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TO:  

FROM:  

RE: content analysis 

 

Normally this phrase makes me ill, since it’s not the idea of analysis but the preposterous 

claims made that convert discourse to content and content to lists. The foundational question 

of content analysis — “Who says what, to whom, why, to what extent and with what effect?" 

— is great as long as the perplexity of “who” and “whom,” “to what extent” (i.e. what counts 

as automaton, as unconscious, as compulsion, as image, as cliché …), and with what effect 

(the performative rather than just the behavioral-as-symbolic) is kept open and not foreclosed 

by presuppositions and assumptions. That’s a tall order, but it goes directly to the question of 

agency, which in Lacanian terms, resides inside discourse at all times. The problem is that this 

idea of agency has to do with the alternatives to ideology, but since this is your main interest, 

it’s made just for you! 

It’s clear that there is no way to convert conversations, interviews, etc. to the content 

you wish to analyze. The issue of aggregation gets in the way. The “who” of “who says” is not 

the same across the board, so the “whats” are not going to be referential constants. The 

agency of the who is going to mean that something else operates in an emergent way — a 

“voice” that operates in a ventriloquistic way in various speakers and to varying degrees, with 

the constant presence of some distancing irony that marks the passage from ideology to free 

subjectivity. As to this last phrase, “free subjectivity,” it’s a goal, a quasi-mythical ideal that 

resides even in the most Kafkaesque discourses at the center of ideology. To use the model 

Mladen Dolar proposes involves seeing the interpellated subject of ideology as trapped, even 

(or Žižek would say especially) when the subject feels it is acting in a most free and personal 

way. The ideological subject lies mainly within the Lacanian symbolic, where there are no 

definitive “meanings” that can be converted to captions or literal statements but only the 

sliding effect of the whole system: one signifier points to others; they are stabilized only 

temporary by “quilting” operations. The subject buys into the ideas by becoming involved in 

patterns of ambiguity, by finding discourse inadequate, by being puzzled. Ideology, as a 

symbolic system, is relational, not positively grounded on belief. That’s what makes it so 
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effective! So, Dolar counterposes the psychoanalytical subject because any escape or 

modification of the subject’s pitiful ideological entrapment (foreclosure) involves the 

unconscious. Analysis aims to bring unconscious “signalizing” forward but you simply want to 

show the possibility of difference and resistance that is not immediately the presence of some 

other competing kind of ideology. If you only trade one ideology for another, you are 

continually within the Symbolic and it makes no difference. 

For content analysis to be about content, and for the analysis to be really some kind of 

discovery related to truth, discourse has to be taken both as something that physically moves 

stuff around and something that, in the process of moving/producing it, involves various 

performances. The performances, I think, are what your dissertation is really interested in. 

These can be rituals, places, patterns of behavior — where the physical setting and temporal 

patterns really matter, and where what is said is less important than the collection of 

interlocutors who constitute the settings, with all their props. 

To make a comparison, content analysis without a study of the performative creates a 

trap with the Symbolic register can be seen in the literary genre of the spy novel. There are no 

non-spies, only single, double, and triple agents. There is only the mistrust sown by the fact of 

spying, which is an indifference to the content with exclusive attention to the performative! 

This emphasis on performance is in high contract to the zero-degree valuation on content as 

information (who cares what the “secrets” are; they are pure commodities). You see what 

happens to the issue of agency rather literally here. It is reduced to the Symbolic. The point of 

a spy novel is that “there is no truth, only information to be stolen and sold” — information to 

the level of dots and dashes. This is the key to Hitchcock’s “Macguffin,” the Big Secret that 

generates all of the passions and actions of the characters, but of course the Big Secret has no 

real meaning or importance, except to organize and motivate everything around it. It is, in 

Jameson’s terms, the Lacanian master signifier (the shark in Jaws) that organizes other 

signifiers. Belief in the Big Secret is ideology at its purest, and content analysis gets thrown 

into a tizzy at this point because there literally is no content in the Big Secret; this is why 

ideology is so effective. 

To see other kinds of content in a kind of hierarchical relationship to the Big Secret(s) 

of ideology would be like putting a building on a sand foundation. I would go further and say 

that the buildings, too, are made of sand, since it is the matter of sliding (ambiguity, 

incompleteness, etc.) that is important, not the kind of semiotics that has a signifier-signified 

pretense. Every signified is a signifier; even Saussure knew that! We are caught in webs of 

signifiers where ventriloquism and acousmatics are principal agents. So how do you identify 

these? 
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I would say your situation is perfect in the sense that the limits of content analysis 

coincide with the limitations that structure the situation of human rights organizations 

operating in the ambiguous conditions that proliferate in Iran (or anywhere, actually). The 

standard idea represented in the “qualifications of the researcher” is that there is the 

possibility of some authenticity, and that with the right qualifications and methods, this 

authenticity can be tapped and converted into a study. What do you do when authenticity 

itself is the issue of discourse, where it is the illusive (and allusive, delusional, ideological, 

etc.) element of truth that circulates and has no fixed abode — where in fact it identifies with 

the void that maintains order within ideological discourse? While the void has location, actors, 

and protocols, it has no content; so you must find a way to substitute all of the void’s 

contingent circumstances for what the content of content analysis pretends to be. Again: the 

void cannot have content, otherwise it cannot function as an ideological center and controlling 

device! This holds true for all the discourses — personal, institutional, informal, etc. — that 

appear to be hierarchically structured by ideology. You cannot grind the content of these 

lower-level performances to find the “essence” of the ideological “message.” It is the void that 

is transportable and infectious, not any content. Again, this is why ideology is particularly 

effective. No one knows what it means because it doesn’t mean anything. 

