malay rights
and state patronage clashed against the declaration of equal rights of citizenship for all (Hilley 2001, p. 50;
Hwang 2003, pp. 111-112). Also, the very group named after the so-called primordial Malay origins, the

In chapter two, I argued that Mahathir’s administration can be subsumed under the framework of psychoanalytical perversion,
in which the subject continually transgresses the law as a means of addressing his lack of interpellation by this same law (see pp.8289); this section may be considered as a complement to that earlier argument. Although Maznah Mohamad analysed Mahathir as
her second writer (against whose views writers like Al-Shaari, Zaman and Kamaruddin were responding to), I have included him
towards the end here as his largely exclusive (and exclusionary) perspective serves as good finale for this chapter as a whole.
169
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In 1971, the Malaysian government launched the New Economic Policy (NEP, 1971-1990) with the twin objectives of 1)
reducing and eradicating poverty, raising income levels and increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians irrespective of
ethnic belonging and 2) restructuring Malaysian society to correct economic imbalances so as to eliminate the identification of
ethnicity with economic function (Jomo 1986, pp. 256-272; Gomez 2004, pp. 157-160; Cheah 2002, pp. 139-143). Jomo (1986)
detects a clear trend in government emphasis on these two objectives; based on the allocation of funds, it’s obvious that poverty
eradication has taken a back seat to the restructuring of society (p. 266). See also Ooi (2013b, pp.332-333).
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indigenous people of the land, is denied the economic benefits meant to accrue to people under this label
(Idrus 2011, pp. 101-105).171 Native rights are championed to reap gains for a select group, whilst the native
people are excluded (this time by local leaders instead of colonial ones) via a narrative which constructs
them as primitive, lazy and less civilized (Idrus 2011, pp. 105-111).

In other words, a Malay as defined by the state is granted special rights due, according to narratives like
Mahathir’s, to an inherent defect of aptitude; but the actual indigenous people of the land are excluded for
those very same genetically-oriented reasons. Mahathir’s Malay, forged by an account which emphasized
his inherent marginalisation, is thus defined by the trauma of the exclusion and marginalisation of others.

To resolve these concerns, Mahathir himself had to juxtapose the idea of a ‘New Malay’ (presumably more
entrepreneurial and assertive) with that of the loyal Malay whose servility and allegiance better fit the
framework of feudal subjection to royalty (Milner 2008, pp. 207-208). In other words, the idea of the ‘lazy’
Malay, which initially served both English colonialism and Malay nationalism, had to be superseded to
serve a modernising cause without removing the benefits necessary to prop up a (supposedly) disadvantaged
group.

In effect, Mahathirism should be associated with two kinds of Malays. The first kind promotes a policy of
racialisation, and the second to nurture a capitalist subjectivity capable of exploiting the benefits of these
same policies. Some concerns with Mahathir’s ‘new Malay’ have already been detailed above,172 but Syed
Husin Ali (2008) summarizes the effects of policies like the NEP:

The indigenous nature of the Malays cannot, however, be taken for granted. Indeed, as Nagata (2011) reports, ‘No historical
evidence has been provided to support Malay claims to indigenousness, which seems to be more a matter of politics than ethnology.
Given the known history of Malay mobility, short genealogical memory and their acknowledgement of recent migration from
outside the peninsula, the claim seems to be impelled more by the quest for dominance in a fragile ethnic society under a powerful
Malay government’ (p. 24) Needless to say, this will hardly prevent the ruling regime from propagating what myth is necessary to
maintain a Malay elite (as opposed to racial equality) which, some claim, is the very result of Mahathir’s policies (Ali 2008, pp.
176-177).
171
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See the discussion above on the failure of the Malay middle class, pp.129-131.
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In the name of helping the Malays, the ruling Malay elite has used the NEP in order to enrich
themselves and their cronies…thus causing socio-economic inequity to widen and (in) an attempt
to please the Malays, the NEP has been used to help the Malay poor but unfortunately (excluded)
the poor from other ethnic groups, thus causing ethnic discrimination and dissatisfaction (pp. 176177).

The promulgation of Mahathir’s model of the Malay has tragically produced not only an excluded group
(the indigenous natives of Malaya) but also widespread corruption and nation-wide inequality. That
Mahathir’s definition of a Malay is the dominant one among all five of Maznah Mohamad’s writers (given
that it’s the only one officially promoted by the government) only serves to confirm the perpetuity of a sense
of trauma and angst which runs through the nation resulting from this mode of engineering ethnic identity.

3.4.4.2.1 May 1969 as Primal Scene

Finally, such ideological engineering of ethnicity may also unconsciously serve another purpose which is
to veil those events─like the May 1969 riots─which are akin to a Freudian primal scene, a site of ontological
vulnerability (Santner 2011, p.6; Chiesa 2007, pp.96-99).

The primal scene is a critical concept in psychoanalysis and refers to Sigmund Freud’s formulation of the
genesis of a subject’s diabolical invasion of his own psyche, producing guilt, conflict and trauma. 173 An
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Freud saw the individual psyche as symbolized by ancient tribal hordes in which an authoritative polygamous father, who
selfishly guards all the women to himself, is murdered by his lust-obsessed sons. This murderous act, however, far from granting
liberty to the sons, subordinates them further to the will of the now-dead father, with the act serving as a permanent reminder of the
ever-present dominance of the male leader whose death occasions an ever-lasting haunting of those who took his life (Freud 1913,
pp. 138-140; Reinhard 2005, p.11; Santner 2011, pp.25-26). This myth embodies the Freudian motif of how civilization emerged,
that is, via a passage from full spontaneous enjoyment (in the figure of the Father) to disciplined enjoyment premised on entitlement,
limits and authority (in the shadow of the Father’s ghost). The price for our entry via language into the symbolic social space – or
society in general – is an unceasing and hysterical sense of forced choosing and forced guilt which gnaw at our center, leaving us
permanently vulnerable in a deep ontological sense.
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event like the racial riots of May 1969 may approximate such a site of deep vulnerability which both recalls
past hurts and sustains future injuries; it condenses a history of pain and struggle into forthcoming
manifestations of antagonism.174 As Santner (2011) puts it:

The very ways in which human communities attempt to shelter to immunize their lives from such
vulnerability effectively serve to intensify it. The paradox at work here is, in short, that the defense
mechanisms cultures use to protect against a primordial exposure to ‘cover’ our nudity serve in the
end to redouble this exposure and thereby to ‘fatten’ the flesh of creaturely life. It thus becomes
next to impossible to isolate definitively an ‘original’ condition from one co-constituted by the very
efforts aimed at managing or defending against it (p. 6).

The paradox of the primal scene, as Santner explains, is how it can encourage a self-sustaining circuit of
intensifying pain and loss. This is especially so if the subject aims to deny or cover up the trauma
experienced; denial and disavowal, indeed, only serves to intensify the tension and vulnerability.

In the context of the May 1969 riots, the State’s continued use of the event as a threat whenever their
hegemony is questioned approximates, therefore, a denial of the historical roots of ethnic strife. Rather than
face the pain and grief which are part of the country’s ethnic legacies, the State exploits ethnic tension for
political again, thereby engaging in denial and disavowal. This is to say that Malaysian ethnic-political
discourse has developed under Mahathir as an attempt, among other things, to cover up a primordial tension
at the heart of the nation. Continuing racial problems hint at an inability to come to grips with a violent

A primal scene need not have to be the ‘first’ traumatic event experienced; via retroactive effects, a primal scene can be
entrenched ‘in the past’, upsetting any strict linear or chronological understanding of development. Charles Shepherdson (2008)
notes that we cannot confuse a traumatic event – like the emergence of consciousness and the birth of ethnicity - with ‘what actually
happened’ given that their traumatic status depend on, ‘the return, after the fact, of an event whose peculiar characteristic consists
in the fact that it never simply “took place”’ (p. 94). To further confound any perspective reliant on strict logical linearity, he then
writes that, ‘All the temporal problems of memory, historical time, and the organizing chains of signification must be primordial to
the very possibility of trauma, which cannot be grasped by any reference to a pre-linguistic domain’ (p. 94). Put simply, the trauma
which begets the self is both primordial yet not chronologically primary. Applied to Malaysia, it suggests that the May 1969 riots
could have become a lightning rod which is permanently etched into the national consciousness as the originary moment of ethnic
explosion.
174
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founding and manipulation by both the country’s colonial masters as well as the elite group which sought
to take control. There is a painful trauma which politically constructed reality seeks to obscure and political
groups seek to deny (and superficially exploit), but which occasionally rises up and bursts out of these very
same systems of representation (Shepherdson 2008, pp.30-31). The paradox of ethnic-ideological
engineering, therefore, lies in how a hegemonic regimes first creates a communal trauma then later seeks to
cover up all manifestations of suffering occasioned by its actions.

My position throughout this chapter is to accentuate how ethnicity is best conceptualised via trauma. To the
extent that Malays in Malaysia inevitably define themselves via or against Mahathirist notions of ethnicity,
would mean simply that they are delineating themselves vis-à-vis trauma. The Malay, in other words, cannot
escape from the injustices and pain associated with the term, especially given the hegemonic and ideological
ends to which it has been put to use during Mahathir’s era.

3.4.4.3 Summary

Within the five discourses that Maznah Mohamad identified, the notion of the Malay has generated
impractical universalization (Burhanuddin), over-abstract spiritualizing (Ashaari), decentered relativism
(Zaman), political strife itself (Kamaruddin) and exclusive hegemony (Mahathir). The ideas of all five
writers, individually and as a collective, embody something primordial and traumatic about the notion of a
Malay ethnicity. Their thoughts and struggles insinuate an antagonistic constituted-ness which both defines
and derails the very notion they are concerned with, the Malay. Ethnicity is the names for an ontological
deadlock, something society cannot do without yet which not only eludes a clear definition is susceptible to
political misuse, but also itself generates a host of uncertainties and incongruities (Žižek 2012, pp. 745756).
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I close this section with Maznah Mohamad’s (2011) profound remark, pinpointing the importance of crisis
in ethnic construction: ‘It is the constant discursive engagement around the crisis of Malay that constitutes
the cognitive making of the Malay’ (p. 61, emphasis added).
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3.5 Conclusion

The idea of shared trauma makes us look beyond the external injury visited upon our ethnic community by
the Other, towards the historical and on-going injury experienced mutually with the Other as One.

The paradigm of ethnicity through trauma elaborated above is certainly not without problems. In some sense,
this perspective tends to ignore altogether the question of how any particular ethnic group is positively
constituted and merely focuses on what threatens it or other groups vis-à-vis itself. Furthermore, is there
any specific form of trauma required? Does trauma always make community? Does it not also, as one would
intuitively think, unmake it?

Mowitt (2000) highlights the danger that everything can be potentially traumatic, lending trauma both a
dubious transcendental status─an ‘inessential essence’ which is the void─as well as a neurotic desire for
communities to desire its affliction (pp. 283, 287). A never-ending struggle with anxiety, negativity and
foreignness does, in fact, characterize the Lacanian picture of inter-personal reality (Critchley 2007, pp. 67).
Even more seriously, in the Malaysian context, when minority groups are fighting for greater rights and
privileges, 175 this view arguably renders their struggle irrelevant because the push for equality is almost by
definition a struggle to resolve a trauma. Yet if my ethnic group is constituted via trauma, it may follow that
the resolution of said trauma implies the dissolution of my community.176

These concerns notwithstanding, the paradigm of identity via trauma remains useful as way of focusing less
on what binds one group together (against others) and more on the struggles that all groups share (with each
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Willford (2006), however, has produced a detailed exposition of how Tamil identity in Malaysia can well be understood as an
ideological product of a political system geared towards the subordination of the group in question; to respond to the label of a
‘Tamil’ in Malaysia is to suffer the angst of self-alienation which constitutes identity and perpetuates political repression and
manipulation.
176

Psychoanalytically, the resolution of traumas is not possible as trauma is an ontological category, not merely a contingent
problem within an otherwise well-functioning system whose job it is to smoothen out the hiccups therein.
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other). The political imperative, therefore, may be to recognise and embrace this inherent struggle at the
core of any attempt to define, describe or delineate any particular ethnic group. Once again, a nascent
solidarity in angst is arguably a more viable tool for political emancipation and discourse than a superficial
appeal to some romantic past or a groundless performance of transcultural roles.

3.5.1 A Hopeful Darkness

In this chapter, I have examined some popular methods used to characterize ethnicity. I have given numerous
reasons why ethnicity construed via essentialism or performatives or cosmopolitanism will largely fail. I
then introduced Slavoj Žižek’s formulation of ontological trauma as the key to ethics and politics, which I
then applied to the problem of ethnic identity in Malaysia. I briefly examined the historical-colonial roots
of ethnic trauma in the country. I argued that ethnicity in Malaysia, certainly the Malay, is a hegemonic
construct birthed in antagonism with other communities.

All the three major ethnic groups in Malaysia have undergone an ordeal in the very act of emerging as a
source of political identity, an anguish which I suggest should be the basis for their ethnic self-definition.
My main contention, demonstrated through an overview of the middle-classes in Malaysia, historical reimaginings of what it means to be a Malay, the conundrum of ‘Malaysian’ identity, and others, is that to
fully understand any ethnic identity we must come to grips with the trauma that establishes and sustains it.

In the hopeful darkness of this trauma, ethnicity is simply the name of how people socialize themselves
within and against their religious and socio-political struggles vis-à-vis other groups. Therefore, in principle,
this is not a harmonious and problem-free endeavor and can never be. A provocative step forward to
consider, therefore, would be to ‘(release) the trauma of separation from the social order back into the social
order through the agency of our meaningful relations with others and with meaning itself, (so that) we can
be sure that we belong to that order’ (Oliver 2004, pp. 189, emphasis added). This is to say that for ethnic
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relations in a country to heal and flourish, the trauma inherent to ethnicity and the social order must be
affirmed and harnessed, as opposed to denied and further aggravated. Only by avowing the pain and
struggles an ethnic community (or communities) have experienced can there be meaningful participation,
activism and protest in a country’s political sphere.

In the next chapter, I will examine one form of activism (Bersih), that which it stood against (unfair
elections) and how they both relate to what many feel is the bearer of Malaysia’s worst injustices, UMNO.
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Chapter 4
JUST JOUISSANCE:
DISCERNING AND SUBVERTING A POLITIS OF INHERENT TRANSGRESSION IN
MALAYSIAN SOCIO-POLITICAL DISCOURSE

4.1 Introduction

I argued in the introductory chapter that the Malaysian church needs a fresh reimagining of political
theology, especially one which factors in the unconscious and the irrational. I also introduced
psychoanalysis and its relevance to political thought; I also responded to some of the drawbacks associated
with the discipline. In the following chapter, I presented some readings of Malaysian socio-political events
and personalities which placed them within a psychoanalytical background. In chapter three, I sketched a
political portrait of ethnicities in Malaysia and some of the historical and continuing conflicts and problems
generated by the issue, not least of which includes how one is to define ethnicity in the country. I noted that
the ruling powers maintain a conservative form of essentialism which sustains hegemonic structures,
whereas the liberals tend to rely on performatives and cosmopolitanism which is no less naive when it comes
to capitalist class relations and ideological maneuvres. Navigating between these perspectives, I argued for
a fresh way of conceptualising ethnic relations in the country, that is, via the use of ontological trauma as a
defining criteria. It is my hope that chapter three, by building on the chapters before it which argued for the
viability of applying a psychoanalytical framework to Malaysia, has succeeded in establishing the
importance of trauma in analysing a key category in Malaysian politics, that of ethnicity.

In this chapter, I will continue to apply the psychoanalytical dimension to Malaysian. My main objectives
here will be to compare and contrast different modes of political activism in light of psychoanalytical
phenomena like jouissance and the superego. As with individual subjects, the political arena can be a space
where people disavow the traumatic events the country is facing, or a space where the traumatic can be
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unleashed to do its necessary cleansing work. If the previous chapter was about trauma and how it saturates
society, this chapter will be about reaching towards this trauma and in so doing contribute towards
demolishing a system predicated on disavowing any negativity in society.

In the first section, I will explicate Žižek’s theory of the superego and jouissance. Political power, according
to Žižek, is about working from within the dark side of public or official rules, maintaining control via a
manipulation of subjects’ obscene delight with breaking the law. I will also seek to show how this
unbecoming state of affairs perfectly characterizes the history and actions of UMNO. Second, I will
elucidate the feminine-masculine binary and demonstrate how two popular modes of protest in Malaysia
(namely, Bersih’s and Raja Petra Kamaruddin’s) embody these aspects. I want to show that the Bersih
protests exemplify a ‘feminine’ form of challenge to hegemony, which is done via openness and
transparency. On the other hand, I will argue that the methods of Raja Petra (the militant anti-government
blogger cum activist introduced in the previous chapter) merely replicate the modus operandi of the ruling
regime itself, that is, the exclusivity and exception characteristic of the superego or ‘masculine’ form of
being.177 In essence, I will present two opposing ways, the Lacanian masculine and feminine, of engaging
in politics, one which employs the very same tools of illegitimate power thus lingering at a superficial level
and another which effects deep systemic transformation from within.

Albert Einstein is often quoted to have said that a problem cannot be solved with the same kind of thinking
which produced the problem in the first place. Thus, this chapter hopes to do at least three things: 1) reframe
Malaysia’s political problems, especially those related to corruption, 2) critique the very thinking which
produced and sustained the problem, and 3) reimagine a new kind of thinking to pave the way forward.
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The understandably controversial pair of masculine/feminine, including terms like the superego, is elaborated below, pp.166170.

150

4.2 Law, Superego and Malaysia

In March 2008, at the twelfth General Election, Malaysia experienced a relatively unique political firestorm
when the incumbent coalition, Barisan Nasional (or the National Alliance, from here on) lost the two-thirds
majority it has held for almost half a century, a result which brought overtones of the watershed general
elections of 1969 which led to the worst racial riots in Malaysian history. These elections saw the National
Alliance lose five out of eleven states to the Opposition and reflected a more (social-media) informed
electorate’s punishing of the ruling alliance, especially in the wake of high-profile scandals such as the
Lingam video-tape (in which a well-connected lawyer is seen brokering the appointment of judges),
accusations of a murder conspiracy involving the then Deputy Prime Minister, worsening ethnic relations
especially given the plight of many lower-class Indians, a problem which arguably culminated in the
HINDRAF rally of November, 2007 (Lee, Wong et al 2010, pp.293-297; Singh 2009, pp.157-161).

The National Alliance’s loss of the two-thirds parliamentary majority also meant that the Constitution could
longer be changed at will, a key factor in what has been many decades of electoral authoritarianism or
pseudo-democracy (Abdul Rashid Moten 2009, pp.21-22; Pepinsky 2009, pp.87-91; Saravanamuttu 2012
pp.102-106; Wong & Norani Othman 2009, pp.1-4; Slater 2003, pp.81-86). Since the country’s
independence in 1957, the Alliance has maintained power via dubious means like religious fear-mongering,
electoral manipulation, money politics, judicial compromise (especially in blatantly politically motivated
trials such as that of Anwar Ibrahim’s in 1998), arrests without trial, media hegemony and ethnic favouritism
(Wain 2009, pp.277-301; Wong & Noraini Othman 2009, pp.21-28; Gan 2002, pp.65-67; Means 1991,
pp.234-243; Tsuruoka 1990, pp.48-50).
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With the thirteenthth General Elections (held in May 2013) also resulting in a two-third parliamentary
majority loss for the Alliance, 178 it is clear that Malaysian politics was undergoing a phase of critical
transformation in these early years of the twenty first century. The level of political upheavals witnessed
was nearly unprecedented, the intensity of participation and protest unmatched by anything in recent
decades.

In this context, it would seem urgent and instructive to investigate the primary modes of protests in Malaysia.
This is precisely my intention in comparing the kind of civil-activist mentality demonstrated in the Bersih
3.0 protests on twenty-eighth of April 2012 vis-a-vis the kind of activism exemplified by the work of blogger
Raja Petra Kamaruddin. I claim that Malaysia’s ruling regime is enthralled by a corrupt underside in which
the good is simply manifestation of the bad, and for which law-breaking brings a strange pleasure. This
underside, also known as the superego, not only pinpoints the great difficulty in overcoming the injustices
committed but also explains the need for political leaders to maintain appearances. This phenomenon of the
superego is expounded in Slavoj Žižek’s political theory of superegoic inherent transgression, which details
the libidinal mechanisms behind why people and groups break the very laws they proclaim are good. Žižek’s
work on this domain, which I now proceed to introduce, also provides a unique psychoanalytical approach
regarding how to defeat such a diabolical mindset, an approach I will argue is mirrored in the methods
adopted by the Bersih protesters.
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In May 2013, the National Alliance lost a higher number of seats; the Opposition gained seven more seats as compared to the
previous election, but only won three states, including the prized states of Selangor and Penang, instead of five previously. This is
the first time the alliance has lost its parliamentary majority twice consecutively, despite serious allegations of electoral fraud which
include gerrymandering, problems with the electoral roll (which include the dubious chartering of planes and buses for what appears
to be thousands of non-Malaysian nationals to vote), severe irregularities with voting procedures and highly controversial electricity
blackouts amidst critical recounting decisions (Aljazeera, 2013).
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4.2.1 Introducing the Superego

Slavoj Žižek’s theory of the political superego is rooted in the idea of a malevolent force alien to, yet
entrenched within, each person. This force, known as the superego, torments individual subjects with guilt
over their inability to fulfill the ethical requirements they know they must. Bruce Fink (1995) explains that
the superego is not unlike a twisted component of conscience or guilty conscience, that is, our internalization
of the discourse of the Other, that is to say, the (usually negative) conversations and comments people make
about us, which will always remain circulating within our minds ever-ready to afflict us with accusation,
lack of trust, discontent and so on (p. 10).

The superego, in other words, is a kind of container, catalyst and manipulator of the impossible benchmarks
imposed on us by society and which filters into our lives through language. The superego emerges where
the Law fails to perfectly instil all its statutes into a subject, a failure which causes the latter to invoke the
services of the former as a means of support (Žižek 1994, p. 54). Nevertheless, it is a diabolical quasi-entity
which inflicts punishment as a means of demanding more obedience whilst simultaneously issuing the
injunction to enjoy which itself spurs us to break those laws we have internalized, which in turn creates
more guilt ad infinitum. As Žižek (2009) states:

(The superego) is the cruel and insatiable agency which bombards me with impossible demands and
which mocks my failed attempts to meet them, the agency in the eyes of which I am all the more
guilty, the more I try to suppress my ‘sinful’ strivings and meet its demands (p. 342)

There is a dimension within our psyches which sets demandingly high moral and social standards on us
whilst simultaneously berating us with our failure to meet these very expectations; a kind of vicious
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spiralling in the mind. Guilt at one’s ability to fully match up to society’s benchmarks of behaviour spurs
more attempts at assuagement which inevitably result in failure which triggers more guilt ad infinitum.

When applied to socio-political theory, the superego represents that obscene supplement which always lurks
in the shadows of power, elusively grounding (and, at the same time, undermining) all acts of law. At this
point it is worth outlining a few perspectives on the relation between good and evil (or law and trangression,
especially how political power is used to enforce the former), to highlight the effect of the superego on this
binary. Žižek’s (2008) theory of the political superego stands upon at least three preceding explications of
the relation between good and evil (pp.34-35):

1. The most fundamental view is that good (and the power or Law which enforces it) is directly
opposed to evil. This entails the basic polarity whereby evil is the anti-thesis of goodness, a
relatively straight-forward (if somewhat banal) perspective of contesting opposites.
2. A more complicated (whilst not necessarily contradictory) position is to assert that transgression
emerges as a result of good; without the Law there would be no ‘obstacle’ and thus no evil. Law,
by defining trangressions and enforcing restrictions and penalties, spurs the emergence of the latter.
Nevertheless, in this perspective (as with the first one), goodness and evil remain objectively antithetical to each other with the added dimension of the latter’s dependency on the former.
3. The third view is to posit how evil is immanent to goodness, or how the Law itself actively generates
un-lawfulness in its acts of prevention; ‘the disciplinary ‘repression’ of a libidinal investment
eroticizes this gesture of repression itself’ (p. 35). There is an allure in law-breaking produced by
the very act of punishment engendered by breaking the law. Good and evil are mutually nurturing.
The crucial difference between this third perspective and the second one is that whilst previously
evil and goodness remain separate (albeit connected), now evil is the very progeny of the good. In
this view, crimes would be the product of the law and without the law there would be no crime
4. What Žižek’s fourth and most radical view invites us to consider, however, is how good is
constituted and sustained by evil. This is to say that the Law is founded and remains operative in
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crime, a fact which subsequently must remain always hidden and publicly renounced without which
Law─and the system controlled by the law-givers/makers─will collapse.Žižek confronts us with
power’s hidden obscene supplement, hidden because it the transgressions of the law by its very
makers cannot be brought to light without undoing the entire system, and obscene because the public
extolment of a law which allows one to persist in one’s trangressions is a necessarily shameful and
offensive condition. As he states: ‘(The) power edifice itself is split from within in order to
reproduce itself...it has to rely on an inherent excess which grounds it...Power is always-already its
own transgression, if it is to function, it has to rely on a kind of obscene supplement’ (p. 35). In
other words, according to this perspective, ‘evil’ is nothing but the unspoken name for ‘goodness’.

According to this fourth view in which the superego is a critical component between good and evil, there is
a disavowed and hidden side of the Law which cheats, transgresses, disobeys and violates its own publicly
declared rules. Under this perspective, for any given structure, order or society to function, there has to be
a reliance on rules which must remain unspoken (Daly & Žižek 2004, p. 128).
One example Žižek (1997) cites is how both homophobia and gay innuendo would co-exist in United States
Army life. He details the strange co-existence of the ostracisation of homosexuals and also the frequent
referencing to homosexuality, particularly through dirty jokes. The point is that communities like the
military require a form of pleasurable self-suppression for them to operate (pp.32-34).179 In a word, there is
an uncanny element of jouissance which, as previously discussed in chapter two, refers to the bizarre
libidinal pain-in-pleasure derived from repeated affliction and failure. In the context of the superego, a
malevolent force which delights in our failures to attain the goals it imposes on us, jouissance becomes a
key factor which sustains our bondage to this negative spiral.

In a political context, the critical point to highlight is how political parties co-opt the jouissance of its
members via a twisted dependence on the superego. Are there groups in Malaysia for which the superego
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For a dissenting view of Žižek’s approach to superego and the political, see especially Boucher (2005).
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could be a controlling factor? Are there parties whose every talk of progress, virtue and law are not only
tainted by transgressions but are, in fact, borne of corruption? In the next section I introduce UMNO, the
dominant party leading the ruling regime, and explicate how it almost perfectly manifests the characteristics
of a group maintaing power through the force of the superego.

4.2.2 UMNO and Superego
The United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) began as a reaction to the attempt in 1948 by Malaya’s
then British colonial masters to reduce the nations’ Malay leaders to merely symbolic figureheads. Since
then it has managed to mobilize Malay nationalist sentiments and positioned itself a stalwart guardian of
Malay rights over against the incursions of the Chinese, the Indians and other ethnicities (Case 2004, pp.3132; Singh 1998, p.242; Mohammad Agus Yusoff & Jawan 2009, pp.233-237). It eventually ascended to the
leadership of the National Alliance, and of the country, by championing at Independence what is known
today as the ‘social contract’ of Malaysia whereby the Malays would maintain political power and privilege
in return for citizenship and economic control to the other ethnicities (especially the Chinese). From its
inception and increasingly so over the decades UMNO’s abuse of power has asserted itself in the form of
privatization programs which breed greater inequality, cronyistic political patronage and business dealings
and even outright racism (Case 2004, pp.35-45; Gomez & Jomo 1999, pp.15-74; Hilley 2001, pp. 59, 6263; Crouch 1996, pp.39-43).

4.2.2.1 Onn bin Ja’afar and the Freudian Tribal Horde

If superego obscenity is that domain in which explicit rules are secretly yet constantly transgressed, then
Malaysian politics, especially embodied in the politics of UMNO, is arguably rife with it. In a twist worthy
of the Oedipal myth of patricide, UMNO’s founding leader Onn bin Ja’afar, who advocated multi-racial
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unity and for UMNO to open its doors to non-Malays way back in 1951, was alienated and rejected by the
party itself, prompting Cheah Boon Kheng (2002) to label Onn as the first UMNO president to become a
casualty in the cause of Malay nationalism (p.25).180 That UMNO’s founding leader was ejected from the
party strikingly evokes the Freudian motif of a tribal horde which kills an all-domineering father (who could
have any woman he wanted in the tribe), whose murder nevertheless continues to haunt them, resulting in a
taboo against incest (Freud 2001, pp. 136-140). In UMNO’s case, though, the father who advocates
‘marriage with outsiders’ is vanquished in order that the tribe can focus fully on ‘marrying within the horde’
whilst persistently affirming exogamy.

In other words, UMNO continually positions themselves as open to other ethnic communities, denying their
racism (Lee 2010) whilst continuing racist and religiously discriminatory policies. These Janus-faced
practices define the ‘true’ member of such communities which must have all members participate in
transgressive rituals (in other words, those which contradict the explicit rules) without which the community
would be threatened by disintegration (Žižek 1991, pp. lxi). For example, in June 2005, the then UMNO’s
deputy president, Isa Samad was found by the UMNO discipinary board to be guilty of ‘money politics’,
note the disavowed term used to name what actually was the act of corruption. He was suspended from the
party but within four years Isa was named candidate for a by-election following the death of the incumbent.
In 2009, Isa was even appointed to the important position as the chairman of the Federal Land Development
Authority (FELDA) and was subsequently tasked to handle a multi-billion ringgit FELDA Global Venture
Holdings IPO plan; it is hardly surprising that suspicions of corruption and mismanagement have continued
till September 2013 (Harakah Daily 2013). Such feithistic disavowals within UMNO─‘We know he is
corrupted, but we still accept him as a leader’─continue to ensure both the survival of UMNO as a party
supported by its members and the sustaining of a complex nexus of patronage and cronism which in turn
guarantee the party’s financial survival.
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See also Mohammad Augus Yusoff & Jaum Jawan 2009, pp.233-237.
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4.2.2.2 Institutionalized Racism and the Superego

Another manifestation of the superego domain in Malaysia is institutionalized racism. In order to be
effective, racism has to both disavow its hate message in public and censor itself about its true feelings or
intentions.. This may explain why many UMNO leaders, during the early years of their political careers,
often make insidious remarks about Malay supremacy, which they subsequently retract once they are
elevated to top positions of national leadership. A patent example is present Prime Minister Najib Tun Razak
who, as UMNO Youth head previously, allegedly threatened to bathe a keris─a Malay dagger─with Chinese
blood (Vinod 2012). On this matter, many politically sensitive Malaysians will be reminded of Hishamuddin
Hussein’s (formerly UMNO Youth chief) branding of the Malay sword during the 2005 UMNO General
Assembly (Tan 2006; Wan Hamidi Hamid 2013, pp. 142-143), an act explained by activist Zaid Ibrahim
(2013) as pandering to the desire of UMNO members for their leaders to, in his words, ‘put fear in them’
(p. 105).

In a sense, this craving for the morbid is precisely what characterizes jouissance; a group bounded by
jouissance is constantly fascinated with destruction and death, which entails the violation of the body image,
the very template on which the infantile ego is modelled (Boothby 2005, pp. 119-121). Richard Boothby
(2005) explains the desire for the destruction of the ego in the domain of the unconscious id, that Freudian
channel and container of the desires and forces repressed by the ego. The id seeks to break out of the
constraints imposed on it by the ego, leading to the popular notion of the Freudian death-drive which
Boothby translates as ‘the transgressive satisfaction of jouissance...the pressure of the id seeking to crack
open the cramped and puny shell of the ego’ (p. 121).

Likewise, we could read the obsession with Malay supremacy as the hold of jouissance on UMNO, the
keris-brandishing always at hand (pun intended) whenever the so-called ‘social contract’ is questioned. This
refers to the arrangement, agreed upon as early as 1955, that ethnic Malay leaders would control state
positions and political power, whilst refraining to use their prerogatives to challenge the corresponding
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Chinese monopoly of the economy (Case 1996, p.83). 181 The ‘contract’ also included citizenship for nonMalays in return for constitutionally enacted Malay privileges which included state hiring, business licenses,
government scholarships, university placement, increased Malay reservations, a new rotating monarchical
position of the King, Islam as the official religion and Malay as the official language.

