
Whiteness on the Couch: Lacan, Desire, and the Myth of the Exotic


During a debate on the June 12th, 2008 edition of MSNBC's Verdict with Dan Abrams, former GOP Presidential Candidate Pat Buchanan argued that the Republican Party should attack Barack Obama's otherness during the 2008 campaign, stating, "…And they're going to use his statements, his elitism. They're going to use the fact he's exotic." Political commentator Tanya Acker responded to Buchannan asking, "Is exotic code for black?" 


Since his inauguration, Obama has been constantly attacked as a non-American other with opponents raising suspicions of his Kenyan heritage, his so-called upbringing in a Muslim madrasa, and even the validity of his birth certificate. Progressive commentators have contended that the otherizing of Obama is coded language for simple racism and bigotry [1]. While scholars have noted for years that tactics of otherization are common practice in attempts to defend whiteness' cultural and economic hegemony, the discourse of exoticization is particularly problematic and pervasive. The trope of the exotic is delineated by a set of signifiers attendant to the commodification, fetishization, and consumption of the Other and their difference. The exotic Other is one of primitivism, savagery, and eroticism that evokes the Western world's "colonialist nostalgia". [2] Buchanan's attack on Obama's supposed exotic nature are far from isolated, and are indicative of the pervasiveness of exoticism's grasp - one that grips both the most powerful man in the world and the most subaltern cultures on the planet.


In this paper, I engage the trope of the exotic with the critical work of Karl Marx and the psychoanalytic theory of Jacque Lacan. The notion of the exotic plays a critical role in the rhetorical schemas which propagate Western cultural and economic dominance and maintain the cultural centrality of whiteness. Lacanian-Marxist theories of desire and commodification provide a unique lens into the psychodynamic and rhetorical forces used to discipline the other. I argue that exoticization should be conceived of as both a response to the Euro-American fear of the other and as an attempt ameliorate that fear through commodification and consumption. Therefore, my objective is not to critique a specific artifact of exoticization, but to attempt to build upon the rhetorical scholarship as it relates to the exotic. 

Fantasizing About the Other(ness)


Fantasy has long held an important place in the theoretical edifice of rhetorical studies. Ernest Bormann conceived of fantasy as a "performance dynamic" wherein there are "characters, real or fictitious, playing out a dramatic situation in a setting removed in time and space from the here-and-now transactions of the group." [3][4] Joshua Gunn explains that preceding Bormann, explanations of fantasy were more characteristically Freudian, such as those of Robert Freed Bales who insisted that fantasy acts as a distortion field that obsfucates actions and motives. Essentially, Bales advocated for fantasy in rhetoric as a "fantastic construction", whereas Bormann argued for fantasy as a "set of fanciful scripts." [5] Bormann's Fantasy Theme Analysis quickly caught fire and left Bales' Freudian interpretation of fantasy to the birds. However, Gunn argues that Bormann's FTA cannot account for the flexibility and complexity of subjectivity that has been ushered in by post-modernity. Bormann's theory is contingent on the notion that there is a reality upon which fantasies are built, whereas for the post-modernists, the fantasy is the reality itself. Bormann's FTA assumes a whole subject in the Cartesian sense, a subject who can state "I think, therefore I am" and is in control of himself. For Lacan and the post-structuralists, the subject is not totally of her own volition, but is instead the the product of a complex matrix of discourse, language, and power relations. For Lacan, subjectivity is split, and this split is the beginning of fantasy. [6]


Fantasies, in the Lacanian sense, provide critical new ways to understand both the motivation and impact of rhetoric. For Lacan and psychoanalytic scholars like Slavoj Zizek, a fantasy is a rhetorical narrative about Self and the Other and "the way desire generates and traverses these narratives." Essentially, fantasies are that upon which Self and identity are predicated. Lacan's theory of fantasy allows us to not only interrogate interpersonal fantasies about families, friends, or lovers, it also allows us to deconstruct cultural fantasies and dissect narratives of Otherness. 


