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In this article, I explain how psychoanalytic theory helps to make sense of the increas-
ingly psychotic character of public discourse. Following an approach rooted in the theo-
ries of Jacques Lacan, psychosis is defined not as a private, individual pathology but
rather as a symbolic or social structure that inheres in culture. This structure is charac-
terized by a failure to recognize or internalize a sense of authority and limitation
respectively. The primary examples concern social networking technologies and the
social media that these enable.
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The primary goal of this article is to explain how contemporary psychoanalytic the-
ory helps communication scholars to identify psychical structures—that is, disposi-
tions or strategies for being toward others—that undergird public discourse in
general and social networking in particular (I should note at the outset that the
identification of such structures in communication—in our case, the psychoses—is
neither medical nor moral, but rather critical and cultural, and thus interpretive
and descriptive in character). A secondary but related goal pursues a thesis: as a
culture, North America is moving from a once dominant, characteristically neu-
rotic mode of public discourse toward a psychotic one. Making the case will take
some space, however, I wish to begin somewhat unconventionally with a series of
examples, building inductively to better frame what I think is at stake: the general
coherence of our contemporary, cultural conversations in a hyper-mediated world.

Example the first: student sexting. In our so-called screened life, many of us
have become accustomed to a routine stream of salacious stories in news media. In
both national and local news programs, an increasingly familiar narrative concerns
youths snapping and circulating smartphone pics of their “junk.” The following
lead-in for a recent Nightline episode previews what has become a fairly predictable
“youth news” sub-genre:
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[Tonight] a story involving nudity, technology, and adolescence. A small town
in Colorado finds itself in the white-hot glare of the national media spotlight
because of a so-called sexting scandal. Scores of students, some of them only in
middle school, suspected of trading naked pictures on their phones using secret
apps to hide it from their parents and teachers. Here’s ABC’s David Wright.
(ABC News, 2015)

Such stories are typically packaged with evocative language (“white-hot glare”); blurred
shots of young people walking or texting on a high school campus; interviews with
outraged officials and parents; interviews of teens denouncing the activity; and more
blurred shots of young people, many “suggestive” and consequentially journalistically
perverse. In recent years, such stories also tend to call attention to overly harsh
child-pornography laws that, in some states, can class a typical, concupiscent
kid as a life-long sex-offender (Lewin, 2010).

In addition to dealing with fights, bullying, and all kinds of physically abusive
behavior, then, our colleagues in secondary education now have to deal with the
dreaded advent of “sexting,” a technological mainstay that news journalists will
continue to hype (see Best & Bogle, 2014; Sabbah-Mani, 2015). Of course, such
raunchy reportage rides atop a larger, Western fantasy of “youth in crisis” that
bemoans the teenage libido run amok (Acland, 1995; Sloop & Gunn, 2010). For
example: don’t text and drive. Although the admonition that we should not text
and drive is an important message with a lot of empirical evidence to support its
prevalence and harm (Hayashi, Russo, & Wirth, 2015; Tucker, Pek, Morrish, &
Ruf, 2015), the warning nevertheless has echoes of that familiar adolescent prohibi-
tion, “don’t touch that or you will go blind” (“Masturbation” 2003)!

All too often, commentators and journalists are ready to indict the compulsions
of young people—what with their undeveloped prefrontal lobes—however, it only
takes a moment to recall any number of so-called adults who are or have been sim-
ilarly compelled: surely readers (re)member former New York state representative
Anthony Weiner’s popping pectorals, which he tele-brandished as a “Carlos
Danger” to a 22-year-old woman, thereby effectively ending his mayoral ambitions
in 2013—but this only after an earlier, forced resignation from Congress for dis-
patching a “dick pic” to another person in 2011 (WypIjewski, 2011; Zeiser, 2013).
Whether sexting scandals concern younger or older people, they nevertheless pre-
sume the absence of a kind of symbolic authority or internalized limit.

Adults behaving badly bring us to a second example that hits, uncomfortably,
closer to home. It is tempting to discuss the middle-school teacher who allegedly
Snapchatted nudes to a student (Dicker, 2016), or to discuss the many teachers
who have been fired for racist remarks (particularly against Muslims; Bateman,
2015). One of the earliest cases of socially networked outrage, however, concerned
Christine Rubino, a fifth-grade teacher from Brooklyn who was fired some years
ago because of insensitive comments she made on “The Facebook.” In June, 2010,
a 12-year-old girl from Harlem drowned during a school trip to Long Beach, on
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Long Island. Rubino posted the following status to her “wall”: “After today, I’m think-
ing the beach sounds like a wonderful idea for my 5th graders. I HATE THEIR GUTS!
They are all the devil’s spawn!” She was, of course, eventually fired (Edelman, 2012).
My point here is not to assess if such a post was morally wrong—it is, of course—but
rather, to underscore the fact that this teacher believed that her remarks were safe to
say in public.

