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From Science to U,terature 
uMan cannot speak his thought without thlnking his speech. 0 

-BONALD 

French university faculties possess an official list of the social 
and human sciences which constitute the object of a recognized 
instruction, thereby necessarily limiting the specialty of the 
diplomas they confer: you can be a doctor of aesthetics, of 
psychology, of sociology-not of heraldry, of semantics, of 
victimology. Thereby the insritution directly determines the 
nature of human knowledge, 'imposing its modes of division 
and of classificationJjust as a language, by its 0 obligatory rubricsn 
(and not only by its, exclusions), compels us to think in a certain 
way. In other words, what defines science (the word will hence
forth be used, in this text, to refer to all the social and human 
sciences) is neither its content (which is often ill defined and 
labile) nor its method ('":rhich varies from one science to the 
next: what do the science of history and that of experimental 
psychology have in common?}, nor its morality (neither serious
ness nor rigor is the property of science), nor its mode of 
communication (science is printed in books, like everything else), 
but only its status, i.e., its social determination: the object of 
science is any material society deems worthy of being transmit
ted. In a word, science is what is taught. 

Literature has all the secondary characceristics of science, i.e., 
all the attributes Vlhich do not define it. I ts contents are precisely 
those of science: there is certainly not a single scientific matter 
which has not at some moment been treated by universal 
literature: the world of the work is a total world~ in which all 
(social, psychologicat historical) knowledge takes place,, so that 
for us literature has that grand cosmogonic unity which so 
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4 From Science to Literature 

deli,ghted the ancient Greeks but ,,.rhich the compartmentalized 
state of our sciences denies us today. Further, like science, 
lirerature is methodical: it has its programs of research, which 
vary according to schools and periods (like those of science, 
moreover)t its rules of investigation, sometimes even its exper~ 
imental pretensions. Like science:, literature has its morality, a 
certain way of extracting its rules of procedure from the image 
it assumes of its being. and consequently of submitting its 
enterprises to a certain absolute spiriL 

One last feature unites scier1ce and literature, but this feature 
is also the one which divides them more certainly than any other 
difference: both are discourses (which was well expressed by the 
idea of the ancient logos), but science and literature do not 
assume--do not profess-the language \Vhich constitutes them 
in rhe same way. For science, language is merely an instrument, 
which it chooses to make as transparent, as neutral as possible, 
subjugated to scientific matters (operations, hypotheses, results), 
";rhich are said to exist outside ir and to precede it: on one side 
and first of all, the contents of the scientific message, which are 
everything: and on the other and afteru.•ards, the verbal form 
entrusted "'Tith expressing these contents~ V·lhich is, nothing. It is 
no coincidence if, since the sixteenth century, the combined rise 
of empiricism,. of rationalism, and of religious evidence (with 
the Reformation), Le,., of the scientific spirit (in the very broad 
sense of the term),, has been accompanied by a regression of 
the automy of language, henceforth relegated to the status of 
0 instrument'' OT of 0 fine style, 0 whereas in the Middle Ages 
human culture, as interpreted by the Septenium~ shared almost 
equally the secrets of language and those of nature .. 

For literature, on the contrary-at least for that literature 
which has issued from classicism and from humanism-language 
can no longer be the convenient instrument or the sumptuous 
decor of a social, emotional, or poetic ''reality" which preexists 
it and which it is responsible~ in a subsidiary way t for expressing, 
provided it abides by a few rules of style: no, language is the 
being of literature:, its very \'lOrld: all literature is contained in 
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the act of writing, an,d no longer in that of ~~thinking," of 
"painting,0 of "recounting,0 of "feeling. 0 Technically" according 
to Roman jakobson's definittont the "poetic" (i.e., the literary) 
designates that type of message wh,ich takes for object 'its own 
form,. and not its contents. Eth,ically, it is solely by its passage 
through language [hat literature pursues the disturbance of the 
essential concepts of our culture~ "realityH chief among them. 
Politically, it is by professing (an,d illustrating) that no language 
is innocent, it is by employing what might be caHed an °integral 
language'' that literature is revolutionary~ Literature thus is 
alone today in bearing the entire responsibility for language; 
for thou,gh science needs language, it :is no'lt tike literature, 
within language; science is taught, i.e.,, it makes itself known; 
literature fulfills m,ore than it transmits itse:lf (only its history is 
taught). Science speaks itself; literature writes itself; science is 
led by the voice., li[erature follows the hand; it is not the same 
bodyt and hence the same desire, which is behind the one and 
the other. 

Bearing essentially on a certain ~vay of taking language-in 
the former case dodged and in the latter assum,ed-the oppo· 
sition between science and literature is of particular importance 
to structuralism. Of course this \\'Ord, generally imposed from 
outsidet actually overlaps very diverse, sometimes divergent, 
sometimes even hostile enterprisest and no one can claim the 
privilege of speaking in its name; the author of these lines 
makes no such claim; he merely retains the most particular and 
consequently the mosc pertinent version of contemporary struc
turalism, meaning by that name a certain mode of analysis of 
cultural works1 insofar as this mode is inspired by the methods 
of contemporary linguistics& Thus, itself resulting from a lin~ 
guistic model, structuralism finds in literature, the work of 
language, an object much more than affinitary: h,omogeneous 
to itself~ This coincidence does not exclude a certain embar ... 
rassment, even a certain lacera[ion, depending on whether 
structuralism means to keep the distance of a science in relation 
to its object, or whether, on the contrary, it is willing to 
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compromise and to spoil the analysis it wields in that infinitude 
of language of which literature is today the conduit-in a word, 
depending on whether it seeks to be science or writing. 

As sc.ience, structuralism '~finds itself, 0 one might say, on every 
level of the literary work. First of all,, on the level of contents, 
or more exactly, on the level of the form of contents. since 
structuralism seeks to establish the 0 language0 of the stories 
told, 'their articulations, their units, the logic which links some 
to others-in short, the general mythology in which each literary 
work participates .. Next, on the level of the forms of discourse: 
slructuralism, by virtue of its method, pays special attentio'n to 
classifications, orders, arrangements; its essential object is tax

onomy t or the distributive model inevitably established by any 
human work. institution. or bookJ for there is no culture without 
classification; now discourse, or ensemble of words superior to 
the sentence, has its forms of organization; it too is a classifica .. 
tion, and a signifying one; on this point, literary structura1ism 
has a glamorous ancestor, one whose historical role is in general 
underestimated or discredited for ideological reasons: Rhetoric, 
grandiose effort of an entire culture to analyze and classify the 
forms of speech.> to render the world of language intelligible. 
Finally, on the level of words: the sentence has not only a literal 
or denoted meaning; it is crammed with supplementary signi .. 
fications: since it is at once a ci1ltural reference, a rhetorical 
model, a deliberate ambiguity of the speech--act, and a simple 
unit of denotation, the uliterary'' word has the depth of a space, 

and this space is the field of structural analysis itself, whose 
project is much greater than that of the old stylisticsj entirely 
based as it was on an erroneous idea of '~expressivity.'' On all 
its levels-that of the argument, that of discourse, that of the 
v.tords-the literary work thereby offers structuralism the image 
of a structure perfectly homological (present-day investigations 
tend to prove this) to the structure of language itself; derived 
from linguistics~ structuralism encounters in literature an object 
which is itself derived from language. Henceforth.J it will be 
understood that structuralism may attempt to found a science 
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of literaturej or more exactly a linguistics of discourse, whose 
object is the ulanguage" of literary forms, apprehended on many 
levels: a new project, for hitherto literature has been approached 
''scientifically .. only in a v,ery marginal fashion-by the history 
of works, or of authors, or of schools, or of texts, (philology). 

New as it may be, this project is nonetheless not satisfactory
or at least not su:fficient~ It leaves untouched the dilemma I 
mentioned at the beginning, one that is allegorically suggested 
by the opposition between science and literature, insofar as 
literature assumes its own language-under the name of writ
ing-and science avoids it, feigning to regard it as purely 
instrumental. In a word, structuralism will never be anything 
but one more uscience" (several of these are born every C'entury, 
some quite ephemeral)~ if it cannot make its central enterprise 
the very subversion of scientific language, i.e.. cannot "write 
itselJ0

: how can it fail to call into question the very langua,ge by 
which it knows language? Structuralism's logical extension can 
only be to join literature no longer as 0 objectu of analysis, but as 
activity of writing, to abolish the distinction, born of logic, which 
makes the work into a language-object and science into a meta~ 
language, and thereby to risk the illusory privilege attached by 
science to the ownership of a slave language. 

It remains therefore for the structuralist to transform himself 
into a uwriter," not in order to profess QT to practice t'style~ H but 
in order to reco,g:nize the crucial problems of any speech~act, 
once it is no longer swathed in the kindly cloud of strictly realist 
iHusions which make language the simple medium of thought. 
~fhis transf ormation-stiU rather theoretical, it must be admit,.. 
ted-requires a certain number of clarifications-or acknow} .. 
edgments. First of all, the relations of subjectivity and objectiv .. 
icy-or,. to put it another way. the subject's place in his work~ 
can no longer be conceived as in the palmy days of positivist 
science a Objectivity and rigor, attributes of the scholar which we 
still hear so much about, are essentially preparatory virtues, 
necessary to the work's moment,. and as such there is no reason 
to mistrust them or to abandon them; but these virtues cannot 
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be transferred to discourse, except by a kind of hocus-pocus, a 
purely m.etonymic procedure which identifies precaution with its 
discursive effect. ,Every speech-act suppos,es its own subject, 
whether this subject expresses himself in an apparently direct 
fashion, by saying /, or indirect, by designating himself as he, 
or i,n no fashion at aH, by resorting to impersonal turns of 
speech; whac is i,n question here are purely grammatical strat
age:ms, simply varying how the subject constitutes himself in 
discourse. i.e., gives hi,mself, theatrically or fantasmatically, to 
others; hence they all designace Corms of the image-repertoire. 
Of these forms, the most specious is the privative form, precisely 
the one usuaUy employed in s,cientific discourse, from which the 
scholar excludes himself in a concern for objectivity; yet what 
is excluded is never anything but 'the uperson° (psychological, 
emotionat biographical), not the subject; moreover, this subject 
is filled, so to speak~ with the very exclusion i.t so spectacularly 
imposes upon its person~, so that objectivity J on the level of 
discourse-an inevitable level, \ve must not forget-is an image
repertoire like any other. In truth, only an integral formalization 
of scientific discourse ('that of the hun1an sciences, of course, 
for in the case of che other sciences this has already been large1y 
achieved) could spare science the risks of the image-repertoire~ 
unless~ of course, it consents to employ this imageprepertoire 
w!th full knowledge, a knov·lledge which can be achieved on]y in 
writing: only v.-·riting has occasion to dispel the bad faith attached 
to every language una\\'are of its own existence. 

Again~ only writing-and this is a first approach to its defi ... 
nition--effectuates language in its totality. To resort to scientific 
discourse as to an instrument of thought is to postulate that a 
neutral state of language exists, from v.-·hich would branch off, 
like so many gaps and ornaments, a certain nu:n1ber of specia] 
languages. suieh as the literary language or the poetic language; 
this neutral state Vt·ould be, it is assumed:. the code of reference 
for all the ·~eccentric" languages wh)ch \\-·ould be only so many 
sub,-codes; by identifying itself "vith this referential code. basis, 
of all normality t scientific discourse arrogates to itself the very 
authority lvhich \\'riting must contest; the notion of "'\.vriting"' 
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implies in effect the idea that language is a vast system of which 
no single code is privileged-or, one may say, central-and of 
whi,ch the departments are in a relation of Hfluctuating hier
archy. H Scientific discourse believes it is a superior code; writing 
seeks to be a total code, including its own forces of destruction. 
It follows that only writing can break the theological image 
imposed by science, can reject the paternal terror spread by the 
abusive "truthu of contents and reasonings, can open to research 
the complete space of language, with its logical subversions, lhe 
mixing of its codes,, with its slippages, its dialoguest its parodies; 
only writing can set in opposition to the savant's assurance
insofar as, he "'expresses" his science~\\'hat Laurreamont called 
the writer's "modesty .. 0 

Last, between science and y..~ritin,g, there is a third margin, 
which science must reco1nquer: that of pleasure. In a civilization 
inured by monotheism to the idea of Transgression, where 
every value is the product of a punishment, this v.'ord has an 
unfortunate resonance: there is something light~ trivial, partial 
about iL Coleridge said: HA poem, is that species of composition 
which is opposed to works by science, by purposingt for its 
immediate object, pleasure, not truth''-an ambiguous declara· 
tion, for if it assumes the uerocic0 nature of the poem, (of 
literature), it continues to assign it a special and guarded canton~ 
distinct from the major 'territory of truth. "Pleasuret'. however
we admit this more readily novladays-implies an experience 
much wider, more significant than the simple salisfaction of 
utaste. '' No""·, the pleasure of language has never been seriously 
considered; the old Rhetoric had, in its fashion, some idea of it 
when it set up a special genre of discourse dedicated to spectacle 
and to admiration, the epidictic; but flassical art wrapped the 
pleasing livhich it claimed as its law (Racine: "The first rule is to 
please . . . ,,) in au the constraints of the "natural"; only the 
baroque, a literary experiment which has ne,'er been more than 
tolerated by our societiest at least by French society, dared some 
exploration of what might he called the Eros of language. 
Scientific discourse is remote from this; for if it accepted the 
nolion, it \\'Ould have to renounce all the privileges with \vhich 
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the social institution surrounds it and agree to return to that 
"literary lifet' Baudelaire calls~ apropos of Poe, 0 the sole element 
in which certain diclassis can breathe.,, 

Mutation of consciousness, of structure, and of rhe purposes 
of scientific discourse-that is what must be deman,ded today, 
precisely where the flourishing, constituted human sciences seem 
to leave less and less room for a literature commonly accused 
of unreality and inhumanity. But precisely: the role of literature 
is to ,represent actively to the scientific institution just what it 
rejects, i.e .. , the sovereignty of language. And structuralism 
should be in a good position to provoke this scandal; for, 
intensely conscious of the linguistic nature of human Ylorkst 
only structuralism today can reopen the problem of the linguistic 
status of science; having language-all languages-for object,. it 
has very quickly come to define itself as our culture's meta
language. This stage, however, must be transcended, for the 
opposition of lang,uage-objects and their meta .. Janguage remains 
ultimately subject to the paternal model of a science without 

language~ The task facing structural discourse is to make itself 
entirely homo,geneous to its object; this task can be accomplished 
by only two methods, each as radical as the other: either by an 
exhaustive formalization, or else by an integral writing. In this 
second hypothesis (\•Vhich \.\'e are defending here), science will 
become literature) insofar as literature-subject~ moreover, to a 
growing collapse of traditional genres (poem, narrative. criti
cism l essay)-is already~ has always been. science; for what the 
human sciences are discovering today, in whatever realm: s,oci .. 
ological, psychological, psychiatric, linguistic, etc~, literature has 
always known; the only difference is that literature has not said 
what it knows, it has written it. Confronting this integral truth 
of writing, the "human sciences/' belatedly constituted in the 
wake of bourgeois positivism, appear as the technical alibis our 
society uses to maintain the fiction of a theological truth, 
su perbly-abusively--disengaged from language. 

The Times Literary Supplemenl, 1967 



To Write: An Intransitive Verb? 

1. Uteratu,re and linguistics 

For centuries,. Western culture conceived of literature not as we 
do today, through a study of works, auth,ors, and schools, but 
through a veritable theory of language. This theory had a name, 
Rhetoric, and it triumphed in the West from Gorgias to the 
Renaissance, Le., for over two thousand yearsw Threatened since 
the sixteenth century by the advent of modern rationalism, 
rhetoric was altogether ruined when rationaHsm was trans
formed into positivism, at the end of the nineteenth. By then, 
there was no longer any common zone of reflection between 
literature and language: literature no longer regarded itself as 
language,. except in the work of a few precursor writers, such 
as Mallarme., and linguistics claimed only very limited rights 
over literature, these being enclosed within a secondary philo .. 
logical discipline of uncertain status~ stylistics~ 

As we know, this situation is changing, and it seems to me 
that it is in part to take cognizance of this change that our 
colloquium has been assembled: literature and language are in 
the process, of recognizing each other. The factors of this 
rapprochement are various and com,plex; I shall cite the most 
obvious: on the one hand, the action of certain writers who 
since Mallarme have undertaken a radi,cal exploration of writing 
and who have made their work a search for the total Book, 
such as Proust and Joyce; on the other, the development of 
linguistics itself,, which hence£ orth includes within its scope 
p,oetics, or the order of effects linked co the message and not to 
its referent. Hence, there exists today a new perspective of 
reAection--<ommonJ I insist, to literature and to linguistics, to 
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12 From Science to Literature 

the creator and the critic. whose tasks, hitherto absolutely self
contained, are beginn,ing to communicate, perhaps even to 

converge, at least on the level of the writer, whose action can 
increasingly be defined as a critique of language. It is in this 
perspective that I ""'ant to indicate by a f e"' brief observations, 
of a prospective and not conclusive nature, ho'n· the activity of 
'\i\'riting can today be expressed [enoncee] ·v:ith the help of certain 
linguisti,c catego1ries. 

,2. Language 

This new conjunction of literature and linguistics, which I have 
just mentionedt might provisionally be called, for lack of a better 
name~ semio-criticism, since it 'implies that Vtrriting is a system of 
signs. No\\r, semi<> .. criticism cannot be identified Vftith srylisttcs, 
even inane\.\/ formt or in any case, stylistics is far from exhausting 
it. It involves a perspective of an altogether different scope, 
\\rhose object cannot be conslituted by simple accidents of form, 
but by the very relations between the scriptor and language. This 
perspective ,does not imply a lack of interest in language, but, 
on the contrary, a condnual return to the "truths," however 
p,rovisional, of linguistic anthropology. Certain of these truths 
still have a power of provocation, in respect to a certain current 
idea of literature and of language, and for this reason, we must 
no'l fail to cons:ider them. 

1. ,On,e of the teachings of contemporary linguistics is that 
there is no archaic language, or that, at least, there is no relation 
between a languagets simplic:icy and its age: ancient languages 
can be as comp,Iete and as complex as th.e recent ones; there is 
no "progressive" history of languages. Hence, when we try to 

recognize in modern writing certain fundamental cate,gories of 
language, we make no claim to reveal a certain archaism of the 
"'psyche"; we are not saying that the writer harks back to the 
0 1ri,gin of languaget but that language is for him the origin. 

2. A second principle, especially important with regard to 
literature, is that language cannot be considered as a simp'le 
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instrument-utilitarian or decorative-of thought. Man d,oes 
not ex,ist prior to language, either as a species or as an individual. 
We never encounter a state 't-vhere man is separated fr,om 
language, which he then elaborates in order to "express0 what 
is happening with,in him,: it is language \\'hich teaches the 
definition of man, not the contrary. 

3. Moreover, from a methodological view J linguistics accus .. 
toms us to a new type of objectivity. The objectivity hitherto 
required in the human sciences is an objectivity of the g!.ven, 
which must be accepted totally~ Linguistics suggests, on the one 
hand, that we distinguish levels of analysis and describe the 
distinctive elements of each of these levels, in short, that we 
establish the discinctness of the fact and not the fact itself; and 
on 'the other, it asks us ro recognize that, unlike physical and 
biological fact st cultural facts are twofold, that they ref er to 
something else: as Benvenisce has observedt it is the discovery 
of language's uduplicity" which gives Saussure''s reflection all its 
value. 

4. T'hese few preliminaries are contained in a final proposition 
which justifies all semio ... critical research. C:ulture increasingly 
appears to us as a general system of :symbols. governed by 'the 
same operations: [here is a unity of the symbolic field9 and 
culture, in all its aspects, is a language. Hence, it is possible 
today 'tO foresee the c:onstitution of a unique science of culture,. 
which will certainly be based on various disciplinest but all 
devoted to analyzing~ at different levels of description, culture 
as language. Semio-criticism will obviously be only a part of this 
sciencet which will always remain a discourse on culture. 'This 
unity of the human symbolic field authorizes us to elaborate a 
postulate which I shall call a postulate of homology: the structure 
of th,e sentence, object of linguistics, can be recognized homo· 
logically in the structure of 'Works: discourse is not only a sum 
of s~ntences, it is, itself, one ,great sentence. It is in terms of 
this working hypothesis that I would like to confront certain 
categories of language with the writer''s situation in relation to 
his writing. I am not concealing the fact that this confrontation 
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does not have a demonstrative force and that for the moment 
its value rem,ains essentially metaphorical: but perhaps) too, in 
the order of objects which concerns ust m,etaphor has-more 
than \.\'e suppose-a methodological existence and a heuristic 
force. 

3. Temporality 

As we knowt there is a linguistic lemporality,, e,qually different 
from physical time and from what Benveniste calls "chronicle''' 
time, or the time of calendars and computations,, This linguistic 
time recei\1es extremely various contours and expressions in 
various languages-for example, certain languages like Chinook 
employ several pasts., including a mythic one-but one thing 
seems certain: the generaling center of Hngui,stic time is always 
the present of the speech-act [enonciation). This leads us to ask 
whether there is, homologous to linguistic time, a time specific 
to discourse. On this point~ B,enveniste offers an initial clarifi
cation: in many languages., specificaHy lndo-European ones, the 
system is twofold: ( i) a first system, or system of discourse 
proper, adapted to the remporality of the speaker, whose speech
act is always the point of origin; ( 2) a second system, or system 
of history~ of narrative, appropriate to the recounting of past 
eventst without the speaker's intervention and consequently 
deprived of present and future (except periphrastically), its 
specific tense the aorist (or its equivalents~ like the French passi 
simple)., precisely the one tense missing from the system of 
discourse. The existence of this a·personal system does not 
contradict the essentially logocentric nature of linguistic time 
we have just asserted: the second system merely lacks the 
characteristics of the first: one is linked to the other by the 
opposicion marked I unmarked: consequently, they participate in 
the same field of pertinence. 

The distinction between the two systems is not. at all the same 
as the one tradicionally made between objective discourse and 
subjective discourse, for we cannot identify the relation ,of the 
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speaker and the referent on one hand Y:ith the re]ation of this 

same speaker and the speech-act on the other, and it is on:ly 
this second relation wh,ich determines the temporal system of 

the discourse. ·rhese linguistic phenomena were difficult to 
perceive so long as literature was regarded as the docile and 
"transparent" expression of either so·called objecriv 1e (or chron

icle) time, or of psycho'logical subjectivity, i.e~t so long as litera· 
ture was placed within a totalilarian ideology of the referent.. 
Today, however,, literature discovers in the unfolding of dis

course "'That I call certain fundamental subtleties: for example, 
what is told in the aorist does not appear immersed in the past, 
in uwhat has taken placet"' but only in the non-personal, which 
is neither history nor science nor even the one of so ... called 
anonymous wricing, for what prevails in this one is the indefinite, 
not the absence of person: one is marked; he, paradoxically,, is 

not. At the other extreme of 'lhe experience of discourse~ the 
writer today, it seems to met can no longer be content to express 

his own present according to a lyrical project: he must learn to 

distinguish the speakerts presentt which remains grounded in 

psychological plenitude, from the present, of the locution, which 
is as Aexible as that locution and in \\1 hich event and writing are 

absolutely coincidental. Thus literature, at least in its explora· 
tions, is taking, the sa,me path as linguistics when, \Vi th Gustave 

Guillaume, it concerns itself with operative time, or the time of 
the speech-act itself. 

4. Person 

This leads to a second g,rammatical category, quite as important 
in linguistics as in literature: chat of person. fi,rst of all, we are 
reminded by the linguists thac person {in the grammatical sense 
of the term) seems to be universait linked to the very an'lhro
pology of language. Every language, as Benveniste has shown, 
organizes person into two oppositions: a correlation of person
ality, which sets person (/ or you) in opposition to the non

person (he or it), sign of what is absent, of absence itself; and, 
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\ 1Vithin this first great oppostt1on, a correlation of subjectivity 
sets t'tVO persons in opposilion, lhe I and the non-J' (i.e., you). 
For our purposesl v;e must make three oppositionst follo\ving 
Benveniste's lead. First of all, the polarity of persons, a basic 
(ondition of language, is nonetheless very special, for this 
polarity involves neither equality nor syn1n1ecry: ego always has 
a position of transcendence "~ith regard to you, I being interior 
to \~:hat is stated and yo-u remaining exterior to it; and yet I and 
you are reversible, I can al"·ays become you, and vice versa; this 
is not the case for the non-person (he or it), \V hi ch can never 
reverse itself into person or vice versa. Second,, the linguistic l 
can and must be d,efined in an entirely a-psychological fashion: 
I is nothing but 0 the person \\'ho utters the present instance of 
discourse containing the linguistic instance /H (Benveniste)~ Lastt 
the non·person never reflects the instance of discourse, being 
situated outside of it; ¥.'e must give its f uH weight to Benveniste,s 
recommendation that he or it is not to be represented as a more 
or less diminished or distanced person: he or it is absolutely 
11on-person, n1arked by the absence of v./hat specifically (i.e., 
linguistically) constitutes I and you. 

Fron1 this linguist.ic explanalion we shall dra\\~ several sugges
tions for an analvsis of literary discourse. First of an, we note 

" . 
that ,,.,,.hatever the varied and often ,cunning forms (marks) 
person may take when y,re proceed from sentence to discourse. 
just as in the case of temporality, the Yt'"orkJs discourse is subject 
to a double systemJ that of person and that of non-person. What 
produces an illusion, here, is that our classical discourse (in the 
broad sense) is a mixed one, Vv·hich frequently alternates-at a 
rapid rate (for example, within the same sentence)-the personal 
speech .. act and the a .. personal one, by a complex interplay of 
pronouns and descriptive verbs. This mixed system of person 
and non ... person produces an ambiguous consciousness which 
manages to keep the personal quality of what is stated, yet 

periodically breaking off the speaker's participation in the state~ 
ment. 

Second, if we return to the linguistic definition of the first 
person (/ is the one who says I in the present instance of 
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discourse)~ we may better understand the effort of certain writers 
today (I am thinking of Sollers's Dramt) W'hen they try to 
distinguish, on the level of the narrative itselft psychological 
person from the author of the writing: contrary to the ieurrent 
illusion of autobiographies and traditional novels, the subject of 
the speech-act can never be the same as the one who acted 
yesterday: the I of the discourse can no longer be the sit,e where 
a previously stored-up person is innocently restored. Absolute 
recourse to the instance of discourse in order to determine 
person 1 which with Damourette and Pichon we might call n),n

egocentrum (consider the exemplary beginning of Robbe-Grillefs 
novel In th,e Labyrinth: "'I am alone here now•')-this recourse. 
imperfect as its practice may still be, thus seems a weapon against 
the general bad faith of a discourse which makes or would make 
literary farm merely the expression of an interiority constituted 
previous to and outside of language~ 

Last, let us recall this detail of linguistic analysis: in the process 
of communicatio,n, the course of the I is not homogenous: when 
I liberate the sign /, I ref er to myself insofar as I am speaking, 
and here there is an act which is always new, even if repeated, 
an act whose '£meaning~· is always unprecedented; but upon 
reaching its destination, this l is received by my interlocutor as 
a stable sign, product of a complete codet whose contents are 
recurrent. In other words. the I of the one who writes I is not 
the same as the I which is read by you. This basic dissymmetry 
of language, explained by Jespersen and Jakobson by the notion 
of shifter or an overlapping of code and message, is finally 
beginning to disturb literature by showing it that intersubjectiv· 
ity, or rather interlocution, cannot be accomplished simply by a 
pious wish about the merits of "dialogue,n but only by a deep, 
patient, and often circuitous descent into the labyrinth of 

• meaning. 

S~ Diathesis 

There remains to be discussed one last grammatical notion 
which may illuminate t.he activity of writing at its very center, 
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since it concerns the verb to unite itself. It would be interesting 
to know at y..·hat m<>m.ent this verb began to he used intransitively, 
the writer no longer being the ·one \\rho ¥.rrites something, but 
the one who v:rites---abso•utely: this shift is certainly the sign of 
an important change in n1entality. But does it really involve 
intransivity? No writer,. of whacever period, can be unaware that 
he al\vays writes something; \i\i'e might even say that ic is 
parado·xically at the moment \vhen to write seems to become 
inlransitive that its. object, under the na1ne book or text, assun1es 
a special importance. Hence~ it is not, at least primarily, on the 
side of intransivity that 'vve must look for the definition of the 
tnodern verb to w1rit,e. Another linguistic notion n1ay give us the 
key: that of diathesis or, as the grammar books put it, "voi.ce·,, 
(active, passive, middle)~ Diathesis designates the way in \.\thich 
the subject of the verb is affected by the action; this is obvious 
for the passive; and yet linguisls tell us that, in Inda-European 
at least, the d·iachetical opposition is not bet\\~een active ancl 
passive bttt bet\,~een active and middle. According to the classic 
example given by ~feillet and Benveniste, the verb to sacrifice 

(ritually) is active if the priest sacrifices the victi1n in my place 
and for nie, and it is middle voice if, taking the knife from the 
priesfs hands, I n1ake the sacrifice for my O\\'n sake; in the case 
of the active voice~ the action is performed outside the subject, 
for although the priest makes the sacrifice, he is not aflected by 
it; in the case of the midd]e voice, on the contrary~ by acting, 
the subject affects himself, he always remains inside the action, 
even if that action involves an object. Hence~ the tniddle voice 
does not exclude transitivityT Thus defined, the middle voice 
corresponds exactly to the modern state of the verb to urrite: to 
'"'·rite is today to make oneself the center of the action of speech, 
it is to effect '"·riting by affecting oneself, to make action and 
affection coincide, to leave the Jcrip 1tor inside the writing-not as 
a psychological subject (the lndo-European priest could perfectly 
\\rell be overflo"'·ing with subjectivity while actively sacrificing 
for his client), but as agent of the action. \Ve can even take the 
diathetic analysis of the verb to write a little further. We kno\\r 
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that in French certain verbs have an active :mean,mng in their 
simple form (alltr-lo go, arriver-to arrive~ ~entrer-to return, 
sortir-to leave) bul take the passive auxiliary (itre--to be) in 
forming the perf eel tense (je suis alle, jt suiJ am·ve); in order to 
explain this bifurcation peculiar to the middle voice, Guillaume 
distinguishes between what he calls a diriment perfect (with the 
auxiliary avoir-co have)! which supposes an interruption of the 
action due to the speaker's initiative (je marchej je m'arrit'e dt 
marcher, jtai marche-I walk, I stop walking~ I have walked), and 
an in.tegra,nt perfect (with the auxiliary etre-to be), pecu•iar 'tO 

the verbs which designate a semantic 'Whole, which cannot be 
delivered by the subject's simple initiative (je suis .sorti, ii est mort
I have left, he has died-do not refer lo a d:iri,ment interruption 
of leaving or dying),. To write is traditionally an active verb! 
whose past is diriment; but in our literature the verb is changing 
status (if not form):, to write is becoming a middle verb with an 
integrant past, precisely insofar as to write, is becoming an indi
visible semantic whole; so that 'the true past, the "right'• past of 
this new verb is not. j'ai ecrit but je suis ecrit-as one says je suis 
ne,. i/ e:st 'mOrt, etc.t expressions in which, despite the verb etre, 
ther,e, is no notion of the passive, since without forcin,g matters 
we cannot transform je suis ecrit-1 am written-into on m·a 
ecrit-someone has written me& 

Thus, i,n the middle voice of to write, the distance between 
scriptor and language diminishes asymptotically. We could even 
say that it is 'the writings of subjectivity, such as romantic writing, 
which are active, for in them the agent is not interior but anterio1' 
to the process of writing= here the one who writes does not 
write for himself, but as if by proxy, for an exterior and 
antecedent person (even if both bear the same name), while, in 
the modern verb of middle voice to write, the subject is constituted 
as immediately contemporary with [he writing, being effected 
and affected by it: this is the exemplary case of the Proustian 
narrator, who exists only by writing, despite che reference to a 
pseudo· memory& 
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6,. The instance of discourse 

These observations suggest that the central probletn of n10,dern 
\vriting exactly coincides y.·ith \\-~hat 1A'e might call the proble
matics of the verb in linguistics: just as temporality, person, and 
diathesis define the positional fielcl of the subject, so mo,dern 
iiterature is trying, by various experin1ents, to establish a new 
position for the agent of "'riting in \\'riting it,Self. ·rhe meaning 
or the goal of this effort is to substitute the instance of discourse 
for the instance of reality (or of the referent). that mythic alibi 
\vhich has dominated-still do:rninates~the idea of literature. 
·rhe field of the ,,,.riter is only \vriting itself, not as pure '· 1form," 
conceived by an aesthetic of art for art's sake, but much more 
radicaUy as the only possible space of thr one utho writes~ 

It seems to nle necessary to remind those who accuse such ,, 

investigations of solipsism, forn1alisrn, or scientism that by 
returning to, the fundan1ental categories of language, such as 
person, tense, and voice, Vtre place ourse 1 ves at the heart of a 
problematics of interlo,cution, for such categories are precisely 
the ones where \.ve may exatnine the relations of I and ,of \vhat 

is deprived of the mark of/. Inasn1uch as person, tense~ and 
voice (so properly named) imply these remarkable linguistic 
beings known as shifters, they compel us to conceive ~anguage 
and discourse no longer in terms of an instrumental and 
consequently reified nomenclature, but as the very exercise of 
discourse: for example, the pronoun, which is doubtless the 
most dizzying of the shifters, belongs structurally (I insist) to 

discourse; this is, one might say, its scandal, and it Is on this 
scandal that Vti .. e must work today, in linguistics and in literature; 
we are trying to sound the depths of the upact of speech~' which 
unites the writer and lhe other, so that each moment of discourse 
is both absolutely new and absolutely understood. We can even, 
with a certain temerity t giv,e this research a historical dimension. 
We know that the medieval Septeniumt in its grandiose classifi
cation of the un:iversej prescribed two great sites of exploration: 
on the one hand the secrets 1of nature (quadrivium), on the other 
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the secrets of discourse (trivium: grammatica, rhetorica~ dialectica); 
this opposition was lost between the end of the Midd:le ,Ages 
and our own time, language being considered only as an 
instrument in the service of either reaso:n or the heart. Today, 
hO\\tever, something of that ancient opposition is reviving: to 
the ex,ploration of the cosmos corresponds, once again,. the 
exploration of language, conducted by linguistics. psychoanaJ. .. 
ysis, and literature. For literature itself is a science-no longer 
of the "human heart,,, but of human discourse; its investigation_. 
however. is no longer ad,dressed to the secondary forms and 
figures which constituted the object of rhetoric, but to the 
fundamental categories of language: just as, in our Western 
cultureJ grammar was born only lon,g after rhetoric, so it is only 
after having made its, way for centuries through le beau litt,eraire 
that literature can ra:ise the fundamental problems of language 
without which it would not exist. 