The merits of this pre-independence pact notwithstanding, it is clear that the social contract has become a
lightning rod of superego-oriented racial politics, not least within the UMNO community. Wan Hamidi
Hamid (2013) ties the obsessive fear among UMNO members of non-Malays taking over the country with
the indifferent attitude towards removing corruption which, ironically, goes hand in hand with much talk of
reform (p. 143). The National Alliance’s setback in the 2008 General Elections, which signaled a protest
vote against the group for their arrogance and threats of Malay supremacy eventually fueled the emergence
of supremacist groups, such as Perkasa (Lim 2010) which have continually pressured the government for
greater affirmative action policies for the Malays (Wan Hamidi Hamid, 2013, p. 146). Wan Hamidi Hamid’s
verdict, not least given former Prime Minister Tun Abdullah Badawi’s failure to implement promised
reforms and instead capitulating to the Malay supremacist core of UMNO (and, subsequently, Najib’s failure
to check extremism), is that Malaysian politics will always revolve around managing the fear of Malays
losing their privileges. In a word, the superego force which spurs hidden transgression will always trump
the call for reform and moderation.
This has led to greater contradictions for the country’s leadership as Najib, since become the nation’s
premier, has used the 1Malaysia slogan as a flagship for national integration (in direct contradiction to his
earlier intrepid proclamations). Nevertheless, under his administration, Najib continues to allow UMNOowned media such as Utusan Melayu and Berita Harian and, as already noted, groups like Perkasa to vent
racist pronunciations of a rather blatant kind (Chooi 2011). Viewed psychoanalytically, this is not simply a
case of a political leader being hypocritical or duplicitous, but of someone in power who (publicly) distances
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An arrangement groups like Perkasa do not hesitate to threaten (Lee 2010).
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himself from his actual position as a means of more effectively embracing said position (in private). As
per the example of Onn Ja’afar, UMNO’s founding father, an UMNO member who denies and challenges
racism within the group will eventually be rejected precisely because such moves precipitate the dissolution
of the group itself. Solidarity depends on complicity to common crimes. A member of the community
seeking to remain permanent and respected has no choice but to participate in the jouissance of illicit
activities within the community. He has to not only adher to its explicit rules meant to garner public
acceptance, but also to a dark set of unspoken laws (Žižek 1994, p.55; Freud 1919, p.140).
This is also evident in the case of Tun Abdullah Badawi’s efforts to combat corruption within UMNO which
included suspending dubious mega-projects, tackling corruption and targeting nepotism involving even
former cabinet ministers, top civil servants and prominent businessmen (Case 2013, pp. 343-344). Case
(2013) documents that despite a bold start, which even led to Opposition Leader Lim Kit Siang affirming
the succesfully populist nature of Badawi’s reforms (p. 344), the inevitable setbacks occured with key
individuals charged with corruption being acquitted, new and suspicious mega projects (beneficial to top
UMNO personnel) started, with even UMNO delegates mocking the termination of bribery and patronate
(p. 345). The ultimate irony was that Badawi’s own family members were exposed to have profitted from
government contracts and privatised state assets (Case 2013, pp. 346). In an interview with Bridget Welsh,
former Prime Minister Tun Abdullah Badawi, on the one hand, affirmed that, ‘If you’ve got tonnes of
money, that’s the way to move up (within the party)’ (p. 11) and that it was getting worse (p. 12). Yet, on
the other hand, Badawi (2013) both denied that his victory was due to him having lots of money and also
that money politics happens in other parties, too (p. 12). This is remarkably representative of the superego
condition in that not only is actual personal accountability deflected, the problem itself is normalised and
left unchecked.
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4.2.2.3 Maintaining Appearances

Finally, the superego dimension also underscores the importance of keeping up appearances. Given the
manner in which power has to disavow its transgression of the very law it proclaims to uphold, appearances
will never be merely appearances but will instead have substantive effects on the symbolic coordinates of
people and groups in question (Žižek 1997, p. 34). This is to say that leaders beholden to the superego must
consistently disavow any wrong-doing as part of one’s ability to continuing doing wrong.

For example, former UMNO President and Prime Minsiter Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohammed even once claimed
the party is ‘rotten to the core’ (Ramakrishnan, 2013), a view he also shed (very public) tears over (Wain
2009, p. 125). Of course, lamenting about vote-buying and eradicating such vices are two entirely different
actions. In the context of the superego, Mahathir’s tears were a necessary performance which serves to
sustain the very acts he was weeping about! In this sense, one’s symbolic role is predicated on appearances.

Indeed, the existence of political patronage has not at all diminished the support for these leaders of most of
UMNO’s more than three million members for the party. As a model of patronage, Case (1996) explains
how ambitious Malay businessmen were able to further their business interest through rising higher within
UMNO; from being a branch leader to election as a divisional head or committee officer and onwards to an
appointment at the town or municipal council level until one became an UMNO Member of Parliament.
Such an individual, ‘in return for dutifully backing the prime minister’s often sweeping legislative initiatives
and constitutional changes [and not unlike how one was rewarded in the lower levels, except this time on a
grander scale], might be rewarded with licenses and contracts that could be directly exploited or subcontracted out’ (pp. 163-165). Thus, illicit quid pro quo activities become an integral part of the system
itself.

Appearances ensure that nothing but appearances change. Indeed the oft quoted French saying, plus ça
change, plus c’est la même chose (the more things change, the more they remain the same), has a counterpart
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in the Malaysian society, pi mai pi mai tang tu, literally, going everywhere but ending up going nowhere
(O'Shannassy 2012, pp.165-175). Therein lies the superego: it is as if everybody is aware of the dubious ongoings and even who the culprits are, yet all remain not only committed to public disavowal of these
incidents but also seeks to derive illicit pleasure from such disingenuous modus operandi.

To reiterate, the superego seeks to stimulate the jouissance from breaking the very prohibitions it instills in
us, from not having to admit one enjoyed one’s self, from being able to cause distress and pain to others, for
example, during police or official beatings and punishment to saying we were only doing our duty
(Sithraputhra 2013). It is the jouissance resulting from those clandestine activities which secretly
undermines yet sustains and supplements the official rules and regulations of a community, without which
cohesion and attachment cannot happen. The superego is the pleasurable excess of law, a ‘non-transparent
stain that truncates the field of Law, while being necessary for its completion’ (Žižek 1994, p. 57). The next
section explains how it is precisely this excess that a movement like Bersih may have unconsciously
targeted.
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4.3 Bersih 3.0 and a Feminine Jouissance of Politics

I have explained above that the superego is the dark element within society or a political party which incites
the breaking of the very rules the society or collective proclaims its members must live by. I have shown
above that UMNO is thoroughly permeated by this ominous underside which produces continuous offenses
against the letter and spirit of the law and also gross injustices in the country. What follows is an examination
of what has arguably been the most critical challenge to date of Barisan Nasional’s (and, by extension,
UMNO’s) hegemony in the form of the Bersih street protests. I wish to make the case that Malaysia’s
superego, which relies on a Lacanian ‘masculine’ jouissance,182 was dealt a setback occasioned by the
sublime force of ‘feminine’ jouissance, 183 precisely the kind of jouissance I see operating in a movement
like Bersih.

4.3.1 Comparing Bersih With Raja Petra

The Coalition for Clean Elections (Bersih) movement inaugurated a new era in Malaysian socio-political
activism. Officially launched in November 2006, the movement revolves around eight demands, including
a clean-up of the electoral roll, the use of indelible ink, free and fair access to media and the abolition of
political corruption (Tan 2011, pp.2-4). The first Bersih protest, held in 2007, involved almost 50,000 people
marching and delivering a letter to the Yang Di-Pertuan Agung requesting that parliament be dissolved and
elections held (Tay 2012; Lee 2008, pp.195-198; Saravanamuttu 2013, p.350). A case could be made that
this protest, barely half a year before the 2008 elections, either contributed to or certainly reflected the huge
swing in votes away from the ruling regime during the twelfth general elections, thereby instilling the

This ‘masculine’ kind of jouissance is also what I detect in blogger-activist Raja Petra Kamaruddin’s form of writings, to be
discussed below.
182

I am very aware of the concerns with the gender-binary that ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ intimate. However, as I will make clear
below, these Lacanian distinctions by no means refers to any kind of essentialism, but instead refer to modes or ways of being.
183
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significance of the movement in the Malaysian public consciousness. Bersih 2.0, held in July 2011, which
organized in sharp response to evidence of dirty electoral tactics in the state of Sarawak the previous April,
witnessed a heavy-handed crackdown by the government leading to doubts as to the sincerity of Prime
Minister Najib Razak’s calls for economic and political reform (O'Shannassy 2012, pp. 169-170; Welsh
2011; Case 2010, p.512).

On 28th April 2012, Bersih 3.0 was launched.184 It is estimated that almost two hundred and fifty thousand
people converged around Liberty Square (or Dataran Merdeka), Kuala Lumpur, for a sit-in protest
demanding an end to unfair and non-manipulated procedures and processes for the forthcoming thirteenth
General Elections. This Bersih event departed from its two predecessors in significant ways. It was no longer
a march; it was a sit-in occupation of a symbolic venue. It was not dominated by one ethnic group or class
but compromised many new communities: the middle-classes, religious groups, many more Chinese and
even a notable number of children took part.

I contend that Bersih signal a new era in Malaysian socio-political activism, remarkably managing to rally
masses of people around the point-de-capiton, a Lacanian term referring to the critical ‘anchoring’ point
within the Symbolic Order which binds all the signifiers together into a cohesive framework, temporarily
halting the ‘slide’. Put simply, it is the key term around which ‘everything else’ revolves and in relation to
which all other ideas and concepts work and rely on (Chiesa 2007, p. 94); in the context of Malaysian
politics, a key event which fits the point-de-capiton would undeniably be the general elections. This is to
say that Bersih, via a focus on the critical element of elections, succeeded in capturing the passion and
engagement of virtually the entire activist domain in the country which included civil-human rights,
minorities and so on, all of which exerted collective pressure on the ruling regime in a manner never before
experienced. Bersih hails not merely a new form of protest nor invites a new community of participants but

184

From here on, Bersih.
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also reflects a new logic of protest. This can be seen by contrasting it with the major name in civil activism
barely half a decade ago: Raja Petra Kamaruddin.

Kamaruddin is a prominent blogger who was arrested under the ISA for his public statutory declaration
which implicated the then Deputy Prime Minister Najib Razak and his wife, Rosmah Mansor, in the murder
of Mongolian Altantuya Shaariibuu (BBC 2008).185 Kamaruddin’s primary method was to publish classified
information; everything hinged on the truth of Kamaruddin’s clandestinely obtained186 and thus by nature
highly exclusive files.187 In other words, a logic of exception and exclusivity surrounds Kamaruddin’s modus
operandi.

In contrast Bersih, via its demands for fair and clean elections, sought to eliminate foul play and ask for
nothing more than what is already guaranteed in the Constitution. This is another way of saying that its
objectives were to undermine the illegitimate practices of the ruling regime which publicly declare one thing
(that is, fair elections) but secretly act contrary to these declarations. For example, numerous writers have
noted how the National Alliance have, over the decades since Independence, skewed and manipulated
elections in their favour.188 Even as late at April 2012, a parliamentary bill was passed to make it easier for
election fraud to occur (Sreenevasen 2012). Unsurprisingly, the thirteenth General Elections, too, witnessed
mass popular protests against the government. Barely a week after the May polls, no fewer than twentyseven seats were being investigated by the Opposition for electoral fraud (Boo 2013).

185

See the previous chapter for an introduction to Raja Petra Kamaruddin, pp.142-143.

It would be easy to compare Raja Petra’s project to Julian Assange and Wikileaks. In both cases, sordid and explicit information
very damning to the establishment is made public. Notwithstanding the main thrust of this section - that Raja Petra essentially
reproduces the Malaysian superego in his mode of protest – it is acknowledged that such exposes were necessary to open the public’s
eyes to the obscene details of the corruption the Malaysian public knew was already going on. There is political value in granularity
not previously witnessed.
186

It is thus no coincidence at all that in his series of essays about Bersih 3.0, Raja Petra declares he will reveal the ‘real story, the
untold story’ of Bersih (Raja Petra 2012).
187

188

This included phantom voters, suspicions surrounding postal votes. For a clear outline of what Bersih 3.0 sought to achieve see
Ding (2012c).
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One could make the case that Raja Petra Kamaruddin was essentially one individual ‘pleasuring’ himself
via exceptional access to sensitive information which allowed his readers to voyeuristically enjoy
themselves by watching him do all this whilst secretly imagining they were privy to such restricted data and
documents. Raja Petra’s readers were, in effect, enjoying themselves through him. The pattern here almost
exactly replicates what Žižek (1997) noted about false activity in which, ‘(You) think you are active, whilst
your true position…is passive’ (p. 149). To recall my discussion in chapter one, false activity also
approximates the strategy of the obsessional neurotic who is frantically active in order to stop any
significantly real thing from occurring. For example, as Žižek (1997) explains, ‘in a group situation in which
some tension threatens to explode, the obsessional talks all the time, tells jokes, etc. in order to prevent the
awkward moment of silence which would make the participants aware of the underlying tension’ (pp. 149150). Similarly, I argue that Raja Petra’s surreptitious methods produced an obsession with exposés as
opposed to a real desire for change; as to call a halt to bizarre and sensational leaks in order to focus on
actually changing something could have been too overbearing.

Bersih, on the other hand, was about a collective movement that involved the participation from members
of all classes, races and religions. Voyeurism and false activity were simply not on the agenda.189 Instead, I
suggest that through Bersih, Malaysians witnessed a subtle challenge to the power of the superego in the
form of the feminine jouissance.

4.3.2 Masculine and Feminine Jouissance

To reiterate, Bersih’s key objective was to put an end to electoral abuse; it wants nothing more than for
things to be the way the government says things are. Exposing the obscene underside of a powerful network

In 2008 the symbol was a fist; in 2012 it’s a flower. With Raja Petra, the color was always black (or a fierce red). Even the
colors, it may be said, draw a contrast.
189
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as such, are in line with what Lacan understands to be a feminine form of jouissance which seeks to insinuate
and render present the modality of the Real, that is, that domain of inherent shattering which permeates all
things It absolutely should be emphasized here that the forthcoming uses of the masculine and feminine,
especially given its embeddedness within a Lacanian framework, in no way presupposes ‘essentialist’ or
culturally-determined notions of sex and gender. This distinction, whilst superficially dependent on genital
differences, refers instead to categorical modes of relations between the Symbolic and the Real (Žižek 2012,
p. 769). The terms ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’, in other words, can apply inter-changeably to both biological
males and females.

In Jacques Lacan’s (1975) work, the masculine domain is characterised by a universal category which is
sustained by one founding exception. Think of a factory where dozens of line workers (the ‘universal’) are
supervised by one foreman (the ‘exception’) who stands out from everyone else. Or a charismatic political
leader (the ‘exception’) who is revered by the masses (the ‘universal’). Another fascinating example could
be the popular Smurf cartoon, where every smurf is blue with the exception of their unique progenitor, Papa
Smurf who leads them and who alone is red. In all these ‘masculine’ cases, there is a form of totalitarianism
at play in which an exceptionally defined subject lords it over many others who share a similar trait. Indeed,
the leader leads because he is exceptional; he also founds the group because without him there would be no
‘factory’. Embodying a difference from those he leads, he is also therefore the symptom of the entire group.
This is to say that his presence and role renders the totality of subjects out of joint, spurring very political
questions of inequality, discrimination, norms, and so on.

On the other hand, the Lacanian category of Woman is characterised by non-exception; there is no
totalisation within this modality and every member of this (feminine) group is somewhat mysterious and
cannot be hemmed in (Vighi & Feldner 2007, pp. 190-202; Žižek 2003, pp. 67-70; Parker 2004, pp. 65-66).
The feminine characterizes a world in which all members are different from every other member, in which
there is no one which stands out precisely because everybody ‘stands out’ in their own unique exceptional
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way. Imagine a quasi-organization in which nobody leads anybody else and everyone is different from
everyone else and thus perfectly equal to each other with no superiority; such a condition (in which everyone
is essentially unique and that no labels adequately stick to any two subjects) would render it impossible to
even delineate the ‘organization’ at all.

In other words, 'Woman' cannot capture all women, whereas 'Man' categorically includes all men bar one,
the founding or leading father. Put simply, Man names those who are all the same with one exception, but
Woman have no exceptions but all are exceptional: Woman is ‘not-all’.

The ‘not-all’ is a mode of existence which entails an absence of totalization and therefore is without a
constitutive exception; far from meaning that Woman is beyond, or stands apart from, the Symbolic Order
(or everyday reality as we know it) this really means that Woman is more immersed in the order than Man
(Žižek 2003, pp. 67-69; Vighi & Feldner 2007, p.198). Vighi and Felder (2007) explain further that:

The advantage of the feminine position over the masculine one is that she can reach a jouissance
‘beyond the phallus190’…While man is locked in compulsive symbolic identification via its
relationship with the excluded and fantasised about objet a,191 woman has a chance to disengage
from this masculine compulsion to symbolise and, crucially, ‘enjoy’ the Real inconsistency of the
symbolic field (p. 195).

190

Put simply, beyond the need for a constitutive exception. The phallus implies masculine symbolic totalisation borne of exception
(Vighi & Feldner 2007, p. 195). Phallic symbolism, for all the prejudicial mockery of psycho-analysis, is basically a matter of the
signification of power; Richard Boothby (2005) explores the continuing relevance of this Freudian concept in both traditional and
modern icons such as neckties, swords, rods and scepters (pp. 3-17)
191

Or that object which represents that which cannot be symbolized; this is an item which symbolizes the loss is foregone so a
subject can partake in the Symbolic Order. More explanation on the objet petit a below, pp.183-184.
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Or, in Ian Parker’s (2011) candid words:

The woman does not 'exist' because there is no signifier that will entirely capture and define what
she is, while man's subjection to the symbolic gives benefits aplenty in compensation for this
subjection even though he is haunted by the idea that while there is a way out it is for one other
lucky bastard, not for him (p. 140).

In other words, the feminine is that domain in which, again, all are exceptional and each member constitutes
a singularity in herself and thus cannot be categorised or hemmed in. The feminine thus decries the notion
of exclusivity which excludes others and elevates a selected few (or even an individual), a notion which
defines the masculine.

Bearing the above in mind, I restate the contrast between Raja Petra and Bersih, highlighting the masculine
(exclusive, exceptional) and the feminine (participative, non-categorizable). The former is one man from a
privileged class having top-secret information (all of which perfectly exemplifies the logic of exception)
whereas the latter comprised thousands of people from various ethnicities, professions and backgrounds.
Raja Petra’s message could be characterized by the ‘fist of the people’; Bersih is self-consciously peaceful
and its Chairperson Ambiga Sreenevasan even declared that those who were violent should be prosecuted
(Chooi 2012). It is also probably fair to emphasize that Raja Petra certainly did help expose the injustice
and corruption and oppression, and these certainly are important. But the psychoanalytic point to make is
that Raja Petra provided that little ‘extra’. As per the superego, he allowed Malaysians to sound patriotic
and civil-minded whilst secretly (or not so secretly) indulging in gratuitous anger, insults and mockery.
In light of this, Raja Petra’s (2012b) controversial ‘u-turn’ a few years later from anti-government to
seemingly anti-Opposition did not entail simply a switch of political allegiances (if this is at all true) but in
this context it was also an abrupt termination of a source of popular enjoyment. Like a lost fetish, the
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Malaysian public witnessed the drying up of a pleasurable nexus of political thrill. A related irony is how,
despite being tear-gassed and having their lives threatened, Bersih participants can sustain a communal
ambience of excitement and anticipation (albeit juxtaposed with anger at police brutality). But when Raja
Petra committed his ‘u-turn’, the usual response is sheer frustration with what appears to be case of an antigovernment blogger being ‘converted’. Feminine jouissance, unlike its voyeuristic masturbatory
counterpart, dies hard.

For with Raja Petra, it was largely him against the government, one huge public arena with minimal
substantial involvement by the public. Bersih, on the other hand, elicited greater communal debate and
engagement. Because the mode and terms of the issues were, unlike those of Raja Petra’s, not clouded in
secrecy, the participation could be more open and less restricted to only those ‘in the know’.192 Also, with
Raja Petra it was usually a case of outright validation or disproval of the ‘facts’ he presented. With Bersih,
though, many personal reflections and conversations were stimulated. Again, there is a detectable shift from
the Raja Petra-style logic of exception and categorical rigidity (which suggests the masculine) towards
Bersih-like openness, non-boundedness and even ‘mystery’ (or the feminine) in that no 100 percent absolute
clear ‘resolution’ avails itself. Again, this insinuates the logic of ‘non-all’ which suggests the absence of
totalization and therefore is, unlike the masculine logic of the phallus, without a constitutive exception.
In Raja Petra’s case, everything depends on him and him alone. Without Raja Petra Kamaruddin, there
would be no phenomenon known as ‘RPK’.193 On the other hand, Bersih may suffer defections in the
thousands without the slightest dent in its influence and power. This is the logic of exception versus the
logic of non-all. In Lacanian terms of discourse, one could say that the government’s position─like that of
most if not all political usurpers─is akin to that of the Master, seeking to name and control the Symbolic
Order. Raja Petra approximates the position of perversion who delights in presenting and showing off to the
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Which is not to say there was not a role for experts and seasoned political commentators to play; the exchange between Chandra
Muzaffar and Lim Teck Ghee (Muzaffar 2012) and the debate between Ambiga and Khairy Jamaluddin (Lee 2012) are just two
examples.
193

Raja Petra’s initials which themselves became a buzzword among local political enthusiasts.
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public the obscenities and inherent transgression of the powers that be.194 In contrast, Bersih’s role is that
of one who seeks to keep open the gap, the generative, productive space which is the Real and around which
perpetual circulation happens (Žižek 2006, pp. 303-304).

Crucially, in late 2011, Raja Petra’s behavior and writings shifted tone in a remarkable way. Not only did
he go on national television to clarify that he did not in fact believe that Najib and his wife were involved
in the murder of Altantuya, but also pronounced de facto Opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim as unfit to rule
and revealed many other damaging details related to the Opposition.195

4.3.2.1 Feminine Jouissance’s Transformative Potential
Feminine jouissance, then, is about transforming one’s world by embracing that which is in the world yet
is more than the world. It entails fully identifying with the thematic inconsistency of the Symbolic Order in
all its trauma which is another way of saying that feminine jouissance renders the Symbolic ‘not-all’, that
is, the Real. Woman configures the Symbolic as a realm or site of the traumatic (Parker 2011, p. 91) and
possess a unique capacity to resist oppressive systems.

Bersih, through its actions, forcefully prefigures this feminine traumatic space or node of inconsistency
within the reigning hegemonic order. As UMNO’s legitimacy rested on its being elected by the people and
because the Malaysian electoral system has been largely discredited, Bersih’s unwavering focus on having
clean elections threatens to undo the entire framework. However, the fact that Bersih mobilized thousands
of people made it extremely difficult to categorise the movement and pin it down.
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See chapter two for further elaboration on perversion as a clinical disorder, pp.82-83.

This included exposes of abuses within the Selangor state government, endorsing the ‘Datuk T’ video of Anwar Ibrahim allegedly
having sex with a prostitute, declaring Anwar a homosexual in the midst of the latter’s trial, pronouncing Anwar morally unfit to
lead and much more (Shazwan Mustafa Kamal 2012; Habibo, Sario et al 2012)
195
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For example, the movement’s leaders were granted an audience with the King despite being declared an
illegal organisation both before and after the meeting with royalty (Teoh 2011a). This creates an ironic
situation in which, technically, the King himself could have been questioned by the police for being in
cahoots with a banned movement! The shattering of the Symbolic Order was surely at hand because
something ‘new’ emerged through the actions of this movement which refused to be hemmed in. For in
feminine jouissance, the world opens up an abysmal dimension not accessible to subjects still enthralled to
the constitutive-exceptional logic of Man:

The logic of Woman thus means a step into the Real which (does) not entail abandoning
language…but on the contrary, dropping the very allusion to some external point of reference which
eludes the Symbolic…[the] Unnameable is an effect of language. We have reality before our eyes
well before language, and what language does, in its most fundamental gesture is (to) dig a hole in
reality, [opening] up visible/present reality towards the dimension of the immaterial/unseen. When
I simply see you, I simply see you – but it is only by naming you that I can indicate the abyss in you
beyond what I see (Žižek 2003, pp. 69-70, emphasis added).
In other words, feminine jouissance invokes the Real within the Symbolic by ‘identifying with the Symbolic
yet being able to elicit its Real core’ (Vighi & Feldner 2007, p. 199). Such gestures grant Woman (or, the
modality of the feminine) a revolutionary role since it is precisely the absence of the gesture of
identification-cum-exclusion that threatens to expose the inconsistency of the big Other’ (Vighi & Feldner
2007, p. 199, emphasis added).

By merely focusing on the ‘innocent’ provisions of the Symbolic Order, feminine jouissance threatens to
‘dig a hole’ in reality and traumatize the powers that be that would prefer the void to remain covered up. In
a similar manner, Bersih took aim at Malaysia’s superego via a Lacanian-feminine form of resistance which
simply demanded that elections are run in a constitutionally stipulated manner. These ‘innocent’ demands
threatened to undo the entire edifice of the ruling regime because it forced UMNO to do what it publicly
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proclaims it always does, that is, play by the agreed upon rules. In this manner, Bersih has succeeded to
uncannily ‘dig a hole’ in Malaysian reality.

4.3.2.2 Žižekian Politics and Feminine Jouissance

At this point, it is worth briefly recounting a Žižekian approach to politics as part and parcel of clarifying
what, in the context of the political, the terms Imaginary, Symbolic and Real mean. Matthew Sharpe (2010)
identify at least five political trajectories from Žižek’s writing (pp. 82-85). Whilst I have no wish to oversimplify the complexity of Žižek’s thought and the related criticisms, I find the following schema helpful
for clarification and working purposes.

The realm of the Imaginary is characterized by misrecognition and the illusion of wholeness. This provides
the 'ground zero' of political scenarios, which is to say that all political regimes and subjects operate under
illusions which mask a void of incompleteness, of injustice, of the marginalized and of exclusions; such
illusions include those of universal representation, of a Meta-Crime or Enemy expunged, of the rightness of
a particular Group as a stand-in for the Universal, of social wholeness (Žižek 2000a, p.103; Žižek 1999,
p.69; Žižek 1991, p.69; McGowan 2004, pp.18-21). The Symbolic would be the actual laws, cultures and
institutions we experience. Žižek (2009) emphasizes the efficacy of signifiers; how leaders inevitably
misattribute their authority to some essential element (for example, divine right) when in fact all titles are
fundamentally arbitrary (p. 294). Within the Symbolic also resides the superego, that malevolent shadowy
domain which makes impossible demands on subjects, the inherent transgression of the Law which violates
it even as it constitutes it (Žižek 1997, p.35; Žižek 2000b, p.125).

The final domain, the Real, is a force both inherent yet alien to all symbolic systems and insinuates
revolutionary actions which transform a system completely (Žižek 2000b, p.121). In sum, the Imaginary is
the realm of hegemonic representation; the Symbolic is the realm of Law and its transgression; the Real is
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about how the system can be transformed completely. This was precisely what Bersih was about to do:
wholly renovate the Symbolic by invoking the Real.

The primacy of a feminine jouissance in the context of a politics of superego suggests that often minor
reforms are more subversive and transformative than all-out opposition to a system’s institutions or
practices. This is especially true for legal reforms which aim to bring a system more closely in line with its
publicly stated ideological aims – precisely because the hidden underside continually violates these aims,
such reforms have the potential to wreck the system, for example, Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika (Žižek
2009c, p. 390). What Žižek (2009) calls a ‘politics of minimal differences’ is saliently ‘feminine’ in nature
and is about, ‘[identifying] and focusing on a minimal [ideological, legislative, and so on] measure
which…not only does not question the system’s premises, but even seems to merely apply its own principles
to its actual functioning and thus render it more consistent with itself…however, this minimal measure,
while in no way disturbing the system’s explicit mode of functioning [nevertheless] effectively ‘moves
underground’, introduces a crack in its foundations’ (pp. 390-391). In this way, the feminine threatens the
monopoly of the masculine in a quiet but profound way.

This shaking of foundations can be further illustrated in the Malaysian Opposition’s overt assumption that
the general election process was exactly what it claimed it was: free and fair. This despite independent
election watchdogs pointing out not only glaring discrepancies in the electoral roll, but the wide practice of
gerrymandering.196 Add to this accusations of the Election Commission’s abuse of power for political
interests (Loh 2009, pp.91-102) and one may wonder if an election boycott would not, in fact, have been
the more rational thing to do. In any event, the March 2008 elections saw a political ‘tsunami’ in which the
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For example, an important ruling party's constituency, such as Putrajaya the seat of an UMNO federal minister, for example has
slightly less than seven thousand voters while an opposition stronghold such as Seputeh has more than seventy thousand voters
(Malaysiakini, Voter Information).
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Opposition won fifty-one percent of the popular votes in Peninsula Malaysia and in which Barisan lost their
two-thirds parliamentary for the first time in about half a century.197

This suggests neither that the elections were clean nor that the Opposition were expert vote-winners but that
the unexpected (or even ‘miraculous’) can happen when seemingly inconsequential and ‘suicidal’ steps (like
agreeing to an unfair election) are taken. Undermining a hegemonic system may therefore involve both
revolutionary and run-of-the-mill methods. Whilst the former may aggressively bring about ruptures to and
within the system, the latter may create the same result, albeit quietly, via a passive over-identification with
what the system’s stalwarts publicly avow, thereby exposing the privately held practices of the superego.
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Some have noted that Barisan was fortunate not to lose parliament itself. Its present survival heavily depends on votes from
Borneo island, their traditional (though increasingly vulnerable) electoral ‘fixed deposit’ (Zahiid,2011), although some would argue
that it is the civil service that is really the ruling regime’s election ‘fixed deposit’ (Zaki Shamsudin 2010).
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4.4 Bersih as Lamela against UMNO as Objet Petit A

I have shown above that jouissance strikes both ways. The pain-pleasure which defines and derails subjects
may work to sustain and even compel unjust practices, or it may be ‘harnessed’ to punch a cavity within the
same hegemonic system. Society (or the symbolic order) may persist unperturbed by its members continuing
in the fantasy of a constitutive exception, or we could be traumatically affected by a moment of ubiquitous
and inherent dissolution (or the Real) in which the ruling order is threatened by its own inherent shattering.

Next, I continue this examination of Bersih by likening it to other psychoanalytical concepts like the fearful
lamela, an impossible Thing-like pseudo-substance and the Kristevan notion of the abject. Eventually, I aim
to compare the movement with Žižekian notions of the political act which is synonyous with nothing less
than the revolutionary moment in society.

4.4.1 The Lamela and Bersih’s Surplus of Meaning

Bersih 3.0 ignited a controversy over the use of Dataran Merdeka for the sit-down protest, an issue I perceive
as a struggle between the act of covering up via fantasy and that of uncovering the void. The government’s
denial by force of the protesters’ right to ‘occupy’ the square with peace seeks to conceal the lie that there
is already a hegemonic ‘occupation’ in place that will not hesitate to remove all contenders for the public
spaces of recognition. Julie Kristeva’s (1982) notion of the abject refers to an anti-thing that has been
banished and yet from its banishment continually defies the rule of law and in this sense constitutes itself as
the antithesis of the superego (pp. 1-2). It is conceivable that Bersih came across unconsciously as an
encounter with precisely such an abject entity, one that jettisons meaning, defies definition, is excluded yet
continuously challenges hegemonic rules (p. 2). A related irony is that to declare, as Kuala Lumpur’s City
Hall did, that the square is permitted only for ‘sports and cultural (entertainment) events as these events are
beneficial to the public’ and to reject events of a ‘political nature’ (Camoens 2012) was not simply hypocrisy
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(as if the barring of the Square was itself without partisan concerns). It was also a political gesture par
excellence of separating and drawing a line between domains ‘political’ and otherwise (Žižek 2000a, p. 95).
Nevertheless, by disallowing Bersih the use of the Independence198 Square, the ‘elected representatives’ of
the people are now declaring that the very people whom they represent are not permitted to exercise their
rights to gather at one of the nation’s symbolic locations of independence and liberty to demand reformation
to the way people’s representatives are chosen!

