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Zizek on Happiness

By Chow Cheuk Sze Tracy (CIE student)




Slavoj Zizek is a Slovenian-born political
philosopher, cultural critic, Hegelian and Marxist
scholar, and Lacanian Psychoanalyst. He is interested
in ideology, Marxism and Psychoanalysis and he has
produced numerous essays and roughly 25 books
in 10 years, providing many critical explanations
and opinions about theories. Due to his polemic
views and comments, he is famous for sparring and
picking fights with other philosophers or scholars
and the way he speaks is hyperbolic and almost
manic. For example, the recent fight with Noam
Chomsky has aroused people’s attention. Chomsky
comments that Zizek “cites nothing” to justify
his claims, as well as that of Lacan and Derrida.
Zizek fights back by saying that he does not know
anyone more empirically wrong than Chomsky.
Zizek is both liked and hated. When he talks about
happiness, he is typically paradoxically fun. He
makes an interesting point that happiness is not
about fulfillment, but about infinitely reproducing
desires. In this sense, he claims that we do not really
want to be happy. In the following, I will focus on
Zizek’s opinions of happiness and explain his view
through different examples, such as general thoughts
of happiness, consumerism, and pop culture.

According to Slavoj Zizek, “happiness was
never important. The problem is that we don't know
what we really want. What makes us happy is not to
get what we want. But to dream about it. Happiness
is for opportunists. So I think that the only life
of deep satisfaction is a life of eternal struggle,

especially struggle with oneself. If you want to
remain happy, just remain stupid. Authentic masters
are never happy; happiness is a category of slaves”
(The Guardian, 2014). Zizek has the tendency
to exaggerate and shock people about what he
wants to talk about. It is a clever and political way
because now everyone listens to soundbites only.
He emphasizes that happiness is not simply about
fulfilling. During the process of making ourselves
happy, happiness is not what we want to achieve.
We actually not-so-consciously want to stay stupid
and dream of our desires. Once our desires are
fulfilled, it also means the end of our dreams. Also,
sometimes we seem to have gotten what we desired
but we may still be unhappy because our desires are
unconscious and sometimes we do not really know
what we want. Therefore, the only way to be happy
is to keep dreaming our desires without fulfilling
them.

As stated above, Zizek says that “authentic
masters are never happy”, which can be explained
by theories of the Frankfurt school. They distinguish
between authentic and inauthentic culture. Authentic
culture is a sort of high culture which challenges
conventional thinking and it brings out problems and
conflicts in ideologies. So our responses to authentic
culture are complex and it provokes active thinking.
Thus, we will not feel satisfied and fulfilled because
the authentic texts are challenging our beliefs and
we will feel depressed when we discover that it is
against what we believe. We tend to reject things that
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are unfamiliar to ourselves. Conversely, inauthentic
culture is like pop culture or even low culture which
are formulaic and repetitive. We will have false
fulfillment when we over-consume inauthentic
culture. They encourage passive consumption and
conditioned responses. Therefore, Zizek says in the
above quotation that constructing or consuming
authentic culture cannot make us happy because it
won’t make us feel comfortable. But most of the
time we do not want heavy stuff after a long day of
work and all we want is to relax. We have a good
laugh at Stephen Chow’s slapstick humour and we
are happy. When our brains stop, we are happy and
content, not unlike death.

In Hong Kong’s consumer culture, capitalism
seems to work exactly like how desire works in
Zizek’s Lacanian psychoanalysis. Zizek explains the
problem of (un)happiness in a capitalist economy
through the Lack and the three registers: the Real,
the Symbolic and the Imaginary. According to
Lacan, there is a lack when we are born because we
begin to be aware of a difference in being a subject
and an object. Nutrition is not automatic anymore,
unlike in the mother’s womb. We yearn for ‘the
plentitude’ or ‘objet petit a’, dreaming of going back
to the original state. The ultimate desire is the desire
to return to nothingness, which is impossible except
in death. We are doomed to keep repeating the cycle
of desire and failure.

Reality is a fantasy we construct in the registers

78 4% - Joy

of the “Symbolic” and the “Imaginary” to mask the
“Real” of our desire. “Fantasy” locates the subject
that desires and specifies the object to be desired
so we learn how to desire through “Fantasy”. It
stages desires and gives them shape and form and
thus people have the illusion of happiness after
achievement. However, we will only feel anxious
and depressed because we get too close to the “Real”
if the desire is gone. “Desire” is never fulfilled or
fully satisfied and it is endlessly reproduced in our
“Fantasy”.

Kenneth Benjamin, the Founder and Chief
Happiness Officer of Happiness International,
holds the opposite view. He says that “happiness is
when your life fulfills your needs. In other words,
happiness come when you feel satisfied and fulfilled.
Happiness is a feeling of contentment that life is just
as it should be. Perfect happiness, enlightenment,
come when you have all of your needs satisfied.
While the perfect happiness of enlightenment may
be hard to achieve, and even harder to maintain,
happiness is not an either/or case” (Happiness
International). It shows that the fulfillment of our
goals and aims is the way to help us be happy and
desire is the first step of achieving happiness. But
it is not just about fulfilling all desires but also
about cutting down desires, similar to Buddhism.
According to Bhikkhu (2006), “all phenomena, the
Buddha once said, are rooted in desire. Everything
we think, say, or do — every experience — comes
from desire. Even we come from desire. We were



reborn into this life because of our desire to be.
Consciously or not, our desires keep redefining our
sense of who we are.”

