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WHAT A WONDERFUL FASCISM: CLAIMING THE 
REAL IN LARS VON TRIER AND DOGMA 95

N ataša  G ovedić

Given the dominance of the victim as the 
realist documentary subject, this is cause for 

some concern, for it does not mean that the 
ethical difficulties faced by the realist filmmaker 

go away -  only that they can be ignored.
Brian W inston1

I.

In m any respects, the  DOGMA 95 film m ovem ent was in tended  and presented 
as th e ir fo u n d e rs’ (Lars Von T rier and  Thom as Vinterberg) plea to tu rn  from 
the  trad itional o r fictional film narrative towards the framings of docum entary 
film narrative within trad itional cinem a: towards the real. W hat was perceived as 
unreal was genre film, technologically advanced film editing, Hollywood’s ideo
logical, econom ical and  esthetical system o f representation. In m ore utopian 
term s, DOGMA 95 initially w anted to escape the boundaries o f commercial film  
history and the logic o f art as rhetorical sign. Instead o f worn-out signs, film art 
should  have been  the area o f uncanny, direct, terrible, authentic experience; 
the event o f the Real,2 preferably causing “fear and  trem bling,” a total Dionysiac 
change o f A pollonian lifestyle led  by Rilke’s archaic statue (as described in the 
p oem  Apollo ’s Archaic Torso), an d  with the final goal of escaping the little death of 
decoding, signification, conventional interpretation.

As usual, w henever an  artist claims T he Real, s /h e  also expresses the will 
to exit from  an -  implicitly accepted! -  interpretative legacy where art is treated 
as “only” artificial unreality; an  everlasting P latonic realm  o f “m ere” shadows.

1 W inston, Brian (1999 [1995]): Claiming the Real: The Documentary Revisited, London: 
British Film Institute, p. 230.

2 Badiou, Alain, (1993): L ’Ethique: Essai sur la conscience du Mal, Paris: Hatier.
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T he n eo n  light o f T he Real is th e re fo re  trad itionally  linked  with discourses 
that are perceived as far as possible from  linguistic contro l: discourses o f the 
body, subconscious, dream , politics o f  desire, pain , illness o r dea th . In  Zižek’s 
words “the  Real o f dea th  and  sexuality” an d  “the  Real o f h u m an  fin itu d e .” 3 
T he paradox o f  en terin g  the Real, the  Real as L acan ian  “e n c o u n te r  with the 
Im possible,” rem ains connected  with b o th  physical an d  m etaphysical experi
ences o f painful, and  at the same tim e desirable, loss (o r som etim es even an 
orgiastic explosion) o f control. Let m e say th a t this defin ition  o f  the  real as an 
en co u n te r with the Im possible also has m any religious connotations, o f which 
Lacan was also well aware (he adm itted  dea ling  with “mystical ex p e rien ce” o f 
psychoanalytical herm eneutics4) . As a form al descrip tion , the “en co u n te r with 
the Im possible” is, in fact, construc ted  as the  pow erful rhe to rica l figure called 
oxym oron; a rhetorical figure, acco rd ing  to  K enneth  B urke,5 classically con 
nected  with all the religious persuasions, because th e  sublim e object o f  faith  
gets to be described as som eth ing  so absolute th a t it can be im agined  only as 
“im possible en co u n te r.” T he Real in  re lig ion  is th ere fo re  a p aradox  o f  m eet
ing the im possible o r absolute N onP resence (o r G od), ju s t as the  Lacanian 
Real is m eeting with the im possible O th e r  Side o f R ational C ontrol. Irra tio 
nal and  instinct, as instances o f the  Real, h e re  s tand  h an d  in  hand . They are 
n o t the Real; they are bo th  rep resen ta tio n s o f the  Real, as m uch  as h u m an  
love for St. Paul turns ou t to be rep resen ta tio n  o f fu tu re  m eeting  with the 
Real o r encoun tering  God “face to face.” Yet fo r Lacan, “th ere  is n o th in g  
beh ind  representa tion .”6 In his own words: “Beyond appearance th ere  is n o th 
ing in itself, there  is the gaze.”7 T h ere fo re  the  e n c o u n te r  with b o th  divine o r 
Lacanian Real preserves the no tion  o f sem antic transfer o r the rhe to rical p ro 
cedure, no  m atter how m uch the artist claim s s /h e  is entirely  au tob iog raph ic  
o r fully docum entary  o r subversively ou tside  any know n o r given sign system. 
H ere on Earth, the Real stubbornly  en co u n te rs  us only as rep resen ta tion . 
Žižek: The very word SIGN, in opposition to the arbitrary mark, pertains to the <an
swer o f the real>: the <sign> is given by the thing itself, it includes that at least at a 
certain point, the abyss separating the real from the symbolic network has been crossed, 
i.e. that the real itself complied with the signifier’s appeal. 8