To recall the conclusion regarding the feminine dissolution of existing orders, Bersih’s actions threatened
to unravel the present regime’s grip on the Symbolic Order by precisely exposing these contradictions, thus
puncturing the regime from within (Žižek 2003, p. 70). The government’s excessive use of water-cannons
and tear-gas attests to its compulsion to cleanse itself of and vomit out this alien and abject element it loathes
precisely because of the self-revelation it spurs in the ruling regime (Kristeva 1982, pp. 45). Not unlike how
zombies reveal the disavowed foundation of humanity – the zero-level of the human being – and therefore
give the impression of a foreign entity, Bersih’s demands and actions arguably approach the level of scandal
precisely because it draws upon the Constitutionally familiar yet practically disavowed (Žižek 2012, p. 341).
Bersih could be an eerie mirror Barisan cannot bear to look at.

Speaking within the context of zombies and the abject, one could say that the psychoanalytically informed
political imperative is to get persons and communities from being ‘dead while alive’ to becoming ‘alive
while dead’. The former refers to the takeover of the subject by the (dead) symbolic order whilst the latter
is about giving body to that remainder of Life-Substance which has escaped symbolic colonization (or, in
the political context, ideological hegemonisation). The lamella is a surplus generated as a result of symbolic
castration and which gives form to the ‘undead’ element in life which exceeds mere biological subsistence.
Castration refers to the ‘gap’ between who I immediately am and the titles (or even authority) conferred
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Independence is what ‘merdeka’ stands for in Malay.
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upon me by virtue of my being caught within the symbolic order (Žižek 2004, p. 87; Santner 2011, p. 76);
the remainder from this castration is what the lamella refers to, in other words, – that which is not
‘apprehended’ by the symbolic order, that which embodies the impossible/real Thing in all its libidinal fury,
persistence and repetition (Žižek 2006, pp. 61-64). This libidinal intensity which is life’s very excess is the
agent or force of the ‘death-drive’, that which problematizes society, leaves it less than completely smooth
and unbroken, and produces the distortion which makes full interpellation impossible.

Likewise, Bersih approximates a powerful excess emerging forth as a result of the castration of justice and
debased formation of the political constitution of Malaysia overseen by Barisan. The involvement of
thousands proved more than what the ruling regime’s facades of peace and order could take, resulting in the
use water-cannons and tanks. There is an overload of validity or an surplus of meaning (Ruti 2012, p. 42)
which Bersih ignited and embodied as the desiring Other which the ruling regime could not contain any
longer.

Critically, the lamella, the Impossible Real-Thing, is also that which has to be excluded so hegemony can
emerge in (Žižek 2000, p. 327, n.3). This may suggest that every political order requires an excluded
component to sustain the reality of partisan ‘competition’. Extended further, there is the chilling possibility
that if Bersih accurately embodies the Lacanian lamella then its formal exclusion (or formal resistance to its
raisons d'être) is a necessary component of incumbent-opposition relations in political Malaysia. Put simply,
the activist strain in Malaysia paradoxically requires Bersih to be treated the way it has been treated by the
government failing which the very spirit of anti-governmental activism may die.

In contrast to a life characterised by the lamella, a life controlled by the social order entails a subjectivisation
occasioned by the objet petit a. This object is that which helps the subject find support in reality or the
symbolic order, that which connects the lack in the subject with the lack in the big Other (Žižek 1994, p.
178). Paradoxically, it is simultaneously the pure lack around which the subject’s desire turns and also the
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imaginary element which covers up this void, filling it up and rendering it invisible (Žižek 1994, p. 178);
the objet petit a conceals the fact that we have been symbolically castrated or caught in the symbolic order
(Žižek 2006, p. 120; Boothby 2001, p. 290). In its role as a ‘cover-up’ for the gap which gives consistency
to our being, objet petit a remains within the arena of desire, the object-cause of desire, forever fooling us
as to its status as the eternally lost object which, once (but impossibly) obtained, would restore some
primordial fullness to our being (Žižek 1994, p. 178, Žižek 2006, p.18). The objet a ‘constitutes the subject
as desiring; it provides the lure that acts as an engine for the desire of the subject and also directs that desire
in its circuit…(this object) causes the subject to emerge as a desiring subject, as the subject of desire’
(McGowan 2004, p. 16).

The parallel between the lamella and the objet petit a to Bersih and Barisan’s ideology is striking, especially
in light of the latter’s forceful refusal to recognize the former let alone permit the use of Dataran Merdeka
for Bersih’s sit-down protest. The ruling regime, via an obsessional focus on economic growth, the national
flag and other state narratives, seeks to ‘cover-up the void’ of national trauma. If Dataran Merdeka itself
masks the originary violence of Malaysia as a nation-state199 and the ruling regime’s barricade of the Square
signals their defense of the national lie (and everything that the process of Independence covered up), then
Bersih’s occupation of the Square’s margins points at a rhizomatic perpetual ‘keeping open’ of a gap within
the nation. This is to say that an event like Bersih directs attention to the gaps within society or fissures that
hegemonic powers would like to pretend do not exist. Bersih, akin to the ‘Analyst’ in Lacanian
psychoanalysis, ‘reduces (itself) to the Void which provokes the subject into confronting the truth of his
desire’ (Žižek 2006, p. 304). Malaysia the nation, in this reading, is forced to face the emptiness at the heart
of its political core, thereby inciting radical change.

See the previous chapter where I outline a brief history of trauma which I claim characterizes Malaysia’s development both
during colonialism, through into independence and beyond, on pp.119-124.
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The politics of the feminine non-all (which I claim Bersih echoes) resists the super-egoic injunction to
totalitarianism, and fights against the imperative to jouissance as obscene obligation cum libidinal thrill; the
mode of non-all allows subjects to refuse to enjoy, thereby manifesting its non-compliance to the phallic
function (Reinhard 2005, pp. 59-60). This is to say that feminine jouissance is about rejecting the kind of
jouissance encouraged by the masculine domain. Within Malaysia’s socio-political context, this would be
akin to refusing to partake of the enjoyment of the illegitimate power and profiteering which comes from
being a part of a corrupt system or political party.
Finally, in speaking against Bersih 3.0 in 2012, Prime Minister Najib Razak’s insistence that Malaysians
can demonstrate but not ‘lose their senses’ (Chooi 2012b) paradoxically (and negatively) echoes what
feminine jouissance is fundamentally about; that is, losing one’s self within the symbolic order and by so
doing reconfigure said order by bringing out the nascent Real at its core. If enjoyment can be said to be a
critical political factor, then the Malaysian people’s ‘shift’ from Raja Petra to Bersih is to be welcome. This
is a move away from voyeuristic esoteric knowledge towards openness, participation, solidarity, that is,
from a phallic to a feminine jouissance of politics and the public proclamation of and demand for truth.
Jouissance, thus constituted, would favor the just.

4.4.2 The Intervention of the Act

To summarize the above conflation of psychoanalytical with Malaysian political terms, I read the lamella
and objet petit a as a conceptual proxies for Bersih and the ruling regime respectively. At least in the context
of sustaining hegemonic power, the connections drawn here can go beyond merely mapping across two
disciplines but using one discipline (psychoanalysis) to suggest richer connotations in another (Malaysia
politics). If my associations are effective─if, in other words, the lamella is an acceptable label to characterize
Bersih and so on─then I suggest we can witness here the tension between revolution and subjective
interpellation.
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The fundamental split between the lamella and objet petit a is the fissure between liberation and subjection,
between the intervention of the Real and the continuation of the Symbolic.200 Consequently, if the false
identity of the existing order, is sustained by a disavowal of the objet petit a, a resignification or reinvention
of this same order comes about by the full identification and investment with said object (Vighi & Feldner
2007, p. 230). It is worth highlighting here the Lacanian contention that even though the Real is that domain
which resists all symbolization and which manifests itself as a splintering of the Symbolic Order, this does
not mean that change in the Real cannot happen, even less should it mean we should stay away from it. True
psychoanalytical transformation comes about by intervening in the Real via the Symbolic:

(The) Real is not some kind of untouchable central point about which you can do nothing except
symbolize it in different terms...Lacan's point is that you can intervene in the Real. The fundamental
dimension of psychoanalysis…is no longer simply resymbolization but that something really
happens. A true change occurs in psychoanalysis when your fundamental mode of jouissance, which
is precisely the Real dimension of you as a subject, is changed. So the basic wager of psychoanalysis
is that you can do things with words; real things that enable you to change modes of enjoyment and
so on (Žižek & Daly 2004, p. 150, emphasis in the original).

Handling the Real thus involves intervening in the Symbolic (that is, engaging in a political ‘act’) and
reinventing the modes of jouissance which in turn is tied to the fundamental fantasy which acts as a cover
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Paradoxically, though, once a traumatic break occurs, the objet petit a transforms from an object-cause of desire into an objectcause of drive (Žižek 2006, pp. 61-64; Žižek 2009c, pp. 327-328). This explains how the objet petit a is sometimes described by
Žižek as both that which fills in the gap of the Void (or that which brings consistency to the Symbolic Order) and also one which
makes the full realization of subjects impossible; in other words, acts to distort the Symbolic Order. In other words, that which is
the subject’s condition of possibility is also its condition of impossibility. This is why drive is even described as the endless
circulation/fixation around this object (with the circulation being the aim of the entire process), the same object which, in the context
of desire, was the original aim. ‘In the shift from desire to drive, we pass from the lost object to loss itself as an object’ (Žižek
2009c, p. 328).
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for the void at the heart of the subject. As with individual patients (or analysands)201 so with nations; only a
political act proper will invade the domain of the Real thereby reinventing the political space entirely.

Clinical parallels with the act can also be found in the psychoanalytic understanding of death-drive whose
task it is to empty the symbolic space in order that new creation can occur (Žižek 1991, p. xxx). This process,
also known as creative sublimation, involves the negative gesture of subjectivisation, a continuous drive by
the subject, to both generate and fill in the Void (Žižek 1999, p. 186)202. Ian Parker (2011) describes the act
in a clinical context as the occasion whereby a subject, via rational reflection on the irrational reconfigures
her response to trauma as a thing of the past thereby enabling her to write new configurations to the traumatic
and change the symbolic coordinates of her life (pp. 114, 124).

A political act, then, may be read as the national equivalent of creative sublimation, clearing the space,
wiping the slate clean for a fresh start. The traumatic thing about such an act, of course, is that it confronts
a people and her leaders with the point of failure, disruption and stumbling of the very system they hold on
to. This is arguably the greatest contribution of Bersih, in that it embodied in mass collective form, all the
failures and lies that the Federal government has tried to shield the Malaysian people from for decades.
Forcing the community or social order to face the nothingness and inherent impossibility of its own
constitution and thus disturbing its fundamental fantasy (that which conceals this nothingness) is the

Ian Parker explains that in psychoanalysis, the terms ‘analysand’ is usually preferred over ‘patient’ as the former usually remains
beholden to a worldview which in which ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’ behavior serves as the bar of reality which the patient cannot meet
up to. But in psychoanalysis – contrary to psychiatry where the analyst analyses the patient – analysands analyse themselves, with
the analysts directing the treatment. As Parker (2011) contends, ‘Uncertainty is not now a sign of failure on the part of the doctor,
but is viewed as a necessary activity of questioning, even of challenge to the doctor, on the part of the analysand’ (p. 35).
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One and the same with this drive is the subject’s fixation upon a sublime object, ‘(a) “mask of death”, a veil that covers up the
primordial ontological Void…to will this sublime object effectively amounts to willing a Nothingness’ (Žižek 1999, p. 186). Žižek
here is eluding to the Lacanian objet petit a as object-cause of drive (as opposed to being an object-cause of desire, which it also is
in the case of fantasy). In the context of fantasy/desire, objet petit a is that excessive X-factor which transforms that which occupies
the place of primordial lack─usually some ordinary object─into some promise of ultimate jouissance. This serves the function of
sustaining the fundamental fantasy. But objet petit a viewed as object-cause of drive is when the object takes the place of the very
loss itself. As Žižek (2009) states, ‘(In) the shift from desire to drive, we pass from the lost object to loss itself as an object…“drive”
is not driven by the “impossible” quest for the lost object; it is a push to directly enact the ‘loss’─the gap, cut, distance─itself’ (pp.
326-328).
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approach par excellence to enacting true transformation. Apropos the obscene dimension of Power/Law
(discussed above), the genuine act triggers the suspension of the phantasmic frame of unwritten practices:

(The) political act (intervention) is not simply something that works well within the framework of
the existing relations, but something that changes the very framework that determines how things
work. To say that good ideas are ‘ideas that work’ means that one accepts in advance the (global
capitalist) constellation that determines what works. One can also put it in terms of the well-known
definition of politics as the ‘art of the possible’; authentic politics is, rather, the exact opposite, that
is, art of the impossible─it changes the very parameters of what is considered ‘possible’ in the
existing constellation (Žižek 1999, p. 237)

Žižek (1999) also notes:

The notion of the act must be conceived of against the background of the distinction between the
mere endeavour to “solve a variety of partial problems” within a given field and the more radical
gesture of subverting the very structuring principle of this field. An act does not simply occur within
the given horizon of what appears to be ‘possible’ – it redefines the very contours of what is possible
(p. 121)

It is worth emphasizing that the authentic act can be compared against inauthentic acts by noting that the
latter always seeks political solutions which reflect, or which are legitimized in reference to, nodes of
fullness, ‘truth’, ideality. I claim that Raja Petra’s writings approximate a case of ‘acting out’ as opposed to
the ‘authentic act’ which Bersih reflects. Raja Petra exposed some of the darkest secrets of the reigning
administration yet the very mode of his exposes, libidinally pleasurable as they were, served to prevent true
transformation. Bersih offered no truth other than what is already publicly known and its members opened
themselves to the might of the riot police. In this sense, it would appear that ‘RPK’ stood for superficiality
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masquerading as authentic and strong whereas Bersih embodied strength via weakness and vulnerability
(McGowan 2004, pp. 124-125).

Examples include political groups which promise to ‘bring a nation back’ to some understanding of pure
Race, Religion, Glory, etc. (Žižek 2000a, p. 125). Such false acts,203 in fact, aim to remove every trace of
the ‘symptomal torsion’ which disturbs the balance of the constellation in which they are expressed and
embodied.204 They overly rely on the substantial power of Being’s positive order ignoring the fact that any
given order of Being is itself grounded in some preceding Act (Žižek 1999, pp. 286-287). Žižek (1999)
explains:

There is no order of Being as a positive ontologically consistent Whole: the false semblance of such
an Order relies on the self-obliteration of the Act. In other words, the gap of the Act is not introduced
into the Order of Being afterwards, pp. it is there all the time as the condition that actually sustains
every Order of Being (p. 287, emphasis in the original).

The paradoxical point, therefore, is that every true Act will give rise to a new order of Being which itself
will need to be overcome by another subsequent Act ad infinitum. This is critical because it not only
illustrates the cyclical/continual necessity of political acts, it also gives the lie to any sort of politics which
holds to some primordial ‘given-ness’ or fullness of Being and is therefore fearful of the antagonism and
catastrophe befalling said Order should such an act occur. The point, to reiterate, is that ontological closure

Which, in clinical contexts, include psychotic-paranoiac violent passage a l’acte, hysterical acting out, obsessional selfhindering, perverse self-instrumentalisation, all of which betray a refusal or inability to face the kernel of personal trauma (Žižek
2000a, p. 126). What makes these acts ‘inauthentic’ is the fact that the analysand displaces or projects the tension/antagonism at her
core to an external party (regardless of how actually ‘guilty’ the party is) instead of facing up to it within.
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Žižek (2000b) also explains how symptoms can threaten to unravel an individual’s entire sense of self. ‘When we are dealing
with an individual’s symptom at its strongest, the entire consistency of a person’s self-experience, is, in an unacknowledge way,
held together by this “symptomal torsion”, by some idiosyncratic pathological tic, so that when we untie this knot (when we disturb
a particular, seemingly trifling, point that shouldn’t be touched; when we make a trivial remak that shouldn’t be uttered...), the
person’s universe literally falls apart’ (p. 78). True political acts, like these individual acts, therefore require the courage to disrupt
the symptoms residing within (yet publicly excluded from) society, to strike at the National self, engaging in voluntary (and often
desperate) personal sacrifice of what truly matters.
204
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was a pipe-dream in the first place, the coherency of every Order already ‘hangs’ on some dimension of
spectrality, phantasmic semblance or abstract negativity (Žižek 1999, pp. 287-288).205

To attempt an analogy, consider how the undercurrents of magma often result in volcanic explosions,
earthquakes and other tectonic events. A political act is that which brings about the eruption or quake which
in turn re-creates the earth’s surface (or social order). False acts are those which seek to maintain the status
quo on the surface, positing the landscape as immutable, just ‘there’ from all time, ignoring how everything
depended on tectonic upheavals in the first place.206 Bersih’s feminine form of protest, precisely because of
its self-consciously peaceful, unobtrusive and ‘nothing but transparency’-demanding nature, threatened the
kind of structural upheaval a corrupt regime could not permit.

This explains, once again, why the mere act of sitting down in a public place can be experienced as such a
threat by a hegemonic order which prefers that appearances remain unruffled. There is something immortal
in innocent gestures (like simply being at a place) which activates the extraordinary, thus ensuring that the
people are not defeated by the hegemonic structures of socio-political establishment (Ruti 2012, p. 26).

It should be noted here that Žižek has adopted as a key criteria for determining the truth or falsity of the act the potentiality (of
the act in question) of unravelling of entire symbolic order. Mari Ruti (2012) has proffered another variable towards determining
the validity of the act: the position from which the act is performed. This is to say that a true act can only be decided as being true
if the actor comes from among those who are disempowered, the marginalised and so on (pp. 69-71).
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It is interesting that Mari Ruti (2012) adopts a similar kind of metaphor in explaining the actions of the drive vis-à-vis desire and
its impact on the social order, ‘(The) drives persist as a surplus of enjoyment that continues to bubble up into the symbolic, allowing
remnants of the real to seep into the domain of signification and sociality in a highly explosive manner’ (p. 20, italics added). The
Real─that underlying constitutive yet destabilising force of negativity within us─as encapsulated in the drive is an ever-present
source of tension which could both raze and recreate one’s world.

185

4.5 Conclusion

I have offered dense theoretical sections on Žižekian-Lacanian theory above both as a way of consolidating
the psychoanalytical modelling from which this work is drawn and also to more clearly trace the parallels
between the elements of the unconscious and controversial events within Kuala Lumpur. A government
which refuses to undo its unjust workings has some strong similarities with a mind which repeats unhelpful
(or even self-destructive) patterns; reconfiguring a political order is, at a conceptual level, perhaps not
entirely different from enabling an individual to see her world differently and view a new plane of
possibilities altogether. The solution to both personal and political impasses, therefore, involves a traumatic
shifts and breaks from within which can be occasioned by other external shocks or subtle gestures which
hopefully lead to a change in the very contours of what is deemed possible.
There is one mode of being, what I label the ‘feminine’, which is conducive towards authentic
transformation given its participatory and open nature; and there is another, the ‘masculine’, which I claim
fits the oppressive mindset given its exclusive and totalitarianising nature. This entire chapter has been
demonstrating that Bersih fits the former whereas UMNO and Raja Petra Kamaruddin (despite his writings
against the ruling regime) approximate the latter.

This is not, however, to suggest that the application of personal/clinical concerns to political strategies is
not without problems. I have already detailed some of these concerns in chapter one. Furthermore, Ian Parker
(2011) censures any claim of a seamless link between analyst-analysand interaction and social revolution
(p. 52). He (2004) also issues the reminder that psychoanalytical work ‘on the couch’ involves the kind of
free association completely absent from civil interactions and political action, both of which usually demand
mush self-discipline and coordination with others (p. 63). Likewise, Lacanian psychoanalysis is not only
subversive of existing power structures, it also cannot be taken for granted that psychoanalysis necessarily
supports alternative (supposedly ‘politically progressive’) forms of power which are and thus must be
accepted unreservedly (Parker 2004, pp. 63-64).
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In fact, psychoanalysis is primarily about helping individuals come to terms with the uncertainties,
frustrations and abysses of meaning that language has opened up. The ‘point’ of treatment, among other
things, is to bring the analysand towards an acknowledgement of the dimension of the Real in the void of
their lives (Žižek 2000c, p.121) resulting in an unravelling of the ideological constitution of her self (Parker
2011, pp. 196-197) which, obviously, would include the ‘democratic’ and ‘progressive’ political views she
once held. Whilst this work clearly holds Bersih to be a preferred political mode of protest than the likes of
Raja Petra, it is under no illusions that there is anything absolutely permanent let alone essential about such
movements. Its key value in this study is as a catalyst to spur a quiet transgression of the present Malaysian
order, thereby allowing a sliver of the Real to shine through after which, like a vanishing mediator, it
decreases and lets another (perhaps similar) entity deal with the new hegemonic forms arising.
The lesson of Žižekian thought is that the people must break out of the vicious cycle of guilt and secret sins
which beget even more guilt and more vices. If this is true in the psychoanalytical clinic, then it’s certainly
suggestive of what must happen in the political arena for true liberation to occur. The temptation to avoid
when opposing the superego and all its manifestations in public Law is to continue the cycle of perpetuating
‘inherent transgressions’, that is, of fighting injustice with injustice itself, which is precisely what one could
argue UMNO (and, to a certain extent, Raja Petra Kamaruddin) is guilty of.

Nations like Malaysia need to make the shift away from phallic/masculine resistance to feminine forms of
protest. To the extent that the event of Bersih strongly echoes the latter mode of resistance, the nation may
not only fare better in its struggle against the dark and disavowed jouissance of the obscene political which
presently characterizes its ruling regime, but transform the very meaning of political liberation itself. In a
sense, this chapter concludes and fulfils the first major objective of my work which is to demonstate the
presence and intensity of psychoanlaytical overtones within Malaysian political society.
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Moving on, I will try to show how theology too, can be illuminated by the unconscious, that very element
that can only be perceived via indirect illumination. It is thus towards an analysis of trauma in the Christian
tradition and its related themes that the next chapter will tackle.
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Chapter 5
CHRIST, TRAUMA and ATONEMENT:
A PSYCHOANALYTICAL READING OF THE CROSS

5.1 Introduction

5.1.1 Review of Previous Chapters

This thesis is defined by a two-fold thrust. First, I wish to show that psychoanalysis is able to illuminate
aspects of Malaysian politics in a fresh way. I want to put psychoanalysis and Malaysia on the same page
and see what helpful results emerge. My broad claim is that the political climate of the country renders an
exploration of the psychoanalytical landscape of the country an urgent endeavor. Secondly, I want to do
something similar with respect to theology; I wish to reap fresh doctrinal insights from psychoanalysis,
which hopefully creates new possibilities towards praxis for Christians in Malaysia.

The above two aims, therefore, define the trajectory of this work. In the light of the first, from the very start,
I have tried to represent the discourse of politics, religion and ethnicity in Malaysia through the discourse
of psychoanalysis. In the introductory chapter, I raised a concern that Malaysian political theologizing
remains at an impasse, unable to transcend the boundaries of the very form of rationality which has been
self-imposed on its public theology and discourse. Through an analysis of key Christian writers and
organisations, I have suggested that Malaysian Christian political discourse and activism are stifled by a
reluctance to be fully immersed in political discourse; it is also over-reliant on the rational and a naivety
with regards to the use of reason in public discourse. Even at this stage, there were already clear avenues
and possibilities in the preceding chapters the Malaysian church could ruminate on, not least within a
theological context. For example, by analysing the contours and coordinates of trauma, and taking a less
naïve view of reason and rational dialogue, perhaps the church could get to the real and often unspoken
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motivations and affects impacting a certain political group’s actions. By naming political fantasies for the
injustice they serve as an indistinguishable paradigmatic scaffold for, the church can speak and pray in a
manner more resonant of the ‘powers and principalities’ warned of in the New Testament (Ephesians 6:12).
Malaysian churches need to step out of the consoling familiarity of the conscious and reasonable, and begin
wading (albeit discomfortingly but necessarily) into the mystery of the unconscious, the repressed and the
traumatic.

To recap the progress of the thesis thus far, chapters one to four represent my attempts to read some of the
key issues in Malaysian politics through a psychoanalytical lens. I argue that neurosis, psychosis and
perversion are helpful categories with which to comprehend the behaviour of certain political groups. I
argued that key segments of the ruling regime are afflicted with fetishistic disavowals, which is to say that
instead of dealing squarely with the truth of the problems the country is facing, Malaysia’s leaders instead
conceal and disavow them. More pertinently, as I showed in chapter three, ontological trauma may be a
more robust factor towards understanding ethnicity and the political strife generated by inter-ethnic conflicts
or controversies. The theme of trauma was also present in chapter four where I argued that a mode of protest
whose character reflects the ‘feminine’ jouissance of transparency and openness can undermine a regime
dominated by the ‘masculine’ superego obscenity and arrogance. I have also suggested that a good recent
example of such activism is the coalition for clean elections, Bersih.

In a sense, the above issues conclude the first of this thesis’ objective, that is, to read some of the most
heated socio-political issues in Malaysia through a psychoanalytical grid. The first four chapters thus
encapsulate my response to my first research question: How can psychoanalysis illuminate the Malaysian
socio-political situation?
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5.1.2 Outline of Forthcoming Chapters

Chapters five and six will take on the second objective of this thesis which is the overall task of
reconceptualising theology via a psychoanalytical framework. I begin by providing an overview of the
present state of political theology. My aim over these two chapters is to construct a political theology which
is both Christological to its core yet which appeals to those not within the Christian community.

I hope to do so by, first, offering a critique of two major schools of political theological thought, that of
radical orthodoxy and (what I call) the ‘weak trans-immanence’ 207 perspective, arguing that one lacks an
openness to those outside the Christian faith whilst the other, though potentially attractive even to atheists,
is barely coherent.

Second, I ask what our views of God, Christ and church would look like if trauma, pain, fantasy and other
facets of the unconscious are given thematic centrality.208 In this fifth chapter, my focus is on how Žižekian
Christology invites a new theory of the atonement (or the saving work of Jesus on the cross). I will elaborate
both Žižek’s Christological views and the reading of atonement on which are in response to radical
orthodoxy and a what I term a ‘weak trans-immanence’ cum nihilistic form of atheology, and also as the
crux of a politics of mercy to challenge what I see as a regime of sacrifice endemic in our world (to be
detailed in the next chapter). The major sections of this chapter therefore consist of the detailing of the
various political theologies in contemporary thought, an introduction to Žižekian Christology, followed by
an argument for a traumatic view of the atonement.
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To be elaborated below, pp.201-205.

Throughout this work, I have used (and will continue to use) ‘Christ’ and ‘Jesus’ interchangeably. Strictly speaking the latter is
the name of the Jewish man whom the early Christian church worshipped as God, whilst the former denotes Jesus’ anointing or the
fact that He (and not someone else) was chosen by God as the Messiah of Israel and the saviour of the world. It is noteworthy that
even the apostle Paul saw no problem with using either reference, often interchangeably and sometimes together, as in, ‘Christ
Jesus’ (Hurtado 2003, pp. 98-101)
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Finally, chapter six seeks to flesh out the community and ecclesiological implications of a theological
revolving around ontological and divine trauma. The main thrust of this concluding chapter will be to
propose a political theology of mercy which serves as a quasi-basis for solidarity and also opposes the
ideology and mentality of sacrifice upon which much political thought is based. I claim that this is a model
of theology which the world can embrace and the church serve as fore-runner for. I will also discuss what
it means for the church to be a church in the light of divine pain and suffering I conclude by arguing that
Christians must take even more seriously the command to love our enemies as the crucial performative
which serves as both as the means and the end of politics, that is, to unite friend and enemy together in a
traumatic jouissance of healing love, that is, an aching pain-in-pleasure which heals the community via
compassion and sacrifice.

This work began with the Malaysian church and proceeded along paths marked by psychoanalysis,
philosophy and, most importantly, the socio-political arena of the country. It is now time to reexamine
theology proper in order to apply and extend the insights and ideas already elucidated.
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5.2 Theologies of Excess, Atheologies of Lack

5.2.1 Outline of Section

It is common to hear preachers tell their congregations to avoid two kinds of extremes. One is the problem
of being so ‘heavenly-minded’, that one becomes of no good or use in the world. The other extreme is, of
course, that of outright hedonism or secularism in which all Christian values and principles are denied. The
challenge, as always, is to maintain a healthy balance between being a blessing to the community whilst
remaining firm on principles derived from the faith. My wager here is that political theology faces a similar
standoff between two primary models, one which (virtually) expects the world to be entirely Christian
without which progress is impossible and another which can remain barely coherent let alone bear any
resemblance to Christian thinking.

I will begin by briefly introducing political theology, highlighting some salient models and prevailing ideas.
I will then present and interrogate what I see as two dominant schools of thought in juxtaposing the political
and theology. I will argue that what one perspective, radical orthodoxy, gains in terms of Christian creedal
exactitude, also suffers in terms of relevance and access to those outside the Christian community. Likewise,
the work of thinkers like John Caputo and Clayton Crockett may possess the benefit of opening up political
theology to include even atheists (or those less comfortable with subscribing to Christian dogma) but
nevertheless lack conceptual coherence. In contrast to such schools of thought, I hope to present a political
theology based on a modified Žižekian Christology which embraces forgiveness at its core.209

From the outset, I stress that my use of the term ‘political theology’ denotes less a discussion about politics
in the context of the Christian theology and more a discourse on the ontological structures and

It is interesting to see Adam Kotsko (2008) also dividing theological responses to Žižek’s theological perspective according to
radical orthodoxy and thinkers like Caputo and Crockett (pp. 133-140), something I noticed only after deciding on my own division.
209
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metanarratives shaping human existence (Brittain 2010, p. 44). This chapter is rooted firmly in the latter
conception in that issues no longer primarily concern ‘how a Christian should behave in politics’ but rather
how the theological and the political interact, overlap, complement and critique each other. Thus, I hope to
interrogate theologies and atheologies in the light of their readings and offerings about political
emancipation, not least from the ravages of today’s neo-liberal free-market system.

5.2.2 Introducing Contemporary Political Theology

The fusion of Church and political concerns (not least any relationship with the state) is neither conceptually
unfussy nor theologically problem-free. Michael Kirwan (2006) outlines half a dozen models of what he
terms the ‘political Church’. These include the church as derivative of and in continuity with Israel, as
moment of socio-critical freedom, as ideal speech community, as public agent in civil society, as city on a
hill, as alternative (Eucharist) performance (pp.180-187). More critically, Luke Bretherton (2010) sees a
danger in that churches could:1) degenerate into a locus of (yet another) identity politics or 2) become
merely another client under the state’s patronage or 3) reduce the Gospel to nothing more than another
product in the religious marketplace; in sum, the church could fall prey to competition, co-option or
commodification (pp.1-2).

In the worst-case scenario, the (largely Western) church could ultimately be in service to Capitalism via the
underwriting of military conquests and the absorbing of spiritual pride and emotionalism for the sake of
recruiting souls to heaven, thereby creating ‘spiritual slaves’ ideally prepared to ensure the system’s
excesses (Milbank 2010, pp. 28-30; Ward 2005b, pp. 327-338). In this vein, Milbank (2010) warns against
an uncritical belief in the reemergence of religion; he sees in extreme versions of mission and evangelism
nothing less than a double mutation of both capitalism and Protestant Christianity, ensuring the mutual
functionality of both for each other (p. 32). In the context of churches in Kuala Lumpur, Chris Huebner
(2005) reported that he sensed, ‘a certain tendency to speak of receiving one another in a way that often
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sounded like the kind of non-interruptive tolerance that is characteristic of global capitalism’ (p. 378). This
was in contrast to the form of ‘radical ecumenism’ he proposes which challenges ecumenical strategies of a
sentimentalist and self-legitimating nature (p. 379). In effect, churches are in danger of complementing and
reproducing the essential ingredients of modern consumerism (Dean 2009, p. 60).210

To address such issues, political theology finds itself at an impasse between those which trumpet traditional
views of divine surplus and transcendence (a view encapsulated in the movement known as radical
orthodoxy), and nihilistic a-theologies which deconstruct faith and the divine to a barely coherent point (the
weak trans-immanence approach). What follows, then, is a presentation of radical orthodoxy which I claim
draws on the idea of divine gift and surplus. I will later compare these against more heterodox theologies
which rely on negativity and lack. I will outline the key tenets of both these models and subject them to a
rigorous critique. Navigating between an impossible demand for creedal agreement and an unreasonable
desire for the impossible, I claim that neither a tradition-tied orthodoxy (even if termed ‘radical’) nor hypermodern nihilistic atheology will suffice to challenge a bio-political system increasingly in cahoots with
organized religion.