Lacan explains that at the locus of the narrative of self is the relationship between split subjectivity ($) and the object of desire (a). He argues that our psyche exists in three orders - the Real, the Symbolic, and the Imaginary. The Real is that which is beyond signification, the blank slate of neither absence nor presence. The Symbolic, in turn, is the order of language which forces a rupture in the real by introducing signification to the psyche. Because of this split, according to Lacan, the subject is never whole and experiences lack. It is because of the subject's lack that she seeks out the object of desire. Lacan formulates this as the fundamental fantasy which he represents as $<>a, or the relation between split subject and his or her object of desire. Therefore, desire has both a corporeal and discursive source. As Tim Dean explains, "Lacan locates the cause of desire in an object (l’objet petit a) that comes into being as a result of language’s impact on the body" [7]. The object petite a is located in the other and can never be fully possessed or discovered, rather it's contours manifest themselves in the Symbolic order and language. The object of desire never truly exists because the object is simply a stand in for a "something more" or a "je ne sais quoi". It is the impossibility of possession which motivates our desire, and our desire which ultimately motivates ourselves. Gunn argues that the notion of desire - as something which supplements our lack and forms our fantasies - can be seen as a corollary to Burke's concept of identification. While there is no evidence that Burke and Lacan ever interacted or were even aware of each other,  Gunn explains that like Lacan's theory of desire, Burke's identification "concerns a gesture toward an elusive but tantalizing ‘something more’ in others." In this way, according to Gunn, Lacanian fantasy is much like the suasive forces of Burkean thought. [8] 

The False Suffering of Enjoyment

Lacan delineates the pleasure we feel when pursuing these desires as jouissance, which means "enjoyment" in French, but is not to be translated as to maintain it's attendant libidinal meaning. Jouissance is a source of immense pleasure, but it also produces anxiety over the "jouissance of the Other". Because of this anxiety, Tim Dean posits that desire and jouissance can become mechanisms of social exclusion. He explains that when dominant social groups come into contact with the Other, "that organizations of social and cultural life different from one’s own, such as those maintained by other racial and ethnic groups, can provoke the fantasy that these groups of people are enjoying themselves at his or her expense."  He goes on to explain that the fear of the Other's mastery of juoissance fuels the obsession with the sexual practices of the Other. [9] 
The Other therefore poses a threat to the fundamental fantasy upon which a dominant culture's existence is predicated because the Other, for whatever reason, has more complete access to the object of desire. 


Scholars have long noted the deep ties between othernesss, exoticism, and eroticism. Positing the hypersexuality and eros of the exotic Other has been a tactic used by hegemonic groups for decades. van Eeden explains that in the eyes of the West, Africa was long a source of sexual mythology wherein white men were encouraged to project their fantasies. [10] According to Edward Said, "the Orient was a place where one could look for sexual experience unobtainable in Europe', and consequently that which was repressed at 'home' could then be 'displaced and transferred onto the Other'". [11] 


However, exoticized groups find their sexuality targeted as often as it is fetishized. Homosexuality, while not exotic in the traditional sense of the racialization, still finds itself located in the space of Otherness and the exotic. Dean argues that the perception that gay men have access to more juiossance, because of supposed hypersexuality, can account for the historic oppression of gays. As a result, gay sexuality is disciplined as feminine, sinful, or dangerous. According to Dean, "this is how AIDS often has been understood: death brought on by too much jouissance." [12] Gay sexuality is a perceived threat to heterosexuality precisely because homophobia is rooted in the fear that gays have mastered the fundamental fantasy ($<>a) in ways that heterosexuality never will. It is this fear of unlimited juiossance that has driven Western religions to place a high value on Brotherly Love, while simultaneously codifying grave consequences for sodomy. 


Fear of the Other's exoticized juoissance is also a heavily racialized phenomenon. Since the advent of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, fantasies of black men's sexuality has been a source of anxiety for Euro-Americans. This anxiety manifests itself in stereotypes regarding the sexual prowess of black men, while also asserting a spectre of danger and violence surrounding black male sexuality. [13] This vision of the black male as a harbinger of hypersexuality is deeply rooted in the historic exoticization of African peoples as primitive, savage, and pre-modern. [14] Conceptions of the exotic play out on a stage of ethnic fictions wherein subaltern cultures are imbued with the ability to easily traverse traverse time and biology in an effort to fulfill the most primordial of sexual urges. Euro-American culture assumes that African sexuality has access to a deeper level of jouissance, and therefore seeks to use the sexuality attendant to exoticism to both discipline the other and assuage Euro-American anxiety over the loss of juoissance. 