3 Žižek, Slavoj (2001): Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism'?, London: Verso; pp. 84-85.
4 Lacan, Jacques (1998 [1973]): The Four Fundamental Principles o f Psycho-Analysis, Lon

don: Vintage, p. 4-8.
5 Burke, Kenneth (1961): The Rhetoric o f Religion, Studies in  Logology, Berkley: California 

University Press.
6Copjec,Joan (1995): Read My Desire, Cam bridge MA: MIT Press, p. 35.
? Lacan, Jaques (1998 [1973]): The Four Fundamental Principles o f Psycho-Analysis, Lon

don: Vintage, p. 103.
8 Žižek, Slavoj (2000 [1991]): Looking Awry, Cam bridge MA: MIT Press, p. 32.
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II.

In  con tac t with th e  rep resen ta tio n  of the  traum a o r raw instincts, of sub
conscious o r the  religiously m iraculous experience (experience o f the abso
lu te ), one  is supposed  to transform . In tense pain  and  pleasure, however, tu rn  
o u t to  be  transla ted  in to  ideologies of victim hood and  sainthood, at least for 
mass p roducers o f th e  Real. T h e  form ula for the  Real, let us n o t forget, is first 
an d  fo rem ost a rh e to rica l m ix ture: th ere  is no th in g  “absolute” n o r determ in- 
istically “real” ab o u t that kind  o f Real. T here  are o th er signification systems 
besides psychoanalysis an d  relig ious representations; n o t to  m ention  art as 
an  area o f  extrem ely com plex reality effects that can also change us profoundly. 
I am  certa in  th a t psychoanalytical myths, no  m atter how en tertain ing , are no t 
at all the  universal key to the  Real. These myths deal with in terconnection  
betw een Eros, T hanatos and  the  no tion  o f never-ending Past, or, as Malcolm 
Bowie says: An entire dimension o f Freud’s work redramatizes the myth of the Furies: 
the past is visited upon the individual in a series of violent intrusions, and his future, 
i f  he has one, can be envisaged only as a prolongation of these and a continuing help
less desire to lift their curse. 9

I w ould suggest th a t the  Real, as radical insight o r cathartic refiguration 
o r th e  (ethical) Event c a n n o t use pred ic tab le  sem antic routes. For instance, 
in Aki K aurism aki’s film Crime and Punishment the Real is perceived as an (im
possible) desire to forgive, n o t the sexual desire or death drive. O n the o ther 
side o f the spectrum , in Hollywood cinem atography, sex and death are so over
dosed and  over-used tha t there  is absolutely noth ing  “impossible” o r shocking 
abou t them . They are the stuff th a t Hollywood is m ade of. Post-m odern Ameri
can directors like Q uen tin  T aran tino  and Coen brothers are n o t even taking 
them  seriously. W hat they fiercely mock is precisely the seriousness of H itchcock’s 
e ra  and  its psychoanalytical dream-work, in the same way that Renaissance au
thors used to  m ock the  s tan d ard  o f  perfo rm ing  the  Real of public executions. 
In  bo th  instances, “th e  Real” can obviously go ou t o f date.

It is, however, still very m uch  possible to talk abou t psychoanalysis as 
m ythopoetic praxis o f re te llin g  an d  eternally  tracing the Real of death  and 
desire, b u t ca thartic  po ten tia l o f  Eros and  T hanatos C orporation, in my view, 
grows m ore an d  m ore lim ited. W here they do hold  power are very com m on 
th erap eu tic  serm ons ab o u t ethics o f pain. Discussing Kant and  particularly 
the  ethics o f pain, A lenka Zupančič rightfully concludes: “From  this perspec
tive, we m igh t define  with g rea t precision the lim it at which ethics is trans
fo rm ed  in to  e ith e r te rro r, o r  th e  obscure desire for catastrophe. [...] [SJince

9 Bowie, Malcolm (1991), Lacan, London: Fontana, p. 182.
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suffering and pain  becom e the m ark  o f ethics, th e  rarity  o f  ‘g o o d ’ becom es 
thé ‘om nipresence o f evil;’ the incom patib ility  o f ethics an d  p leasure  leads to 
m ethodical m asochism  [,..].”10

A nd does it also lead to perceiving the  w orld as fascist (as “o m nip resence 
of evil”)? This is the question I wish to  explore th ro u g h  the m aterial o f DOGMA 
95 and  Lars Von T rie r’s films. B ut first le t us visit docum en tary  film gen re  
during  the  period o f historically recogn ized  fascist era.