Colloquium at Johns Hopkins University, 1966 



Reflections on a Manual 

I should like to offer some simple, even simplistic observations 
suggested by a recent reading or rereading of a manual of 
French literary history. While rereading or reading this manual, 
which closely resembles those I remember from the lycee, I asked 
myself this question: Can literature be anything else for us than 
a childhoo,d memory? I mean,. what is it that continues, what is 
it that persists~ what is it that speaks of literature after the lycee? 

If we were to make an objective inventory, \\-Te wou'ld answer 
that what abides (from literature) in ad ult, current life is; certain 
crossword puzzles~ some televised quiz showsJ the posters of the 
centenaries of some writer's birth, some writerts deatht a feVti' 
paperback titles, some critical allusions in the newspaper wetre 
reading for altogether different reasons-looking for something 
altogether different from these allusions to literature. All of 
which has a lot to do, I believe,. \\'ith the fact that we French 
have always been accustomed to identify literature with the 
history of literature. The history of literature is an essentially 
academic object which in fact exists only because it is taught; so 
that the 'litle of our conference., HThe Teaching of Literature," 
is for me almost tautological. Literature is what is caught, period. 
It is an object of teaching. It is generally agreed that at least in 
France no major synthesis-say of the Hegelian type-has been 
produced on the history of our literature. If this French 
literature is a childhood memory-and that is how I am taking 
it-I should like to see-this will be the object of a very limited 
and quite banal inventory-what elements this memory consists 
of~ 

First of all, this, memory consists of certain objects which 
recur. which continually repeat themselves, and which we might 

22 
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almost call mone.mes of the meta-literary language or the 
language of literary history; these objects are of course the 
authors, the schools, the movements, the genres, and the cen
turies. And then, around these objects~ 1here is a certain.
actually very limited-number of features or predicates which 
find a place and combine with each other .. If we were to read 
the manuals of literary history, we should have no difficulty in 
determining the paradigmatics,. the elementary structure of 
these features, which app,ears to be that of couples in opposition 
with an occasional mixed term; this is an extremely simple 
structure:. for instance, there is the archetypal paradigm of our 
whole literature, romantic:ism-classicism (though French romanti
cism, on the international scale, seems a relative]y poor thing), 
occasionally amplified into romanticism~realism·symbolism (for the 
nineteenth century). As you know! the la\\' of combinati.ve 
operations permits, with very fe"'4' elements, the immediate 
production of an apparent proliferation: by applying certain of 
these features to! certain of the objects I have mentioned, we 
prod u·ce certain individualities, or certain literary indi.viduals. 
This is how the manuals always present the centuries themselves: 
in. a paradigmati.c fashion .. Actually, it's odd how a century comes 
to have a kind of individual existencet bu·t it is precisely our 
childhood memories which accustom us to make the centuries 
into individuals of a sort. The four great centuries of our 
literature are strongly individuated by our literary history: the 
sixteenth is overflowing life; the seventeench is unity; the 
eighteenth is movement; and the nineteenth is complexity. 

Other features are added which again can very nicely be set 
in opposition, paradigmatized. Here is a random sampling of 
these oppositionst these predicates v..~hich are fastened onto 
literary objects: there is ''exuberanft opposed to ~~restrained0; 

there is ,.,loft}' art" or "deliberate obscurityn opposed to uexpan ... 
sivenessl''; ·~rhetorical coldness,. to usensibility"----which overlaps 
the familiar romantic paradigm of cold and warm-or again the 
opposition between "sources" and uoriginality.,'' bet\~leen ''labor'" 
and "inspiration. It \'Vhat '\t\'e have here are the rudiments of a 
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little roster of this mythology of our literary history, one which 
would begin by establishing those mythic paradigms of which 
French textbooks have al"¥.'ays been so fon,d, perhaps because 
this was a good method of memorization or perhaps, on the 
contrary. because a mental structure that functions by contraries 
has a high ideologica'I yield (we need an ideological analysis to 
cell us). It is this same opposition chat we encounter~ for instance~ 
betVw·een Conde and Turenne, the great archetypes of t\\10 French 
temperan1ents~ if you put them together in a single writer 
Qakobson has taught tht:t the poetic act consists in extending 
a paradigm into a syntagm), you produce an author '"tho 
reconciles, for example, Hformal art and extreme sensibilityn or 
v.,."ho manifests "a witty nature concealing a tragic sensen (such 
as \liHon). \rVhat I am saying here is simply the sketch of "'hat 
we might imagine as a kind of little grammar of our literatureJ 
a grammar ¥.'hich would produce stereotyped individuations: 
authors. movements, schools. 

Second element of this memory: French literary history 
consists of dismissals "''e need to explore~ ·'rhere is-as '''e kno""', 
as has already been said-a whole other history which w·ould be 
precisely the history of such disn1issa]s. v\lhat are these ucensor
ships"? First of alL the social classes; the social structure which 
underlies this literature is rarely found in manuals of literary 
history, we 1nust turn to more en1ancipated, more highly de
veloped critical \Vorks in order to find it; \\'hen we read these 
manuals, references to class structure mav sometimes exist, but 

• 

only in passing and as aesthetic oppositions. )\ctually, "That the 
manual sets in opposition are class atmospheres, not realities; 
when the aristocratic ·'spirit0 is opposed to the bourgeois and 
folk spirit, at ieast for previous centuries~ it is the distinction of 
a refined taste '\A.'hich is opposed to good hun1or and realisn1. 
\\le also find, even in recent textbooks, sentences of this sort: 
uA plebe,ian1 Diderot lacks tact and delicacy; he commits faults 
of taste \Vhich affect the sentiments themselves with a certain 
vulgarity ... ~ 1 ·rhus, class exists, but as an aestheric or ethical 
atmosphere~ on the level of the instru1nents of kno\1vledge. lhese 
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manuals betray the flagrant absence of any economics or soci
ology of our literature. The second ~·censorshipu would obviously 
be chat of sexuality, but I shall not discuss it here, because it 
overlaps the much more general censorship which ,our enti,re 
society brings to bear upon sex. A third '4censorship'''-for my 
part~ I regard it as a censorship-would be that of the very 
concept of literature, which is never defined as a concept, 
literature in these manuals being an object which is self-under· 
stood and never interrogated in order 10 define, if not its being, 
at least its sociat symbolic., or anthropological functions; whereas 
in fact we might reverse this omission and say-in any case, I 
personally should be glad to say~that the history of literature 
ought to be conceived as a history of the idea of literature, and 
that such a history does not seem to exist~ for the moment. 
Finally, a fourch ~'censorship~u and not the least important, bears 
on '-languages," as always. A lan,guage is a much more important 
object of censorship~ perhaps, than all the resc By which I mean 
a manifest censorship, the kind these manuals bring to bear on 
states of language remote f ro:m the classical norm. This is a 
well-known phenomenon: there is a vast censorship of preciosity, 
"P'hich notably in the seventeenth century is described as a sort 
of classical :inferno: every French person, through the teaching 
of our school system, has the same judgment and the same vie""'· 
of preciosity as Boileau~ ~1oliere, or La Bruyere. This one~way 
indictment is repeated for centuries---and this despite what a 
real history of literature \vould readily make clearl i.e., the 
enormous and persistent success of preciosity lhroughout the 
seventeenth century, since even in 1663, a voluminous collection 
of poesies galantes by the Con1tesse de Suze went inlo fifteen 
printings. Hence, there is a point to clarify here-a point of 
censorship. There is also the case of sixteenth-century French., 
what is called Middle French, which is rejected fro1n our 
language, on the pretext that il consists of ridiculous novelties, 
I talianisms, jargon, baroque audaieities, etc., vYTithout ever raising 
the question of what it is Vtre have Jost today in the great 
traumatism of classical purity. V't/e have lost not only means of 
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expression, as they are called, but mental structures as well, for 
language is a mental structure. Here again,, there is perhaps an 
indictment to be broughtJ one w'hich should obviously begin 
with a condemnation of .. classico-centrism,9~ which in my opinion 
s,till marks our whole literature~ specifically in regard to lan~ 
guage .. Once againf we must include these problems of language 
in the problems of literature; we must raise the great questions: 
When does a lang,uage begin? What does to begin mean for a 
language? When does a genre begin? What does it mean when 
we are told of the first French novel, for instance? It is evident 
that there is always, behind the classical idea of the language, a 
political idea: the language's very being, i.e., its perfection and 
even its name, is linked to a culmination of power: the Latin 
classic is Latin or Roman p,ower; the French classic is monarchic 
power. This is why it must be said that, in our teaching~ we 
cultivate,. or we promote, what I should can the paternal language 
and not the mother tongue-particularly since,. let me say in 
passing, we do not know what spoken French is; we know what 
written French is because there are grammars of good usage; 
but no one knows what spoken French is; and in order to know, 
we should have to begin by escaping our classico-centrism. 

Third element of this childhood memory: this memory is 
centered, and its center is-as I have just said--classicism. This 
classico-centrism seems anachronistic to us; yet we are still living 
with it. Even now, we pass doctoral theses in the Salle Louis· 
l..iard, at the Sorbonne, and we must inventory the portraits in 
that hall; they are the divinities which preside over French 
knowledge in irs entirety: Corn,eille, Moliere, Pascal, Bossuet,, 
Descartes~ Racine under the protection---this is an admission
of Richelieu. This classi,co-.centrism goes far, then, since it alway:s 
identifies literature-and this even in the discussions of the 
manuals-with the kin,g. Literature is the monarchy. and invin
cibly the academic image of literature is constructed around the 
name of cercain kings: Louis XIV, of course, but also Fran~ois 
I, St. Louis, so that, ultimately, we are presented "'rith a kind of 
shiny image in which king and literature reflect each other. 
There is also. in this centered structure of our literary historyJ 
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a national identification; these manuals of history perpetually 
advance what are called typically Fren,ch values or typically 
French temperaments; we, are told_ for instance, that joinville 
is typically French; what is French-General de Gaulle has 
provided one definition-is what is "regular, nonnal, national.;, 
This is obviously the range of our literature's norms and, values. 
From the moment that this history of our literature has a center, 
it is obvious that it is constructed in relation to this center; what 
comes after or before in the structure is presented as harbinger 
or desertion4 What is before classicism heralds classicism
Montaigne is a precursor of the classics; what comes after 
classicism revives or betrays it. 

A last remark: the childhood memory I invoke borrows its pe,r· 
manent structuration, down through these centurie,s, from a grid 
which is no longer a rhetorical grid in our teaching, for that was 
abandoned around the middle of the nineteenth century (as Ge,r
ard Genette has shown in a splendid article on the problem); it is 
now a psychological grid. All academic judgments rest on the 
conception of form as the subject's "expression." Personality is 
translated into style: this postulate nourishes all judgments and 
all analyses concerning authors; whence, ultimately, the key value, 
the one most often invoked to judge authors: sincerity. For in ... 
stance, du BeUay will be praised for having produced certain sin
cere and personal cries; Ronsard had a sincere and profound 
Catholic faith; Villon,, a cry from the heart,. etc. 

These remarks are simplistic, and I am uncertain as to their 
value in a ,discussion~ but I should like to conclude them with a 
last observation. To my sense, there is a profound and irredu
cible antinomy between literature as practice and literature as 
teaching. This antinomy is serious because it is attached to what 
is perhaps the most serious problem we face today, the problem 
of the transmission of knowledge; this is doubtless, now,., the 
fundamental problem of alienation, for if the great structures 
of economic alienation have been more or less revealed, the 
structures of the alienation of knowledge have not; I believe 
that in this regard a political conceptual apparatus is not enough 
and that there must be, precisely, one of psychoanalytic analysis. 
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Hence, it is for this that we must work, and this will have many 
subsequent repercussions on ]iterature and on what can be done 
with it in teaching, supposing that literature can subsist in 
teaching, that it is compatible with teaching~ 

Meanwhile, we can indicate certain points of provisional 
correction; within a teaching system which retains literature on 
its program, I see three immediate ones~ The first would be to 
reverse classico-centris,m and to "do" literary history backwards: 
instead of envisioning the history of literacure from a pseudo
genetic point of view, we should make ourselves the center of 
this history, and if we really want to "do" literary history, 
organize this history starting from the great modern break; 
thus, past literature would be dealt with through present,.day 
disciplines, and even in present-day language: w·e should no 
longer see first-year lycie students obliged to study a sixteenth 
century whose language they scarcely understand, on the pretext 
that it comes before the seventeen'th century, itself beset by 
religious disputes unrelated to their present situation. Second 
principle': to substitute text for authoTt schooL, and movement. 
The text, in our schools~ is treated as an object of explication, 
but an explication of the text is itself always altached to a history 
of literature; the texl must be treated nol as a sacred object 
(object of a philology), but essentially as a space of language, as 
the site of an infinite number of digressions, thereby tracing, 
from a certain number of texts, a certain nun1ber of codes of 
knov.,.ledge invested in them. Finally, a third principle: at every 
opportunity and at every moment to develop che polysemic 
reading of the text, to recognize finally the rights of polysemy, 
to construct a sort of polysemic criticism, to open the text to 
symbolism. This v.·ottld produce, I believe, a considerable de
compression in the teaching of our literature-not, I repeat, as 
teaching is practiced-that depends on the teachers-but as it 
seems to me t.o be codified still. 

Colloquium at the C:entre cuhurel 
international de Cerisy-la-SaHe, 1969 



Writing Reading 

Has it never happened, as you were reading a book~ that you 
kept stopping as you read~ not because you weren 1't interested, 
but because you were: because of a How of ideas, stimuli, 
associations? In a word, haven't you ever happened to read 'Whi/L 
loo/ting up from your boolc? 

lt is such reading, at once insolent in that it interrupts the 
text 11 and smitten in that it keeps returning to it and feeding on 
it, which I tried to describe .. In order to write it, in order for 
my reading to become in its turn the object of a new reading 
(that of the readers of Sil), I obviously had to try to systematize 
all those moments when one l-0oks up. In other words) to 
interro,gate my own reading was to try to grasp the form of all 
readings (form: sole site of science)J or again: to devise a theory 
of reading. 

I the ref ore took a short text (this was essential co the detailed 
scope of the enterprise)t Balzacts Sarrasine, a little-known tale 
(but isn~t Balzac, defined precisely as Inexhaustible, the author 
no one e,ver reads all of~ except by some exegetic vocation?), 
and I kept stopping as I read this text. Criticism ordinarily 
functions (this is not a reproach) eilher by microscope (patiently 
illuminating the work's philological, autobiographicat or psy ... 
chological ,details) or by telescope (scrutinizing the great histor ... 
ical space surrounding the author). I denied myself these two 
instruments: I spoke neither of Balzac nor of his time,. I explored 
neither the psychology of his characters nor the thematics of 
the text nor the sociology ,of the anecdote. Recalling the camerats 
first fears in decomposing a horse's trot, I too attempted to 
ufilm" the reading of San-a.sine in slow motion: the res,ult, I 
suspect. is neither quite an analysis (I have not tried to grasp 
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the secret of this strange text) nor quite an image (I don't think 
I have projected myself into my reading; or if I have,. it is from 
an unconscious site which falls far short of umyselfn). "fhen 
what is Sil? Simply a text, that text which we write in our head 
when we look up. 

Such a text, which we should be able to can by a single word, 
text-as-reading, is little known because for centuries we have 
been overly interested in the author an,d insufficiently in the 
reader; most critical lheories try to explain why the author has 
written his workt according to which pulsions, which constraints, 
which limits .. . .. This exorbitant privilege granted to the site 
the work comes from (person or Story), this censorship applied 
to the site it seeks and where it is dispersed (reading) determine 
a very special (though an old) economy; the author is regarded 
as the eternal owner of his work,. and the rest of ust his readers, 
as simple usuf ructuaries. This economy obviously implies a 
theme of authority: the author, it is believed, has certain rights 
over the reader t he constrains him to a certain meaning of the 
work, and this meaning is of course the right one, the real 
meaning: whence a critical morality of the ri.ght meaning (and 
of its defect~ umisreading''): we try co establish what the author 
meant, and not at all what the reader understands. 

Though certain authors have themselves notified us that we 
are free to read their text as we choose and that they are not 
really inter,estied in our choice (Valery), we still find it hard to 
perceive how the logic of reading differs from the rules of 
composition. These, inherited from rhetoric, are still taken as 
referring to a deductive, i.e~, rational model: as in the case of 
the syllogism* il is a matter of compelling the reader to a 
meaning or an issue: composition channels; reading, on the 
contrary (that text we write in ourselves when we read), disperses, 
disseminates; or at least, dealing with a story (like that of the 
sculptor Sarrasine), we see clearly that a certain constraint of 
our progress (of "suspense") constantly struggles within us 
against the text's explosive forcet its digressive energy: with the 
logic of reason (which makes this story readable) mingles a logic 
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of the symbol. This latter logic is not deductive but associative: 
it associates with the material text (\Vi th each of ,its sentences) 
other ideas, other images, other significations,. ~'The text, only the 
Lext,~' we are told, but "'only the text 0 does not exist: there is 
imm,ediatel)1 in this tale, this novel, this poem I am readingt a 
supplement of meaning for which neither dictionary nor gram, ... 
mar can account.. It is this supplement whose space I wan'led to 

explore in writing my reading of Balzac's Sarrasine+ 
I have not reconstituted a reader (you or myself) but reading. 

I mean, that every reading derives from trans-individual forms: 
the associations engendered by the letter (but -y.rhere is that 
letter?) are never, W'hatever Y.'e do,, anarchic; they are always 
caught up (sampled and inserted) by certain codes, certain 
languages, certain lists of stereotypes. The most subjective 
reading imaginable is never anything but a game played ac
cording to certain rules.. Where do these rules come from? 
Certainly not from the author, who does nothing but apply 
them in his ovt'n way (this can be jnspired,. as in Balzac's case): 

visible apart from him, these rules come from an age-old logic 
of narrative, from a symbolic form which constitutes us even 
before we are born-in a 1NOrd, from that vast cultural space 
through which our person (\vhether author or reader) is only 
one passage. To open the text, to posit the system of its reading, 
is therefore not only to ask and to sho\\' that it can be interpreted 
freely; it is especially, and much more radically, to gain acknowl .. 
edgment that there is no objective or subjective truth of reading,. 
but only a ludic truth; again, ''game" must not be understood 
here as a distraclion, but as a piece of work-from whicht 
however, all labor has evaporated: to read is to make our bod)1 

W'ork (psychoanalysis has tau,ght us that this body greatly excee,ds 
our memory and our consciousness) at the invitation of the 
texl"s signs, of all the languages which traverse it and form 
something like the shimmering depth of the sentence. 

I can easily imagine readable narrative (the one we can read 
without declaring it "unreadable": who does not' understand 
Balzac?'). As one of those articulated lay figures that painters 
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use (or used to use) in order to "catch,, the various pos,tures of 
the human body; reading, we too imprint on the text a certain 
posture, and it is for this reason that it is alive; but this posture. 
which is our invention, is possibJe only because there is a 
governed relation among the elements of the text, in short a 
proportion: I have tried to analyze that proportion, to describe 
the topological disposition which gives the reading of a classical 
text both its contour and its freedom. 

Le Figaro littiraire, i 970 



On Reading 

I should like~ firsc of alt to thank the Writing Conference of 
Luchon for welcoming me here. Many things unite us, beginni,ng 
with that shared question \\thich each of us asks from his own 
posilion: What is reading? How does one read? Why does one read? 
One thing, hov.'ever, separates us, which I shall not attempt to 
disguise: I have, for a long while~ C'eased to engage in any 
pedagogical practice: school. lycee., and co1lege are today 'Un

known to me~ and my o\\~n teaching practice---which counts for 
a great deal in my life-at the 'Ecole des Hautes Etudest is very 
marginal, very anomic, even within university teaching. Now, 
since this is a co,ngress, it seems to me that each of us should 
make his own voice heard-the voice of his practice; hence, I 
shall not compel myself to join, co mimic, a pedagogical com-
petence 'Which is not my oy.·n: I shall ab'ide by a particular 
reading (as any reading is,?}-the reading of the subject l am, 
""'horn I believe myself to be. 

I am, with regard to readingt in a great doctrinal ,confusion: 
as for a 1doctrine of reading, I have none; on the other hand, a 
doctrine of writing is gradually takin,g shape. This confusion 
sometimes goes so far as to become a doubt: I do not even know 
if one must have a do'Ctrine of reading; I do not know if readi,ng 
is not, constitutively, a plural field of scattered practices, of 
irreducib•e effects, and ift consequendyt the reading of readingt 
meta·readingt is not itself merely a burst of ideas, of fears~ of 
desires, of delights, of oppressions about which we should speak 
in fits and starts, blow by blow." in the plural image of the many 
and various workshops which constitute th'is, congress. 

I shall not att1empl to reduce this confusion (mor1eover, I have 
no means of doing so), but only to situate it, t.o comprehend 
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the excess of Yv'hich the notion of reading is evidently the o~ject 
in myself. Where to start'? VttTeU, perhaps with what has permitted 
modern linguistics to get under \Vay: \\i~irh the notion of pertz'nence. 

1 .. Pertinence 

Pertinence is-or at least 'Nas-in linguistics the point of vie\v 
from which one c:hooses to consider., to question, to analyze an 
ensemble as heteroclile, as disparate as language: it was only 
when he had 1nade up his mind 'lo regard language from the 
point of vie\.\' of meaning, and from that point of view alone, 
chat Saussure stop·ped fumbling, left panic behind, and was abie 
to establish a ne"'T linguistics; it was by deciding to consider 
s.ounds alone within the pertinence of meaning alone that 
Trubetskoy and Jakobson launched the development of pho
nology; it was by consenting~ at the expense of many other 
possible considerations, to see in h u11dreds of folk tales only 
situations and stable, recurrent roles~in short, forms-·that 
Propp founded the structural analysis of narrative. 

If, then, \\re could determine a pertinence within which to 
interrogate reading. we might hope to develop, gradually,. a 
linguistics, a semiology, or simply an analysis of reading-from 
anagnosis~ an anagnosology: why not? 

Unfortunately, reading has not yet encountered its Propp or 
its Saussure; chat desired pertinenceJ image of the scholar~s 
alleviation, has not been found-at least not yet: the old perti
nences do not suit reading~ or at least reading overflows them. 

1. In the field of reading, there is no pertinence of objects: 
the verb to read, apparently much more transitive than the verb 
to speakt can be saturated, catalyzed by a thousand complements 
of objects: I read texts. images, cities, faces, gestures, scenes, 
etc. These objects are so varied that I cannot unify them within 
any substantial nor even formal category;, I can find only one 
intentional unity for them: the object I read is founded by my 
intention to read: it is simply kgend'um, to be read, issuing from 
a phenomenology, not from a s,emiology. 
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2. In the field of reading-and this is more serious-there is 
nor only no pertinence of le·1...1els, there is no possibility of 
describing levels of readingt because there is no possibility of 
closing the list of these levels. Of course, there is an origin of 
graphic reading: this is the apprenticeship to letters, to written 
words;, but, on the one hand, there are readings without 
apprenticeship (images)-at least without techn:ical~ if not cul
tural apprenticeship-and on ·the other hand, once this techne 
is acquired, \"\i'e do not know where to halt the depth and the 
dispersion of reading: at the apprehension of a meaning? Which 
meaning?· Denoted? Connoted?· These are artifacts, I shall call 
them ethical artifacts, since denoted meaning tends to pass for 
the simple, true meaning and to found a la"'· (ho\.v many men 
have died for a meaning?), , .. ,hile connotation permits (this as its 
moral advantage) positing a law "rith multiple meanings and 
thereby liberating reading: but ho, .. · far? To infinity: there is no 
structural obligation to close my reading: l can j us'l as well extend 
the lin1 its of the readable to .in fin it y, decide that everything is 
finally readable (unreadable as this seems), but also, conversely, 
I can decide that in the depths of every text, however readable 
its conception, there is, there remains a certain measure of the 
unreadab,le. Our knowing how to read can be determined, verified 
at its inaugural stage, but it very quickly becomes a knowledge 
without basis~ withou[ rules, withou·t degrees~ and without end+ 

This difficulty in finding a pertinence, from which to establish 
a coherent analysis of readin.g, we must assume we are respo·n
sible for simply because we lack genius. But we can als.o suppose 
that non~pertinen.ce :is s.omehow congenital to read:ing: something, 
statutorily, comes to blur the analysis of t'he objects and levels 
of reading, and thereby checkmates not only any search for a 
pertinence in the analysis of reading.,. but even, perhaps, the 
very concept of pertinence (for the same thing seems to be 
happening in the realm of linguistics and narratology). This 
something I believe I can name (in a quite banal fashion, 
moreover): it is Desire. le is because every reading is steeped in 
Des:ire (or Disgust) that anagnosology is difficu'lt, perhaps im ... 
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possible~in any case, that it is likely to be achieved just where 
we do not expect it, or at least not exactly \~:here \\.te expect it: 

by-recent-trad·itiont we expect it in the realm of st.ructure; 
and no doubt ¥¥re are partly right: every reading occurs within 
a structure (however multiple, ho\\Tever open), and not in the 
allegedly free space of an alleged spontaneity: there is no 
0 naturat" """Tild" reading: reading does not overflow structure; 
ir is subject to ic it needs structure, it respects structure; but 
reading ptnierts structure. Reading is the gesture of the body 
(for of course one reads "''ith onets body) which by one and the 
same n1ovement posits and perverts its order: an interi·or 
supplement of perversion. 

2. Repression 

I am not in,quiring, strictly speaking, about the avatars of the 
desire to read; notably, I cannot ans\ver this irritating question: 
\\lhy don't Frenchmen today want to read? \\thy, it appears, do 
fifty percent of them not read? \\'hat we might consider is the 
trace of desire-or of non .. desire-that there is u1ithin a reading, 
supposing that the will-to .. read has already been assumed. And 
first of all, the repressions of reading. '"l'wo of y.r hich come to 
mind. 

The first results f ram all the constraints-social or interiorized 
by a thousand relays-y..·bich make reading a duty~ in which the 
very act of reading is determined by a la'n·: the act of reading, 
or better still, the act of having read, the almost ritual trace of 
an initiati.on. Hence, I am not speaking of the ''instrumental" 
readings necessary to t.he acquisition of a specific kind of 
knowledget of a technique, and according to which the gesture 
of reading vanishes beneath the act of learning: I am talking 
about "free .. ' readings, which you 0must'~ nonetheless have 
performed: you '''must" have read (The Princess of Cleves, Anti-Oed
ipus). Where does the law come from? From var:ious instances, 
each of which is instituted as a value, as ideology: for the avant
garde militant,, you "musf' have read Bataille .. Artaud. For a long 
time~ when reading Vttas narrowly el.itist, there were duties of 
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universal reading; I sup,pose that the collapse of humanist values 
has put an end to these duties· of reading: for them have been 
substituted certain private duties, linked to the hrolett the subject 
acknowledges he has in today,s society; the law of reading no 
longer comes from an eternity of culture, but from a bizarre, 
or at least eni,gmatic, ins,tance located between History and 
Fashion. What I mean is that there are group lawst micro-laws, 
from which, one must be entitled to liberate oneself. Or again: 
freedom to read1 whatever its price, is also freedom not to read. 
Who knows if certain things, are not transformed, who kno,ws 
if certain important things do noc happen (in workt in the 
history of th,e historical subject) not only by the effect of readings 
but also by the effect of reading~s omissions (forgettings): by 
whac we might call the unconstraint.s of reading? Or again: in 
reading, Desire cannot be detached, 'Whatever the cost to our 
institutions, from its own pulsional negativity. 

A second repression is perhaps that of the Library. No 
ques,tion, of courset of contesting che instituti,on~, or of ignoring 
its necessary development; but a question of acknowledging the 
trace of repression in this fundamental and inevitable feature 
of the public (or simp1ly: collective) Library: its facticity. Facticity 
in itself is not a road to repression (Nature has nothing partic
ularly liberating about it); if the Library's facticity produces a 
failure in the Desire to read, it is for two reasons. 

14 By statust whatever its dimen,si,on, the Library is infinite, 
insofar as it is always (however well-conceived it may be) both 
short of and in excess of demand: tendentially, the book you 
want is never there, while another book is offered to you: the 
Library is the space of substitutes for desire; confronting the 
adventure of reading, it is reality, in that it calls Desire to order: 
to derive pleasure, satisfaction, gratification from a Library, the 
subject must renounce the effusion of his own image~repertoire; 
he must have done his Oedipus-that Oedipus I must not only 
"do0 at the age of fourt but every day of my life that I desire~ 
Here in the Library, it is the very profusion of books which is 
the law, ieastration. 

2 ., The Library is a space one visits, but not that one inhabits. 
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We should have in our language, versatile as it is said to be:, tVw'O 

different words: one fo,r the Library book, the other for the 
book-at-home (let us use hyphens, producing an autonon1ous 
syntagm \·vhose referent is a specific o~ject); one for the book 
"borroVwTed',-usually through a bureaucratic or magistral me
diation-the other for the book grasped~ held, taken up as if it 
were already a fetish; one for the book-as-object of a debt (it 

must be returned), the other for the book-as-object of a desire 
or an immediate (without mediati<>n) demand. Domestic (and 
not public) space deprives the book of any function of so,cial, 
cultural, institutional appearance. Of course the book~at--home is 
not a pure fragment of desire: it is (generally) traversed by a 
mediation which has nothing particularly clean about it: money; 
we have had to buy it, which means not having bought others; 
but things being what they are, money is itself a liberation
which the lnstitution is not; in the F ourierist utopia, books are 
worth virtually nothingt but they nonetheless experience the 
mediation of a few pennies: they are covered by an Expen.s.e, 
whereupon Desire functions:: something is released. 

3. Desire 

What is there of Desire in reading? Desire cannot be named, 
not even (unlike Demand) expressed. Yet it is certain that there 
is an eroticism of reading (in reading t desire is there '~ith its 
object~ \\'hich is the definition of eroticism). Of this eroticism of 
reading, there is perhaps no purer apologue than that ep:isode 
in Proust's novel where the young Narrator shuts himself up in 
the 1Co,mbray bathroom in order to read, so as not to see his 
grandmother su:ff er when she has been told, as a joke,, that her 
husband is go1ing to dr:ink cognac ... ): ''I went up sobbing to 
the very top of the house, to the room next to the schoolroom, 
under the roof, a little room smelling of iris, and also perfumed 
by a wild currant bush sprouting between the stones of the wall 
outside and which thrust a flowering branch through the open 
windo\\~. Intended for a more particular and vulgar use, this 
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roo,m~ from which one had a viewt ,during the ,day, all the way 
to the donjon of Roussainville·le-Pin, long served me as a refuge, 
doubtless, because it was the only place I was allowed to lock 
myself in, for aU those occupations of mine which required an 
invio1lable solitude: reading., reverie, tears, and pleasure.,, 

ThusJ a desiring reading appears., marked with two institutive 
features. By shutting himself up to read, by making reading 
into an absolutely separated, clandestine state in which the whole 
W'Orld is abolished, the reader is identified with tW'O other human 
subjects-actually quite close to each other-whose state also 
requires a violent separation: the amorous subject and the mystic 
subject; 'Theresa of Avila specified reading as a substitute for 
mental prayer; and the amorous subject, as we know, is marked 
by a retreat from reality, he releases himself from the outer 
world,. This certainly confirms 'that the reader~subject ,is a subject 
entirely transposed into the register of the image~repertoire; 
his whole economy of pleasure consists in nursing his dual 
relation with the book (i.e., with the Image)t by shutting himself 
up alone with itJ fastened to it, like the child fastened to the 
mother and the Lover poring over the beloved face. The iris
smelling bathroom is the very closure of the Mirror, the site of 
the paradisiac coalescence of subject and Image-· of the book .. 