The performative allows you to salvage the idea of content as such. The performative 

is the content of the contradictory and incomplete messages that are passed around, and 

whose passing around constitutes ideology. The performative — this is an important point — 

allows for the “free subjectivity” that is always the alternative to ideology. Free subjectivity 

exists, since without it ideology has no effectiveness and makes no sense. It is the subjectivity 

that gives birth to the illusion of free choice that, as we know, becomes the forced choice that 

locks in the ideological subject. Yet, the free subject still exists, must exist, in order to 

“appreciate the irony” of the forced choice. 

Philosophy has to main models to handle this situation, and Peter Sloterdijk has 

articulated them well.1 The first is the cynic who claims to be “fully aware” of the limits of the 

ideology within which he/she works. “I know very well that such and such is the case, but 

nonetheless I ‘go along’ with it.” Then there is the kynic, derived from the pure performative 

modality of Diogenes, who foils the discursive identity of his/her subjectivity by reducing life to 

pure performativity. This is not simply skeptical undermining, or disbelief. It is the creation of 

“surds” of performativity at the level of civic/social awareness — every performance involves 

an audience, even if invisible or dead. Check out Diogenes’ antics to see how this is done. 

Not everyone can be as good as Diogenes in outraging the “normative citizens” of the 

status quo. However, there can be an element of kynicism within all kinds and levels of 

discursive behavior, and this is what constitutes society’s ability to maintain double and triple 

                                                
1 Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). 
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structures. To prove my point, Nicole Loraux, in her great book, The Divided City, shows how 

forgetting was institutionalized in ancient Athens to “hystericize” the collective Greek mind 

with institutions, architectures, customs, etc. that allowed two cities to coexist.2 

Now the problem with hysteria is that it organizes those who study it. The classic 

hysterical women of late 19c. Vienna manipulated the doctors who analyzed them — that was 

the “inner goal” of their hysteria. The hysteria motif is the construct symptoms in ways that 

conceal yet “signalize” about “hidden structures,” but of course these structure are traps set to 

capture the professional, the intellectual, the analyst — the Other. Just this happened, Loraux 

shows, when anthropologists, archaeologists, and other historians analyzed Athenian culture. 

They saw only what the hysterical “discursive city” wished to leave behind. Just how do you 

intend to escape being an Other? You’re a “perfect match” — a perfect “intended audience,” 

set up to receive the hysterical symptoms of ideology! 

Loraux: There were two cities, intentionally divided to solve the problem of how 

individual family ancestor worship, centered on the hearth, could be kept from interfering with 

the civic dedication to the Other via the idea of the political, in the context of an idealized 

democracy of male citizens. This required extreme manipulation of the role of women, and the 

suppression of the “Hestia component,” to the extent that the traditions of the hearth were 

appropriated by the democratic Other and “put on show,” so to speak, as a “civic symbol.” The 

historians bought this ploy and ignored the “problem it was intended to cover up.” The 

problem involved forgetting the violence of civic unrest by “remembering” a programmed 

substitute, a formulaic account that misdirected all who had relations with Athens and the 

Athenians themselves. 

I don’t think this kind of complexity is isolated to 5 BCE Athens! I think it is a continual 

and pervasive means of gendering discourse and civic life. When Lacan talks about gender in 

terms of membership and exception, people roll their eyes, but this is the most direct account 

available linking gender and social organization, showing how the difference in the two 

(relatively) simple rules of membership (the all with the one exception versus the not-all with 

no exceptions) can generate so many cultural forms and options. Loraux has a colleague who 

has shown how this works, Ginnie Lemoine.3 It’s not so far out that you can’t use it to 

structure your “conceptual design,” which is a must for the kind of survey you intend to do. 

The point is to renounce the forced ending of analysis as positive content. Your aim 

should be to show how difference leads to forced choice and how there is a resistant 

                                                
2 Nicole Loraux, The Divided City: On Memory and Forgetting in Ancient Athens. New York: Zone Books, 
2002. 
3 Lemoine, Ginnie, “A Reading of the Formulae of Sexuation: The Woman Does Not Exist,” Seminar given 
at Heraklion, February 17, 1993, and London, May 22, 1993, trans. John Conolly, Marc Du Ry, and Lindsay 
Watson, http://www.jcfar.org/Jcfar_downloads.html. 
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remainder that can be identified with free subjectivity. “THERE IS NO CONTENT IN THE VOID 

THAT MAINTAINS IDEOLOGY” should be your slogan, written in large red letters, and this is 

the “truth” of how ideology works, a portable truth invested into ideological discourse at every 

level. Once you renounce the content of this content, you move to the real content, 

performance. Here the project of free subjectivity and ideology coexist, just as they did in the 

personæ of Hermes and Hestia in Athens. Your account of this is the analysis of “content,” 

which is more accurately an analysis of “containing” — how civic societies can “contain” while 

preserving resistant remainders. How they can forget in the process of remembering, and vice 

versa. That would be a truly cool dissertation! 

 