Finally, example the third: presidential campaign rhetoric. Much has been said
about how political rhetoric in our time appears to have devolved into the creation
of “gotcha” moments and vulgar melees of bombastic braggadocio (Herbst, 2010;
Mutz, 2015), particularly in the wake of Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential cam-
paign (Beutler, 2016; Sullivan, 2016). Aside from a bemoaned change in tone, con-
temporary political rhetoric is also frequently critiqued for its inconsistencies with
science, especially that concerning climate change. Consider, for example, an
exchange between presidential hopeful Donald Trump and CNN reporter Jake
Tapper:

Tapper: Um, back in 2012 you Tweeted, quote, “the concept of global warming
was created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-
competitive.”
Trump: Well, of course I’m being sarcastic. You know, I mean, I love—
Tapper: That’s not to be taken seriously?
Trump: No, it’s a little bit serious, there’s a little bit of serious there. Look, we
are restricting our factories much more than China. (…) I’m not a huge
believer in the global warming phenomenon.
Tapper: But the overwhelming majority of scientists say it’s real, it’s man-
made, and things are happening—
Trump:—that could be, there can be some man-made too, I mean, I’m not
saying [unclear word] zero, but not nearly to the extent. [sic] When Obama
gets up and says it’s the number one problem of our country, and if it is, why is
it that we have to do our [sic], and clean up our factories now, and China
doesn’t have to do it for another 30 or 35 years (…) ? (Cable News Network,
2015).

Trump’s competitor for the Republican ticket, Senator Marco Rubio, similarly dis-
missed global warming in a number of primary debates (Holthaus, 2015), echoing
what appears to be a progressively unpopular public sentiment: that global warming
is not an established, scientific fact (“Acceptance,” 2015), but rather, a conspiracy
fabricated to impede free market capitalism (e.g., Paugh, 2012). Long before becom-
ing the U.S. President, Trump and his followers have repeatedly asserted ’there are
no such things as facts’ (Fallows, 2016) in one way or another, impugning the
authority of respected experts, scholars, researchers, and scientists.

These three introductory examples of discourse may not initially seem related:
the advent of sexting and the publicity of hateful feelings toward children—both
technologically catalyzed libidinal compulsions—and the well-known and discredited
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claim that global warming is a myth. As I hinted, their relationship has to do with
authority, and more specifically, with the perception of an absence of authority. In
each example the texter, writer, or speaker appears to operate under the assumption,
conscious or unconscious, that there is no oversight, that there are no anchoring
facts, or that there is no almighty Truth. This culturally pervasive perception of an
absence of authority is termed the “demise of symbolic efficiency” by the psychoana-
lytic theorist and critic Slavoj Žižek, and insightfully elaborated by political philoso-
pher Jodi Dean (Dean, 2010, pp. 5–9; Žižek, 1999, pp. 322–334). In what follows I
endeavor to explain the relationship between social networking and the decline of
symbolic efficiency, working toward the conclusion that such a decline can be
described as psychotic in character. Along the way it will be helpful to, first, define
key concepts; second, rehearse how and why psychoanalysis was taken up in critical
scholarship; and finally, distinguish between psychosis as a clinical diagnosis and
psychosis as a psychical structure coordinating public discourse.

Social networking and the Third Thing

At the outset I should note by “social network” I mean to reference a broader “sys-
tem of social interactions and relationships” or plexus of “people bound by similar
interests” (Holton, 2012, p. 280; “Social Network,” 2009), not simply or only inter-
faces such as Facebook or Twitter (or whatever “new media” research higher edu-
cation administrators seem interested in funding at the moment), but also
emergent circuits that we do not yet know. The term “social networking” is fre-
quently conflated with “social media” in both scholarly and popular discussion,
however, for the purposes of this article social networking connotes relational con-
nections and structures, while social media references modes of publicity and dis-
tribution that may or may not have networking characteristics (e.g., Altheide,
2013). Put alternately, social media consist of various representations that we can
analyze to discern networking infrastructures: a YouTube video or a story from
Buzzfeed are objects of social media, however, the interaction among people in the
comments section, or discussion about a video or story on Facebook, indexes a
social network.

Of course, social networking is typically associated with “social networking
sites,” which include “web-based services that allow individuals” (boyd & Ellison,
2008, p. 11) to create profiles and share information, or micro-blogging services
like Tumblr or Sina Weibo, but the parade of new interfaces and “apps” is only
going to change in ways that are hard to predict. Although scholars are limited to
analyzing the dominant social networking interfaces of the moment, I side with
those who reference social networking somewhat more loosely and abstractly as a
social structure, appealing to the theories pioneered by Georg Simmel, Friedrich
Kittler, and others who might describe social networks as clusters, “nodes,” or con-
geries or social affiliations enabled and constrained by communication technologies
(Armitage, 2006; Kittler, 1992; Silver & Lee, 2012). At one time, for example, a
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perceived dominant social network might have been a social club—like the
Freemasons or Kiwanis—while today it is a snapshot that someone shares with
friends on a smartphone before it disappears in 10 seconds (e.g., Snapchat; Bayer,
Ellison, Schoenebeck, & Falk, 2016). Such a perspective on social networks has some
common cause with Jacques Lacan’s perspective on communication, which implies a
network of relations (Lacan, 1993, pp. 37–38; Lundberg, 2012, pp. 44–72).

