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The world is all that is the case.
—Wittgenstein

To pretend and to actually do something are ex-
actly the same thing. —Deleuze

The simulacrum is never what hides the truth—
it is truth that hides the fact that there is none.
The simulacrum is true. —Ecclesiastes

Everything is exactly the same thing.
—Kanye West



HE HAD BEEN SITTING there for maybe an hour,
maybe longer, nursing a Chang with ice be-
cause that’swhat youorderedwhenyoudidn’t

know what to order and didn’t want to think about it.
The ice was a concession to the heat and also a way to
make the beer last longer, to give himself something to
do with his hands while he watched the street and the
people moving through it.

Patong at night was a particular kind of theater. The
neon and the music and the tourists in various stages of
sunburn and intoxication, the working girls and the la-
dyboys and the vendors selling things nobody needed,
all of it churning together in a way that should have
felt chaotic but instead felt almost peaceful, like white
noise, like something you could disappear into if you
let yourself.

He was forty now. He had been forty for three
months and he still didn’t know what to do with that
information. It wasn’t that he felt old exactly. It was
more that the world had shifted around him in ways
he hadn’t anticipated. He had expected to feel like an
adult by now, to have crossed some threshold into a
territory where things made sense in a different way,
where he would look at young people and feel the dis-
tance between himself and them as something clear and
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measurable. Instead he felt like he was still waiting for
that to happen, still standing on the same side of some
line he couldn’t see, watching the world get younger
and stranger while he stayed the same.

The tattoos were part of it. He had been noticing
them all evening, the way they appeared on bodies that
would have been unmarked a generation ago. Awoman
in her fifties with a sleeve of flowers climbing her arm.
A man his own age with something geometric on his
calf, visible below his shorts. Kids in their twentieswith
full murals across their backs, visible through the thin
fabric of their shirts or displayed openly in the heat.

When he was young, tattoos meant something spe-
cific. They meant you had been somewhere, done
something, belonged to something. Sailors and soldiers
and prisoners and bikers. Anchors and eagles and
teardrops and names of women who had either died
or left. Now they meant nothing or everything, which
was the same thing. Now a girl could have Hello Kitty
next to a skull next to a line of script in a language she
probably didn’t speak, and none of it had to cohere,
none of it had to tell a story. The body had become a
surface for decoration rather than inscription, and he
didn’t know if that was liberation or loss or just change,
just the way things went.
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He thought about his own skin, unmarked, unre-
markable. He had neverwanted a tattoo because he had
never known what he would want permanently, what
he could commit to for the rest of his life. That had
seemed like wisdom when he was twenty-five. Now it
seemed like maybe he had just been afraid, or maybe he
had understood something the others hadn’t, or maybe
it didn’t matter either way.

A man at the next table was talking loudly to his
companion about music, about some show he had seen
recently, and he caught the name LCD Soundsystem
and felt something twist in him, some small recognition
that hurt in a way he couldn’t explain. The man was
maybe fifty-three, fifty-five, with gray in his beard and
a slight paunch and the kind of clothes that said he
had money but didn’t care about fashion, and he was
talking about LCD Soundsystem the way people used
to talk about bands they had discovered, bands that
belonged to them, and he realized that this man had
probably been listening to that music since he was in
his thirties, that it was his music, that the things he
had thought of as young were now middle-aged, that
the world of adults had been colonized by the world of
children and nobody had noticed the invasion because
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it had happened so slowly. He hadn’t grown up. The
world had grown up backwards.

He took a sip of his beer. The ice had melted and
it tasted watery now, thin, but he didn’t mind. He
wasn’t drinking to get drunk. He was drinking to have
something to do while he sat here and thought about
things that didn’t need to be thought about.

The bar was one of those places that existed in the
margins, not quite on the main strip, not quite hidden
either. It attracted a mixed crowd—tourists and expats
and locals and people who didn’t fit any of those cate-
gories, people who were just passing through on their
way to somewhere else. The music was low enough to
talk over and the lighting was dim enough to hide in
and the bartender didn’t bother you if you wanted to
sit alone with your thoughts.

※

That’s when he noticed her.
She was at the bar, a few seats down, and she was or-

dering something he couldn’t quite hear. The bartender
nodded and reached for a bottle he didn’t recognize,
something with a label in a language he couldn’t read,
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and poured it into a glass with ice and something else,
something pink, and slid it across to her. She picked it
up and looked at it for a moment as if she was consider-
ing whether she actually wanted it, and then she took a
sip and set it down and stared straight ahead at nothing.

She was beautiful in a way that took him a moment
to register, because it wasn’t the obvious kind of beauty,
the kind that announced itself. She was thin, almost too
thin, with dark hair cut short in a way that exposed her
neck and the line of her jaw. Her skin was pale, con-
spicuously pale for someone in this climate, and itmade
her look like she belonged somewhere else, somewhere
colder, somewhere with less light. She was wearing a
black tank top and he could see her shoulders and her
arms and that’s when he noticed the tattoos.

They were small, scattered across her upper arm and
shoulder in a way that seemed almost random, and at
first he thought theywere the usual kind, the decorative
kind, the kind everyone had now. But then he looked
closer and he saw that they were just shapes. A bright
yellow circle. A blue triangle. A black square. A red
line. A gold star—sparkling metallic gold, a color he
didn’t know existed in the vexillology of tattoos. And
something else, something that looked like a squiggle,
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like someone had just drawn a random curve without
any intention behind it.

He thought about the monolith from 2001. Not the
scene exactly, but what it meant—the black rectangle
appearing among the apes, impossibly geometric, im-
possibly regular, a shape that nature does not produce
standing upright in a landscape where everything was
organic and random and curved. The monolith didn’t
do anything. It just stood there. But its geometry was
enough—the sheer fact of a perfect rectangle existing
among rocks and bones and fur was what cracked the
world open. The apes couldn’t understand it but they
didn’t need to. The geometry itself did the work. A
straight edge where no straight edge had ever been. A
right angle in a world without right angles. And from
that intrusion of the geometric into the organic came
everything—tools, language, signification, civilization,
the whole catastrophe. The birth of meaning was the
birth of geometry.

Her tattooswere doing something similar to him and
he didn’t fully understand what. A bright yellow circle,
a blue triangle, a black square, a red line—geometric
primitives sitting on organic skin, on a living body, in a
bar in Patong among all the chaos and noise and flesh.
They were too simple, too deliberate, too clean. They
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didn’t belong on a body the way the monolith didn’t
belong among the apes. And that wrongness, that in-
trusion of pure form into the mess of the living—it was
doing something to him, shifting something he couldn’t
name.

He looked at them for too long and she turned her
head and caught him looking and he felt his face get
hot the way it used to when he was young and got
caught staring at girls, back when that kind of thing
still mattered, back when he still thought of himself as
someone who stared at girls.

“Sorry,” he said, and his voice came out wrong, too
loud for the space between them. “I was just—your
tattoos. They’re unusual.”

She looked at him with eyes that were so dark they
were almost black, or maybe that was just the lighting,
or maybe it was the contrast with her skin, which was
so pale it seemed to glow slightly in the dim bar. She
didn’t smile but she didn’t look annoyed either. She
just looked at him like she was waiting for him to say
something more, like she had all the time in the world
and nothing better to do with it.

“I’ve been sitting here thinking about tattoos,” he
said, and he knew he was fumbling it, knew he was
saying it wrong, but he kept going anyway. “I’ve been
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noticing how everyone has them now. Not everyone,
but almost everyone. And they’re different from what
they used to be. They used to mean something, you
know? Or I thought they did. Maybe they always
meant nothing and I just didn’t understand that. But
now they’re like—I don’t know. Stickers. Like someone
just put stickers on their body. And I don’t mean that
as a criticism, I think it’s interesting actually, I think
there’s something—” He stopped. He was losing the
thread. “Anyway. Your tattoos are different. They’re
just shapes.”

She looked down at her arm as if she had forgotten
theywere there, as if he had reminded her of something
she hadn’t thought about in a long time. Then she
looked back at him.

“Do you want to know what they mean?”
“Do they mean something?”
“Everything means something,” she said. “Or noth-

ing means anything. It depends on how you look at it.”
He didn’t know what to say to that so he just waited,

and after a moment she pointed to the bright yellow
circle on her shoulder.

“This one means I appreciate that the sun is keeping
us alive with its energy. Nuclear fusion at a distance
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sufficient to warm us rather than incinerate us. The fact
that we can see each other. The fact that there’s light.”

He waited for her to smile, to indicate that she was
joking, but her face remained neutral, almost blank, like
she was reciting something she had memorized a long
time ago.

“And this one,” she said, pointing to the blue triangle,
“means I’mproud that I passed geometry in high school.
I failed basic logic twice. Couldn’t handle the proofs.
But geometry I could do. I got a B-minus. I could
visualize the shapes. The triangle is the simplest poly-
gon, three sides, three angles, adds up to one hundred
eighty degrees. When I finally passed I felt like I had
accomplished something, even though it was nothing,
even though everyone passes geometry. I didn’t flunk
geometry, so I got the triangle.”

“And the square?”
“The square is for pixels. For the fact that we have

computers that can display imagesmade of tiny squares
of light, and those images can show us anything, can
connect us to anything, can let us order food without
talking to anyone. I like that I can order food without
talking to anyone. I don’t like to talk to peoplewhen I’m
hungry.”
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He laughed, a short surprised sound that escaped
before he could stop it, and she looked at him with
something that might have been amusement or might
have been curiosity, he couldn’t tell.