Zizek would reject both claims by Kenneth
Benjamin. Zizek thinks that having desire is already
happiness itself and the fulfillment of dream or
desire would only lead to unhappiness. Happiness is
not about fulfilling but dreaming. Nowadays, many
commodities aim to fulfill and reproduce our desires
through different customizations, for example, the
healthy and low-fat drinks, moisturizing lotion
with function of healing skin allergies like Eczema.
Through advertising, marketing and media industry,
“compulsive shoppers” are produced by creating
a “Fantasy” of incessant shopping for things we
do not need. In the “Real”, only the waste of mass
production is produced and we always throw away
the products that are still useful and new because
we need to shop more. As long as we do not see
the waste we will feel good, just like what Zizek
says about toilet — we feel fine when we flush and
we do not really want to know where the shit goes.
Therefore, we can see that the result of the attempt
of fulfilling desire may be unsatisfactory and only
remaining in “Fantasy” and “Desire” can make
you happy. Once you have fulfilled one desire,
you start to find another desire and it will never
end. Buddhism and Lacan actually recognize the
illusiveness of "objet petit a" that desire produces
more desires because of the pursuit of the forever

disappearing “objet petit a”. However, Buddhism
dismisses it as just an illusion to be abandoned,
whereas Lacan sees value in the place that the “objet
petit a” occupies. Lacan is more life-affirming than
Buddhism.

Desire is not the source of happiness but desire
is already happiness itself. If we have almost fulfilled
our desires, we would be sweating in anxiety: we get
too close to the repressed “Real” which we refuse
to accept. Happiness is to keep the desire alive and
never to be content. &
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What can the
government do to
make Hong Kong
a happier place?

— Happiness in Hong Kong and Norway

By Yeung Siu Ming Matthew (CIE student)
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Over the past few years, the atmosphere in Hong
Kong has become tense among different parties
representing different interests. In 2014, James
Tien, Honorary Chair of Liberal Party, suggested
that C. Y. Leung consider resignation if disharmony
continued. There are a lot of voices against some of
the government plans or policies such as the North
East New Territories Development plan and the
Copyright (Amendment) Bill 2014. Some protesters
are getting more and more aggressive when
compared to past protests when they express their
dissatisfactions and opinions, such as the umbrella
movement and the fish-ball clash in Mongkok.
Youngsters seem to be the majority in these clashes
and protests, which attest to their growing frustration
with the government. They do not think government
has shown enough care and support. The rocketing
real estate market and the authoritative government
make young people in Hong Kong deeply unhappy.
Suicide cases are also rising too. All these make
us doubt the relationship between happiness and
capitalism as a global trend. Hong Kong youth
feel that they are enslaved in this system. The

predicament is also reflected in many surveys and
researches on “happiness index” recently.

Norway has always been ranked among the
top 5 happiest countries. Norwegians also possess
similar rights and freedom as Hong Kongers. Both
places seem rich, but why is there such a huge
difference in happiness index?

Free market is one major reason that creates
the problems of Hong Kong brought along by
the inequality in the economy. The wealth gap is
continuously widening: the poor getting poorer,
the rich getting richer. Hong Kong’s laissez faire
means zero governmental intervention. People have
their freedom to buy and sell their businesses and
monopoly would naturally result. For example, Mr,
Li Ka Shing dominates the entire telecommunication
company industry. 3HK, CSL, 1010, and Sunmobile
are under his name. He controls over 65% market
share. This kind of condition would maximize
manipulation and exploitation of the poor. One major
problem in Hong Kong is the high prices in the real
estate market. Hong Kongers cannot even satisfy
their basic needs so it is only natural that everyone
is unhappy. Hong Kongers are getting angrier by the
day at the failure of C. Y. Leung’s team.




—

Hong Kongers may learn a thing or two about
happiness if they look at Norway as an example.
Norway is the fourth happiest place in the word,
according to World Happiness Report 2016 by John
Helliwell, Richard Layard and Jeffery Sachs. The
report mentions that the GDP of Hong Kong and
Norway are similar, but Norway offers more social
support for its people. The Norwegian government
aims to reduce the workforce and to advocate gender
equality. The government controls major industries
so that they can allocate benefits to its citizens. They
have excellent health care services, such as “The
Private Doctor System”. It is about allocating all
Norwegians with a permanent doctor. The doctor
would be able to tend to individual needs throughout
their lives. Norway pays good money to ensure
everyone’s medical bills are taken care of. In the
housing aspect, according to Cooperative Housing
International, 80% of the population in Norway own
their own houses. The formula to happiness seems
simple enough: a good doctor and a good house.
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Norwegians would always think of the common
good first. However, the Hong Kong government
is always about money. Hong Kong provides more
support to businesses, instead of securing the basic
needs of its citizens. Health care and housing are
always major worries in Hong Kong. The recent
“Belt and Road” plan further infuriates the public.
The government does not only fail to help Hong
Kongers, they even invite outsiders to settle in
Hong Kong for development. Since 2015, Hong
Kong people are doubting the validity of the “One
Country, Two Systems” policy, the true meaning
of the Basic Law and its original propose. The first
three chief executives of the HKSAR seemed to
be blurring the “two systems” and steering Hong
Kong’s administration format closer and closer to
that of China. The interest of the PRC seems to have
taken centre stage instead of the public interest of
Hong Kong people.