III.

T he m ost fam ous exam ple o f docu m en ta ry  style used as a m ask fo r com 
pletely d ifferent (fictional, mythical, highly ideological) purposes can be found  
in the works o f Leni R iefenstahl, w here the  “real life event” is framed as do cu 
m entary narrative, b u t is ju s t as m uch  p ro p a g an d a  m aterial fo r H itle r’s Nazi 
party. In The Triumph o f the Will ( 1934-35), R iefenstahl em ploys several purely 
fictional strategies to create the document o f  th e  tim e. T he question  ab o u t how 
real the docum entary  film is im m ediately  answers itself: it sim ulates the  w ork
ings o f real event. W hat do I m ean by that? First o f all, R iefenstahl insists on  
p roducing  sentim ental visual iden tification  with th e  “m ind-num bing  rep e ti
tiveness”11 of un ited  party images: p a tte rn  afte r p a tte rn  o f  obsessive, collec
tive symmetries. This is one o f the  o ldest rhe to rica l strategies. Secondly, she 
uses peop le  as props; as the triu m p h  o f the  director's free will only. W hich 
m eans th a t there is no th ing  random  o r co n tin g en t abou t h e r choices. Thirdly, 
she records H itle r’s mythically fram ed  descen t to th e  G erm an nation . Finally, 
she pre tends to ignore the political aspect o f the  very occasion she covers. The 
Triumph o f the Will (with the open ing  credit: “P roduced  by O rd e r o f the Führer. 
D irected by Leni R iefensahl”12) is specially designed  an d  staged as a rally, 
paying symbolic respect to the SA Nazi wing (the  brow nshirt, com m on, street- 
fighting, m ore populist and  p ro le ta rian  stream  o f the  Nazi p a rty ), whose u n i
form  H itle r h im self wears in the docum entary , even whilst he was coldly o r
dering  “purges” (mass killings) in  th e  ranks o f these very sam e, cinem atically 
“h o n o re d ” SA forces, n o t only o n  the  eve o f the  rally, b u t also while it was 
taking place. R iefenstahl afterw ards p red ic tab ly  claim ed fantastic things like: 
I  told Hitler I  don’t know what is SA and what is SS.13 T he m ost m orb id  detail in

10 Zupančič, Alenka (2000): Ethics o f the Real, London: Verso; p. 236.
11 W inston, Brian (1999 [1995]): Claiming the Real: The Documentary Film Revisited, Lon

don: British Film Institute, p. 75.
12 Barnouw, Erik ( 1993) : Documentary: A  History o f the Non-Fiction Film, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, p. 103.
13 Infield, Glenn (1976): Leni Riefenstahl: The Fallen Film Goddess, NY: Crowell, p. 74.
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this p a rticu la r story concerns th e  “rea l” SA deaths, unrecognized  by ano ther, 
m ore  visible “real even t” o f  the  film ed occasion. But this is also the case of 
p u re  p ro p ag an d a  o r the  m ost invisible ideological m anipulation. As Goebbels 
said: People who are influenced by propaganda must not notice it.'4

In  case o f Lars V on T r ie r’s usage o f docum entary  film techniques, he does 
w ant us to no tice th e  shaky cam era  and  its falling o u t o f focus as vivid “proofs” 
o f d irec to rs special access to  illogical Subconscious or the H igher T ru ths of 
rep resen ta tio n , while, I argue, this re cu rren t quasidocum entary  technique is 
no  less “staged,” digitally ed ited , narratively constructed, stylistically calcu
lated , p re -reh earsed  an d  scrip ted  th an  R iefenstahl’s “docum ents.” F u rther
m ore, quasidocum en tary  tech n iq u e  is em ployed to mask T rie r’s “invisible” 
p ro p ag an d a  m odel. In this m odel, quasidocum entarism  is cast as the rep re 
sen ta tio n  o f o u r collective Subconscious.

IV.