“What about the line?”
She touched it with her finger, tracing its length

along the inside of her forearm. It was thin and red and
perfectly straight, maybe two inches long.

“The line is for signification itself. The capacity to
make marks that refer to other things. The distinction
between presence and absence, between marked and
unmarked. Before you can have two of anything you
have to have one. Before you can have geometry you
have to have the stroke, the incision, the distinction.
This is a mark about marking. A sign whose referent
is the possibility of signs.”

She said it the same way she had said everything
else, flat and matter-of-fact, like she was telling him
the time or giving him directions to somewhere. He
felt like he was supposed to respond, to say something
intelligent, but he didn’t knowwhat. He had read some
of those words before, in books he had half-understood,
books about language and meaning and the structure
of things, but he had never heard anyone say them out
loud in a bar in Patong while drinking something pink.
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“And the star?”
She glanced at the gold star on the inside of her wrist,

small and clean, five-pointed, the kind of star a teacher
puts on a child’s homework.

“Are we really asking about the star?”
“You have an explanation for a line that’s about the

possibility of signs. I figure the star has something.”
She almost smiled. “I dropped out of high school.

You know that already—I told you about the B-minus.
I dropped out halfway through my second year. Not
because I was stupid but because I couldn’t do the thing
where you sit in a room and someone tells you what to
think about for forty-five minutes and then a bell rings
and you go to another room and someone else tells you
what to think about. I just couldn’t do it. My brain
wouldn’t.” She paused. “I never got a gold star. Not
once. Not in elementary school, not in middle school,
not ever. Other kids got gold stars. I got notes home.
I got meetings with counselors. I got told I wasn’t ap-
plying myself, which is a way of saying you’re smart
enough to do what we want but you won’t, and we find
that more offensive than if you were just dumb.”

She held up her wrist.
“So I gave myself the gold star. I decided I deserved

it, and I put it on my body where nobody could take it
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away. It doesn’t mean I achieved something. It means
I decided I achieved something, and that’s the same
thing, or close enough.”

“And the squiggle?”
She looked at the squiggle, the only shape thatwasn’t

a shape, the only mark that refused geometry.
“That one means not everything has to mean some-

thing, bro.”
He laughed again, harder this time, and she almost

smiled, or he thought she did, some small movement at
the corner of her mouth that could have been a smile or
could have been nothing.

“I’m Daniel,” he said, because he didn’t know what
else to say.

“I know,” she said, which made no sense, which
couldn’t be true, but she said it with such certainty that
he almost believed her.

※

She didn’t offer her name. She just turned back to her
drink and took another sip and looked straight ahead at
nothing, the same way she had been looking when he
first noticed her.
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He should have let it go. He should have turned back
to his watery beer and his thoughts about getting old
and let her be. But something about her was pulling at
him, something he couldn’t name, and he found himself
talking again.

“What are you drinking?”
She held up the glass and looked at it as if she was

seeing it for the first time.
“Campari and guava juice.”
He had never heard of anyone drinking that. He

didn’t know why it was funny but it was, or not funny
exactly, just unexpected, just another thing about her
that didn’t fit into any category he knew.

“Is it good?”
“It’s terrible,” she said. “I drink it because nobody

else does.”
He didn’t know what to say to that either so he just

nodded, and they sat there in silence for a while, him
with his Chang and ice and her with her terrible Cam-
pari and guava juice, and the noise of Patong washed
around them like water around stones.

He thought about the monolith again. The way
the apes had circled it, touching it, recoiling, touch-
ing it again. They couldn’t understand it and they
couldn’t leave it alone. Something about the geometry
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demanded attention—not because it was beautiful or
threatening but because it was impossible, because a
perfect rectangle had no business existing in a world of
rocks and rain and bones. The monolith was the first
intrusion of form into formlessness, the first shape that
didn’t grow or erode or decay but simply was, eternal
and alien and indifferent.

But the monolith was also a wall. Opaque, black,
impenetrable. It concealed. Whatever it was, whatever
power it held, it operated throughmystery, through the
anxiety of not-knowing. The apes were transformed by
it but they never understood it. It gave them nothing
except the fact of its presence, its impossible geometry,
and thatwas enough, but it was also a kind of violence—
the violence of a thing that changes you without ex-
plaining itself, that restructures your entire world and
offers no account of why.

Her tattoos were not like that. They were right there
on her skin, visible, declared, and she would explain
them to anyone who asked. The geometry was the
same—circles and triangles and squares and lines, the
same primitive forms that themonolith had carried into
the world of the apes—but the relationship to conceal-
ment was inverted. The monolith hid everything be-
hind its black surface. Her tattoos hid nothing. They
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were shapes, openly acknowledged as shapes, and they
meant what she said they meant and also more than
that and also less, and there was no secret behind them,
no veiled power, no hidden center. They operated in
plain sight.

He didn’t have the vocabulary for it yet, but he was
beginning to feel the difference between two kinds of
power: the power that conceals itself and demands
belief, and the power that reveals itself and operates
through something else entirely, something he didn’t
have a word for.

“You said the line is about signification,” he said.
“What does that mean? I’ve heard that word but I don’t
think I know what it actually means.”

She looked at him, and for the first time she seemed
to be assessing whether he was serious, whether he ac-
tually wanted to know or was just making conversation.
Whatever she saw in his face must have satisfied her,
because she shifted on her stool to face him slightly, not
all the way, but enough that it felt like a door opening.

“You know what a sign is?”
“A sign like a road sign?”
“A sign like anything that stands for something else.

A word is a sign. A road sign is a sign. A photograph
is a sign. The color red meaning stop is a sign. Your
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face when you looked at me earlier was a sign—it stood
for something, embarrassment maybe, or curiosity. Sig-
nification is the process by which something comes to
stand for something else. It’s the most basic thing that
language does, and also the most mysterious.”

“Mysterious how?”
“Think about it. The word ‘beer’—” she pointed at

his glass—“has nothing to do with beer. The sound of
it, the letters, the shape of the word on a page—none
of that has any connection to the actual liquid in your
glass. It’s completely arbitrary. Any other soundwould
work just as well. And yet when I say ‘beer’ you know
exactly what I mean. Something has connected a totally
arbitrary sound to a totally specific thing, and that con-
nection holds across millions of people and hundreds
of years. How?”

“Convention? Everyone just agrees?”
“But who agreed? When? There was no meeting.

There was no vote. And it’s not like someone decided
and then taught everyone else. Language doesn’t work
that way. It just—happens. The connection establishes
itself and then it feels natural, obvious, like it couldn’t
be any other way. That’s what Saussure figured out at
the beginning of the twentieth century. The sign is ar-
bitrary, but it doesn’t feel arbitrary. And the whole sys-
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tem of signs—all of language, all of culture—operates
on these arbitrary connections that feel necessary.”

“Saussure.”
“Ferdinand de Saussure. Swiss linguist. Basically

invented semiotics, or one version of it. He said the
sign has two parts: the signifier, which is the sound or
image or mark, and the signified, which is the concept
it points to. And the relationship between them is arbi-
trary. There’s no natural link. It’s pure convention, but
convention so deep that we can’t see it anymore.”

“So the line on your arm—”
“Is a signifier whose signified is signification itself.

A mark about the possibility of marking. The simplest
possible sign: just a stroke, just the distinction between
marked and unmarked, before any specific meaning
gets attached. Before you can have the word ‘beer’
pointing to beer, before you can have a road sign point-
ing to a road, you have to have the capacity to make a
mark that points at all. The line is that capacity.”

He took a sip of his beer. “And you got that tattooed
on your arm.”

“I got it tattooed on my arm.”
“In red.”
“In red. Because the first markswere probably in red.

Ochre. Iron oxide. The oldest pigment. They found
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handprints in caves in Spain, red ochre on stone, forty
thousand years old. Someone put their hand against
a wall and blew pigment around it, and what was left
was a sign—a mark that said ‘I was here, I made this,
a hand touched this wall.’ Red is the color of the first
signification.”

“You know a lot about this.”
She shrugged. “I read a lot. I had a lot of time after I

dropped out.”

※

He ordered another beer and she ordered another Cam-
pari and guava juice, which the bartender made with-
out comment, and they settled into something that felt
less like a conversation between strangers andmore like
a conversation between two people who had been sit-
ting at this bar for years, who had a rhythm, who knew
when to talk and when to be quiet.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.
“You’ve been asking me things for the last twenty

minutes.”
“Why don’t you have a dot? You have a line, a circle,

a triangle, a square. But no dot. No point. The point
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is more basic than any of those, right? It’s the most
fundamental geometric object. Zero dimensions.”

She looked at himdifferently then. Something shifted
in her expression, not dramatically, not like a mask
falling, but like a slight adjustment of focus, as though
he had asked the first question she hadn’t expected.

“You’re right,” she said. “The point is more funda-
mental. The line is one-dimensional. The circle, the
triangle, the square—all two-dimensional. The point is
zero-dimensional. It has position but no extension. It
exists but it doesn’t take up space. It’s the most basic
geometric object and also the most impossible one, be-
cause you can’t actually make it. Themoment you put a
dot on paper, you’ve given it extension. You’ve turned
it into a tiny circle. It stops being a point and becomes
a representation of a point, which is a different thing.”

