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Contagion Castration: Lacan’s Extimacy and Fanon’s Sociogeny on  

Anti-Indigenous Environmental Racism and COVID-191 
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Introduction: A Sickness of the Land 

Recent eruptions of racism signal how we’ve been inflamed by more than coronavirus. On March 

27th, 2020, two Métis, Jake Sansom and Maurice Cardinal, were murdered about 225 kilometers 

northeast of Amiskwacîwâskahikan (Edmonton) while exercising their Métis hunting rights. Sub-

sequent reports observe that this tragedy was motivated by an anti-Indigenous racism which is 

increasing because of COVID-19.2 Settler-colonialism is contagious.  

 I want to take this occasion to briefly sketch a theory of environmental racism which draws 

from Lacan and Fanon in order to advance the following thesis: settler-colonialism is a sickness 

of the land.3 I begin with Lacan’s topology of “extimacy” as one avenue by which to spatialize 

environmental racism. This topology posits that the psychical and affective tenacity of racism is 

caused by repressed libido which is outwardly projected onto racialized others.4 But this view 

commits a category error whereby racial antagonisms at the level of the social are explained as 

being caused by frustrations and transgressions of enjoyments at the level of the individual. Con-

sequently, Lacanian theory subtends a pernicious quietism through its eschewal of political revo-

lutions in the street for libidinal ones on the couch.5 For this reason, critical theorists of race, such 

as Hortense Spillers, charge Lacan as having “no eyes for the grammar and politics of power.”6 I 

position Fanon’s concept “sociogeny” as a re-writing of extimacy that diagnoses environments––

not individuals––as carriers of pathology.7 While the position I here develop is Lacanian, it should 

be noted that I only seek to use Lacan as a construct towards an approach that goes beyond his 
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own arguably quietist politics. In this vein, I understand racism related to COVID-19 as merely 

the latest outbreak of a much more rapacious sickness that has been infecting the land since at least 

1492. 

Lacan: Decolonisation Interminable 

Extimacy conceptualizes how social antagonism arises from a perennial struggle at the very core 

of the subject––namely, castration. Lacan conveys this relationship between the inner-and-outer 

literally by fashioning his neologism “extimacy” from the prefix ex- (extérieur) and the adjective 

“intimacy” (intimate). Paul Kingsbury explains that “[b]y asserting that the interior is present in 

the exterior and vice versa, Lacanian theory problematizes, and this is a crucial point—by render-

ing topological—a profusion of binary distinctions between, for example, outside–inside, truth–

fiction, man–woman,” etc.8 As a topology, extimacy is capacious enough for Lacan to argue that 

the unconscious is “outside” of the subject;9 that the subject is (not merely de-centered but) “ex-

centric”;10 that the gaze is inscribed in the object instead of the subject;11 and that the objet petit a 

is “in you more than you.”12 Most importantly, though, extimacy attends to how jouissance can be 

experienced as alienating. “From a Lacanian perspective,” Kingsbury rejoins, “‘irrational’ social 

antagonism takes place not only because of a contrived rejection or reification of an imaginary 

‘Other’, but also because the Other is extimate.”13 Extimacy situates racial antipathy at the fraught 

interstices of the Other and jouissance: “the real in the symbolic.”14 Environments of enmity are 

founded upon kernels––or, in light of our current times, viruses––of race-inflected enjoyment-as-

suffering. 

 Racism cannot therefore be disrupted through mere symbolic-shifts or imaginary-recogni-

tions since the cause of such antagonism is real-jouissance. In this light, the animus behind the so-

called “Chinese Virus” is that the racial other will rob my capacity to enjoy by infecting me with 
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“his” virus––ergo, the racism as “theft of enjoyment” hypothesis.15 This hypothesis further asserts 

that racist hate is fueled by the fantasy that “my” jouissance will be stolen by others who are in 

possession of their own “foreign” jouissance.16 In his seminar on Extimité, Jacques-Alain Miller  

reiterates that “racism is founded on what one imagines about the Other’s jouissance; it is hatred 

of the particular way, of the Other’s own way, of experiencing jouissance.”17 As I show in more 

detail elsewhere,18 the antinomy facing multicultural societies is that greater tolerance for the other 

results in even greater “confrontation of incompatible modes of jouissance.”19  

 Racism is inextricable from society. Tellingly, this is the point Lacan “punctuates” …ou 

pire with––writing that, 

…when we come back to the root of the body, if we are to reassert the value of 

the word brother […] you should know that what rises up, the ultimate conse-

quences of which have yet to be seen––which takes root in the body, in the frater-

nity of the body––is racism.20 

 

Lacan’s paradoxical thesis is that fraternity causes racism. When aligned with Freud’s anthropo-

logical writings, this paradox indicates a connection between racism and castration. Recall that, 

for Freud, fraternity is the social bond which forms between the brothers of the primal horde after 

they have murdered their father. As Freud chronicles in Totem and Taboo, the brothers killed their 

father in order to usurp his sexual dominion but, in a tragic twist of fate, found themselves subject 

to his prohibition instead: “What had up to then been prevented by [the father’s] actual existence 

was thenceforward prohibited by the sons themselves.”21 These archaic brothers found themselves 

needing to repress their libidos in order to avoid sundering in-fighting. Fraternity is indeed the 

bedrock of civilization but is itself predicated on a substratum of castration.  

