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I.ENJOY

In 1966, while attending “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man”
conference at Johns Hopkins University, the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan
observed, “When I came here this evening I saw on the little neon sign the motto
“Enjoy Coca-Cola.”' (He did mention a neon sign earlier in his talk, but did not
identify its message.) The reference I want to focus on today was made just at
the conclusion of a talk entitled “Of Structure as an Inmixing of an Otherness
Prerequisite to Any Subject Whatever.” This was a typically curious title that
was made all the more so when the audience came to understand that Lacan’s
main point was to explain how it is that, in his words, “[t]he message, our
message, in all cases comes from the Other [...].”* By “our message” Lacan
meant that “words are the only material of the unconscious.”® Lacan’s
identification of the intrusive instruction—"“Enjoy”—that hovered over the city of
Baltimore was a moment where the psychoanalyst borrowed from American
popular culture to underscore his best known formulation: that the “unconscious
is structured as a language.”

Today I'd like to explore the scene of this borrowing as an instance of
cultural criticism.* It's here that Lacanian psychoanalysis confronted American
advertising’s injunction to enjoy as an episode in the discourse of the big Other
and its commanding presence in, to use a Socratic formulation, a “city of words.”
My approach is different than those taken up by prominent Lacanians like Slavoj

Zizek, who has offered examples from popular culture to explore the complex

' Jacques Lacan, "Of Structure as an Inmixing of an Otherness Prerequisite to Any
Subject Whatever," in The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man, ed.
Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore and London: The Johns
Hopkins Press, 1970), 194.

? Ibid., 186.

* Ibid., 187.

*I mean cultural criticism as an instance of a cultivated awareness of the
contingencies of so-called shared values as culture.



technicalities of Lacanian psychoanalysis.” In contrast to this approach, I claim
that Lacan was already invested in this strategy of critical borrowing from
contemporary mass media. Therefore, Lacan in Baltimore in 1966 constituted an
identifiable historical moment where, as Fredrich Kittler has observed, “the
methodological distinctions of modern psychoanalysis clearly coincide with the
distinctions of media technology.”® If Lacan took the neon “Enjoy” to have
underscored the palpable character and machine-like efficiency of the big Other’s
call to jouissance and its cruel disturbances, then, I will argue that Lacan’s
theorization of the big Other and its work within the realm of the symbolic was
not “merely” an historical effect of media technology, as Kittler has put it, but
rather was a form of cultural criticism that contended with the ethics of the
technologically inflected construction of an urban environment as a “city of

words.”

II.MEDIA
By 1966, neon had long since conquered the United States. Its efflorescence was
but a memory flashing along the urban horizons of New York’s Times Square
and the Las Vegas strip. By the time Lacan had remarked on the “little” sign,
neon had literally “worded the world” with its kinetic and colorful typographic
illuminations. Its potential to do so was apparent from its first introduction in
Paris by Georges Claude in a demonstration in 1910. The mass production of
neon signs occurred after World War I, and it wasn’t until 1923 that a Los
Angeles car dealer had installed the first neon sign in the United States. Very
soon, the intensity of neon matched the fervor of social life in the United States.
The media innovation of electrically radiating words floating in space—EAT,
FORD, MOBIL, CENTURY—transformed cities into sensations.

If, as Marshall McLuhan once observed, “the message of electric light is

total change” and that it is “pure information without any content,” then the

> Zizek is consistent in his references to popular culture as a method of shifting
views of the anamorphic nature of Lacanian psychoanalysis. See especially Slavoj
Zizek, Looking Awry : An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991).
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Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1999), 15.



shaping of electric light into words transformed the physiognomy of the city into
a twenty-four hour message center.” Its glowing contours turned the urban
space into a text environment—an electrically illuminated manuscript.” And, if
considered in terms of cultural production, then the neon medium made the city
newly intelligible to its inhabitants. (Here, neon, from the Greek, means
“something new.”) In other words, neon established unforeseen conditions for
intelligibility through an innovative means of transmitting information and
previously unacknowledged opportunities for processing information. At its
most basic, this new intelligibility was schematic, which Theodor Adorno once
negatively characterized as constructing a “canon of synthetically produced
modes of behavior.”” Norbert Bolz has put this moment of structuring in less
pejorative terms when he observed the schematic function of the mass media as
predetermining “what is real between human beings [...] and the randomness of
the world.”"® And yet, at the same time, this particular form of mass media, the
neon sign, produced a language that was no longer of a material body but
instead was disembodied electricity and light suspended in air. Language
became detached at this crucial moment of alterity; it became other. A very
unnatural consequence of the glowing apparatus of otherness, what Tom Wolfe
called “electro-graphic architecture,” was the ease in which the city was made
over into the celebratory “hyperbole of advertising.”" The flow of neon
messages matched, if not exceeded, the stream of humanity coursing through the