A viable political theology, in my view, necessarily lies in an ex-timate (in other words, both external yet
intimate) position between these two broad categories. It is in and between the interstices of excess and lack,
where forgiving love and suffering brokenness reign, that political theologizing may speak forcefully and
fruitfully against today’s bio-politics and the structural violence it promotes (Žižek 2008, pp.1-3). Such a
theology will be more properly the subject of this chapter. But before that, it is apt to peer deeper into both
radical orthodoxy and models which embody its anti-thesis.
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Graham Ward (2005b), however, adds the important caveat that theological discourse (and, by extension, faith-communities)
cannot escape the commodification produced and endorsed by the system, but doesn’t have to. The point, rather, is to ‘produce
forms of the circulation of commodities and the reification of persons that critique and resist the social and cultural effects of
rampant capitalism’ (p. 338). In other words, the best position from which the church can offer both critique and redemption to the
world is rights in the midst of its philosophy and institutions.
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5.2.3 Radical Orthodoxy: Excess in Isolation?

In essence, the radical orthodoxy movement seeks a return to Christian patristic and medieval roots which,
when coupled with a proper critical navigation of post-modern themes, will generate a more richly rational
and coherent theological discourse thereby reinstating theology itself as the determinant and frame of all
other discourses (Milbank, Ward & Pickstock 1999, pp.1-3). Radical orthodox thinkers fear that other
discourses will ‘define a zone apart from God, grounded in literally nothing’ (Milbank, Ward & Pickstock
1999, p. 3). The ontological violence detected within all critical theory from Nietzsche to Derrida is the root
of all such nihilistic philosophies which assume no metaphysical foundations yet which arbitrarily adopt
themselves as their own grounding (Long 2003, pp. 128-130); radical orthodoxy seeks to denounce as
duplicitous those views which reject dogmatism in name of a priori held conditions of knowledge, a position
itself dogmatically held (Long 2003, p. 128).

In other words, the movement targets all philosophies and movements which reject a transcendent grounding
and, instead, posit either some immanent ‘neutral’ starting-point or revel in its own groundlessness
(Shakespeare 2000, p. 163); radical orthodoxy turns the post-modern turn towards suspicion of
metanarratives on itself, staking its claim on the necessity of the mediation of signs and symbols which in
turn which require participation in (their view of) the divine (Shakespeare 2000, p. 164). They seek to
reinstate the originary peace and excess which they view these anti-theologies to have illegitimately usurped
and paraded as their own excess of desire, meaning, signification and so on.

In the context of discipleship and theologizing, radical orthodoxy seeks to re-infuse Christian tradition back
into contemporary culture by, among other things, unmasking and exposing the distortions of a highly
secularized age. According to Graham Ward (2009), Christians are to ‘perform’ the Christian Gospel in
every social and cultural engagement thereby extending the public role of religion in the elaboration of new
political, social and cultural futures (p. 166). This ‘post-secular’ trajectory (in which religion acquires
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greater visibility and influence due to globalisation) complements the phenomenon of post-materialism,
defined as a transformation of values from subsistence concerns (like food, security, etc.) to quality-of-life
issues like human rights, liberty, community, the environment and so on (Ward 2009, p. 81). Ward’s (2009)
concern is to wed post-materialism to Christian political discipleship, to insinuate the church as the bearer
of a politics of redemption, one rooted and belonging in and to Christ (pp. 245-260).

The Church, according to radical orthodoxy, must reclaim the rightful soteriology which the state has
usurped via its telling of foundational stories of conflict, the resolution of which requires the founding of
the state itself (Cavanaugh 1999, p. 182; Bell, Jr. 2004, pp. 425-428). Modern notions of sovereignty,
especially of the nation-state, are thus viewed as a secularization of an originally theological concept of
divine authority and domain (Milbank 2010, p. 28). Extending this logic from local state to global empire,
one could say that the Church is the true polis parodied by empire (Davis & Riches 2005, p. 32). The vision
of radical orthodox, in this light, involves a restoration of an original divine order, one copied and corrupted
by Man and his systems.

But what is the nature of this new way of being? John Milbank (2010) describes the new economy and
hierarchy of God as one in which, ‘(the) most hierarchical rule is supreme precisely by virtue of its greater
degree of kenosis; to attend to particular needs is truly to receive a gift from the seemingly purely needy
themselves’ (p. 64). This represents a full-blown reworking, if not redefinition, of sovereignty and social
equality, now repackaged around a reversal of traditional hierarchical routes of giving. Radical orthodoxy
offers us, via the perils of suffering and sacrifice, the idea of something totally new, the promise of a politics
of resurrection. This denotes a disclosure of what John Milbank (2010) terms a, “‘More original life’ – the
return or re-emergence of a pre-fallen “Edenic” existence without death that has now been restored in its
original possibility…by enduring it to the end…(and nurturing) a transcendental being-as-gift, an everrenewable auto-generating pneumatic life that gratuitously renews and redistributes the good’ (pp. 42-45).
I wish to emphasize in these quotes the key dimensions of surplus and divine abundance. Modern-day
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capitalism, a repressive and usurping system predicated on scarcity and unsatisfied (yet swelling) desire is
here challenged by one begotten from a divine over-flowing of gift, giving and fulfilment.

Again, the present fallen world is gently and redemptively invaded by another one. The incarnation of the
Son of God models a form of salvation in which the divine enters into human brokenness, takes over, and
then emancipates it. The abysmal lack within humanity is more than sufficiently met by the bountiful
goodness and being of the God-Man Jesus Christ. As a platform for a theo-political approach, radical
orthodoxy promises much. Nevertheless, some key problems remain inadequately addressed. It is to these
that I now turn.

5.2.3.1 A Critique of Radical Orthodoxy

The value of radical orthodoxy is its audacity and all-encompassing vision to contest dehumanizing systems
by proffering a grand alternative. Among other things, this alternative mode of being involves a radical form
of sovereignty which entails submitting to an alternative rulership. There is a redemptive excess which,
when worked into viable political or cultural programs by believing subjects, unleashes a nascent
transcendent which helps the existing order transcend its constitutive boundaries. Only the Christian
absolute reconciles the universal and particular via Christ’s incarnation into the material order (Blond 2005,
p. 445); only a truly Christian ontology can produce social transformation (Blond 2005, p. 442).

Unfortunately, therein lies its biggest weakness. For example, Davis and Riches (2005) requires that subjects
recognize and embrace the Event, the occasion of repentance or metanoia which itself is formative of the
subject (pp. 26-27); subjects must be included to the Church (p. 28). This largely restricts this perspective
to Christians of a particular orthodox persuasion. They also state that, ‘Metanoia as a politic is the
community of the Grail striving to be in Christ in a manner bringing harmony in real non-collapsible
difference…that unfolds in peace’ (p.36). This position, whilst commendable as a meditation on
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ecclesiology, nevertheless renders the attainment of social peace dependent on a majority of people adhering
to a specific creedal confession. If Christians of a specific conviction are not in control of governance, there
can be no real social peace.

A similar problem is also hinted at in the work of Daniel Bell, Jr. who sees Christ’s sacrifice as a catalyst
that unfolds a truly empire-challenging political ontology. The atonement of Christ, according to Bell, Jr.
(2005), arrests the infinity of debt occasioned by Capitalist system deformed by desire and madness (pp.
205-218). Critically, though, Bell, Jr also asserts that the only way that capitalism can be defeated─in other
words, the only way that political theology can prove triumphant over the global financial system─is for
subjects to embrace the gift given in Christ (p. 222). Thus, kerygymatic confession is made mandatory
without which it is not clear that a viable political activism can take root. ‘Beyond capital there is
plenitude…beyond judgment, peace. At that altar of God…we behold the true sacrifice – the Lamb of God
who takes away the sin of the word’ (Bell, Jr. 2005, pp. 223-224). It would appear there is no redemptive
alternative for capitalist subjects other than the act of ‘beholding the Lamb of God’.

Likewise, Kenneth Surin (2009), who does not necessarily deny the category of divinity, has noted that the
promise of radical orthodox itself hinges on a prior commitment to the ontology of a pre-established
harmony, that is, a Platonic assumption that an originating power has not committed violence towards its
derivative analogates; the creator is utterly benevolent towards what was created (p. 230) He claims that
radical orthodoxy’s discourse, which posits itself as the only metaphysical program which can affirm
difference qua difference without the need for ontological violence, has taken for granted a doctrine which
is hardly self-evident. These doctrines apparently require universal assent for operational validity. For, if
not everybody─not least those in power─is Christian or sufficiently ‘Christianized’ (or feels constrained by
the faith’s dogmas of peaceable-ness), then logically there will be no liberation (Surin 2009, p. 231).211

Oliver O’Donovan (1996) even asserts that a true political theology cannot exclude government from evangelical obedience (pp.
245-246). He notes that politics is self-consciously formed thus a polis created sans recognition of the Godhead would lack moral
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In sum, we may seriously question the political efficacy of a movement which requires the very ideals of
emancipation (i.e. a universal society of peace and justice) as its own precondition. Milbank (2010) even
ties the possibility of a project of human social justice to the arrival (however obscure) of an eternal
resurrected humanity (p.73). This sounds, at best, like an abstract program for only the kerygmatically
convicted or, at worst, a cruelly inaccessible fantasy (Caputo 2013, p. 143).

Without denying that thinkers like Ward and Milbank see value in the work of non-Christian writers and
people working in non-religious or non-philosophical circles, the strong antagonism they set forth between
genuine Christian theology and everything else is undeniable. The near-phobic rejection of anything not
already within their own bounds hardly promotes anything like constructive exploration, least of all with
thinkers of other traditions. Also, such a formulation of political theology effectively rejects the political
from its operational repertoire, especially if we understand the latter term as the very dimension of
antagonism and strife residing within human relations and communities (Mouffe 2000, p. 101).

5.2.3.2 Summary

Radical orthodoxy entails a re-occupation of secular spaces by traditional faith-based performances. The
ground of capitalist bio-political excess is threatened by an Other greater than itself, one which promises
new being, a more authentic gifting and an end to the destructive spiral of desire and despair. This
undoubtedly sounds appealing (if somewhat militant) but there are many who would prefer a less
confrontational and dualistic approach. To risk over-simplification, radical orthodoxy in my view represents
a transcendent clash between capitalist deficiency-in-excess and Christological excess-in-sufficiency.

self-awareness and, ‘(to) deny political authority obedience to Christ is implicitly to deny that obedience to society, too’ (p. 246). It
would appear that either those inclined towards this form of political theology envision a fully Christian world or no hopeful
alternative whatsoever.
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Radical orthodoxy is undeniably about divine excess but it may be cautiously said, it could lead to a pseudomonastic form of excess-in-isolation. I now examine at another model of political theology located, indeed,
at the opposite spectrum of radical orthodoxy.

5.2.4 Weak Trans-Immanence Atheology: Subtle, Profound and Surd

If the form of eschatological imperative represented by radical orthodoxy could be termed ‘strong’ forms of
political theology, the a/theological models I discuss now revolve around a faith which can be described
(albeit subversively so) as ‘weak’. These latter perspectives tend to reject the overtly transcendent as a
superior basis of emancipation and propose instead a ‘powerless power’, a subtle strength in real weakness,
one not grounded in any metaphysical or essentialist gestures but instead draws power from the messy
interstices of both transcendent and immanent domains, (Critchley 2012, p. 163; Taylor 2011, pp. 117-134),
hence the label ‘weak trans-immanence’.

John Caputo (2011) declares that the name of God moves within and emerges from weak messianic forces,
not unlike remembering the dead or in forgiving the unforgivable (instead of getting even) or in loving one’s
enemies (rather than hating back) or in mercy, hospitality and ‘saying yes in the face of bottomless despair’
(pp. 52-53). He (2006) also explains God’s ‘weak force’ as the laying of a claim upon us, yet not the way a
sovereign power does via over-powering, but rather like a summons that calls, provokes, incites, invites i.e.
‘a promise that awakens our love’ (p. 38). Simon Critchley (2012) elaborates such an understanding of faith
as a call to conscience. For him, the call is one towards authenticity; it is without information but yet is full
of surprise, often against expectations and sometimes against our will (pp. 185-186). It is a call that solicits
and disturbs, thereby approximating an event that, ‘adds a level of signification, meaning, provocation and
solicitation to what is there, that makes it impossible for the world…to consolidate, to close in upon itself’
(Caputo 2006, p. 39).

201

All this entails a faith in the immanent, a faith constituted by silence, alienation and nothingness (Critchley
2012, p. 187). Yet, as nihilistic as this sounds, Critchley (2012) insists that assuming the call must result in
tragic-comic action which itself requires an acknowledgement of weakness, the kind of action for which it
would be true to say that, ‘Its strength is its weakness’ (p. 194, emphasis in the original). One may
immediately think here of a deity incarnating himself into human flesh and allowing himself to be tortured
and executed as a means of redeeming the human race; would not such an act call into question our core
understanding of, among other things, divinity and redemption?

Caputo (2011) asks, ‘Suppose God does not belong to the order of effective power at all, neither transcendent
nor immanent, but to an-other order, that of the event, as a kind of teeming of the event, or boiling of the
virtual?’ (p.53). He (2013) see this kind of theology as being structurally exposed to the future, to surprise,
to what is coming, the coming of the future (p. 5); coming as almost an ontological category if not for the
fact that Caputo himself seems to rebel against the very category of ‘ontology’ if it implies even a semblance
of certainty. He prefers to talk about the uncertainty of ‘perhaps’ which does not denote a defect nor a failure
to attain certainty but it is (in fact) a release from the rule of the certain (p. 6).

This move is paralleled by, among others, Mark Taylor (2011) who follows Jean-Luc Nancy in employing
the term ‘trans-immanence’ to denote a disjunctive crossing of transcendence and immanence, a doing away
with the very bi-polarity itself, resulting in surprising new events which liberate new singularities (pp.117134) and are full of ‘shocks of recognition, of knowing marked by various kinds of intensification, not just
erasure and vertigo, but also surprise, wonder, joy, poignancy, anguish, melancholy, rage’ (p. 131). Taylor
(2011) ultimately proposes the arts as a political force for change, trans-immanental world-making and as
the site of the theological (pp. 134-158). 212
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Art is, of course, not the exclusive tool of emancipatory politics. Terry Eagleton (2005) has noted how tragic art has been used
to sustain political power since the time of Aristotle, that is, tragedy has been deployed as a kind of ‘public therapy for a citizenry
in danger of emotional flabbiness’ (pp. 15-16).
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Similarly, Clayton Crockett (2011) affirms the notion of nomos, an unconscious law (beyond legislation,
statutes and conceptual thought) which contributes to the interrupting, irrupting and breaking apart of reified
oppressive structures which control and exploit people, or what is known in Deleuzian studies as deterritorialization (pp. 123-124). Crockett posits the event as the primary hermeneutic for rethinking
liberation, a potential virtual always-nascent reshaping and restructuring of present theo-political systems;
thinking the event is a way that theological discourse can embody the ‘plasticity’ of continuous
transformation, border-crossing and non-duality i.e. the event means creativity and freedom (pp. 126-159).
Faith, in this reading, means rejecting belief in propositional ‘either-or’ terms and giving up certainty
altogether; paradoxically, it entails believing in a permanent quasi-posture of non-belief to produce, unravel
and re-create ever-changing forms of new beliefs.

This refusal of transcendence is further echoed by Ernesto Laclau (2005) in his notion of a ‘failed
transcendence’, his term for a constitutive lack around which society is organized, the presence of an
absence which infuses the terrain for political action (pp. 243-244). Such a perspective is also mirrored in
Andrea Hurst’s (2008) view of the ‘quasi-transcendental’ (a phrase she used to describe Lacanian and
Derridean thought) which she claims is, ‘parasitic upon the transcendental paradigm even as it ruins it’ (p.
8, emphasis added). Cryptically, Hurst adds that in such thinking, ‘There is no restituting return from the
paradoxical state of being to an ancient beginning, and no remedy in a projected ideal,’ virtually the antithesis of the name and theory of radical orthodoxy itself (p. 8).

5.2.4.1 A Critique of the Weak Trans-Immanence Position

The position expounded above may come across to some as a more refreshing and revitalizing alternative
to more traditional conceptions of God. Nevertheless, there are noteworthy reservations. The weak transimmanent or anti-essentialist turn of faith is not without a political voice yet, crucially, it is almost by
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definition on the negative side of both the capitalist regime and other more essentialising worldviews. Like
a positive cancer, it fights both systems (the market and the dogmatic) but cannot live without both. Its
power is wholly destructive and whilst doubtless it has democratic emancipation in mind, such atheologies
cannot successfully defend their own paradigmatic primacy or necessity vis-à-vis opposing models, thereby
running the risk of self-refutation.

For example, Clayton Crockett (2011) declares the need for a radically new kind of democracy which is
both potential yet also a new kind of freedom; whilst celebrating the death of God, it nevertheless is not
nihilistic but instead affirms life under the conditions of reality and materiality (pp.164-165). Whatever this
new form of democracy is, it would be improper (if not inconsistent) to think of it as in any way realizable
- this would violate its nature of potentiality and impinge on that ‘freedom’ which requires the doing away
of any hint of the transcendent yet, nevertheless, is utterly real and material.

In other words, the new kind of freedom and democracy proposed by this group of thinkers must largely
remain impossible yet actual. Given Crockett’s (2011) endorsement of ‘plastic’ forms of thinking─which
rejects either-or conclusions and also promises to go ‘beyond’ deconstruction (p. 158)─it would appear that
Crockett is here employing an incoherent method─plasticity─to derive a conceptually unattainable
objective, that is, radical democracy. If there are no firm conclusions or actualizable objectives, what is the
value of political thought? There is something undeniably profound yet disturbingly absurd about such a
perspective. It may even be described as a commitment to being non-committed.

In a similar vein John Caputo (2006) highlights that for the messianic ‘democracy to come’, the ‘to come’
is the more important term; we are called to value the surprise and unpredictability of the event as opposed
to the event itself, let alone be concerned about conceptualizing or working with whatever will be realized
(p. 292). This may appear insightful but in practical terms it is akin to telling the hungry to treasure the
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expectancy related to the meal (which may or may not materialize) more than the meal itself, which is─to
put it crudely─rather like admonishing starving people to take pleasure in their hunger.

There is a superficial similarity here with the psychoanalytical dictum that subjects are to privilege loss as
a source of enjoyment (McGowan 2013, p. 32). This is to say that desire is inseparable from enjoyment and
loss, both of which are inherent to desire. In other words, enjoyment is another name for an experience of
loss which creates desire.

Psychoanalysis claims, not without basis, that to enjoy something is simply another way of experiencing a
form of loss. Thinkers like Caputo and Critchley, on the other hand, talk about an utopia which in principle
can never arrive and endorses the act of waiting without, critically, associating such longing with pleasure.
Psychoanalysis equates enjoyment with loss as two sides of the same conceptual coin; deconstruction rejects
entirely the concept of realizable enjoyment. Justice can never arrive because its very conception (or even
any attempt at conceptualization) would render it faulty. For writers within the weak trans-immanent locus
(and other models privileging sheer negativity and conceptual rejection as a political stance), therefore, the
very formulation of an answer to injustice would render the answer contaminated with the quandaries of
logical thought and thus subject to deconstruction and the constitutive instability it entails. The finite
legality, systems and ‘messiness’ of the political appears overly mundane for the infinite and indeconstructible justice demanded by the ethical (Eagleton 2009, pp. 247-252). Whilst harsh, and perhaps
simplified, my verdict on this view would be that indecision and paralysis is the logical result (Surin 2009,
pp. 173-177).213
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Whilst I have emphasized the conceptual incoherencies of the line of thought, others have also noted the irony of atheistic
thinkers who seek a religious ‘supplement’ to the political. Maybe instead of merely acknowledging the affinities between secular
and religious notions of justice, faith, hope and so on, such thinkers (which certainly include Žižek, whose position I will critique
below) should perhaps consider the dis-ingenuity of seeking to take everything from religious faith except its doctrinal substance
(Eagleton 2014, pp. 203-207).
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5.2.5 Conclusion

The field of political theology is broadly dominated by radical orthodoxy and what I have labelled as weak
trans-immanence thought. At the very least, I argue that these two schools can serve as an oppositional
binary within which a more balanced and useful perspective can be constructed. In the next section, I wish
to precisely work within these two extremes. I want to negotiate the Charybdis of a bountiful surplus which
begs the question of its acceptance, and the Scylla of an incoherent and (literally) absurd lack. How can we
construct a theo-political model which recognizes the naivety of traditional essentialism without begetting
nihilism, one in which ideas of authentic democracy and justice are neither exclusive and specific to a faithcommunity nor unintelligibly evanescent?

I propose that such a maneuver is assisted by leaning on traditional Christianity’s radical dimension of
forgiveness and reconciliation both of which, however, as refracted through the form of political a/theology
proposed by Žižek. It is to such a fresh amalgamation of perspectives that I now turn.
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5.3 Excursus on the Dialectical Christ

5.3.1 Political Theology Between Surplus and Lack

A viable political theology demands universality. There is something irreducibly normative about sustaining
relations between communities and pursuing justice. Radical orthodoxy, by insulating itself inside a
‘positive’ tradition or creed over against a ‘negative’ secular wasteland, renders itself inefficacious and,
despite the best intentions of its erudite writers, almost non-incarnational. The weak trans-immanence
atheologians, on the other hand, by removing tradition and positing a faith without an object, and a justice
without the possibility of realisation, render their project (quite literally) unthinkable. We thus have a selfconsciously Christian political theory which sets forth a practically inaccessible norm matched by an openly
post-Christian trajectory which declares the impossibility of all norms.

Instead, I argue that we require a political theology which is broadly normative yet irrevocably
Christological. I argue that we need a political theology which appeals even to those outside the Christian
faith yet, naturally, which can and should be primarily embodied in the behaviour of the church. The
‘kingdom of priests’ that the church is called to be (1 Peter 2:9, Revelations 5:10) implies that Christians
are to be a source of blessing to outsiders, without requiring the outsiders to become part of this same
kingdom (Miller).214 A Christian political theology which cannot be appropriated by non-Christians would,
I claim, miss the mark in this context. In the light of these two criteria─that is, both public appropriation
and Christian modeling─it is clear that radical orthodoxy fails in the first and weak trans-immanence fails
in the second.

G.E. Ladd (1972) argues that the term ‘kingdom of priests’ does not denote the church’s mediation between God and the world.
Rather, for believers to be called priests is to say that there is no need for further mediation between us and God (p. 27). I see such
a view as not just unnecessarily restrictive but also overly dismissive of the metaphorical significance of the role of the priests in
the Old Testament as applied to the New. If, for example, direct access to God is all that mattered, then the term ‘priest’ is hardly
required; ‘children’ would suffice. As Wright (2013) contends, ‘Humans are the creatures through whom God had intended
to...reflect his glory into the whole creation...Being in God’s image is both about reflecting God into the world (the purpose) and
about receiving and returning the divine love (the relationship). The two go together. In the book of Revelation this is expressed,
picking up an ancient Jewish idea, in terms of the ‘royal priesthood’ (p. 667).
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207

To correct this imbalance, I will draw on Žižek’s views of Christ’s work on the cross, not least his
appropriation of psychoanalytical concepts to make a theological argument about how the atonement spells
the end of society’s obsessive ties with ideology and a socio-symbolic system predicated on structural
violence. The disintegration of the Big Other during psychoanalytical treatment entails a new beginning for
the personality. Žižek extends this ‘clean slate’ to the political arena not, it must be emphasized, without
concerns from a Christian framework yet nevertheless not without profit either. Such a political theology
drawn from Žižekian categories, contra the weak trans-immanence school, would be centered on a specific
historical event and community with a clear objective, that of forgiveness and suffering ushering in a new
beginning. Yet, contra radical orthodoxy, creedal affirmation and kerygmatic confession will not appear as
limitations.

In this section I will introduce and elaborate Žižek’s Christology, raise what I see are its deepest drawbacks
and then employ it as a scaffold for a traumatic perspective of the Cross. My overall objectives will be to
demonstrate the viability of a psychoanalytical reading of key doctrines of the Christian faith without losing
sight of the category of the political. How can the insights of dialectics and psychoanalysis, despite their
largely atheistic assumptions, profitably translate into Biblical theology? How does Žižek enrich a genuinely
Christian understanding of the work of Christ, not least his work on the Cross? And what ramifications
would these have for political theology and Christian activism? It is to these questions and others that I now
turn.

208

5.3.2 Žižek and Christology

Zižekian Christology is at heart an application of Hegelian dialectical thought towards the work of Christ
on the Cross. What is Hegelian dialectics as read by Žižek? What is its relevance to the event of Christ on
the cross and how does all this reimagined theology connect to political theology?

In brief, Hegelian dialectics (as conceptualised by Žižek) involves a parallax revisioning of an original
situation vis-à-vis its (supposedly) opposing principle, in order to obtain a completely different perspective
(Žižek 2012, pp. 226, 302-303). To use a commercial example, we could take two opposing views:
1) Marketing is full of lies
2) Marketing is about the dissemination of truth.

The dialectical synthesis is to realise that position 2) is nothing other than position 1) in another form. Hence
the following ‘resolution’:
3) Talking about truth is precisely how Marketing lies to the public.

Position 2), in other words, was merely a symptom of position 1). Applying this to Žižekian Christology,
we get the following dialectical positions:
1) God is alive
2) God is dead
3) God (Jesus) died in order that belief in an unconscious God (the Father, also the Big Other which
grounds and guarantees the social order) can be done away with and a new God (the Holy Spirit)
can be fully ‘alive’ in the form of a ‘collective link of love without any support in the Big Other:
The church (Žižek 2012, p. 232)
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According to Žižek, God became incarnated as Man in order to take on the evil of a world, suffer and die,
thus constituting God anew in the form of a human community. The ‘evil’ act of the death of Jesus spurred
the full actualization of God who is now nothing more than a community united by agape love. The suffering
and death of Christ was a radical act which occasioned both the demise of God qua Big Other─that
psychical-communal reference point against which we define ourselves, our values and purposes, and
without which world would disintegrate─and birth of God qua the church.215

Recalling our discussion in chapter one, the Big Other itself can also be seen as a proxy for ideology, as per
Žižek’s (1991) use of Christopher Hitchens’ definition of the latter term: mass delusion is the only thing
that keeps people sane. Within a psychoanalytical context, this refers (again) to the fetishistic split at the
heart of ideological hegemony:

(Individuals) transpose their belief on to the big Other (embodied in the collective), which therefore
believes in their place – individuals thus remain sane qua individuals, maintaining the distance
towards the big Other of the official discourse. It is not only direct identification with the ideological
‘delusion’ which would drive individuals insane, but also the suspension of their (disavowed,
displaced) belief. In other words, if individuals were deprived of this belief (projected on to the big
Other), they would have to jump in and directly assume the belief themselves (p. lxx).

In other words, we are constituted within a domain of theatricality and inter-dependence which supply the
coordinates of our very socio-cultural existence, the ultimate ideological support for our alienated selves.
This is to say that human society, prior to Christ, lived within a social symbolic network of norms, meaning
and values. Enter Christ as the penultimate phase of a grand dialectical process beginning with Judaism;
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This bizarre form of dialectics may also be detected in Christian salvific discourse in which a previously unbelieving nonChristian individual, after going through the rites of conversion and baptism, could be said to ‘always have been chosen by God’
since even before his birth. In other words, his decision to become a Christ-believer is something which virtually transforms his
past.
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Christ’s incarnation throws the pagan world out of bounds─precisely not by defeating radical evil but by
introducing it into the world─thereby disrupting the complacent stability of accepted convention and
destabilizing the Big Other (Žižek 2012, pp.107-108). What Christ performed with his sacrifice and death,
therefore, is to encourage a Hitchens-isque ‘insanity’ so a new social order may arise.

In sum, the work of atonement is not unlike the work of revolution. Mass communal bondage to an
unconscious overarching frame, the Big Other, must be broken. The slate must be wiped clean, so subjects
can not only reconfigure their own meanings and values, they will also be able to (retroactively) see these
new coordinates as present and defining from the very start.

Christ is a ‘vanishing mediator’ between, ‘the substantial transcendent God-in-itself and God qua virtual
spiritual community’ (Žižek 2009a, p.29). This is to say that Christ inaugurated a new order,216 a new way
of thinking and living shorn of dependence on the virtual spectral component of the Big Other,217 almost
literally a ‘new creation’, yet one which first necessitated an act of ‘evil’.218 For Žižek (2000) the Christian
‘new creation’ is a proxy for political revolution. Redemption in both the theology and political sense
denotes sublimation, that is, the act of ‘erasing the traces of one’s past…beginning afresh from a zero-point,
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In the next section I discuss what I claim was fundamentally problematic about the old order and how Christ overcame it, pp.
219-229.
Žižek (2012) controversially asserts that the Holy Ghost, ‘is not the big Other surviving as the spirit of the community after the
death of the substantial God, but a collective link of love without any support in the big Other. Therein resides the properly Hegelian
paradox of the death of God: if God dies directly, as God, he survives as the virtualized big Other; only if he dies in the guise of
Christ, his earthly embodiment, does he also disintegrate as the big Other’ (p. 232, emphasis and italics added).
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Despite the quotation marks around the word evil, it’s clear that Žižek has in mind a categorical ontological (or pre-ontological)
evil or nothingness or un-thingness that ‘exists’ primordially. Žižekian atheology rejects the existence of a personal god which preexists a movement from the void of an impersonal God-ness or, even more radically, a void of Un-God or Nothingness. Žižek, in a
creative reading of Meister Eckhart’s mystical theology, reads Evil to be the constitution of actuality beyond the pure potentiality
of the Void, with the Incarnation subsequently being the critical move that goes beyond evil. In other words, in the beginning there
was Nothing, then there was God-Self─a move constituted by ‘a gesture of supreme egotism, of withdrawing from reality and
reducing oneself to the punctuality of Self’ (Žižek 2009a, p. 37; Žižek 2006, p. 183)─followed by the Incarnation of Christ in which
God was fully actualized; ‘It is precisely because God is an enigma also in and for himself, because he has an unfathomable
Otherness in himself, that Christ had to emerge to reveal God not only to humanity, but to God himself─it is only through Christ
that God fully actualizes himself as God’ (Žižek 2009a, p. 38, emphasis added). In a later book, however, Žižek appears to have
moderated his claim of ontological divine evil; now, radical acts of God merely have to appear as ‘evil’ in order to destabilize the
pre-existing system, the dialectical trajectory being that true Good only emerges in the space cleared away by evil (2012, p. 107).
218
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consequently, there is also a terrifying violence at work…that of the death drive, of the radical ‘wiping the
slate clean’ as the condition of the New Beginning’ (p. 118).

We could argue, therefore, that a radical and effective political theology must have both reconstitution and
redefinition─a wiping clean of the slate─as its ultimate goal. This is to say, as per Žižek’s view of Christ’s
work cancelling the Big Other, we aim to revolutionize the way we think of the world, its values, standards,
priorities─what the very idea of ‘world’ even means. Comparing the work of Christ to the end of
psychoanalytical treatment, Žižek (2003) notes that, ‘(the) treatment is over when the patient accepts the
non-existence of the big Other. The ideal addressee of our speech, the ideal listener, is the psychoanalyst,
the very opposite of the Master-figure that guarantees meaning; what happens at the end of the analysis…is
that the patient accepts the absence of such a guarantee’ (pp. 169-170).