“So you can’t tattoo it.”
“You can’t tattoo it. If I put a dot onmy skin, it’s not a

point. It’s a small circle. And then it’s not even distinct
from the bright yellow circle—it’s just a smaller version
of the same shape. The point refuses to be externalized.
It can’t be put on the surface of a body because the
moment you try, you’ve betrayed what it is.”
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She paused, and for the first time she looked like she
was deciding whether to say something, weighing it,
turning it over.

“I think the point is my soul,” she said.
She said it quietly, not with the flat sardonic delivery

she had used for the other tattoos but with something
else, something careful, almost tentative, like she was
saying it for the first time and wasn’t sure if it would
sound ridiculous out loud.

“It can’t be externalized. It can’t be represented with-
out being falsified. It has position but no extension—it’s
somewhere, it’s mine, but it doesn’t take up space in the
world. And it’s what everything else is built on. Every
line startswith a point. Every shape is defined bypoints.
But the point itself stays invisible, stays interior, stays—
”

She stopped. She took a sip of her terrible drink.
“There’s a word in philosophy. Haecceity. H-a-e-c-

c-e-i-t-y. Duns Scotus came up with it in the thirteenth
century. Itmeans thisness. The thing thatmakes a thing
this thing and not any other thing. Not its properties,
not its category, not what it’s made of—the irreducible
fact that it’s this one, here, now. Leibniz picked it up
later with his monads—these dimensionless, window-
less, indivisible things that each contain the entire uni-
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verse from their own perspective. A monad is basically
a point with a soul. Or a soul as a point.”

“And you think your soul is like that.”
“I think the point is the geometric equivalent of haec-

ceity. The thing that can’t be further reduced, can’t be
represented, can’t be externalized. Everything else I
can put on my skin. The sun, the triangle, the pixel,
the stroke, the star. But not the point. The point stays
inside.”

He sat with that for a long time. The noise of Patong
continued around them, undisturbed, impervious.

“Duns Scotus,” he said. “Leibniz. You dropped out
of high school.”

“I dropped out of high school.”
“And you’ve read Leibniz.”
“I’ve read Leibniz. And Heidegger. And Lacan,

who is completely insane and also the most important
psychoanalyst after Freud. And Deleuze, who declared
war on Lacan while secretly agreeing with him about
almost everything. And Derrida, who took the entire
Western philosophical tradition and showed that it was
held together by puns. And Baudrillard, who said that
reality had been replaced by its own simulation and
then spent the rest of his life trying to figure out what
that meant. And McLuhan, who understood television
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better than anyone who ever owned one. And Harman,
who thinks objects have secret lives that withdraw from
all relations. And I can quote the opening of Nick
Land’s Meltdown from memory, but I don’t usually
bring that up in bars.”

She said it the way she said everything, flat, almost
bored, like she was listing the ingredients of a recipe.
But something had changed. He could feel it—a door
had opened that wasn’t going to close again.

“How?” he said. “I mean—how did you end up
reading Heidegger?”

“I found a book in a hostel in Chiang Mai. Someone
had left it behind. Being and Time. I was nineteen.
I read the first page and I didn’t understand a single
sentence but I could feel that therewas something there,
something enormous, like a building I couldn’t see but
could feel the weight of. So I kept reading. And then I
read what other people had written about it, and then I
read the people theywerewriting about, and then I read
the people those peoplewerewriting about. That’s how
it works when you teach yourself. You don’t go in order.
You go in circles. You find one thing that grabs you and
then you follow the references backward and outward
until you’ve built this—” She made a vague gesture
with her hands. “This web. This structure. With gaps
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in it, obviously. Huge gaps. I’ve never read Hegel. I’ve
never read Kant, not really, not properly. I tried the
Critique of Pure Reason once and I just—I couldn’t. The
sentences are like buildings falling on you. But I know
what Kant said because everyone after him is arguing
with him, so you get it secondhand, which is maybe not
the worst way to get Kant.”

He laughed. “I tried to read Heidegger once. In
college. I took a philosophy elective and the professor
assigned Being and Time and I remember sitting in the
library with the book open and feeling like the words
were in English but arranged in away thatmadeEnglish
stop working. Like the language had been taken apart
and put back together wrong.”

“That’s exactly what Heidegger is doing,” she said,
and for the first time something like enthusiasm entered
her voice, some warmth, some animation that hadn’t
been there before. “He’s breaking language on purpose.
Because he thinks the whole history of Western philos-
ophy has been captured by certain words, certain con-
cepts, certain ways of framing questions that already
contain their own answers. So he has to break the lan-
guage to get at what’s underneath. Dasein instead of
‘subject’ or ‘consciousness.’ Being-in-the-world instead
of the mind-body problem. He’s trying to ask the ques-
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tion of what it means to be, but the question has been
buried under two thousand years of answers that came
too quickly, answers that foreclosed the question before
it could really be asked.”

“And what does it mean to be?”
She looked at him. “That’s the question. That’s the

whole thing. He spent his whole life trying to ask it
properly, and he thought the answer was something
like: being is not a thing, not a substance, not a property.
Being is more like an event, something that happens,
something that discloses itself—he uses this word, Lich-
tung, which means a clearing in a forest, a place where
light gets through. Being is the clearing. Not the trees,
not the light, not the person standing in the clearing—
the clearing itself. The openness that makes everything
else possible.”

She paused. “Which sounds like mystical bullshit
until you actually sit with it, and then it starts to make
a terrible kind of sense.”

“And where does Heidegger fit in the larger picture?
I don’t even know what kind of philosopher he is. Like,
what tradition?”

“Continental,” she said. “As opposed to analytic.
Those are the two big families of Western philosophy
after about 1900, and the split is actually important for
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understanding why most people think philosophy is ei-
ther boring or incomprehensible—because they’ve only
been exposed to one side.”

“What’s the difference?”
“Analytic philosophy is the Anglo-American tradi-

tion. It comes out of logic, formal language, Russell,
Frege, early Wittgenstein. It values clarity, precision,
rigorous argumentation. It wants philosophy to look
like science—clean definitions, testable claims, step-by-
step proofs. It’s obsessed with language but in a very
specific way: it wants to fix language, to make it un-
ambiguous, to eliminate the slipperiness that makes
ordinary language messy. It’s brilliant at what it does.
Some of the smartest people who ever lived have been
analytic philosophers. But it has a blind spot, which is
that it thinks clarity is neutral. It thinks that if you just
define your terms carefully enough and construct your
arguments rigorously enough, you’ll arrive at the truth.
It doesn’t ask what truth is. It assumes it knows.”

“And continental?”
“Continental philosophy is the European tradition.

Phenomenology, existentialism, hermeneutics, structural-
ism, poststructuralism, psychoanalysis, critical theory.
Heidegger, Sartre,Merleau-Ponty, Lacan, Derrida, Deleuze,
Baudrillard. It values depth, complexity, historical aware-
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ness. It doesn’t trust clarity—not because it prefers con-
fusion, but because it thinks reality is not clear. It thinks
themessiness of language is not a bug but a feature, that
ambiguity and metaphor and wordplay and resonance
are not obstacles to truth but ways of accessing truths
that clear language can’t reach.”

“So analytic philosophers hate continental philoso-
phy.”

“Viscerally. They think it’s pseudo-intellectual non-
sense. They think Heidegger is a charlatan and Lacan is
a fraud and Derrida is a con artist. There was a famous
incident in 1996—the Sokal affair. A physicist named
Alan Sokal wrote a hoax paper full of postmodern jar-
gon and submitted it to a cultural studies journal called
Social Text. The journal published it. Sokal revealed the
hoax and said: see? These people will publish anything
as long as it sounds fancy enough.”

“And what do you think?”
“I think Sokal was right that the journal should have

caught the hoax. And I think he completely missed
the point of the tradition he was attacking. He thought
he was proving that continental philosophy is empty.
What he actually proved is that some journal editors
don’t read carefully. That’s not the same thing. The
Sokal affair didn’t prove that Derrida is nonsense. It
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proved that some people who cite Derrida don’t un-
derstand him. Which Derrida already knew, and said,
frequently.”

She took a sip of her drink.
“But the deeper thing is that the split between ana-

lytic and continental is itself interesting. Analytic phi-
losophy demands rigor, proof, the correspondence be-
tween language and truth. Continental philosophy op-
erates through resonance, wordplay, acknowledged com-
plexity, the idea that the signifier knows more than the
speaker. One tradition trusts language to be transpar-
ent. The other trusts language to be productive. One
wants to nail meaning down. The other wants to see
where meaning goes when you let it run.”

※

“You mentioned Wittgenstein before,” he said. “Where
does he fit? Analytic or continental?”

“Both. Which is the best thing about him. There are
twoWittgensteins. EarlyWittgenstein and lateWittgen-
stein, and they are almost completely different philoso-
phers who happen to be the same person.”

“What’s early Wittgenstein?”
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“TheTractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Published 1921.
Maybe seventy pages long and it tries to do the most
ambitious thing anyone has ever tried to do in philoso-
phy: draw the exact limits of what can be said. Wittgen-
stein believed—early Wittgenstein—that language pic-
tures reality. That the structure of a meaningful sen-
tencemirrors the structure of the fact it represents. And
he thought he could map this perfectly, show exactly
where the boundary is between sense and nonsense, be-
tween what language can say andwhat it can’t. The last
line is: ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be
silent.’ He thought he’d solved philosophy. All of it.
Every problem that could be stated had been answered
or shown to be meaningless. He was so convinced he’d
finished the job that he quit philosophy and went off to
be a schoolteacher in rural Austria.”