Tracing back as far as D.W. Griffith's Birth of a Nation, Western media had depicted black men as intent on stealing the white man's ultimate perceived source of jouissance: innocent white women. Fear of the Other's theft of whiteness' enjoyment no doubt fueled miscegenation legislation for decades, while still causing anxiety amongst white fathers and would be white suitors today. Fear of the Other's "theft" of hegemony's jouissance has been well documented in Western modernity. Zizek explains that in Mein Kaumpf, Hitler successfully transformed the Jewish people into a "terrifying new subject" able to "steal" the jouissance of Germans via an evil plot to control the economy and destroy the traditions of the imagined/fantasized Aryan race. [15] For Zizek, the "optical illusion" of the evil Jew was a fantasy against which Germans could relay their anxieties over their own inability to traverse the fundamental fantasy between self and desire. The Jew became a "narrative character whose actual function is to represent the diegetic space its own process of enunciation." [16] Much like the imagined evil cunning of the German Jew, the exotic African male is both a tabula rasa fantasy of the West's anxiety and a metonymic signifier of a misrecognized set of social ills. 


Fear of the Other's exotic jouissance may play out most intensely at the intersection of race and gender. While the sexualized male other is portrayed as aggressive and savage, the exoticized female is typically receptive and non-threatening - a temptress rather than a violent sexual force. bell hooks recalls that both during and after slavery it was common to hear white women calling for the deportation of black women back to Africa so as to prevent their white husbands from being seduced. [17] Today, women of color in television and film are often problematically over sexualized. [18] Helene Shugart, in her study of the relationship between women, food, and exoticization, outlines the case of the 2000 film Chocolat wherein the character Vianne creates erotic and sensual deserts using her exotic Mayan heritage. The film thus portrays Vianne's exotic Latino eros as irrepressible, irreverent, and "spicy"  and as a threat to the normative white sexuality. [18] 

A Supplement for Whiteness


Our desires inform the ways in which we fantasize about the Other and the ways in which we perceive the objects of desire located within the other. As Lacan's oft quoted motto reminds us, "I love you, but, inexplicably, I love something in you more than yourself." Essentially, what we desire is the "something more" that the object of desire can supposedly deliver to us. This "something more" is that which we suspect can fill in the lack we feel in our subjectivity. [20] As such, exoticized Otherness provides Euro-Americans with a source of anxiety over a crisis of jouissance, while also serving as a supplement for Western identities. bell hooks writes that in order to manage anxiety over differences contained within the spectre of the Other, Euro-Americans consume these differences. She explains that "desire for the Other is expressed, manipulated, and transformed by encounters with difference and the different’." Consuming the exoticism of the other allows Westerners to express their "mournful imperialist nostalgia" and "a longing for the primitive". [21] The exoticization of the Other and the romanticizing of the primitive informs the Western desire to commodify the Other so that it may be consumed. [22]


As the West transitioned from a paradigm of colonialism to one of capitalism, whiteness no longer had direct, physical means of maintaining it's global cultural and economic centrality. Shugart explains that in the post-colonial period, whiteness has become exhausted, and the "blandness of whiteness" can be alleviated by consuming difference. [23] Colonialism allowed whiteness to directly interact with the exotic - that which is authentic, primitive, and primal. Watts and Orbe explain that the advent of capitalism meant that in order to dominate the Other and it's attendant differences, whiteness began commodifying the exotic. They argue, "[T]he differences found among cultures provide a resource for the new and the unfamiliar that is particularly valuable because those differences can be projected as ‘authentic’ even as they are commercially manufactured." [24] In this mode of desiring outlined by hooks and others we can see the beginning of a Lacanian understanding of how consuming the exotic difference of the Other functions to enrich whiteness while maligning exoticized subaltern cultures. 


Lacan explains to us that when we desire something, we're not desiring the actual object of desire, but rather that which we believe the object can provide us. 