In a word, for Žižek, dis-believing in the existence of a metaphysical God who was the ground of all meaning
and values is the ultimate end that Christ sought to bring his followers towards.219 Naturally, I do not wish
to follow Žižek’s conclusions entirely here.220 I do, however, wish to adopt the form which Žižek’s version
of redemption takes, that is, a foundational overhauling or ‘wiping clean’ of the slate of sin so a fresh start
may be had; such a process taken on by a ‘vanishing mediator’ which stands in between the old and the
new.221 This, in essence, is Žižekian Christology. It is a process which begins with the undermining of our
entire symbolic framework of existence and ends with the creation of a completely new one, a process which
I now argue is embodied traumatically in the work of Christ on the Cross.
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This is clearly a conclusion John Caputo upholds as well and is a point of convergence between his mode of a-theologizing and
Žižek’s views.
I will respond to some of the more problematic of Žižek’s conclusions below, not least his reduction of the Holy Spirit with the
church community itself which implies that the early church did not themselves believe in the existence of God!
220

It is noteworthy that this relatively short section on Žižek, dialectics and Christology also bridges the gap between two large
sections of my thesis. Without realizing it, I seem to have written something which could also be labeled a ‘vanishing mediator’.
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5.4 The Traumatic Atonement

5.4.1 Outline of Section

In the Clint Eastwood movie Gran Torino, the chief protagonist, ex-military man Walt Kowalski, sought to
save a group of minority-residents from the violence perpetuated by a local gang. In the final climactic
scene, Kowalski confronts the gangsters outside their safehouse. Sensing that he would be feared (given his
reputation) Kowalski mimicked violent and threatening gestures and, just before being riddled with bullets,
he pretended to pull out a gun. Kowalski’s deception resulted in his death but also in the redemption of the
entire neighbourhood because eventually all the criminals were arrested for killing an innocent old man.
Peace was restored to the community via the sacrifice of one man who ‘offered himself’ up to a violent
domain and in so doing destroyed that domain. Kowalski endured oppression in all its trauma and death, in
order to traumatize oppression away.

Žižek (2003) suggests that the book of Job was probably the first instance whereby discursive strategies
were employed to promote ideology (pp. 127-127). Job’s friends, in presenting all kinds of explanations for
why Job suffered the tragedies he did, were attempting to obscure the trauma of the truth of evil in the world.
Job’s disagreement—and God’s eventual vindication and endorsement of his views over against that of his
friends —demonstrated resilience in the face of such tempting illusions of closure. For Job, he refused to
look away from the void in his pain. He refused to accept glib solutions to the problem and ‘causes’ of his
suffering. It could be thus be argued that every time theology is employed to cover up the reality of trauma,
theology becomes ideological legitimization, which Žižek even likens to a form of Satanic temptation (p.
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183). There is an inexplicability to the universe which brings about gratuitous suffering and which cannot
be rationalized or totalized away; not everything can be given a meaning per se (Žižek 2010, pp. 176-179).222

In this section, I will argue that theology is necessarily a story of trauma. This chapter is premised on the
notion that the modern world more or less mirrors an oppressive system in which grievances, non-fulfilment,
sorrow and repression are locked in a vicious cycle. Both the radical orthodoxy and the atheological
perspectives presented above share at least this axiom in common: The problems the world faces are not
merely contingent but instead reflect a malevolent system. As such, a systematic response or solution is
needed. Some minor tweaking of existing coordinates will not suffice; a ‘revolution’ of sorts is needed.

5.4.2 Trauma and the Christian Faith223

The Christian faith is centered on the historical trauma of the suffering, death and bodily resurrection of
Jesus. Christian theological reflection starts from and eventually relates back to the suffering and death of
Christ (Kotsko 2010, p. 7); for some theologians, the resurrection points back to and affirms the Cross
(Rambo 2011, p. 231). The apostle Paul’s declaration that the Christian pronunciation is essentially ‘Christ
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles’ (1 Corinthians 1:23), indeed,
ontologically entrenches trauma, destabilization and anxiety at the heart of kerygymatic proclamation.
Theology thus proffers a distinct vocabulary to talk about personal and inter-personal wounding and trauma
(Rambo 2011, p. 229) and the Christian community can be said to approximate a traumatic community

Žižek (1991), of course, takes this line of thought further by arguing that the meaningless suffering that Job underwent was a
precursor to the suffering of Jesus except that the gap which separates Man from God is now transposed into God Himself (pp. liii).
See also Pound (2008, pp. 37-38).
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Recall my earlier definition of trauma as the external invasion of, and shock to, a homeostatic unity. In (inter)-personal terms,
trauma names an originary split or wound within the subject (Boothby 2001, pp. 207-208). In the context of the passion of Christ,
the trauma resides not merely in the severe physical suffering caused by crucifixion (or even the intense emotional agony of
anticipating one’s death, as shown in Jesus’ blood-sweat at the garden of Gethsamane prior to his arrest, Luke 22:44) but is also
embodied in the ontological split in the divine Godhead. Suffice to say, from a psychoanalytical perspective, the trauma of Christ
is no mere by-product of more important factors but a fundamental feature to be analysed.
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(Pound 2007, p. xiii). It should be only logical, therefore, that Christian ethical and political action draw
meaning and strength from such an eternal brokenness.

A political theology predicated on trauma begins with the axiom that God is no unmoved mover. He
experiences the pain of sin, suffering and death. Biblical passages like 2 Corinthians 5:21 and Hebrews 2:10
report that God in Christ came face to face with the dark mystery of the severe underside of His own
creation.224 The author of Christian atonement has to confront and absorb into Himself that for which the
world required atoning for, that is, sin in its full and fully severe nothingness and negation. Such a vulnerable
juxtaposition of Being with anti-Being was constitutive of soteriological effectiveness: There was no other
way to effect the salvation of the world other than for God to embrace what is not God. Alan Lewis (2001)
carefully delineates this paradox of a God who takes on death as part of his being and in so doing is given
fully to us yet does not for this reason cease being God; indeed God’s true immutability is revealed in
remaining God whilst being subject to change, condescension, self-humiliation and opposition (p.194).

The view of God to be propounded below, in which God’s very being is continually constituted and
redefined through trauma, opposes theologies whose axiom of the impassability of God rejects in principle
any change in the divine being whatsoever. Theologians who hold to such a view of divine immutability
generally refuse to emphasize the abysmal gap between the death and resurrection of Christ, implying that
for Christ to die is already and immediately for Him to manifest eternal life; ‘the death that the Logos dies
is a showing, within a death-dreaming cosmos, of that utter ecstatic self-giving which is eternal life itself.’
(Milbank 2003, p. 100). Christ’s death, according to Milbank, is nothing more than the manifestation of that
event which is the flip-side of everything opposed to death. In that case, was there really a death at all?
Trauma is thus denied a role, let alone one rooted in ontology.
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There are many works dealing with divine suffering. At least three which I have found helpful are Fretheim (1984), Lewis (2001)
and Pinnock (2001).

215

A key Biblical verse here is Matthew 27:46, where Jesus cries, ‘My God, my God, why has thou forsaken
me?’ Fiddes (1989) notes that the historical forsakenness of Jesus possesses a decisive effect on the doctrine
of the atonement, in that the cross must mean that, ‘the alienation and brokenness of the world enters right
into the relationships that form the being of God’ (p. 57). There is no other God than the one who has
suffered the loss of his son (Fiddes 1989, p. 58). Alan Lewis (2001) even asks us to encounter and reflect
on the increduility of Jesus’ accusation against his father, of God’s abandonment by God, of the fact that
the Son of God has died in company with the godless (pp.54-55).

On the other hand, according to Žižek (1991), the cry of Jesus hints at divine impotence, crystalizing in
verbal form the death of God the Father (p. liii). Jesus’ traumatic cry exposes the trauma truth which, to
reiterate Žižek’s view, gives birth to the Holy Spirit which is the name of the Christian community no longer
holding on to belief in a metaphysical God.225 Such a materialist-dialectical conclusion, unfortunately,
cannot bear the weight of the New Testament evidence for the widespread devotion to and worship of Jesus,
that is, the early church certainly acted and spoke as if they believed he was God and was so within Jewish
creational monotheism,226 and in this sense does not do justice to the self-understanding of the early church.

Žižek (1991) also continues to adopt a strawman device in suggesting that if Jesus truly believed in his
vindication, then this entails that his suffering was merely a spectacle with a guaranteed positive outcome
(p. li). In other words, Jesus’ cry of forsakenness─‘My God, my God, why has thou forsaken
me?’─absolutely must denote a meaningless hopeless death, vindicated only by a dialectical process in
which belief in a metaphysical deity ceases to be replaced by a human community of theological symbolism.
Žižek’s error here, ironically, lies in a misappropriation of the very symbolic excesses and paradoxes he is
so fond of applying elsewhere. Žižek knows above all that meaning does not reside exclusively in the literal

Recall again how, according to Žižek, the ultimate redemptive ‘result’ of Christ’s atoning work is the dissolution of ‘God’ as a
symbolic framework and a creation of a people who live and love without this framework, a people who collectively embody the
Holy Spirit.
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See Hurtado (2003), Wright (1992) and Boyd (2010).

216

and often the sense of words can refer to primarily, and even on occasion entirely, to feelings. Is it not within
the realms of the linguistic order that Jesus’ cry of being forsaken is nothing more than an emotional signifier
for the pain and anguish he feels, especially whilst suffering on a Roman execution device? And is it not
possible that expressions of pain can manifest themselves regardless of what a person truly believes awaits
them in the future? Paul Fiddes (1989) note, too, that Jesus’ forsakenness finally does not depend on the
exact words used (p. 57), a fact which renders Žižek’s argument even more superfluous because
superficial.227

It is thus ironic that the chief proponent of radical orthodoxy, John Milbank (2003), denies that Christ was
truly abandoned (as in Matthew 27:46); it was only an apparent abandonment, not a real one (p.100). In this
vein, Milbank commits the inverse problem which Žižek does; the latter denies the reality of divine ontology
whereas the former rejects the veracity of divine forsakenness. Žižek believes that Jesus saw that he was
always and completely abandoned, whereas Milbank cannot see any abandonment whatsoever. Neither is
willing to contemplate the idea that Christ was genuinely, yet temporarily, abandoned by His Father.

Like Milbank, Gerald Bray (2012) asserts that the cry of Jesus on the cross (Mark 15:24, Matthew 27:46) is
not proof at all of divine abandonment but the very opposite, of victory and praise (pp. 585-586). Bray
concludes that Jesus’ cry was an expression of, ‘a relationship with the Father much deeper than what we
commonly find in most people’ (p. 586). My verdict on Bray’s analysis here is that he is right in what he
affirms but wrong in what he denies. He correctly notes the intensified relationship with God that a verse
like Psalms 22:1 (spoken in a time of great pain) suggests but, crucially, misses the radical possibility qua
mystery that the relationship of Son to Father can be rendered stronger via a fragmentation in their love.
Bray’s (2012) concern to protect both the doctrine of immutability and impassibility (pp. 149-153), two

Žižek (2010) has also claimed, based on the cry of Jesus from the cross, that a part of God did not know what God was doing (p.
175). In my view, this is surely an overstatement. The traumatic cry of the Son of God need only imply the absolute pain of loss of
relationship and by no means suggest a lack of knowledge regarding the Father’s intentions, let alone a contradiction of intentions
between the two Persons of the Trinity.
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axioms derived entirely and dubiously apart from the Gospels, makes it impossible for him to see any value
in divine trauma.

To reiterate my thesis here, Christ’s abandonment by His Father is the traumatic sine qua non which both
expresses the depths of God’s love for the world and realizes His victory over the sacrificial forces unleashed
upon it. A Biblically responsible Christian narrative, whilst never downplaying the mystery of a heavenly
hope, insists that such a hope can be spoken of only within the context of injustice, negativity and despair;
joy and the lordship of Christ takes place in and through sickness, death and sin (Lewis 2001, p. 67).

This is a theology which refuses a strong distinction between glory and shame, between life and death,
perhaps even God and non-God. Christ’s abandonment by God, the very absence of divinity, is constitutive
of God’s resurrection power and presence. Whilst the resurrection of Jesus ensures that his death is not the
last word of his ministry, it cannot be said that death is rendered irrelevant. Lewis (2001) writes that ‘(God
is) present-in-absence, and absent where most present; alive in death, and dead when most creative and lifegiving.’ (p. 87). Christ’s suffering was not merely a problem to be overcome but was the very means through
which he eventually triumphed; death and resurrection belong together, not apart (Lewis 2001, p. 89).

5.4.2.1 Summary

To summarize this sub-section, the atonement is an event constituted and continually defined via trauma
and from here the ontological point cannot be missed:

The cross is an actualization in our history of what is eternally true of God’s nature. If indeed God
suffers in the cross of Jesus in reconciling the world to himself, then there must always be a cross
in the experience of God as he deals with a world which exists over against him (Fiddes 1988, p.
29, emphasis added).
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In other words, God’s very own being cannot be comprehended without factoring in the suffering and death
of Jesus Christ; without Christ’s death there is no Trinity and God can never again be identified as any other
than the God of the crucified Jesus (Lewis 2001, p. 227). God simply should not be safeguarded from
suffering via the preservation of an area of experience in Christ uncontaminated by change and death (Fiddes
1988, p.28). On the contrary, as Graham Ward (2000) notes, the death of Jesus represents the Trinity at its
most extended, with the displacement of Jesus’ body being mapped on to the relations between Father, Son
and Holy Spirit (p.105).228 The ultimate giver of life partook of all that is not life in order to give life to
others. Christ’s suffering and atonement re-constituted the divine Trinitarian ontology without causing a
divergence in the aims of this same Godhead.229

I now examine the focus and workings of the atonement from within a psychoanalytical framework. What
did Jesus’ suffering and death accomplish, exactly? What was the initial problem which required Jesus’
passion and how does the atonement relate to that which it sought to resolve or undo?

5.4.3 A Sacrifice to End Sacrifices

I have argued that the suffering and death of Jesus entails that suffering and death constitute the divine
being. Not only is it Biblically erroneous to deny the impassibility of God, it is also theologically warranted
to assert that God’s being was painfully redefined; ‘The particular event of Jesus Christ…creates a new
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Anthony Thiselton (2007), after a survey of historical and contemporary hermeneutical approaches to the doctrine of atonement,
concludes that, ‘The most fundamental hermeneutical horizon…places the doctrine of the work of Christ fully… within the doctrine
of the Trinity’ (p. 375). In other words, the God self-revealed and depicted in the Judeo-Christian tradition is a being who, out of
love for his created order, chose the trauma of death as a central facet of his self-definition.
229

The reconstitution of the Godhead undoubtedly pushes against the boundaries of Christian orthodoxy, but I insist this position
remains (however awkwardly) within the bounds of ‘traditional Christianity’ if by that term we mean belief in 1) a personal God
who transcends the natural world and who rules providentially over history, 2) a God supremely revealed in the person of Jesus
Christ who is God incarnate, is both human and divine, performed miracles and was resurrected from the dead and returned to the
world 3) the Bible as written divine revelation 4) a Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit and 5) faith as a necessary component for
knowing God (Olson 2013, pp. 20-21). There is, in other words, nothing in a psychoanalytical account of God I am presenting
which necessarily contradicts fundamental Christian doctrines.
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situation for us because it creates a new situation for God’ (Fiddes 1988, p. 165). The cross changed the
heart and being of God.

Crucially, though, such a traumatic constitution of the Godhead, far from being arbitrary or masochistic or
logically necessary, was willfully chosen and borne in order that the project of redemption could succeed.
The Christian story tells of God voluntarily embracing death so His creation and creatures may be rescued
from it. God’s saving intentions were to release the global community from the hold and effects of the
destructive interpellation set in motion by human practice itself. His methods, though, involved bearing the
effects of such destruction by substituting Himself in place of would-be victims; hence, the suffering and
death of Jesus in the New Testament.

The sacrifice of Jesus signifies his complete identification with humankind and the consequences of human
sin (Fiddes 1989, p. 91; Lewis 2001, p.51; Schreiner 2006, pp. 82-93) and also his efforts to undo a
diabolical and mimetic system of fear, hypocrisy, violence and scapegoating (Heim 2006, pp. 121-124, 156164; Boyd 2006, pp. 25-35). Jesus’ suffering and death cannot be understood apart from, yet stands
prophetically in judgment of, his surrounding community who mock him and remain convinced that his
condemnation is proof of God’s judgment on him (Heim 2006, p. 121).

What follows is an attempt to read the sacrificial work of Christ through a Žižekian-Lacanian frame. I will
introduce the nature of sacrifice and how its violence is arguably foundational to the world. I will elaborate
sacrifice as characteristic of human society as a whole, tying the notion to Schmittian and Freudian concepts.
I will then demonstrate that the doctrine of atonement possesses strong affinities with the psychoanalytical
view in which a traumatic intervention manages to thwart a hegemonic system. This is turn renders the
atonement, arguably the central work of Christ (and thus a vital tenet of Christology), paradigmatic for the
Church’s political action in the world. But first, what is the relation between world and sacrifice?
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5.4.3.1 Sacrifice and the World

A world predicated and sustained by sacrifice is a world which manipulates the loss experienced by its
inhabitants. Such a world wants its people to desire sacrifice and thus to perpetuate the violence of a system
devoted towards exploiting the jouissance of subjects (Žižek 2006, p. 313; Vighi 2010, pp. 12-13) by
offering them a fundamental delusion of the desired object. This is to say that as loss was the originating
force of society, society will constantly seek to reenact it in the form of sacrifice. McGowan (2013) puts it
well, ‘(These) sacrificial rituals…allow subjects to experience and enjoy the social bond through an
encounter with the nothing that they hold in common’ (p. 149). Society compels subjects to engage in shared
sacrifices─for example, war, sport, activism, etc.─that provides something in common which, in fact, is
nothing but the act of sacrifice itself (McGowan 2013, p. 147). Sacrifice allows subjects to return to an
original blissful genesis and for the social community to return to the point at which social order constituted
itself (McGowan 2013, p. 147).

To reiterate, loss creates society. This is dramatically enacted in Rene Girard’s (1972) notion of the
sacrificial carthasis in which a scapegoat or sacrificial victim is targeted to clean communities of the mimetic
violence which threatens to annihilate it from within (pp. 30-31). Mimesis is that particular quality of human
being which allows us to imitate the behaviour of others and shape our consciousness and inner lives based
on what we ‘read’ other minds to be thinking and planning. This creates the dangerous potential of
exponentially replicating violence among members of any community in the face of even suspected negative
intentions, let alone real offenses. As such, communities easily become fragile loci of retaliatory violence
in which murderous acts take on the power of contagion. In order to prevent all-out destruction, a person or
minority group is singled out to suffer the consequences of all the irrational violence thus discharging the
retribution among members of the entire group (Heim 2006, pp. 42-43). The violence visited upon these
scapegoats are redemptive, it ‘clears the air’ and reestablishes peace. Where previously there was discord
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among all, now there is unity because the sacrificial victim provides the focal point for the community’s
hatred; the tribe is reconciled with each other precisely by retaliating against one of its own (Girard 1972,
pp. 78-80).

It is insightful that Girard (1972) elaborates the ‘sacrificial crisis’ as a crisis of distinction between pure and
impure; the containment of contagion violence depends on separating those who must be accused of the
worst crimes of the group and those who would be saved by such accusations (pp. 49-50). This uncannily
echoes the friend-enemy distinction which German political theorist Carl Schmitt (2007) asserted was at the
heart of political action and motives (pp. 33-34). The concept of the enemy must always be potentially
available to ground political sovereignty which, according to Schmitt, is the right to decide on an exception
(Kahn 2011, p. 11). The political sovereign is he who decides and thus sustains the borders of political
imagination that reestablishes the norms in the act of going beyond them; it is the sovereign who takes the
process from abstract norms to an actual ordering of events (Kahn 2011, p. 76). As with the sacrificial motif,
the very idea of a constituted nation at peace requires imagining (if not actualising) a threat. Without
deciding who one’s enemy is, one cannot call anybody a friend and, most critically, one has no target to
focus on in defense of the nation. Sacrifice requires a scapegoat, sovereignty an enemy. The former is the
sacred exception whose destruction will bring peace to the community, the latter embodies the point of
exception which simultaneously founds and sustains a nation-state; there is a logic of exceptionality at work
in both.

The sacrificial motif also resonates with the Freudian motif of the tribal horde which murders its leader or
common all-powerful father, only to be haunted by the guilt of their deeds which in turn result in a taboo
against incest (Freud 2001, pp. 136-140; Reinhard 2005, p. 53). This myth proffers an explanation of the
founding event in society, one characterised by repressive violence and, once again, an exceptional or
exclusive figure who (whilst alive but especially in death) pronounces his will on the community via selfcensorship and prohibition. One could even make the case that the spiralling cycle of violence which
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requires sacrifice is itself predicated on the symbolic murder of the primal father which brought society
from an order of unmediated enjoyment to a system based on entitlement, authority, repression and envy
(Santner 2011, pp. 25-26). Eric Santner (2011) asserts that the Schmittian state of exception is a proxy for
the super-ego and its indistinction between the law and its dissolution; the state of exception marks, ‘the
space where the primal father refuses to be refused and returns in all his fleshy excess and overproximity’
(p. 26, emphasis in the original).

It is tempting to read the Freud-Girard-Schmitt triad along the lines of the Lacanian Imaginary-SymbolicReal order. The primal horde misrecognizes the tribal father as the source of boundless enjoyment, vainly
and impossibly seeking to emulate him (McGowan 2013, pp. 154-155). This Imaginary phase is violently
surpassed by the Symbolic one upon the murder of the father which not only installs guilt and lack into the
members, it paradoxically serves to strengthen the symbolic presence of the father (Reinhard 2005, p. 41)
and with murder, guilt, envy and repression embedded at the heart of society it is only a matter of time
before a sacrificial cleansing or purge is needed. Naming the outsider or enemy to be targeted, then, requires
a political sovereign whose powers, not unlike those of the primal father, are used to pronounce a state of
exception, one which is grounded in nothing other pure injunction (Dolar 2006, p. 170), that is, the Real in
the guise of the superego.230 If the Girardian sacrificial motif appeases the wrath of the community by
victimising innocents, and the Schmittian sovereign exception aims for definition and redefinition (of a
particularly community or nation-state) by victimising an outsider, the Freudian myth of the tribal horde
paradoxically victimises society itself by invoking complicity and guilt in some founding crime.

In all these cases, violence is constitutive, entrenched, repetitive and strangely enjoyed. Society, viewed
under these three frameworks, requires for its creation and continuance the systemic targeting of innocents
and the marginalised, and the inflicting (a’la Freud) and deflecting (a’la Girard) of guilt upon its own
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See the earlier discussion on the superego, pp.153-162.
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members. At the heart of all three motifs, there is sacrifice as a repeated act which channels and masks the
human propensity for violence.

5.4.3.2 Christ Against Sacrifice

I now propose a way of reading Christ’s solution to the vicious cycle described above, from within a
psychoanalytical framework. To briefly recall Lacan’s Imaginary-Symbolic-Real triad,231 the Imaginary
domain connotes narcissism and self-delusion whereas the Symbolic Order is essentially the everyday world
as socially constructed and politically ordered. The Real, though, is the critical traumatic brokenness or,
phrased differently, the continually breaking-in of trauma inherent within the Symbolic domain which
threatens to unravel the latter. Within this framework, one could say that Christ’s sacrifice represented an
in-breaking of the Real which fundamentally shattered the oppressive Symbolic Order of sin and death,
rescuing subjects from oppressive Imaginary illusions of self-deception and anti-other malice. The fallen
world─the Symbolic Order─was caught in a cycle of violence and domination until Jesus gave up his
life─an act of the Real─thereby putting into effect the first phases of an alternative order or, in Biblical
terms, a ‘new creation’ (2 Corinthians 5:17, Romans 8:22).

My reading here indeed presents the New Testament Passion story as surpassing Lacanian notions of
sacrifice; the latter focuses on sacrifice as that which brought the symbolic order into being, which created
desire out of that which was ceded. In the Lacanian corpus, sacrifice must be continually made so reality
can be anchored in and through what was lost and a sense of wholeness experienced through imaginary
delusions and trauma (Boothby 2001, pp. 246-248; Fink 1995, pp.59-61; McGowan 2013, pp. 35-51). For
Lacan, a loss (whether actual or imagined) is required without which existence is impossible, a state which
perfectly mirrors the fallen-ness of the world.
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The sacrifice of Jesus, however, accomplishes once and for all what is required by repetition to achieve
(Heim 2006, p. 158; Ward 2000, p. 107). God refuses to defeat violence with counter-violence, as this would
only repeat the negative cycle. Christ pays the price precisely in order to bring an end to present crimes and
prevent future ones, as Heim (2006) explains:

God offers a ransom not only to get the captives out of the place of the (sacrificial) scapegoat, but
to act from that place, the place of utter abandonment, the place from which no cry of complaint or
injustice rises…When God, who cannot be silenced and who will not take vengeance, stands in that
place, the web of sacrifice collapses (p. 162, emphasis added).

What Jesus enacted was the ruin of the very way in which the world operated, that is, via judgment, sacrifice
and loss. Christ is God’s judgment on judgment itself (Bell, Jr. 2005, p. 219).

Even New Testament scholar N.T. Wright (1996) whom nobody can claim to be Žižekian, sounds almost
Lacanian when he explains Jesus’ self-understanding of his crucifixion in terms of taking on Israel’s
corruption in order to overcome it:

(Jesus) suffered…the results of Israel’s pagan corruption. Israel had flirted with paganism; suffering
would come of it…Unlike (his predecessors), he saw as pagan corruption the very desire to fight
paganism itself…Jesus believed it was his god-given vocation to identify with the (corrupted)
rebel cause, the kingdom-cause, when at last that identification could not be misunderstood
as endorsement…(Jesus’ death) would be the new exodus, the renewal of the covenant, the
forgiveness of sins, the end of exile. It would do for Israel what Israel could not do for herself. It
would thereby fulfill Israel’s vocation, that she should be the servant people, the light of the world
(pp. 596-597, italics in the original, bolded emphasis added).
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Wright’s paradoxical point is that Jesus’ death was a crucial instance whereby defeating a system required
fully, yet traumatically, relating and merging with it. Jesus refused to back down from the logic of
victimization in order to unravel that logic. Jesus’ submission to human violence was a form of ‘acting’
directed towards the sacrificial powers, ‘presenting an apparent helplessness before them that was in truth
part of their disarming’ (Heim 2006, p. 309).

Jesus knew that if he challenged the system sans a full identification with it, he would, like many before
him, fall victim to it as the system works precisely by interpellating and binding as its own those who
practice aggression, protest and antagonism─the very vices which constitute the systemic violence that it
represents. As Heim (2006) says, sacrifice is ‘the game the powers of this world were playing with Jesus,
and apparently winning, according to the old rules’ (p. 310).232 God’s victory consisted in breaking the hold
of the game itself, capturing captivity itself (Heim 2006, p. 310) and fatally deceiving the diabolical system
(Green & Baker 2000, pp. 121-123). Once again, the death of Christ represents the irruption of the Real
within the Symbolic; in tandem with a feminine jouissance233 which traverses the fantasy of the big Other,
Christ fully identified with the evil and violence of a diabolical system (Pound 2008, pp. 39, 116-117).

In addition, to declare that Christ’s work on the cross was an assault on the reigning regime of sacrifice in
the world affirms that human relationships are primary and that there is a recognition that the usual
individualistic framework to approach atonement is inadequate (Kotsko 2010, pp. 24-25). Adam Kotsko
(2010) explains that a social-relational theory of the atonement demands that individuals must be defined
by their relationships, as opposed to being merely perceived as indivisible monads; there is a basic solidarity
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Graham Ward notes, too, the violence of desire and the play of bodies inherent to the Gospel crucifixion texts, for example, the
physical contact and violence, from Judas’ kiss to the blows to the actual hanging of Jesus’ body, all connote sexually charged
desires in conflict, whipped up by the hysterical mimetic chants of the crowd (Ward 2000, p.103). The frenzy of the FreudianLacanian death drive is unmistakably present, spurring on a jouissance of destruction which entraps subjects in a self-destructive
vicious cycle (Žižek 2009, pp. 394-395).
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between human begins, a network of relationality with which crucial roles are played (pp. 81-82). A
redemptive victory for the individual person, therefore, required redeeming the entire network of
relationships. This is a point that psychoanalytically inclined thinkers always emphasize: the ‘personal’ and
the ‘social’ cannot be meaningfully divorced.234 Kotsko emphasizes the togetherness of God and creation,
or what he calls a shared ‘ontological infrastructure’ (p. 4), arguably also a critical component in a
psychoanalytical account of the atonement in which the individual and community are irreducibly
intertwined.

Kotsko (2010) adopts this boundedness as a starting-point to argue for his perspective of salvation via
recapitulation and persuasion. Christ, instead of repeating the violence individuals have unleashed upon
each other, indeed reverses such mimetic evil and repairs or reconciles relationships. To destroy a regime
of tit-for-tat mimetic violence is another way of saying that Christ came to repair the community by undoing
and reversing the guilt, fear and hatred which people project onto each other and themselves. This is thus
the furthest thing from an abstract individualistic theology characteristic of Reformed Calvinistic
approaches (see the discussion below). In a world suffering from mimetic violence, relationships are central
and ‘all the way down’ (p. 189).

5.4.3.3 Transference and the Atonement

The foregoing was an attempt to demonstrate how the suffering and death of God was borne in order to
undo and defeat a worldly system of violence. Within a psychoanalytical context, one could say that the
cross was the ‘wiping clean’ of the slate of society so that something entirely new can flourish. On the other
hand, a view of the cross derived from psychoanalysis would be arguably incomplete without mentioning
the phenomenon of transference.

234

See discussion on pp. 36-37.
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In the context of treating neurotics, transference refers to the vicarious act of the analyst who ‘takes on’ the
intensity and invasiveness of the analysand’s demands in order to reconfigure it into desire and enjoyment.
Bruce Fink (1997) writes that the analyst’s main task is to, ‘break the vicious cycle of demand, whereby the
analysand demands to be freed of his or her symptoms, to be fed interpretations, to be cured, and─in order
for this to happen—to be told what to do, to receive orders from the analyst which, when executed, make
the analysand lovable to the analyst’ (p. 64).

The neurotic analysand demands to be told what the Other desires because this is only way he forestalls an
encounter with the Other’s desire; treatment is precisely a process to break this cycle of manipulation by
forcing a reckoning with the Other’s desire (Fink 1997, p. 64). Via transference, the analyst takes the
position of an object against which the analysand has defined himself. Transformation happens when, ‘(The)
analysand comes to drop the analyst as prized object, to 'de-suppose' them as a subject supposed to know’
(Parker 2011, p. 37). From a Christological point of view, we could say that the Cross serves as the place
where transference occurred.

Christ offered himself as a traumatic vantage-point against which we flung our cravings, trauma,
maliciousness and self-destructiveness in order that he could force a paradigmatic re-imagination on our
parts regarding our subjective position in the world. To get us to know in the deepest sense possible that we
are loved, Christ had to become our substitute and endure our ‘transference’ of our anti-love trajectories.

It is only by making psychical conflicts…present in the relationship with analyst that the patient
can work them through. To work them through means not that they are intellectually viewed and
‘processed,’ but that the internal libidinal conflict which is holding a symptomatic relationship to
someone in place must be allowed to repeat itself in the relationship with the analyst and play itself
out…The analysand must be able to project on to the analyst a whole series of emotions felt in
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relation to significant figures from his or her past and present (Fink 1997, pp. 40-41, emphasis
added).

The vicariousness, and thus the parallel with the Cross of Christ, is clear: the analyst must ‘draw out’ the
analysand’s conflicts by ‘taking on’ the latter’s most painful emotions, in order to treat them. Christ the
‘analyst’ seeks to make room for new meaning to emerge during treatment by indirectly revealing to his
‘analysands’ that they knew precious little about what they were saying, their reasons for saying what they
said and the ultimate point of reference of speech itself (Fink 1997, p. 25). Progress occurs when, ‘patients
begin to throw such things into question—when the what, why, and who of their utterances become
problematic to them’ (Fink 1997, p. 25). We can also detect here the traditional theme of Christ’s work as
revelation, that is, salvation as offering the knowledge of the true light that gives light to the world (John
1:9; Green & Baker 2000, pp. 106-107).

Finally, despite his skepticism regarding the correlations between the clinical and political use of
psychoanalysis, Ian Parker (2011) can still declare that, ‘Lacanian psychoanalysis opens the way to the
emergence of a different kind of subject not bound by the norms of bourgeois democracy, a subject who is
at one and the same moment engaged in a process of revelatory change that is simultaneously individual
and universal’ (p. 163).