 Freud’s theory of anti-Semitism conjoins racism and castration. “The castration complex 

is the deepest unconscious root of anti-Semitism,” he writes, “for even in the nursery little boys 

hear that a Jew has something cut off his penis…and this gives them a right to despise Jews.”22 
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Anti-Semitism is actually a fear of castration; a fear that my “brOther” will purloin “that ‘extimate 

thing’ around which my desire circles.”23 Thus racism is as old as castration and civilization.  

 Insofar as racism is endemic to civilization, it seems to me that Freudian-Lacanian theory 

remains untenable for colonized subjects seeking to challenge the myriad forms of segregation 

inherent to settler-society. This theorization tacitly concedes that racist entanglements can never 

be overcome since this would require the obliteration of society as such. In Henry Louis Gates 

Jr.’s words, “Freud’s pessimistic vision of ‘analysis interminable’ would then refer us to a process 

of decolonisation interminable.”24 Perhaps this is why Fanon is so vehement that “Freud’s discov-

eries are of no use to us whatsoever.”25 

Fanon: The Sociogenic Epidemic  

Sociogeny rectifies the forfeit of “decolonisation interminable” by rewriting the extimacy of racial 

antagonism as an outer “atmospheric force.”26 Similar to Lacan’s construction of extimacy, Fanon 

assembles sociogeny from the prefix socio- (society) and suffix -geny (from phylogeny/ontogeny). 

In her articulation of the concept, Romy Opperman explains that, 

Sociogeny overcame what were then the dominant tendencies in both psychiatry 

and psychoanalysis; countering both psychiatry’s focus on organic and inherited 

constitution (phylogeny) and psychoanalysis’s focus on the individual (ontog-

eny).27 

 

I follow Opperman in seeing the “dialectic” behind Black Skin, White Masks as overcoming bina-

ries of inner and outer, phylogeny and ontogeny.28 Sociogeny asserts that the colonized subject’s 

alienation can neither be ascribed to physical constituents (phylogenesis) nor individual histories 

(ontogenesis) but the social environments that administer removal from Indigenous forms of life 

which contest the settler order; and “it is the latter that needs treatment.”29 

 Fanon’s tenure at Blida provided the ideal setting for him to trial his theory of sociogeny. 

Assisted by Jacques Anzoulay and François Sanchez, Fanon conducted research on local 
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Indigenous Peoples while instituting reforms which took the plasticity of Freudian doctrine to its 

limits. His objective was to test “the connection of the neurological with the psychiatric and of the 

psychiatric with the social.”30 Fanon’s hypothesis was that the unconscious is not caused by re-

pression but “symbolic determinants,” requiring a heterodox approach that “considers the speci-

ficity of the colonial subjective experience.”31 His experiments concluded that while “it is true that 

neurological problems are often at the origin of mental illness […] psychiatric syndromes in them-

selves are irreducible to them.”32 Azeen Khan notes that Fanon’s subsequent resignation from 

Blida “implicate[s] the French colonial system as both the cause of mental breakdown through the 

systematic dehumanization of Algerians and the site of the impossibility of rehabilitation.”33 You 

cannot cure individuals of racism by analyzing their castration complexes because racism is not 

individual: it is social.   

 But we would be rash to read Fanon’s departure from Blida as a literal resignation from 

psychoanalysis. As David Marriott34 and Alice Cherki35 note, sociogeny is not a rejection of Freud 

but a revision of his psychoanalysis of the social bond as informed by colonial contexts. In fact, 

Marriott calls sociogeny an “explicit engagement” with Freud’s Nachträglichkeit and––I would 

add––Lacan’s après-coup.36  

 Freud developed Nachträglichkeit while working through his early articles on the “Neuro-

Psychoses of Defence” and early collaborations with Josef Breuer on trauma.37 In these nascent 

formulations, Freud posited that potentially traumatic experiences are deferred and, only later, ex-

perienced as trauma after being collaterally triggered. Lacan builds on this with his ontology of 

the real by theorizing that traumatically-initiating events––experienced as innocuous at first––hurl 

subjects into a prolonged “time of comprehension.”38 Reflecting on this temporal stasis within 

colonial-contexts, Marriott writes that, 
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[I]n the colony, narcissistic desire appears to be equivalent to an incorporation that 

destroys it, a sacrifice that only becomes manifest afterward, that is, nachträglich, 

here registered in the colonial subject’s very untimeliness, and so unable to re-

cover or represent itself as an egoic presence.39 

 