T'he second f ea tu re from which a desiring reading is cons ti .. 
tuted-as we are told explicitly by the bathroom episode-is 
this: in reading, all the body's emotions are present, mingled, 
coiled up~ fascination,, emptinesst pain~ voluptuousness; reading 
produces an overwhelme1d body, but not parceled out (otherwise:, 
reading would not issue from 'lhe image-repertoire). Yet some
thing :more eni,gmatic is presented for us to read, to interpret 
in the Proustian episode: reading-the delight of reading-has 
some relatio,n with anality; one and the same metonymy connects 
reading, excrement, and-as \\ore have seen-money .. 

And now-without leaving the reading room-this question: 
Are there different pleasures of reading? Is there a possible 
typology of these pleasures? It seems to me that there are~ in 
any case, at least three type,s of pleasure of reading or, to be 
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more specific, three ways by V¥Thich the Image of reading iean 
capture the reading subject. According to the first mode, the 
reader has a fecishist relation with the text being read: he takes 
pleasure in the words, in certain words, in certain arrangements 
of words; in the texts, certain areas, certain isolates are formed 
and in their fascination the reader-subject is lost,, ruined; this 
would be a kind of metaphoric or poetic reading; to enjoy this 
p,Jeasure, is lhere any need of an extended linguistic culture? 
This is not certain: even rhe very young child~ at the stage of 
prattle, knows the eroticism of the word, an oral a.nd aural 
practice available to pulsion. According co the second mode,. 
which is just the contrary, the reader is drawn onward through 
the book's length by a force always more or less disguised!, 
belonging to the order of suspense: the book is gradually 
abolished, and it is in this impatientt impassioned erosion that 
the deleftation lies; a matter:, chieflyt of the metonymic pleasure 
of all narration, without forgetting that knowledge itself can be 
recounted,, su,bjected, to a movement of suspense:; and because 
this pleasure is visibly linked to the observation of what is 
unfolding and to the revelation of v.That is hidden, we can 
suppose there is some relation to the ,discovery of the primal 
scene; I want to surprise, I am about to faint from expectation: 
a pure image of delectation, in that it does not belong to the 
order of satisfaction; we should also question, conver:sely, the 
blockagesl the distastes of reading: Why don'r we go on with a 
book? Why cannot Bouvard, deciding to take up the Philosophy 
of History, '''finish Bossuet's celebrated Discours"? Is this, Bou
vard's fa ult, or Boss,uel's? Are there universal mechanisms of 
attraction? Is there an erocic logic of Narration? Here the 
structural analysis of narrative should raise the problem of 
Pleasure: it seems to me that it now has the means to do so. 
Then there is a third adventure of reading (I am calling adventure 
the way in wh,ich pleasure comes to the reader): that of Writing; 
reading is a conductor of the Desire to \\'rite (we are now sure 
that there is a delectation of writing, although it is still very 
enigmatic for us); not that we necessarily "tanted to write like 
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the author we enjoy reading; what we desire is only the desire 
the scriptor has in writing, or again: we desire the desire the 
author had for the reader when he was writing, we desire the 
lovt·mt which is in all writing. This has been v,ery clearly put by 
the writer Roger La,porte: 0 A pure reading which does not call 
for another writing is incomprehensible t.o me~ .. Reading Proust, 
Blanchot, Kafka, Artaud gave me no desire to write on these 
authors (not even, I might add, like them), but to write."' In this 
perspective, reading is a veritable production: no longer of 
interior images, of projections, of hallucinations. but literally of 
work: the (consumed) product is reversed into production, into 
promise., into desire for producti,on, and the chain of desires 
begins to unroll, each reading being worth the writing it 
engenders, to infinity. ls this pleasure of production an elitist 
pleasure~ reserved only to potential wrilers? In our society_ a 
society of consumption and not of production, a society of 
reading~ seeing:~ and hearing, and not a society of writing, 
looking, and listening, everything is done to block the answer: 
lovers of writing are scattered, clandestine, crushed by a thou
sand--even internal-constraints. 

This is a problem of civilization: but, for me, my profound 
and constant conviction is that it will never be possible to liberate 
reading ift in the same impulse,, we do not liberate writing. 

4. Subject 

There has been a great deal of discussion, and long before the 
advent of Structural Analysis, of the different points of vie\\' an 
author can adopt to tell a story--0r simply to produce a text. A 
way of connecting the reader to a theory of Narration,. or more 
broadly to a Poetics, would be to consider him as himself 
occupying a point of view (or several in succession); in other 
\\'ords,,, to treat the reader as a character, to make him into one 
of the characters (not even necessarily a privileged one) of the 
fiction and/or the Text. Greek tragedy affords an example: the 
reader is that character \\'ho is on stage (even if clandestinely) 
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and who hears \\'hat each of the partners of the dialogue does 
not hear; his hearing is dou hie (and 'the,ref ore virtually multiple). 
In other words,, the reader's specific site is the p1aragram1 as, 'it 
obsessed Saussure (did he not feel he was going mad, this 
scholar~ from being solely and completely the reader?): a '•true'~ 

readingt a reading which would assume, its affirmation, wou1d 
be a mad reading, not because it would invent improbable 
meanings (misconstructions),, not because it would be '•delirious/~ 
but because it would perceive the simultaneous multiplicity of 
meanings, of points of view, of structures,, a space extended 
outside the laws which P'roscribe contradiction c·TextH is the 
very postulation of su,ch a space). 

This imagination of a total-Le., totally multiple, paragram
matic-reader may be useful in that it permits us to glimpse the 
Paradox of the reader: it is commonly admitted that to read is 
to decode: letters, words, meanings, structures, and this is 
incontestable; but by accumulating decodings (since reading is 
by rights infinite), by removing the safety catch of meaning, by 
putting reading into freewheeling (which is its structural voca· 
tion)~ the reader is caught up in a dialectical reversal: finally, 
he does not decode, he overcodes; he does not deciphert he 
pro,duces, he accumulates languages, he lets himself be infinitely 
and tirelessly traverse1d by them: he is that traversal. 

Now, this is the very situation of the human subject, at least 
as psychoanalytic epistemology tries to understand hin1: a subject 
who is no longer the thinking subject of idealistic philosophy, but 
rather devoid of all unity, lost in the d,ouble misreading of his 
unconscious and of his i 1deology, and remembering only a 

whirligig of languages. I mean by this that the reader is the 
complete subject, that the field of reading is that of absolute 
subjectivity (in the materialistic sense v.thich this old idealistic 
word can nov,r have): every reading proceeds from a subject, 
and it is separated from this subject only by rare and tenuous 
mediations~ the apprenticeship of letters, a few rhetorical pro~ 
tocols, beyond which (very quickly) it is the subject "'ho redis
covers himself in his ov.ln, individual structure: either desiring, 
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or perverse, or paranoiac, or imaginary, or neurotic-and of 
course in his historical structure as well: alien.ated by ideology, 
by the routines of codes. 

This is to indicate that ·we cannot reasonably hope for a 
Science of reading, a Semiology of reading, unless we conceive 
the possibility, some dayf of-a contradiction in terms-a Science 
of the Inexhaustible, of infinite Displacement: reading is precisely 
that energy, that action which will seize-in this text, in this 
book-the very thing 0 which ref uses to be exhausted by the 
categories of Poetics";* reading, in short, is the permanent 
hemorrhage by which structure-patiently and usefully de· 
scribed by Structural Analysis-collapses, opens, is lost, thereby 
consonant with any logical system which ultimately nothing can 
close -leaving intact what we must call the movement of the 
subject and ·of history: reading is the site where structure is 
made hysterical. 

Lt Franfais aujourd'huit 1976 

•Oswald Ducrot and T'z\letan Todorov, Dicti.onnairt encycloptdiqut dts scinuts 
du langagt (ParisJ 1972). p. l 07. 



Freedom to Wri'te 

Flaubert's last novel is, missing a chapter on orthography~ In it 
we, would find Bouvard and Pecuchet ordering from Dumouchel 
a whole little library of spelling manuals. at first delighted t then 
astounded by the comminatory and contradictory character of 
the rules prescribed, finally working each other up and endlessly 
arguin,g: Why this part'icular written form? Why write Cam, Paon, 
Lampet VentJ R'ang when the vowel sound is the same in each 
case? Why Quatre an,d ,Caille, since 'these two words have the 
same initial consonant? Whereupon Pecuchet would inevitably 
conclude, bo,w,ing his head: ,,~;Spelling, might be a hoax!., 

This hoax, as 'We know, is not an innocent one. Of course~ for 

a historian of the languaget these ac:cidents of French orthog+ 
raphy are explicable: each one has its reason, analogical, ety
mological, or functional; but the sum of these reasons is unrea~ 
sonable, and when this unreason is imposed, by means of 
educalion,. upo,n an entire nation, it becomes culpable. It is not 
the arbitrary character of our orthography which is shocking,. 
it is the fact that this arbitrariness is statutory. Since t835, the 
official orthography of the Academie Fran~aise has had the 
value of la\\i' in che eyes of the State; from the very first classes 
of the young French citizen, "spelling mistakes" are punished: 
how many lives spoiled for a fe\\: speHing errors! 

The first effect of spellin,g is discriminatory; but it also has 
secondary e'ffects of a psychol,ogical order. If orthography were 
free-free to be simplified or not, according to the subjecfs 
desire-it might constitute a very positive practice of expression; 
the written physiognomy of the Yt'OTd 'might acquire a properly 
poetic valuet insofar as it emerged from the scriptor's phantas
matics~ and not from a uniform an,d reductive law; just think 

44 
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of the kind of into,xication. of baroque jubilation which explodes 
in the orthographic "aberrations" of old manuscripc,s, of 
t 1exts by children and the letters of foreigners: might one not 
say that in such efflorescences, as these the subject seeks his 
freedom: to trace,,. to dream, to remember, to understand? 
Are there not occasions when we encounter particularly 
Hhap,py0 speUing mistakes-as if the scriptor were obeying not 
academic law but a mysterious commandment that comes 
to him from his own history-perhaps even from his own 
body? 

Conversely, once spelling is made uniform, legalized, sane ... 
tioned by state means, in its very compHcation and its irration· 
aJity, it is obsessional neurosis which is instated: the spelling 
mistake becomes Transgression. I have just sent off a letter of 
application for a job1 which can change my life. But have l 
remembered to put an s on that plural? Was I careful to put 
two p's and just one l in appeler? I worryt I am in agony,, like 
the vacationer who can''t remember 'if he turned off the gas and 
the water back home, and if a fire or a floo,d will be the result. 
And just as such, worry keeps our vacationer from enjoying his 
vacation, le,galized spelling keep,s the scriptor from enjoying 
writing, that euphoric gesture which permits putting into the 
traci,ng of a word a little more than its mere intention to com ... 
municate. 

Reform spelling? It has been tried several times, it is tried 
peri,odically~ But what is the use of remaking a code" even an 
improved one, if it is once again in order to impose it, to legalize 
it,. to make it a specifically arbitrary instrument of selection? It 
is not spelling which should be reformed~ but the law 'n·hich 
prescribes its minutiae. What can be asked is this: a certain 
.. laxism" of the Institution. If I enjoy writing "correctlytl,, i.e., 
uin conformity/' I am quite free to do so, as I am to enjoy 
reading Racine or Gide today: statutory spelling is not without 
its charm, it is not without perversity; but let •4ignorances0 and 
ublunders0 be penalized no longer; let them cease to be perceived 
as aberrations or debilities; let society agree at last (or once 
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again) to release writing from the state app1aratus to which it 
belongs today; in short. let us stop excluding ufor reasons of 
,spelling4 n 



2 
FROM WORK TO TEXT 





The Death of the Author 

In his tale Sarra.sine, Balzac, speaking of a castrato dis,guised as 
a W'Oman, writes 'this sentence: ushe was Woman, \.\'ith her 
sud,den fearst her inexplicable whims, her instinctive fears,~ her 
meaningless bravado, her defiance, and her delicious delicacy 
of feeling.'''' Who speaks in this way? Is it the hero of the tale~ 
who would prefer not to recognize the castrato hidden beneath 
the "woman"'? Is it Balzac the man, whose personal experience 
has provided him with a philosophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the 
author, ,professing certain '~literaryu ideas about femininity?' ls 
it universal wisdom? Romantic psychology? We can never know, 
for the good reason that writing is the destruction of every 
voice, every origin,. Writing is that neuterl thal composite, that 
obliquity into which our subject flees, the black .. and-white where 
all identity is los,t, beginning with the very identity of the body 
that writes., 

No doubt it has always been so: once a fact is recounted-for 
intransitive purposes, and no, longer to act directly upon reality, 
i.e., exclusive of any function except that exercise of the symbol 
itself-this gap appearsJ the voice loses its origin, the author 
enters into his own death~ writing begins. However t the affect 
of this phenomenon has been variabJ,e; in ethnographic societies:,, 
narrative is never assumed by a person but by a mediator,, 
shaman, or reciter, whose 0 pe,rformanceu (i.e., his mastery of 
the narrative code) can be admired, but never his 0 genius." 
The author is a modern character, no doubt produced by our 
s,ociety as it emerged from, the Mi 1ddle Ages, inflected by English 
empiricismJ French rationalism, and 'the per;sonal faith of the 
Reformation, thereby discovering the pre,stige of the individual, 
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or, as we say more noblyJ of the "human person.'' Hence, it is 
logical that in. literary matters it should be positivism, cro~'n 
and conclusion of capitalist ideology t wh:ich has granted the 
greatest importance to the author's '·'person." The author still 
reigns in manuals of literary history J in biographies of writers, 
magazine interviews, and in the very consieiousness of litterateurs 
eager to unite, by means of private journals, their person and 
their work; the image of literature to be found in contemporary 
culture is tyrannically centered on the author, his ·persont his 
history, his tastes, his passions; criticism stiH large'y consists in 
saying that Baudelaire's oeuvre is the failure of the man Bau .. 
delaire, Van Gogh's is his madness, T·chaikovskyts his vice: 
explanation of che work is still sought in the person of its producer, 
as ift through the more or less transparent allegory of fiction!t 
it was always,. ultimately, the voice of one and the same person, 
the author, which was. transmitting his 0 confidences." 

Though the Author's empire is still very powerful (the new 
criticism has quite of ten merely consolidated it), we know that 
certain writers have already tried to subvert it. In France~ 

Mallarme~ no doubt the first, saw and foresaw in all its scope 
the necessity to substitute language itself for the subject hitherto 
supposed to be its owner:, for MaUarme, as for us~ it is language 
which speaks, not the author; to write is to reach, through a 
pre•iminary impersonality-which we can at no moment identify 
with the realistic novelist's castrating "objectivi.ty~'-that point 
where not ul'' bu·t only lang·uage functions,, ''performs"": Mal·· 
larme's whole poetics consists in suppressing the author in favor 
of writing (and thereby restoring, as we shall see, the reader's 
place)4 Valery,. en·1angled in a psychology of the ego, greatly 
edulcoraled Mallarmean theory, but led by a preference for 
classicism to conform to the lessons of Rhetoric, he continued 
to cast the .Author into doubt and deris:ion, emphas:ized the 
linguistic and uaccidental'' nature of his activity J an 1d throughout 
his prose works championed the essentially verbal condition of 
literature, as opposed to which any resort to the writer's inte
riority seemed to him pure superstition. Proust himself, despite 
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the apparently psy(hological character of what is called his 
analyses, visibly undertook to blur by an extreme subtilizati.on 
the relation of the writer and his characters: by making the 
narrator not the one who has seen or f elt 1 or even the one who 
writes, but the one who is going to write (the young man of the 
novel-but, as a matter of fact, how old is he and who is he?
wants to write but cannott and the novel ends when \\'riti.ng 
finally becomes possible), Proust has given modern writing its 
epic: by a radical reversal,. instead of putting his life into his 
novel, as is so often said, he made his life itself a work of which 
his own book was the model, so that it is quite clear to us that 
it as not Charlus who imitates Montesquiou, but Montesquiou, 
in his anecdotal, historical reality, who is only a secondaryt 
derived fragment of Charlus. Finally Surrealism, to keep to this 
prehistory of modernity, could doubtless not attribute a sover· 
eign place to language, since language is system~ and what this 
movement sought was, romantically, a direct subversion of the 
codes-an illusory subversion, moreover, for a code cannot be 
destroyed, only "flouted"; yet, by constantly striving to disap· 
point expected meanings (this was the famous surrealist "shock''), 
by urging the hand to write as fast as possible what the head 
was unaware of (this was auto,matic writing), by accepting the 
principle and the experiment of collective writing, Surrealism 
helped desacralize the image of the Author. Last, outside 
literature itself (in fact, such distinctions are becoming quite 
dated), linguistics furnishes the destruction of th.e Author with 
a precious analytic instrument. showing that the speech·act in 
its entirety is an °empty" proce,ss, which functions perfectly 
without its being necessary to Hfilr' it with the person of the 
interlocutors: linguistically, the author is nothing but the one 
who writes, just as I is nothing but the one who says/: language 
knows a "subjectt''' not a "person/ .. and this subject,. empty 
outside of the very speech--act which defines it, suffi,ces to ~'hold" 
language, i.e~, to e'xhaust it. 

The removal of the Author (with Brecht, we might speak 
here of a veritable distancing, the Author diminishing like a 
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figure at the far end of the literary stage) is not only a historical 
fact or an act of writing: it utterly transforms the modern text 
(or---which is the same thing-the text is henceforth produced 
and read so th al the author absents himself from it at every 
level). l"'ime~ first of aH, is no longer the san1e. l"'he Author, 
when we believe in h'im, is ah~·ays conceived as the past of his 
O\Vn book: book and author are voluntarily placed on one and 
the same line, dislributed as a before and an after: the ,A.uthor is 

supposed to feed the book, i.e.,, he lives before ic, thinkst suffers, 

lives for it; he has the same relation of antecedence \·vith his 
\.\'Ork that a father sustains v.·'ith his child. Quite the contrary, 
the modern scriptor is born at the .same tz:me as his text; he is not 

furnished with a bein,g "'Thich precedes or exceeds his "~riting~ 
he is not the subject of wh:ich his book would be the predicate; 
there is no time other than that of the speech .. act, and ever)' 
text is written eternally here and now .. "fhis is because (or it 
follows thal) writing can no longer designate an operation of 
recording, of observation, of representation, of ~'painting" (as 
the Classics used to say)~ hue instead what the linguists, follo\-ving 
Oxf or,dian philosophy~ caU a performative, a rare verba] forn1 
(exclusively found in the first person and in the present), in 
which the speech*act has no other content (no other statement) 
than the act by which it is uttered: something like the I declare 

of kings or the I sing of the earliest poets; the modern script or t 
having buried the Author, can therefore no longer believe~ 
according to the pathos of his predecessors, that his hand is 
slower than his passion and that in consequerice, making a law 
of necessity, he must emphasize {his delay and endlessly '~elab
orate~' his, form; for him, on the contrary, his hand, detached 

from any voice, borne by a pure gescure of i11scription (and not 
of expression), traces a field lvith,out origin-or at least \\'ith no 
origin but language itself, i.e., the very thing which ceaselessly 
calls any origin into question. 

We kno'wv no\'\i· that a text con,sists not of a line of l-vords, 
releasing a single '~theological" meaning (the umessage'' of the 
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Au'lhor-God), but of a m,ulti-dimensional space in 'Which are 
married and contes1ed several writings~ non,e of which is original: 
the texc is a fabri,c of quotations, resulting from a thousand 
sources of culture. Like Bouvard and Pecuchet, those eternal 
copyists. at once sublime and comical, whose profound absurdity 
precisely designates the truth of writing,. the writer can only 
imitate an ever anterior, never original gesture; his sole power 
is to mingle writings,. to co,unter some by otherst so as, never to 
rely on just one;, if he seeks to express himself, at least he knows 
that the interior "thing0 he claims to utranslate'~ is itself no more 
than a ready-made lexicon, whose words can be explained only 
through olher words, and this ad infinitum: an adventure which 
exemplarily befell young Thomas De Quincey, so versed in his 
Greek that in order to translate certain absolutely modern ideas 
and images into this dead language, Bau,delaire tells us, uhe had 
a dictionary made for himself, one much mor,e ,complex and 
extensive than the kind produced by the vulgar patience of 
p,urely literary themes'' 1(Les ParadiS' artificiels); succeeding the 
Author., the scriptor no longer contains passi,ons, moods, senti ... 
ments,. impressions, bul that immense dictionary from which he 
draws a writing which will be incessant: life merely imitates the 
book, and this book itself is but a tissue of signs, endl,ess imitation, 
infinitely postponed. 

0 1nce the Author is distanced1 the claim to "deci,pher" a text. 
becomes entirely futile. To assign an Author to a text is to 
impose a brake on it, to furnish it with a final signified, to close 
writing. This conception is quite suited to criticism, v.1hich then 
undertakes the important task of discovering the Author (or his, 
hypos,tases: society, history~ the psyche, freedom) beneath th,e 
work: once the Author is found, the text is ''explained,n the 
critic has won; hence, it is hardly surprising that histori,cally the 
Author1s empire has been the Critic~s as well. and also that (even 
neVwT) criticism is today unsettled at the same time as the Author. 
In multiple wri1ing, in effect, everything is to be disentangled, 
but nothing deciphered~ structure can be :followed! 0 threaded''' 
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(as we say of a run in a stocking) in all its rep,rises, all its stages, 
but there is no end to it,, no bottom,;, the space of writing is to 
be traversed, not pierced; writing constantly posits meaning, 
but always in order to evaporate it: writing seeks a systematic 
exemption of meanin:g. Thereby, literature (it would be better, 
from now ont to say wr£ting)~ by refusing to assign lo the text 
(and to the world ... a;s ... text) a ~'secret/' i.e., an ultimate meaning, 
liberates an activity \r\te may can countertheologicaL properly 
revolutionaryt for to refuse to halt meaning is finally to refuse 

1God and his hypostases, reason, science, the ~al\'. 

To return to Balzac 1s sentence. No one (i.e,., no "person") says 
it: its source, its voi(e is not the true site of 'h'Tlting~, it is reading. 
Another very specific example 'Will help us here: recent inves
tigations (J .-P. Vernant) have shed some light on the constitu
tively ambiguous nature of Greek tragedyt whose text is "woven" 
of words with double meanings, words "'·hich each (haracter 
understands unilateraUy (this perpetual misunderstanding is 
precise~y \\that we call the utragic"); there is, however, someone 
'Nho t.tnderstands each word in its duplicity, and further under
stands, one may say, the very deafness of the characters speaking 
in his presence: this ·'someone,. is precisely the reader (or here 
the listener). Here we discern the total being of W'riting: a text 
consists of multiple ~·ritings, proceeding from several cuhures 
and entering into dialoguet into parody, into contestation; but 
there is a site where this multiplicity is coUectedt an,d this site is 
not the author, as has hitherto been claimed, but the reader: 
the reader is the very s,pace in which are inscribed, without any 
of them being lost, all the citations out of which a writing is 
made; the unity of a text is nol in its origin but in its destinationt 
but this descination can no longer be personal: the reader is a 
man \4lithout history, without biography, without psychology; 
he is only chat someone who holds collected into one and che 
same field all of mhe traces from ~'hich writing is constituted. 
That is why it is absurd to hear the new writing condemne,d in 
the name of a humanism v.·hich hypocriticaUy claims to champion 
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the reader's rights~ Classical criticism has never been concerned 
Ylith the reader; for that criticism, there is no other man in 
literature than rhe one who writes. We are no longer so willing 
to be the dupes of such antiphrases, by whi,ch a society prou,dly 
recriminates in favor of precisely what il discards, ignores, 
muffles, or destroys; we know that in order to restore writing 
to its future, we must reverse the myth: the birth of the reader 
must be requited by the death of the Author. 

Manuia~ 1968 
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A change has lately occurred, or is occurring, in our idea of 
language and consequently of the (literary) work which owes to 
that language at least its phenomenal existenceL This change is 
obviously linked to the present deveJopment of (among other 
disciplines) linguis'lics,. anthropology, Marxism, psychoanalysis 
(the word link is used here in a deliberately neutral manner: no 
determination is being invokedt however multiple an,d dialecti· 
cal) .. The transformation of the notion of the work d 1oes not 
necessarily derive from the internal rene\\iTal of each of these 
disciplines, but rather from their intersection at the level of an 
object which traditionally proceeds from none of them. \'\le 
might say, as a matter of fact, ch al interdisciplinary activity, today 
so highly valued in research, cannot be achieved by the simple 
confrontation of specialized branches of knowledge; the inter
disciplinary is not a comfortable affair: it begins effective'iy (and 
not by the simple utterance of a pious hope) when the solidarity 
of the ol,d disciplines breaks do\.\tn-perhaps even violently, 
through the shocks of fashion----to the advantage of a new object, 
a new languagej neither of \-Vhich is precisely this discomfort of 
classification which permits diagnosing a certain mutation .. The 
mutation \vhich seems to be affecting the notion of the work 
must not, however~ be O'Verestimated; it is part of an e pistemo
logical shift, more lhan of a re.al break of the kind which in fact 
occurred in the last century upon the appearance of Marxism 
and Freudianism; no ne\\' break has occurred since, and we 
might say that for the last hundred years we have been involved 
in a repetition. \\that History, our History, alJows us t,oda y is 
merely to displace, to vary, to transcend, to repudiate. Just as 
Einsteinian s,cience compels us to include W'ithin the oqject 
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studied the relativity of reference poi·nts, so the combined action of 
Marxis,m, Freudianism. and structuralism compels us, in litera
ture. to relativize the relations of scriptor, reader, and observer 
(critic)~ Confronting the work-a traditional notion, long sin,ce, 
and still to1day, conceived in \vhat we might call a Newtonian 
fashion-there now occurs the demand for a new object, ob
tained by a shift or a reversal of previous categori.es. This object 
is the Text. I know that this word is fashionable (I myself am 
compelled to use it frequentlyL hence suspect in some quarters; 
but this is precisely \\,thy l should like to review the main 
propositions at whose intersection the Text is localed~ as I see 
it; the word proposition must here be unders'tood more gram,
matically chan logically: these are speech~acts, not arguments, 
''hints," approaches which agree to remain merap'horicaL Here 
are these propositions: they concern method~ genres,, the sign_ 
the plural,. filiationt readingy pleasure. 

i. l"'he text must not be understood as a computable object. 
It would be futile to attempt a material separation of works 
from texts. In particular, we must not permit ourselves to say: 
the work is classical, the text is avant-garde; there is no question 
of establishing a lrophy in modernity's name and declaring, 
certain literary productions in and out by reason of their 
chronological situation: there can be ''Text''' in a very old work~ 
and many products of contemporary literature are not texts at 
all. The di ff ere nee is as folloy,·s: the work is a fragment of 
substance, it occupies a portion of the spaces of books (for 
example, in a library). The Text is a meth,odological field. The 
opposition may recall (chough not reproduce term for term,) a 
distinction proposed by Lacan: "reality" is shown [se montre], 'th,e 
·'real', is proved [se demonl're]; in the same way, the work is seen 
(in bookstores, in card catalogues, on examination syllabuses), 
the text is demonstrated~,, is spoken according to certain rules 
(or against certain rules); the work is held i.n the hand, the text 
is held in language: it exists only when caught up in a discourse 
(or ralher it is Texc for the very reason that it knows itself to 
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be so); th.e 'Text is not the decomposition of the work~ it is the 
work which is the Text's imaginary tail. Or again: the Text is 
experienced only in an activity, in a production. It follows that the 
Text cannot stop (for example, at a library shelf); its constitutive 
moment is traversal (notably, it can traverse the ,,...~ork, several 
works)~ 

2. Si.m ilarly, the Text does not stop at (goo·d) literature; it 
cannot be caught up in a hierarchy, or even in a simple 
distribution of genres. What constitutes it is on the contrary (or 
precisely) its force of subversion with regard to the o'ld classifi ... 
cations .. How to classify Georges BataiUe? Is this writer a novelistJ 
a poet~ an essayistt an economist~ a philosopher, a mystic? '"fhe 
ans\ver is so uncertain that handbooks of literature generally 
prefer to leave Bataille out; as a matter of fact, Bataille has 
Vw'ritten texts, or even, perhaps, ah·vays one and the same text .. 
If the Text raises problems of classification (moreover1 this is 
one of its 0 sociar' functions)t it is because it always im.plies a 
certain experience of limits. Thibaudet used to speak (but in a 
very restricted sense) of limit .. \\·orks (such as Chateaubriand's 
Lzfe of RanteJ a work which indeed seems to us to be a Htext,,): 

the Text is "'-rhat is situated at che limit of the rules <>f the 
speech .. act (rationality, readability, etc.). 'This notion is not 
rhetorical~ we do not resort to it for "heroic,, postures: the 'Text 
attempts to locate itself very specifically behind the limit of the 
doxa (is not public opinion, constitutive of our democratic 
societies, powerfully aided by mass communications-is not 
public opinion defined by its limits, its energy of exclusion~ its 
censorship?); taking the word literally, we might say that the Text 
is always paradoxical. 

3. The text is approached and experienced in relation to the 
sign. The work closes upon a signified. V+le can attribute two 
modes. of signification to this signified~ either it is claimed to be 
apparent, and the work is then the object of a science of the 
letter, which is philology; or else this signified is said to be secret 
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and final, and must be sought for 1 and then the work depends 
upon a hermeneutics, an interpretation (Marxist, psychoanalytic, 
thematic, etc.); in short, the Y.'ork itself functions as a general 
sign~ and it is natural that it should represent an ins ti tu tional 
category of the civilization of the Sign. The T excj on the contrary, 
practices the infinite postponement of the signified, the Text is 
dilatory; its, field is that of the signifier; the signifier muse not 

be imagined as "the first part of the meaning,u its material 
vestibule, but rather, on the contrary. as its aftermath; similarlyj 

the signifier'.s infinitude does not refer to some notion of the 
ineffable (of an unnamable signified) but to a notion ,of pl.a.y; the 
engendering of the perpetual signifier (in the fashion of a 
perpetual calendar) in the field of the Text is not achieved by 
some organic process of maturation, or a hermeneutic process 
of "delving deeper,'' but rather by a serial movement of dislo· 
cations, overlappingsi variations; the l,ogic governin,g the Text 
is not comprehensive (trying to define what the work umeans'') 
but metonymic; the activity of associations, contiguities, cross
references coincides with a liberation of symbolic energy (if it 
failed him, man would die). The work (in the best of cases) is 
moderately symbolic' (its symbolics runs short, i.e., stops); the Text 
is radically symbolic: a work whose integrally symbolic nature one 

conceives, perceives, and receives is a text The Text is thus restored 

co langua,ge; like language, it is structured but decentered:,, 
without closure (let us note, to answer the scornful suspicion of 
"fashion!' sometimes lodged against structuralism, that the ep
istemological privilege nowadays granted to language derives 
precisely from the fact that i,n it [language] we have discovered 

a paradoxi,cal idea of structure: a system without end or center). 