My interest is in the discernment of psychical structures that animate or enable
forms of public address, even though these forms may masquerade as private or
semi-public communications. I say “masquerade” because, for Lacan, the individual
psyche is an expression of structural positions that are part of a larger communica-
tive network; the implication, as Christian Lundberg notes, “is that the primary site
where the subject is articulated is not in relation to the family but in relation to the
whole economy of discourse that determines even the character of the family”
(emphasis added; Lundberg, 2012, p. 130). So, although news media (both on the
Internet and television), Facebook, and Twitter may provide the dominant exam-
ples for discerning psychical structures in 2017, I also mean to refer to other modes
of publicity or being in public that encourage or discourage relationships within a
larger, communicative network. Rather than ground social networking in branded
interfaces, then, I propose to locate the structure of social networking dialectically
between communication technologies and subjectivity. It is not simply that the
human psyche—individual or collective—is the ground of social networking, but
also that networking technology in some sense is productive of the psyche as well.
There is, in other words, no “first” or “ground” because the chicken and the egg
are mutually constitutive. Pragmatically, however, we must posit a place to begin
thinking, and I do so with the chicken of psychical structure because networking
technologies change so quickly. In short: lets start with Freud before we get to
Facebook and see where that gets us.

I have already suggested that the three examples with which I opened—sexting,
hateful posts, and the myth of global warming—concern the perception of the lack
of authority. Such a perception is more easily grasped as formal: there is the disap-
pearance, erasure, or erosion of a Third Thing. In each case we can imagine a para-
digm person or “subject” set in relationship to a meaningful object, which I will
designate as “discourse” (see Figure 1): a student is set into a relation with

Figure 1 The Third Thing.
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revealing photographs; a teacher is set in relation to their Facebook status updates;
and a politician is set in relation to climate science. In a world in which sending
nude photos of yourself or speaking ill of children is wrong, that Third Thing
might be something like morality, a government official, or even God. In a world
of scientific belief, that Third Thing would be natural law or the expertise of
trained scientists. Yet in each case, this Third Thing is perceived to be absent or
inconsequential: State authorities are merely kids with experience and power; God
is a fiction; and scientists are merely pundits in disguise.

Žižek describes the disappearance or erosion of the Third Thing as the demise
or decline of “symbolic efficiency” (1999, pp. 322–334), which is a term modified
from the work of anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (Dean, 2002, p. 130; Lévi-
Strauss, 1963). Symbolic efficiency refers to the ways in which a given community
can communicate quickly and effectively with reference to something most mem-
bers hold as true, certain, or likely. As Dean puts it, symbolic efficiency is a conse-
quence of “what everybody knows” (Dean, 2009, p. 63). At the most basic level,
symbolic efficiency is made possible by sharing a language, and in speaking or writ-
ing a community references a shared semantic and affective Rosetta Stone—a
Third Thing—to traffic in meaning and coordinate behavior.

For Dean, Žižek, and others who employ the concept (e.g., Andrejevic, 2013),
however, symbolic efficiency means much more than a shared language because it
also connotes a shared (sense of) authority. For these thinkers, symbolic efficiency
also references a kind of deference to something larger—a sort of humility toward
something or someone greater than ourselves. This larger, outside something is
first experienced in childhood, of course, as the disciplining parent.

Abstracted to a more formal level, the Third Thing that enables symbolic effi-
ciency is described as the “big Other” by Jacques Lacan (an English port of the
French Autre), but is perhaps more familiar to us in public discourse as an itera-
tion of “the Master,” such as in the philosophy of G.W.F. Hegel (see Borch-
Jacobsen, 1991, pp. 1–20), or in certain religious or spiritual traditions in which the
Master doubles as a teacher and kind of internalized authority (see Figure 2).

For Lacan, however, the Master is just one figural proxy for the big Other,
which is also the symbolic register of human experience in general (Lacan, 1988,

Figure 2 The big Other.
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pp. 235–247). This is to say that the big Other refers primarily to the symbolic
order, but we tend to reckon with it as an external authority that or who establishes
limits for our enjoyments. The big Other is the Third Thing that we often mistake
as a person (or leader or Deity) with the power to punish, or more to the point, an
authority with the power to say “No!” The decline of symbolic efficiency is thus an
erosion or disappearance of the big Other, which is perhaps most easily recognized
as an inability to distinguish between facts and opinions, or “a mistrust of what is
said in favor of what can be detected” (Andrejevic, 2009, para. 3). Dean elaborates:

The decline in symbolic efficiency refers (…) to a fundamental uncertainty in
our relation to the world. We aren’t sure what will happen, we can only speak
about probabilities, about how good or bad our chances are. Likewise, we aren’t
sure whom to rely on, who has the best data or the most impressive credentials.
Arguments or authorities persuasive in one context can have no weight in
another one. (…) Most people in wired cultures experience this uncanny excess
and lack of meaning with ever-increasing frequency: we get conflicting
information from nonstop multiple media (…) we don’t know what to believe,
whom to trust, or what criteria with which to decide questions of trust and
belief. (2002, p. 132)

Such a decline is not total—yet. But the argument here is that as the big Other con-
tinues to erode, people clamor for authority in smaller contexts—enclaves, perhaps
fashioning a temporary mini-Master in a community of political allegiance or in
the assemblage of a social movement (Žižek, 1999, p. 334).