The unhappiness of Hong Kong is obvious

wherever we go: elderlies grabbing paper boxes in
the streets and people working two or even three
part-time jobs just to make ends meet. It seems that
happiness is the price to pay if we want to remain
“the freest market in the world”. Hong Kong’s
success has always been largely due to luck but

are we running out of it? Maybe the government
has forgotten that the freest market is possible only
through slavery. &
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MICKEY

—The Master Storyteller

What if I told you Disney is toxic? Because
instead of your body, Disney targets your mind
and moulds the way you perceive many collective
ideas, including love and happiness. It is an
insidious kind of education and entertainment
we receive at the earliest stage of our lives.
Disney is one of the very few images that would
immediately come to some people’s mind when
the topic of happiness is discussed, ridiculous to
a point where enjoying Disney movie becomes
a form of conformity. Who grew up without
watching at least one movie from Disney? You
must be thinking: It's just a film... what does it
have to do with politics or gender or race?

While it is true that Disney creates childhood
culture all over the world, its enormous
success, it is fair to say, is built on a mask of
innocence, magic and fun. Disney, a huge part
of the American culture and the American
identity, carves a tool out of undeveloped minds,
cleverly separates homogenisation and cultural
imperialism while promoting a dictatorship-like
co-operative culture. Because of the romance of
magic and youth, we never question Disney. But
what is Disney?

Disney represents an unlimited co-operative
power that influences media in a worldwide
scale. Disney owns TV and radio networks that
target both children and youngsters, as well as
cable systems, internet sites, music studios and
production companies in every continent, and
not to mention the theme parks. Disney has also
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bought American Broadééétiﬁg Coimpany.(ﬂ'A:BC).? _. _:. 2

With such a subsidiary news source and so many
channels to control the media and the products
we consume, Disney controls what goes into our
head and shapes the world we are exposed to.
As a result, our worldview is very limited and
cloned, dominated by co-operative interests by
spreading cultural imperialism as modernity.

When we have a storyteller that holds such
a tight, influential grip over our generation and
the next, we need to seriously examine what sort
of stories they are feeding us. Are these stories
we want our kids to hear? Is the Disney idea of
happiness what we want our children to achieve?
If we don’t question, we are giving Disney a
permission to paint our future for us. And once
we start asking questions, it is very likely that
we realise the roots of the problem are not only
the products but the presentations of gender
and race, as well as the inappropriate historical
reconstruction within the stories that will build a
gap between what we are taught to perceive and
the reality.

Disney helps us construct a belief
system of race and gender. Perhaps it is
not Disney’s intention to create racism or
gender misrepresentation, it is crucial that we
understand a mass majority of people in Disney
and Hollywood with great decisional power and
ownership power. The all white-male team of
scriptwriters is not making it any better. In terms
of creative work, their internalised values is



in-distress and highly sexualised seductress
with big breasts and tiny waist and fluttering
eyelashes. Even in animal forms, there are still
this very curvy fish in Fantasia (1994) and the
rabbit in Bambi. Disney presents femininity
through these characters, but they are not able
to reflect what women are really like in reality.
With a reconstructed idea of femininity and the
repackaged, commercialised idea of woman, they
are able to sell more products to kids who are
figuring out how women should look like in order
to obtain profits.

The behaviour of a woman is also altered in
the animations. In Aladdin, Princess Jasmine tilts
her body and acts like a seductress to distract the
dangerous villain Jafar. This gives kids the idea that
you should use your body to get what you want,
even to manipulate people. Another example is that
when the Little Mermaid Ariel gives up her voice
to get the man, the only thing she has left to attract
him is her body. Is this how we want our children to
perceive their body? As a tool?

When you look at Beauty and the Beast
from the angle of family violence, the abuse is
horrific. The Beast screams at her, imprisons
her and physically keeps her father away from
her, isolating her from the normal society.

the woman image has never rea'lly: changed
throughout the years. You still have the damsel-

people are gettlng used 0 and when people are._-';:_.
not filtering when they receive, those stereotypes
are very likely to become their worldview. o

Happiness is a very complicated thing. We
spend our entire lives trying to be happy but
happiness always remains illusive. Disney, more
than anything, is perhaps just a mind game
constructed by business people, motivated by
profits, an ideological ploy that cares nothing
about children’s happiness. Are you a blind
follower, or have you started to see the schemes
behind this master storyteller? &
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