4. ""fhe Text is plural. This does not mean only that it has 

several meanings but that it fulfills the very plurality of meaning: 

an irreducible (and not just. acceptable) plurality. The Text is not 
coexistence of meaning, but passage, traversal; hence, it depends 
not on an interpretation, however liberal, but on an explosion, 
on dissem:ination. The plurality of the Text depends, as a matter 
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of fact, not on the ambiguity of its contents, but on what we 
might call the stereographic plurality of the signifiers which 
'Weave it (etymologically., the text is a fabric): 'the reader of the 
Text might be compared to an idle subject (who has relaxed his 
image-repertoire): this fairly empty subject strolls {this has 
happened lo che author of these lines~ and it is for this reason 
that he has come to an intense awareness of the Text) along a 
hillside at the bottom of which flows a wadi (I use the word to 
attest to a certain alienation); what he perceives is multiple. 
irreducible~ issuing from heterogeneous, detached substances 
and levels~ lights, colors, vegetationt heat, air, tenuous explosions 
of sound, tiny cries of birdst children's voices from the other 
side of the valley, paths, gestures, garments of inhabitants close 
by or very far away; all these incidents are half identifiable~ they 
issue from known codes. but their combinative operation is 
unique, it grounds the stroll in a difTerence y,•hich cannot be 
repeated except as differ,ence. This is what happens in the Text: 
it can be Text only in its difference (which does not mean its 
individuality); its reading is semelfactive (which renders any 
indu,ctive-deductive science of texts illusory: no .. grammar" of 
the text) and yet entirely "'~oven of quotations, references, 
echoes: cultural languages (what language is not cultural?), 
antecedent or contemporary, which traverse it through and 
1hrough, in a vast stereophony6 The intertextuality in which any 
text is ap,prehended, since it is itself the intertext of another 
text, cannot be identified with some origin of the text: to seek 
out the "sources, 0 the "'influences" of a work is to satisfy the 
myth of filiation; the quotations a text is made of are anonymous, 
irrecoverable, and yet already read: they are quotations without 
quotation marks. The work disturbs no monistic philosophy 
(there are antagonistic ones, as we know); for such a philosophyt 
plurality is Evil. Hence, confronting the work, the Text might 
indeed take for its motto the words of the man possessed by 
devils: HMy name is legion, for we are many'" (Mark 5:9). The 
plural or demonic texture which sets the Text in opposition to 
the work may involve profound modifications of reading, pre-
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cisely where monologism seems to be lhe law: certain "textsn of 
Scripture, traditionally adopted by theological (historical or 
anagogical) monism, may lend themselves to a diffraction of 
meanings (i.e,., finally~ to a materialist reading), while che Marxist 

interpretation of the work. hitherto resolutely monistic, may 
become more materialist by pluralizing itself (if, of course, 
Marx:ist uinstitutions" permit this). 

s~ The work is caught up :in a process of filiation. What is 
postulated are a determination of the world (of the race1 then of 
History) over the work. a ,consecution of works among themselves, 
and an appropriation of the work to its author. The author is 
reputed to be the father and the owner of his work; literary 
science thus teaches us to ,respect the manuscript and the authorts 
declared intenl'ions, and society postulates a legality of the 
author1s relation to his work (this is the "author's rights," actually 
a recent affair, not legalized in France untH the time of the 
Revolution). The Text, on the other hand, is read without the 
Father's inscription. The metaph,or of the Text is here again 
detached fro,m the metaphor of the work; the latter refers to 
the image of an organism which grows by vital expansion" by 
"development"' (a significantly ambiguous word: biological and 
rhetorical); the metaphor of the Text is that of the network; if 
the Text expands,, it is by the effect of a combinative operation. 
of a systematics, (an image,. moreover, close to the views of 
contemporary biology concerning the living being); no vital 
"respect•' is therefore due to the Text: it can be broken (moreover,, 
rhis is what the Middle Age:s did with two nonetheless authori· 
tarian texts,: Scripture and Aristotle}; the Text can be read 
without its fath,erts guarantee; the restoration of the intertext 
paradoxically abolishes inheritance. le is not that the Author 
cannot 0 return"' in the Text, in his text,. but he does so, one 
might say, as a guest; if he is a no1velist, he inscribes himself 
there as one of his characterst drawn as a figure in the carpet; 
his inscrip,tion is no longer privileg,ed, paternal, al ethic, but 
ludic: he becomes, one can say, a paper author; his life is no 
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longer the origin of his fables~ but a fable concurrent with his 
life; there is a reversion of the work upon life (and no longer 
the contrary); the work of Proust and Genet permits us to read 
their lives as a text: the word bio-graphy regains a strong, 
etymological meaning; and thereby the sincerity of the speech
act. a veritable ucross" of literary ethics~ becomes a false problem: 
the I that writes the text is never anything but a paper /. 

6. The \\rork is ordinarily the object of consumption; l intend 
no demagoguery by referring to what is called a consumer 
culture, but we must recognize that today it is the work's "quality'' 
(which ultimately implies an appreciation of "tasten) and not the 
actual operation of reading \\IThich can make differences between 
books: "cultivated" reading is not structurally different from 
reading on trains. The Text (if only by its frequent ''unreada ... 
bilityt') decants the work (if it permits it at all) from its con
sumption and recuperates it as play, task, production, practicew 
This means that the Text requires an attempt to abolish (or at 
least to diminish) the distance between \\'~riting and reading, not 
by intensifying the reader's projection into the work~ but by 
linking the two together into one and the same signifying 
practice. The distance that separates reading from writi11g is 
historical. In the period of strongest social division (before the 
instauration of democratic cultures), reading and writing were 
equally class privileges: Rhetoric, the great literary code of that 
time, taught writing (even if what was ordinarily produced were 
discourses, not texts); it is significant that the advent of democ
racy reversed the watchword: the (secondary) school prides itself 
on leaching reading and no longer writing. In f actt rea,ding, in 
the sense of consumingt is not playing with the text. "Playing" 
must be taken here in all the polysemy of the term= the text 
itself "plays'' (like a door that "plays" back and forth on its 
hinges; like a fishing rod in which there is some uplay~');, and 
the reader plays twice over: he plays at the Text (ludic meaning), 
he seeks a practi,ce which reproduces it; but, so that this practice 
is not reduced to a passive, interior mimesis (the Text being 
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precisely W'hat resists this reduction), he pla)1S the Text;, we must 
not forget that pla)~ ts also a n1usical term; the history of music 
(as practice, not as '~art") is, moreovert quite parallel to that of 
the Text; there \i\tas a tin1e v.Thent active amateurs being nun1er
ous (at least within a certain class), i'to playt' and uto listen~, 

constituted a virtually undifferentiated activity; then tY«'O roles 
successively appeared~ first of an, that of the interpreter, to which 
the b<>urgeois public (though it could still play a little itself: this 
is the entire history of the piano) delegated its playing; then 
that of the (passive) amateur \\'ho listens to music v..Tithout being 
able co play it (the piano has effectively been replaced by the 
record); V.'e know that today post-serial music has disrupted the 
role of the "interpreler," \rV ho is asked to be in a sense the co~ 
author of the score W'hich he completes rather than °expresses.''' 
The Text i.s a little like a score of this new kind: it solicits from 
the reader a practical coHaboration. A great novation this" for 
who executes the \\'ork?' (Mallarme raised this question: he wanted 
the audience to produce the book.) Today only the critic executes 
the work (pun intended) .. The reduction of reading to con
sun1ption is obviously responsible for the f,jboredom" many feel 
in the presence of the modern c~unreadable'") text,. the avant
garde film or painting: to be bo,red means one cannot produce 
the text, play it, release it, make it go. 

7. '"'fhis suggests one final approach to the Text: that of 
pleasure. I do not know if a hedonist aesthetic ever exisled 
(eudaemonist philosophies are certainly rare). Of course, a 
pleasure of the work (of certain w,orks) exists; I can enjoy 
reading and rereading Proust. Flaubert, Balzac, and even ............. why 
not?-Alexandre Dumas; but this pleasure, however intense, 

and even when it is, released from any prejudice. remains partly 
(unless there has been an exceptional critical effort) a pleasure 
of consumption: for, if I can read these authors,. I also know 
that I cannot ·rervri'te them (that one cannot, today J write ,.,'like 
thaf'); and this rather depressing knowledge suffices to separate 
m,e from, the pro,duction of chese works,. at the very moment 
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when their distancing foun,ds my modernity (to be moclern-is 
this not really to know that one cannot begin again?). The Text 
is linked to delectation. Le., to pleas,ure without separation. 
Order of the signifier. the Text participates in its way in a social 
utopia; before History (supposing that History does not choose 
barbarism), the Text fulfills if not the transparency of social 
relations, al least the transparency of language relations: it is 
the space in which no language prevails over any other, where 
the languages circulate (retaining the circular meaning of the 
word). 

These few propositions do not necessarily constitute the 
articulation of a Theory of the Text. This is not merely the 
consequence of the presenter's inadequacies (moreovert in many 
points he has merely recapitulated what is being investigated 
and developed around him)a This is a consequence of the fact 
that a Theory of the Text cannot be satisfied with a meta
linguistic exposition: the destruction of meta-lang,uage, or at 
least (for it may be necessary to resort to it provisionally) calling 
it into question, is part of the theory itself~ discourse on the 
Text should itself be only text, research, textual activity, since 
the Text is that social space which leaves no language safe, 
outsideJ and no subject of the speech-act in a situation of judge, 
master, analyst, confessor, decoder: the theory of the Text can 
coincide only Vf~ith a practice of writing. 

Rev'U~ d·esthitique, 1971 
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Some fifteen years ago, a certain idea of contemporary myth 
was proposed. This idea,, which on its first appearance was 

hardly developed at all (the word retained an openly metaph,oric' 
value), nonetheless, included several theoretical articulations .. 1. 
Myth, close to what Durkheimian sociology calls a ucollective 
representation/, can be read in anonymous statements of 'the 
press, advertising, mass consumption; it is a social determinate, 
a ureflection." 2. This reflection, however, in accord \Yith Marx's 
famous dictum, is inverted: mych cons,ists in turning culture into 
nature, or at least turning the social, the cultural, the ideological, 
the historical into the unaturar·: what is merely a product of 
class division and its moral, culcural, aesthetic consequences is 
presented (stated) as a natural consequence; the quite contingent 
grounds of the statement beco,me, under the effect of mythic: 
inversion~ Com,mo1n Sense. Right Reason~ the Norm,. Public 
Opinion, in a word, the Endoxa (the secular figure of the Origin). 
3. Contemporary myth is disconcinuous: it is no longer slated 
in extended, constituted narratives,. but only in ''discoursen; at 
most, it is a phraseologyt a corpus of phrases (of stereotypes); 
myth disappearsj but the mythic remainst all the more insidious. 
4. As speech (this was, after all, the meaning, of mu,tho'S), 
concemporary myth issues from a semiology 'Which permits 'the 
Hcorrection" of mythic inversion by decomposing the message 

into cwo semantic :sys,tems: a connoted system whose signifie 1d is 
ideological (and consequently ustrai,ght," "non .. inverted/' or. to 
be clearer~ even by speaking a moral jargon, cynical), and a 
denoted system (the apparent literalness of the image, of the 
object, of the sentence)t whose fun,ction is to "'naturalize0 the 
class proposition by giving it the guarantee of the most ''inno-, 
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cent'' of natures: that of language (age-old. maternal, academic, 
etc.). 

This was how myth today appeared, or at least appeared to 

me. Has anything changed? Not French society. at least on this 
level, for mythic history is on a different time scale fron1 political 
history; nor the myths, noT even the analysis; there is still a 
great deal of tht mythic in our society: equally anonym,ous, 
slippery, fragmented~ garrulousl available both to an ideological 
criticism and to a semiological dismantling. Nol what has changed 
in the last fifteen years is the science of reading, under whose 
scrutiny myth, like an animal long since captured and observed, 
nonetheless becomes a different object. 

A scieniee of the signifier (even if it is stiH being elaborated) 
has in fact taken its place in the work of the peTiod; its goal is 
not so much the analysis of the sign as its dislocation. With 
regard to myth, and though this is still a task whi,ch remains 'to 
be accomplishedt the new semiology-or the new mythology
can no longer (or will no longer be able to) separate so easily 
the signifier from the signified, the ideological from the phrase .. 
ological. Not that this distinction is false or ineffectual, but it 
has become mythic itself: any student can denounce the bour
geois or petit .. bourgeois character of a form (of life, of thought, 
of consumption); in other '"lords, a mytho1ogica) endoxa has been 
created: demystification (or demythification) has itself become 
a discourse. a corpus of phrases, a catechistic statement; con
fronting which a science of the signifier can only be displaced 
and stop (provisionally) farther on: no longer at the (analytic) 
dissociation of the sign, but at its vacillation: it is no longer the 
myths which must be unmasked (the endoxa now und,ertakes 
that), but the sign itself which must be perturbed: not to reveal 
the (latent) meaning of a statement, of a feature, of a narrative, 
but to fissure the very representation of meaning; not to change 
or to purify symbolsJ but to contest the symbolic itself., What is 
happening to (mythological) semiology is a little Hke what 
happened to psychoanalysis: it began, necessarily, by establishing 
lists of symbols (a loosened tooth = the castrated subject, etc.), 
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but today, muC'h more than interrogating this lexicon \\'hich, 
without being false, is no longer of much interest (excep'l to 
amateurs of the p 1sychoanalytic vulgate), it examines 'the very 
dialectics of the signifier; semiology began in the same way by 
establishing a mythological lex.icon, but the task facing it today 
is rather of a syntactical order (which articulations, which 
displacements constitute the mythic fabric of a mass-consu,mp
tion society?); initially, we sought the destruction of the ( ideo
logical) signified; now we seek the destruction of the sign: 
"n1ythoclas,m't is succeeded by a "semi.oclasm0 that is much 
broader and raised to a higher level. The historical field is 
thereby extended: it is no longer French societr, b'Ut far beyond 
itt historically and geographically, the whole of Western (Greco-

J udeo-Islamo<-Christian) civilization, unified in one and the same 
theology (essence, monotheism) and identified by the system of 
meaning it practices, from Plato to Fra.nce.-Dimanche. 

The science of che signifier contributes a second correction 
(or a seco,nd extension) to contemporary :mythology. The "''orld, 
taken obliquely by language" is written, through an,d through; 
s:igns, constandy deferri,ng their foundationst transforming their 
signifieds i,nto new signifiers, quoting each other to infinity, 
nowhere come to a halt: writing is generalized. If society's 
alienation stiU compels us to demystify languages (and notably 
chat of the :myths), the means of this combat is not-is no 
lon,ger-a critical decipherment" it is evaluation. Faced with the 
world's writing systems, the tangle of various discourses (didactic, 
aesthetic, propagandistic, politicalt etc.), we must determine 
levels of reification, degrees of phraseological density. Shall we 
succeed in specifying a notion which seems to me essential: that 
of a language's compactness? Languages are more or less den.st; 
some-the most social, the most mythical-present an unshak
able hom,ogeneity (there is a power of meaningt there is a war 
of meanin,gs): woven of habits, of repetitionst of stereotypest of 
obHgatory frag:ments and key words, each one constitutes an 
idiolect (a notion which twenty years ago I designated as writing); 
coday1 more chan myths, it is idiolects which we must distinguish~ 
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describe; mythologies are succeeded by a more formal, and 
thereby, I believe,, more penetratingt idiolectology, whose op
erative concepts are no longer sign, signifier, signified, and 
connotation, but citation. referencet stereotype. Thus, the dense 
languag,es (such as mythic discourse) can be apprehended in 
the cross fire of the trans-writing whose still licerary utext/' 
antidote to myth, would occupy the pole, or rather the reg,ion-
airy, light, open~ spaced'.t decentered, noble, free-where writing 
deploys icself against the idiolect. i.e .• at its limit, and combats 
it there. Myth in fact must be included in a general theory of 
the language of writing~ of the signifier, and lhis theory~ 

supported by the formulations of ethnology, psychoanalysis, 
semiology, and ideological analysis, must extend its object to 
take in the sentence, or better still, co take in sentences ( che plural 
of the senten.ce); by Ylhich I mean that the mythic is present 
wherever sentences are turned .. where stories are told (in every sense 
of these expressions): from interior monologue to conversation, 
from the nev.'spaper article to the political speech~, from the 
novel (if there are any left) to the advertising image-all 
utterances that can be included in the Lacanian concept of the 
image-repertoire. 

This is no more than a program, perhaps in fact no more than 
a "desire." Yet I believe that, even if the new semiology~mainly 
concerned, recently, with the literary text-is no longer applied 
to myths of our time since the last text of lvlythologi.,est in which I 
sketched an initial semiotic approach to social speech, it is at least 
conscious of its task: no longer merely to reverse (or to correct) the 
,mythic message> putting it right side up,. Ylith denotation at 'the 
bottom and connotation at the top, nature on the surf ace and class, 
interest deep down, but to change the object itselft to engender a 
new object, point of departure for a ne""t science; to shift-mak· 
ing due alloYlance, of course, for differences in importance, and 
according to ,AlthusserJs scheme-from Feuerbach to Marx,, from 
the young Marx to the great Marx .. 

Esprit, 1971 
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Here is a special issue of Communicatioru: it has not been devised 
to explore a body of knowledge or to illustrate a theme; its 
unity, at least its original unity, is not in its object but in the 
group of its authors: these are an stu,dents, recently committed 
to research; deliberately collected here is the first work of young 
researchers sufficiently free to have determined their research 
project themselves and yet still subject to an institution, that of 
the third-cycle doctorate. What I shall discuss here is therefore 
mainly the research itself, or at least ,a certain research, research 
still linked to the, traditional realm of arts and letters. It is solely 
with that, research thal I shall be concerned .. 

On the threshold of his work, the student experiences a series 
of divisions .. As a y,oung subjecc he belongs to an economic cl.ass 
defined by its unproductiveness: he is neither an owner nor a 
producer; he is outside of exchange, and even, one might say, 
outside of exploitation: s,ocially, he is excluded from any nom
ination. As an intellectual subjectt he is brought into the hierarchy 
of tasks, he is supposed to participate in a speculative luxury he 
nonetheless, cannot enjoy, for he has not yet mastered it, i.e., 
the availability of communicacion .. As a researching subject, h,e is 
dedicated to the separation of discourses: on one side the 
discourse of scientificity (discourse of the [.aw)" and on the 
other, the discourse of desire, or writing. 

The task (of research) must be perceived in desire. If this 
perception does not occur, the work is morose, functional'" 
alienated, impelled solely by the necessity of passing an exami
nation,, of obtaining a diploma, of insuring a: career promotion. 
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For desire to be insinuated into my work, that \\''Ork must be 
demanded of me not by a collectivity seeking to guarantee my 
labor an.d to gain a return on the loans it grants me~ but by a 
living collection of readers expressing the desire of the Other 
(and not the control of the Law). Now, in our societyJ in our 
institutions, what is asked of the student, of the young re
searcher, of the intellectual VvTorker, is never his desire; he is 
not asked to writet he is asked to speak, to "report" (with a view 
to re,gular verifications). 

Here the intention has been that the work of research be from 
its inception the object of a strong demand, formulated outside 
the institution~a demand which can only be the demand for 
writing. Of course,. only a fragment of utopia can be represented 
in this issue, for we realize that society is not ready to concede 
this happiness broadly, institutionally, to the student, and sin
gularly to the student "of letters": that it is not his competence 
or his future function that is needed, but his present passion. 

It is perhaps time to dispose of a certain fiction: the one 
maintaining that research is reported but not written: here the 
researcher is essentially a prospector of raw materials, and it is 
on this level that his problems are raised; once he has commu .. 
nicated his "results," everything is solved; hformulation·~ is 
nothing more than a vague final operation, rapidly performed 
according to a fe'\i\~ techniques of uexpression~' learned in sec
ondary school and whose only constraint is submission to the 
code of the genre C'clarity,u suppression of images, respect for 
the laws of argument). 'Yet it is unlikely that, even in the area 
of simple tasks of "expression/' the student of the social sciences 
is adequately prepared. And \\,hen the object of research is the 
Texc (a word to which we shall return), the investigator is faced 
with a dilemma-a formidable one: either to speak of the Text 
according to the conventional code of inauthentic v.rriting or 
ecrivance, i.e.,. to remain prisoner of the 1'image-repertoiretl of a 
scholar \\.'ho seeks to be or. worse still, believes himself exterior 
to the object of his study and claims, in all innocence, in all 
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assurance, to put his own language in a position of extraterri
toriality; or else to enter the play of the signifier, the infinity of 
the :speech-act~ in short "to V."rite" (\\rhich does not simply mean 
Hto write well"), to extract the uegoJ' from its imaginary hull, 
from that scientific code which protects but also deceives, in a 
word to cast the subject across the blank page, not to ue,xpre,ss,, 
it (nothing to do with hsubJectivity") but to disperse it: to overflow 
the regular discourse of research. It is obviously this overflow, 
however slight, which we are allowing, in this issue of Commu ... 
nicatioru, to come on stage: an overflow variable according to 
the authors~ we have not sought to reward any one kind of 
writing; the important thing is that at one level or another of 
his work (knowledge, method, speech .. act) the researcher decides 
not to be imposed upon by the Law of scientific discourse (the 
discourse of science is not necessarily science: by con,testing the 
scholar's discourse,. writing in no way does away with the rules 
of scientific work). 

Research is done in order to be published, though it is rarely 
published, especially in its early phases, which are n,ot necessarily 
less important than its conclusion: the success of a piece of 
research-especially textual research-does not abide in its 
"result," a fallacious notion, but in the reflexive nature of its 
speech .. act; at every moment of its trajectory, a piece of research 
can turn language back upon itself and thereby overcome the 
scholar's bad faith: in a word~ dis,place author and reader. 
Ho\\revert as we know, the work of students is rarely published: 
the third .... cycle thesis is in fact a repressed discourse. By pub .. 
lishing fragments of initial research, we hope to combat that 
repression and to release not only the author of the article but 
his reader. for the reader (and specifically the magazine reader) 
is al.so caught up :in the division of specialized languages~ 
Research must no longer be that parsimonious cask performed 
either in the researcherts "'consciousness" (a painful, autistic 
form of monologue) or in the impoverished oscillation which 
makes the 0 directorH of a research project its only read,er~ 
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Research must join the anonymous circulation of language, the 
dispersion of the Text. 

These studies are research in that they seek to renew read,ing 
(the reading of older texts). To renew reading: not to substitute 
new scientific rules for the old, constraints of interpretation, but 
rather to imagine that a free reading might become, finally, the 
norm of "literary studies." The freedom in question is of course 
not just any freedom (freedom is in contradiction w,ith ']ust 
any"'): the claim of an innocent freedom revives a memorized. 
stereotyped culture (the spontaneous is the immediate field of 
the already said, the dija ... dit): this would inevitably be the return 
of the signified. The freedom "staged"' in this issue is the 
freedom of the signifier: the return of words, of word ,games 
and puns, of proper names~ of citations, of etymologies, of 
reflexivities of discourse. of typographies, of combinative op
erations) of rejections of languages.. This freedom must be a 
virtuosity: the kind which ultimately permits us to read within 
the support text, however ancient, the motto of an writing: it 
circulates. 

Interdisciplinary studies, of which we hear so much, do not 
merely confront alread,y constituted disciplines (none of which, 
as a matter of fact, consents to leave off). In order to do 
interdisciplinary workt it is not enough to take a "subjecf' (a 
theme) and to arrange two or three sciences around it. Inter
disciplinary study consists in creating a new object1 which belongs 
to no one. The Text is, I believet one such object. 

The ,semiotic studies undertaken in France the last fifteen 
years have in fact stressed a new notion which must gradually 
be substituted for the notion of the work: this is the Text. The 
Text-which cannot be allotted to the traditiona'I realm of 
uLiteratureu-was theoretically founded by a certain number of 
initiatory writings: first of au, the Text Yl3S theory. The studies 
(one should like to be able to say, the testimonies) collected here 
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correspond to that moment when theory must be f ragmenred 
for the sake of particular investigations. What is put forward 
here is the passage from theory to research: all lhese articles 
deal with a particular~ contingent text belonging to historical 
culture, but an are also the product of that preliminary theory 
or of the methods of analysis "'"hich have prepared it. 

With regard to "letters,H reflection on research leads to the 
Text (or, at least, let us admit today, research is free to lead to 
it): hence the Tex,l, equally \vith research, is the object of this 
~ 

issue. 
The Text: let us make no mistake about either this singular 

or this, capital letter; when we say the Text, it is not in order to 
div:inize it, to make it the deity of a new mystique, but to denote 
a mass, a field requiring a partitive and not a numerative 
expression: all that can be said of a work is that there is Text 
in it. Jn other words, by passing from text to lhe Text~ we m,ust 
change numeration: on the one side, the Text is not a comput
able object" it is a methodological field in which are pursued_. 
according to a m,ovement more '4 Einsteinian" than •·Newtonian,H 
the statement and the S'peech-act, the matter commented on 
[the commenti] and rhe matter commenting [the commentant]; on 
the other side, there is no necessity that the Text be exclusively 
modern: there can be Text in ancient works; and 'it is precisely 
the presence of this unquantifiable germ that makes ir necessary 
to discurb, to transcend che old divisions of Literary History; 
one of the immediate; obvious tasks of new research is to 
proceed to such accounts of writing, to explore what Text there 
can be in Diderot, in Chateaubriand, in Flaubert" in Gide: this 
is what man,y of the authors gathered here are doing; as one of 
them says, speaking implicitly in the name of several of his 
comrades: "Perhaps our work merely consists in identifying 
fragments of "tricing caught up in a discourse still g,uaranteed 
by 'the Father." No better definition of what, in previous work, 
is Literature, and what is Text. In other words: how can this 
past work still be read?' ~fhese young researchers must be credited 
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with raising their activity to the level of a critical task: the 
present evaluation of a past culture. 

All these studies form a collective gesture: it is the very 
territory of the Text which is gradually being drawn, colored 
in. Let us fallow briefly, from article to article~ the collective 
hand which, far from writing the definition of the Text (there 
is no such thing: the Text is not a concept)~ describes (de-scribes) 
the practice of ¥lriting. 

First of all_ this, which is necessary in order to understand 
and t.o accept the range of articles collected here: the Text 
frustrates any cultural typology: to show the limitless character 
of a work is to make it a text; even if reflection on the Text 
begins with literature (i.e., with an object constituted by the 
institution), the Text does not necessarily stop there; wherever 
an activity of signifying is staged according to the rules of 
combinationt transformation, and displacement, there is Text: 
in written procluctions, of course, but also in the play of images, 
of signs, of objects: in films~ in comic stri ps1 in ritual objects. 

Then this: as deployment of the signifier~ the Text often 
dramatically argues with the signified which tends to recrudesce 
within it; if it succumbs to this recrudescence, if the signified 
triumphs, the text ceases to be T'extt the stereotype Vlithin it 
becomes utruth0 instead of being the ludic object of a second 
combinative operationw Hence, it is logical that the Text engage 
its operator in "'·hat "'e may call a drama of writing (lArhich \r\'e 
s,hall see analyzed here apropos of Flaubert), or its reader in 
preliminary critical evaluation. 

However, the main an,d so to speak massi.ve ap,proach that 
can be made to rhe Text consists in exploring all its manifest 
signifiers: structures which the linguistics of discourse can 
articulate: phonic configurations (puns. proper names}, typo
graphic arrangements, polysemies, enjambments, blanks, col* 
lages, associations, everything which calls into question the book's 
substanceJ will be recognized here, proposed by various authorst 
from Flaubert to Claude Simon. 
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Last, the Text is above all (or after all) that long operation 
through which an author (a discoursing author) discovers (or 
makes the reade,r discover) the irreparability of his speech and 
manages to substitute it speaks for I speak. To know the image~ 
repertoire of expression is to empty it out~ since the image
repertoire is lack of knowledge: several studies, here, attempt 
to evaluate the image-repertoire of writing (apropos of Cha .. 
teaubriand, of Gide, of Michel Leiris) or the image-repenoire 
of the researcher himself (apropos of a research on cinemato .. 
graphic suspense). 

It must not be supposed that these various ''prospects0 help 
encircle the Text; rather, it is to expand the Text that the entire 
issue f un,ctions. Hence, we must resist trying to organize, to 
program these studies, whose writing remains very diverse (I 
have been reluctant to acknowledge the necessity of •'introduc~ 
ingn this issue of CommunU:ation.st for thereby I risk appearing 
to give it a unity in which the contributors may not recognize 
themselves, and lending each of them a voice which is perhaps 
not entirely his own~ any presentation, by its intention of 
synthesis, is a kind of concession to discourse). Ideally. through .. 
out the issue, in,dependent of what precedes and of what followst 
the research of these young scholars should appear both as the 
revelation of certain structures of speech ... acts (even if they are 
analyzed in the simple language of a report) and the critique 
(the auto-critique) of any speech-act: moreover it is just 'When 
research manages to link its object to its discourse and to 
dispossess our knowledge by the light it casts on objects not so 
much un,known as unexpected-it is at jusr this moment that 
research becomes a true interlocution, a task in behalf of othersJ 
in a word: a social production. 

Communications~ 1972 



The Rustie of Language 

Speech is irreversible; that is its fatality~ What has been said 
cannot be unsaid. except lry adding t,o it: to correct, here, is, oddly 
enough, to continue. In speaking, I can never erase. annul; all 
I can do is say ''I am erasing, annulling, correcting/~ in short, 
speak some more., This very singular annulation-by-addi.tion I 
shall call ·•stammering:, Stammering is a message spoiled twice 
over: il is difficult to understand, but with an effort it can be 
un,derstood all the same; it is really neither in language nor 
outsitk it: it is a noise of language comparable to the knocks by 
which a molor lets it be known that it is not working properly; 
such is precisely the meaning of the misfir,e,, the auditory sign of 
a failure which appears 'in 'the functioning of the object. Stam
mering (of the motor or of the subject) is, in short, a fear: I am 
afraid t,he motor is going to, stop. 

The ,death of th,e machine: it can be distressing to mant :if he 
describes it like [hat of a beast (see Zola's novel) .. In short, 
however unsympathetic the machine may be (because it consti
tutes. in the figure of the robot,, the most serious of 'threats: the 
loss of the body), it still contains the possi,b:ility of a euphoric theme: 
its good functioning;, we dread, the machine when it works by 
itself, we delight in it when it works well. Now, just as the 
dysfunctio,ns of language are in a sense summarized in an 
auditory sign, stammering, similarly the good functioning of 
the machine is displayed in a musical being,: the rustle. 

The rustle is the noise of what is workin,g V.'elL From which 
follows this paradox: the rustle denotes a limit·noise~ an impos· 
sible noise, the noise of what, functioning to perfectiont has no 
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noise; to rustle is to make audible the very evaporation of noise~ 
the tenuoust the blurredt the tremulous are received as the 
signs of an auditory annulation. 

Thust it is happy machines which rustle. When the e,rotic 
machine~ so often ima,gined and described by Sadet an ~ 4intel

l1ectuar1 ag,glomerate of bodies whose amorous sites are carefully 
adjusted to each other-when this machine starts u,pt by the 
convulsive movements of the participants, it trembles and rus
tles~ in short, it works, and it works well. Els 1ewhere, when today's 
Japanese surrender themselves en masse, in huge halls, to the 
slot .. machine game called pachinko1 these halls are filled with 
the enormous rustle of the little balls, and this rustle signifies 
that so1mething, collectively~ is working: the pleasure 1

( enigmatic 
for other reasons) of playing,. of moving the body with exacti .. 
tude. For the rustle (we see this from the Sadean example and 
from the Japanese ex3'mple) implies a community of bodies: in 
rhe sounds, of the pleasure which is "working, 0 no voice is raised, 
guides, or swerves, no voice is constituted; the rustle is the very 
sound of plural delectation-plural but never massive (the mass, 
quite the contrary, has a single voice, and cerribly loud). 

An,d language can language rustle? Speech remains, it seems, 
condemned to sta:mmering; writin,g, to silence and to the dis
tinction of signs: in any case, there always remains too much 
meaning for language to fulfill a delectation appropriate to its 
substance. But what is impossible is not inconceivable: the rustle 
of language forms a utopia. Which utopia? 1 That of a music of 
meaning;, in its utopic state, language would be enlarged, I 
should even say denatured to the point of forming a vast auditory 
fabric in which the semantic apparatus would be made unreal; 
the phonict metric:, vocal signifier would be deployed in all its 
sump,tuosity, without a sign ever becoming detached from it 
(ever naturalizing this pure layer of delectation),. but also-and 
this is what is difficult-without meaning being brutally dis .. 
missed, 1dogmatically foreclosed, in short castrated. Rustling, 
entru:sce1d to the signifier by an unprecedented movement 
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unknown to our rational discourses, language would not thereby 
abandon a horizon of :meaning: meaningJ undi,vided, impene
trable, unnamable, would however be posited in the distance 

like a mirage, making the vocal exercise into a double landscape~ 
furnished with a ubackground''; but instead of the rnusic of the 
phonemes being the "background" of our messages (as happens 
in our poetry), meaning '\\r"ould now be the vanishing point of 
delectation. And just as, when attributed to the machine, the 
rustle is only the noise of an absence of noise, in the same way. 
shifted t.o language. it V¥"ould be that meaning which reveals an 
exemption of meaning or-the same thing-that non-meaning 
which produces in the distance a meaning henceforth liberated 
from all the aggressi,ons of which the sign, formed in the ''sad 
and fierce history of men," is the Pandora's box. 

This is a utopia, no doubt about it; but utopia is often what 
guides the investigations of the avant-garde. So there exists here 
and there, at moments, what we might call cenain experiments 
in rustling: like certain productions of posr .. serial music (it is 
quite significant that this music grants an extreme importance 
to the voice: it is the voice it works with, seeking to denature 
the meaning in it, bul not the auditory volume), certain radio
phonic researches; and like the latest texts by Pierre Guyotat or 
Philippe Sollers. 