Rather than experience the demise of the big Other as liberating, people find it
paradoxically overwhelming and “unbearable” (Dean, 2010, p. 7) and are consigned
to a kind of perpetual adolescence, even tantrums and meanness, which is so aptly
characterized by J.M. Barrie’s insolent preteen, Peter Pan (Barrie, 2011; Žižek,
1999, p. 334). In other words, it is tempting to think that this erosion of the big
Other might herald an new era of freedom and democratization, a “second moder-
nity” or Enlightenment in which people are more reflexive and have “the right to
choose one’s way of life instead of accepting it as imposed by tradition” (Žižek,
1999, p. 360), however, Žižek warns that the dynamic fragility of an increasingly
inefficient symbolic appears to encourage a kind of narcissism in which the sense
of external authority is foreclosed, inspiring “proto-psychotic” behavior (Sharpe &
Boucher, 2010, p. 148): sexting; hate speech; conspiracy theories. As we shall see,
foreclosure, or the dismissal of an authorizing element that “grounds or anchors
the symbolic order as a whole” (Fink, 1997, p. 79), is the hallmark of a psychotic
structure (Lacan, 2006, p. 470).

Understanding the psychoanalytic perspective

So far I have argued that popular public discourse enabled and constrained by net-
working technologies is demonstrative of a decline in symbolic efficiency. At this
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juncture, however, I recognize that the idea of the Third Thing or big Other might
still be a bit abstract to some readers, especially those new to psychoanalysis, which
is a rare perspective for Communication Theory (for an exception, see Penney,
2007). To provide a more invitational on-ramp, then, let me back up a bit and
describe how psychoanalysis traveled from the clinic to the critical enterprise and
the resistance it has met there.

By many accounts, psychoanalytic perspectives entered the humanities through
the criticism of the (supposedly) best aesthetic expression a given culture had to
offer: literature. Freud himself was fond of literary examples in his own work, how-
ever, psychoanalytic criticism first got is start with critical readings of Henry
James’ masterfully convoluted ghost story, The Turn of the Screw (1999 [1898]).
Although Freud-ish readings of the novel appeared as early as 1924 (Kenton),
Edmund Wilson is credited with popularizing psychoanalytic criticism in his 1934
essay, “The Ambiguity of Henry James” (Felman, 1999 [1898], p. 199). Wilson
dared to suggest that the protagonist of James’ story was neurotic and that the
ghosts she experienced were in fact stirrings of the unconscious. While controversy
over Wilson’s Freud-filled interpretation has raged for decades, the essay’s publica-
tion marked the moment when psychoanalysis emerged as a perspective or way of
“reading culture” in the academic humanities.

So why was psychoanalysis taken up at all? The motive has something to do
with Freud’s reading protocols, which he introduced in his massive, continuously
revised dreambook first published in 1900. In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud
argued that dreams were akin to a rebus or picture puzzle that should be analyzed
as a kind of evasion, or more specifically, dreams were code for condensations and
displacements of wishes in disguise (Freud, 1999a, pp. 211–329). In waking life
such wishes are repressed, but in dreams they find temporary expression in oblique
representations unique to a dreamer’s culture and experiences. Freud argued that
the dream encyclopedias and dictionaries popular in his time and ours—that
perennial pulp on “sale” tables in bookstore chains—are compendiums of mislead-
ing correspondences that fail to take into account the role of the dynamic uncon-
scious (Freud, 1999a, p. 9); only sustained and time-consuming analyses of one’s
dreams with an analyst can begin to reveal the contours of unconscious wishes.
What is at stake in Freud’s analytical protocol is actually not the dream itself, but
how one describes and redescribes it; Freud is after what a description of a dream—
or art, or other kinds of imagery—says about one’s unconscious investments. This
analytic protocol is consequently doubtful and cautious, participating in what philoso-
pher Paul Ricœur termed a “hermeneutics of suspicion” (1977).

Ever since Wilson published his suspicions about James’ ghost story, many
scholars in the humanities have found Freud’s method of analysis useful for read-
ing culture. Many principles and concepts from psychoanalysis have subsequently
been taken up in the humanities, but perhaps none more deeply than suspicious
reading, especially in cultural, literary, media, and rhetorical criticism. For example,
few of us are free from cultural commentators or artists (e.g., Quentin Tarantino)
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who claim we should not be worried about violence in Hollywood films: after all,
it’s just entertainment! Freud had a profound effect on the academy if only because
those of us who study popular culture begin with the commonplace of suspicion:
no, it’s never just entertainment. We don’t care what Freud once said, a cigar is
never just a cigar! If all structural, formal, or affective characteristics of a “text,” be
it a dream or a film or Tweet, were wholly conscious, there would be no role for
criticism.