T he subconsciously “re a l” o f  bourgeois society is systematically ridiculed 
an d  g lam orized in T r ie r’s first DOGMA movie: The Idiots (1998). T he victims 
o f social a liena tion  in  this film decide  to leave the oppressive system and  form  
a separate  com m unity  (in an  em pty villa, belonging  to the g roup  lead er’s rich 
uncle). T hey live on  “b o rro w ed ” (perhaps stolen) corporate  cred it cards and 
enjoy th e  freed o m  o f  fin d in g  th e ir  “in n er idiots.” H andheld  cam era and  “on- 
lo ca tio n ” shots, deliberately  film ed to m ake objects and  characters out-of
focus, are here  to create  the g rand  illusion o f cinema vérité, although the “docu
m entary  style” rem ains p re sen t as a sophisticated and  com plex d irec to r’s 
m ocking  gam e w ith perceptive conventions o f the audience. T he audience 
knows th a t T rie r works with professional actors (som e o f them  are fam ous and 
we im m ediately  recognize th em ), with his own professional (fictional) script, 
with classic takes an d  re-takes, selection o f shots, process o f  editing. Why is it 
th en  th a t he  needs the documentarist rhe to ric  in the first place? Is it because art 
is n o t “rea l” en o u g h  fo r him ? Does h e  need  to legalise his work by the criteria 
o f art-despising “realists”? O r is it because h e  needs a royal, th a t is, an  oneiric 
ro ad  to o u r subconscious? In  any case, T rier is only faking  docum entarism  
an d  falsely obeying DOG M A’s “Vow o f Chastity.” If  anything, his works show 
all the  characteristics o f auteur cinem a; again criticized in DOGMA’s original 
layout. O n  top o f it all, th e  final version o f The Idiots was digitally rew orked by

14 Q uoted in docum entary film Hitler’s Henchman: Goebbels -  the Firebrand, ZDF: 2000; 
dir. by Peter Hartl.
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the producers, because the original version was overexposed to ligh t an d  lit
erally im possible to use for fu r th e r film  copying an d  (massive!) d istribu tion . 
In a funny  ironical twist, T rie r’s exclusive “d o cu m en t o f th e  R eal” was rew rit
ten  in o rd e r to  becom e m ore com m ercial an d  m o re  profitable; in  the  Holly
wood sense o f the  words.

The Idiots fu rth e rm o re  show a naivete o f u n d e rs tan d in g  the  Real as the 
charac ters’ nudity, sexual prom iscuity, ch ea tin g  to avoid paying re s tau ran t 
bills an d  expletive-ridden outbursts a t b u reau cra tic  officials. T rie r seem s to 
expose, again ironically, the th ree  g reatest m yths o f the  Sixties: com m unality , 
sexual freedom  and  the relig ion o f  necessary abnorm ality  (m odelled  by the 
teachings of R.D. Laing an d  his antipsychiatry m ovem ent). W hile staged iso
lation in  com m unalism  and  hym ns to n o n -in h ib ited  sexual behav io r work 
only for a short while, the no tion  o f tu rn in g  back  to “id io tic” o r  m ost creative 
freedom  outside the  h istrionic g h e tto  does not w ork fo r any m em b er o f the 
histrionic group. But b eh in d  th e ir collective escape in to  “Prim al Drives” o f 
Sacred Idiocy (Trier calls it spastic b eh av io r), th e re  is also a story ab o u t K aren, 
played o f course by the  professional actress. T o K aren belongs the  ro le  o f the 
“real victim ” o f society and  th ere fo re  o f a s tran g e r to  the  com m unity  o f histri
onic idiots. In the subplo t abou t K aren, the real is co n n ec ted  with K aren ’s seri
ous pain; i.e., K aren’s suppressed g rie f over th e  d ea th  o f h e r  baby an d  pos
sible paren tal abuse. Yet, the p leasure p rinc ip le  is also im p o rtan t fo r K aren ’s 
character: while visiting the “idiotic com m unity” o f fakes, K aren is the  only 
one to say: I  have never been happier. I  love you all so much. Being the only m en 
tally challenged person  in  the g roup , in  the  e n d  K aren tu rns o u t to be the 
only one  for w hom  the g roup  therapy  really w orked.