Moreover, we ourselves can undertake this research around 
the rustle. and in life) in the adven'lures of life; in what life 
affords us in an utterly impromptu manner~ The other evening., 
\·Vatching Antonioni,s film on China, I suddenly experienced, at 
the end of a sequence" the rustle of language: in a village streett 
some children~ leaning against a wall, reading aloud, each one 
a different book to himself but all together; that-that rustled 
in the right way, like a machine that works YtTeU; the meanin,g 
was doubly impenetrable to me. by my not knowing Chinese 
and by the blurring of these simultaneous readings; but I was 
hearing, in a kind of hallucinated perception (so intensely was 

it receiving all the subtlety of the scene), I was hearing the 
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music! the breatht the tension, the application, in short some
thing like a goal. ls that all it takes-just speak all at the sa.me 
time in order to make language rustle, in the rare fashion, 
slamped with delectation, that I have been trying to describe? 
No, of course not; the auditory scene requires an erotics (in the 
broadest sense of the term), the elanJ or the discovery, or the 
simple acco,mpaniment of an emotion: precisely what was con~ 
tributed by the countenances of the Chinese children~ 

I imagine myself today something like the ancient Greek as 
Hegel describes him: he interrogated, Hegel sayst passionately, 
uninterruptedly, the rustle of branches, of springst of windst in 
short, the shudder of Nature, in order to perceive in it the 
design of an intelligence. And I-it is the shudder of meaning 
I inrerrogate, listening to the rustle of languaget that language 
which for me,, modern man, is my Nature. 

Ver.s une tsthetiqut sans entrave:s (U .. G.E.), 1975 
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Rhetorical Analysis 

Literature presents itself lO us as an institution and as a work. As 
an institution.J it collects all usages and all practices which govern 
the circuit of the thing written in a given society: the writerJs 
social status and ideologyf modes of circulationt conditions of 
consumption, sanctions of criticism. As a work., it is essentially 
constituted by a verbal, written message of a certain type. It is 
the work-as-object that I wish to deal with, suggesting that we 
concern ourselves with a still little--explored field (though the 
word is very old), that of rhttoric. 

The literary work includes elements which are not special to 
literature; I shall cite at least one of these,, because the devel
opment of mass communications permits its incontestable rec· 
ognition today in films, in comic strips, and perhaps in the news 
item [the fait-di'vers], i.e., elsewhere than in the novel: this is 
narrative, story, argument1 what Souriau has called, apropos of 
film, diegesi.s. There exis,ts a diegetic form comm,on to different 
arts, a form w 1e are beginning to analyze to,day according, to new 
methods inspired by Propp. However'" confronting the element 
of fabulation it shares with other creations, literature possesses 
one element which defines it specifically: its language; this 
specific element the Russian formalist school has already sought 
to isolate and to treat under the name of Literaturnost, 0 literar
iness''; Jakobson calls it poetics; poetics is the analysis which 
permits answering this question: What is it that makes a verbal 
message a work of art? It is this specific element which, for my 
part, I shall call rhetoric, so as to avoid any restriction of poetics 
to poetry and in order to mark our concern with a general level 
of language common to all genres., prose and verse alike. My 

8.3 
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question is whether a confrontacion of society and rhetoric is 
po,ssible, and under what conditions. 

For centuries-from antiquity to the nineteenth century
rhecoric has received a definition which is at once function al 
and technical: it is an art, i.e., a set of constraints \\·hich permit 
either persuasion or. subsequently, expressiveness. This de
clared goal evidently makes rhetoric into a social institution, 
and., paradoxically, the link \<\'hich unites the forms of language 
to societies is much more immediate than the strictly ideological 
relation; in ancient Greece, rhetoric is born very specifically in 
the property trials which followed the exactions of the Tyrants 
in fifth .. century Sicily; in bourgeois society, the art of speaking 
according to certain rules is both a sign of social power and an 
instrument of that power; it is not insignificant that the class 
which concludes secondary studies of the young bourgeois in 
France is called the classe de rhitorique. Hov.~ever, it is not this 
immediate (and, indeed, quickly exhausted) relation that we 
shall linger overt for, as we know, if social need engenders 
cercain functons, these functions, once they are set in operation, 
or, as we say, once they are detennined, acquire an unforeseen 
autonomy and acquire new significations. For the functional 
definition of rhetoric, I shall therefore substitute an immanent, 
structural definition, or to be still more specific, an infonnational 
definirion. 

We know that every message (and the literary work is one of 
them) includes at least one level of expression, or level of 
signifiers, and one level of content, or level of signifieds; the 
junction of these two levels forms the sign (or group of signs)+ 
However,, a message constituted according to this elementary 
order can, by an operation of separation or amplification, 
become the simple expressive level of a second message, which 
is of the extensive variety; in short, the sign of the first message 
becomes the signifier of the second. We are then in the presence 
of two semiotic systems imbricated within each other in a regular 
fashion. Hjelmslev has called the second system thus constituted 
connotative sem:iotics (in opposition to the meta .. language, in which 
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the sign of the first message becomes the signified and not the 
signifier of the second message)~ Now, as language, literature 
is~ from all evidence, a connotative semiotics; in a literary text, 
a first system of signification~ which is language (French, for 
instance)t serves as a simple signifier in a second message, whose 
signified is different from the signifieds of the language; if I 
read: Faites avancer les commodites de la conversation (Bring forward 
the comforts of conversation), I perceive a denotated message 
which is the order to move the armchairs closer, b,ut I also 
perceive a connotated message whose signified here is "preciosity.tt 
In informational terms~ we shaU therefore define literature as 
a double system~ denoted ... connoted; in this double systemt the 
manifest and specific, level, which is that of the signifiers of the 
second system, will constitute Rhetoric; the rhetorical, signifiers 
will be the connotators,. 

Defined in informational termst the literary message can and 
must be subjected to a systematic explorationt without W'hich 'WC 

can never conf ron't it with the History which produces it, since 
the historical being of this message is not only ,,..,hat it says but 
also the way in which it is fabricated~ Of course, the linguistics 
of connotation-which we cannot confuse with the old stylistics, 
for the latter, studying means of expression, remained on [he 
level, of speech [parok], while rhe former, studying codes~ takes 
its place on the level of the language [/angue]-is not yet 
constituted;, but certain indications of contemporary linguists 
permit us to propose at least two directions to rhetorical analysis .. 

The first has been sketched by Jakobson, who distinguishes 
six factors in every message: a se,nder,, a receiver, a context or 
referent, a contact, a code,, and finally the message itself; to 
each ·Of these factors corresponds a function of language; every 
discourse mixes most of these functions, but it receives its mark 
from the dominance of one function or another over the rest; 
for instance, if the emphasis is put on the person emitting the 
message, the expressive or emotive function dominates; if it is 
put on the receiver, it is, the connotative (exhortati,ve or suppli
cative) function which prevails; if it is the referent which receives 
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the emphasis, the discourse is denotative (as is the case here); 
if it is the contact (between sender and receiver),. the phatic 
function refers to all the signs intended to maintain communi· 
cation between the interlocutors; the meta-linguistic function, 
or function of eluci,dation, accentuates recourse to the code; 
lastt when it is the message itself, its configuration,. the palpable 
aspect of its signs "vhich are emp'hasized,. the discourse is poetic, 
in the broad sense of the term: this is obviously the case of 
literature; we can say that literature (work or text) is specifically 
a message 'V.•hich puts the emphasis on itself~ This definition no 
doubt permits a better understanding of how it comes abou'l 
that the communicative function does not exhaust the literary 
\·vork., but that the latter,, resisting purely functional definitions, 
always presents itself in a certain fashion as a tautology, since 
the message"s intra~mundane functions remain ultimately subject 
to its structural function. However, the coherence and decla ... 
ration of the poetic function may vary with History; and further" 
synchronically, this same function may be "devoured0 by other 
functions, a phenomenon which in a sense diminishes the workts 
coefficient of literary specificity. Jakobson1s definition therefore 
involves a sociological perspective, since it permits us to evaluate 
both the process of literary lan,guage and its situation in relation 
to non-literary languages .. 

Another exploration of the literary message is possiblet this 
time of a distributional type. We kno\v that a whole portion of 
linguistics is concerned today with defining words less by their 
meaning than by the syntagmatic associations in which they can 
take their place; roughly speaking, words associate among 
themselves accordin,g to a certain scale of probability: dog is 
readily associated with bark but rarely with mew, though syn ... 
tactically there is nothing that forbids the association of a verb 
and a subject; this syntagmatic "filling'' of rhe sign is occasionally 
called catalysis .. Now, catalysis has a close relation wilh the special 
nature of literary language; within certain limits, which are 
precisely those to be studied, the more aberrant the catalysis, 
the more parent literature, becomes. Of courseJ if we abide by 
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the literal units, literature is not at all incompatible with a normal 
catalysis; in the sky is blue as an orange, no literal association is 
deviant; but if we refer to a higher lev,el of units, which is 

precisely that of connotators, we recognize the catalytic distur
bance without difficulty, for it is statistically aberrant to associate 
blueness with an orange. The literary message can ther,efore be 
defined as a divergence of association of signs (Guiraud); 
operationally, for instance, c1onfronting the normative ta.sks of 
automatic translation, literature might be defined as the sum of 
the insoluble cases presented to the machine. We can say in 
another fashion that literature is essentially a costly system of 
infonnation. However, if literature is uniformly luxurious, ther,e 
are several luxury economies, which can vary with periods .and 
societies; in our classical literature of the anti-precieux generation, 
syntagmatic as,sociations remain within normal margins on the 
level of den,otation, and it is explicitly the rhetorical level which 
supports the high cost of the information; on the contrary, in 
surrealist poetry (to take two extremes), the associations are 
aberrant and the information costly on the level of the elemen
tar}' units themselves. We can reasonably hope, here again, that 
the distributional definition of the literary message will cause 
certain links to appear between each societ}' and the economy 
of information it assigns to literature. 

Thus, the very form of the literary message is in a certain 
relation with History and with society, but this relation is special 
and does not necessarily coincide with the history and sociology 
of contents. The connotators form the elements of a code, and 
the validity of this code can be more or less lasting; the classical 
code (in the broad sense) has lasted for centuries, in th1e West, 
since it is the same rhetoric which animates an oration by Cicero 
or a s,ermon by Bossuet; but it is likely that this code underwent 
a profound_ mutation in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, e\'en if, to this very day, certain traditional writings are 
subject to it~ This mutation is doubtless related to the crisis of 
bourgeois consciousness; the problem, however, is not to know 
if the ,one analogically reflects the other, but if, confronting a 
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certain order of phenomena, history does not somehow inter
vene to modify the rhythm of their diachrony; as a matter of 
fact, as soon as we deal with forms (and this is obviously the 
case with the rhetorical code), the processes of change are more 
on the order of translation than of evolu.tion: there is successive 
exhaustion of the possible mutations, and history is called upon 
to modify the rhythm of these mutations, not these forms 
them.selves; there is perhaps a certain endogen·ous development 
of the structure of the literary message, analogous to the one 
which governs changes of fashion. 

There is another way of appreciating the relation between 
rhetoric and society: by evaluating the degree of ''frankness'' of 
the rhetorical code .. It is certain that the literary message of the 
classical period deliberately paraded its connotation, since the 
figures constituted a code transmissible by apprenticeship (whence 
the numerous treatises of the period}, and since it was not 
possible to form a recognized message except by drawing on 
this code. Today, as we know, this rhetoric has exploded; but 
precisely by studying its debris, its substitutes, or its lacunae, we 
can doubtless account for the m.ultiplicity of writings and 
recognize, for each of them, the signification it possesses in our 
society. We might thus approach quite precisely the problem of 
the division between. good literature and the others, whose social 
importance is considerable, especially in a mass society. But 
here, too, we must not look for an analogical relation between 
a group of usages and its rheto,ric; our task is rather to 
reconstitute a gen~ral system of sub-codes, each of which is 
defined in a certain state of society by its differences, its distances, 
and its identities with regard to its neighbors: elite literature 
and mass culture, avant-garde and tradition, constitute, formally, 
different codes simultaneously placed, according to Merleau· 
Ponty, in a ''modulation of coexistence''; it is this set of sim ul~ 
taneous codes, whose plurality has been recognized by Jakobson, 
which should be studied; and since a code is itself merely a 
certain way of distributing a closed collection of signs, rhetorical 
analysis should derive n.ot from sociology strictly speaking, but 
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rather f ram that socio-logic, or sociology off orms of classification 
already postulated by Durkheim and Mauss~ 

Such are, summarily and abstractly presentedt che general 
perspectives of rhetorical analysis. It is an analysis whose project 
is not new, but to which recent developments of structural 
linguistics and of information theory afford renewed possibilities 
of exploration; but, above all, it requires of us a methodological 
analys,is that is perhaps new: for the formal nature of the object 
it seeks to study (the literary message) obliges us to describe in 
an immanent and exhaustive fashion the rhetorical code (or 
codes) before setting this code (or these codes) in relation with 
the society and the history which produce and consume them .. 

Goldmann colloquium. 1966 



Style and Its Image 

I should like to begin V."ith a personal consideration: for some 
twenty years, my investigations have been concerned with lit ... 
erary language~ without my being altogether comfortable in the 
role either of critic or of llnguist. I should like to take advantage 
of this ambiguous situation in order to deal with an impure 
notion, one which is at once a metaphoric form and a theoretical 
concept. This notion is an image. I do not believe, as a matter 
of fact, that scientific work can proceed without a certain image 
of its object (as we knowt nothing is more resolutely metaphoric 
than the language of mathematicians or geographer:s); nor do 
I believe that the intellectual image, heir of ancient Pythagorean 
cosmogonies, at o,nce spatial,, musical, and abstract, can be 
d:ivested of a theoretical value which preserves it from contin
gency without exaggeratedly deflecting it toward abstraction. 
H:ence, it is an image which l seek to question., or,, m,ore 
specifically, a vision: How do we see style? What is the image of 
style which troubles met what is the one I desire? 

Simplifying greatly (the privilege of vision)~ it seems to me 
that style (in the ieurrent sense of the word) has always been 
part of a binary system, or, if you prefer, of a mythological 
paradigm of two terms,; these terms have. of course,, changed 
names and even content, according to periods and schools. Let 
us consider two of these oppositions. 

The first,, the oldest (it is still with us, at least quite frequently 
in the teaching of literature), is that of Content and Farm~ it 
derives~ we kn,ow, from one of the first classific:ations of classical 
Rhetoric,, the opposition between Res and Verba: on R,es (or 
demonstrative materials of discourse) depends lnventioi or re
search into whac one can say about a subject (quaestio); on Verba 

go 
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depends Elocutio (or transformation of these materials into a 
verbal form); this Ewcutio is, roughly, our ... style."' The relation 
of Form an.cl Content is phenomenological: Form is reputed to 
be the appearance or garment of Concent, which is its truth or 
body; the metaphors attached to Form 1(to style) are therefore 
of a decorative order: figures, colors, nuances; or again, this 
relation of Form and Content is experienced as expressive or 
alethic: the writer (or the commentator) must establish a proper 
relation between content (truth) and form (appearance), between 
message (as content) and its m.edium (style); between these two 
concentric terms (the one being inside the other) is assumed a 
reciprocal guarantee. This guarantee gives rise to a historical 
problem: can Form disguise Content, or musl it be subservient 
to it (so that there can no longer be a 0 coded'·' Form)? It is this 
argument ·which sets in opposition, down through the centuries, 
Aristotelian (later Jesuit) rhetoric and Platonic i(la ter Pascalian) 
rhetoric. This vision subsists, despite terminological change, 
when ·we co,nsider che text as the superposition of a signified and 
a signifier, the signified then being inevitably experienced (I am 
speaking here of a more or less assumed vision) as a secret 
hidden behind the signifier. 

The second, much more recent opposition,. of a more scien
tific aspect and largely tributary to the Saussurian paradigm 
Langue I Parole (or Code I Message), is that of Norm and D1eviance. 
Style is then seen as the exception (though coded) to a rule; 
it is the (individual, yet institutional) aberration of a current 
usage, sometimes perceived as verbal (if we define the norm by 
the spoken language), sometimes as prosaic (if we set Poetry 
in opposition to "something el.se"). Just as che opposition 
Form I Content implies a phenomenological vision, so the 
Norm I Deviance opposition implies an ultimately moral vision 
(under cover of a logic of tndoxa): there is a reduction of the 
systematic to the sociolo.gical (the code is what is statistically 
guaranteed by the greatest number of users) and of the socio.-. 
logical to the normal. where social nature begins; l:iteraturet the 
space of style, and because il is specificaUy this space, then 
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assumes a shamanic function, which Uvi .. Strauss has well de
scribed in his Introduction to the Work of 1\1arcel Mauss: it is the 
site of (verbal) anomaly~ as society establishes,, recognizes, and 
assumes it by honoring its writers, in the same way that the 
ethnic group establishes the supernatural in the person of the 
witch doctor (the way an abscess marks the limits of a disease)~ 
in order to recuperate it in a process of coUective communication. 

I should like lo start from these two visions, less to attack 
them than to complicate them. 

Let us take first the opposition of Content and Form, of 
Signified and Signifier. No doubt it includes a certain, irreducible 
portion of truth. Structural analysis of narrative in its achieve
ments and its promises is wholly based on the conviction (and 
the practical proof) that v.'e can transform a g;iven text into a 
more schematic version~ "''hose meta-language is no longer the 
inte,gral language of the original text~ without changing the 
narrative identity of this text: in order to enumerate functions, 
to reconstitute sequences, or to distribute agents~in short, to 
bring to light a narrative grarn1nar which is no longer the 
grammar of the vernacular of the text~\\Te must peel off the 
stylistic (or, more generally, elocutionary, uexpressiveH) film 
from another layer of secondary (narrative) meaning, to ,...~hich 
the stylistic features have no pertinence: they can be varied 
without affectin,g the structure. That Balzac should say of a 
disturbing old man that he ~'kept upon his bluish lips a fixed 
and paralyzed smile, as implacable and jeering as the smile of 
a death's-head," has exactly the same narrative (orJ more pre
cisely, semantic) function as if \i\i·e were to transform th,e phrase 
and say that the old man had so,mething funereal and fantastic 
about him (this seme is irreducible, since it is functionally 
necessary to the sequence of the story). 

The error, ho"'9 ever-and it is here that we must modify our 
vision of Content and Form-would be to stop 0 peellng off'' 
style prematurely; what this (possiblet as we have just said) 
peeling ofT reveals is not a contentt a signified, but another 
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form, another signifer, or if \\re prefer a more neutral term, 
another level, which is never the last (for the tex'l is always artic'-
ulated around codes which it does not exhaust); signifie,ds are 
farms, as we have known since Hjelmslev and even more clearly 
from the recent hypotheses of certain psychoanalystst anthro~ 
pologists, philosophers. Recently~ analyzing a tale by Balzac_. l 
attempted to bring to Jight~without reference to style, with 
which, I was not concerned, and remaining within the boundaries 
of the signified-an interplay of five different codes: actional, 
hermeneutic, semic,. cultural, and symbolic; the "citations" which 
the author (or more exactly the performer of the text) extracts 
from these codes are juxtaposed, mixed, superimposed 'Within 
one and the same expressive unit (a single senlence, for example, 
or, more generaHy, a '~lexia,·' or unit of reading), so as to form 
a braid. a fabric, or even (etymologically) a text Here is an 
example: the sculptor Sarrasine is in love with a prima donna 
whom he does not know to be a castrato; he abducts her, and 
the apparent soprano defends herself: "The Italian woman was 
armed with a dagger. ~If you come closer: she said, 'I shall be 
forced to plun,ge this weapon into your heart." "1 Is there, behind 
the statement, a signified? Not at all; the sentence is the "braid'' 
of several codes: a linguistic code (the French language), a 
rhe[orical code (antonomasia, interpolation of an inquit, apos
trophe), an actional code (the armed defense of the victim is a 
unit in the sequence Rape), a hermeneutic code (the castrato 
conceals his sex by feigning to def end his virtue as a woman), 
and a symbolic code (the knife is a symbol of castration). 

Hence we ,can no longer see the text as the binary structure 
of a content and a form; the text is not double, but multiple; 
in the text, there are only forms:w or~ more precisely, the text in 
its totality is only a multipli,city of forms-without (a) content. 
We can say metaphorically that the literary text is a stereography: 
neither melodic nor harmonic, it is resolutely contrapuntal; it 
mingles voices in a volume~ not in a line,, not even a double one., 
,Doubtless, among lhese voices (these codes. these systems, these 
forms), some are more es,pecially attached to verbal substance, 
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verbal play (linguistics, rhetoric), hue this is a historical distinction, 
useful only for the literature of the Signified (which is in general 
the only literature that we have studied); for ~·e need merely 
think of a few modern texts to see that as the (narrative,. logical" 
symbolic, psychological) signified recedes still further_ it is not 
possible to set in opposition (even with the greatest sensitivity 
to nuance) systems of Form and systems of Content: style is a 
historical (and not universal) concept, which has pertinence only 
for certain historic works~ Does it have, within this older 
literaturet a definite function? I believe it does. The stylistic 
system, which is one system among others, has a function of 
.naturalization, or of familiarization, or of domestication: the 
units of the codes of content are in effect subjected to a rough 
pigeonholing (actions are separated, characterial and symbolic 
notations are disseminatedt the march of truth is fragmented, 
retarded}; language, i,n the elementary aspects of sentence, 
period, paragraph~ superimposes upon this semantic disconti
nuity established on the level of discourse 'the appearance of 
continuity; for however discontinuous language itself may be, 
its structure is so fixed in the experience of each man that he 
recognizes it as a veritable nature: do \Ve not speak of the Hflux 
of speech'~? What is more familiar, more obvious, more natural~ 
than a senlence read? Style "overspreads''' the semantic articu
lations of content; by metonymic means" it naturalizes the story 
told, declares it innocent. 

Novl let us turn to the second opposition" that of Norm an,d 
Deviance, which is in effect the opposition of Code and Message, 
since style (or literar)' effect) is experienced here as an aberrant 
message which "surprues•' the code. Here too, we must refine 
our vision of the opposition rather than destroy it~ 

The features of style are undeniably drawn from a code, or 
al least from a systematic space (this distinction seems necessary 
if we want to respect the possibility of a multi~code, or even the 
existence of a signifier whose space is governed and yet infinite, 
i.e.t an unsaturatable paradigm): style is a distance, a difference; 
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but in relation to what? The reference is most often, implicitly 
or explicitly, to the spoken (''current," ''normal'') language. This 
proposition seems to me both excessive and insufficient: excessive 
because stylistic codes of reference or difference are numerous, 
and the spoken language is always only one of these codes 
(which, moreover, there is no reason to privilege as the princeps 
language, the incarnation of the fundamental code, the absolute 
reference); insufficient because the opposition of spoken and 
written is never exploited in all its depth. A word on this last 

.. 
point. 

We know that the obj,ect of linguistics, what determines at 
once its task and its limits, is the sentence (however difficult to 
define): beyond the sentence, there is no linguistics, for here 
discourse begins, and the combinative rules of sentences are 
different from those of monemes; but, short of this, there is no 
linguistics either, for then we can expect to find only shapeless, 
incomplete, '''unworthy'' syntagms; only the sentence, we feel, 
guarantees organization, structure, unity. Now, the interior 
language (the language of thought) is essentially a sub-sentenc,e 
language; of course, it can include complete s,entences, but the 
code of the genre does not require this for the success and 
advantage of the communication: we constantly talk without 
finishing our sentences. Listen to a conversation: note how many 
sentences there are whose structure is incomplete or ambiguous, 
how many clauses are subordinated with no main clause or with 
no clear antecedent, how many subjects lack. predicates, how 
many a,dversatives lack correlatives, etc. To the point where it 
is abusiv,e to continue speaking of ''sentences,'' even ''incomplete'' 
or ''defective'' ones; better to speak, more neutrally, of syntagms 
whose ''congregation'' remains to be described. But if we op,en 
a book, there will not be one sentence which is not ended, by an 
overdetermination of operators structural, rhythmic, and 
punctuational. 

When,c,e, by rights, two autonomous linguistics: a linguistics 
of the syntagm and a linguistics of the sentence, a linguistics of 
the spoken and a lingu~stics of the written. By carrying this 
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distinction to its conclu.sions, we shall only be following the 
reco1mmendations of philosophy, which today assigns speech 
and writing different ontologies; it is, philosophy says, by a 
paradoxical abuse that linguistics deals only with the written 
(language in senten·ces), while claiming that the canonical form 
of language is speech, in respect to which writing is only 
'' . .. '' transcr1pt1on. 

We lack, obviously, a grammar of the spoken language· (but 
is this grammar possible: is it not the very notion of grammar 
which would be elimin.ated by this division of commu.nication?), 
insofar as we have only a grammar of the sentence. This lack 
determines a new ,distribution of languages: there are languages 
of the sentence and all the other kinds. The first are marked 
by a constraining character, an obligatory rubric: the completion 
of the sentence. Style is ob\riously one of these written languages, 
and its generic feature (which attaches it to the genre of the 
written but does not yet distinguish it. from its neighbors) is its 
requirement to complete its sentence·s: by its finitu,de. by its 
''neatness," the sentence declares itself written, en route to its 
literary state: the sentence is already, in itself, a stylistic object: 
th·e absence of smudging, by which it fulfills its,elf., is in a. sense 
the first criterion of style; we see this clearly in two properly 
stylistic values: simplicity and contour: both are effects of neatness, 
one litotic, the other rhetorical: if this sentence of Claudel's 
('''The night is so calm it seems salted'') is both simple and 
'''contoured,'' it is because it completes the sentence in its 
necessary and sufficient plenitude. This can be related to several 
historical phenomena: first of all, a. certain gnomic inheritance 
of the written language (divinatory maxims, religious formulas, 
whose typically sententia.I closure assures polysemy); the·n, the 
humanist myth of the living sentence, effluvium of an organic 
model, at once closed and generative (a myth discussed in the 
treatise On the Sublime); last, the attempts though as yet inef ... 
fectual, so closely is literature, even subversive literature, linked 
to the sentence to explode the limits of the sentence (Mal
larme's Coup de des, hyper-proliferation of the Proustia.n sen-



Style and Its Image 97 

tence, desrruction of the typographic sentence in modern po

etry). 
The senlence~ in its closure and ils '''neatness," seems to me, 

thent the fundamental detertninalion of writing+ From "thich 
many "Tritten codes are possible (though not yet ah>.rays identi
fied): learnedt academic! adn1inistrativet journalistic y.•riting. 
each describable in terms of its clientele, its lexicon~ and its 
syntactical protocols (inversionst figurest clausulaet all features 
marking the identity of a collective "'Triting by their presence or 
their absence). Among all these kinds of writing, and even 
before speaking of style in the individual sense in which we 
ordinarily understand this word, there is literary language, a 
truly collective writing \·vhose systematic features should be 
itemized (and not only its historical features, as has been done 
hitherto): What is it, for instance, which is permitted in a literary 
text but not in an academic article? Inversions, order of con1-
plements, syntactical license, archais,ms~ figures, lexicon? What 
we must grasp first is not the idiolect of an author but of an 
inslitu tion (literature). 

This is not alL Literary \\rricing must be located not only in 
relation to its closest neighbors but also in relation to its models. 
I mean by mode/,s not sources, in the philological sense of the 
W'Ord (let us note in passan,g that the problem of sources has 
been raised almost exclusively on the level of the content)t but 
syntagmatic patterns, typical fragments, of sentences, formulas, 
if you like, whose origin is not identifiable but which make up 
part of the collective me:mory of literature. To write is to ler 
these models come to one and to transform them (in the sense 
this word has acquired in linguistics). 

I shall point out, in this regard, three phenomenat taken 
virtually at random from a recent experiment. Tl'te first is 
personal testimony: having worked for some time on a tale by 
Balzac, I often catch myself spontaneously carrying over into 
the circumstances of daily life fragments of sentencest formu .. 
lations spontaneously taken from the Balzacian text;, it is not 
the memorial (banal) character of the phenomenon which 
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interests me here, but the evidence that I am writing daily life 
(it is true~ in my head) through these formulas inherited from 
an anterior writing,; or again, more preciselyt life is the very 
thing which comes already constituted as a literary '"lriting: 
nascent writing is a past v.~riting. The seco,nd phenomenon :is an 
example of external transformation: when Balzac writes: ul was 
plunged into o,ne of those profound reveries which overcome 
everyone, even the frivolous, in the midst of the most tumultuous 
festivities," the sentence. if we except its personal mark (u/ was 
plunged")~ is merely the transformation of a proverb: Amidst 
tumultuous festivities, profound reveries; in other words, the literary 
speech-act refers" by transformation. to another syntactic struc
ture: the first content of the sentence is another form (here, the 
gnomic fo,rm), and style is established in 'the effort of transfor .. 
mation applied not to ideas but to forms; it remains,. of course, 
to id,entify the chief stereotypes (such as the proverb) from 
which literary language is invented and generated. The third 
phenomenon is an example of internal transformation (which 
the author generates from his own formula): at a certain moment 
of his stay at Balbec, the Proustian narrator tries to engage the 
young elevator boy of the Grand Hotel in conversation, but the 
boy does not answer himt Proust says, "whether from astonish
ment at my wordsj attention to his work, concern for etiquette, 
hardness of hearing,. respect for the place, fear of danger, 
mental torpor, or orders of the director"; the repetition of the 
same syntactical formula (a noun and its compl,ement) is ob
viously a game, a uturn," and style then consists in ( 1) trans
forming a potential subordinate clause into a nominal syntagm 
(because he did not hear well becomes his hardness of hearing); (2) 

repeating as often a:s possible this transformational formula 
through different contents,. 

From these three random and virtually impromptu remarks, 
I should merely like to draw a working hypothesis: that we 
consider stylistic features as transf onnationsJ derived either from 
collective formulas (of unrecoverable origin, literary or pre
Hterary) or, by metaphoric interplay, from idiolectal forms; in 
both cases~ what should govern the stylistic task is the search 
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for m,odels:, for patterns: sentential structures, syntagmatic cliches., 

divisions and clausulae of sentences; and what should animate 
this task is the conviction that style is essentially a citational 
procedure, a body of formulas, a mem,ory (almost in the 
cybernetic sense of the wo,rd), an inheritance based on culture 
and not on expressivity. This permits situating the transformation 
to which I allude (an~ consequently the cransformational srylis .. 
tics I can, d,esire): it certainly has some affinity with transfor ... 
mational grammart but it differs from it on one fundamental 
point (where linguistics. inevitably implying a certain vision of 
language, once again becomes ideological): stylistic "models0 

cannol be identified with "deep structures,h with universal forms 
derived f rorn a psycholog,ical logic; these models are only the 
depositaries ·of culture (even if they seem very old); they are 
repetitions, noc foundacions; citations, not expressions; stereo· 
types, not archetypes .. 

To return to that vision of style to which I alluded at the 
beginning: in my opinion, it must consist today in seeing style 
W'ithin the plurality of the teX,t: a plurality of semantic levels 
(codes), whose "braiding'' forms the textt and a plurality of 
cita'lions deposited in that code we are calling "style" and 'Which 
I should prefer to call, at least as a first object of study, literary 
language. The problem of slyle can only be treated in relation 
to what I shall call the layered quality of discourse; and, to 
continue the alimentary metaphor, I shall sum up these few 
remarks by say:ing that, if hitherto we have seen the text as a 
fruit with its pit (an apricot, for instance), the flesh being the 
form and the pit the content; it would be better to see it as an 
onion, a superimposed construction of skins (of layers,. of levels:,, 
of systems) whose volume contains~ finally, no heart, no core:,, 
no secret, no irreducible principle~ nothing hue the v,ery infinity 
of its envelopes-which envelop nothing other than the totality 
of its surf aces. 

BeUagio colloquiumt 1969 
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'l"'o say thac there is a bourgeois culture is Y./rong,, because it is 
our entire culture which is bourgeois (and lo say that our culture 
is bourgeois is a liresome truism, one \vhich is mouthed in all 
our univers,ities). To say that culture is in opposition to nature 
is dubious,, because \·Ve are not sure where the limits of each 
are: Where is nature :in man? If one is to describe himself as 
man~ that man m.ust. have a language, i.e.~ culture itself. In the 
biological? To,day we recognize in the living organasm the same 
structures as in the speaking subject: life itself is constructed as 
a language. In short, everything is culture,. from garment to 
book, from food to image, and culture is everywhere, from end 
to end of the social scale. This culture, certainly, is a very 
paradoxical object: without contours, without oppositjonal term, 
without remai'nder. 

Let us even add, perhaps: \\'ithout incident---or at least without 
schism, subject to a tireless repetition. Here" on television, an 
American spy serial: co,cktails on a yacht~ and the characters 
indulging in a kind of worldly banter (fiirtationst double mean
ings, worldly interests); but this has already, been seen or said: not 
only in th,ousands of popular novels and films, but in earlier 
works belonging to what might pass for another culture, in 
Balzac, for instance: one might suppose that the Princess de 
Cadignan has simply changed places, that she has left the Fau
bourg Saint-Germain for the yacht of a Greek shipowner. Thus, 
culture is not only ""·hat returns, it is also an,d especially what 
remains in placet like an imperishable corpse: it is a bizarre toy 
that Hi.story never breaks. 