Still, as with any figure who has inspired powerful protocols of interpretation—
from Kenneth Burke to B.F. Skinner—psychoanalysis has taken on the trappings of
a cult for many (Crews, 1990; MacDonald, 1996). No doubt the perception of a
Freudian or Lacanian cultism is partly to blame for the dismissal of psychoanalysis,
however, there are other common arguments:

• Psychoanalysis is fundamentally Freudian and Freud has been discredited by the
scientific community; because his ideas have been disproven, psychoanalytic crit-
icism is without value.

• Freud was a sexist, and therefore, psychoanalytic criticism is sexist.
• Criticism is a political endeavor, and psychoanalysis is apolitical.
• Psychoanalysis is practiced with individuals in a clinical setting, but criticism is a
cultural endeavor. Psychoanalysis fails to address the social or the group.

There are, of course, other arguments against the use of psychoanalysis in criticism;
in good humor I confess that the above have come, more or less, from blind
reviews of psychoanalytically themed essays I have tried to publish. I suspect most
readers are familiar with these objections and can anticipate responses, so I won’t
belabor them except for the last. I think that the last objection, that psychoanalysis
is keyed to the individual psyche while cultural criticism is keyed to the social or
the group, presents one of the highest hurdles for psychoanalytic perspectives of
culture.

Not surprisingly, Freud recognized this problem too, which is why he published
his study Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego in 1922 (1990), and subse-
quently, a number of speculative studies, such The Future of an Illusion in 1927
(1989) and Civilization and its Discontents in 1930 (2005). In the 1920s, Freud
gradually turned his thinking toward what I would term “cultural studies,” suggest-
ing that one could analyze the group and social trends much as one would an indi-
vidual. In the growing shadow of mounting Nazism, by the 1930s Freud would
have argued that individuals could function as cultural superegos, temporarily sus-
pending inhibitions with the will of a Master (Edmundson, 2006). It is difficult to
engage Freud’s later writings and conclude that the psychoanalytic enterprise is
apolitical.

Nevertheless, my point here is that psychoanalysis did hit something of a snag
among cultural critics, especially in the field of communication, because many
could not envision how the clinical experience of an individual in therapy
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translates to social movements and cultural events. How do the dynamics of indi-
vidual therapy translate to the group—to auditors or readers or audiences? And
the question is profitably asked the other way too: how does the individual psyche
reckon with the political? It is at the juncture of these kinds of questions that the
thought of Jacques Lacan was taken up in the academic humanities.

Enter the dragon: Lacan and psychosis

Jacques Lacan was both a student of psychology and philosophy, and his writing
and teaching weds both. Powerfully influenced by the complex theories of structur-
alism in anthropology and linguistics, as well as Alexandre Kojéve’s readings of
Hegel (Borch-Jacobsen, 1991), Lacan’s work is deliberately and notoriously diffi-
cult. Largely as a result of English translations, Lacan’s theories began to be read,
discussed, and debated in the English-speaking humanities, especially among film
scholars and feminist thinkers who read Lacan as a corrective to Freud’s perceived
patriarchism (Mitchell, 1982; Rose, 1982).

Lacan’s appeal is critical in many senses. Academics started reading his work in
the 1970s because the theoretical humanities had folded philosophy and psychol-
ogy into its own reading protocols. Lacan’s theories translate well to critical
approaches to culture in part because the distinction between philosophy and psy-
chology was already blurred in the French intellectual scene (Birksted-Breen &
Flanders, 2010, p. 2). Lacan’s theories also translate well because of his views on
language and meaning; because of his interest in the arts and culture; and because
of his novel approach to the relationship between speech and feelings. Whatever
utility Lacan’s theories have for the clinical setting (see Fink, 1997), there’s no
denying that Lacan was a keen cultural critic; analyses of literature and art figure
prominently in his work (e.g., see his reading of Poe; Lacan, 2006, pp. 6–48).

Although there is lot to say about Lacan’s appeal to North American academics,
we have drifted a bit from the opening examples, so let me confine the rehearsal of
Lacan’s relevance with a return to the thesis that North American public discourse
is veering toward psychosis. With this claim I do not mean to reference the popular
understanding of psychosis as insanity, but rather, Lacan’s many elaborations of
psychosis, which are at once both social and individual.

In North America and especially in the U.S., our psychological healthcare sys-
tem is bound, for good or ill, to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM), currently in its fifth edition (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Diagnosis is behaviorally based on symptoms, and the DSM locates the
symptoms of psychosis on a “schizophrenia spectrum” with a host of definitions
that are continuously debated. It is difficult to assert a general definition of psycho-
sis, but the DSM does note the spectrum includes “delusions, hallucinations, disor-
ganized thinking (speech), grossly disorganized or abnormal motor behavior (…)
and negative symptoms” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 87).
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Lacan thinks about psychosis differently: all symptoms of so-called psychologi-
cal disturbance can be better described in reference to psychical structures or “struc-
tural positions that indicate particular ways of moving about in the languaged
world with others” (Swales, 2012, p. xiii; also see Fink, pp. 75–78). For Lacan, peo-
ple evince one of three psychical structures: neurosis, psychosis, or perversion.
Everyone can exhibit symptoms of all three in our behavior or discourse. However,
for Lacan, one tends to be structurally disposed as a neurotic, psychotic, or pervert,
independent of observable symptoms. Symptoms do not make the structure, they
can only gesture toward where a structure might be.