Fascism is explicitly nam ed an d  co n d em n ed  in  The Idiots, th ro u g h  S toffer’s 
(he is the au thoritarian  boss o f his com m unity) o u trag ed  cries. T he w orld out 
there, outside the boundaries o f S to ffer’s com m unity , we learn , is described  as 
“fucking fascism.” But the w orld in there, w ithin the  com m unity, is no  less 
discrim inatory: Stoffer m akes all kinds o f repressive h ierarch ies, h e  m akes 
decisions about everybody else, h e  even leads the  m ale m em bers o f th e  g roup  
into one ‘jo k in g ” attem pt to rape a fem ale m em b er o f the  group. T h e  free
dom  o f Stoffer’s com m unity, its ran g e  o f  rep resen ta tio n a l masks, is extrem ely  
lim ited. In  fact, all o f the  m em bers know  only the  sim plest hypocrisy games: 
allowing th e ir “in n e r idiots” to be h ea rd  in private an d  safe ghetto , b u t silenc
ing them  in public. B elonging n e ith e r  to th e  outside w orld n o r to  th e  hypo
critical regim e o f S toffer’s theater, Karin appears to  be a doub le  outcast. In 
the “docum entary” sequences while interview ing th e  actors, T rie r has talk to 
them  ab o u t h e r  charac ter with in terest, b u t w ithou t u n d ers tan d in g  o r com 
passion. She gets even less kindness from  h e r  family. T h ere  are  th e re fo re
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th ree  circles o f hopeless isolation and  despair: larger society (attacked by 
S toffer as <fascistic>), sm all com m unity  m em bersh ip  that repeats the aggres
sion from  the ou tside  w orld, an d  th e  smallest u n it o f infinitely “m isplaced” 
K arin. T h a t is why I suggest th a t T rie r’s nihilism  might, in  fact, promote the 
very d iscrim inatory  politics it describes. T he same goes fo r his stylistic de
vices, based  o n  th e  b e lie f th a t “th e  rea l” evil has to be fough t by a faked docu
m en tary  style o f d irec ting , otherw ise no  one will take you seriously enough. 
A rt in itself, a r t w ithou t the  docu m en ta rist fram ing  o f events, a rt as representa
tion, a r t tha t does n o t p erfo rm  u n d e r  the myth o f live TV and  “real presences” 
o f tru e  h istorical d o cu m en t, is seen  as totally corrup ted , useless, pointless. 
This is, o f  course, ra th e r  naive “artophoby .”

In  T rie r’s ea rlie r expression ist movie, Zentropa (1991), m ade before the 
DOGM A years, T rie r  tells the  story abou t an  A m erican who visits Germany, 
only to discover th a t we are even now  living in the m iddle o f  everlasting Nazi 
E urope  values an d  com m erce. Nazi factories and  Nazi corporations are still 
in pow er an d  we are  n o t able to see the real dim ension o f the rem aining, 
ongo ing , G erm an an d  pan -E u ro p ean  fascism. The ch ief charac ter in Zentropa 
discovers the  Real o f  silent, overw helm ing, suppressed fascism -  passed to 
him  th ro u g h  a woman an d  th ro u g h  the working o f sexual drives. T he sexual 
d im ension  th e re fo re  rem ains th e  guilt-ridden area in  all o f  T rie r’s movies. In 
his early films, like Medea (1986), it is society th a t is traitorous and  ro tten  to 
the  bone . H ence the  society projects itself on to  the h ero  an d  infects the ch ief 
p ro tagon ist with its own poison. In  T rie r’s la ter films, like Dancer in the Dark 
(2000), dea th  and  desire as p rincip les of the  Real are accom panied by the 
w orkings o f the  A bsolute: the  h e ro in e  is safe from  fascistic misjustices in an
o th e r w orld. T he sacrifice an d  resu rrec tio n  therefo re  becam e the only pos
sible d irec tion  towards the  Real.

V.

DOGMA 95 also has its m ore  secular face. In Thom as V in terberg’s Cel- 
ebration/Festen (1998), the  g ro u p  o f actors participates in shooting on loca
tion  from  h an d h e ld  cam eras acco rd ing  to DOGMA rules. Yet, contrary to 
T r ie r’s Idiots, these p eo p le  m ain ta in  the coherence o f the therapeutic group. 
O nce again, the  discovery o f pain  is narratively linked with the  pleasure (even 
in  the  film ’s title: the  party  o r th e  celebration) o f orgiastic b reak ing  o f society 
norm s, an d  the  film  ends at the  m o m en t w hen the family painfully acknowl
edges, an d  for the  first tim e socially ostracizes (punishes), th e ir incestuous 
father; indirectly guilty fo r the d ea th  o f the daugh ter he sexually abused. Again
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and again, the Real is staged a ro u n d  th e  political an d  personal ro le  o f the  
victim. V in terberg  tightly links family violence, contemporary racism an d  false sen
timentality of contem porary  E urope , seen as n o  less fascist th an  in  T r ie r’s 
Zentropa (the film was originally called Europa). T h e  m ain d iffe rence betw een 
the two DOGMA directors is T rie r’s m u ch  s tro n g er e s t/e th ica l cynicism. Nev
ertheless, the concep t o f the Real as relig ious absolu te  is n o t en tire ly  cu t o u t 
from  V in terberg ’s films neither. The Celebration is a story ab o u t the  incestuous 
history an d  suicidal sacrifice o f the  o ldest d au g h te r  in the  family, so the  Real 
is again and  again in troduced  th ro u g h  the  victim.

VI.