A unique object,, since it never sets itself in opposition to 
anything,. an eternal object, since it never breaks-in short, a 

'100 
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peaceable object, in whose boso1m everyone is gathered without 
apparent con"flict: then where is culture's reflexive task where 
are its c,ontradictions, where is its inadequacy? 

To answer, we must, despite the epistemological paradox of 
the object, risk a definition, the vaguest imaginable of course: 
culture is a field of dispersion. Of what? Of languages~ 

In our culture, in the Pax culturali.s to which we are subject, 
there is an inveterate war of' languages: our languages exclude 
each other; in a society divided (by social class, m.oney, academic 
origin), language itself divides~ What portion of language,s can 
I, as an intellectual, share with a salesman in the Nouvelles 
Galeries? Doubtless, if we are bot~. French, the language of 
communication; but this is an infinitesimal share: we can exchange 
pieces of information and truisms; but the rest, i.e., the enor
mous volume, the entire play of language? Since there is no 
subject outside language, since language is what constitutes the 
subject through and through, the separation of languages is a 
perman1ent grief; and this grief, if it does not occur only when 
we leave our ''milieu'' (where everyone speaks th.e same lan-
guage)., is not only the material contact of ,others, coming from 
other circles, other professions, which lacerates us it is pr,ecisely 
that ''culture'' which, in goc>d democracy, we are all supposed 
to share: it is precisely when,, under the effect of apparently 
technical determinations, c:ulture seems unified (an illusion 
rather stupidly reproduced by the expression ''mass culture'') 
that the division of cultural languages is excruciated .. Spend an 
evening at your television set (to keep to the commonest forms 
o,f culture); you will receive-despite efforts of general banali
zation undertaken by the producers several different lan
guages; it is impossible that all of these languages will respond 
not only to your desire (I t1se this word in its strongest sense) 
but even to your intellection: there is always, in culture, a share 
o,f language which the Other (hence I myself) does not under
stand; my neighbor is bored by this Brahms concerto, an1d I 
regard this variety sketch as vulgar and that soap opera as 
idiotic: boredom, vulgarity, stupidity are various names for the 
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secession of languages. The result is that this secession not only 
separates men from each other, but each man, each individual 
is in himself la 1cerated; each day in myself, there accumulate, 
without communicating, several isolated languages: I am frag
me,nted, severed, scattered (which in other circumstances passes 
for the very definition of ''madness''). And, even if I manage to 
speak the same language all day long, how many different 
languages I am compelled to receive! That of my colleagues, of 
my postman, of my students, of the sports commentato,r on the 
radio, of the classical author I read in the evening: it is a 
linguist's illusion to consider on equal status the language spoken 
and the language hea.rd, as if they were the same; here we must 
return to the fundamental distinction proposed by Jakobson 
between active grammar and passiv,e grammar: the first is 
monotonous, the second is heteroclite that is the truth of 
cultural language; in a divided society, even if it manages to 
unify its language, each man struggles against the explosion of 
listening: under cover of that total culture institutionally offered 
to him, the schizophrenic division. of the subject is imposed 
upon him every day; culture is in a sense the pathological field 
par excellence., in which is inscribed the alienation of contem
porary man. 

Thus, it seems, what is sought by each social class is not the 
possession of culture either to obtain or to preserve it for 
culture is there, everywhere and for everyone; instead, it is the 
unity of language, the coincidence of speech and list,ening. How 
then, today, in our Western society, divided in its languages and 
unified in its culture, how do the social classes, the on,es Marxism 
and sociology have taught us to recognize how do they look 
toward the languag1e of the Other? What is the (alas, very 
disappointing) interlocutory play in which, historically., they are 
involved? 

The bourgeoisie in. principle possesses all of culture, but it 
has been a long time (I am speaking for France) since it has 
possessed any cultural voice of its own. Since when? Since its 
intellectuals, its writers have diss,ociated themselves from it; the 
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Dreyfus Affair seems to have been, in our country, the instituting 
shock of this dissociation; th.is was, moreover, the moment when 
the word intellectual appeared: the intellectual is the ''clerk'' who 
seeks to break with the good conscience of his class if not his 
class of origin (that a writer is ''working class'' changes nothing 
about the problem), at least his class of consumption. Here, 
today, nothing is invented: the bourgeois (owner, boss, executive, 
administrator) no longer accedes to the language of intellectual, 
literary, artistic research, because this language contests him; 
he resigns in favor of mass culture; his children no longer read 
Proust, listen to Chopin, but maybe Boris Vian, pop music. 
However, the intellectual who threatens him is no longer trium
phant for that; try as he will to posit him,self as a representative, 
as a procurator for the proletariat, as an oblate for the socialist 
cause, his critique of bourgeois culture can use only the old 
language of the bourgeoisie, which is transmitted to him by 
university teaching: the idea of contestation itself becom,es a 
bourgeois idea; the public of intellectual writers may have shifted 
(though it is certainly not the proletariat which reads them), but 
not the lan.guage; of course, the intelligentsia seeks to invent 
new languages, but these languages remain enclosed: nothing 
has changed in social interlocution. 

The proletariat (the producers) has no culture of its own; in 
so ... called developed countries, its language is that of the petite 
bourgeoisie, because this is th.e language offered it by mass 
communications (popular press, radio, television): mass culture 
is petit-bourgeois. Of the thre,e typical classes, it is the inter
mediate class perhaps because this is the century of its historical 
promotion, which today is seeking to elaborate an original 
culture, one that would be its own: it is incontestable that 
important work is being done on the level of so-called m.ass 
culture (i.e., petit-bourgeois culture)-which is why it would be 
ridiculous to hold aloof from it. But by what means is such work 
being done? By the already known means of bourgeois culture: 
it is by taking and degrading the models (the patterns) of 
bourgeois language (its narratives, its types of reasoning, it.s 
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psychological values) that petit-bourgeois culture creates and 
implants itself. The idea of degradation may seem ''moral," the 
product of a bourgeois which regrets the excellence of past 
culture; I am giving it, quite the contrary, an objective, structural 
content: there is degradation because there is no invention; 
models are repeated on the spot, banaliud, because petit-bourgeois 
cultu.re (censored by the state) excludes even the contestation 
the intellectual can contribute to bourgeois culture: it is immo
bility, submission to stereotypes (conversion of messages into 
stereotypes) which defines such degradation. One can say that 
in petit-bourgeois culture, in mass culture, it is bourgeois culture 
which returns to the stage of History, but as a farce (Marx,s image 
will be recalled). 

A game of hunt-the ... slipper thereby seems to govern the 
cultural war: the languages are indeed separated, like partners 
in the game, sitting beside each other; but what is passed from 
hand to hand is always the same object, the same culture: tragic 
immobility of culture, dramatic separation of languages such 
is the double alienation of our s,ociety. Can we trust socialism 
to undo this contradiction, at once to ''fluidify," to pluralize 
culture, and to put an end to the war of meanings, to the 
exclusion of languages? Certainly; what hope elsewhere? Yet 
we must not blind ourselves to the threat of a new enemy which 
lies in wait for all modern societies~ Indeed, it seems that a new 
historical entity has ap,peared, has 1established itself, and is 
developing pathologically, complicating (without outdatir1g) 
Marxis,t analysis: this new figure is the state (here, moreo\iter, 
was the enigmatic point of Marxist science): the state apparatus 
is tougher than revolutions and so-called mass ,culture is the 
dire,ct expression of this state presence: in France, for example, 
the state now seeks to dissociate itself f rorn the university, to 
turn its intere,st elsewhere, to concede the institution to the 
c1ommunists and the protesters, for it realizes that it is not here 
that a conquering culture will be created; but for nothing in the 
world will it release its hold of televisio,n or radio; by possessing 
these means of culture, it governs real culture, and, by governing 
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it, makes it into its own: a culture within which must gather 
together the intellectually ''resign.ing'' class (the bourgeoisie), 
the promotional class (the petite-bourgeoisie), and the silent 
class (the proletariat). Thus, we understand why on the other side, 
even if the problem of the state is far from being settled, the 
People's Republic of China has named the radical transformation 
of society it has undertaken a ''cultural revolution." 

The Times Literary Supplement, 1971 
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While out walking one day in my region, which is southwestern 
France, a peaceable terrain of retired minor officials, I had 
occasion to read, within a few hundred yards, on the doors of 
three villas, three different signs: Vicious Dog, Dangerous Dog, 
Watchdog. This region, evidently, has a very lively sense of 
property. But that is n.ot of such interest as this: these three 
expressions constitute one and the same message: Do Not Enter 
(or you will be bitten). In other words,, linguistics, which is 
concerned only with messages, could say nothing about them 
but what is very simple, very banal; it would by no means 
exhaust the meaning of these expressions, for this meaning is in 
their difference: Vicious Dog is aggressive; Dangerous Dog is philan
thropic; Watchdog is apparently objective. In still othe,r words, 
through one and the san1e message, we read three choices, three 
commitments, three mentalities, or again, three image-reper
toires, three alibis of ownership; by the language o,f his sign
by what I should call his discourse, since the language is the same 
in the three cases the villa's owner is sheltered and rea.ssured 
behind a certain representation, even a certain system of own
ership: here fierce (the dog, i.e., the O\\fner, of course, is vicious), 
here protective (the dog is dangerous, the villa is armed), here 
finally legitimate (a dog is guarding the property, a statutory 
right). Thus, on the level of the simplest message (Do Not Enter), 
language (discourse) explodes, fragments, diverges: there is a 
div"i.sion of languages, for which no simple science of communi
cation can account; society, with its socio-economic and neurotic 
structures, intervenes, constructing language like a battle
ground. 

Of course, it is the possibility of saying one and th.e same 
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thing in several ways, it is synonymy, which permits language 
to divide itself up; and synonymy is a statutory, structural, 
''natural'' datum of language; but the war of languages is not 
''natural'': it occurs where society transforms difference into 
conflict; one might say that there was a convergence of origin 
between the division of social classes, symbolic dissociation, the 
division of languages, and neurotic schism. 

I have deliberately chosen my example a minimo, out of the 
language of a single class, that of small lando,wners, whose 
discourse sets in opposition certain nuan,ces of appropriation. A 
fortiori, on the level of social society, if I may put it that way, 
langua,ge appears divided into great masses. However, one must 
be convin,c,ed of three things which ar,e not simple: the first is 
that the division of languages does not match the division of 
classes term for term: from one class to the next, there are 
skids, borrowings, grids, relays; the second is that the war of 
languages is not the war of subjects: it is linguistic systems which 
are in opposition, not individualities sociolects, not idiolects; the 
third is that the division of languag1es is marked against an 
apparent background of communication: the national idiom; 
more specifically, I should say that, on the scale of the nation, 
we understand each other but we do not communicate: putting 
things at their best, we have a liberal practice of language. 

In contemporary societies, the simple,st division of languages 
bears on their relation to Power. There are languages which 
are articulated, which develop, and which are marked in the 
light (or the shadow) of P'ower, of its many state, institutional, 
ideological machineries; I shall call thes1e encratic languages or 
discourses. And facing them, there are languages which are 
elaborated, which feel their way, and which are thems1elves 
outside of Power and/or against Power; I shall call these acratic 
languages or discourses. 

These two major forms of discourse do not have the same 
character. Encratic language is vague, diffuse, apparently ''nat
ural,'' and therefore not easily discerned: it is the language of 
mass culture (popular press, radio, television) and it is alsot in 
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a sense, the language of conversation, of public opinion (of the 
doxa); encratic language is both (a contradiction which constitutes 
its strength) clandestine (it is not easily recognizable) and trium
phant (it is inescapable): I shall say that it is sticky. 

Acratic language, on the other hand, is separate, se\lered from 
the doxa (hence, it is paradoxical); its schismatic strength derives 
from the fact that it is sy 1stematic, it is constructed around thought, 
not around ideology~ The most immediate examples of this 
acratic language would be, today, Marxist discour,se, psychoan
alytic discourse, and, to a lesser degree b,ut statutorily percep· 
tible, structuralist discourse. But what is perhaps most interesting 
is that, e\'en in the acratic sphere, there occur, on,ce again, 
certain divisions, regionalities, and antagonisms ,of language: 
critical discourse is fragmented into dialects, enclaves, systems. 
I am tempted to call these discursive systems Fictions, adopting 
Nietzsche's word, and to regard intellectuals as those who form, 
again according to Nietzsche, the sacerdotal class, the caste re
sponsible for elaborating, as artists, these Fictions of language 
(has not the priestly class, for a very long time, been the owner 
and the technician of formulas, i.e., of language?). 

Whence certain relations of fo,rce between the discursive 
systems. What is a strong system? It is a system of language 
which can function in all situations, and whose energy sub,sists, 

whatever the mediocrity of the subjects using it: the stupidity 
of certain Marxists, of certain psychoanalysts, or of certain 
Christians in no way jeopardizes the force of the corresponding 
systems, of the corresponding discourses. 

How do we account for the aggressive force, the power of 
domination of a discursive system, of a Fiction? Since the old 
Rhetoric, now permanently alien to ou.r world of language, no 
applied language has yet revealed the weapons of linguistic 
combat: we do not know for certain the physics or the dialectic 
or the strategy of what I shall call our logosphere though not a 
day passes when each of us is not subject to the intimidations 
of language. It seems to me that these discursive weapons are 
at least of three kinds. 
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i. Every strong system of discourse is a representation (in the 
theatrical sense: a show)~ a staging of arguments, aggressions, 
retorts,. formulas~ a mimodrama, in v.rhich the subject can engage 
his hysteric gratification. 

2. There certainly exist figures of system (as we used to say 
figures of rhetoric)~ partial forms of dis1course, set up with a view 
to giving the sociolect an absolute consistency, to closing the 
system, to protecting it and to excludin,g the adversary from it 
irremed:iably: for example, \\~hen a psychoanalyst says: "The 
rejection of psychoanalysis is a resistance which itself relates to 
psychoanalysis/' that is a figure of system. In a general way, 
figures of system aim at inc:luding the Other in discourse as a 
simple object, the better to exclude him from the community 
of subjects speaking the strong language. 

3. Last, going still further, we can speculate whether the 
sentence, as a practicaUy closed syntactic structure,. is not itself, 
already, a \\'eapon:,, an operator of intimidation: every complete 
sentence, by its assertive structure, has something imperative, 
something comminatory about it. 'The disorganization of the 
subject, his timorous subjection to 'the masters of language, is 
always translated by incomplete sentences, with vague contours~ 
undecided being. As, a matter of fact, in ordinaryt apparently 
free life, we do not speak in sentences. And conversely, there 
is a mastery of the sentence Vw~hich is very close to power: to be 
stron,g is first of all to finish one's sentences. Does not grammar 
itself describe che sentence in terms of po\\o'er, of hierarchy: 
subject, subordinate;t complement~ etc.? 

Since the war of languages is general, what are \\'e to do? By 
"we'' I mean \-ve inteUectuals, \\'Titers, practitioners of discourse. 
Everything suggests that \.\'e cannot escape: by culture, by 
political choice, we must be committed~ engage in one of the 
particular languages to which our Y.'orld,. our history compels, 
us. And yet v.Te canno,t renounce the gratification-ho1h·ever 
utopian-of a de .. situated, dis-alienated language. Thus, we 
must hold in the same hand the two reins of commitmenl and 
gratification, must assume a plural ph:Hosophy of languages. 
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Now, this elsewhere '-''hich remains, so to speak, U'ithin, has a 
name: it is che Text. T'he Text, Ylhich is no longer the work, is a 
pr<)duction of '\\'riting, whose social consumption is certainly not 
neutral (the Text is little read), but \\'hose production is su
premely free, insofar as (Nietzsche again) it does not respect 
the Whole (the Law) of 'language. 

Only writing, as a matter of fact~ can assun1e the fictional 
character of the most serious, even the most violent dialects, 
can replace them in their theatrical distance; for example 1 I can 
borroYl psychoanalytic speech in its v.~ealth and its extent, but 
make use of it in peuo as of a language of fiction. 

tvforeover, only writing can mix langt1ages (psychoanalytic, 
?\f arxist, structuralist~ for example), can constitute \vhac is called 
a heterology of knowledge~ can give language a festive dimension. 

Last. only writing can be deployed u1ithout a site of origin; only 
v.'riting can baffle every rhetorical ruJ,eJ every laY.r of genre, every 
arrogance of system: writing is atapic; in relation to the war of 
languages, which it does not suppress hut displaces, y.·riting 
anticipates a state of reading and writing practices \.\'here it is 
desire which circulates~ not domination. 

Le Conferenz,e dell"Associazione 
c:ulturale ltaliana. 1973 
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Is our culture divided? Indeed not; everyone, in our France 
today, can understa,nd a television broadcast, an article in France--
Soir, the arrangement of a banquet; moreo,ver,, one can say that,, 
aside from a little group of i,ntellectua~s, everyone consumes 
these cultural products: objective partictpation is total; and if 
Vt'e define the culture of a society by the circulation of symbols 
Yt'hich occurs there, our cuh,ure appears as homogeneou,s and 
united as that of some litde ethnic society. The difference is that 
it is only consurnption which is general in our culture:, not 

production: 'We all understand v.rhat we hear in common, but we 
do not aH speak the same thing that we hear; "tastes0 are divided., 
sometimes even oppo,sed, quite inveterately: I like this broadcast 
of classical music which my neighbor cannot endure, while I 
cannot bear the boulevard comedies he adores; each of us turns 
on his television precisely wlten the olher turns it off. In other 
\-.rords, this culture of our time., which seems so generaL so 
peaceable, so communaL rests on the division of two activities 
of language: on one side a~national-listening,. or, if one 
prefers., acts of :intellection,; on the othert if not speech, at least 
creative participation, and, to be still more specific, the language 
of desireJ which remains divided: I listen on one si1de, I love (or 
do not love) on the other~ I understand a,nd I'm bored: the U'nity 
of mass culture corresponds> in our societyjl to a division not 
only of languages but of language itself. Certain linguists-, 
concerned, however:, only with language and not with dis
course-have had a presentiment of this situation: they have 
suggested-.--Ylithout being followed, so far~that we distinguish 
two grammars: an active gran1mar, or a grammar of the language 
as it is spoken., em,itted, produced, and a passive grammar, or a 
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grammar of simple listening. Raised, by a trans-linguistic mu~ 
tation, to the ]evel of discourse, this division \vou~d nicely account 
for the paradox of our culturet unitary in its code of listening 
(of consumption), fra,gmented in its codes of production,, of 
desire: 0 cultural peace·' (no apparent conAicl on the leve] of 
culture) refers to the (social) division of languages. 

ScientificaHv ,, tiH now this division has been relatively unce:n-
" ' 

sored. Of course, li11guists kno\'\' that a national idiom (French, 
for exan1ple) includes a certain number of spec,ies; but the 
specification ""rhich has been studied is geographic (dialects, 
patois), not social; doubtless such a thing is postulated~ though 
minin1ized, reduced to "f ashionsu of expression (argots, jargons, 
pidgins); and in any case, it is assumed~ idiomatic unity is 
reconstituted on the level of the speaker, provided with his own 
language, an individual constant of speech kno\r\'n as an idiolect: 
species of language are only intern1ediary, Hoa1jng.,, ~'amusing0 

states (derived fron1 a kind of :social folklore). This constructiont 
v..Thich originated in the nineteenth century, nicely corresponds 
to a certain ideology-from \·vhich Saussure himself was not 
exempt-which sets, on one side, society ('idiom, language) and, 
on the other, in,dividual (idiolect, style); the tensions between 
these two poles can only be 0 psychological'': the individual is 
supposed to struggle for recognition of his language----0r to 
avoid being completely smothered by the lang,uage of others. 
Yet the sociology of this period coul1d not grasp the conflict on 
the level of language: Saussure was more of a sociologist than 
,Durkheim '"~as a linguisL It :is, literature \\'hich anticipated che 
division of languages (even if it remained psychological),, more 
than sociology ("Wre shaU hardly be aston,ished: literature oontai:ns 
all knowledgesJ though in a non-s,cientific state: it is a }tfathesis). 

The novel, once it became realistic, inevitably encountered 
the copy of collective languages; but in general the imitation ,of 
group languages (socio .. professional languages) has been dele ... 
,gated by our novelists to secondary characterst to supernumer
aries responsible for ufixing" social realism, while the hero 
continues speaking a timeless language whose "transparency'' 
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and neucrality are supposed to match a psychological universality 
of the human soul. Balzac, for instance, has an acute a\!\rareness 
of social languages; buc, when he reproduces them, he frames 
them, a little like set pieces. rhetorically ,produced; he marks 

them with a folkloric, picturesque index; these are caricatures 
of languagest such as the jargon of Monsieur de Nucingent 
Vlhose ph,onetis'm is scrupulously reproduced1 or the concierge 
language of Madame Cibot, Cousin Pons's housekeeper; yet 
there is another mimesis of language in Balzact a more interesting 
one, first of all because it is 1nore naive, then because it is more 
cultural than social: this is the mimesis of the codes of public 
opinion which Balzac often adopts as his ,own, when he is 
commenting incidentally on the story he is telling: if, for 
exam,ple, Balzac slips the figure of Brantome into the anecdote 
(in Sur Catherine de Medicis), Brantome will speak of women 
exactly as public opin,ion (the doxa) expects Brantome to honor 
his cultural, ~''role" of uspecialist" in stories about women
without our being able to swear, alas, that Balzac himself is quite 
consc,ious of h:is own procedure: for he believes he is reproducing 
Branl6me,s language, whereas in fact he is copying only the 
(cultural) copy of that lan,guage., This suspicion of naivete (some 
\.vill say, of vulgarity) we cannot attach to Flaubert, who does 
not include himself in reproducing simple tics (phonetic, lexicaL 
syntactical);, he uses imitation to capture the mosl subtle an,d 
diffuse linguistic values and to grasp what we might call figures 
of discourse; and above all, if we consider Flaubert's most "pro
found'' book, Bauvard and Pecuchet1 the mimesis is without basis 
or prop:, the cultural languages-languages of scienc 1es, of 
technologies, of classes too: the bourgeoisie-are cited (Flaubert 
does not take them for ready money), but, by an extremely 
subtle mechanism:,, one which only today is beginning t.o be 
discovered, the author who copies (contrary to Balzac) remains, 
unrecoverable, insofar as Flaubert never gives us a sure means 
of knowing whether he puts himself definitively outside 'the 
disc:ourse he is "borrowing": an ambiguous situation which 
makes somewhat illusory the Sartrian or Marxist analysis of 
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Flaubert's hourgeoi5ie; for if Flaubert, a bourgeois, speaks the 
language of the 'bourgeoisie, we never know from what site this 
speech-act functions: A critical site? A distanl one? Or an 
associated one? In truth J Fla uberf s language is 'Utopic, and this 

is what constitutes its modernity: are we not in the process of 
learning (from linguistics, from psychoanalysis) precisely that 
language is a site u.tith no exterior? After Balzac and Flaubert~to 
mention only the greatesl-in order to confront this problen1 
of the division of languages, \·ve can cite Proustt because \\-·e find 
in his work a true encyclopedia of language; without returning 
to the general problen1:s of signs in Proust-\-vhich Deleuze has 
treated so1 remarkably-and remaining on the level of articu]ated 
language,, \\re find in this author every state of verbal mimes~~, 
i.e., characterized, pastiches (the letter from (~isele, "rhich mimics 
academic jargon, the Goncourts' Journal), idiolects of character,, 
each participant in the Search for Lost Ti,1ne having his simulta
neously characterial and social language (Charlus the medieval 
seigneur, Legrandin lhe snob)t a clan language (the jargon of 
the Guermanles)t a class language (Fran~oise and the "folk," 
though one reproduced here mainly by reason of its aUegiance 
10 the past)t a catalogue of linguistic anomalies (the distorting, 
''outland:ishu languag,e of the manager of the Grand Hotel de 
Ba lbec), the scrupulous (Ollection of phenon1e na of accu It u ration 
(Fran,oise contaminated by her daughter,'s umodern'' language) 
and linguistic diaspora (the Guermantes language's "s,varms,'), 
a theory of etymologies and of the founding po,ver of the name 
as signifier; there is even, in this subtle and complete panoraina 
of the types of discourse, a (deliberate) absence of certain 
languages: the narrator, his parents, Albertine do not have a 
language of their O\-vn. \Vhalever advance literature has made 
in the description of divided languages, one sees the limits of 
lilerary ·mimesis: on one hand, the language reported does not 
manage to emerge from a folklorist (one might say, coloi:iiai) 
view of exceptional languages; the language of the Other is 
framed, 'lhe author (except perhaps in Flaubert's case) speaks it 
in a siluation of extraterritoriality; the division of languages is 
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often recognized by these uobjective'' auth,ors with a perspicacity 
socio-linguistics might well envy,, but it remains external to the 
describer: in other words, contrary to the acquisitions of modern, 
re lati vi st science, the observer does not utter h i:s place i,n the 
observation; the division of language stops at the one who 
describes (if he does, not denounce) it; and on the other hand, 
the social language reproduced by literature remains univocal 
(still the d,ivision of grammars den,ounced earlier): Fran,oise 
speaks by herself, we understand her, but no one, in the book, 
answers her; the language observed is monologic, it never 
participates in a dialectic (in the proper sense of the term); the 
result is thal the fragments of language are in fact treated as so 
many idiolects-and not as a total and complex system of pro
duction of languages. 

Hence, let us turn to the "scientific" treatment of the question: 
How does (socio-linguistic) science see the division of languages? 

The postulation of a link between the division of classes and 
the division of languages is obviously not a recent insight: the 

1division of labor engenders a division of lexicons; it can even 
be said (Greimas) that a lexicon is precisely the outline imposed 
upon the semantic mass by the practic,e of a C'ertain labor: no 
lexicon withoul a corresponding labor (there are no grounds 
for making an exception for that general,, "universaln lexicon,. 
which is merely a lexicon "outside laboru); socio-linguistic in ... 
vestigation would therefore be easier to conduct within ethnic 
societies than in our historical and 0 developed0 societies, where 
the problem is extremely complex; for us, in effec[, the social 
division of languages seems blurred both by the weight, the 
unifying force of the national idiom. and by the homogeneity 
of so-called mass, culture, as has been su,ggested; a simple 
phenomenological observation suffic1es, however 9i to att,est to the 
validity of linguistic separations: one need m,erely emerge for a 
minute from one·s own milieu and to have the taskti if only for 
an ho,ur or two, not only to listen to other languages besides 
onets own but also lo participate in the conversation as actively 
as possiblet in order to perceivej always with embarrassment, 
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sometimes with laceration, the extremely hermetic nature of 
languages \'iithin the French idiom; the failure of these lan
guages to communicate (except about "the weather'') occurs not 
on the level of language, understood by alL but on the level of 
discourse (an object which is beginning to join Jinguistics); in 
other "'ordst lack of communication is not strictly speaking of 
an inforn1ational order but of an interlocutory order: from one 
language to another, there is indifferencet lack of iCuriosity: in 
our society, the language of the sam,e suffices us, \\'e have no 
need of the Other1

S language in order to live: to each hiJ ou1n 

language suffices. \.\le lock ourselves into the language of our 
own social, professional cell, and this sequestration has a neurotic 
value: it perm its us to a1da pt ou rse Ives as best v..Te can to the 
fragmentation of our society. 

Obviously, in the historic conditions of sociality" the division 
of labor is not refracted directlyt as a simple n1irr,or-image \Vithin 
the division of lexicons and the separation of langua,ges: there 
is complexizationt overdetermination or contrariety of factors~ 
And, even in countries of relatively equal development, differ .. 
ences, generated by history, can persist; I an1 convinced that~ 
compared to oth,er countries no more "democratic,, than ours, 
France is particularly d'iv:ided: there is in France, perhaps by 
classical tradition, an intense awareness of the identities and 
properties of language; the otherts language is percei,ved accord
ing to the most extreme qualities of its otherness: \.vhence the 
frequent accusations of ')argon't and an old tradition of irony 
with regard to closed languages which are quite simply other 

languages (Rabelais, Moliere, Proust). 
Conf rooting the division of languages, do \-Ve possess a scheme 

of scientific description? Yes~ and :it is obviously socio-linguistics. 
Without wanting to lod,ge a contestation of this disciplinet we 
must nonetheless acknO\\ttedge a certain disappointment: socio
linguistics has never dealt with the problem of the social language 
(as a divided language); on the one hand, there have been 
certain rapprochem,ents (though episodic and indirect) between 
m.acro·sociology and macro-linguistics, the phenomenon °soci-
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ety, 1 being put in relation with the phenomenon ulanguage'1
; on 

the other hand~ and one might say at the other end of the scale, 
there have been few attempts at a sociological des,cription of 
s,peech communities:, language of prisons~ parishes,, formulas of 
politeness, baby talk; socio ... Jinguistics (and it is on this point that 
we can register our disappointment) refers to the separation of 
s,ocial groups in.so[ ar as they ate struggling for power; the division 
of languages is nor conceived as a lotal fact, involving the very 
roots of the economic sys,rem, of culture, of civilization,, even of 
history, but only as the en1pirical (and not at all sym,bolic)1 

attribute of a half.·sociological, half-psychological arrangement: 
the desire for promotion-a narrow view, to say the least, and 
one which does not correspond to our expectations. 

Has ling,uistics (and, no lor1,ger, sociology) done any better? It 
has rarely brought languages and social groups into relation, 
but ic has ventured to make historical investigations into voca
bularies, into lexicons endowed with a certain social, or institu-, 
lional autonomy: 'tive may instance, here, the work of Meillet on 
the Indo-..European relig,ious vocabulary; of Benveniste on Indo· 
European institutions; of Mator,e, who attempted, some twenty 
years ago, co establish a veritable historical sociology of the 
vocabulary (or lexicology); more recently, of Jean Dubois, who 
has described the vocabulary of the Commune. The attempt 
""' hich best shows the interest and the limits of socio-historical 
linguistics is perhaps thac of Ferdinand Brunot; in 'Volumes X 
an,d XI of his monumental Histoire de la langue franfaise dt'S 
origines ,a, 1900, Brunot studied in great detail the language of 
the French Revolution. T'he interest of his work is this: W'hat is 
studied is a political Janguage, in the full sense of the \-Vord; not 
a group of verbal tics intended to "politicize" language from 
outside (as often occurs today), but a 'language elaborated in 
1he very movement of a political praxis; whence the more 
productive than representative, character of [his language: \.Vords,, 
whether discarded or promoted, are linked almost ma,gically to 
a real effectiveness: by abolishing the word, one believes one is 
abolishing the referent; with the banning of the word noblesse, 
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it is apparently the nobility which is being banned; the study of 
this political language might furnish a fine context for an analysis 
of our o\•ln political (or poliiiciud?) discourse: affectivized \Vords~ 
marked with a taboo or a countertaboo, cherished \·vords (Nation, 
La'\\T, Patrie, Constitution), execrated 11t•ords (Tyranny, Aristoc
racy, Conspiracy)1 exorbitant po\ver of certain words, ho\\·ever 
Hpedantict' ( C1onsti tution, Federalism), terminological '~transla
tions,,, substitutive creations (cler~ "pre trail le," religion-./ a
naticism, religious object:--+religious baubles, enemJ soldiers--+vile sat~ 
ellites of the despots, taxe~contrihutian, seruant--+"h01nme de confia.1ue1 " 

inf ormer.t-+police agents, '~com-idiensJJ-+artists, etc .. )* unrestrained 
co11notations (revolutionary ends by signifying pro,mpt, accekrated). 

As for the limit, it is the follo\ving: the analysis bears only on 
the lexicon; it is crue that French syntax Vt~as lhtle affected by the 
Revolutionary shock (which in fact made every effort to govern 
it and to maintain classic ''good usage',); but perhaps it \\·ould 
be better to say that linguistics does not yet have the m,eans to 
analyze that fine structure of discourse which is iocated bet\veen 
grammatical 'lconstruction'' (too loose) and the vocabulary (too 
limited), and v,rhich doubtless corresponds to the region of 
frozen syntagms (for instance: "the pressure of the Revolution
ary masses''); the linguist is then obliged to reduce the separation 
of che social languages to phenomena of the lexicon--even of 
fashionw 

Hence,, the most inreresting situation, i.e., the very opacity of 
the social relation, seems to escape traditional scientific analysis., 
l"he basic reason, it seems to me, is of an epistemological order.: 
confroncing discourse. linguistics has remained,. one might say, 
at a Newtonian stage~ it has not yet experienced its Einsteinian 
revolution; it has not theorized the linguist's place in the field 
of observation. It is this relativization that must first be postu
lated. 