Lacan’s refinements and elaborations of his nosology are many and compli-
cated; for brevity we should note a Lacanian perspective does not truck in biology,
but rather with the domain of language, meaning, and representation. This is to
say that a Lacanian approach to psychical phenomena is concerned with labels and
the underlying patterns or structures these betoken, which can be culturally rela-
tive. Of course, one should not discount biological causation when reckoning with
psychological disturbances (e.g., chemical imbalances and so on); a Lacanian per-
spective, however, is concerned with how a presumably physiological “disorder,”
whatever it may be, is delivered to meaning in a culture’s given language games.
Lacan is fairly strict in drawing a boundary between biology and psychoanalysis at
the horizon of meaning and psychical structures, which are cultural.

So, the Lacanian nosological narrative goes something like this: most people
become self-conscious subjects as neurotics, or put alternatively, the paradigm person
in the West is neurotic, which is the consequence of what Freud termed the Oedipus
Complex (Freud, 1999b, pp. 225–228). This is to say, neurosis is the default subject
position of the symbolic network. We come into this world in a primary dyad or
relation between self and other, typically in terms of infant and mother. At this pri-
mary stage of identity, the infant does not realize it is not the same being as its
mother; they are, as it were, one unit of plenitude. Now, as Freud tells the story, the
father comes into this Edenic scene and says, “No! You cannot have the mother all
to yourself, you have to share!” In this way the proverbial Daddy-O comes into the
scene, thereby triangulating the relationship. With Freud, of course, the introduction
of the father is not only with the declarative, “No!” but also with the threat of castra-
tion if one does not comply. It is the assumed authority of this threat that leads to
the establishment of social order (e.g., the rule of law).

Freud’s theory of developmental identity has received sharp critiques for its heteor-
osexist assumptions and masculine (or phallocentric) biases (see Irigaray, 1985;
Mitchell, 2000). Part of the appeal of Lacanian theory is thus his insistence that we are
not to read Freud’s Oedipal scheme literally, but figuratively (Shepherdson, 2000, pp.
115–151). It is not that we actually have a father forbid a relationship with our mother
under the threat of castration (which, of course, excludes those without a penis), but
rather, that the introduction of a second parent encourages the realization of two
things: first, that there is a limit to our enjoyment, that there is something called “No!”
that curbs any delusions of omnipotence; and second, that the arrival or “insertion” of
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a second parent means that there are more objects in the outside world to love in addi-
tion to the primary parent (or mother). In other words, with the introduction of a
third figure—a Third Thing—we become social animals.

This third figure, which Lacan dubs the “paternal metaphor” (Lacan, 2006,
p. 464), is the nascent Third Thing with which I began; it introduces the subject to
the idea of the other and hence the world of others, as well as the notion that there
is some external authority that places limits on what is possible to enjoy or know
(see Figure 3). For Lacan, the arrival of the paternal metaphor heralds a substitution
or exchange: we give up a primary and primal relation to the material in exchange
for the symbolic; we relinquish an original plenitude in exchange for meaning. Or, to
put this deliciously and admittedly sloppily: rhetoric is a substitute for your mother.

It is in this structural sense that we can now approach the Lacanian under-
standing of psychosis as a subjective disposition or orientation: the psychotic is the
subject who has never endured the “cut” of the Third Thing, or to put it somewhat
allegorically, the psychotic is the one who neither heard nor accepted the “No!”
from the second parent and thus lacks the sense of an authority that anchors
meaning. Instead of undergoing a triangulation of the first dyad, the psychotic gets
an anti-social flatline to the maternal bosom. In this respect, the contemporary cri-
sis of paternity—the much discussed popular discourse of the “absent father”
(Ames, 2014; Razzano, 2014)—registers a tacit fear of psychosis.

