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Disenchanted beyond belief
By Alison M. Gingeras and Jamieson Webster

I had a terrible dream. It’s the future and I 
have to hide. Somehow the thing to do is 
to find a room between some freezer locker 
that says mujer and join the His-
panic prostitutes there. Hearing the “her” 
in mu-jer, I remembered Kanye West at the 
Oval Office refusing Hillary Clinton’s “I’m 
with her” because he can’t be with her; he’s 
in a family of too many hers, and he needs 
a father. Kanye loves Trump, who is sepa-
rating children from mothers at the US-Mex-
ico border. Kanye is AnyMan or, to be fair, 
a lot of men – at least right now.

The dream scene changes. A 
man who cannot get over a woman 
seeks out a hologram replacement. She 

appears and he puts his hands through 
her hair; it’s very tender, he’s immedi-
ately there with her, or back in his 
memory rather. I hear the hair in 
mu-jer. But the hologram flickers, mak-
ing the magic of the moment fade out. 
Everything nostalgic leaves, leaving us 
in a flat, melancholic reality. I had been 
thinking about Karl Marx, how the gap 
between reality and imagination is sup-
posed to stimulate revolutionary 
action. The dream poses a psychoana-
lytic problem: what drives action is 
closing the gap with magical thinking 
since the revelation of it only leads to 
nostalgia and more fetishism. As a 

woman the choice I have is to be a 
Spanish whore in a freezer locker or 
holographic hair for a monomaniacal 
man. What’s wrong with me? 

The dream ends in a mall with 
great vistas.

“The Lana Del Rey vote” 
was how my “anarchist” friend 
Chris characterised the millen-
nial turn towards magic in the 
age of Trump. A couple of Gen-
Xers, we were having a political 
conversation about voter eupho-
ria on Twitter. On the day of the 
midterm elections, Chris had 
posted a picture of a dumpster 
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The next issue of Spike 
will be out on 8 April 2019.

with the words Vote here 
sprayed on its front. As every-
one in our “community” posted 
peer-pressure selfies with I 
voted stickers, he argued that 
voting is “magical thinking”. 
Unless the vote is restored to all 
felons, unless voter suppression 
is eliminated, unless corporate 
money is permanently banished 
from the political process, 
unless votes are verified using 
something akin to blockchain 
security, this exercise of our 
right to elect our representa-
tives was pure fiction. 

Chris was probably right 
– but in my melancholic daze, I 
tweeted that voting is like light-
ing a Wiccan candle, kindling a 
spirit of civic ethics and responsi-
bility that for many had been long 
extinguished. In a society that is 
pathetically limited to a red/blue 
political duality, I told him we 
couldn’t kill the magical think-
ing, and expect everyone to learn 
to be an anarchist overnight. Del 
Rey took this magical thinking lit-
erally, urging her Twitter follow-
ers to join her in hexing Trump 
using an occult ritual.

“La mélancolie, c’est le bonheur d’être 
triste” said Victor Hugo, which you 
could translate into Lacan-ese, mean-
ing the melancholic enjoys their sad-
ness. This is why Lacan called melan-
cholia moral cowardice, which is a 
good definition of the Left shorn of 
magical thinking. Where are our cou-
rageous hysterical-heretical witches? 

The writer Brian Dillon said 
that melancholia was less of an affect 
and more a mode of knowledge – “a 
dolorous episteme” – not simply mel-
ancholic reverie but a hyper-alertness, 
a kind of digestive disorder where the 
mind is crippled by agonised attentive-
ness. This is not Freud’s model of 
health, which is closer to what he 
called the “beautiful” amnesiac “indif-
ference” of his female hysterics, 

transformed by the magical free-float-
ing attention of the psychoanalyst into 
desirousness in and of itself. Today, we 
are on the side of melancholia, not 
desire; this hyper-attention is the con-
dition that many of us live under, 
driven by a 24/7 news cycle where we 
obsessively track the erosion of our 
democracy and indulge in constant 
outrage generated by potus. Has this 
era – the endless data streams, inten-
sified by the accompanying meta-com-
mentaries of Twitter – created a gener-
ation of melancholics? As Gen-Xers 
were we misdiagnosed with ADD, 
when in fact Trump has ignited our 
“agonised attentiveness”?

We are really in a conundrum. 
The choices, laid bare, feel as if 
they are between siding with 
immigrants in a desperate 
search for safety OR an anar-
chist who renounces everything 
until everything changes; a pop 
starlet tweeting hexes OR voting 
by magical thinking; distraction 
and denial OR a melancholic 
rapture with our radical decline. 
We slide back and forth between 
modes of enchantment and dis-
enchantment, do we not? 

In Julia Kristeva’s 1987 book on depres-
sion, Black Sun, she writes that some 
live in a way where what must be “con-
veyed” (meaning, to transport, make 
known, and communicate) is already 
there: the world is magical and provides 
you with playful signs to be read. The 
paradox is that with magic nothing 
needs to be conveyed; it isn’t a question 
of communicating since we are cosmi-
cally immersed. We live in mute mystical 
immanence. The weakness here is that 
magic is unarmed against pain that will 
strike like an axe. 

The melancholic, on the other 
hand, is the person who lives the pain 
of conveyance as a need to master, 
know, speak, communicate. This is 
also, Kristeva says, a fight against 
depression. For this reason, melan-
cholics are incredible wordsmiths with 

a profusion of personal styles. This pro-
liferation of fashions is a betrayal of the 
unique thing to be conveyed since it is 
“dissolved in the thousand and one 
ways of naming it”. This is the hidden 
violence of a melancholic world order. 

On the night before the election, 
I had a dream that started with a 
repetitive chant: “If you give, you 
shall receive …” like an incanta-
tion. In the dream, I was desper-
ate, homeless. I went to the Pom-
pidou for help. An older woman 
at the museum remembered me 
from my Paris tenure, and offered 
me a box with old books that I 
could sell to make money. Lining 
the bottom of the crate were 
cakes and cookies. The books 
had ancient leather bindings, and 
each had the title On Socialism. 
When I went to leave the building 
through the back entrance, the 
security guards stopped me. 
They said, “We know you! Those 
socialist books aren’t yours. 
You’re ‘GingerAss!’” They 
snatched the box away from me. 
How was it that I gave my ass, and 
I received nothing? Not even the 
dusty souvenirs of socialism. Is 
this dream about the failure of 
communism? 

One of us dreams of ass, while the other 
dreams of hair. Isn’t this how a woman 
is seen from the back? At the end of this 
long dark night, perhaps this is all that 
should be left for us to see. Bring us 
back to the front, break us out of this 
deadlock, disenchant us from the mel-
ancholy/magic binary – we’ve had it 
back to front this whole time. 

Look at me from behind, which 
is where I always saw you. 
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