The psychoanalytical process, in other words, seeks to provoke an event of self-revelation to the analysand,
enabling her to see herself and other in a paradigmatically significant new light. The ‘shock’ of this fresh
re-viewing of one’s self is undeniably painful, but has the potential to remove the suffering occasioned by
previous mode of thought. Trauma has, in this sense, been itself traumatized away.
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5.4.3.4 The Retribution Question

So far, I have presented a view of the Cross gleamed from psychoanalytical foundations. The dominant tenet
from within this perspective is that Christ came to the world to unravel the system of sacrifice which had so
plagued it. The atonement was about ending violence by fully identifying with it, in order to bring about
peace. The natural corollary of this line of thought, in contrast to what many traditional theologies claim, is
that God the Father was not ‘pouring out His wrath’ upon God the Son.235 That is to say that the work of
Christ on the Cross was not about retribution at all but about restoring a relationship.

The debate continues as to the meaning of Christ’s sacrifice and its implication for the need to divine
retribution. Unfortunately, it appears that often the same Biblical language is used by proponents from all
sides with entirely divergent connotations (Boyd 2006, p. 102). For example, some writers see the Old
Testament sacrifices─which almost all theologians agree as foreshadowing of the work of Christ─as a protomodel of penal substitution.236 In this view, atonement is necessary to appease God’s personal anger at
human sin and to prevent His retributive judgment (Helm 2006, pp. 73-82).

Others, however, reject such language of propitiation. They would insist that the object of atonement is
always sin, not God; that the Old Testament sacrificial system was rather a means of grace to remind the
Hebrews of God’s gifts, to instill a sense of generosity and goodness and to cleanse and repair the
community’s socio-spiritual functioning (Fretheim 1996, pp. 127-130; Green & Baker 2000, pp. 48-49) and
that sacrifices were primarily a matter of the heart (Psalms 51:17, 107:22) (Gunton 1988, pp. 121-122;
Weaver 2013, p. 59). It was, in other words, more about communicating God’s love and re-stabilising the
community rather than deflecting God’s wrath.
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In fact, these two persons of the Trinity were working together; God was in God, reconciling the world to God (2 Corinthians
5:19).
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I further discuss the meaning of penal substitution below, pp.232-233.
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In my view, the best presentations of penal substitution couch God’s wrath as directed against the malevolent
nature of people towards each other rather than being merely against humanity’s sin against His holiness.
Divine wrath and judgment, thus depicted, resonates well with God’s actions against a diabolical system of
worldly violence (Miller 2005) and is not at all reflective of his character and, in fact, can be characterized
as God’s ‘strange work’ (Isaiah 28:21).

My key argument throughout this section, nevertheless, is that theological redemption and political
emancipation possess a close parallel to the end of Lacanian psychoanalytical treatment. As Žižek (2000)
states:

(The) paradox is that the Real as external, excluded from the Symbolic, is in fact a symbolic
determination - what eludes symbolization is precisely the Real as the inherent point of failure of
symbolization. Precisely because of this internality of the Real to the Symbolic, it is possible to
touch the Real through the Symbolic─that is the whole point of Lacan’s notion of psychoanalytic
treatment; this is what the Lacanian notion of the psychoanalytical act is about─the act as a gesture
which, by definition, touches the dimension of some impossible Real. (p. 121).

Put simply, the crux of Lacanian psychoanalysis is to merge the Symbolic (the everyday aspects of our life)
into the Real (that dimension of impossibility and shattering), thereby producing a traumatic transformation
which changes everything. The cross of Jesus, grasped psychoanalytically, was an event which touched the
Real and ignited a traumatic transformation of the Symbolic.

If neurosis is understood as being in pathological dependence and antagonism with the Other, then the
atonement could be said to be an act which consummates a dying for and living with this same Other
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bringing about the infinitely elusive wholeness or completeness which initially defined the created order
(Gunton 1988, p. 118) and brought about holistic reconciliation (Brümmer 2005, pp. 77-80).

This is in contrast to the traditional view of the atonement, often known as penal substitution, which views
Christ’s suffering and death as vicarious punishment to satisfy God’s justice on humanity’s behalf (Jeffery,
Overy et al 2007, pp. 33-148; Schreiner 2006, pp. 67-116); God’s holiness was vindicated on the Cross
whilst simultaneously His love was displayed (Cole 2009, pp. 49-52). Unfortunately this sounds very much
like the ‘war in the heart of God’ that Heim argues God and (through) Jesus were precisely not playing out
(Heim 2006, p. 309; Brümmer 2005, pp. 73-77). Furthermore, this view is usually taken as paradigmatically
binding and thus downplays other (contemporary and local) ways of reading the significance of Jesus’ death
(Green & Baker 2000, pp. 184-198). The split within the heart of God was not the division between holiness
and compassion; it was the trauma of separation occasioned by a single-minded focus on love which
absorbed into one’s self all that was non-love as an expression of amazing love for others.

It must be said, though, that doing away with retributive punishment is not an uncomplicated matter and
there are clearly strong arguments for why it may be a necessary component of the atonement (Jeffery,
Overy et al. 2007, pp. 233-281; Walls 2002, pp. 45-48). Dan Shriver (1998), however, creatively juxtaposes
forgiveness with punishment, declaring that the former makes room for the latter as well as room for
reconciliation between enemies (p. 32). Colin Gunton (1988) both insists that the legal metaphor cannot
stand above the rest and also that Jesus bore the consequences of sin according to God’s will to refashion
the breach of relationships in the world (pp. 164-165). Gunton shies away from using the language of
retribution but maintains that God desired a certain state of the world which only the death of Jesus could
bring about.237 Scot McKnight’s (2005, 2007) conclusion is laudable (though ambiguous) in that he notes
that Pauline atonement goes beyond the resolution of sin, guilt and wrath, whilst affecting an actual re-
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It is unfortunate that Gunton (1988) rejects any idea of a suffering God (p. 198) preferring to allow an ontology of impassability
to pronounce on the historical event of the Cross rather than the other way round.
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creation and empowerment; thus the sacrifice of Jesus satisfies God’s just requirements. In other words,
penal substitution is correct but also─and more fundamentally─recreates the world, that is, not primarily
about the penal (2005, pp. 349-350; 2007, pp. 41-43).

My claim here, nevertheless, is whilst there is certainly a substitutionary dimension to the atonement, contra
the traditional view, it is not penal in nature; neither was it about Jesus satisfying a deep desire within the
heart of the Father to punish evil-doers (Boyd 2006, pp. 42-49; Gunton 1998, pp. 127-141). What Gregory
Boyd (2006)─following C.S. Lewis─terms as ‘deeper magic’ (pp.102-105) is really a way of saying that
through the work of Christ, that of taking the place of humanity on the Cross, the sacrificial process caused
its own demise (Heim 2006, pp. 164).

The debate on the retributory nature of the atonement is significant as it affects how we view forgiveness,
not least in the context of our political enemies. If, as per the traditional view, forgiveness is about appeasing
divine wrath or balancing an offence (usually via punishment or payment) (Weaver 2013, pp. 205-210), it
will be no surprise if the church’s political response to oppression is to demand the oppressor’s repentance
first without which it is deemed that offering forgiveness is shallow or even complicit to oppression. Such
an approach would differ markedly from one based on the perspective that views forgiveness as essentially
a creative act which seeks to transform the situation entirely. This will be a discussion I will take up in the
next chapter.
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5.4 Conclusion

In this chapter I have traced the contours of two major schools of political theological thought, radical
orthodoxy and what I call the weak trans-immanence perspective, seeking to highlights their strengths and
also their weaknesses. I have also proposed a model of political theologizing which hopefully steers a careful
path between these two perspectives, employing a Žižekian Christological dialectic to construct a
perspective of divine suffering and trauma which both a) proceeds from within the Christian narrative and
b) grounds a political theology that is universally accessible to those even outside the church.

Despite serious problems with Žižek’s theology, I hoped to reap some advantages available from within his
philosophy. I argued that an alternative political theology can take root in the Žižekian idea of the
sublimation cum destabilization of pre-existing systemic frameworks. To confess that Christ, a sinless being,
became sin in a vicarious act for the world (2 Corinthians 5:21) is not only to unhinge the self-styled
superiority of all kinds of theologies but also to insert a radical anti-divinity at the heart of the divine. Far
worse than God’s death would, in fact, be the identification of God with everything antithetical to who He
is. The trauma of Christ’s actions on the Cross, is first and foremost a trauma within the heart of God Himself
which, through a horrifying process, constitutes and realizes redemption for God’s others. Also, studying
the Žižekian corpus draws much needed attention to the relation between God’s suffering and His being.

In this vein, I have argued for a fresh way of conceptualizing the suffering and death of Christ on the cross.
My theory of the atonement is drawn from psychoanalytical categories of the Lacanian Real invading and
shattering the hegemonic Symbolic Order from within. These lead to my conclusion that it may be helpful
to see the work of Christ on the cross as a Lacanian-like sacrifice cum transference which implodes and
wipes clean the slate of the world’s violence, making all things new again (Fiddes 1988, p. 165). The trauma
of Christ has healed the trauma of the world and through this event the very Being of God was reconstituted.
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This completes the first part of my politically constructive endeavour which, to reiterate, is to read the
central narrative of the Christian faith through a psychoanalytical framework. In the next chapter, I will
move on to the second part of this project by integrating these new doctrinal insights with ecclesiological
and political applications. I will delineate more clearly the role of the people of a God who embraced trauma
so the world would not have to. I hope to build a political theology modelled along suffering love and the
‘irrational’ forgiveness of unrepentant enemies, virtues which are themselves drawn on and reflective of the
cross of Jesus Christ. I will argue that such a theology is what the church can offer the world; it would be a
specifically Christian charter for a political praxis which could appeal to even the non-believer and unite
the various ethnic peoples of Malaysia.
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Chapter 6
UNCONDITIONAL FORGIVENESS and the POLITICAL:
FINDING THE CHURCH’S SINGULARITY

6.1 Introduction

Throughout this work I have been sketching and negotiating the terrains and interstices between politics in
Malaysia, psychoanalysis and Christian political theology. The introduction and the opening three chapters
essentially highlight loopholes and inconsistencies within the Malaysian church’s discourse of activism,
showcase incidents and personalities within Malaysian politics which fit a psychoanalytical reading,
reconfigure ethnicity in the country along an alternate dimension (that of the traumatic) and dissect what I
call the politics of inherent transgression, not least within political groups like UMNO.

I also discussed at length the Lacanian masculine-feminine binary, and how this refers to two different
modes of being. In that discussion, I argued that the cruel punishment-inflicting dimension of the superego
mirrors the masculine component of the political, that is, a manner of being which emphasized ominous
exclusivity and privilege. I contrasted this with the sort of political activism exemplified by Bersih which I
demonstrate modelled a politically ‘feminine’ way of being which is about openness and the noncategorizable which logically extends to the undermining of an oppressive hegemony.

In the previous chapter, I noted how the work of Christ on the cross may be viewed theologically as a
traumatic overcoming of sacrifice as a system or quasi-institutional way of life which imparts violence on
the world. Following this, I constructed a theory of atonement via Lacanian categories, and focused on
God’s victory over sacrifice within the context of an ontological trauma which rent the very being of God
himself. Christ’s actions of taking on the trauma of the world, in a process akin to that of transference,
enabled him to absorb humanity’s agony even as it offered an entirely new manner of thinking and living in
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the world. This chapter essentially served as the building blocks for a new political theology, to be presented
in this chapter, whose strengths I hope can overcome the weaknesses of radical orthodoxy and the weak
trans-immanence schools of thought I outlined.

In this concluding chapter, therefore, I seek to flesh out the model of political theology of mercy and
forgiveness which follows from the sacrifice of Christ grasped as a psychoanalytic wiping clean of a violent
and damaging system. I will then argue that the church must embody a people working against the diabolical
cum sacrificial schema, a people who have forsaken the mimetically violent transactions the world lives by
and continually tempts them to partake of.

Finally, I will show that, in contrast to the schools of radical orthodoxy and weak trans-immanence, this
model of political theology proffers both a way for the Christian church to stand distinctively as a
community called by the atonement (against thinkers like John Caputo and Clayton Crockett) and also an
approach which those outside the Christian covenant can profitably emulate (contra radical orthodoxy). I
will flesh out a theo-political praxis for the church based on forgiveness and mercy, which I claim follows
directly from an understanding of how God has saved the world from its own trauma and how such an
embodying of this trauma represents the church’s jouissance which seeks to replace retributive justice with
a more restorative one. Using examples from the recent Allah controversy, I will argue that unconditional
forgiveness and reconciliation are the church’s chief political weapons in seeking to, in Lacanian parlance,
touch the Symbolic with the Real, thereby transforming the former entirely.
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6.2 The Singularity of the Church

In the song (played often during the Christmas season), ‘Little Drummer Boy’, a boy-drummer proclaims
how he wants nothing more than to play his drums for the glory of God. It does not matter how ‘small’ his
talent is, how much others are doing, what the world thinks or how much it laughs at the boy, all the boy
wants to do is serve God by playing his drums. Can we see in the drummer boy an echo of the vocation of
the church?

In the previous chapter, I argued that the Christ’s work of atonement on the cross entailed a final sacrifice
which defeated the world’s system of sacrifice. His passion signified a decisive invasion of the violent
Symbolic Order from within; Christ shattered the system of spiraling violence and inaugurated a new
modality of peace which his people, the church, are called to embody and share. I now discuss how the
community that Christ has called─that is, the church─can embody, perform and thus reprise the victory that
Christ has reaped over the sacrificial system.

Like the little drummer boy, I see the church as called to focus on becoming a unique blessing by giving all
she has and doing so against a system which only knows of taking. Such a unique focus or characteristic
may also understood as a singularity, a subject I now explore.

6.2.1 The Church’s Refusal of the Other’s Validation

From a psychoanalytical perspective, an individual’s singularity is that ‘thing’ about him or her which goes
against the grain of the society s/he is a part of, is something one is always tempted to abandon given its
offense to others (Eisenstein & McGowan 2012, p. 173). Likewise, a singularity tends to stick out, interfere
with and disturb a subject’s pursuit of a stable self-identity (Ruti 2012, p. 4).
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What would constitute the singularity of the church? Could it be the ethico-political calling of the Church
itself to be a mediators of reconciliation to society (2 Corinthians 5:18-20). Christians are called to be ‘out
of their minds’ for the sake of God’s love for people (2 Corinthians 5:13), possessing a mindset which
contradicts the world’s patterns but which therefore is able to discern divine designs (Romans 12:2).

Out of love, the people of God must ‘stick out’ for everyone else – not least in a world predicated on
sacrifice. Recall from the previous chapter that in such a world, there is only loss and subjects are constituted
by loss via symbolic castration; they pay a price to become a member of society and obtain a social existence
by accepting the loss of their maternal desire.238 Subjects remain enamored by loss, constantly existing on
forfeiture and sustained by a longing after that which they cannot have. By this process and cycle, the world
remains captive to a destructive force in which subjects consume and are consumed by each other.

In contrast, the church of Christ can and should be different; she is an exception to the cycle of loss precisely
as her Master is one who had sacrificed himself to cancel out the power of sacrifice.239 The church, by its
very alignment with the ‘new creation’ of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17) rejects the tit-for-tat reciprocal
violence of sacrifice as a whole and refuses to make others (or one’s self) pay so a demanding Other can be
appeased.240 In Lacanian terms, such a subject─or the church─would experience a kind of enjoyment which
is irreducible to the symbolic order (McGowan 2013, p. 136), that is, an enjoyment which refuses the
validation of the Other (Copjec 2002, p. 166). Such a subject has in a sense thrown off the oppressive
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See the extended discussion on symbolic castration in chapter two, especially how variances in the process result in neurosis,
perversion and psychosis, pp.89-90.
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See the discussion in the previous chapter on how Christ’s sacrifice targeted sacrifice itself, pp.224-229.
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On the other hand, there is another kind of exception to loss, an extraordinary subject not subject to loss which, unlike the church,
endorses and perpetuates loss. According to Reinhard (2005), ‘In political terms, we could say that this existential formulation
represents the non-democratic truth that is internal to democracy, the exception that constitutes both the transcendental condition
and immanent horizon of the democratic rule of law’ (p. 53). This would constitute the subject exclusive to the system, the one
exempted from loss and who, in fact, primarily perpetuates loss; this is the ‘masculine’ dimension already discussed in chapter four
and would denote those parties or individuals which are themselves obscenely ‘above the law’ despite their public declarations to
the contrary. Needless to say, the church can have no part in such an exception.
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demands and norms of the world, clinging to only one law – that of love (Galatians 5:14, Ephesians 5:2,
James 2:8). Todd McGowan (2013) paradoxically states how such a subject, by embracing his own mode
of enjoying, defies the good and works against his self-interest (p. 136) whilst at the same time is
emboldened by his utmost decision and drive to act within his own frame of fantasy (p. 138).

I find this to be a remarkable (if somewhat untried) description of what the church is called to be. The church
has rejected the approval and accolades of anyone other than Christ himself. She is frequently charged to be
a fool (1 Corinthians 4:10), is considered lowly and, even, nothing (1 Corinthians 1:28). The New Testament
states:

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not
from us. We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in
despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. We always carry around in
our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who
are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may also be revealed
in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you (2 Corinthians 4:7-12)

The church is a jar of clay suffering the ravages of loss and death yet, in a deeper sense, is continually
renewed. She functions in an entirely different modality from that of the world. Clearly, from an outsider’s
perspective the church ‘defies the good and acts against her own self-interest’ yet undoubtedly she remains
unwavering in her actions given how she operates under a different ‘frame of fantasy’ entirely (McGowan
2013, p. 136). Critically, a church dedicated to the vision and work of Christ is evidently enjoying herself
in a manner dismissive of the endorsement of a tyrannical Other (Copjec 2002, pp. 166), not least by always
‘carrying around the death of Jesus and are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake’ (2 Corinthians
4:11).
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6.2.2 The Suffering Church and the Kantian Categorical Imperative

I detect in my characterisation of the actions of the church a parallel to the Kantian categorical imperative
as understood by Alenka Zupančič (2000), in which the subject acts according to a duty which one has
rendered as duty (p. 59). The true Kantian subject does not hide behind an externally imposed law and
declare that his actions were ‘merely following what was required’, but in fact acts in a way which
operationalizes the universal in the midst of the multi-faceted nature of the particular (pp. 60-61). This is to
say that in every ethical act, the Kantian subject which at one and the same time decides in favour of the
good of one’s fellow-man and also bears full responsibility for choosing the duty he proceeds to realize. In
other words, the subject becomes a moment of universalization via his particular actions (p. 61). Zupančič
(2000) elaborates:

The ethical subject is…a subject who is, strictly speaking, born of this situation, who only emerges
from it. The ethical subject is the point where the universal comes to itself and achieves its
determination (pp. 61-62, italics added).

In other words, the birth of the ethical subject is inextricable from the actions this same self takes to make
its own birth actual. Translating this situation to the church, I would argue that the she engages in selfactualisation only upon manifesting the self-giving love of God on a local, contextualised and daily basis.
The importance of the church and Christians being God’s co-workers (1 Corinthians 3:9) implies that the
full universality of God’s presence in the world is made real at every moment if and only if the church plays
her part. In these acts of love, the church blends ethicality and freedom to realise perpetual moment-bymoment singularities of divine fullness.

This point is worth restating. The church actualises herself only to the extent that it embodies the suffering
and death of Jesus in her daily existence by deeds, words, prayers and symbols which incarnate other241

directed compassion. This juxtaposition of obedience with self-fulfilment, in my view, manifests the essence
of true ethical freedom (in a psychoanalytical sense) as applied to the church.

Within a Lacanian framework, freedom is not limited to the commonsensical notion of being able to do
whatever one wants (1 Corinthians 6:12) but instead is correlated to the degree to which our acts are truly
ethical. To merely do whatever pleases us is to remain stuck within the cycle and dictates of an external law
and serves, ‘either the necessity of nature or the rule of cultural tradition. The only way to escape this
servitude is to interrupt it by giving a law to oneself’ (Eisenstein & McGowan 2012, p. 161). Such a giving
of a law to oneself, and flourishing within a pure ethical act, is precisely what occurs when the church
‘carries around the death of Jesus’ (2 Corinthians 4:11) and clings to the law of love alone (Galatians 5:14,
Ephesians 5:2, James 2:8).

To reiterate, just because an act conforms to duty, this is not what makes it ethical. Instead, the authentically
ethical basis of any act─and thus the basis of any free act─is whether the actor has chosen such an action as
his absolute duty in conformity with a moral principle which allows no exception (the basic definition of
the Kantian categorical imperative itself) and has borne responsibility for his actions. The specifically
Christian suture in this model, though, is the added criterion that the church is called to love her neighbour
as herself (Mark 12:31) and therefore cannot endorse acts which lead to violence.

In this context, Mari Ruti offers some critical caveats to the popular Lacanian injunction to ‘never give up
on our desire’. She (2012) rightly chides Žižek’s almost unqualified endorsement of the need to remain
utterly focused on one’s desire and jouissance even if results in the disintegration or annihilation of one’s
symbolic world (pp. 107-110).
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Instead, Ruti insists that:

(A) big part of learning to accurately read the ‘truth’ of our desire is being able to intervene in this
desire whenever it threatens to wound others. Furthermore, the reverse of being able to distance
ourselves from the desire of the Other is our willingness to claim full responsibility for our own
desire. Ethics, on this view, is a matter of owning up to our actions even when they are motivated
by unconscious forces that remain partially impenetrable (p. 167, emphasis added).

Ruti’s ethical counsel is extremely pertinent as it juxtaposes a commitment to principled action with a
similar commitment to the well-being of other people. When added coupled with the call to embrace
suffering for the downtrodden, this subtly echoes what the church is called to do. More will be written about
the church’s jouissance below, but suffice to say such an obligation on the part of the Christian community
(to suffer loss for the sake of the world) must nevertheless remain both a joyful and risky one because it is
motivated by ‘unconscious forces that remain partially impenetrable’, that is, by a dynamism originating
from within her yet not fully her own.

6.2.3 Vulnerability and Self-Giving as Presencing Christ

Eisenstein and McGowan (2012) offers the intriguing argument that the form of religious belief is still
needed to embody what the ruling hegemonic system will not allow. They cite Martin Luther King, Jr’s call
for non-violent direct action as that third-way between violent action and non-violent democratic processes,
both of which had lost their legitimacy in the eyes of the civil rights movement but which still found
advocates from black nationalists and white moderates respectively:
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God played a role in the civil rights struggle in the United States…because the struggle itself relied
so heavily on belief in the missing signifier. The protestors constantly avowed the incompleteness
of the order they contested, and God functioned as the signifier of this incompleteness…(the)
advocates for civil rights founded their movement on the divine insofar as this entity indicated what
the ruling racist order did not include…(a) politics of rupture demands fidelity to belief in the
necessity of a missing God, which is not atheism but instead a theism estranged from itself (p. 61)

Eisenstein and McGowan are putting forth the name of God as the hopeful filler to a hopeless situation; they
claim that a religious gesture can rupture the field of political representations by embodying or insisting on
a signified which it cannot accommodate. The name of God (whether or not it points to anything real) was
used as a substitute to name the injustice and oppression that refused to be articulated.

I wish to take Eisenstein and McGowan’s claim further by asserting that it is precisely forgiveness of one’s
enemies in the face of persecution that would better constitute this breach. By showing forgiveness to
enemies and a never-ending call to reconciliation, the Church personifies the impossible love demonstrated
by Jesus on the Cross. The crucified one is a, ‘stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles’ (1
Corinthians 1:23); I venture that this crucified one also names the political deadlock with which society
must identity with rather than seek to remove (McGowan 2013, pp. 263-266). By extension, the church as
the earthly manifestation of the body of Christ (Ephesians 4:15-16) must embody this deadlock which both
redeems society whilst rendering it awry. The church has to embrace not simply belief in a metaphysical
being, but also participate in the praxis occasioned by belief in a metaphysical being who endured trauma
so the world can be healed and justice prevails. The church is a community of the faithful who dies on a
daily basis and who manifests the transformative reality of this death-and-resurrection to the world.

Via vulnerability, self-giving and forgiving love, the church makes present Christ to and in society. Through
ritual, service and homily, the church manifests the divine gift of divine self and loss, seeking to incite a
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continuous shattering of the world’s values. If the Godhead is paradigmatically characterized by trauma,
pain and death, it logically follows that the community of faith towards this Godhead is likewise designated.
God’s gift to the world is his very own loss and suffering; God gives the gift of trauma and the church
continues this trajectory of self-giving.

Likewise, I echo Roy Kearsley’s (2008) useful distinction between ‘power over’ (which denotes dominion
over another) and ‘power to’ or ‘power with’ (referring to life-giving abilities) (pp. 25-50). Kearsley
discusses the power through weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9-11) which is about surrendering the privileges
of ‘power over’ in order to pass to others the benefits from ‘power to’ (p. 160). He (2008) adds that, ‘Power
in weakness demonstrates the great vitality and range of ‘power to’ even when stripped of political strength
in the backrooms of power-grabbing. So it questions the hegemony of ‘power over’ as the chief source of
‘power to’. And in the light of such revisions it interrogates very deeply all desire and motivation focusing
on “power over”’ (p. 165, emphasis in the original). The chief insight is how embodying the weakness cum
power of love can work by influencing and subtle sabotaging from within all pretensions to worldly power.
It is less an issue of what such paradoxical power can practically accomplish and more a matter of what it
acts as a sign-post of, that is, the ability of a God of love to renovate personalities. The church, a community
with a common share in the Holy Spirit, partakes in the promise of a common capacity for mutual lifegiving activity and concern; ‘the power of the Spirit marks power to empower through weakness.’ (Kearsley
2008, p. 168).

Graham Ward (2005) aptly describes the church as, ‘a location of liminality; a co-relation that live always
on the edge of both itself and what is other’ (p. 107). The church exists as an abiding taking place in a
complex space whose boundaries are folded upon themselves (Ward 2005, pp. 106). In other words, for the
church to be itself is must always be living beyond itself, being founded via vulnerability and mutual
indwelling. Critically, Ward notes that suffering is integral to that form of life on the edge which
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characterizes co-indwelling; suffering and subjection are actively lived (Ward 2005a, p. 109). The church
is constituted by the atoning acts of Christ Himself (Newbigin 2012, p. 176; Fiddes 1988, pp. 164-165).

Openness, uncertainty and weakness are streams in which a reimagined ecclesiology, modelled after a
world-healing divine trauma, must swim. The next section deals with one primary manner in which the
church can behave, befitting her call to be ‘ambassadors of Christ’ in the world (2 Corinthians 5:20),
manifesting her singularity of openness, weakness and suffering for the other. I refer, of course, to the
expression of agape, or universal, love.

6.2.4 A ‘Violent’ Agape Love

The church is called to love the world but therefore to ‘hate’ everything about it on behalf of its redemption;
divine love and hatred of the world are not necessarily opposites (Pound 2008, pp. 114-115). Žižek (2000)
insightfully explains Jesus’ command in Luke 14:26 about his followers being required to hate their family
members, ‘(Family) relations stand here metaphorically for the entire socio-symbolic network, for any
particular ethnic “substance” that determines our place in the global Order of Things. The “hatred” enjoined
by Christ is not…a kind of pseudo-dialectical opposite to love, but a direct expression of what St. Paul, in
1 Corinthians 13, with unsurpassable power, describes as agape’ (p. 111).

I thus hope to expand on Žižek’s notion of Christ being the ‘vanishing mediator’241 between a transcendent
deity and a fully immanent community, by suggesting that the event of atoning vicariousness and
substitution was the ‘vanishing mediator’ between injustice/oppression and forgiveness/emancipation. The
violence of the cross was necessary for the violence against violence per se, resulting in the paradoxical fact
of sin being eternally lodged at the core of God’s being as part of the price paid for the salvation of the
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See chapter five on Žižek and Christology, on pp.209-212.
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world. In the same vein, the continuing ‘violence’ of the church as the people tasked to absorb the world’s
injustice and realize a new kind of world can thus also be understood as a form of temporary (or ‘vanishing’)
mediation until the eschatological end of days.

In the spirit of otherworldly love, the church is paradoxically called to love this world by violently ‘hating’
everything wrong about it. What follows is an explanation cum critique of Žižek’s notion of revolutionary
violence followed by proposals on how the church can adopt a similar motif as part of her calling.

6.2.4.1 Žižekian Violence: Critique and Appropriation

Žižek (2012) ties the idea of ‘hatred’ to the Lacanian notion of the Real as the kernel of a subject’s being,
declaring that true love for a person or entity is precisely to ‘hate’ everything about the individual or event
out of love for the traumatic core at his or its heart. As per the Lacanian injunction, ‘I love you, but there is
something in you more than yourself than I love…so I destroy you’ (p. 655). In other words, hatred is
sometimes the only proof of love and the domain of pure violence─a domain outside law or legal power,
neither sustained by law nor founding it─is love’s domain itself (Žižek 2008, p. 204).

In essence, Žižek does not shy away from physical violence as a revolutionary means and, in fact, promotes
it by insisting that armed struggle may be necessary in order to transform the coordinates of any given
system. Žižek intimates that violence is a ‘work of love’ and that revolutionary violence which discards,
differs and divides is an ultimate act of freedom. He quotes approvingly Frederic Jameson’s comparison of
revolutionary violence with the Weberian analysis of the Calvinist logic of wealth: whilst wealth is not the
ends, it certainly acts as a sign that one has attained the favor, and thus the salvation, of God. Although he
rejects violence as an ultimate goal, the presence of revolutionary violence is proof that new change is
occurring (Žižek 2006, pp. 380-381). Žižek insists on a proper sort of violence needed to, ‘break out of an
ideological, double-bind predicament…Even if it is not physical violence, it is extreme symbolic
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violence…it will explode as a more shattering experience. And this is, I think, what is needed today, this
awareness that true changes are painful’ (Žižek & Daly 2004, p. 121).

Žižek (2006) even compares the need for violence to breaking eggs as a pre-condition for making an
omelette, except he reversed the analogy by asserting that the activity of egg-breaking will most certainly
result in an omelette. Any a priori rejection of violence is thus deemed as a desire of ‘revolution without
revolution’ (pp. 380-381). For Žižek, true political acts require the gesture of a radical negativity which
persists even after the revolution, into the post-revolutionary acts of reconstruction and creating a new social
order which, far from surpassing the negativity upon which it is founded, instead embodies it (pp. 381-382).

Political emancipation within a Žižekian frame is thus incurably violent, with political revolution being
almost synonymous with what Žižek (2009) terms ‘divine violence’, that is to say, a violence that is devoid
of any purpose or grounding in the Big Other and as such is divine (2009, pp. 484-485). Contra Žižek,
though, an authentic (and thus all the more radical) Christian politico-theological model of change must
dispense with such inclinations towards aggression. As Marcus Pound (2008) highlighted, Žižek’s theory
of the political act, itself predicated on the Christological sacrifice, ironically undermines what is truly
revolutionary about the Christian faith─one which refuses the path of violence─and in so doing remains
caught within a sacrificial system of exchange instead of embracing the truly radical political act (p.23).

The paradox of Žižek is that he recognizes the hopelessness of the vicious cycle of retribution and payment
but fails to see how his own solution, in the form of a violence so transgressive of the reigning deadlock it
can only be described as ‘divine’, itself serves to accentuate this destructive system (Pound 2008, pp. 4146). Furthermore, if Simon Critchley (2012) is right, it appears that Žižek has rather arbitrarily translated or
constituted divine violence to feed his fantasy that, ‘the overcoming of imperfection, sin and guilt through
the intervention of the divine order into human experience, the miraculous incarnation of the sublime into
the everyday…it is the fantasy of an act of cataclysmic, redeeming violence that does not emanate from
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us…but which transforms the situation without the intervention of the will’ (p.242). This is to say that the
label of the divine is used as nothing more than a sophisticated-sounding excuse for bloodshed in order to
get one’s way.242

There are alternate readings of Žižek to the ones proffered above. One could instead see Žižek as merely a
provocateur whose intention is to shock thinkers and activists into socio-political action. Perhaps he views
it better to either do something radically authoritarian (perhaps in the form of a new Master-figure for
society),243 or terribly insane (like incite an armed struggle) or absolutely nothing at all instead of merely
engaging in pseudo-activity.244 Žižek’s endorsement of violence could really be a manner of objecting
against localized acts of fetishistic disavowal the ultimate purpose of which is to make the system run more
smoothly (Žižek 2008, pp. 216-217). Here Žižek may find an affinity with the idea that the church has been
simply complicit in perpetuating the concerns of capitalism (Milbank 2010, pp. 28-30) and even, given the
inoperativeness of religious organisations as a voice against State oppression, indirectly spurring dissent
towards more secrecy and violence (Bretherton 2010, p.35).