“And then?”
She leaned forward slightly, and he could see that

this was a story she loved, that she had told it to herself
many times, that it meant something to her beyond its
philosophical content.

“He was walking home one evening. He was teach-
ing at this village school, and the local children—they
used to tease him. He was strange, you know. Soli-
tary. Intense. Not the kind of person children under-
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stand. And this particular evening they were following
him, the way kids do, shouting things at him. Not
meaningful things. Not insults exactly. Just—noises.
Words used as weapons, as toys, as social tools. Taunts.
Nonsense syllables that didn’t signify anything, didn’t
picture any fact, didn’t correspond to any state of affairs
in the logical structure of reality. They were just sounds
meant to poke at him, to annoy him, to hurt him a little.”

She paused.
“And he couldn’t respond. Not because he lacked

intelligence—he was possibly the most intelligent per-
son who had ever lived. But because his entire frame-
work, the entire Tractatus, had no place for what those
children were doing. They were using language, but
not to picture facts. They were using it to play, to
dominate, to create social effects. The meaning of their
words wasn’t in the correspondence between language
and reality. The meaning was in the use. In what the
words did. And his perfect, crystalline, impossible ar-
chitecture of logical propositions—the thing he thought
had solved philosophy—couldn’t handle children being
mean on a street corner.”

She was quiet for a moment.
“That’s when it all fell apart. That’s where the Philo-

sophical Investigations comes from. The language games.
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The idea that meaning isn’t reference but use, that a
wordmeanswhat it does in a particular context, in a par-
ticular form of life. The children teasing him were play-
ing a language game just as valid, just as structured, just
as real as propositional logic. Just organized around
different rules, different purposes. The shift from early
to late Wittgenstein is the shift from believing language
has one job—picturing reality—to understanding that
language has infinite jobs, and most of them have noth-
ing to do with truth.”

“That’s—” He stopped. He didn’t know what it was.
Heartbreaking. Beautiful. Both at once.

“The greatest logician of the twentieth century,” she
said. “Undone by children teasing him with nonsense
words. And from that he built something even greater
than the Tractatus. The whole of late Wittgenstein is
basically an acknowledgment that the world is not a
crystal, that language is not a mirror, that philosophy is
not about solving problems but about dissolving them,
about seeing that the problems were never real prob-
lems but confusions created by language trapping us
in its own patterns. ‘Philosophy is a battle against the
bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.’
He wrote that. And it might be the single most impor-
tant sentence in the history of philosophy.”

31



“And that makes him continental?”
“It makes him complicated. He’s still claimed by

the analytic tradition because of the Tractatus. But the
Investigations has been hugely influential on both sides.
The continental people love the language games, the
idea that meaning is social, that philosophy is therapy
rather than truth. Some people say he’s the bridge be-
tween the two traditions. Some people say he destroyed
the analytic tradition from the inside. I think he just
followed the problem wherever it went, and it went
to places his own system couldn’t handle, and he was
honest enough to start over.”

※

He was the one driving the conversation now. He
hadn’t meant to—he had just wanted to know about
the tattoos—but something had shifted and he found
that he was asking the questions he had always wanted
to ask, questions he had carried around for years with-
out knowing who to ask them to. And something had
shifted in her too. She was talking more freely, her
answers longer, her flat delivery softening into some-
thing that was almost but not quite excitement. She

32



had been carrying all of this around—this web of ideas,
this self-taught architecture of continental philosophy—
and maybe nobody had ever asked her about it before.
Maybe she had never had anyone to tell.

“Okay,” he said. “So help me understand the land-
scape. You’ve got Saussure and signs. Heidegger and
being. Wittgenstein and language games. Where does
structuralism come in? I’ve heard that word a thousand
times and I’ve never known what it means.”

“Structuralism is Saussure taken seriously,” she said.
“If the sign is arbitrary—if meaning comes not from the
relationship between words and things but from the
relationships between signs within a system—then the
way to understand any cultural phenomenon is to look
at its underlying structure. The system of differences
that makes meaning possible. Lévi-Strauss took this
to anthropology—he analyzed myths and kinship sys-
tems and found structural patterns that recurred across
cultures, not because the cultures were connected but
because the human mind organizes meaning through
binary oppositions: raw and cooked, nature and cul-
ture, life and death. Roman Jakobson took it to linguis-
tics. Barthes took it to literature. The idea is that un-
derneath the surface variety of human culture there are
deep structures, invisible grammars, systems of rules
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that generate meaning the way a grammar generates
sentences.”

“And poststructuralism is—after that?”
“Poststructuralism is the moment when structural-

ism turned on itself. Derrida, Lacan, Deleuze, Baudrillard—
they all started as structuralists or were deeply influ-
enced by structuralism, and they all came to the conclu-
sion that the structures aren’t stable. They shift, they
slide, they deconstruct themselves. Derrida’s whole
project is showing that the binary oppositions struc-
turalism relies on—speech and writing, presence and
absence, nature and culture—are never as clean as they
look. Each term contains traces of its opposite. The
structure is always already undermining itself. That’s
deconstruction. Not destroying the structure—showing
that the structure was never as solid as it claimed to be.”

“And that’s where the puns come in.”
“That’s where the puns come in. Derrida’s most fa-

mousmove is différance—themisspelling of the French
word for ‘difference.’ He changed an e to an a, and in
French you can’t hear the difference—it’s silent, visible
only in writing. And that’s the whole point. The mean-
ing of ‘différance’ is itself deferred, different, impossi-
ble to pin down. It’s both ‘differing’ and ‘deferring’—
the sign differs from other signs and defers meaning

34



endlessly. And you can only see this in writing, not in
speech, which is itself a demonstration of the thesis, be-
causeWestern philosophy has always privileged speech
over writing, presence over absence, the voice over the
mark. Derrida catches the tradition in its own act.”

“So poststructuralism is the claim that meaning is
never stable.”

“Meaning is always sliding. The signifier keeps mov-
ing. You think you’ve pinned it down and it slips away.
That’s not a bug—that’s how language works. And La-
can took this insight and applied it to the unconscious.
The unconscious is structured like a language, he said.
Not metaphorically. Literally. The same mechanisms
that Jakobson identified in language—metaphor and
metonymy—are the samemechanisms Freud identified
in dreams—condensation and displacement. The un-
conscious makes puns. It slides signifiers. It says more
than you intend. And this is where things get really
interesting.”

※

“Tell me about Lacan,” he said. “Properly. From the
beginning.”
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She looked at him for a moment, and something
passed across her face—not reluctance exactly, but a
kind of calibration, as if she was deciding how deep to
go, how much he could absorb, how honest to be.

“You have to start with Freud,” she said. “And you
have to understand what Freud actually did, which is
not what most people think he did.”

“What do most people think he did?”
“They think hewas a pervertwho blamed everything

on sex and mothers and said women were defective
men. And then they congratulate themselves for being
too smart to fall for it and go back to their CBT work-
sheets and their SSRIs.”

There was an edge to her voice now. Not anger ex-
actly, but something close to it, something that had been
building underneath her flat delivery all evening.

“Here’s what Freud actually did. For four thousand
years—literally four thousandyears—Westernmedicine
had a diagnosis called hysteria. The word comes from
hystera, the Greek word for womb. The theory was
that women got sick because their uteruses were wan-
dering around inside their bodies causing trouble. I’m
not exaggerating. This was the actual medical the-
ory. Plato wrote about it. The treatment was to lure
the womb back into position using sweet-smelling sub-
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stances placed near the vagina. That was medicine. For
four thousand years.”

“You’re joking.”
“I’m not joking. The Kahun Papyrus, 1900 BCE, de-

scribes exactly this. Womenwith inexplicable symptoms—
pain, paralysis, fainting, convulsions—and the expla-
nation is always the womb. The womb is restless, the
womb is angry, the womb has moved. The treatments
ranged from fumigation to marriage to—” She paused.
“The vibrator was invented in the 1880s because doctors’
hands were getting tired from manually inducing ‘hys-
terical paroxysm,’ which is what they called an orgasm
when they were the ones causing it.”

He stared at her.
“That’s the context,” she said. “That’s what Freud

walked into. Hysteria was the dumping ground for ev-
erything medicine couldn’t explain about women. And
the explanation was always the same: the problem is
that she has a uterus, and the uterus is doing something
it shouldn’t. And then Freud did something revolution-
ary. He listened.”

“He listened.”
“He listened. He sat with these women and he

let them talk and he paid attention to what they said.
His colleague Breuer had a patient called Anna O.—
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her real name was Bertha Pappenheim, and she later
became a prominent feminist activist, which nobody
mentions. She had paralyzed limbs, hallucinations,
couldn’t drink water, sometimes couldn’t speak Ger-
man but could speak English. Total mess. Nobody
knew what was wrong with her. And Breuer discov-
ered that when she talked about her symptoms—when
she traced them back to their origins, described the cir-
cumstances in which they first appeared, expressed the
emotions she’d been suppressing—the symptoms went
away. She called it the talking cure. That was 1881. The
phrase defined a century.”