Now I wish to co n cen tra te  o n  th e  link  b etw een  g lo rifica tio n  o f  th e  
victim hood an d  ideology o f fascism in T r ie r’s m ost successful an d  acclaim ed 
films: Breaking the Waves (1996) an d  Dancer in the Dark (2000). In b o th  o f them  
T rier fu r th e r explores the ro le  o f  th e  FEMALE victim; the  lead ing  fem ale 
roles are p resen ted  as em otionally d is tu rb ed  personalities with a publicly veri
fied private mythology o f self-destruction. W ith Bess from  Breaking the Waves 
and  Selm a from  Dancer in the Dark, we e n te r  in to  the  W agnerian  forests o f 
BEAUTIFUL fascism; fascism th a t openly  jo in s  forces with th e  C atholic Sub
lime. H ere, the W om an (the archetypal one) becom es the  p a in fu l/p le a su r
able Real, and at the sam e tim e, th e  “p u rg in g ” vehicle o f m asculine society. 
Selma a n d  Bess are p resen ted  as h ero in es  W IT H O U T  tru e  choice; mythically 
doom ed  to  sacrifice their life fo r the  sake o f  th e  greater good. B oth are (sar
donically, in my opin ion) aw arded with e te rn a l salvation in H eaven. Speak
ing the  language o f p u re  ideology, they p re sen t exem plary  p ro p ag an d a  m o d 
els o f social masochism and  political conservatism. In  the  case o f Bess, h e r  obses
sive behavior, i. e. b lind following o f  w hat she perceives as d irec t orders from  
two m ale protagonists in the film -  G od an d  h e r  h u sb an d  Jan , an d  h e r  h igh  
em otional in terest only in Jan , h e r  history o f  form al em otional breakdow ns 
etc., -  are constructed  as the exact repetition o f h e r  native com m unity  obses
sively strict values; values tha t she en d o rsed  befo re  J a n ’s arrival. Complete lack 
of freedom in h e r  religious com m unity  (which cou ld  also stand  as defin ition  o f 
fascism!) is rep eated  by h e r b lind, slavish devotion  to  Jan . D espite one  ep i
sode o f  shouting  a t j a n ’s prom iscuous plans fo r h e r  an d  the  event o f  vom iting 
after she has been  “raped ,” following J a n ’s instructions, she does n o t have a 
“will” o r “self’ o f h e r own; she ju s t  follows orders. In  o th e r words, she desp er
ately shows the desire to be -  in  h e r  own words: “a good  girl.” A good  girl is in 
fact only the obed ien t girl, and  she constantly  feels guilty because she does
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n o t consider h erse lf to be o b ed ien t enough. T he explosions o f  h e r huge guilt 
com plex  are directly  co n n ec ted  with h e r sexual behavior (an d  pleasure p rin 
ciple) . At the  en d  o f  th e  movie, she wears the double mask o f sexual masochism 
jo in e d  with the  ro le  o f the social victim. C ontrary to G irard (1986) opinion, h er 
sacrifice does n o t “purify” th e  com m unity who watches it. O n  the contrary: 
the  film  confirm s the  reality o f  “abso lu te” violence.

W hat we are invited  to ign o re  o r forget here  is tha t Bess, n o t some h igher 
power, is responsible fo r  h e r choices o f obedience, the ethics o f responsibility has 
e n te red  even the co n tem p o rary  psychiatric treatm ents. We are also invited to 
co n sid er h e r  as symbol o f goodness (that is the characteristic we hear abou t 
h e r  m ost o ften ), a lth o u g h  Bess lacks in elem entary  com passion for anything 
outside h e r  obsessive sm all universe (a m em orable event o f  h e r coldness is 
the  scene in  the  b eg in n in g  o f the  film, when she has fun w atching coldly the 
fu n era l o f h e r  village n e ig h b o u r). In h e r obsessive m ind, she is in terested  
only in  com pleting  th e  v io len t transaction: to sacrifice her own body for the 
survival o f  Jan . T h e  d irec to r an d  scriptw riter (in the same perso n  o f Lars Von 
T ier) “approves” it. W e see th a t h e r  Biblical sacrifice works: previously hand i
cap p ed  Ja n  is m iraculously back on  his feet. W hat a w onderful fascism! After 
Bess was com pletely  ab a n d o n ed  by h e r evil com m unity, expelled  from  the 
C hurch , d en o u n c ed  by h e r  m o th er, betrayed by h e r best friend  Dodo, de
serted  by h e r  psychiatrist an d  even stoned  by the local ch ild ren  (as “w hore”), 
she fulfils h e r  own obsessive desire: a t least in the viewers and  in J a n ’s eyes she 
is finally m etam o rp h o sed  from  the  live sexual object to the dead  Saint (we see 
the  sh o t in w hich godly bells from  som ew here Beyond tolls fo r Bess resurrec
tion ). T h e  Real o f  sex, d ea th  an d  religious Absolute is on its climax. To use 
Zižek’s Lacanian  vocabulary, w om an is here  only a helpless sym ptom  o f cruel 
m ale society, and  if  it looks like as if she has been  “favored” by the film, it is 
only because the  au d ien ce  follows the  story o f h e r m agnificent destruction. In 
the general system o f obed ience , she internalizes the m ost horrib le  group 
order: d en o u n ce  your own in tegrity  -  and  freedom  -  for the power o f H igher 
Good. As C anetti u nderlines, describ ing totalitarianism  and  its system of open 
o r secret orders: It is well known that men who are acting under orders are capable of 
the most appalling deeds.15A cting under orders does an o th e r im p o rtan t thing: re
leases Bess, like any o th e r  divine o r secular solder, from  any responsibility. 
She is a sacred ob ject exchanged  betw een god and  her husband  and back to 
god again. A nd th e  pow er o f this ideologization is terrifying w hen observing 
female reactions to T r ie r’s film: m any o f them  have in ternalised  the p ropa
gan d a  o f v ictim hood so m uch , th a t they feel as if T rie r has grasped  “the Real”