The psychotic is the person who “acts out” or is prone to aggression, who does
not understand limit and who fails to internalize or recognize boundaries because
of a “foreclosure” of the symbolic as law, broadly construed. Consequently, psycho-
sis is the position of someone set adrift in the sea of discourse, and for this reason,
the psychotic has an unusual relationship to language that is “thrust into the fore-
ground, that speaks all by itself, out loud, in its noise and furor” (Lacan, 1993,
p. 250), but in a way that seems to him or her as objective and certain. Most of us
are moored in language, but the psychotic “is inhabited, possessed, by language”
(Lacan, 1993, p. 250) in ways that seem somewhat counterintuitive: the psychotic
asserts absolutes, parading truths with a righteous certitude. “Certainty is character-
istic of psychosis, where doubt is not,” explains Bruce Fink, because the:

Figure 3 The Oedipal triangle.
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(…) psychotic is convinced not of the “reality” of what he or she sees or hears,
but of the fact that it means something, and that this meaning involves him or
her. While the psychotic may agree that what he or she heard or saw was not
audible or visible to others (…) in other words, that it was not part of socially
shared reality—this may make it all the more special to him or her: he or she
has been chosen among all others to hear or see it, or it concerns only him or
her. (1997, p. 84)

Most people are neurotic and so do not evince a psychotic structure. Reckoning with
the decline of symbolic efficiency, neurotics do not know who or what to believe; we
doubt. The neurotic accepts uncertainty as a part of life because we have internalized
the “No!” in childhood, a variation of the truth that we are limited in what we can
do or comprehend. The psychotic, however, never heard the “No!” to begin with, so
there is no prohibition with which to comply. Consequently, the psychotic’s response
to the demise of symbolic efficiency is to cling with certainty to even the most patent
absurdities—conspiracy theories, religious fanaticism, political extremism—as this is
a way to anchor social being.

Of course, the Lacanian understanding of the psychotic structure does not square
with our more commonplace or established definitions of psychosis. To be fair,
Lacan would make a distinction between psychotic beliefs and behaviors—which do
overlap with commonly understood symptoms—from a person who exhibits a psy-
chotic structure, which is, again, very rare. That said, used as an adjective for behav-
ior, and more narrowly for speech, I want to suggest popular, public discourse has
started to exhibit its own psychotic structure, akin to a genre, discernable in public
refusals or failures to acknowledge doubt and a symbolic authority that or who estab-
lishes and polices limits. Žižek explains this emergent, psychotic discourse advances
its own figure or paradigm person in postmodernity: “the typical subject today is one
who, while displaying cynical distrust of any public ideology, indulges without
restraint in paranoiac fantasies about conspiracies, threats, and excessive forms of
enjoyment of the Other” (1999, p. 362). For the psychotic, this Other who enjoys is
not the big Other of the symbolic, but rather an “Other to the Other,” some “all
powerful agent” who is external to the order of the symbolic, an agent that “actually
‘pulls the strings’ and runs the show (…) an obscene, invisible power structure”
(1999, p. 362). Psychotic discourse often advances a kind of “compensatory delusion”
for the eroded symbolic, sometimes “a world conspiracy” or a “new messiah or alien
invasion” (Sharpe & Boucher, 2010, p. 149), but it also issues righteous, narcissistic
assertions of prophecy—cultural, political, and religious.

Social networking as psychotic rigging

Like Dean and Žižek, I have been arguing that contemporary, public discourse
evinces the decline of symbolic efficiency, which leads to increasingly psychotic dis-
course. Because this is a psychoanalytic thesis, I have described how psychoanalytic
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perspectives entered into academic scholarship in the humanities, especially “suspi-
cious” modes of reading objects of culture. I also explained how the appeal of
Lacan’s theories is in part his formalization and de-personalization, if you will, of
Freud’s Oedipal Complex and nosology in general, which has helped scholars
respond to the critiques of psychoanalytic theory as individually focused and apo-
litical. Lacan’s preference for structures over symptoms led him to specify three
basic subject positions—neurosis, psychosis, and perversion—which concern
whether and how a subject reckons with the big Other vis-à-vis the paternal meta-
phor. Psychosis is characterized by a refusal to acknowledge a more commonly
accepted big Other of social consensus in favor of absolute, even righteous, certi-
tudes about the illusory and absurd.

To characterize discourse as psychotic is not, of course, to diagnose any one
person as exhibiting an individual, psychotic structure—which cannot and should
not be done without extensive training and in the context of the clinic. Even so,
from a critical perspective a focus on the individual is somewhat beside the point.
As communication critics, we are more concerned with making sense of public dis-
course by locating and naming the structures productive of it—in this case, net-
worked communication marked by the perception of an absence of authority and
righteously aggressive, violent, or otherwise inappropriate speech that is palpably
narcissistic. The absence of this Third Thing with which I began bespeaks a failure
of the symbolic, first represented by the (allegorical) absence of a second parent
but, by extension, the foreclosure of a symbolic authority that or who guarantees
truth and reminds one of fallibility and a dependency on others.

Of course, we could specify any number of social network platforms that do not
lend themselves to psychotic discourse (e.g., moderated discussion venues), and inso-
far as social networking writ large consists of dynamic and emergent structures, we
would do well to stop short of a totalizing account (perhaps one project for future
research is to analyze and promote social networking platforms that push toward
neurosis in a qualified, Lacanian sense). Nevertheless, the kinds of discourse we are
increasingly experiencing on our most dominant, networked screens—in the news,
on Twitter, and on Facebook especially—seem to be trending toward the collapse of
traditional, symbolic authority. Perhaps because of its speed of proliferation and an
overreliance on imagery and affect, many social networking platforms—particularly
those devoid of moderation, in both senses—seem especially suited the “psychotic”
label: we can say whatever we want; we can be whatever we want; if we tweet some-
thing offensive, we can (re)cover by tweeting something else; we can “catfish” a cellu-
lar lover and perhaps get “busted” on national television, becoming a celebrity—and
all of this in five minutes (dubbed “whatever being” by Dean, 2010, pp. 61–90).
Because social networking consists of multiple computers, screens, and people, its
infrastructure is homologous to the psychotic structure particular to individual per-
sons: a horizontalization of interpersonal relations without any seeming oversight.