“And that was psychoanalysis.”
“That was the beginning of psychoanalysis. Not a

technique for adjusting behavior. Not a method for
making people normal. A practice of listening to what
people were saying without knowing they were saying
it. And Freud’s first big move—his opening gambit—
was to say: men can have hysteria too. The word liter-
ally means womb disease. How can someone without
a womb have a womb disease? He presented this to the
ViennaMedical Society in 1886 and they laughed at him.
They said it was impossible by definition.”

She leaned forward.
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“But do you see what he was doing? If men can
have hysteria, then hysteria isn’t about the womb. It’s
about the mind. The human mind. The strange symp-
toms that had been attributed to wandering uteruses
for four thousand years were actually products of un-
conscious conflict, repressed memory, psychic struc-
tures that had nothing to do with reproductive organs.
Women weren’t crazy because they were women. They
were suffering because they were human. Freud took
the category that had been used for millennia to pathol-
ogize women and said: this is universal.”

She sat back.
“That’s not patriarchy. That’s the dismantling of pa-

triarchy’s oldest medical justification.”

※

He was quiet for a while. He was thinking about the
flatness of her delivery, how it had been peeling back
layer by layer all evening, and now therewas something
underneath it that was fierce and real and cared deeply
about this.

“But Freud said problematic things about women,”
he said carefully. “Penis envy and—”
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“Yes. Freud said problematic things about women.
He was a man in Vienna in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. The concept of penis envy has not aged well. His
tendency to interpret women’s desires as derivative of
men’s—that’s real, that’s a limitation, that can’t be de-
fended. But here’s what the critics miss: Freud’s frame-
work, even in his own hands, was already undermin-
ing the essentialism it sometimes expressed. If symp-
toms are meaningful, if they’re communications from
the unconscious, interpretable and dissolvable through
speech—then the body is not destiny. The anatomy is
not the message. What matters is the psychic structure,
the particular configuration that develops in each per-
son’s unique history.”

She pointed at him with her glass.
“The tools Freud built were more radical than the

uses he put them to. That’s why psychoanalysis after
Freud could move in feminist directions Freud himself
wouldn’t have endorsed. The framework was bigger
than the man.”

“And Lacan?”
“Lacan is routinely accused of being even more pa-

triarchal than Freud, mainly because of the phallus.
Everyone hears ‘phallus’ and thinks ‘penis’ and then
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they’re done. They’ve pattern-matched and they’re out-
raged and they don’t need to read any further.”

“But the phallus is not the penis.”
“The phallus is not the penis. Lacan says this over

and over, in lecture after lecture, seminar after seminar.
The phallus is a signifier. It operates in the symbolic reg-
ister, not the biological one. Nobody has the phallus—
men are positioned as ‘having’ it only in the anxious,
precarious mode of those who fear its loss. Women are
positioned as ‘being’ it for the other only in the impossi-
ble mode of embodying what cannot be embodied. The
phallus is not male power. It is the structural principle
around which desire is organized.”

“I’ve heard it called the master signifier.”
“That’s a common shorthand but it’s slightly wrong,

and the difference matters. Master signifiers—plural—
are the big words that organize identity and social life.
Nation. Citizen. Man. Woman. Father. Freedom.
Democracy. They’re the things you put on flags, the
words you shout at rallies, the signifiers that pin ev-
erything else in place. Lacan called them points de
capiton—quilting points, like the buttons on a mattress
that hold the stuffing in place. They anchor the other-
wise sliding chain of signifiers into something that feels
like stable meaning. A flag is a master signifier. An
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anthem is a master signifier. These are things you can
name, speak about, wave around.”

“And the phallus is different?”
“The phallus is underneath all of that. More funda-

mental. More like the condition of possibility formaster
signifiers to function at all. Think of it this way: the
master signifiers are the specific pins that hold the fabric
in place. The phallus is the fact that there are pins at all.
It’s the unary trait—the most basic mark, the stroke, the
distinction between something and nothing that has to
exist before any specific meaning can be organized. It’s
the monolith. It’s the function that inaugurates signifi-
cation as such.”

“Like your red line.”
“Exactly like the red line. Except the phallus doesn’t

sit on anyone’s skin. It’s veiled, hidden, absent. Nobody
has it. It organizes everything by not being there. It
structures desire through lack—you desire what you
don’t have, and the phallus is the signifier of that con-
stitutive absence.”

“And Lacan was precise about this? He wasn’t just
making it up?”

“Lacan was remarkably precise. He developed ac-
tualmathemes—formal notation, likemathematical formulas—
to express these relationships. He wrote the imaginary
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phallus as lowercase phi, negative phi, and he con-
nected it explicitly to the square root of negative one—
the imaginary number, i. Not as a vague metaphor but
as a structural homology. The imaginary phallus cir-
culates between mother and child as a proto-signifier—
the earliest inkling the child has that the mother desires
something other than the child. Before language, be-
fore the symbolic order, there’s this: the sense that she
wants something else, something I’m not, something
that isn’t here. And that absent something—the imag-
inary phallus—is like the square root of negative one:
something that can’t exist in the real number system,
that is defined by its own impossibility, and yet with-
out which the whole system of complex numbers can’t
function. The analogy is rigorous.”

“Mathematicians must hate that.”
“Mathematicians are furious. How dare you use our

symbols to make metaphors, they say. How dare you
use the square root of negative one to talk about the
unconscious. It’s an abuse of notation. It’s not mathe-
matics. And they’re right that it’s not mathematics. But
they’re wrong that it’s an abuse. Because the analogy
actually works. The imaginary phallus is something
that can’t exist—no one has it, it’s the signifier of an
absence—and yet it’s generative, it produces the entire
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symbolic order, the way the imaginary unit produces
the entire complex plane. That’s not a loose metaphor.
That’s a structural correspondence.”

She paused.
“And actually, it’s interesting. Negative phi—the

imaginary phallus—is the lack of something that doesn’t
exist. Think about that. It’s not just that you don’t have
the thing. It’s that the thing doesn’t exist in the first
place, and you don’t have it, and that double negation—
the absence of an impossibility—is what generates ev-
erything. That’s almost—” She trailed off.

“Almost what?”
“Almost pallic. But I’m getting ahead of myself.”

※

“You said Lacan claimed that Woman doesn’t exist.”
“With a bar through the word Woman. It’s a techni-

cal notation—itmeans ‘cannot be totalized.’ He’s saying
there’s no closed set called Woman, no universal cate-
gory that captures all women, no essence of femininity.
Women exist. Woman as a complete concept does not.
And this is not erasure. This is a refusal of essentialism
more radical than anything in gender studies.”
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“How so?”
“Because the people who attack Lacan for this are

usually arguing that women are a real category with
a real essence—whether biological or social or experi-
ential. They want Woman to exist as a stable concept
because their politics depends on it. But Lacan is saying
something more radical: there is no essence. The cate-
gory cannot be closed. Every attempt to define what
Woman is will fail, not because of a political obstacle
but because of a structural one. And this is not a deficit.
This is an openness. The feminine position in Lacan’s
system has access to something the masculine position
doesn’t—a jouissance beyond the phallic, a satisfaction
that exceeds what language can capture. The feminine
is not defined by what it lacks. It’s defined by what it
has access to that the masculine economy can’t reach.”

“And sexuation—that’s the word? That’s not about
biology?”

“Sexuation is explicitly not about biology. The mas-
culine and feminine positions are structural, not anatom-
ical. A biologicalmale can occupy the feminine position.
A biological female can occupy the masculine position.
The positions refer to different relationships with jouis-
sance, with the signifier, with the limits of language.
The masculine position is defined by a universal and
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its exception—all men are subject to castration, except
for the mythical primal father who is not. The feminine
position is defined by a ‘not-all’—not-all of woman is
subject to castration. There’s no exception that grounds
the set. Instead there’s an incompleteness, an openness,
a refusal of totalization.”

She looked at him.
“The irony is almost unbearable. The theoretical

frameworks that contemporary critics accuse of essen-
tialismare the very frameworks thatmade anti-essentialism
thinkable. Freud took hysteria away from the womb.
Lacan took sexuality away from biology. The entire
tradition is a sustained effort to show that what seems
natural and fixed is actually constructed, contingent,
symbolic. And now it gets attacked for being insuffi-
ciently attentive to the constructed nature of gender.”

“They’re using the tools to attack the workshop.”
“Judith Butler—Gender Trouble, basically the found-

ing text of queer theory—is working within a Lacanian-
influenced framework. The idea that gender is per-
formed rather than expressed, that identity is consti-
tuted through repeated acts rather than emanating from
a stable core—that’s Lacanian through and through.
Butler disagrees with Lacan on many points. But the
disagreement happenswithin a shared conceptual space
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that Lacan and Freud made possible. To accuse psycho-
analysis of inventing the binary it was trying to diag-
nose is like accusing oncologists of inventing cancer.”

※

“And what replaced psychoanalysis?” he said. He
could tell she had more to say about this, could feel the
pressure of it behind her flat delivery.

“CBT,” she said. “Cognitive behavioral therapy. The
treatment that insurance companies love because it’s
brief, it’s manualized, and it produces measurable out-
comes on standardized assessments. You identify nega-
tive thought patterns. You challenge themwith rational
counter-evidence. You practice new behaviors. You
track your progress on worksheets.”