What Žižek fails to grasp, though, is how a community of self-sacrificial service and forgiveness –the church
- can precisely embody the agent and fore-runner of radical change sans the need for bloodshed. Christians
can accept the notion that Christ inaugurated a new domain independent of the systemic network of values

By making physical violence a primary option, Žižek - for all his talk of a nascent shattering Real─remains confined within an
imaginary shaped by a certain kind of power, namely the power to destroy. It is thus insightful (but not very surprising) that Žižek
bypasses the notion of forgiveness as at all central to the Christian worldview. This is a logical extension of the fact that the Žižekian
Christ did not come to undo the world’s evils and sins; he came to wipe clean the context in which evil and sin were defined. The
primary ‘problem’ of the world, in fact, was people’s belief in and reliance on God himself. Christ’s sacrifice was, thus, an act of
releasing people from the idea of an Otherizing deity ushering in the Holy Spirit which is nothing other than the space of the
community of believers, one extracted from all existing social-symbolic bonds (Žižek 2009d, p. 295). ‘God dies and is resurrected
itself as the Holy Ghost, as the form of collective belief’ (Žižek 2012, p. 115)
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Žižek (2013) has even called for a leader who would ‘repeat’ the moves made by the late Margaret Thatcher in the opposite
direction, that is, towards leftist concerns. He declares that, ‘In order to effectively awaken individuals from their dogmatic
‘democratic slumber’, from their blind reliance on institutionalised forms of representative democracy, appeals to direct selforganisation are not enough: a new figure of the Master is needed.’
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Recall the discussion in chapter four about the Fascist/Nazi love of the spectacular which replaces genuine political acts. That is
to say that something is made to happen all the time so that nothing really happens (Žižek 2006, p.381).
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and trajectories, and even the idea that his death entailed the ‘death of God’ as the Big Other, without
tolerating the notion that violence and armed struggle is even remotely necessary. The cross of Jesus, and
the ‘weak’ surrender to the world’s violence that it embodies and entails, declares precisely that, ‘out of the
very great hopelessness and inefficacy of love resisted and annihilated, there flowers forth reinvigorating
and transforming energies which are even greater yet’ (Lewis 2001, p. 398).

In this sense, the church mirrors the Lacanian Real in the world, that force which both resides within the
Symbolic Order yet threatens to undo it. As the little piece of the real, the very body of God, in the world,
the community of faith rejects the narcissism and obscene fantasies of the Imaginary, refusing to carve social
spaces up in their own image, instead reflecting the glory of Christ to each other and the world (2 Corinthians
3:18; Wright 1991, pp. 185-189). Instead of ‘redemptive’ violence creating mayhem and chaos, there is the
systemic violence of redemption itself.

The very particularity and plurality of the church in its varied local contexts, therefore, are to be celebrated
as the very site of her glory (Jinkins 1999, pp. 62, 73). The embeddedness of the church is another name for
its power to transform communities; to be in and among communities, to be what is in the world more than
the world itself is to already begin to conquer death from within its confines. In this context, unconditional
forgiveness would not a categorical add-on to community but is the divine mode of being in that same
community. God and the world does not make two; instead it makes a better world.

6.2.5 Love as the Fragile Universal

If we must reject Žižek’s mismatch of Christian love with revolutionary hatred and violence, we can
nevertheless affirm what Žižek (2000) says about the ‘fragile’ strength in love which (at special times)
reveals the Absolute (p.119) and locate this fragility in the mode of forgiving love the church is called to
embody.
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As already noted, love can shatter the hegemonizing symbols and networks in society which keep people in
bondage and maintain power relations soaked in superficiality. Here we can again take a cue from Žižek
(2000b) for whom true love is about ‘believ(ing) in appearances, in a sublime dimension which ‘shines
through’ an appearance’ (p. 119). For Žižek (2000b), love (which he reads as synonymous with the
Absolute) emerges in fleeting experiences, say, ‘Through the gentle smile of a beautiful woman, or even
through the warm, caring smile of a person whom may otherwise seem ugly and rude: in such miraculous
but extremely fragile moments, another dimension transpires through our reality. As such, love is easily
corroded; it slips all too easily through our fingers, and must be handled as carefully as butterfly’ (p. 119,
italics in the original).

In an insightful reading of 1 Corinthians 13, Žižek utilizes a Lacanian framework to explicate the centrality
of love as a powerful kind of nothingness, a nothingness to be desired above all. He (2000b) states that, ‘The
point of the claim that even if I were to possess all knowledge, without love I would be nothing, is not
simply that with love, I am “something”─in love, I am also nothing but, as it were, a Nothing humbly aware
of itself, a Nothing paradoxically made rich through the very awareness of its lack’ (pp. 137-138).

The above insights into the fragile nature of love are surely what all Christian communities─who claim to
worship a God self-defined by love (1John 4:8)─can profit from and radical orthodoxy writers are at their
best when appropriating them. In Ward’s (2005) analysis of this passage in Žižek’s writing, he elaborates
that love─understood as a redemptive lack─constitutes an agony of difference and distinction (p.264). The
Christian economy of suffering is inextricably tied to mutual love and reception among desiring subjects,
predicated on the creative and open love between and within the Trinitarian Godhead (Ward 2005a, pp. 264265). Such Christian love predicated on incarnation, fulfillment and participation contrasts against other
notions of love based on lack and privation (Ward 2005a, pp. 250-251; Ward 2000, p.77). Love, then, is
thoroughly political as it frames desires which in turn spurs action (Ward 2009, p. 271). Love elevates
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thinking above the confines of truth, bringing about goodness and justice (Schwartz 2005, pp. 120-121).
Indeed, love constitutes a new universal breaking out of a system founded on logical formulations, a risky
extreme that gives the lie to doctrines of consequentialism, measurement and security (Davis 2010, pp. 113114).

6.2.5.1 The Church’s Feminine Jouissance

It should be clear that the Žižekian notion of Christian love resonates strongly with the Lacanian feminine
jouissance; Žižek’s reads the Apostle Paul as calling for such a ‘feminine’ sort of Christian love which
challenges ‘masculine’ pagan hegemony with the possibility of a kind of order not grounded in a special
exception (Pound 2008, pp.116-117).

The Lacanian theory of sexual difference has already been introduced and elaborated in detail in chapter
four. To briefly recall that discussion, the masculine domain is characterised by a universal category
sustained by one exception which, in turn, generates a symptom that keeps the entire realm 'out of joint'.
The feminine equation, on the other hand, is characterised by non-exception but also, and at the same time
the universalisation of the symptom. There is no totalisation and every member of this (feminine) group is
somewhat mysterious and cannot be hemmed in (Vighi & Feldner 2007, pp. 190-202). The word
'Woman' cannot capture all women, whereas the word 'Man' categorically includes all men bar one, the
founding father. Put simply, Man are all the same with one exception but Woman has no exceptions; all are
exceptional.

In the context of political theology, we need a model which escapes the domination of conceptual thought
(what I argued, in the previous chapter, irreparably plagues radical orthodoxy) yet which ‘touches’ the
absolute of the political, that is, the power to define reality itself. Love is a central driver of such a model
and Pound (2008) elaborates Žižek’s perspective:
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(According to Žižek), Pauline love is challenging because it identifies with love not at the level of
the Ideal, i.e., the exception, but at the level of imperfection, the immanence of our being. We love
not despite imperfection, but because of imperfection...On Žižek's reading, Paul exhorts the church
to adopt the very logic of femininity (p. 117, emphasis added).

Pound is saying that Christian love models the Lacanian feminine in the fact that it identifies with fragility,
weakness and imperfection. The love of the church for the world, not unlike Christ’s saving act on the cross,
empathizes with imperfection and will always remain open to misunderstanding and abuse. In this sense it
can be seen as a ‘feminine’ virtue and the gesture which would be exemplify such a virtue, via its uncertainty
and vulnerability, is forgiveness.

When the church practices a self-sacrificial form of forgiveness and generosity (predicated on the sacrifice
of Jesus on the cross), not least towards her political enemies, she thereby engages in and enjoys a feminine
jouissance which refuses the validation of the reigning system of tit-for-tat sacrificial, and thus is constituted
in her singularity. Such an expression of faith is akin to the political act as understood by Žižek (1999), in a
passage worth quoting in full:

(The) political act (or intervention) is not simply something that works well within the framework
of the existing relations, but something that changes the very framework that determines how things
work. To say that good ideas are ‘ideas that work’ means that one accepts in advance the (global
capitalist) constellation that determines what works. One can also put it in terms of the well-known
definition of politics as the ‘art of the possible’: authentic politics is, rather, the exact opposite, that
is, art of the impossible – it changes the very parameters of what is considered ‘possible’ in the
existing constellation (p. 237).
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The church, by exercising forgiveness, opens up new worlds of possibilities and reinstates a framework of
reconciliation and mercy as the primary coordinates by which politics should be engaged in. Regular acts
of forgiveness and self-giving love repeats the sacrifice of Jesus, that one sacrifice to paradoxically and
triumphantly end all sacrifices. The weakness and willing obedience of Christ unraveled the rules of the
sacrifice of innocent victims, itself a Satanic procedure, by exposing the injustice of the entire system; in
Lacanian terms, Christ was the exception that, instead of sustaining the system, collapsed it altogether (Heim
2006, pp.134-164).245 Likewise the church must embody this sacrifice-cancelling practice in her political
discourse and actions.

Political theology should seek to redefine the coordinates of what counts as the possible and thus should
draw its inspiration from an Event─the atonement─which promises to ‘make all things new’ (Revelations
21:5). The church must show that, like God, it so loves the world that giving up what is loved and treasured
above all is not too great a cost. The Creator knows about dying and shows what it means to his people in
order that the church also comprehends the ways of death and is ready to practice abandonment and selfsurrender (Lewis 2001, pp. 360-361).

Such is the vulnerable singularity of the church who must model the perfection Christ spoke of, the notion
of divine perfection directly tied to radical forgiveness and the subversive act of praying for one’s
persecutors. To seek the welfare of one’s enemies is, in a sense, to absorb and render as null and void the
injustice and pain visited upon one’s self. It reflects a willingness to take in the darkness done unto us and,
via an encounter with the light of a new sublimation, to destroy it via re-imagination and release.
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See the earlier discussion on chapter five, pp.224-229.
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6.3 Unconditional Forgiveness and the Political

6.3.1 Introduction

In 2013, at the height of the Allah controversy during which a Malay NGO called for the burning of the
Alkitab (Shankar, 2013), columnist Michelle Ng (2013) published the following:

In relation to the Bible burning, again, I am sorry that we reacted impulsively. Our message to your
fellow brothers and sisters should not have been one of condemnation. Instead, we should have told
you that we hold no grudge against your intention to burn our bibles, but that we forgive you, and
that we will continue to love you as much as Christ loved us…(Even if) the day comes when
Christianity is prohibited in Malaysia, when our churches and bibles are forced to cease to exist, I
can assure you that we will still welcome you into our homes with open arms; we will feed you
when you’re hungry and we will care for you if need be; and we will pray for you every day.

Do Ng’s remarks display nothing more than sentimentality? Are they blind to bigotry and do they tacitly
refuse political action, perhaps even encouraging injustice? Alternatively, could Ng’s remarks in fact be
about overturning a vicious cycle of threat, condemnation and demonization? Could we read her overtures
as an act seeking to put aside justice based on retribution or retaliation and instead work for a justice centered
on restoration?

If we can agree that a suffering church characterizes what is demanded of God’s people, what kinds of acts
would perfectly underscore such a state? What forms of praxis would personify such a singularity which
both self-actualizes the church whilst manifesting her jouissance, true yet traumatic ethical freedom which
sets her face against a malevolent system of sacrifice? I venture that such an act must involve showing
forgiveness and love, even or especially towards one’s enemies. This would precisely embody a different
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way of living which departs from the world’s values (Luke 6:33-35) and yet which is viewed as mirroring
divine perfection (Matthew 5:48); such, indeed, would constitute the singularity of the Christian church.246

Jesus’ command to love our enemies and to forgive and pray for them have no doubt generated much
controversy. This command is found in Matthew 5:43-48,

You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in
heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax
collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others?
Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.247

How is at all practical or helpful to forgive and love enemies? Can it be right for Christians to tell victims
of persecution to not fight back? Did Jesus have political enemies in mind or merely personal ones? Are
these enemies meant to be only those within the Christian covenant or do they include those outside? These
and related questions are continually explored and debated over (Boyd 2005, pp. 29-50, 161-186; Stassen
and Gushee 2003, pp. 132-141; Horsley 1986, pp. 3-27; Kirk 2003, pp. 667-686; Bash 2007, pp. 67-80).
Ironically, the controversy surrounding the enigmatic command is only heighted by its occasional use in
politically turbulent events like the American civil rights movement led by Martin Luther King, Jr and
Mahatma Gandhi’s fight for Indian independence (King, Jr. 1957; Shriver 1998, pp. 174-187; Boyd 2005,
pp. 33-34).
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Eisenstein and McGowan (2012) also assert that singularity manifests itself most prominently in the name, which sets an
individual apart from simply being a member of its community (p. 167). Interestingly, in the New Testament book of Revelations,
the Risen Christ is portrayed as promising a ‘new name’ to the church in Pergamun (Revelations 2:17).
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This passage is mirrored in Luke 6:27-36.
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Nevertheless, my immediate objective in this section is to read the passage through the idea of Jesus’ mission
as one involving a direct assault on the sacrificial system so ingrained in the world (Davis 2009, pp. 56-58).
My wager is that Jesus’ fundamental intention was to overturn the system of sacrifice; bearing this intention
in mind, I will now explore how this passage can open up fresh insights for political engagement.

6.3.2 Loving One’s Enemies (and Turning the Other Cheek) as a Reversal of Sacrifice

Deborah Loh (2010), expressing her disdain for what she sees as the Malaysian churches’ complicity with
political injustice, writes:

Calling for calm, praying for the nation and retaliating with forgiveness are all ‘givens’ in a
Christian response. And these must continue. But is the Malaysian Church’s instinct for survival
getting in the way of holding government leaders accountable?...Jesus (definitely) didn’t mean
passive submission when he said Christians should ‘turn the other cheek‘. Rather, he consistently
resisted and defied the undemocratic and unjust Jewish religious order of his day.

In all fairness, the context of Loh’s complaint against the Malaysian churches include the use of private
negotiations with the government, negotiations which she views as part of the problem as (according to her)
they perpetuate communal politics and injustices. Nevertheless, Loh clearly disagrees with the ‘given’
response by Christians of showing forgiveness which she associates with passive submission; she palpably
hopes to see more acts of resistance and defiance.

What, however, does ‘turning the other cheek’ mean? Writers like Loh risk committing a strawman fallacy
by linking it with passive submission and further aligning this to Christians who show unconditional
forgiveness to political enemies. But what if forgiving an oppressor is not at all about submissiveness?
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J. Denny Weaver (2013) provides further details of how this command should not be understood as refusing
to resist evil but instead is about refusing to respond in a manner which mirrors evil (pp. 17-18). He shows
how the three examples which Jesus gives─turning the other cheek, offering the inner garment and going
the second mile (Matthew 5:38-42)─in fact seek to reverse the cycle of evil. According to Weaver (2013),
turning the other (left) cheek to someone who struck us on the right was, given the Jewish culture of the
time, an act of refusing humiliation and asserting equal status with one’s oppressor. Secondly, surrendering
the inner garment (and thus walking around naked) exposes the shame of he who caused the nakedness
thereby revealing the greed and exploitation of one’s oppressor. And finally, going a second mile for a
Roman soldier (who, legally, was only permitted to demand one mile of forced service) was a way to
transform the citizen from being a coerced labourer to that of a decision-maker (p. 18). Weaver remarkably
adds, ‘One can even envision a complete reversal of requests, with the soldier begging the citizen to put
down the pack before the soldier gets into trouble’ (p. 18). To reiterate, the chief purpose of forgiveness
(read within a Lacanian framework) is to produce a situation where injustice and oppression is unraveled
via a systemic transformation.

Stassen and Gushee (2005) have noted how the teaching in the Sermon on the Mount sought to undo the
vicious cycle in human communities resulting from what they call ‘traditional righteousness’ (pp. 125-145).
The latter refers to commands enacted prior to the coming of Jesus which sanctions retaliation in the name
of legal justice which, unfortunately, leaves many people stuck in a destructive spiral of anger and violence.
So, for example, when Jesus asserts that he who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment (Matthew
5:22-26), Jesus is merely stating the fact of violent cause and violent consequence which, as we have seen,
is precisely what the sacrificial system portends (Gushee & Stassen 2005, pp. 134-135).

Jesus’ transforming initiatives, therefore, have in mind the metamorphosis of 1) the angry person into a
peacemaker, 2) a relationship of anger into a peace-making process and 3) an enemy into a friend (Gushee
& Stassen 2005, p. 135). Gushee and Stassen (2005) chide those who would see in Jesus’ most controversial
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teachings (for example, on turning the other cheek when slapped by an enemy) nothing more than an
impossible ideal or a method of anti-theses, a perspective which largely results in evading the teaching itself;
they rightly note that the Sermon on the Mount was instead prescribing a way of life which included regular
practices of reconciliation and peace-making whose key objectives were reversing the tit-for-tat cycle of
violence in society (p. 136; Shriver 1998, p. 37). Acts like cheek-turning are advocated because they reflect
who God is, that is, someone who is kind to the ungrateful and selfish (Boyd 2005, p. 34), and therefore
offers the possibility of reversing a cycle of violence and revenge in the community.

Gushee and Stassen (2005) also interpret Jesus’ words that, ‘All who take the sword, by the sword will die’
(Matthew 26:52) to refer, once again, to the consequences of choosing a way of violence (p.202; Davis
2009, p. 58). Jesus once again both echoes the destructive results of a life lived within a cycle of mimetic
victimizaation whilst simultaneously preaching in favour of another way of living. Finally, in their argument
against the death penalty, Stassen and Gushee note─in the only mention of sacrificial expiation in their
book─that Genesis 9:6 is a proverb which merely reflects (without prescribing) the fact that murder begets
murder and that capital punishment functions in America as a quasi-religious ritual of scapegoating (pp.
202-203). It is clear, therefore, that Stassen and Gushee see the Sermon on the Mount, and Jesus’ overall
teachings as (also) reflected in his life and death, as an embodied repudiation of social scapegoating and
sacrifice.248

To reiterate, the New Testament command towards love for our enemies must be read as a confrontation
with the powers of the sacrificial mindset in a spirit of self-sacrifice. As with Jesus’ crucifixion, which
represents encountering torture and persecution with loving resistance, Christian disciples are to share God’s
abhorrence for the cycle of violence and his subsequent refusal to meet it with yet more violence (Davis
2009, pp. 56-57).
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It is thus surprising and unfortunate that Gushee and Stassen failed to mention Girard and his work at all.
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Marius Reiser (2001) comments:

It is not a question of renouncing revenge and violent reactions to violent behaviour because of
weakness or out of cleverness, but instead of trying to overcome the whole package of thinking in
terms of friends and enemies from a superior position (p. 424, emphasis added).

Indeed, to see the world in terms of friends and enemies (and to do so from a position of superiority) echoes
the Schmittian dimension of the sacrificial system.249 This is to say that enemies need to be identified and
destroyed in order for a society of ‘friends’ to sustain itself. Political sovereignty demands the continual
sacrifice of enemies as a way of consolidating and reasserting itself. The church, on the other hand, exists
through the mode of ‘sacrificing herself’.

Unfortunately, some political interpretations of this passage willfully ignore this very distinction of friend
and enemy. Richard Horsley (1986), for example, denies that the ‘enemy’ in the relevant passages refer to
political or foreign ones (as opposed to merely local or personal antagonisers) 250 and thus unnecessarily
narrows the relevance and power of these teachings (pp. 7-20). Horsley’s argument that the verses refer to
the need for poor village communities to be mutually responsible for economic concerns suffers not at all
from what it affirms but what it denies. In other words, for Horsley (1986) the divine perfection spoken of
as being related to the capacity to love and forgive one’s enemies, and as expected to be a characteristic of
the church, has no place within an international context (pp. 21-23). It is thus awkward for writers like
Horsley that, in relation to the only Biblical injunction linked to the idea of being like God (Matthew 5:4445; Mohrlang 1984, pp. 77-78)─that of showing unnatural kindness to one’s enemies─somehow the church
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See the discussion in the previous chapter where I propose that the Freud-Girard-Schmittian triad mirrors the Lacanian
Imaginary-Symbolic-Real framework in which sacrifice is endemic and inevitable, on pp.221-223.
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Horsley (1986), despite noting on at least three occasions the possibility that foreign or political enemies were being referred to
in the Lukean texts (pp. 8, 17), ultimately insists that this passage cannot have any relevance outside of small local Jewish
communities.
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would appear to be over-stepping its Biblical boundaries to apply these in the socio-political domain. Surely
a better perspective would be to insist that the ‘deeper righteousness’ that the Gospel of Matthew requires
from disciples of Christ (Morhlang 1984, pp. 98-110), can and must be reflected throughout every domain
in the world even, or especially, the political one (Boyd 2005, 13-39; Shriver 1998, pp. 37-42), especially
those persecuted whereby the primary concern would then be focused more on the attitude of the persecuted
instead of the needs of the persecutors (Mohrlang 1984, p. 100).

6.3.2.1 Summary

I have argued that the New Testament injunction to love and forgive one’s enemies is a specifically Christian
counter-response to the mode of mimetic violence and sacrifice which is characteristic of the world in
general. I have shown that passages like Matthew 5:38-48 and Luke 6:27-36 are best understood when
viewed in the light of Jesus’ intentions to reverse the tit-for-tat praxis of the world. Indeed, these commands
of Jesus embody a new form of political action, one which has self-giving at its heart, as opposed to the
mode of other-sacrificing so characteristic of human society. A few (and very rare) examples from the
Malaysian political arena were presented to demonstrate this mode of thinking is not completely alien to
Christians, although the extreme rarity of such an approach is a source of concern.

This point on peace-making with enemies is not something which emerges easily in major works by
Christian writers. For example, it is ironically downplayed as a defining characteristic of the church in Oliver
O’Donovan’s (1996) otherwise majestic work on political theology. After quoting Philippians 3:20 on the
church’s heavenly citizenship as part of the paradox he presents between the ‘insider’ view of the church as
a community of freedom and obedience in Christ, and her outward appearance as a merely religious
organism (p. 166), O’Donovan then claims that the resolution of this paradox can only be resolved from the
appearing of Christ, the transfiguration of the body and the glorification of Israel (p. 166). This is to say that
until the return of the glorified Christ, there is truly no way to bridge the gap between how Christians
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experience the grace of Christ and how others view the church. Remarkably, acts of extraordinary love and
forgiveness fail to find their way onto his checklist of the church’s self-identifying traits, as it appears to do
so in the New Testament (John 13:34-35; Matthew 5:43-48).

To reiterate, the political rupture which stands between accommodation to religious bigotry and a wholly
inward-looking pre-occupation with one’s rights, is the act of forgiveness which both condemns
discrimination in the very act of defining one’s self by love towards those doing the discrimination. The
church qua the people of God must embody this forgiving rupture at the heart of society. The church must
take on the death and trauma of a world besieged by sacrifice.

6.3.3 Forgiveness as Sinthome and Reversal of Fetishism

Should the Church obey the command to love one’s enemies, forgive them and pray for them, she would
move closer towards manifesting what psychoanalytical thinkers term her singularity, which is that
vulnerable and yet unique aspect of her identity, or the gesture of a subject or community which resists and
exceeds cultural accommodation. Regarding the subject-personality-singularity triad, Ruti (2012) helpfully
defines these terms:

The ‘subject’ comes into existence through symbolic law and prohibition. ‘Personality’ can never
entirely transcend the narcissistic fantasies of wholeness, integration, and extraordinariness that
buttress the subject’s imaginary relationship to the world. ‘Singularity’, in turn, relates to the
rebellious energies of the real that elude both symbolic and imaginary closure. It opens to layers of
being that exceed all social categories and classifications (p. 1).
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The ‘personality’, thus, is that aspect of our existence which aims for accommodation to and acceptance
from the world. Our singularity, on the other hand, is ironically what maintains a sense of dislocation from
society whilst at the same time providing our most unique point of identity. The singularity is something
that especially characterises someone but also which does so in an idiosyncratic manner which eludes social
classification (Ruti 2009, pp. 108-109).

Applying this to our context, the ‘subject’ of the Church is simply the institutional form she takes within
society, including her birth within local culture and customs and her need to comply to local laws. The
Church’s ‘personality’, then, could denote her continuous striving for her own rights and welfare which, in
a sense, render her virtually no different from any other human institution. But the church is ruled by
‘another king’ (Acts 17:7) and her members are citizens of not of this world (Philippians 3:20); thus her
behaviour and priorities must reflect those of this alternate ruler and his distinctly different kingdom which
is epitomized in forgiveness. In popular devotional terms, the Church’s singularity reflects the declaration
of Jesus that she whilst she is in the world she is not of this world precisely because Christ has chosen her
out of it (John 15:19).

By embodying a political life of reconciliation and forgiveness, the church finds and fulfils her sinthome,
that most elementary tier of her being, her very singularity, that in the church which is ‘more than’ the
church herself (Ruti 2012, pp. 62); the sinthome denotes the nexus of jouissance which binds the subject
together, it points at the heart of who we are after all our symbolic layers and social casings have been
stripped away (Žižek 1999, pp. 176-177). Likewise, if God is love (1 John 4:8), then it follows that His
people, ultimately, must also be love. Love is the Christian sinthome, and love is that which ‘fixates/registers
the “too muchness of life”’ (Žižek 2012, p. 698). Simply put, the church must grow to revel in the pleasure,
in the jouissance, of showing mercy, in spite yet paradoxically because of the pain and trials which arise
both before and as a result of choosing forgiveness and peace as a way of life (2 Corinthians 12:10; Romans
5:3; James 1:2-4)
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However, if the church behaves as if her rights and privileges were subsumed to the absolutely radical need
to demonstrate love for her persecutors, she fills the void of the world with her love, sublimating it with the
grace of the suffering God who so loved it (John 3:16). In Lacanian terms, gentleness and kindness in the
face of hostility and a steadfast refusal to repay evil with evil but instead with blessing (1 Peter 3:8-16)
could be transformative in that such actions seek to renovate the Symbolic Order from within without
attempting to force a violent encounter with the Real. This is to say that the church can affect everyday
existence in quiet, subtle yet powerful ways without occasioning the terror and violence so distinctive of
many revolutions.

The latter mode is precisely what Alenka Zupančič (2000) warns regarding forcing an encounter with the
Real, that is, at demanding that the impossible appear at all costs: ‘Terror…occurs when one takes the effect
that the event (or the “encounter with the Real”) has upon the subject for one's immediate objective,
believing that in producing this effect one will also produce the event itself, the Real’ (p. 236). The point is
that whilst a Lacanian inclined ethical trajectory is indeed intended to produce the Real, we must not adopt
the strategy of compulsion for, not only is this ironically a symptom of totalitarianism, it has disastrous
consequences. We cannot approach the Real in the manner of a ‘user’s guide’ towards changing the world
lest a form of ‘methodical masochism’ arises which glorifies pain and suffering (Ruti 2012, p. 111).

We could even suggest that such radical love represents an inversed positive form of the fetishistic
disavowal. Recall that such disavowals involved the basic linguistic formula, ‘I know full well (regarding a
certain embarrassing or disturbing truth, for example, that my boss is corrupt, that my friends do not really
like me, etc.) but nonetheless I will behave as if it’s not true.’251 Authentic Christian mercy could represent
a creative reversal of this situation: the Christian acts under the knowledge that his kindness will not be
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See the discussion in chapter two, especially pp. 88-91.
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reciprocated by his enemies (and may, in fact, lead to further oppression, persecution, etc.) but nevertheless
he persists in behaving as if the enemy is a friend. For example, ‘I know fully well that my enemy will or
may take advantage of my kindness but nonetheless I will behave as if he is my dearest friend.’ Such a
refusal to meet violence with violence is, unlike its fetishistic counterpart, based not on wishful thinking nor
false hope, but is grounded in the mercy and character of God. In this vein, Colin Gunton (1988) notes that
forgiveness works, ‘by a process of transformation in which the reconciliation of persons enables the
acknowledged evil of the past to become the basis for present and future good’ (p. 188).

This is the sense in which the New Testament calls Christians to offer themselves as ‘living sacrifices’
(Romans 12:1). Far from being an ode towards imitating the diabolical system of enmity and violence, this
injunction instead counsels disciples precisely to think in a different and renewed manner (Romans 12:2).
That barely ten verses later the passage admonishes its readers to exercise patience in affliction and even to
bless their persecutors whilst rejecting revenge (Romans 12:12-21) underscores the epistle’s defiance of a
tit-for-tat system which breeds intra- and inter-community violence.

6.3.4 The Efficacy of Unconditional Political Forgiveness

To place forgiveness at the heart of a new theo-political model claims a few advantages. First, the
affirmation of traditional Christian creeds is not integral or even necessary given how there is no necessary
connection between forgiveness and any specific religion (Kohen 2009, p. 403).

Second, the most common use forgiveness does not involve a deity at all, being primarily about the release
of the power of offense and offender over the offended. Kohen (2009) provocatively locates the value of
forgiveness entirely on the side of the forgiver, noting how the act frees her, the victim, from revenge and
resentment, enabling the choosing of a different better path to that taken by the offender (p.403). This
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resonates with the already noted psychoanalytical theme of sublimation, of preparing a clean slate, of
starting anew.

A community which decides on forgiveness – of leaders and groups within the bio-political system - as a
defining and guiding trajectory most importantly releases itself and its members from the vicious cycle of
victimization and sense of oppression, beginning on a note of compassionate non-judgmentalism towards
those in power. To do so approximates the Hegelian dialectic of ‘problematizing the problem’ itself (Žižek
2012, p. 214). Where some are inclined towards capturing the State, seeing in it the nexus of bio-political
oppression, forgiveness recognizes that true transformation begins with a broken heart, one which seeks to
heal the alienation endemic to inter-personal relations (Peterson 2001, p.11).

As shown with the Communist states, simply replacing a set of leaders with another without a change of
heart not only leaves the problem of systemic oppression unresolved, it may even aggravate it, taking human
tragedy to monstrous proportions (for example, Stalin’s genocides and Mao’s cultural revolutions). This is
certainly an aspect of revolutionary violence Žižek chooses to ignore by treating it as a goal-in-itself. The
possibility that the price (in the form of lives and societies destroyed) may not only be too high but also
uncontrollable is rendered simply part and parcel of what happens when a revolution takes place and is
therefore unproblematic (Žižek 2006, pp.380-381).

Forgiveness, in this context, would be about problematizing what many protesters and revolutionaries do
not, that is, the human heart itself, and trusting that positive political change is a function of leaders who are
first and foremost inclined, in the face of insurmountable odds, towards reconciliation and peace (for
example, Mandela, Gandhi and Luther King, Jr.). There may be the impression that such a politics is clichéd
and there is no question that it is fragile at its very core. Yet political forgiveness stands on firm ground,
being rooted in the scandal and ‘irrationality’ of the Cross-event itself. Given the increasing move of
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forgiveness from the private to the public domain (Da Silva 2001, p. 313), it is even more urgent to reinsert
this act of grace at the forefront of emancipatory theorizing.

6.3.4.1 Unconditional Forgiveness and the ‘Allah’ Controversy

Miroslav Volf (2001) explains that the first step in forgiveness must include a component of unconditionality
and not be predicated on a perpetrator’s desire to change, yet forgiveness to be completed must include
repentance (pp. 46-47). Forgiveness as a radical political stance is thus not independent of justice, yet neither
is it chained to it (Volf 2001, pp. 40-41).