It is time to give a name to these social languages outlined 
within the idiomatic mass, and whose hermeticism~ however 
existentially we have experienced it, follo\·vs, through every 
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conceivable nuance and complication, the division an,d the 
opposition of classes; let us call these group languages sociolects 
(in evident opposition ro the idiolect or jargon of a single 
individual). The main character of the sociolectal field is that 
no language can be exterio,r to it: all speech is inevitably includ,ed 
in a certain sociolecc. This constraint has an important conse
quence for the analyst: he himself participates in the interplay 
of sociolects. It will be said that in other cases this situation in 
no "'Tay prevents s.cientific observation~ this is the case of the 
very linguist who must describe a national idiom, i.,e., a field 
lArhich no lan,guage (including his own) escapes; but precisely: 
the idiom is a unified field (there is only one French Janguage), 
the one wh,o speaks it is not obliged to situate himself within iL 
Whereas the sociolectal field is defined by its division, its 
inveterate secession, and it is within this division that the analysis 
musl take place. It follows that sociolectal research (which does 
noc yet exist) cannot begi,n without an iniciat founding action 
of ,evaluation (I should like this word to be understood in the 
cricical sense Nietzsche gave it)., This means we cannot pour aU 
socioleccs (a 11 social jargons), whatever they are,, whatever their 
political context, into a vague undifferentiated corpus, whose 
very lack of differentiation, \\Those equality, would be a guarantee 
of objectivity, of scientificity; here w·e must refuse the adiaphoria 
of traditional sciencet 'We must accept-a paradoxical order, in 
l,he eyes of many-that the types of sociolects govern the analysis.,, 
and not the converse: typology is anteri'or to definition.. Let us 
specify further that evaluation cannot be reduced to appreciation: 
quite objective scholars have accorded themselves the (legitimate) 
right to appreciate the phenomena they were describing (this is 
precisely what Brunot did with the French Revolution);, to 
evaluate is not a subsequent. but a founding act; it is not a 
Hliberal'' order of behavior, but on the ieontrary a violent one; 
sociolectal evaluation, from the start, experiences the conflict of 
groups an,d of languages,;, by positing, the sociolectal concept~ the 
analyst must immediately accc>unt both for social contradiction 
and for the fragmentation of the scholarly subject (I refer here 
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to the Lacanian analysis of the usubject supposed to know"-, 
sujet suppose savoir). 

Hence, no scientific description of the social languages (of the 
sociolects) without a founding political evaluation. Just as Aris
totle, in his Rhetoric, distinguished two groups of proofs: proofs 
within the techne ( ente,chnoi) and proofs outside the techne ( atechnoi), 
I am suggesting we distinguish from the start two groups of 
sociolects: discourses within power (in the shado\\' of poVY·er) and 
discourses outside power (or without po\\'ert or even in the light 
of non~po\\'er); resorting to pedantic neologisms (but ho~· else 
to proceed?), let us ,call the former~ encratic discourses, and lhe 
latter, acratic d iscou rs es. 

Of course, the relation of a disc:ourse to po\i\·er (or to exclusion 
from power) is very rarely directs immediate; cetainly the la\\r 
forbids, but its discourse is already mediacized by a whole juridical 
culture, by a ratio almost universally admitted; and only the 
fabulous figure of the Tyrant could produce a speech \·vhich 
would instantaneously adhere to his power ("the King o~dered that 
, .... "). As a matter of fact, the language of power is always 
furnished with structures ,of mediation,, conducti<>n, transfor· 
mation, inversion (as is ideological discourse, whose inve,rted 
character, in relation to bourgeois power, Marx has indicated). 
Similarly, acrati,c discourse does not always stand declaratively 
again.st power;, to1 take a specific and current example, psychoan
alytic discourse is not directly linked (at least in France) to a 
critique of poVv~er, and yet it can be classified among the acratic 
sociolects. Why? Because the mediation which intervenes be
't\\'een pow,er and langua,ge is not of a political order but of a 
cultural order: adopting an old Aristotelian notion~ that of the 
doxa (public opinion, the general~ the Hprobable,'' but not the 
"true," the "scientific'''), v."e shall say that the doxa is the cultural 
(or discursive) mediation through which po\\'er (or non-po\i\rer) 
speaks: encratic discourse is a discourse that conforms to the 
doxa, subject to codes which are themselves the structuring lines 
of its ideology; and acratic discourse al'\\."ays speaks out, to 

various degrees, against the doxa (\\'hatever it is, acratic discourse 
is paradoxical). This opposition does not exclude nuances within 
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each type; but. structurally~ its simplicity remains valid as long 
as power and non-power are in their place; it can be (provision
ally) blurred only in the rare cases where there is a mutation of 
po\i\."er (of the sites of power); thus, in the case of the political 
language in a revolu'lionary period; revolutionary language 
issues from the preceding acratic language; in shifting over to 
power, it retains its acratic character, as long as the,re is an active 
struggle lvithin the, Revolutio11; but once this srruggle dies down. 
once the scate is in place, the former Revolutionary language 
itself becomes doxa, encratic discourse. 

Encratic discourse-since ""Te have s,ubjected its definition to 
the m,ediation of the doxa-is not onlv the discourse of the class 

' 
in po,wer; classes out of power or attempting to take power by 
reformist or promotional n1eans can borrow it--or at least 
receive it consentingly. Encratic language, supported, by the 
state, is everywhere: it is a diffused, widespread, one might say 
osmotic discourse which impregnates exchangest social rites. lei
sure, the socio·symbolic fiel,d (above all, of course, in societies 
of mass communication). No,t only does encratic discourse never 
describe itself as systematic, but it alv.,ays constitutes itself as an 
opposition to system: alibis of nacure, of universality, of good sense, 
of clarity-the anti ... intellectualist resistances-become the tacit 
figures of the encratic system. Further, it is a full discourse: there 
is no room in il for the Other (Y•hence 'the sensation of smothering, 
of stifling which it can provoke in someone Y-'ho does not 
participate in it). Finally, if we refer to the Marxian schema 
(hldeology is an inverted ima,ge of the real' 1

), encratic discourse--
as fully ideol,ogical-presents the real as the reversal of ideology~ 

In short~ it is a non-mar:ked language, producer of a masked 
intimidation, so that it is difficult to assign it morphological 
features-unless we manage to reconstitute with rigor and pre
cision what is something of a contradiction in terms; the figures 
of the masked. It is the very nature of the doxa (diffuse,, full, 
completet ••natural't) that makes an internal typology of encratic 
socioleccs difficult; chere is an atypia of the discourses of power:, 
this genus knows no species. 

The acratic sociolects are doubtless easier and more interesting 
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to study; they are all the languages which are elaborated outside 
the doxa and are consequently rejected by it (ordinarily under 
the name of jargons). By analyzing encratic discourse,. we know 
more or less in advance what we shall find (which is why, ,todayt 
the analysis of mass culture is visibly marking time); but acratic 
discourse is by and large our ov.rn (that of the researcher~ the 
intellectual~ the \\rriter); to analyze it is to analyze ourselves 
insofar as we speak: always a risky operation and yet one that 
must be undertaken: \\'hat do Marxism, Freudianism, structur
alism, or the science of the so-caHed human sciences-insofar 
as each of these group languages constitutes an acratic 
(paradoxical) sociolecc-what do they think of their O\\-"n 1dis
course? This question, which is never assumed by the discourse 
of power, is obviously the founding act of any analyst ¥.tho 
claims not to exteriorize himself from his object. 

The principal advantage of a so,ciolect (outside the advantages 
which the possession of a language gives to any power one seeks 
to preserve or to gain) is obviously the security it affords: like 
any closurel that of a language exalts, reassures all the subjects 
inside, rejects and offends chose outside+ But how does a sociolect 
act outside itself? As we know, there is no longerj today, an art 
of persuasion, there is no longer a rhetoric (at least no longer 
one not ashamed to assume itself openly); it "Till be noted in 
this regard that Aristotelian rhetoric, being founded on the 
opinion of the greatest number, was by rightst and one may say 
vol un taril y, declaratively, an endoxal, hence en era tic rhetoric 
(which is why:,, by an only apparent paradox, Aristolelianism can 
still furnish very good concepts to the s,ociology of ,mass com
munications); what has changed is that, in modern democracy, 
upersuasion" and its ,techne are no longer theorizedt because the 
systematic is censored and because, under the effect of a slrictly 
modern myth, language is reputed to be unatural," ~'instrumen .. 
tal.n We can say that by a single impulse our society rejects 
rhetoric and ''forgets0 to theorize mass culture (a flagrant 
oversight in Marxist theory posterior to Marx). 

As a matter of fact~ the sociolects do not derive from a techne 
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of persuasion, but they all include figures of inti.midation {even 
if acratic discourse seems more brutally terrorist): fruit of social 
division, witness to the war of meaning, every sociolect (encratic 
or acratic) aims at keeping the Other from speaking (this is also 
the fate of the liberal sociolect). Hence, the ,division of the two 
great types of sociolects merely sets types of intimidationt or~ if 
you prefer,. modes of pressure, in opposition: the encrat:ic 
sociolect acts by re-pr:ess:ion (of end·oxal superfluity,, of what 
Flaubert would have caHed B'et,ise); the acratic sociolect (being 
outside powerj it must resort to violence) acts by sub:Jectzon~ it 
mounts offensive figures of discourse,. intended to constrain 
rath.er than to invade the Other; and what sets these two 
intimidations in opposition is once again the acknowledged role 
of system: declared recourse to an elaborated system defines 
acrati.c violence; the blurring of the system, the inversion of 
thought into "experience" (and non-thou,ght) defines encratic 
repression~ there :is an inverted relation between the two systems 
of discursivity: patent I hiddent overt I covert.. 

A sociolect has an intimidating character not only for those 
excluded from it (by reas.on of their social, cultural situation): 
it also constrains those \1vho participate in it (or, rather, who 
receive it as their lot). This results! s1ruc1urally ~ from the fact 
that the sociolect, on. the level of discourse, is a true language; 
follo'wving Boas, Jakobs.on has nicely remarked that a lan,guage 
is defined not because it penr1its saying . ~ . but because ·it compels 
:sayin,g ... ; so every sociolect involves "obligatory rubrics/' great 
stereotyped forms oucside which the clientele of this sociolect 
cannot speak (cannot think) .. In other wordst like every language" 
the soc:iolect implies what Chomsky calls a competence, wirhin 
which variations of performance become struc:turally insignifi
cant: the encratic sociolect is not broached by differences of 
vulgarity established between its locutors:; and on the other side,. 
everyone knoV¥·s that the Marxist sociolect can be spoken by 
imbeciles: the socio'lectal language is not called upon to change 
according to individual accidents, but only if there occurs in 
hastory a mutation of di5cursivity (Marx and Freud were themselves 
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such mutants, but since them, the discursivity they founded is 
m.erely repeating itself). 

To conclude these remarks, situated ambiguou.sly between 
the essay and the research program, may I observe that, as I 
see it, the division of social languages, sociolectology, if you like, 
is linked to an apparently unsociological theme which has 
hitherto been the special realm of theoreticians of literature; 
this theme is what is today called writing. In our society of 
divided languages, writing is becoming a value worthy to institute 
a continuing debate and a constant theoretic exploration, be
cause it constitutes a production of undivided language. Having lost 
every illusion, we know today that the writer cannot speak the 
''language of the people,'' as Michelet nostalgically claimed; nor 
can we align writing with the language of the greatest number, 
for in an alienated society the greatest number is not the 
universal, and to speak such a language (as in mass culture, 
where one is on the statistical hunt for the greatest number of 
listeners or telespectators) is still to speak a special language,
even if a majority language. We know that language cannot b·e 
reduced to simple comm.unication, it is the whole human subject 
that is committed to speech and is constituted through it~ In 
modernity's ''progr.essive'' att,empts, writing holds an eminent 
place, not as a consequence of its (extremely reduced) clientele, 
but as a consequence of its practice: it is because writing attacks 
the relations of the subject (always social: is there any other?) 
and language, the o,utdated distribution of the symbolic field 
and the process of the sign, that writing appears as a practice 
of counterdivision of languages: probably a utopian, in any case 
a mythic image, since it rejoins the old dream of an innocent 
language, the lingua adamica of the first romantics. But does not 
history, in Vico's splendid metaphor, move in a spiral? Must we 
not renew (which does not mean repeat) the old images in order 
to give them new contents? 

From Hommage a Geo·rges Friedmann (Gallimard), 1973 
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The Discourse of History 

The formal description of groups of words superior to the 
sentence (which will for convenience's sake be called discourse) 
is not of recent date: from Gorgias to the nineteenth century, 
it was the specific object of the old rhetoric. Recent developments 
of linguistic scie,nce nonetheless give it a new actuality and new 
means: a linguistics of discot1rse may henceforth be possible; by 
reason of its effects on literary analysis (whose importance in 
teaching is familiar to us), it even constitutes one of the first 
tasks of semiol.ogy. 

This second linguistics, at the same time that it must seek out 
the universals of discourse (if they exist), in the form of units 
and general rules of combination, must obviously decide if 
structural analysis permits retaining the old. typology of dis
course, if it is indeed legitimate still to oppose poetic discourse 
to fictional discourse, fictive narrative to historical. It is on this 
last point that I should li.ke to offer some reflections: the 
narration of past events, con1monly subject in our culture, since 
the Greeks, to the sanction of historical ''science,'' placed under 
the imperious warrant of the ''real;' justified by principles of 
''rational'' exposition does this narration di ff er, in fact, by some 
specific feature, by an indubitable pertinence, from imaginary 
narration as we find it in the epic, the novel, the drama? And 
if this f ea tu re or this pertinence exists, in what site of the 
discursive system, at what level of the sp,eech-act, must we locate 
it? In order to answer this question, we shall observe here, in a 
free and by no means exhaustive fashion, the discourse of 
several great classical historians, mainly Herodotus, Machiavelli, 
Bossuet, and Michelet .. 
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1. Speech-act 

And first of all, under what conditions is the classical historian 
led--or authorized-to designate, in his discourse, the very act 
by ,,..,~hich he utters it? In other "''ords, what aref on the level of 
discourse-and no longer of language-the shifters (in the sense 
Jakobson has given this word) which assure transition from 
statement to speech-act (or conversely)? 

It seems that historical discourse involves two regular types 
of shifters. The first type \Ve might call shifters of listening. This 
category has been observed, on the level of language, by 
Jakobsont under the name testimonial and under the formula 
ceca1ca2 : besides the event reported (Ce), the discourse mentions 
both rhe act of the i,nformant (Ca1

) and the speech of the "writeru 
who refers to it (Ca2). This shifter therefore designates all 
mention of sources, of testimonyJ all ref ere nee to a liJtening of 
the historian, collecting an elsewhere of his discourse and speaking 
it. Explicit listening is a choice.J for it is possible not to refer to 
it; it relates the historian to the ethnologist who mentions his 
informant; we therefore find this shifter of listening abundant 
in such hiscorian ... ethnologists as Herodotus. The forms they 
employ vary from in'terpolations of the type as I have heard, to 
our knowl,edge, to the historian's present (a tense which attests to 
the speakerts intervention) and to any mention of the historian's 
personal experience; rhis is Miehe let's case, who "listens" to the 
History of France starting from a subjective illumination (the 

July Revolution of i830), and accounts for it in his discourse~ 
The shifter of listening is obviously not pertinent to historical 
discourse: we find it frequently in conversation and in certain 
artifices of the novel (anecdotes recounted as 0 heard from,. 
certain fictive informants who are mentioned). 

The second type of shifter covers all the declared signs by 
which the '''writer,·' in this case the historian, organizes his own 
discourse, revises it, modifies it in the process of expression; in 
short, arranges explicit references within it. This is an important 
shifter,, and the uorganizersn of discourse can receive many 
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different expressions; they can all be reduced! however, to the 
indi,cation of a movement of the discourse in relation 'lo its 
substance~ or more precisely th,rou,ghout this substance, some
thing like such temporal or locative deictics as voici I voila,; hence 
v..·e have:• in relation to the ft()\\' of the speech~act: immobility (a..s 

W't have said earlier)t harking back (altius repetere, replicare da piu 
alto luogo), the return (ma ntomando alt ordine nostro, d'ico come 
... ), the halt (on this point, zue shall say' no more), the declaration 
(here are the other memorable actions he performed during his reign). 
The shifter of organization raises a notable problem, which v.•e can 
only menti,on here: it is generated by coeX,istence or, to put it 
better,, by the conffict of t\1vo time spans: the time of the speech .. 
act and the time of 'the material stated. ''This conflict gives rise 
to im:portant phenomena of discourse; we shall cite three. The 
first re~ers to all the acceleration phenomena of history: an 
equal number of "pages'' (if such is the crude measure of time 
in the speech-act) cover varying lapses of time (time of the 
material stated): 'in Machiavelli's History of Florence, the same 
measure (a chapter) covers several centuries here and some 
twenty years there; the closer we come to the historian's own 
time, the more powerful the press,ure of the speech ... act becomes, 
and the more history slows down; there is no isochrony-the 
result of which is implicitly to attack the linearity of discourse 
and to reveal a ,possible ''paragrammatism" of historical speech.• 
The second phenomenon also suggestsJ in its way, that the 
discourse, though materially linear, when confronted with his· 
torical time apparently determines to explore this time,. pro
ducing what we might caU ,zigzag history: thus,. with each 
character who appears in his History, Herodotus goes back to 
the newcomer's ancestors, then returns to his point of departure. 
in order to continu,e a littl,e further-and to begin a11 over again. 
Finally, a third phenomenon of discourset and a considerable 

• Following J. Krisle\·a ff;Bakhtine, le mot, le dialogue et le roman/' Critique~ 
no. 139. April 19617), we :shaU designate as paragrammmism (derived from. 
Saussure's Anagrams) the doubte writings which contain a diaJogue of the text 
with other texts and postulate a new logi1c. 
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one, attests to the destructive role of the shifters of organization 
in relation to history's chronicle time: this involves inaugurations 
of histo,rical discourse, places v.there the beginning of the ma~ 
terial stated and the exordium of the speech-act are united.* 
The d,iscourse of history knowst in generalJ two forms of 
inauguration: first of all, what we might call the performative 
opening, for in it speech is actually a solemn act of foundation; 
the model of this is poetic, the I sing of the poets; thusJ Joinville 
begins his history by a religious appeal (Hin the name of God 
Almighty, I, Jehan, Sire de joinville, cause to be ""·ritten the life 
of our Holy King Louis0

), and even the socialist Louis Blanc 
does not disdain the purifying inlroit,t so difficult does the 
inception of speech remain--0r so sacredt let us say; subse~ 

quently .. a much more common unit, the Preface, a characteristic 
sp,eech .. act, prospective when it announces discourse to come, 
or retrospective when it jud,ges that discourse (as in the great 
Preface with which Michelet crowned his Histoire de Franc,e once 
it was completely written and in fact published). Our review of 
these units tends to1 suggest that the entrance of the speech-ace 
into historical statement, through shifters of organization, has as 
its goal not so much to give the historian a chance to express 
his 0 subjectivity" as to i;~complicate., history!'s chro,nicle time by 
confronting it with another time. that of dis,course itself, a time 
we may identify as paper time; in short, the presence, in historical 
narration; of explicit speech-act signs tends to ude .. chronologize" 
the historical Hthread" and to restore, if only as a reminiscence 
or a nostalgia, a complex, parametric, non-linear time W'hose 
deep space recaHs the mythic time of the ancient cosmogonies, 
it too linked by essence to the speech of the poet or the 

* The exord,ium (of any discourse) raises one of the most interesting problems 
of rhetoric, insofar as it is a codification of the breaks in silence and a struggle 
ag,ainst aphasis. 

t •'Before taking up my pen, l have questioned myself closely. and since I 
discerned neither partisan affections nor implacable hatreds, I nave decided 
that I could judge of men and things without neglecting justice and without 
betraying the truth."-Louis Blanc, His,toirt de du ans {Paris, 184.2) 
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soothsayer:;, in effect, the shifters of organ:ization atte,st-if only 
by certain apparently rational detours-to the historian~s pre
dictive function: it is insofar as he knows what has not yet been 
recounted that the historian., like the agent of myth, needs ~o 
double the chronic splitting of events by references to the actual 
time of his sp,eech. 

The signs (or shifters) we have just mentioned bear uniquely 
on. the speech-aces actual process. 'There are others which no 
longer concern the speech .. act but, in Jakobson's terminology, 
its protagonists (Ta), addressee,, or uwriter." It is a notable and 
rather enigmatic fact that literary discourse very rarely includes 
signs of the ureader"; we might even say that what specifies, it 
as literary discourse is that it is-apparently-a discourse without 
youPc though in reality the ¥lhole structure of this discourse 
implies a 0 subjectu of the reading. In historical discourse, the 
signs of reception or destination are commonly absent: we find 
them only when History gives itself out as a lesson; this is the 
case with Bossuefs Histoire universellet a discourse nominally 
addressed by the tutor to the prince, his student; yet this schema 
is possible, in a sense, only insofar as Bossuet's own discourse is 
supposed lo reproduce homologically the discourse God Himself 
offers men precisely in the form of History He gives them: ic is 
because the History of men is Scripture that Bossuet, mediator 
of this Scripture, can establish a relation of destination between 
the young prince and himself. 

Signs of the 0 writer'! (or sender) are obviously much more 
frequent; here we must list all the fragments of discourse in 
which the historian, an empty subject of the speech ... act, gradually 
fills himself with various predicates intended to establish him as 
a pe,rson~ provided with a psychological plenitude., with a coun
tenance. We shall indicate here one particular form of this 
"filling/" which relates more directly to lic,erary criticism. This 
occurs when the historian intends to ·~absent himselftt from his 
discourse and where there isf consequently,, a systematic absence 
of any sign referring to the sender of the historical messa,ge~ 
history seems to tell itself. This accident has had a considerable 
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career, since it corresponds in fact to so-caHed objective historical 
discourse (in which the historian never intervenes)& As a matter 
of fact, in this case, the s,peaker annuls his emotive person, but 
substitutes for it another pers1on~ the uobjective,, person: the 
subject subsists in his plenilude, but as an objective subject; this 
is what Fustel de Coulanges calledt significantly (and rather 
naively), the 0 chastity of History+H 'On the level of discourse, 
objectivity--or lack of signs of the "speaker"~thus appears as 
a special form of image·repertoire, the product of what we 
might call the referential illusion. since here the hislorian claims 
to let the referenc speak for itself. This illusion is not proper to 
historical discourse: hov.' many novelists-in the realistic pe ... 
riod---i,magine they are being "objective,, because they suppress 
signs of the I in the discourse! The combination of linguistics 
and psychoanalysis has increased our lucidity wich regard to a 
privative speech .. act: we know that the absence of signs has a 

• meaning:, too. 
To conclude with the speech-act, we must mention the special 

case~anticipated by Jakobson) on the level of language:, in the 
grid of his shifters-,in which the speaker (or writer) of the 
discourse is at the same time a participant in the process spoken 
(or Yttritten), in which the protagonist of the text is the same as 
the pr<>ta,gonist of the speech.-act (Te I Ta)) in which the historian) 
an acto,r at the rime of the event, becomes its .narrator; thus,, 
Xenophon participates in the retreat of the Ten Thousand and 
becomes their historian after the fact. The m,ost illustrious 
example of this conjunction of the sp,oken I and the speaking I 
is doubtless the he of Julius Caesar. This famous he belongs to 
the statement; when Caesar becomes explicitly the "writer,." he 
shifts to we (ut supra demonstravimu.s) .. The Caesarian he seems at 
first glan,ce s,wamped among the other participants of the spoken 
process and, on this account, we have seen it as the supreme 
sign of objectivity; it seems, however, that we can formally 
differentiate it; how? by observin,g that its predicates are con
s:istently selected: the Caesarian he supports only certain syn
ta,gms which we might call .ryntagm.s of the leader (to give orders, to 
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hold meet'ingsf to visit, ta havt done, to congratulate. to explain, to 
think), quite close, as a matter of fact, to certain performatives:. 
in which speech is identified with action. There are other 
e,xamples of this he, p 1ast·tense actor and present-tense narrator 
(notably in Clausewitz): 'they show that the choice of the a
personal pronoun is merely a rhetorical alibi and that the true 
situation of the 0writer~' is m,anifested in the choice of syntagms 
with which he surroun,ds his past actions. 

2. Statement 

T'he historical statement must lend itself to a figuration destined 
to produce units of content, which we can subsequently classify., 
T'hese units of content represent what history speaks about; as 
signifi1eds~ they are neither pure referent nor complete dis
course: their totality is co,nstituted by the referent discerned., 
named, already intelligible, but not yet subjected to a syntax .. 
We shall not un,dertake to explore these classes of units here, 
such an effort would be premature; we shall limit ourselves to 
a few preliminary remarks .. 

Historical statement, like sentential statement, inclu,des "ex
istentstt and ''occurrents:, beings, entities. and their predicates .. 
Now, a first inspection suggests that the former and the latter 
(separately) can constitute relatively closed, consequently con
trollable lists, in a word, colkctions whose units ultimately repeat 
themselves in obviously variable combinations; thus:, in Hero
dotus, existents are reduc1ed to dynasties, princes, ,generals. soldiers, 
peoples, and places, and occurrents to actions such as to devastate, 
to subjugate, to make alliances, to make an expedition, to reignJ to employ 
a stratagem~ to consult tM oracle, etc. These collections~ being 
(relatively) closed, must be accessible to certain rules of sub:sti
tution and transformation, and it must be possible to structure 
them-a more or less easy task, obviously, depending largely 
on a single lexicont that of warfare; we must determine whether, 
in modern historians~ we must expect more complex associations 
of different lexicons, and if, even in that case, historical discourse 
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is not always based, finally' on °strong" collections (better (0 

speak of collections, not lexicons., for \rve are here uniquely on the 
level of content). MachiaveUi seems to have had an intuition of 
this structure: at the beginning of his History of Florence'; he 
presents his t'collection,u i.e., the list of juridical, pol.itical, ethnic 
objects which will subsequently be mobilized and combined in 
his narration. 

In the case of more fluid collections (in historians less archaic 
than Herodotus)~ the units of content can still receive a strong 
structuration, not from the lexicon, but from the authorts 
personal thematics; such thematic (recurrent) objects are nu~ 
merous in a romantic histori.an like Michelet; but we can quite 
easily fin·d them in so-called intellectual authors: in Tacitus,. 
f a,ma is a personal unit, and Machiavelli bases. his history on a 
thematic opposition~ that of mantenere (a verb which refers to 
the fundamental energy of the ·man of government) and ruinare 
(which_. on the contrary, implies a logic of the decadence of 
things). It follo\vs that. by these thematic units, generally con
fined in a single word, v.Te discover units of discourse (and no 
longer of content alone); here lh~e touch on the problem of the 
nomination of historical objects: the word can economize a 
situation or a series of actions; it favors structuration insofar as., 
projected into content, it is itself a little structure;, thus, Machia
velli employs conspiracy to economize explicitation of a complex 
datum designating the only remaining possibility of struggle 
when a government triumphs over all openly declared enmities~ 
Nomination, by permitting a strong articulation of the discourse, 
reinforces its structure; strongly structured histories are sub· 
stantive histories: Bossuet, for whom the history of human 
beings is structured by God,. makes abundant use of successions 
of substantive shortcuts.* 

*Example: •·Here we sec rhe innocence and the wisdom of young Joseph 
.... his mysterious dreams ... h.is jealous brothers ... the selling of this great 
man ... the· lovaltv he maintained to his master ... his admirable chastity; the 

I ' 

persecutions it drew upon him; his prison and his constancy . . . ~·-Bossuet. 
Discours sur l'histoire univtTSelle 
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These remarks concern the oc,currents as mu,ch as the 
e,xistents,. The historical processes themselves (whatever 
their terminological development) raise-among others-this 
interesting problem: that of their scatu:s. The status of a 
process can be assertive. negative, in,terrogative. Now, the 
status of historical discourse is, uniformly assertive" consta
tive; historical fact is linguistically linked to a privilege of 
being: one recounts what has been,, not what has not been or 
what has been questionable. In a word, hiscorical discourse, 
does not know negation (or very rarely, in an eccentric fash
ion),. This fact may be curiously-but significantly-related to 
the arrangement we find in a ''''writern quite different from 
the historian, the psychocic, Vw·ho is incapable of subjecting a 
statement to a negative transformation; we might say that, in 
a sense, ~•objectiveu discourse (this is the case of positivist 
history) joins the situation of schizophrenic discourse; in 
either case, there is a radical censorship of the speech-act (in 
which feeli,ng alone permits a negative transformation)~ a mas ... 
sive reflux of discourse to\vard statement and even (in che 
histor:ian's case) coward the referent: no one is there to assume 
the statement+ 

In order to approach another, essential as,pect of historiital 
statement, we must say a word about the classes of units of 
content and about their succession. These classes are, as is 
apparent from a first exploration, lhe very ones we supposed 
we could discover in the narrative of fiction. The first class 
covers all the segments of discourse v.rhich refer to an implicit 
signified, according to a metaphoric process; thus, Michelel 
describes the motley of garments, _the fadin,g of blazonst and 
the mixture of architectural styles at the beginning of the 
fifteenth century as so, many signifiers of a single signified,. 
W'hich is the moral division of che waning Midd),e Ages; this 
class is that of in,dices, or more precisely of signs (a very abundant 
class in the classical novel). The second class ,of units is constituted 
by th,e fragments of discourse of a reasoningt syllogistic, or more 
precisely enthymematic nature" since it is almost always imper-
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feet, approximative syllogisms which are involved.* Enthymemes 
are not proper to, h,istorical discourse; they are frequent in the 
novet where bifu.rcations of the anecdote are generally justified 
in the reader's eyes by pseudo-reasonings of syllogistic type. 
The enthymeme arranges~ in historical discourse, a non·symbolic 
intelligibility, and this is what is interesting: does it subsist in 
recent historiest whose discourse attempts to break with the 
classical, Aristotelian model? Last, a third class of units-----and 
not the least-receives what since Propp we have called the 
"functions" of the naTrative, or cardi,nal points from which the 
anecdote can take a different course; these functions are grouped 
syntagmatically into closed~ logically saturated series or se
quences; thus, in Herodotus, we frequently find a sequence 
Oracle, composed of three terms, each of wh:ich is an alternative 
(to consult or notJ to answer or noti to follow or not)t and which 
can be separated f ro,m each other by units foreign to the 
sequence: these units are either the terms of another sequence~ 
and then the schema is one of imbrication---·<)r else minor 
expansions (times of information, indices)-and, then the schema 
is one of a catalysis which fills the interstices of the nuclei. 

By generalizing~perhaps abusively-these f f\\t remarks on 
the structure of statemen.ts, we can suggest that historical 
discourse oscillates between two poles, according to the respec
tive density of its indices and its functions. \\1hent in a historian~s 
work, indicial units predominate (constantly referring to an 
implicit signified), the History is inflected toward a metaphorical 
form, and borders on the lyric and the symbolic: this is the caset 
for instance, with Michelet. When on the contrary it is functional 
units which prevail, the History takes a metonym:ic form, it is 
related to the epic: we might cite as a pure example of this 
tendency the narrative history of Augustin Thierry. A third 
History, it is true~ exists: one which, by the structure of its 
discourse, attempts to reproduce the structure of the choices 

• HeTe is the syllogistic schema of a passage in Michelet (Hi3toi'Tl de ,j\1oytn 
AgeJ Vol. Ill, Book Vt chapter 11): i. In order to distract the people from 
rebellion, they must be kept occupied. 2. Now. the besr means is to throw them 
a man. 3,, Hence. the princes chose o]d Aubriot, etc. 
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experienced by the protagonists of the process relate1d; in :it the 
reasonings dominate; this is a reHexive history, which w,e can 
also call a strategic history, an,d Machiavelli is the best example 
of it we know .. 

3~ Signlflc,ation 

For history not to signify, discourse must be limited to a pure 
unstructured series of notations: these will be chronicles and 
annals (in the pure sense of the word). In constituted historical 
discourse, the facts related irresistibly function either as indices 
or as nuclei whose very succession has an indicial value; and 
even though facts are presented in an anarchic manner, they at 
least signify anarchy and refer to a certain negative idea of 
human history. 

The signifieds of historical discourse can occupy at least two 
different levels. There is, first of all, a level imman,ent to the 
material stated; this level retains all the meanings the historian 
deliberately gives to the facts he reports (the motley of fifteen th· 
cen'lury garments for Michelet, the importance of certain con· 
flicts for Thucydides, etc.); such can be the moral or political 
''lessons" the narrator draws fro:m certain episodes (in Machia· 
velli, in Bossuet). If the ulesson" is continuous, we reach a second 
level, that of a signified transcending the entire historical 
discourse, transmitted by the historian·s thematics, which we are 
thereby entided to identify with the form of the si,gnified; thus,, 
the very imperfection of Herodotus's narrative structure (gen,. 
erated by certain series of facts wir,hour closure) ultimately refers 
to a certain philosophy of History, which is the accessibility of 
the world of men under the la\\-· of the ,gods; thus again, in 
Michelett the very "strong'' structuration of particular signifieds, 
articulated in oppositi,ons (antitheses on the level of the signifier), 
has as its ultimate meaning a Manichaeistic philosophy of life 
and death. In the histori,cal discourse of our civilization, the 
process of S1ignification always aims at 0 fillingH the n1eaning of 
History: the historian is the one who collects not so much 
facts as signifiers and relates the,m, i.e., organizes them in 
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order to establish a ,positive meaning and to fill the void of 
+ pure series. 