“You don’t sound like a fan.”
“CBT helps people. The techniques are useful. For

certain things it works fine. But notice what’s missing:
meaning. History. The unconscious. The symptom as
communication. The idea that what you’re suffering
from might be telling you something, might be con-
nected to parts of yourself you don’t have access to,
might require not management but interpretation. CBT
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doesn’t ask why. It asks how—how to reduce the symp-
tom, how to change the behavior, how to get the patient
functional and back to work as quickly as possible.”

Shewas angry now. Not loudly, not dramatically, but
with a cold precision that made her previous flatness
look like warmth by comparison.

“In the nineteenth century, women’s suffering was
managed rather than understood. The symptoms were
real, but the responsewasmanipulation—physical, moral,
social. The goal was to get the woman functioning
again. To stop the symptoms. To make her manageable.
What she was actually experiencing, what her symp-
toms meant—these questions weren’t asked. Freud
changed that. He took the symptom seriously as a com-
munication. He sat with his patients for hours, weeks,
years, listening. He assumed the suffering had a logic,
that the logic could be uncovered, that the uncovering
was therapeutic.”

She took a sip of her drink.
“And now we’re back to management. The symp-

toms are targets to be eliminated. The patient’s sub-
jective experience is relevant only insofar as it trans-
lates into behavioral targets and outcomemeasures. De-
pression is a serotonin deficiency—except the chemical
imbalance hypothesis has been quietly abandoned by
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researchers while continuing to be repeated to patients.
The SSRIs help some people and do nothing for others
andmake some people worse, and we’re not really sure
what they do. The medications do something. They’re
better than nothing. But they’re management tools.
They are not what they were sold as.”

“And the DSM.”
“The DSM. The bible of contemporary psychiatry.

The official list of what counts as a disorder. Revised ev-
ery decade or so by committees. Homosexuality was a
mental disorder in the DSM until 1973. It was removed
not because of new scientific evidence but because of
political activism. Gender identity disorder was in
DSM-IV. It was renamed and revised in DSM-5. What
counts as pathology changes with the culture, because
the categories aren’t discovered like elements on the pe-
riodic table—they’re constructed through negotiation
and consensus. Freud knew this. His whole framework
resists the clean division of normal and pathological.
Neurosis is universal. Everyone has an unconscious.
Everyone is shaped by conflicts they didn’t choose. The
difference between the patient and the analyst is not
that one is sick and the other is healthy—it’s that one
is suffering acutely and the other has worked through
enough to be useful.”
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She set her glass down.
“Lacan went further. He rejected Freud’s idea of

the genital stage—the notion that there’s a mature, inte-
grated, healthy form of sexuality that successful devel-
opment would produce. Lacan said: there is no genital
stage. There is no normal. The drives are always partial.
Desire is always structured around lack. The fantasy
of sexual wholeness is a fantasy. No one achieves it.
And if no one is normal, then the distinction between
the normal and the pathological is a question of degree,
of suffering, of functionality—not a binary between the
healthy and the sick.”

She looked at him.
“The vibrator was invented because doctors’ hands

got tired. The SSRI was invented because analysis took
too long. Theworksheet was invented becausemeaning
is not reimbursable.”

He didn’t say anything for a long time. The bar had
gone quieter. Themanwhohadbeen talking about LCD
Soundsystem had left.

“You really care about this,” he said.
“I really care about this. Because Freud tookwomen’s

suffering seriously. He listened to what they said. He
assumed the strange symptoms had a logic, that the
logic could be uncovered, that the uncovering was heal-
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ing. He got many things wrong. But he did some-
thing that medicine before him had not done and that
medicine after him is increasingly unwilling to do: he
paid attention to what his patients were actually say-
ing.”

She paused.
“The critics who call him a patriarch haven’t read

him. The defenders who call him a genius often haven’t
read him either. The reading is difficult, inconsistent,
sometimes infuriating. But it’s the record of someone
trying to understand human suffering without reduc-
ing it to mechanism or morality. That effort hasn’t been
surpassed. It’s only been abandoned. And the aban-
donment is presented as progress.”

※

He ordered another beer. She had been drinking the
same Campari and guava juice for over an hour. The
bartender had given up pretending to clean and was
scrolling through his phone.

“You mentioned Deleuze before,” he said. “And
Sartre. And Kierkegaard and Dostoyevsky. I want to
understand how they all fit together.”
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“They all fit together because they’re all asking the
same question from different angles: what does it mean
to exist as a subject? What does itmean to be a self? And
they come up with radically different answers, and the
differences matter.”

“Start with Sartre.”
“Sartre is existentialism. The most famous existen-

tialist, anyway. His big idea is that existence precedes
essence—you exist first, and then you create what you
are through your choices and actions. There’s no hu-
man nature, no predetermined self that you’re sup-
posed to become. You’re thrown into the world and
then you make yourself through what you do.”

“That sounds liberating.”
“It is liberating and it’s also terrifying, which is Sartre’s

whole point. If there’s no essence, no predetermined
path, then you’re radically free, and radical freedom
produces anguish. You can’t blame your nature, your
upbringing, your circumstances—at some level, you al-
ways have a choice, and the choice is always yours, and
the responsibility is always yours.”

“And bad faith?”
“Bad faith is what happens when you pretend you

don’t have the choice. When you pretend you’re de-
termined, that your circumstances leave you no option,
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that you are what society says you are. Sartre has this
famous example of the waiter—awaiter in a café whose
movements are a little too precise, a little too eager, a
little too perfect. He’s performing being a waiter. He’s
playing the role of a waiter the way an actor plays a
role. And Sartre says this is bad faith—the waiter is
pretending that being a waiter is his essence, his nature,
that he can’t be anything else. He’s hiding from his
freedom behind a role.”

“But—”He hesitated. “That sounds likewhat you’ve
been describing. Pretense. Acknowledged simulation.”

She pointed at him. “Now you’re seeing it. Sartre
thought the waiter’s performance was a problem—a
failure of authenticity, a refusal to face freedom. But
what if thewaiter knows exactlywhat he’s doing? What
if the performance is acknowledged? What if he’s not
hiding from his freedom behind the role but exercising
his freedom through the role? Then it’s not bad faith.
It’s—something else. Something Sartre didn’t have a
word for. Something that operates through pretense
rather than belief.”

“Pallic.”
“Pallic. The waiter performing waiterness through

acknowledged simulation is more honest than Sartre’s
‘authentic’ subject who claims to be expressing a true
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self, because the waiter at least knows he’s performing.
The authentic subject thinks there’s something real un-
derneath the performance, some hidden truth, some
essence that exists prior to the act. The waiter—the
pallic waiter—has no such illusion. The performance
is the thing. There’s nothing behind it, and that’s fine.”

“And Kierkegaard?”
“Kierkegaard is before Sartre—he’s the first existen-

tialist, really, even though the word didn’t exist yet.
And his big thing is the leap of faith. The idea that you
can’t reason your way to God, to meaning, to authentic
existence. At some point you have to leap. You have
to commit. You have to close your eyes and jump into
belief without a safety net, without proof, without guar-
antees. The knight of faith is his ideal figure—someone
who has made the leap and now lives in the everyday
world, looking perfectly ordinary, like a tax collector,
but inwardly transformed because he’s made a commit-
ment that reason can’t justify.”

“That sounds phallic.”
“It is phallic. The leap of faith requires belief—real

belief, not pretense. You have to actually commit, actu-
ally close your eyes, actually jump. And the jump can
fail. The belief can be wrong. You can be a fool. That’s
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the risk, and the risk is the point. Kierkegaard thinks
the risk is what makes it meaningful.”

She tilted her head.
“But I’ve always preferred what I think of as the leap

of pretense. You don’t jump into belief. You step into
simulation. You pick up the doll. You know it’s not real.
And you proceed anyway. The risk is different—not the
risk of being wrong, but the risk of being seen as not
serious. Which is maybe worse, actually. Kierkegaard’s
knight of faith looks like a tax collector. My knight of
pretense looks like a girl playing with dolls. And the
world takes the tax collector more seriously.”

“And Dostoyevsky?”
“Dostoyevsky is the novelist who saw all of this be-

fore the philosophers did. Notes from Underground—
that’s the essential text. The underground man is stuck.
He’s too smart to believe in anything and too honest to
pretend. He sees through every ideology, every system,
every attempt to organize life according to rational prin-
ciples, and all he’s left with is spite and paralysis. He’s
the subject who can’t make Kierkegaard’s leap because
he can see the bottomof the canyon. He can’t occupy the
phallic position because he can’t believe, and he can’t
occupy the pallic position because he can’t play. He’s
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stuck in the gap between them, in the underground,
watching everything from below and sneering at it.”

“That sounds miserable.”
“It is miserable. And it’s where a lot of contemporary

culture lives. The ironic position. The knowing smirk.
Too smart to believe, too proud to pretend. But the un-
derground man is also—and this is the strange thing—
the most honest character in all of literature. Because
he’s right. The systems are nonsense. The rational
organization of life is a fantasy. He sees clearly. His
problem is not his vision. His problem is that he has
no way to move, no way to act, no way to live inside
what he sees. He needs the pallus and he doesn’t know
it exists.”