The view of the ultimate efficacy of forgiveness (especially as exclusively dependent on the forgiver) is,
unsurprisingly, contested by those who see that forgiveness without repentance by the offender at best
renders forgiveness incomplete and at worst is a travesty of the concept itself; wrong must be at least
admitted before forgiveness can occur (Barnes 2010, pp. 69-70; Bong 2016, pp. 190-192).252

In Malaysia’s ‘Allah’ controversy, in which Islamic fundamentalist segments in the country demanded that
Christians cease using this Arabic name of God in their worship (see chapters one and two), parts of this
passage were even cited to persuade the Christians to desist. In a laudable if misinformed move, Mohamad
Tajuddin Mohamad Rasdi (2014) asked Christians to ‘turn the other cheek’ and cease to use the word ‘Allah’
for the sake of national security without at all denying that ‘academically, historically, legally and morally’
they have every right to use it. He sees this as a triumph of good peaceful sense over the egoistic need (of
Christian leaders) to be right, and even acknowledges that the problem was caused by Malay-Muslim
extremists in the country. Rasdi’s article met with firm rebuttals from Christian writers who noted, among

Barnes’ (2010) perspective of political forgiveness is overly pessimistic which is not surprising given his inclination to a) draw
an inextricable link between the efficacy of forgiveness and the willingness of offenders to repent and b) relate forgiveness to a
particular theological doctrine of atonement (pp.72-79). He discusses a handful of Biblical passages stating the need for repentance
from the wrong-doer but, in my view, does not give sufficient emphasis of verses which declare the power of God to work wonders
through our faith (Matthew 19:26) and how forgiveness ‘against the odds’ is even divinely commanded (Matthew 5:43-48).
252
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other things, that Christians have already been ‘turning the other cheek’ (Martinez 2014), that the issue is
really about freedom of religion (Yapp & Loh 2014), that Christians should remain meekly defiant in the
face of ‘gutter politics’ (Ng 2014) and so on.

Without denying that the rights of Christians in Malaysia are important (and are being threatened as a result
of this controversy) and fully affirming concerns about national safety from extremism, it would appear that
all sides have missed the Girardian sacrificial motif against which a proper exegesis of the relevant passages
must be conducted, as per the discussion above. The point is not at all to abandon one’s rights entirely for
the sake of peace (Tajuddin Rusdi’s position) nor is it about saying that ‘enough is enough’ given that
Christians have already surrendered so much with freedom of religion being compromised (the position of
Martinez, Ng and Yapp). Instead it is about seeking to unravel a violent system precisely by identifying
with it in a manner which renders our endorsement of it impossible. Showing unconditional forgiveness─or
‘turning the other cheek’─is not done primarily to obtain justice or primarily to promote freedom of religion
but is performed precisely to demonstrate a radical unconditionality about Christ-like love in the hope of
total transformation. Forgiveness is first and foremost a gift, unlimited and unmerited, offered before we
respond (Weaver 2013, p. 202). To use Lacanian terms again, the aim of forgiveness is to insinuate and spur
a gradual annihilation of a system which precisely seeks to put conditions upon the act of forgiving.

However, Malaysian Archbishop Bolly Lapok (2014), speaking against the ban on Christians in using
‘Allah’, preached against ‘turning the other cheek’ if this meant that a peace-loving majority must succumb
to an extremist Islamic minority. He states:

How then do we live? Some among those who mean well have suggested that when slapped on one
cheek we are to offer the other. This is half-baked theology if turning the other cheek tantamount to
sending a wrong message to the provocateurs and extremists in political Islam that we are willing
abandon our calling to being peacemakers and reconcilers...These extremists among political Islam
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are, in fact, a tyranny by the minority while the rest of us including peace-loving Muslims and nonMuslims, have been sucked into the spiral of silence only to become the suffering majority…To
turn the other cheek in these circumstances is indeed to bear false witness to the Gospel of
reconciliation itself. This we will not do…The insanity that we are facing has become so systemic
that even the judiciary has seen it fit to abandon sound principles of jurisprudence and taken an
unprecedented extra-judicial position that the use of the word ‘Allah’ to refer to God is not an
integral part of the faith and practice of Christianity.

Clearly, Lapok takes the view that forgiveness is conditional upon justice or reciprocal action on the part of
the one being forgiven. According to this view, the church cannot be forgiving enemies who continue to
perpetuate a ‘system of insanity’. Lapok’s concern here, as the leader of a faith-community which have
undergone many years of systematic marginalization by the government, is that showing unconditional
forgiveness may reflect a flippant attitudes towards true reconciliation, especially when encountering
prolonged affliction.253 Sharon Bong (2016), writing about Lapok’s very comments, echoes a similar point,
‘To forgive the ‘tyranny’ of the (extremist) minority where they remain unrepentant is misplaced…as it
ought to succeed not precede the process of reconciliation’ (p. 192, italics added).

Without at all intending to minimize or trivialize the seriousness of the hardship Lapok and the East
Malaysian Christian community is facing, and without presuming to be in any position to tell Lapok how to
act as a leader, my humble pushback to perspectives such as Lapok’s and Bong’s is not that reconciliation
and repentance on the part of the offender is unimportant (or, even worst, undesired). It is how they
underplay the efficacy of forgiveness as a) an act of transformative justice itself and b) a psychic reversal
of a systematic cycle of violence. I also wish to note how the Biblical record presents key characters,
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Through private conversation with some in the Malaysian Catholic community, I gather that Lapok and his community have
indeed demonstrated a spirit of forgiveness towards the government for many years prior to his comments that I’ve included here.
Again, my objectives are purely theological in that I aim to construct a model of theo-political engagement cum forgiveness in the
hope that churches and theologians can see the merit of a perspective imbued with insights from psychoanalysis. I respect and honor
the real (and very painful and risky) decisions made by the actual church leaders on the ground.
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including Jesus Himself, as performing and admonishing forgiveness upon enemies regardless of the ongoing response of said enemies. Jesus’ instructions to his disciples to love those who persecute them do not
presuppose a contrite reaction on the part of the persecutors (Matthew 5:43-48, quoted above).

In line with the transformative effects of the Christ’s work on the cross, forgiveness inaugurates a mode of
being which establishes a continuous trajectory of reconciliation and social-political repair. Forgiveness
thus becomes a communal performative, it extends unconditional grace and new empathy to the bio-political
system, seeking a transformation at the interstices of the human heart. This perspective, in contrast to those
posed by Lapok, places forgiveness beyond being one half of a multilateral aspect of reconciliation and
towards being a creative force which realizes said reconciliation by its very act. Far from requiring justice
and repentance failing which forgiveness is deemed shallow or even complicit to injustice, I suggest that to
forgive is to beget reconciliation.

To clarify, there is no doubt that experiencing the full efficacy of forgiveness is something which requires
remorse and reconciliation on the part of the offender. Nonetheless, my argument in this section is that
extending forgiveness itself must remain independent of what the offender does or does not do. Furthermore,
if my forgiving my enemies is predicated on them demonstrating a desire for reconciliation, it should also
be easy to note how the vicious cycle is thereby perpetuated. For is it not the very lack of other-centeredness,
goodwill and magnanimity within my enemy which caused him to oppress me in the first place? How can I
expect my forgiveness to address and heal that lack within my enemy if I should only forgive and love him
after he has first dealt with it? Does this not, in fact, sound like a doctor who refuses to treat patients unless
they’re already healed?
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6.3.5 Unconditional Forgiveness and the ‘Allah’ Controversy: Two Examples

To restate my argument, I view these seemingly extraordinary and outrageous commands to act benevolently
towards one’s enemies as mirroring and achieving divine giving and virtues. Crucially, these qualities are
not to be contingent upon an appropriate (albeit desired) response of another, such contingency being
precisely the problem with the mode of sacrifice the world is used to.

Again, whilst I certainly empathize (and, to some extent, support) the need to stand against injustice and
oppression, I read this as potentially suggestive of the modality so characteristic of the sacrificial system,
that of overcoming a social obstacle for the sake of some blissful end-goal. However, to reiterate, nowhere
in the New Testament did Jesus or their followers seek to ensure or protect their rights as democratic citizens
(Boyd 2005, pp. 72-74). If one party insists on peace at the expense of justice and another fights for
Christians rights such that love for enemies is hardly demonstrated, a clear alternative solution would be for
Christians to seek sociopolitical justice via loving one’s enemies and turning them into friends.

I now turn to two examples in Malaysia which, if only marginally, may represent this latter sort of justice.

6.3.5.1 Metro Tabernacle

In early 2010, in what was arguably the worst incident in the ‘Allah’ controversy, the Metro Tabernacle
Church in Kuala Lumpur was attacked with stones and fire-bombs amid tensions over the ‘Allah’
controversy (Hookway & Fernandez 2010). Immediately after, the leaders of the church said that they ‘they
do not harbour any ill-feeling against the culprits who set fire to their church and are thankful that the
Government has strongly condemned the arson attack’ (The Star 2010). The senior pastor also declared that
‘The church did not condone such acts but would forgive those responsible’ (Bong 2014, p. 156)
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Religious scholar Sharon Bong (2014), in her study of how political trauma in Malaysia is contained via the
construction of ‘fictions of unity’, has characterized statements like those from Metro Tabernacle as possibly
being ‘complicit in the epistemic violence of being silenced as “non-Malays and non-Muslims’’’ (p. 156).
She also says:

The public management of anger by Christians in ‘precarious positions’…becomes a ransom
offered by Christians in exchange for unity…The senior pastor (of Metro Tabernacle) presents the
gift of closure to the rakyat of all faiths [so that they can] remain united once more. The recuperation
of peace reinstates the ‘fiction of unity’ that was momentarily ruptured (pp. 156-157).

Bong essentially views the act of forgiveness by the fire-bombed church as part of an institutional reluctance
to admit the seriousness of discrimination and inequality in the country, preferring instead to weave
comfortable narratives and fictions in order to contain the trauma. Likewise, Deborah Loh (2010), writing
on the same event, asserts:

Calling for calm, praying for the nation and retaliating with forgiveness are all ‘givens’ in a
Christian response. And these must continue. But is the Malaysian Church’s instinct for survival
getting in the way of holding government leaders accountable?

It would appear that, according to Loh (echoing the sentiments of Lapok and Bong), offering forgiveness is
in some sense incompatible with seeking accountability from the government. For writers within this
perspective, the gesture of forgiveness in the face of political firestorms (especially the literal ones) contains
an undeniable stain of the dismissal of injustice. Any Christian leader who forgives his political enemies, in
other words, can hardly be serious about redressing political inequity in the country.
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There are numerous problems with such a view, the first being that one simply cannot assume that anyone
who wishes to forgive one’s oppressor is de facto acting glib about oppression. Within a Christian context,
especially, this would automatically indict Jesus’ forgiving the very people who crucified him as a dismissal
of injustice. However, Jesus’ prayer of forgiveness to his enemies in the act of being crucified (Luke 23:34)
underscores the key argument of this section which is, to reiterate, that unconditional forgiveness can be
itself an act of justice and reconciliation. As discussed in previous sections, forgiveness is the church’s
political raison d'être, its singularity, that element about her which rubs awkwardly against the norm of
society. When the church exercises forgiveness in the face of oppression and show mercy and kindness to
her oppressor, she not only mimicks Jesus but also reverses the cycle of sacrifice in the world and embodies
socio-political reconciliation even as she hopes (sometimes in vain) for the other party to reciprocate.

6.3.5.2 Lee Min Choon and the Bible Society of Malaysia (BSM)

It is thus entirely commendable, and something akin to a breath of fresh air, that former Bible Society of
Malaysia (BSM) President Lee Min Choon said he forgave the Selangor Islamic Religious Department (Jais)
for the raid on the BSM premises and seizure of more than 300 copies of Malay and Iban Bibles in January
2014.254 Lee (2014) expressed a sense of vindication after the Attorney-General announced that JAIS made
an error in seizing the Bibles. He (2014) also said, contrary to expectations, that he would not sue the
Religious Department over its actions in a statement which parallels my points about the singularity of
forgiveness, especially when it comes to forgiving one’s persecutors:

I forgave Jais a long time ago and have no intention to sue or punish them in any way. The A-G’s
announcement is better than any court judgment. There is nothing to be gained from a lawsuit except
revenge and a sense of satisfaction. That is un-Christian. I call on Christians to forgive Jais as they
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See the initial discussion of the JAIS raid in chapter two, on p.64.
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were just doing their job but had wrongly interpreted the law. Nobody is perfect, everybody makes
mistakes, let us forgive them just as Jesus Christ forgave us (emphasis added).

For Lee, in contrast to a system which demands retribution of the highest order (in this case, a court
judgement against JAIS), the mere recognition that the enemy had made a mistake was sufficient to occasion
his forgiveness of them. That he even rebuked those who sought a lawsuit against JAIS on the basis that
such an action provided only vengeance and a sense of satisfying payback, characterising this mindset as
‘un-Christian’, perfectly embodies the heart of the Cross as this work has discussed. That is to say, the work
of Christ was about terminating the spiral of retribution and violence, ‘biting the bullet’ to bring about peace
and seeking a transformation in the hearts of all involved, not least the chief perpetrators of the system.

In social-media discussion with Christians who are also actively engaged in socio-political discourse, more
than a few have expressed their disagreement over Lee’s rejection of the legal route. The usual concern is
that Christians should not expect non-Christians to do the suing on their behalf, and that inaction is simply
inappropriate.255 Stephen Ng (2014), in a letter to the Malay Mail Online, was representative of those who
generally disagreed with Lee’s gesture:

I am happy if Lee’s response is also the BSM’s decision…but there is also the other side of the coin
that the Church in Malaysia cannot overlook that we sometimes have to pursue the course of justice
as an appropriate response to an increase in number of cases where non-Muslim’s right to practise
their religion is being compromised (emphasis added).

Ng’s comments about the ‘other side of the coin’ being the need to pursue justice (in addition to the title of
his article, ‘Forgiveness is not cheap’) sounds like a thinly veiled insinuation that for Lee to forgive Jais

The online article (Lee 2014) itself contained numerous comments censuring Lee’s act of forgiveness for more or less the reasons
I am highlighting here. Regrettably, given the closure of the Malaysian Insider, these comments are now no longer accessible.
255
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would be both a) complicit in injustice and b) worthless. Later on in the same article Ng chides church
leaders who ‘do nothing’ and thus contribute to the evil’s triumphs, clearly tarring Lee’s gesture with the
same brush.

What responses like Ng’s miss, in my view, is how forgiveness is in itself a powerful response whose prima
facie subtlety and (apparent) timidity is itself a transformative act of justice. Lee aims to prioritise restorative
concerns over against fears of being treated unjustly; he is less interested in getting Jais to undo a legal
wrong than in getting the Islamic enforcer to become his friend. Such an act manifests both the form that
unconditional love takes and also the patience required in and by a community constituted by such a love.
The creative practice of forgiveness involves offering the offender an unmerited gift (Weaver 2013, p. 221);
I view this to mirror precisely what Lee was hoping to do for Jais.
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6.4 Conclusion

I have argued about that critical ingredients of political theologizing include a) embracing a loving and
suffering void at the heart of the divine and b) employing forgiveness as a positive but fragile embodiment
of a redemptive negativity associated with agape love and the cross of Christ, which holds forth a radical
‘clearing’ of the bio-political space. As in psychoanalysis, we are seeking here to ‘wipe the slate clean’ in
order to establish new and perhaps more justice-oriented coordinates.

This insinuates a fresh kind of political revolution which holds forth a hope grounded in a divine surplus
yet one which also draws power from a suffering core at the heart of the transcendent. Using forgiveness as
a theo-political trajectory─as, indeed, the nexus of a political theological way of thinking and
working─Christian communities can gain greater traction and achieve greater solidarity with like-minded
non-Christian political neighbours in a common struggle.

This model of political theology I am proposing draws upon the merits of traditional theologies (such as
radical orthodoxy) without the stifling implications associated with its claims for epistemic superiority. On
the other hand, this model does not reject a reliance on the transcendent and refuses the illusory ‘neutrality’
of nihilism (Shakespeare 2000, p. 164). As such it does not suffer from the nascent incoherency and
indeterminacy afflicting what I have termed the weak trans-immanence school of thought.256 We could also
insist that forgiveness can only be consolidated and strengthened by being tied to an event like the cross of
Christ which, via suffering and vulnerability, affirms the ontological priority of non-violence and peace
(Milbank 2006, p. 416) yet which also shatters all dogmatic gestures. This is a model which does not demand
agreement with the historical event of Christ’s atonement, though certainly invites all thinkers and activists
towards its contemplation and creative adoption. Likewise, this model replaces a Lacanian ‘masculine’
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Revisit chapter five, pp. 196-205, for my discussion of the strengths and problems related to radical orthodoxy and what I have
termed the ‘weak trans-immanence’ school of political theology.
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fortress-like mentality of exclusivity and confrontation with the ‘feminine’ fragile touch of vulnerability and
unconditional acceptance. This is to say that the church is a community based not on an exclusive leader,
but is one which itself embodies a jarring embarrassing excess and subverts organic-hierarchical social
orders with its radical egalitarianism (Žižek 2012, pp.112-114; Žižek 2009d, p. 295). A political theology
premised on forgiveness likewise will anger and frustrate many (with its perceived ‘naivety’), it will
encounter rejection after rejection yet, when taken seriously, may destabilize all existing models with the
hope of begetting new possibilities entirely.

If Christian political activism is solely or even primarily about condemning unjust remarks or oppressive
policies, the best it can achieve is a measure of prevention against individual tyrants as opposed to
transforming a tyrannical cycle. Instead, the church’s political actions must mirror a rejection of the very
maneuvers of the sacrificial schema in order to inaugurate a regime of peace. God’s people are to forego the
calculation so prevalent in society, in a hopeful effort to transform it via a fresh social vision (Kirk 2003,
pp. 682-684). The church must play a part in opening up opportunities for justice to be viewed as a search
process instead of (or in addition to) being a single event (Shriver 1998, p. 32). This crucially entails
abandoning dogmatic certainty about the ‘just’ action to take and by building in deliberation and friendship
as non-negotiables in the event of an offence or injustice.

The uncertainty and ‘messiness’ of forgiveness, not unlike the vagaries of psychoanalytical therapy, mirror
the ambiguity of human relationships and reconciliation; by offering the former, we declare our commitment
to the latter. Cheek-turning and praying for our enemies are ways in which the church can respond to evil
in a way that prevents evil from defining her, in the hope that our enemies are eventually transformed (Boyd
2005, p. 38). Political forgiveness is one manner in which the Real of Christ can invade and unravel the
Symbolic of a world predicated on sacrifice. To stress the point again, this is not to deny that victimizers
need transformation; it is to affirm that forgiving as a corporate political act is something which should not
wait for the enemy to change. Revolving as it does around a renewed relation to the creation and presence
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of God (Gunton 1988, p. 188), the significance of the act of forgiveness surpasses without eliminating the
required reception of forgiveness.

Hopefully, a world-changing kind of forgiveness birthed within a faith-tradition yet not yoked to it─a kind
of forgiveness which draws on the negative generativity of the void yet rejects its anti-conceptual traces─is
something the world can learn to speak to power.
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Chapter 7
CONCLUDING REMARKS

7.1 Outcomes and Syntheses

When my interests in psychoanalysis and politics first peaked many years ago, I intended it mainly as a tool
with which to scrutinise and suture the sores within Malaysian political society. It is with pleasure that only
recently did it dawn upon me that there are close resonances between a controversial therapeutic discipline
developed in the early twentieth-century and the heart of the Christian faith, that is, the work of Jesus on the
cross. In this light, when I am asked what kind of work I am writing, my most honest answer is that I hope
this monograph has produced new and provocative insights and trajectories for Malaysian studies, Christian
doctrine and political theology whilst, along the way, introducing and creating interest in Žižekian
psychoanalysis.

I began this investigation by producing evidence that central segments of the Malaysian church’s discourse
on politics in the country relied heavily on rational dialogue, an approach predicated on liberal norms. I
suggested that this approach faced many short-comings, not least of which was the refusal to problematize
reason itself. More importantly, Christians (and Malaysians in general) continue to languish in the
conceptual poverty of being more or less ignorant of the political unconscious. This is to say that politicotheological rhetoric in Malaysia (or any sort of discourse, for that matter) by and large does not include
psychoanalytical elements such as jouissance, desire, neurosis and so on.257

A bolder argument in the opening chapter, though, is that the Malaysian church’s lack of attention to the
unconscious has a correlation to (what I have tried to show is) its largely inconsistent and incoherent
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All of this is not to deny that Malaysians have made it a national past-time deliberating on the mental health of selected political
groups or individuals.
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statements regarding elections and politics. For example, even putting aside the obligation to remain
formally inoffensive, the sheer reluctance to name key personalities behind the nation’s political problems
or to urge one’s congregation to vote a certain way, smacks of what I have termed ‘decaffeinated politics’.
In Žižekian terms, this reflects a ‘refusal of the Real’ (Žižek 2002, p.174), that is, a disavowal of the
traumatic kernel of the political, that is, the fact that politics is a matter of difficult choices occasioned by
contradicting passions, loyalties and felt injustices (all of which resist logical symbolization and
explanation). Far easier for us to overdose on the ‘reasonable’ and in so doing suspend (or strip away) the
all-important personal and community backgrounds for the sake of appearing ‘objective’.

The result, as I sought to demonstrate in the first chapter, is a false form of neutrality─a decaffeinated
politics - in which Christians are commanded to be concerned about elections and votes without mention of
exactly which party or group is causing the nation to suffer. Avoiding the bogey-man of ‘partisan politics’
remains an ostensible test of the purity (and hence validity) of one’s public theology. Likewise, unspoken
rational norms dominate dialogue in fields (like religion and politics) which are practically defined by
passion, community, desire and tradition. Malaysian Christians, in other words, remain entrenched in a
‘post-political’ mindset, that is, a bourgeois form of political compromise borne of entanglement in market
mechanisms resulting in political governance based on negotiation and compromise.258 If nothing else,
psychoanalysis reminds us that Reason is the last one to the party and whilst it remains a welcomed guest
there can only be trouble if we employ Reason to avoid peering into the trauma of the Other/s in the room.

Having said that, it is a sign of hope to hear the Imaginary-Symbolic-Real triad being discussed on radio
(Fuad Rahmat & Kuttan 2016) in addition to a Member of Parliament using Žižekian concepts in his writings

Post-politics is described by Kenneth Surin (2009) as the situation whereby, ‘politicians and their attendant logos and slogans
are advertised and marketed to their somewhat bemused and docile constituencies like tile hard-to-differentiate fizzy beverages
typically found in…vending machines’ (p. 10). These usually feign a concern for organic social health, or project the problems to
a diabolical Other ‘outside’, or present politics as simply a neutral ground for equal-field competition, or valorizes administration
towards the achievement of a higher order or seeks to cover over antagonisms and attain some non-ideological common ground,
usually involving economic consumption (Surin 2009, pp. 224-226).
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(Sim 2012). Perhaps Lacanian flavours may seep their way into the nation’s socio-political taste buds
eventually. Malaysians do not, after all, suffer from a lack of passion when it comes to religion and politics
and─to risk a simplistic summary of my work─the entire point of this thesis is to expand our understanding
of this passion for the spiritual and the political via the use of psychoanalytical coordinates.

I thus anticipate a modicum of keenness to the ideas presented in chapters two to four. As mentioned, these
represent an application of psychoanalytical thought to the Malaysian political landscape and its players.
Reflecting on my intended interventions, it would be intriguing to see how Malaysians would react to the
idea that their fascination with political gossip─treating it almost as a sport (Walker & Farrelly
2013)─represents a compulsive looping back (again and again) to a set of alluring yet frustrating desires,
the ‘same messy tangle of existential aporias’ (Ruti 2012, p. 15), precisely mimicking the actions of a
neurotic.

Likewise, and in a mode suggestive of the ‘talking cure’, I hope that the Muslim community begin to
publicly discuss and address the fact that certain of their fundamentalist NGOs’ behave in a manner
reflective of clinical psychosis; maybe, too, there can be serious political discussion on how the
transgressions of certain Malaysian premiers’ resemble those of the pervert whose most consistent trajectory
is seeking to provoke even more legal attention on himself. The on-going 1MDB scandal─the world’s
biggest so far (Ramesh 2016)─involving the present Prime Minister Najib Razak, indeed, makes Mahathir’s
wrongdoings comparatively trivial, at least from a monetary angle.259

Yet, do all the above offer anything beyond a hope for a fresh angle of looking at things? What is the
significance of suturing Malaysian politics with psychoanalysis? Optimistically, to see a familiar situation
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The degree of fetishistic disavowal is at its highest as Najib Razak can even declare with a straight face that his administration
will ‘cooperate with the 1MDB probe’ (Tam 2016) whilst remaining silent on the fact that he is the ominous ‘MalaysianOfficial1’
cited thirty-six times in a United States Department of Justice 2016 lawsuit against 1MDB, the investment firm headed by Najib
himself (Palatino 2016; Patel 2016).
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in a new light can not only provide a new way of speaking about it, naturally it also opens up options as to
how to repair, improve or even enrich the present state of affairs. Psychoanalysis as a discipline is not
content to recount the analysand’s problems but also hopes to intervene into the system of libidinal conflicts
which plague her, via a timely wielding of linguistic meaning (Crockett 2007, pp. 20-21). To borrow a
phrase from Marx, it is insufficient to merely analyse the world; we must change it, too.

The first form of intervention, though, is to at least acknowledge a void at the heart of things we hold dear.
Hence, chapter three goes to considerable lengths trying to establish that celebrated mix of ethnicities in
Malaysia is one which is birthed in trauma and pain. State narratives and ideologies, as they do, seek to
‘plug up’ this agonising core. Thus a foremost approach towards combating this avoidance of the void is for
ethnic groups to reconstitute themselves in solidarity via a shared ontological trauma.

In a sense, this is already happening in the country, with my project intending to add a more deliberate and
directed manner of articulating these events. When a Muslim voices concern during Ramadhan about how
Islamisation in the country is marginalising both Muslims and non-Muslims, we are witnessing a unity from
agony (Ar 2015). When fifty thousand Indians (and even some non-Indians) in Malaysia of all stripes protest
in the streets of Kuala Lumpur, despite a lack of leadership and coherence, being ‘united only by a sense of
having suffered injustice for being “Indian” in Malaysia and in seeking better lives for future generations’
(Burrell, Nagarajan & Willford 2010, p. 1259), it is an exhibition of accord borne of discord. When
thousands of people from all the country’s main ethnicities gather in a candlelight vigil to show support for
a Chinese Chief Minister dubiously accused of corruption (Tan 2016; Lee 2016), there is unanimity via
injury. In such cases, the terms ‘Malay’, ‘Chinese’ and ‘Indian’ take on new meaning or, put another way,
a new kind of solidarity emerges which trigger a transformation of these age-old ethnic labels. This is
certainly not to deny that much more research and data are required; nevertheless I do not wish readers of
this work to feel these concepts to be utterly alien to Malaysia.
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In chapter four, I show how Bersih (and similar events) constitute, quite literally, an ‘occupation’ of a lacuna
at the heart of the nation. Being acquainted with a few key people within the movement and having many
friends who have attended the rallies, I sense that Bersih manifested a new force within Malaysian political
activism. As a nation- and even global-wide event Bersih not only boldly pointed to the deep gashes within
the nation’s electoral system (and more), it also ‘dug a hole’ within the order of ruling ideologies (Žižek
2003, p. 70), allowing Malaysians to ‘see’ things anew. Naturally, I hope my work on such a dramatic
manifestation of Lacan’s feminine jouissance will spur similarly daring experiments which conjoin political
action with a form of libidinal pleasure not requiring the validation of others (Copjec 2002, p. 166).260

My final two chapters, anchoring unconditional forgiveness in political discourse on the work of Jesus on
the cross, serve as a paradoxically apt finale to a work which urges the value of the irrational and the
unconscious. Virtually no Christian (let alone individuals of others faiths) that I have spoken to who is also
involved in Malaysia’s political activist scene has welcomed the idea that loving the enemy is a viable
alternative in Malaysia. There is, I suspect, an overriding belief in the impossibility of ‘turning the left
cheek’ to bring about any real change to the political situation. As my involvement in political activism is
minimal, I by and large acquiesce and respect the decisions of leaders with more skin in the game. I
nevertheless hope that this work proffers a reminder to Malaysians (and not least Christians) rethink what
we mean by real change and how, if at all, the suffering and death Jesus Christ for his enemies can influence
our political efforts.

It goes without saying that almost every Bersih participant thoroughly ‘enjoys’ their time sitting and shouting in the streets,
despite (or because of?) the threat of tear-gas and water-cannons. I should know; I was one of them.
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7.2 Pushbacks and Limitations

Throughout this work, I have highlighted and responded to a few concerns related to its concept and
arguments. I have noted the problems associated with psychoanalysis as a discipline and also listed key
criticisms of Žižek’s work. Whilst a few acquaintances have voiced a concern that my thesis could be
dismissed on account of the load that such a controversial discipline like psychoanalysis is made to bear, I
believe I have shown that concepts like jouissance and ontological trauma have a political currency worth
pursuing. The growing popularity of the Žižekian-Lacanian corpus within Western circles should be
justification enough to ask if Malaysian political discourse can benefit from it. I can thus accept criticisms
demonstrating that my application of his thought to the country is flawed but these must be strictly separated
from any a priori judgment that any attempt to do so should be rejected from the start. This is not a trivial
risk, not least given the dearth of works and interest related to psychoanalysis within a Malaysian political
(let alone theological) context.

This work, nevertheless, would surely be bolstered with more empirical examples of political neurosis and
other disorders, with more activist events manifesting feminine jouissance and, certainly, with greater
instances where political forgiveness spurred a ‘shattering’ of hegemonic strongholds.261 Better yet, perhaps
future research on similar themes can include key personalities being interviewed or even psychoanalysed.
Such data can only build on, enhance and improve (if not correct) the analysis done here.262

There is a sense in which such objections─those directed to the lack of data─risk being ‘circular’ in that researchers can only
begin looking for appropriate empirical items if they have been proffered a model with which to look in the first place, especially in
as complex a multi-disciplinary work as this one. Furthermore, and compounding the irony, should there already be numerous
instances or studies of similar behaviour within the frame I am proposing, there is the likelihood my work could be characterised as
insufficiently original.
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Andrew Wilford’s (2006) pioneering ethnographic study of the Tamil community within a Lacanian context, once again,
comes to mind.
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Likewise, the myriad of difficulties associated with employing forgiveness as a salient factor in public
discourse will not be resolved here. In my personal and working life, I am all too aware of how difficult (if
not impossible) it is to sustain a trajectory of peace-making, reconciliation and the forgiveness of those who
intend one harm. Far be it, therefore, that I should ignore or minimize these hardships in the political domain.
I hope, though, that my tying together of unconditional forgiveness with that of sacrificial motif and the
Lacanian Real (and how the Christian church must insinuate a ‘reversal of sacrifice’ and/or a shattering of
the Symbolic Order)263 offers a new perspective to the mix, in the hope that a new mode of thought can
encourage new forms of action.

Finally, to the objection that unconditional forgiveness appears incompatible with identifying the
individuals or parties guilty of political crimes (let alone speaking out against oppression and injustice), 264
it only needs to be pointed that this is a strawman. To forgive another in fact requires a clear recognition of
the transgression committed, without which any pardon or reconciliation becomes farcical. As with personal
relationships, so too with political communities.

On Christ’s pivotal work in shattering the Symbolic Order, see pp. 224-227; on political forgiveness as a reversal of sacrifice
see pp. 257-261.
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See the discussion on the refusal of church leaders to be specific about culpable political leaders, pp. 11-19.
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7.3 A Last Note

Peter Rollins (2009), when writing of the ‘violent’ nature of Mother Teresa’s ministry (among others), made
the following comments:

In their non-participation and uncompromising actions they lived out an alternative vision of how
the world could work, directly challenging the foundations of worldly power. In their seductive
vision of an alternative world and their unrelenting quest to pursue it they ruptured the systems of
power that surrounded them and thus expressed the true violence of Christianity.

Rollins’ quote echoes the Žižekian flavour of this thesis, which is the desire to ignite or incite a seismic kind
of political change through surprising means and in so doing constitute our community’s self-identity.265
Forgiveness can unleash a liberating newness into an oppressive situation in a manner consonant with the
fragile and uncertain nature of inter-personal relationships. This not only challenges the repressive closures
created by the powerful, it may also establish our agency (Oliver 2004, pp. 187-188). In this sense,
forgiveness is a self-constituting act as well as a redemptive transgression against social forces which
constrict our very being.

It is my hope that as we extend unmerited favour and peace to those who prefer blood and turmoil, we not
only breathe new life into an impasse but, in a painful but sometimes delightful way, we may even recreate
ourselves anew.

265

See the section on ‘violent’ agape love which includes criticism of Žižekian revolutionary violence, on pp.247-254.
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