urban environment, reprogramming its topography at every turn. The all

" Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964), 52.
“What I am saying is that media as extensions of our senses institute new
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pervasive shift in apperception was best understood when considering the
psychologist of advertising Walter Dill Scott’s early and formative
recommendation to ad men that when, in his words, “influencing the mind of
another it is of importance to know in what terms he is thinking.”** Floating
above buildings, flashing in windows, blinking on marquees, neon knew very
well what the inhabitants of the city were thinking. Electro-graphic advertising
was a language in which the detached other spoke the mind of the city dweller.

“Enjoy,” advertising advised.

I11. PSYCHOANALYSIS

The neon sign reminded Lacan of “jouissance,” a term that designated the
pleasures and pleasurable displeasures of a self-adjusting “organism”—and a
term that has since come to exemplify Lacanian psychoanalysis. Importantly, he
pointed out to his audience that only the French word could indicate the
“enormous weight of the meaning” of the term. Yet, there it was floating in the
Baltimore evening, suggesting that “enjoy” might somehow be lighter than
jouissance. Lacan admitted, “If I am enjoying myself a little too much, I begin to
feel pain and I moderate my pleasures.” Yet, there it was, an unavoidable
jouissance in the form of message, “our message” to “Enjoy.” As Lacan put it, the
neon sign made possible the disruption of “the barrier of pleasure.”"” And to
forestall moderation and embrace “the law of feeling good.”'* “Enjoy.” But of
course, as Lacan rehearsed Kant’s objections in Critique of Practical Reason as they
anticipated the central prohibition of Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920),
he observed that we are “made to avoid too much jouissance.” Lacan knew of the
unconditional nature of Kant’s categorical imperative nestled in Freudian

psychoanalysis: “No law of feeling good can thus be enunciated that would
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define the subject who puts it into practice as ‘will.””** Indeed, for Lacan, the
implication of the impossible mandate to “enjoy” on “any subject whatever” was
not a question of will but of want.

Bathed in the neon glow of the language of the sign, the subject’s desire
was thus put into these words—"Enjoy”— and was evidence of Lacan’s
observation that the nagging question that motivates human desire is not “What
do I want?” but rather “What do others want of me?” It was this latter question
that lit up Baltimore at night. And the fading subject basking in its glow
encountered his or her own potential dissolution in the neon gaze of the big
Other. Lacan referred to the big Other (Autre) as the presence of an otherness
that is not assimilated and is constituted in language that is beyond the control of
the subject while at the same time constitutive of the subject. He described the
programming logic of the big Other as an instance where “[1Janguage hands
down its sentence to those who know how to hear it [or see it].”** To those who
were familiar with Lacanian psychoanalysis, it was hardly surprising that Lacan
referred to “Otherness,” language, and human subjectivity when speaking of the
structure “psychoanalytical reality.”"” And few in his audience would have been
astonished to hear Lacan state: “It is not only because the material of the
unconscious is a linguistic material [but] that the unconscious is structured as a
language.”™ Yet, in Baltimore on that night in 1966, he added a cautionary note
when he stated that the unconscious is “a thinking with words, with thoughts
that escape your vigilance, your state of watchfulness. The question of vigilance

is important.”"”

IV.CRITICISM
Ever vigilant, Lacan took notice of the fact that the architectonically visible “little

neon sign” resided in the public realm of American urban advertising. Its gas-lit

> Tbid.
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current energized the cityscape. Passersby looked up and were exposed to its
luminous message. Lacan’s vigilance begged the question of how was it at all
possible for a public to moderate its pleasures—to not give in to the one word
sentence “Enjoy”—in the linguistic radiance of a city lit up by logos? Perhaps
Lacan’s convenient example was an instance of what Walter Benjamin called
“profane illumination” along the lines of Andre Breton’s Nadja (1928) and the
surrealist’s critical appreciation for the “revolutionary energies” of media
technologies.” For Benjamin, profane illumination confronted an “image space”
that could no longer be “measured out” through mere “contemplation” but that
initiated the interpenetration of “the technological body and the image space
[...].”"" Here media and body conjoin—intermix, in Lacan’s words. Lacan’s
profane illumination confronted this interpenetration, or what Benjamin called
“innervation” in the form of electro-graphic architecture.” As McLuhan
observed in 1964, “Our private and corporate lives have become information
processes just because we have put our central nervous systems outside us in
electric technology.”” And as Wolfe would later comment, “Since [the 1950s] the
graphics in electro-graphic architecture have moved from mere lettering to
whole structures designed primarily as pictures or representational sculpture.”*
Word-images lit up the urban space and transformed it into an image space. It's
with this transformation into an architectonics of the visible that advertising