15 Canned, Elias (1992 [1960], Crowds and Power, London: Penguin, p. 385.
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co n ten t o f  their subconscious an d  described  “a tru e  love.” L ooking awry at 
that agenda, we could say tha t T rie r  teaches w om en how to adm ire  th e ir own 
to rtu re  an d  how to accept suicide as way to  stellar sain thood.

T he same divinisation o f suicidal behav iour happens with Selm a in T rie r’s 
movie Dancer in the Dark. Selma is ro b b ed  o f h e r  savings an d  fo rced  to  kill h e r 
attacker in  self-defence, b u t she does n o t d e fen d  h erse lf a t th e  co u rt (w hen 
accused fo r m urder) because she has already accom plished  h e r  own obses
sive mission: she regained  the m oney fo r h e r  so n ’s eye o p era tio n . Yet it seems 
that Selm a wants to die from  the  very start o f  th e  narrative: she is so tired  o f 
oppression, eye sickness and  poverty th a t in  th e  b eg in n in g  o f the  film she 
alm ost injures h erself badly, befo re  a factory fr ien d  “saves” her. O n  an o th e r 
occasion, she ignores a distinct feeling  th a t she is being  w atched  at the  m o
m en t o f open ing  h e r secret savings box, an d  this in c id en t in fact leads to theft 
and  all fu rth e r crimes. Selma refuses to see in th e  m ost e lem entary  sense. If  Bess 
is obsessive ab o u t seeing only Ja n , Selm a is obsessive ab o u t being  b lind  to 
anything th a t goes beyond h e r daily ro u tin e . D eath  seem s like the  m ost rad i
cal escape, fulfilling all the levels o f an tic ip a tin g  the  Real: pa in  an d  p leasure 
o f Absolute O therness. This is again  the  m ost beautifu l fascism: teach ing  us 
the beauty  o f death . W hile Selm a’s fictional flights in to  Hollywood-like m usi
cal m elodram a (scenes shot in rich  digital p h o to g rap h y  an d  with collective 
choreography) proves the beauty o f d ea th , th e  rap id  w orsening o f h e r sight 
and  h e r  final decision n o t to d efen d  h erse lf p roperly  at the  trial shows h e r  
desire to sacrifice the grim  reality o f h e r  ex istence as soon as possible. T he 
film is n o t concen tra ted  on h e r son, n o r does it e labo rate  on th e ir m utual 
relationship  (we see h e r  nagging an d  sh o u tin g  at the  boy once; th a t’s all). 
Selma shows affection only for musicals and death. T h e  so n ’s o p era tio n  is h e r  
“te rrib le” duty; no t h e r loving choice. Selm a’s w orld also follows the  triadic 
s tructu re of fascism: the  b roadest reality is the  reality o f the  cruel factory ex
p loitation , the second level is h e r  obsessive savings fo r h e r  son, an d  the th ird  
is the in tim ate level o f h e r obsessive in tox ication  with deceitfu l Hollywood 
spectacle. T he b lin d  obsession also m arks th e  m ain  d iffe ren ce  betw een  
A ntigone and T rie r’s heroines; A ntigone is choosing  h e r  d ea th  against all 
social odds, she is protesting, while Selm a an d  Bess en d  up  killed by silent, 
o bed ien t, in ternalised  and  self-destructive social p rogram m ing . In paying 
(unnecessarily) for h e r son’s o p era tio n  by “cu rrency” o f her own death, Selm a 
repeats and  endorses the b lindness o f the  w hole social system. She accepts to 
be guilty for it.