Zizek likens this to Marx's notion of the commodity wherein "a commodity is a mysterious entity full of theological caprices, a particular object fulfilling a certain need, but at the same time the promise of 'something more', of an unfathomable enjoyment whose true location is fantasy." [25] Zizek explains that the reason that we want a Coke isn't because it's better than a Pepsi, as the two are essentially identical, it's because we want what is promised by Coca-Cola's marketing campaign: enjoyment/jouissance. Much as we commodify products, the mode of desiring unique to exoticism is fundamentally a commodification of culture. The Other is only different from whiteness in so far as Coke is different from Pepsi. There are no fundamental biological, chemical, or mental differences, but rather the differences ascribed to the Other by whiteness. The aforementioned fantasies of the Other's sexual prowess, primitivism, and authenticity are just that - properly Lacanian fantasies. However, since the act of desiring is never directed towards a real object, exoticism can be easily sustained as desire begets desire. 

On the Couch

Much as the human subject is established through the act of speech and the acceptance of language in Lacanian thought, we must view the construct of whiteness as a rhetorically constituted subject. With this perspective, we can analyze the fundamental fantasy that constitutes whiteness and thus understand its mode of desiring. hooks argues that the relationship between whiteness and the Other is indicative of whiteness' ostensible desire to transcend itself. [26] Lacan argues that the defining characteristic of subjectivity is it's status as split, as having lack that can never be fulfilled, but which propels desire. Whiteness by it's very nature is constituted by a division within itself. Whiteness' existence is contingent on the exclusion of competing identity groups, but this exclusion also mandates that whiteness always go lacking. Therefore, the lacking of whiteness manifests itself as desire for the other, a desire in turn affirms itself as exoticism. As Shugart notes, "the very practice of consumption can be understood as a quest for identity." [27]


Whiteness is able to sustain these practices of consumption and desire through both the fetishizing of the Other and it's own fetishistic disavowal. Zizek explains that fetishism is a process of reification wherein we "[make] material that which we suspect to be true in our imaginations", while at the same time knowing this may not be true. Whiteness fetishizes the other so that it may "make material" the differences of the other - the exotic primitivism - even though Euro-Americans may know full well the mythological underpinnings of the exotic. 


Whiteness, as an ideology, is also contingent on the fetishistic disavowal of it's own existence. This disavowal allows for whiteness to continue to exist as a social category while also maintaining an ostensibly coherent self. Zizek writes, "social reality is propelled by fetishistic illusion: in the predominant Marxist perspective the ideological gaze is a partial gaze overlooking the totality of social relations, whereas in the Lacanian perspective ideology rather designates a totality set on effacing the traces of its own impossibility." This is what motivates whiteness supposed desire to transcend itself. Whiteness cannot be sustained if it is readily visible. It maintains it's centrality by it's insistence that it does not exist. Whiteness is only identified by it's contours. The edges of whiteness are found in the Other - in their racialization, ethnicity, and exoticism. Whiteness' centrality means that it need not be named, but that the Other be differentiated. The exotic is therefore both whiteness' mode of cultural desiring and it's own limitation. 


As hooks reminds us, whiteness' consumption of the other is an ostensible attempt to transcend itself. However, in reality, the consumption of the exotic is the desire upon which the subjectivity of whiteness is contingent. 

Coloring in Whiteness

Whiteness' cultural centrality is a phenomenon that has far reaching implications. The processes of exoticizations demand that the Other be commodified so that they may be consumed. However, in the age of capitalism, the commodification of otherness goes far beyond simple objectification. Otherness experiences the circulation and exchange of global capital in much the same way a barrel of oil or an exotic credit derivative might. Thus, capitalism and whiteness are the ideal supplements for each other. Capitalism can thrive upon the vast market opened up by both the exploitation of exoticized peoples and by selling the Other's culture to Euro-American consumers. Whiteness, for it's part, is fed a constant diet of commodified Otherness by consumer capitalism. Shugart notes that everything from the food industry to corporate media has experienced an emergence of Otherness wherein consumers are compelled to participate in the market as a means of "enriching" their whiteness. [28]


Perhaps then, post-modern capitalism and whiteness are inextricably linked. I assert that because whiteness is only knowable by the contours shaped by the exotic, that those seeking to destroy whiteness must change their modes of desiring. If whiteness can alter its fundamental fantasy and its mode of desiring no longer manifests as exoticism, perhaps we can delimit whiteness and bring about it's demise. Then, we must get to work constructing a cultural fantasy that has a little bit more color. 
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