instructed urban dwellers in new forms of apperception.” Lacan’s reference to

** Walter Benjamin, "Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European
Intelligentsia," in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, Volume 2, Part 1, 1927-1930,
ed. Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith (Cambridge: The
Belknap Press, 1999), 210. Leaving Benjamin out, David Macey has made a
similar observation when, commenting on an earlier instance of the neon sign, he
suggests, “The image of Baltimore in the early morning might have been culled
directly from the iconography of [Breton’s] surrealism.” David Macey, Lacan in
Contexts (London and New York: Verso, 1988), 45.

*' Benjamin, "Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia," 217.
* Benjamin defined innervation as nerve stimulation that prompts revolutionary
action. On Benjamin's theory of innervation, see Buck-Morss 117.

» McLuhan, Understanding Media, 52.
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* Having just read Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, Lacan
may have been inclined to take the new forms of apperception in mass media to
result in the individual’s assimilation into the “masses.” On Lacan reading



the neon sign exemplified his previous understanding that “the word [was] no
longer of man [as if it ever was], but rather information.”* This meant that the
substance of the subject—or subjectivity—transforms in the illuminating
presence of the neon sign as electro-graphic architecture, which both stores and
transmits data. For that data to be information it must be processed. This is
what constituted the subject in the neon gaze of the big Other.

As I stated earlier, Lacan’s example of the “little neon sign” was a
confrontation with American advertising’s injunction to enjoy as an episode in
the discourse of the big Other. Lacan’s complete disregard for American ego-
psychology and its ideology of social integration was the crux of Lacan’s
criticism.” In a talk delivered in Vienna (1955), Lacan observed that within “the
Diaspora of those who transmitted” Freud’s theory of the ego there existed an
enterprise of “assimilation [that] required for one to be recognized there, in the

society constituted by this culture.”*

While there wasn’t anything specifically
American about ego psychology, its principles of social integration informed the
“savoir-faire” (know-how) of media production in the United States.”” The nexus
of ego-psychology and mass media reduced the language of the ego into
“intuitive illumination, recollective command, and the retorting aggressiveness

of verbal echo” where “enjoy” was the normative refrain.”
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*” Heinz Hartmann’s Ego Psychology and the Problem of Adaptation (1958) best
exemplified this position, where he argued that ego autonomy threatened social
adaptation.

* Jacques Lacan, "The Freudian Thing or the Meaning of the Return to Freud in
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Norton & Company, 2006), 335.

? As Catherine Liu has observed in her account of Lacan’s criticisms. See
Catherine Liu, "Lacanian Reception," in Lacan in America, ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté
(New York: Other Press, 2000), 129.
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The “little neon sign” as a form of advertising took up the discourse of the
big Other.”" Thus, “Enjoy” was a cultural value articulated in the public sphere.
But this socially sanctioned instruction was likewise bound to an unspeakable
enjoyment as the transgression of prohibitions against too much pleasure. The
hedonistic automatism (or automatic hedonism) that would ensue if one were to
mindlessly (rather than civically) follow the mandate inscribed in the night sky
would be a form of blindness from Lacan’s perspective. A blindness supported
by the anamorphic play of light that envisioned two shifting forms of life (or
social formations). Both are defined by a neon caption hovering above the
cityscape—"Enjoy” in the normative sense of conforming pleasures and “Enjoy”
in the perverse sense of a jouissance “beyond the pleasure principle.” Neither
were acceptable to Lacan, his criticism adding yet another dimension to an
earlier observation: “The audacious creature is, of course, reduced here to the
state of imbecilic blindness in which man finds himself in relation to the wall-like
letters that dictate his destiny.”* That evening in Baltimore, the instruction to

“Enjoy” illuminated the path of this destiny.

*! This happens within the context of what Zizek later identified as “superego by
default.” Here, I'm referring specifically to Zizek’s account of Louis Althusser’s
“ideological interpellation. Slavoj Zizek, "Superego by Default," in The Metastases
of Enjoyment: Six Essays on Woman and Causality (London ; New York: Verso,
1994), 58-59. Zizek writes, “Super ego emerges where the Law—the public Law,
the Law articulated in the public discourse—fails; at this point of failure, the
public Law is compelled to search for support in an illegal enjoyment.” I might
add, an impossible enjoyment. See Zizek, "Superego by Default," 54.

2 Lacan, "Seminar on 'the Purloined Letter'," 30.