“And the Grand Inquisitor?”
“The Grand Inquisitor is from The Brothers Karama-

zov. Ivan tells the story. The Inquisitor tells Christ
that he was wrong to give people freedom, that peo-
ple don’t want freedom—they want miracle, mystery,
and authority. They want the phallus. They want the
concealed center, the hidden power, the thing that orga-
nizes their desire without them having to understand
it. And the Inquisitor is right about most people. He’s
right that the phallus works, that belief organizes, that
most people would rather be told what to believe than
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face the terror of choosing for themselves. But he’s
wrong about the ones who can operate through pre-
tense, who can hold the doll without needing it to be
alive, who can make the leap of pretense rather than
the leap of faith. He doesn’t know those people exist.
He only knows believers and cynics. He doesn’t know
about players.”

※

“Now tell me about Deleuze,” he said. “Properly.”
She smiled. Not almost-smiled. Smiled. It was brief

but unmistakable, and it transformed her face the way
her descriptions of philosophy transformed her voice—
something came alive that she usually kept hidden.

“Deleuze is my favorite,” she said. “He’s everyone’s
dirty secret favorite. People will tell you they’re Lacani-
ans or Heideggerians or Derrideans, but when they’re
alone, late at night, with a glass of wine, they’re read-
ing Deleuze. Because Deleuze is joyful. The whole
tradition—Heidegger with his anxiety, Lacan with his
lack, Sartre with his nausea—it’s all very serious and
very grimandvery important. And thenDeleuze comes
along and says: philosophy is about creating concepts.
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That’s it. That’s what philosophers do. They make
concepts the way artists make paintings and musicians
make music. Concepts are tools. Toys. Things you
build and then use to see the world differently.”

“That sounds—”
“Pallic. Yes. Deleuze’s entire metaphilosophy is

pallic. He’s not claiming to discover the truth. He’s
not building a system that correctly represents reality.
He’s making tools. Toys. Things that work when you
pick them up and play with them, and the playing is
the point, and the fact that they’re constructed rather
than discovered doesn’t diminish their power—it’s the
source of their power. He’s the philosopher of acknowl-
edged creation.”

“And Anti-Oedipus?”
She straightened up slightly, and her voice shifted

into a different register, more rhythmic, almost musical,
and he realized she was reciting from memory:

“ ‘It is at work everywhere, functioning smoothly at
times, at other times in fits and starts. It breathes, it
heats, it eats. It shits and fucks. What a mistake to have
ever said the id. Everywhere it is machines—real ones,
not figurative ones: machines driving other machines,
machines being driven by other machines, with all the
necessary couplings and connections.’ ”
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She paused.
“That’s the opening of Anti-Oedipus. Deleuze and

Guattari. 1972. It’s the most sustained attack on psy-
choanalysis ever written—and also one of the most psy-
choanalytic books ever written. You can’t understand a
word of it without Lacan. It uses Lacan against Lacan
the way Lacan used Freud against Freud.”

“What’s the central move?”
“The inversion of desire. For Lacan, desire is lack—

you want what you don’t have. For Deleuze and Guat-
tari, desire is production—desire doesn’t want, desire
makes. They call themdesiring-machines. Notmetaphor-
ical machines—actual productive assemblages that cou-
plewith othermachines, that produce flows and breaks,
that generate rather than represent. The unconscious is
not a theater where dramas are staged. It’s a factory
where things are produced.”

“So desire creates rather than seeks.”
“Desire creates rather than seeks. And this changes

everything, because if desire is productive rather than
lacking, then the whole phallic economy—organized
around absence, castration, the veiled signifier—becomes
questionable. Deleuze and Guattari propose the ‘body
without organs’—the BwO—as an alternative to the or-
ganized body. Not a body with no organs but a body
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freed from the organization that tells each organ what
it’s for, what it must do, where it belongs. A surface of
intensities rather than a hierarchy of functions.”

“And becoming.”
“Becoming-woman, becoming-animal, becoming-imperceptible.

Processes of transformation that don’t seek a final state
but create through movement. You don’t become an
animal by turning into an animal. You enter into a zone
of proximity with the animal, a zone where the bound-
aries between human and animal blur, where some-
thing new emerges that is neither one nor the other. It’s
not identity. It’s not representation. It’s—”

“Simulation.”
“Simulation. Acknowledged transformation. The

girl playing bunny, playing mermaid, playing alien—
she’s not representing these identities. She’s becoming
them through simulation. And the becoming is real
even though—especially because—it doesn’t claim to
be literal. That’s desiring-production. That’s Deleuze’s
whole thing. And Deleuze had to position himself
outside psychoanalysis to describe it, because Lacan’s
system only had the phallus, and the phallus can only
theorize desire as lack. But what if you could describe
desiring-production inside the psychoanalytic frame-
work?”
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“The pallus.”
“The pallus. The signifier that Lacan didn’t name.

The complement to the phallus that would have al-
lowed his system to accommodate productive desire
without abandoning its structural insights. Desiring-
production is pallic desire. You don’t need to abandon
Lacan. You just need to complete him.”

※

“And Baudrillard?” he said. “The simulacrum. The
desert of the real. The Matrix.”

“Baudrillard said reality collapsed into simulation.
The map replaced the territory. The hyperreal—his
word for the condition where simulations precede and
produce whatever ‘reality’ they supposedly represent.
Disneyland doesn’t simulate America. It produces the
‘real’ America as its outside. The news doesn’t report
events. It generates the events it reports on. The simu-
lation comes first and reality follows.”

“And that makes the old distinctions meaningless.”
“That was his claim. Real and imaginary, represen-

tation and simulation, original and copy—all collapsed.
But Baudrillard was sloppy about his terms. He used
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‘real’ and ‘reality’ interchangeably, which matters enor-
mously if you know Lacan, because for Lacan they’re
almost opposites. Reality is the stable construction, the
everyday world. The Real is what can’t be incorporated
into the system, the remainder, the excess. When Bau-
drillard says the ‘real’ has disappeared, he means ma-
terial reality, the referent behind the sign. But Lacan’s
Real is not the referent—it’s precisely what has no refer-
ent. It’s what the system produces and can’t digest.”

“So the Real survives the collapse.”
“The Real survives the collapse. And inside the hy-

perreal, there’s still a remainder, still something that
exceeds simulation. Baudrillard sensed this. In his
later work—his writings on seduction—he gestures to-
ward something that survives, something that oper-
ates within simulation but isn’t reducible to it. Seduc-
tion. Not production, not accumulation, not meaning—
a game, a challenge, a reversibility that precedes and
exceeds the order of production. He called it feminine.
Not biologically but structurally.”

“And he couldn’t theorize it.”
“He reached the threshold and couldn’t cross it. He’d

dismissed the psychoanalytic apparatus, so he had no
machinery to house his insight. Seduction remained in
his work as a gesture, a provocation, something almost
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mystical. He pointed at it and couldn’t grab it. The
pallus is the structure he was missing. The signifier of
seduction. What happens when pallic magic is wielded
consciously and well—when simulation creates effects
that exceed the simulation itself. The doll really is at the
pool party. That ‘really is’ is seduction.”

※

“There’s a book,” he said. “ScottMcCloud. Understand-
ing Comics. Have you read it?”

She looked at him with something approaching de-
light, which was the most extreme expression he had
seen from her.

“Understanding Comics is the best book about semi-
otics that has no business being as good as it is,” she said.
“It’s a comic book about comic books that turns out to
be a profound meditation on the nature of represen-
tation, iconicity, and the relationship between abstract
and realistic images. McCloud has this triangle—he
literally draws a triangle—where one corner is realistic
representation, one corner is iconic abstraction, and one
corner is pure geometry. The abstract plane. The world
of shapes. And he maps all these different styles and
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traditions onto the triangle and shows how they relate
to each other.”

She pointed at her arm.
“My tattoos are at the geometry corner ofMcCloud’s

triangle. Pure shapes. No representation. No iconicity.
Just form. And Hello Kitty—” She stopped. “Wait. You
haven’t asked me about Hello Kitty yet.”

He frowned. He had noticed it earlier—or had he?
There was something on her other shoulder, the one
that had been facing away fromhimmost of the evening.
She turned slightly, and he saw it: a tattoo just below the
curve of her shoulder blade.

Hello Kitty.
It was small, maybe two inches, and it was beautiful

in a way that surprised him—not a sticker, not themass-
produced image he had seen on a thousand t-shirts
and phone cases and bags for sale on every street in
Patong. This one looked hand-drawn, or at least delib-
erately made, each line placed with care, the propor-
tions slightly different from the standard image, more
delicate, more intentional. It was clearly Hello Kitty—
the round face, the bow, the whiskerless mouth—but
it had been made the way her geometric tattoos had
been made, with the same precision, the same sense
that every mark was considered.
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And yet it was Hello Kitty. A cartoon cat. The most
mass-produced image in the world. After everything
she had said—the semiotics, the haecceity, the soul as a
dimensionless point—here was a cartoon cat.

He felt something deflate in him. He had been build-
ing her in hismind—the semiotic philosopher, the dropout
who readHeidegger, the girl whose tattoosmapped the
fundamentals of signification—andnowherewasHello
Kitty, andmaybe shewas just like everyone else after all.
Maybe he had been projecting. Maybe he had been do-
ing what the monolith does: investing something with
significance that wasn’t there.

“What about that one?” he said, and he heard some-
thing flat in his own voice, some disappointment he
couldn’t hide.