The Indigenous person remains imprisoned not merely by the settler-occupation of her land but 

also by how the settler defines the very terms of temporal succession. Because she is Indigenous, 

that is, original, her sensation of time is racialized as a form of temporal aberrance.40 The future 

of her decolonization cannot therefore be “a simple matter of what happened in the past, but in-

volves a more complex articulation of time and repetition.”41 The real opened up by the event of 

settler-colonialism ultimately bids the Indigenous-subject to rupture the repetitive stasis hoisted 

upon her through what Žižek calls the “birth of a new subject.”42 Decolonization will therefore 

follow the temporal logic of the future anterior: the Indigenous-subject’s freedom is one that, 

through the invention of a new, decolonized subject, “will have been.” By Marriott’s accord, “psy-

choanalysis gives Fanon a name and a technique for thinking [this] invention,” whose “ultimate 

meaning describes the equally specific sense of sociogeny.”43  

 Yet Marriott’s rendering of sociogeny remains rooted in the temporal, thereby overshad-

owing the socio-ecological conditions by which settler-colonialism turns Indigenous persons into 

aliens on their own land44––as what happened with Sansom and Cardinal. For this reason, I propose 

understanding sociogeny as a rewriting of Lacan’s topology of extimacy which, in turn, allows us 

to contextually shift away from the temporalized logic of settler-Nachträglichkeit and towards the 

spatialized pathology of settler-occupation. Like extimacy, sociogeny spatializes racial antago-

nism. Unlike extimacy though, sociogeny posits that our environments themselves are sick––not 

the individuals who populate them––and that such racist environments structurally maintain gen-

ocide. By ignoring the sociogeny of settler-colonialism, we risk allowing the settler-state to 
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continue its genocidal erasure by environmentally castrating Indigenous forms of life which may 

contest its white supremacist order. Settler-colonialism is a sociogenic epidemic.  

 Recall that Fanon denied treating alienation on an individual level, seeking instead to 

change the milieux of his patients. A sociogenic approach is therefore always anchored in identi-

fying environments as causes of social pathologies.45 Extimacy, by contrast, views individuals as 

carriers of pathology and, therefore, the locus of analytical intervention. Yet the theory of soci-

ogeny should not be read as a dismissal of Freud but, ironically, a radicalization of his doctrine 

that extends even beyond Lacan’s orthodoxy. Pace Lacan, Fanon’s return reconceives colonial 

subjectivity not in terms of castration but racist-environments that contagiously spread the “seem-

ingly atavistic quality of the colonized, whence the need endlessly to police the borders of self and 

state.”46 Sociogeny allows us to see how it is the environment––not the subject––that is racist. 

Only by overturning such environments will colonized subjects shatter this colonizing-stasis: “by 

analyzing it we aim to destroy it.”47 Where extimacy resigns in quietism, sociogeny traffics in 

revolution. 

Conclusion: Survivance  

Upon his third visit to the United States in 1975, Lacan remarked that “What I call history is the 

history of epidemics.”48 Just as we can understand sociogeny as a rewriting of extimacy, so too 

can we read Lacan’s declaration as an overwriting of Freud’s infamous aversion: “don’t they real-

ize we’re bringing them the plague?”49 What Freud is getting at here is the fact that, unlike doctors 

who give their patients cures, psychoanalysts give their analysands symptoms. Lacan’s added twist 

to this is that “the plague” is whatever becomes the founding social discourse of a time. And, as I 

have been expounding it, “our” plague is not coronavirus but settler-colonialism. 
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 My thesis was that settler-colonialism is a sickness of the land. I offered extimacy as one 

way of understanding this but concluded that sociogeny, as a rewriting of extimacy, provided an 

insurgent and revolutionary diagnosis of this sickness. Given the predictions of subsequent out-

breaks of COVID-19 as well as our ever-increasing over-proximity due to globalization, I fear that 

“our” environments are becoming even sicker. Lacan himself may have been privy to this when 

he predicted that, 

Mankind is entering a period that has been called ‘global,’ in which it will find 

out about this something that is emerging from the destruction of an old social 

order that I shall symbolize by the Empire whose shadow was long cast over a 

great civilization, such that something very different is replacing it, something that 

carries a very different meaning, the imperialisms, whose question runs as fol-

lows: what can we do so that human masses, which are destined to occupy the 

same space, not only geographically, but sometimes in a familial sense, remain 

separate?50 

I take particular note of Lacan’s gesture here towards “separation” as a prophylactic. Perhaps, then, 

the proper vaccine we should be investing in is separation qua Indigenous sovereignty.  

 I regretfully began with an episode of death but, following the praxis of Gerald Vizenor, 

would like to conclude with an ethics of Indigenous survivance.51 Survivance is a “practice,” not 

an ideology; it comprises how Indigenous Peoples make creative negotiations amid colonial dis-

possession in order to renounce the dominance of the settler-state. But, above all, “[s]urvivance is 

an intergenerational connection to an individual and collective sense of presence and resistance in 

personal experience and the word, or language, made particularly through stories.”52 So, as sick as 

the land may be, the fact that we, as Indigenous Peoples, have been resisting and surviving over 

centuries of contagion speaks volumes to our collective immunity, resolve, perseverance, and sur-

vivance. As a white-coded Métis, I recognize the settler-state as a site of immense trauma for my 

kin; but I also see it as a sacred site of critical healing where Indigenous and decolonizing praxis 

can shift us away from death and destruction and towards resurgence.53 This healing won’t be 
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done on the psychoanalyst’s divan however. Settler-colonialism is the disease and sovereignty is 

the cure.   
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