W hat T rier is p resen ting  again an d  again is th e  o m nip resence o f evil; the 
symbolic universe full o f suicidal desires. Is this perspective politically realis
tic? W e can certainly factually prove th a t inequalities betw een peop le , be
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tween classes, races, ages an d  sexes in today’s world are not getting any smaller. 
T h e  d eep  gap betw een non-w hite poverty and  white p ropaganda could be 
called fascism; it cou ld  be  even called “capitalistic, co rporate  fascism.” Yet 
Rastko M očnik, au th o r  o f  the  bo o k  How Much Fascism? and  persistent critic o f 
right-w ing fascisation in  th e  postcolonial, post-Yugoslavian states, is careful 
en o u g h  to warn us against using the  term  too easily: fascism is an  extrem e 
an d  th ere fo re  politically alm ost em pty te rm .161 would ra th e r suggest then  of 
talking ab o u t fascistic tendencies in  otherw ise com plex cultures o f oppression.

O n e  cou ld  p e rh ap s  say th a t T rie r works with elem ents o f “gothic” genre. 
As M ark E d m u n d so n 17 describes the  gothic, T rier indeed  plays with all its 
characteristics: m aiden  in  distress, m aiden  trapped  in ho rrib le  claustropho
bic situation , p u n ish m en t fo r expressed sexual desire by death , general in
fa tua tion  with dea th . But gothic is also a genre tha t is decisively sceptical, if 
n o t critical o f any social au th o ritie s .18 In  itself, the ch ief ghotic hero , the Vam
pire, functions as a radical parody o f any rational o r state control. T rier th ere
fore never p roduces vam piric rebels o r rom antic outcasts with fangs. He p ro 
duces suicidal saints; h e  belongs to the C hristian tradition . But should we 
really u n d ers ta n d  C h rist’s sacrifice as a call for all o f us to  kill ourselves? 
Divinisation by death, on  the  o th e r  hand , is the strategy of psychotic patients 
an d  religious cult m em bers. T h e  traum a o f encoun te ring  the Real o r the 
A bsolute is n o t a t all singularly o r exclusively ethical event; it can be used for 
various, includ ing  fascistic o r  even comic purposes. C onsider the terribly shal
low b u t p o p u la r m elo d ram a Life Less Ordinary, d irected  by D anny Boyle, where 
the  au d ien ce  is invited to  have “fu n ” and  laugh ter during  the  scene w here the 
h ero , sobb ing  with distress, gun  p o in ted  at his head, is forced to dig his own 
grave som ew here in d ese rted  woods. But the audience knows it is really an 
A ngel in  disguise, m olesting  the  hero  “to teach him  a lesson;” so there is 
n o th in g  to worry about. Hollywood knows all ab o u t public executions in con
cen tra tio n  cam ps, with its scenery o f prisoners who are digging their own 
graves befo re  dying, an d  yet the  film industry will use it as a comic relief se
quence. This is th e  p o in t w here com m ercial c inem atography distastefully 
ironizes the docum entary  film as trad ition  that exploits The Real of victimhood 
and  the  Real o f d ea th  an d  desire. D ocum entary  films are n o t shy abou t quot
ing  a n d  accep tin g  fic tio n al stra teg ies e ither: m any of them , since Jo h n  
G rie rso n ’s times, inc lude  com pletely  staged m inidram as.

Finally, the  q uestion  o f  the  Real seems persistently connected  with the

16 Močnik, Rastko (1998): Koliko fašizma?, Zagreb: Arkzin, p. 147.
17 Edm undson, M ark (1997): 'Nightmare on Main Street: Angles, Sadomasochism and the 

Culture of Ghotic, Cam bridge MA: H arvard UP.
18 Ibid., p. 21.
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represen ta tion  o f the  traum a, b u t any rep resen ta tio n  o f trau m a also indicates 
openness to nasty political m anipulations. N ationalism , fo r instance, works 
with “traum a” o f the past; religion operates with th rea t an d  guilt o f desire fo r 
the Absolute. T he role o f the victim shou ld  th ere fo re  be  stud ied  with u tm ost 
precision. In case o f Lars Von T rie r  an d  DOGM A 95, I am  convinced  tha t 
fem ale victims and  th e ir obsessive sacrifices p e rp e tu a te  the culture o f death. 
Even if we decide n o t to call it “fascism ,” I choose to  criticise it as ideological 
falsity an d  cognitive trap  o f advertising u ltim ate  helplessness. Between won
derful fascism  and  ugly freedom I am  ra th e r  in c lin ed  to mess with im perfections 
o f the second option: the Real m inus v ictim hood, in  bo th  fictional an d  d ocu
m entary narrative.
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