She noticed. Of course she noticed. She looked at
him with something that was almost kind, almost gen-
tle, the way you’d look at someone who was about to
understand something important.

“That’s the most important one,” she said.

※
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“McCloud’s triangle,” she said. “Remember? One cor-
ner is realistic representation, one is iconic abstraction,
one is pure geometry. My geometric tattoos are at the
geometry corner. But Hello Kitty is at the icon corner—
simplified, abstracted, reduced to the minimum num-
ber of marks that still reads as a face. McCloud talks
about how the more abstract a face becomes, the more
people can project onto it. A realistic portrait is one
person. A smiley face is everyone. And Hello Kitty
is even less than a smiley face—she has no mouth, so
she can’t even express emotion. She’s so abstract she’s
become a surface for pure projection. And she works.
She’s one of the most powerful icons on earth precisely
because she represents nothing.”

“You’ve said that. She’s a simulacrum.”
“She’s more than a simulacrum. She’s a doll.”
She said it simply, like it was obvious.
“When I was a girl I played with dolls. Not because

anyone told me to. Not because I was rehearsing for
motherhood. I played with dolls because dolls are a
technology for making worlds. When a girl puts a doll
at a tea party, the doll is at the tea party. Really. Not
metaphorically, not ‘in her imagination’—really. But
the girl knows the doll isn’t alive. She’s not confused.

66



She knows it’s plastic. She knows the tea party isn’t real.
And it happens anyway.”

“She’s pretending.”
“She’s pretending. And pretending is its own kind

of power. Different from believing. When a boy plays
with a toy gun, he believes in its power. He’s shooting.
The gun’s magic depends on belief, which is why you
can puncture it—tell him ‘it’s just a toy’ and the magic
collapses, and he feels shame, and the gap between be-
lief and reality opens up and swallows him. That’s cas-
tration. The phallic magic fails when belief is exposed
as unfounded.”

She leaned forward.
“But you can’t castrate the girl with the doll. You

can’t tell her ‘the doll isn’t real’ in any way that dimin-
ishes what she’s doing, because she already knows. She
always knew. The knowledge isn’t an obstacle—it’s
the condition of the magic. The pretense is acknowl-
edged, and the acknowledged pretense is invulnerable,
because there’s no belief to puncture, no secret to ex-
pose. The magic works because she knows it’s magic.”

“And that’s the pallus.”
“That’s the pallus. P-a-l-l-u-s. From palliare, to veil.

The phallus is what’s hidden beneath the veil. The
pallus is the veil itself. Not what’s concealed but the
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act of concealing. Not the absence behind the curtain
but the curtain as such. And Hello Kitty—mouthless,
speechless, representing nothing, pure acknowledged
artifice—is the pallus made visible. She’s the doll re-
duced to a glyph. She’s the signifier of simulation it-
self.”

He sat there and felt the architecture of hismind rear-
ranging, walls moving, windows opening where there
had been stone.

“Pallas,” he said after a moment. “Pallus. Like Pallas
Athena?”

She looked at him with an expression he couldn’t
read.

“I didn’t choose the resonance. The word chose it.
Palliare, to veil—that’s the etymology. But then Pallas
Athena was sitting there inside the word, waiting. Born
without sex, emerging fully formed from the head of
Zeus—bypassing the entire generative economy. Im-
mune to penetration. Immune to rape, which is remark-
able in a mythology where every other goddess gets
assaulted. She holds the spear—she has the phallus—
but she doesn’t operate through the phallic economy
of force and possession. She operates through wisdom,
strategy, transformation. Defensive warfare, not offen-
sive. She doesn’t invade. She protects. She transforms.”
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“And she’s a mythical figure.”
“A pretense. An acknowledged simulation. Nobody

believed in Athena the way the Eucharist demands be-
lief in transubstantiation. The Greeks performed belief.
They enacted it. They pretended. And the pretense
organized an entire civilization. Athena is a pallic god-
dess inside a pallic religion. And the fact that her name
is sitting inside the word I coined is—”

“The signifier knowing more than the speaker.”
“Exactly. It’s what Lacan would call overdetermi-

nation. The pun arriving before the theory. Derrida
spent his entire career on this—pharmakon meaning
both poison and cure, one word containing its own con-
tradiction. Différance, the misspelling you can only see,
not hear. These aren’t wordplay. These are philosophy
happening at the level of the signifier. Which is the
only level where it can happen if you actually believe
the symbolic order works the way these thinkers say it
does. If the unconscious is structured like a language,
then puns aren’t jokes. They’re theorems.”

※
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Something happened then that he didn’t expect. She
laughed. Not a big laugh, not a dramatic laugh, but
a real one, a laugh that changed her face entirely, that
made her look young and open and surprised by her
own amusement.

“I’ve never talked about any of this before,” she said.
“Not out loud. Not to another person. I’ve read about it
and thought about it andwritten things down on scraps
of paper and thrown them away. But I’ve never actu-
ally said it to someone and had them—” She gestured
vaguely at him. “Ask questions. Be interested. Follow
along.”

“I’ve never had anyone explain any of this to me,” he
said. “I tried to read these people and I bounced off
every time. I thought I was too dumb or too impatient
or too something. And now I’m sitting here and it all
makes sense. Not because it’s simple—it’s not simple—
but because you’re explaining it like—”

“Like the triangle. I got a B-minus. I can visualize
the shapes.”

“Yeah. Like the shapes.”
They were quiet for a moment. The bar was almost

empty now.
“I don’t think I have a good idea,” she said. “About

the pallus. I don’t know if it holds up. I don’t know if

70



someone smarter thanme has already thought of it. I’m
not a philosopher. I’m not an academic. I’m a girl who
dropped out of high school and read a lot of books and
noticed something about dolls.”

“That’s the pallus performing itself,” he said. “You’re
pretending you have a good idea, and in pretending—”

“You’re actually doing the thing. Yeah. I know. I
walked into that.”

And she laughed again, and this time he knew it was
rare, this was something she kept inside like the point,
and the fact that it was surfacing now, in this bar, in this
heat, after this conversation—it meant something, even
if he couldn’t say exactly what.

※

It was very late now. The bartender was openly waiting
for them to leave. She stood up and put somemoney on
the bar.

“It’s all just shapes,” she said. “On skin, on paper, on
screens. Circles and triangles and squares and lines and
stars and cats without mouths. It’s all just shapes. And
the shapes do everything.”
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And then she walked out into the neon and the noise
and the heat, and he watched her go, and he didn’t
follow her, and he didn’t call out to her, and he didn’t
ask for her name because she hadn’t offered it and he
understood somehow that she wouldn’t have given it.

He sat there for a long time after she left. The bar-
tender coughed pointedly. He didn’t move.

He thought about the monolith and the apes and
how the apes had circled it and touched it andpickedup
a bone and the bone became a weapon and the weapon
became a tool and the tool became a space station in the
most famous cut in cinema history. All because a rect-
angle appeared where rectangles don’t appear. But the
monolith was phallic. It concealed. It operated through
mystery and awe and the anxiety of not-understanding.

She was different. Her shapes were on her skin, visi-
ble, declared. She explained them to anyonewho asked.
The power was in plain sight, and explaining it didn’t
diminish it, and knowing it was there didn’t disarm it.
She was a girl with shapes on her skin, that’s all, and
also she had rewritten the entire architecture of desire
and signification over Campari and guava juice, and
both of those things were true at the same time, and
neither one cancelled the other.
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He paid his bill and walked out into the night and
the heat wrapped around him like a second skin and he
walked for a long time through streets he didn’t know,
past bars and clubs and restaurants and hotels, past
tourists and locals and people who were neither, past
tattoos and neon signs and faces he would never see
again.

He looked at his hands, at his unmarked skin, at the
lines on his palms that meant nothing or everything
depending onwho you asked. He thought about bright
yellow circles and blue triangles and black squares and
red lines that stood for the possibility of lines. He
thought about gold stars you give yourself and points
that stay invisible and a mouthless cat who is the most
powerful signifier on earth. He thought about dolls
at pool parties and the magic of pretending and the
difference between a veil that hides something and a
veil that is the thing.

When he got back to his room he sat on the edge of
the bed and emptied his pockets—keys, phone, a hand-
ful of baht, a receipt from the bar—and something else.
A piece of paper, folded once, that he didn’t remember
putting there. He unfolded it and found handwriting
he didn’t recognize, small and precise, and in the upper
corner, a gold star sticker.
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Two gnarly paths of self-expression
Two roads that always twist and turn

The first concerns perfection
While the second’s about yearn

A man’s desire to fit in
To don a mold and to conform

To societal expectations
This is how he is reborn

But along this solemn lofty goal
There is a nagging doubt and fear

Will he ever actually fit in?
Will he appear or disappear?

The female path is very different
It’s a road less traveled by

It’s some kind of individuality
And saying goodbye to a lie

No universal definition
No category to define

A woman is her own creation
So may her spirit always shine
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Yet along this newfound freedom
Comes a big uncertainty

Who am I sans definition?
And is my spirit really free?

Each path with separate challenges
Each road with its own strife

But in the end it’s up to each of us
To embrace the gift of life

He read it twice.
She was pretending to be a poet. And in pretending,

she had actually written a poem.
He folded the paper and put it in his wallet. When he

woke up the next morning, he didn’t feel forty anymore.
He just felt like drawing.
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