This apparent lack of oversight—or rather, the widespread perception of its
decline—is perhaps no more starkly demonstrated than by the recent and swift
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deterioration of U.S. political discourse during and after the 2016 presidential elec-
tion. The Trump campaign and cabinet alike have been routinely criticized for
deliberately perpetuating falsehoods on Twitter and television, such as the now
infamous “alternative fact” that those attending Trump’s inaugural comprised “the
largest audience to witness an inauguration—period—in person and around the
globe” (Graham, 2017, para. 7). As I argue in a companion essay (Gunn, 2018),
that the 45th President of the United States apparently says false things on purpose
(Dale, 2017) is a signature of the perverse structure; that possibly millions of people
actually believe them, however, smells like psychosis.

Even if readers agree that Lacan’s notion of psychosis helps to characterize and
make sense of some of the public discourse that circulates in social networks, this
begs the question whether our ever-expanding, networked frontier contributes to a
shift from the paradigm or default subject-structure of neurosis toward psychosis. I
opened with a few examples suggestive of a “yes”—sexting, online hate speech, and
climate change conspiracy—but since I first started composing this article two years
ago, the examples have become increasingly extreme. At the moment of my writing,
political discourse is the most conspicuous, but I want to stress that alarming, indi-
vidual psychotic behavior is demonstrative of the cultural locus of the psychotic
structure. For example, in April, 2016, an 18-year-old Ohio teen pleaded guilty to
charges of kidnapping, rape, and the distribution of child pornography because of
her use of a Twitter “app” named “Periscope”: Marina Lonina filmed and “live
streamed” the raping of her 17-year-old friend (Holley, 2016; Shahani, 2015). Lonina
claimed that she live-streamed the assault in an attempt to help the victim, however,
analysis of the video by authorities reveals Lonina giggles throughout while the vic-
tim pleads for the rapist to stop. The prosecutor argued Lonina enjoyed the attention
and that “[s]he got caught up in the ‘likes,’” or the expressed approval of the stream
from online onlookers (Holley, 2016, para. 13). Whether or not Lonina understood
the consequences of her alarming behavior might suggest that her disposition is psy-
chotic (she did not understand) or perverse (she understood and did it anyway), but
such a conclusion is not one for the critic to make. As a form of quasi-public dis-
course, at least in the moment, such behavior is psychotic and certainly bespeaks an
erosion of the big Other, a failure to acknowledge the social and moral codes to
which most people assent.

What these kinds of examples demonstrate is that what we used to count on as
a governing authority no longer anchors a widely shared (rule of) law or meaning.
From a Lacanian perspective, we might say such examples represent a society and
culture that no longer experiences an efficient symbolic of hypotaxic arrangement;
we seem, increasingly, returning to a parataxic and clunky symbolic, a public set
adrift in the sea of discourse—of imagery, of status updates, of live streams and
“BREAKING NEWS!” News stories or events are valued, not for their truth, but
for their affective inducements and feelings in the ever-present now of the “live.”
In our political discourse, especially, we find ourselves immersed in the melee
between those who argue for truth and those who insist “there’s no such thing (…)
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as facts” (Greenwood, 2016). If this and similar arguments have purchase, however,
the increasing frenzy of fact-checking in news media is itself a kind of fetishization
or mystification, obscuring the crisis of power it confronts: the decline of symbolic
efficiency and the growing instability of shared authority. From a descriptive stand-
point, fact-checking seems increasingly irrelevant in the dominant domains of pub-
lic exchange.

I think that describing public discourse as exhibiting psychical structures
homologous to those of individuals helps us to explain the increasing regularity of
psychotic rhetoric as an emergent genre of discourse vying for hegemony. I am sug-
gesting that the constant and relentless parade of immediacy so characteristic of
social networking seems to be producing the kind of discourse of someone who is
constantly speaking certitudes, in-the-moment, like a switchboard for the commu-
nication pulsating in a charged and mediated sea of speakers and screens. I also
think that cultural critics will continue having trouble contending with psychotic
discourse because criticism is by default a neurotic disposition, especially in its
more suspicious modes. How we analyze and understand the discourse of social
networking, currently scrambling the coordinates of public communication, must
shift toward thinking about the demise of the Third Thing or big Other. If Žižek
and Dean are right about the demise of symbolic efficiency, then Michael Calvin
McGee’s (1990) thesis about the fragmentation of “the text” in our time takes on a
new character: the critic of contemporary, public discourse is now consigned to
ceaselessly and unrelentingly constituting the context.
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