As w,e see, by its very structure and without there being any 
need to appeal to the substance of the content" historical 
discourse is essentially an ideological elaboration or, to be more 
s,pecifict an imaginary elaboration, if it is true that the image~ 
repertoire is the language by \\i~hich the speaker (or "\o\'riter"} of 
a discourse (a purely linguistic entity) "fins u the subject of the 
speech-act (a psychological or ideological entity). Hence, \Ve 

understand why the notion of historical ufact'' has so often given 
rise to a certain mistrusL Nietzsche has \Vritten: ul"'here are no 
facts a.s .such,. '!*le musl always begin by introducing a meaning 
in order for there to be a facr:· Once lan,guage intervenes (and 
when does it not intervene?), a fact can be defined only tauto
logically: the noted issues from the notablet but the notable is
since Herodotus, where the Y.rord loses its m,ythic acceptation~ 
only what is worthy of men1ory, Le.t worthy to be noted. Hence, 
""Te arrive at that paradox ""~hich governs the entire pertinence 
of historical discourse (in relation to other types of discourse): 
fact never has any but a linguistic existence (as the term of 
discourse), yet everything happens as if this linguistic existence 
were merely a pure and simple "copy" of another existenceJ 
situated in an extra .. structural field, the ureaL" This discourse 
is doubtless the only one in vihich the referent is addressed 
as external to the discourse, though Ylithout its ever being 
possible to reach it outside this discourse. Hence, we n1ust 
inquire more closely into the place of the •·real"' in discursive 
structure. 

Historical discourse supposest one might say, a double oper
ation, one that is extremely complex. In a first phase (this 
d,ecomposition is, of course, only metaphorical)t the referent is 
detached from the discourse~ it becomes excerior to it, grounds 
it, is supposed to govern it: this is the phase of res gestae, and 
the discourse simply claims 10 be hiJtor:ia rerum gest,arum: but in 
a second phase, it is the signified itself which is repulsed,, merged 
in the referent; the referent enters into direct relation "'ith the 
signifierJ and the discourse. meant only to express the real, 
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believes it elides the fundamental term of imaginary structures~ 
which is the signified. Like any discourse with 0realisticH claims, 
the discourse of history thus believes it knows only a two-term 
semantic sc,hema, referent and signifier; the (illusory) merging 
of referent and signified defines, as we know, sui-referential 
discourses (such as performative discourse): we can say that 
historical discourse is a fake perf ormative discourse in which 
the apparent constative (descriptive) is in fact only the signifier 
of the speech-act as an act of authority.* 

In other words~ in "objective0 history, the "realn is never 
anything but an unformulated signified. sheltered behind the 
apparent omnipotence of the ref erenc. This situation defines 
W'hat we might call the reality effect. The extrusion of the signified 
outside the "'objective" discourse, letting the "realn and its 
expression apparently confront each other, does not fail to 
produce a new meaning~ so true is it~ once more. that within a 
system any absence of an element is itself a signification ... fhis 
new meaning-extensive to all historical discourse and ultimately 
defining its, pertinence-is reality itselft surreptitiously trans
formed into a ushamefacedn signifier: historical discourse does 
not fallow the real, it merely signifies it, constantly repeating 
this happened, without this assertion ever being anything but the 
signified wrong side of all historical narration. 

The pres,tige of this happened has a truly historical importance 
and scope., Our entire civilization has a taste for the reality 
eff ectt attesled to by the development of specific genres such as 
the realistic novel, the private diary, documentary literature, 
the news item flail divers], the historical museum) the exhibition 
of ancient objects, and~ above all. the massive development of 
photography, whose sole pertinent feature (in relation to draw~ 
ing) is precisely to signify that the event represented has really 
taken place. Secularized~ the relic no longer has anything sacred 
about it, excep'l that sacred qua1ity attached to the enigma of 

• Thiers has expre-ssedt with great purity and nai,,ete. this referential illusion~ 
or this merging of referent .and signified, by thus defining the historian ts ideal: 
"To be simply true,, to be what things are and nothing more than that, and 
nothing except that.,,, 



From History to Reality 

what has been, is no more~ and yet offers itself as present sign 
of a dead thing. Conversely,. the profanation of relics is in fact 
a destruction of reality itself,. starting from the intuition that 
the real is never an y1hing but a meaning:. revocable \\"hen history 
requires it and demands a veritable destruction of the very 
foundations of civilization.* 

SiniCe it refuses to assume the real as a signified (or even to 
detach the referent from its simple assertion), it is understand
able chat history, at the privileged moment ,\:hen it attempted 
to C<>nstitute itself as a genre,, i.e., in the nineteenth century, 
should have come to see in the f,'pure and simple" relation of 
facts the best proof of these facts, and to institute narration as 
a privileged signifier of the reaL Augustin Thierry made himself 
the theoretician of this narrative history:, dra\\:ing its ulruthH 
from the very solicitude of its narration, the architecture of its 
articulations,, and the abundance of its expansions (called, in 
this case, uconcrete details0

). t 
Thus, v.'e close the paradoxical circle: narrative structure,. 

elaborated in the crucible of fictions (through myths and early 
epics). becomes both si,gn and proof of reality. Hence~ it Y.."ill be 
understood that the effacement {if not the disappearance) of 
narration in contemporary historical science, which prefers to 
speak of structures rather than of chronologies, implies much 
more than a simple change of school: a veritable ideological 
transformatio,n; historical narration is dying because the sign of 
History is henceforth no'l so much the real as the intelligible. 

lnforma,tion sur les sci,encts sociales~ t 967 

*This LS doubllcss the mea,ning, beyond any strictly religious subversion, 
which we must give to the act of the Red Guards profaning the temple at 
Confucius's birthplace (January ig67)~ let us recaU that the expr1ession cultural 
rt"volution is a V1ery inadequate translation of ·~destruction of the fou:ndalions of 
civilization. •t 

t ·~it has been said thal the historiants goal was to recount, not to prove; I do 
not know, but I am, certain that in his,rory the best proof, the kind most capable 
of arousing and convincing :aU minds. the kind whkh permits the least resistance 
and lea\'es the fewest doubtst is complete narration . . . 0 -Augustin Thierry, 
R icio des temps 'IMrouingiens. Vol. I I, (Paris~ l 8 5 1 ) 
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When Flaubert,, describing the room occupied by Mme Aubain, 
Felicit1e's employer, tells us that uan old piano supportedt under 

a barometer, a pyramidal heap of boxes and cartons" ('~A Simple 
Heart/' from Three Tales); \\'hen Michelet, recounting the death 
of Charlotte Corday an 1d reportin,g that, before the executioner's 
arrival, she was visited in prison by an artist who painted her 
portrait, includes the detail that '''after an hour and a half, there 
was a gentle knock at a little door behind hert' (Histoire de France: 
La Revolution)-these authors (among many others)1 are produc
ing notations which structural analysis, concerned with identi .. 
fying and systematizing the major articulacions of narrative, 

usually and heretofore has left out,, eilher because its inventory 

omits all details that are usuperfluous'' (in relation to structure) 
or because these same details are treated as "filling" (catalyses), 
assigned an indirect functional, value insofar as, cumulatively, 

they constitute some index of character or atmosphere and so 
can ultimately be recuperated by structure. 

It would seem, however, that if analysis seeks to be exhaustive 
(an,d what would any method be worth which did not account 

for the totality of its object, i.e,., in this case,. of the entire surface 
of the narrative fabric?), if it seeks to encompass the absolute 
detail, the indivisi,ble unit, the fugitive transition~ in order to 
assign them a place in the structure. it inevitably encounters 
notations which no functi,on (not even the most indirect) iean 

justify: such notations are scandalous (from the point of vie"' 
of structure), or~ what is even more disturbing, they seem to 
correspond to a ki,nd of narrative luxury., lavish to the point of 
offering many "'futile~· details and thereby increasing the cost of 
narrative information. For if, in Flaubert's description, it is just 

t41 
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possible lo see in the notation of the piano an indication of its 
owner's bourgeois standing and in that of the cartons a sign of 
disorder and a kind of lapse in status likely to connote the 
atmosphere of the Auba:in household, no purpose seems to 
justify reference to the barometer, an object neither incongruous 
nor significant. and therefore not participating, at first glance, 
in the order of the notable; and in tvfichelet's sentence, \-Ve have 
the same difficulty in accounting structurally for all the details: 
that the executioner came after the painter is all that is necessary 
to the account; how l,ong the sitting lasted, the dimension and 
location of the door are useless (but the theme of the door) the 
softness of death"s knock have an indisputable symbolic value). 
Even if they are not nun1erous, the uuseless details" therefore 
seem inevitable: every narrati,ve, at. least every Western narrative 
of the ordinary sort no\t\radays, possesses a certain number. 

Insignificant notatio11* (taking this \\-'Ord in its stong sense: 
apparently detached from the narrative1s semiotic structure) is 
related to description,. even if the object seems to be denoted 
only by a single wo:rd (in reality~ the "pureH word does not exist: 
Flaubert's barometer is not cited in isolation; it is located, placed 
in a syntagm at once referential and syntactic); thus is underlined 
the enigmatic character of all description, about v.ithich a word 
is necessary: the general scructure of narrativet at least as it has 
been occasionally analyzed till now, appears as ,essentially pre
dictive; schematizing to the extreme, and without taking into 
account numerous detours, delays, reversals, and disappoint~ 
ments which narrative institucionally imposes upon this schema, 
we can say that, at each articulati,on of the narrative syntagm, 
someone says to the hero (or to the reader, it does not matter 
which): if you act in this way, if you choose this alternative, this 
is Vtr~hat will happen (the reported character of these predictions 
does not call into question their practical nature). Description 

* In this brief account! we shall not give examples of ·•insignificant'• notarions 1 

for the insignificant can be revealed only on the level of an immense structure: 
once cited. a notion is neither significant nor insignificant; it r,equires an already 
analyzed context. 
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is entirely different: it has no predictive mark; '1 analogical," its 
structure is purely summatory and d.oes not contain that trajec
tory of choices and alternatives which gives narralion the 
appearance of a huge traffic-control center, furnished with a 
referential (and not merely discursive) temporality. This is an 
opposition which, anthropologically. has its importance: when. 
under the influence of von Frisch's experiments~ it was assumed 
that bees had a language, it had to be realized that~ while these 
insects possessed a predictive system of dances (in order to 
collect their food.), nothing in it approached a description. Thus, 
description appears as a kind of characteristic of the so-called 
higher languages" to the apparently paradoxical degree that. it 
is justified by no finality of action or of communication. 1""he 
singularity of description (or of rhe 0 useless detail") in narrative 
fabric, its isolated situation, designates a question which has the 
greatest importance for the structural analysis of narrative. 1··his 
ques.tion is the following: Is everything in narrative significant, 
and if not,, if insignificant stretches subsist in the narrative 
syntagm~ what is ultimately, so to speakt the significance of this 
insi.gnificance? 

First of all, we must recall that Western culture, in one of its 
major currents, has certainl}' not left description outside mean
ing, and has furnished it with a finality quite hrecognized" by 
the literary institution. Th·is (:urrent is Rhetoric, and this finality 
is that of the "beautiful'': description has long had an aesthetic 
function. Very early in antiquity, to the two expressly functional 
genres of discourse, legal and political, was added a third, the 
epideictic, a ceremonial discourse intended to excite the admi
ration of the audience (and no longer to persuade it);, this 
discourse contained in gern1-whatever the ritual rules of its 
use: eulogy or obituary-the very idea of an aesthetic finality of 
language; in the Alexandrian neo-rhetoric of the second century 
A.O., there was a craze foT ecphrasis, the detachable set piece 
(thus having its end in itself, i.ndependent of any general 
function)J whose object was to describe places, times, people, or 
works of art, a tradition which was maintained throughout the 



From History to Reality 

~iiddle Ages. As Curtius has emphasized, description in this 
period is constrained by no realism; its truth is unimportant (or 
even its verisimilitude); there is no hesitation to put lions or 
olive trees in a northern country; only the constraint of the 
descriptive genre counts; plausibility is not referential here but 
openly discursive: it is the generic rules of discourse which lay 
do1A·n the law. 

Moving ahead to Flaubert, \\i~e see that the aesthetic purpose 
of description is still very strong. In Madame Bovary\ the descrip
tion of Rouen (a real referent if ever there \-Vas one) is subject 
to the tvrannical constraints of what we must call aesthetic 

J 

verisin1ilitude:, as is attested by the (Orrections made in this 
passage in the course of six surcessive re\\:ritings. Here we see. 
first of all, that the corrections do not in any way issue from a 
closer consideration of the model:: Rouen. perceived by Flaubert. 
remains just the same, or more precisely, if it changes somewhat 
from one version to the next, it is solely because he finds it 
necessary to focus an image or avoid a phonic redundance 
condemned by the rules of le beau s,tylP, or again to uarrange0 a 
quite contingent felicity of expression;* next \i't'e see that the 
descriptive fabric, which at first glance seems to grant a major 
in1portance (by i.ts di.mension, by the concern for its detail) to 
the object Rauen, is in fact only a sort of setting meant lo receive 
the je"\l\rels of a number of rare metaphors, the neutral, prosaic 
excipient which swathes the precious symbolic substance, as if, 
in Rauen, all lhat mattered were the figures of rhetoric to Vw'"hich 
the sight of the city lends itself-as if Rouen v.·ere notable only 
by its substitutions (the masts bke a forest of needles, the islands like 
huge motio11less black fish, the clouds like aerial u1aves silently breaking 
against a cliff); last, v..~e see that the whole desieription is constructed 
so as to connect Rauen [O a painting: it is a painted scene which 
the language takes up C'T'hus, seen from abo,ve, the whole 

• A mechanism distinguished by VaJery, in Littiraturt, commenting on Bau
delaire~:s line •'La Jervante ,au grand coieur ... 0 : HThis line c,am.e to Baudelaire .... 
And Baudelaire continued. He buried the cook out on the lawnt which goes 
against lhe custom, but goes with the :rhyme,~, etc. 
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landscape had the motionless look of a painting'~); the writer 
here f ulfiUs Plato's definition of the artist as a maker in the 
third degree, since, he imitates what is already the simulation of 
an essence. Thus~ although the description of Rouen is quite 
irrel,evant to the narrative structure of Madame Bovary (we can 
attach it to no function al sequence nor to any characterial.,, 
atmospheric,, or sapiential signified), it is not in the least scan· 
dalous,. it is justified,, if not by the work's logic~ at least by the 
laws of literature: its 0 meaning" exists,, it depends on conformity 
not to th,e model but to the cultural rules of representation. 

All the same., the aestheti<: goal of Flaubertian description is 
thoroughly mixed with urealistic" imperativest as if the referent's 
exactitude, superior or indifferent 'lO any olher function, gov ... 
erned and alone justified its description, or-in the case of 
descriptions reduced to a single word-its denotation: h,ere 
aesthetic co,nstraints are steeped-at least as an alibi-in refer
ential constraints: it is likelv thatJ if one came to Rouen in a 

.I 

diligence, lhe view one would have coming, down the slope 
leading to the town would not be ''~objectively,, different from 
the panorama Flauberl describes. This mixture-this interweav
ing-of constraints has a double advantage: on the one hand, 
aesrhe[ic function, giving a meaning to 4 'the fragmen,t," halts 
what we might can the vertigo of notation; for once, discourse 
is no longer guided and limited by structural imperatives of the 
anecdote (functions and indices),. nothing could indicate why 
we should halt the details of the description here and not chere;, 
if il were not subject to an aesthetic or rhetorical choice, any 
0 view'! would be inexhaustible by discourse: there would always 
be a corner, a detail, an inflection of space or color to report;, 
on the other hand, by positing the referential as real, by 
pretending to follow it in a submissive fashion, realistic descrip .. 
tion avoids being reduce,d to fantasmatic activity (a precau'lion 
which was supposed necessary to the ''o'bjectivity"' of the ac
count); classical rhetoric had in a sense institucionalized the 
fantasmatic as a specific figuret hypo,typosis.J whose function was 
to uput things before the hearer's eyes/' not in a neutral, 
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constative manner, but by imparting to representation all the 
luster of desire (this \\las the vividly illu1ninated sector of 
discourse, with prismatic outlines: illu.stris oratio); declaratively 
renouncing the conslraints of the rhetorica] code, realism muse 
seek a ne"'~ reason to describe. 

The irreducible residues of functional analysis have this in 
common: they denole what is ordinarily called "concrete reality" 
(insignificant gestures, transitory attitudes, insignificant objects, 
redundant words). The pure and simple urepresentation" of 
the 0 real, 0 the naked relation of "\\'hat is" (or has been) thus 
appears as a resistance to meaning; this resistance confirms the 
great mythic opposition of the true-to-life (the lifelike) and the 
intelligi,ble; it suffices to recall that, in the ideology of our time, 
obsessive reference to the "concrete'' (in "~hat is rhetorically 
demanded of the human sciences] of literature, of behavior) is 
always brandished like a \\''eapon against meaning, as if, by some 
statutory exclusion, what is alive cannot not signify-and vice 
versa. Resistance of the ureart (in its "'·ritten form, of course) to 
structure is very limited in the fictive account,. constructed by 
definitio11 on a model w·hich, for its n1ain outlines, has no other 
constraints than those of intelligibility; but this same hreallty'' 
becomes the essential reference in historical narrative, \vhich is 
supposed to report "what really happened": v,·hat does the n,on
functionality of a detail matter then, once it denotes uv.i·hat took 
placeJt; ''concrete realityt~ becomes the sufficient juscification for 
speaking. History (historical discourse: h:isto1ia rerum g:estarum) is 
in fact the model of those narratives \\'hich consent to fill in the 
interstices of their functions by structurally superfluous nota
tions, and it is logica] that literary realism should have been
give or take a few decades--contemporary with the regnum of 
"objective"' history, to \\Thich n1ust be added the contemporary 
development of techniques, of \\'orks, and institutions based on 
the incessant need to authenticate the "real"; the photograph 
(immediate witness of "what was here"), reportagei exhibitions 
of ancient objects (the success of the Tutankhamen sho""' makes 
this quite clear)~ the tourism of monuments and historical sites .. 



The Realz'.ty Effect 

All this shows that the "real'' is supposed to be se]f .. suffi,cient, 
that it is S'trong enough to belie any notion of ~''function/' that 
its 0 speech-act'' has no need to be integrated into a structure 
and rhat the having-been-there of things is a sufficient princi,ple 
of speech. 

Since antiquity, the urealu has been on History's side; but this 
was to help i.t oppose .the "lifelike,'' the ·'plausible/' to oppose 
the very order of narrative (of imitation or 4''poetry''). All classical 
culture lived for cencuries on the notion that reality could in no 
way contaminate verisimilitucle; first of all~ because verisimilitude 
is never anything but opi'nablt: it is entirely subject to (public) 
opinion; as Nicole said,: '•One must not consider things as they 
are in themselves, nor as they are known to be by one who 
speaks or writes, but only in relation to what is known of them 
by those who read or hearu; then, because History was thought 
to be general. not particular (whence the propensity, in classical 
texts, to functionalize all details, to produce strong structures 
and to justify no notation by the mere guarantee of "realityn); 
finally, because, in verisimilitude, the contrary is never impos
sible, since notation rests on a majority, but not an absolute, 
,opinion. The motto implicit on the threshold of all classical 
discourse (subject to the ancient idea of verisimilitude) is: Esto 
(Let there be, suppose . .. ) 0 Real/' fragmented, inters,ticial notation, 
the kind we are dealing v.-·ith beret renounces this implicit 
introduction, and it is free of any such postulation that occurs 
in the structural fabric. Hence, there is a break between the 
ancient mode of versimilitude and modern realism; but hence~ 
too, a new verisimilitude is born, which is precisely realism (by 
which we mean any discourse which aocepts "speech·acts'' jus ... 
tified by their referent alone). 

Semioti,cally, the ~'concrete detail" is constituted by the direct 
collusion of a referent and a signifier; the signified is expelled 
from the sign~ and with it, of course, the possibility of developing 
a form of the signified, i.e~, narrative structure itself. (Realistic 
literature is narrative, of course~ but that is because its realism 
is only fragmentary, erratic 1 confined to udetails," and because 
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the tnost realis,tic narrative imaginable develops along unrealistic 
lines.) This is what we might call the referential illusion .. * l"he 
truth of this illusion is this: eliminated from the realist speech
act as a signified of denotation, the "real1t returns t.o it as a 
si.gnified of connotation; for just when these details are reputed 
to denote the real directly, all that they do-without saying so-
is signify it; Flaubert's barometerJ ~1ichelet's little door finally 
say nothing but this: ute are the real; it is the category of Hthe 
real'' (and not its contingent contents) W'hich is then signified; 
in other "'~ords, the very absence of the signified, to the advantage 
of che referent alonei becomes the very signifier of realism: the 
reality effect is produced. the basis of that unavowed verisimilitude 
which forms the aesthetic of all the standard works of modernity. 

This new verisimili1ude is very ,different from the old one, for 
it is neither a res,pect for the ''laws of the genre" nor even their 
mask, but proceeds from the intention to degrade the sign's 
tripartite nature in order to make notation the pure encounter 
of an object and its expression. The disintegration of the sign
which seem,s indeed to be modernity's grand affair-is of course 
present in the realistic enterprise, but in a somewhat regressive 
manner, since it occurs in the name of a referential plenitude, 
whereas the ,goal today is to empty the sign and infinitely to 
postpone its object so as to challenge,. in a radical fashion, the 
age .. old aesthetic of urepresentation." 

Communications, 1 g68 

•An illusion clearly illust.ratcd by the program Thiers assigned to 'the historian: 
.. To be simply true, to be what things are and nothing more than that, and 
nothing except that.,.. 



Writing the Event 

To describe the event implies that the event has been written. 
How can an event be \\'ritten? What can it mean to say ''Wriling 
the evenf'? The event of Mav '68 seems to have been wr:itten 

' 
in three fashions, three writings, whose polygraphic conjunction 
forms1, perhapst its historical originality. 

1. Speech 

Every national shock produces a sudden Howering of wr:itten 
commentary (press, books). This is not what I want to speak of 
here~ The spoken words of May ,68 had original aspects, which 
must be emphasized. 

i. Radiophonic speech (that of the $'peripheral" stations) clung 
to the event, as it \\las occurring~,, in a breathless, dramatic 
fashion, imposing the notion that knovYTledge of present reality 
is no longer the business of print but of the spoken word. 0 Hot" 
history, history in the course of being made~ is an auditive 
history,* and hearing becomes, agai,n V¥That it was in the Middle 
Ages: not only the first of the senses (ahead of touch and sight), 
but the sense which establishes knov..-'ledge (as. for Luther, it 
established the Ch r:istian faith). Nor is this all. The (reporter's) 
informative word was so closely involved with the event, with 
the very opacity of its present, as to become its immediate and 
consubstantial meaning, its Y•ay of acceding to an instantaneous 
intelligibility; this means that in terms of Western culture, where 
nothing can be perceived without meani,ngt it was the event 

• One recalls streets filled with motionless people seeing nothing, looking at 
nothingt their eyes dow'nt but their ears glued to transistor radios, thus 
representing a new human anatomy. 
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itself. The age-old distance between act and discourse, event 
and testimony, \Vas reduced; a ne¥.' dimension of history ap~ 
peared, immediately linked to its discourse, ,.,..,hereas all historical 
"science,, had the task to acknowledge this distance 1 in order to 
g,overn it. Not only did radi,ophonic speech inform the partici
pants as to the very extension of their action (a fe,"· yards a"'ay 
from them), so that the transistor became the bodily appendage~ 
the auditory prosthesis, the ne\\-· scien,ce-fiction organ of certain 
demonstrators, but even, by the compression of time, by the 
immediate resonance of the act, it inflected, modified the event; 
in short, wrote it: fusion of the sign and its hearing" reversibility 
of \l\i'riting and reading which is soug,ht elsewhere, by that 
revolution in writing which modernity is attempting to achieve .. 

2. ~rhe relations of force betw·een the different groups and 
parties engaged in the crisis were essentially sp'Oken, in the sense 
that the tactical or dialectical displacement of these relations 
during the days of f\.1ay occurred through and h)1 (confusion of 
the means and of the cause \\rhich marks language) tl1e com
muniquet the press conference, the declaration, the speech. Not 
only did the crisis have its language, but in fact the crisis was 
language: it is speech \1vhich in a sense molded history, made it 
exist like a netvlork of traces, an operative writing, displacing 
(it is only stale prejudice that considers speech an illusory activity,, 
noisy and futile,, and set in opposition to actions); the "spoken~' 
nature of the crisis is aH the more visible in that it has had, 
scrictly speaking, no murderous, irremediable effect (speech is 
what can be ''corrected"; its rigorous antonym, to the point of 
defining it; can only be death).* 

3. T'he students• speech so completely overftovled,, pouring 
out everywhere, wrilten everywhere,, that one might define 
superficially-but also~ perhaps, essentially-the university re
volt as a Taking of Speech (as we say Taking of the Bastille) .. It seems 

• The insistence with which it was repeated, on either side. that, \vhate,ver 
happens~ afttnJJards can no longer be like before doubtless translates, negatively, 
the fear (or the hope) that in fact afterwards would be,come before: the event 
being speech~ it can, mythically, cross itself out. 
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in retrospect that the student was a being frustrated of speech; 
frustrated but not deprived: by class origin, by vague cultural 
practicet the student has the use of language; language is not 
unknown to him, he is not (or is no longer) afraid of it; the 
problem was to assume its powe,r, its active use* Hence. by a 
paradox which is only apparent, just when the students' speech 
made its claims in the sole name of ,content, it actually involved 
a profoundly ludic aspect; the student had begun to wield 
speech as an activity, a free labor) and not, despite appearances, 
as a simple instrument. This activity took different forms, 
which correspond perhaps to phases of the student movement 
throughout the crisis~ 

a) ,.Wild0 ,speech~ based on "invention/~ consequently encoun
tering quite naturally the '•findsn of form, rhetorical shortcuts, 
the delights of formula, in short felicity of ,expression; very close 
to writing. this discourse (which affected public opinion in
tensely) logically assumed the form of inscription; its natural 
dimension wa:S the wall, fundamental site of collective writing. 

b) '•Missionary"• speech, conceived in a purely instrumental 
fashion, intended to transport "elsewhere0 (to factory gates, to 
beaches, into the street~ ecc.) the stereotypes of political culture. 

c) °Functionalisttt speech, conveying the reform projects, as,
signing to the university a social function~ here political, there, 
economic, and thereby rediscovering some of the watchwords 
of a previous technocracy (''adaptation of teaching to society's 
needs,., '''collectivization of research,,'' primacy of the .. re:sult, 0 

prestige of the "interdisciplinary l n "autonomy'" "participation, n 

etc.). 
"Wildn speech was quite rapidly eliminated, embalmed in the 

harmless folds of (surrealist) uliterature'' and the illusions of 
uspontaneity"; as writing, it could only be useless (until it became 
intolerable) to any form of power. whether possessed or claimed; 
the other two kinds remain mixed: a mixture which rather 
nicely reproduces the political ambiguity of the student move ... 
ment itselft threatened,, in its historical and social situation, by 
the dream of a "social-technocracy."' 
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2~ Symbol 

There was n.o lack of symbols in this crisis, as was often remarked; 
they were produced and consumed with great energy; and 
above all, a striking phenomenon, they were sustained by a 
general, shared willingness. The paradigm of the chree flags 
(red I black I tricolor), with its pertinent associations of terms 
(red and black against tricolor~ red and tricolor against black), 
was "spoken'' (flags raised, brandished~ taken down,, invoked, 
etc~) by everyone, or just about: a fine agreement, if not as to 
the symbols, at least as to the symbo:lic system itself (which, as 
such, should be the final target of a Western revolution). The 
same symbolic avatar for the barricade: itself the symbol of 
revolutionary Paris, and itself a significant site of an entire 
network of other symbols.. Complete emblem~ the barricade 
made it possible to irritate and unmask other symbols; that of 
property, for examplet henceforth lodged, for the French, in 
the fact that it appeared much more in the car than in the 
house .. Other symbols were mobilized: monument (Bourse, 
Odeon)~ demonstration. occupation, garment, and of course 
language, in its most coded (i.e., symbolic, ritual*) aspects. This 
inventory of symbols should be made; not so much because it is 
likely to produce a very eloquent list (this is improbable, despite 
or because of the Hspontaneityu which presided over their libera .. 
tion), but because the symbolic system under which an event 

functions is closely linked to the degree of this evenf s integration 
v.rithin the sociecy of which ic is both the expression and the viola .. 
tion: a symbolic field is not only a junction (or an antagonism) of 
symbols~ it is also formed by a homogeneous set of rules, a com
monly acknowledged recourse 'to these rules. A kind of almost 
unanimous adherencet to one and the same symbolic discourse 

• For instance: lexicon of revolutionary work C'committees," .. commissions," 
~~mot.ions," Hpoints of order/' etc.), ritual of communication (second-person
singular forms~ first na,mes, etc.). 

t The most important aspect of this inventory would ultimate)y be to discover 
how each group played or did not play the symbolic gam;e: rejection of the (red 
or black) Hag. refusal of the barricade 1 etc. 
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seems to have finally marked partisans and adversaries of the 
contestation: almost all played the same symbolic game. 

,3. Violence 

Violencet which in m,odern mythology is linked, as if it followed 
quite naturally, with spontaneity and effectiveness-violencet 
symbolized here concretely, then verbally, by ~'the street/' site 
of released speech, of free co,ntactt counter·intellectual spacet 
opposition of the immediate to the possible ruses of all media· 
tion-violence is a writing: it is (a Derridian theme) the trace in 
,its profoundest gesture. Writing (if we no longer identify it with 
style or with literature) is itself violent. It ist in fact, the violence 
of writing that separates it from speech, reveals the force of 
inscription in it, the weight of an irreversible trace. Indeed, this 
writing of violence (an eminently collective writing) possesses a 
code; however one decides to account for it, tactical or psy
choa,nalytict violence implies a language of violence, i.e.t of signs 
(operations or p,u}sions) repeated, combined into figures (actions 
or complexes), in short, a system. Let us take advantage of this 
to repeat that the presence (or the poslulation) of a code does 
not intellectualize the event (contrary to what anti-intellectualist 
mythology constantly states): the intelligible is not the inteUec· 
tual. 

Such at first glance are the orientations that a des,cription of 
the traces which cons,litute the event might take. Yet such a 
description risks being inert if we do not attach it, from the 
start, to two postulates whose bearing is still polemical. 

The first consists in rigorously separating,, according to Der
rida's propositionJ the concepts of speech and of writing. Speech 
is not only what is actually spoken but also what is transcribe1d 
(or rather transliterated) from oral expression, and whic:h can 
very well be printed (or mimeographed); linked to the body~ to 
the person, to the will-lo-seizet it is the very voice of any 
0 revendication," but not necessarily of the revolution. Writing 
is integrally "what is to be invented,0 the dizzying break with 
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the old symbolic system, the mutation of a whole range of 
language. Which is to say, on the one hand, that writing (as we 
understand it here, which has nothing to do with ''style'' or even 
literature) is not at all a bourgeois phenomenon (what this class 
elaborated was, in fact, a printed speech), and, on the other, 
that the present event can only furnish marginal fragments of 
writing, which as we saw were not necessarily printed; we will 
regard as susp,ect any eviction of writing, any systematic primacy 
of speech, because, whatever the revolutionary alibi, both tend 
to preseroe the old symbolic system and ref use to link its revo· 
lution to that of society. 

The second postulate consists in not expecting written de
scrip,tion to afford a. ''decoding.'' Considering the event from 
the viewp,oint of whatever symbolic mutation it can imply means, 
first of all, breaking as much as possible (this is not easy, it 
r,equires the sort of continuou,s labor begun in various quarters, 
it must be recalled, some years ago) with the system of meaning 
which the event, if it seeks to be revolutionary, must call into 
question. The critical asp,ect of the old system is interpretation, 
i.e., the operation by which one assi,gn.s to a set of confused or 
even contradictory appearances a unitary structure,. a deep 
meaning, a ''veritable'' explanation. Hence, interpretatio1n must 
gradually giv,e way to a new discourse,, whose goal is not the 
revelation of a unique and ''true'' structure but the establishment 
of an interplay of multiple structures: an establishment itself 
written, i.e., uncoupled from the truth of speech; m,ore precisely, 
it is the relations which organize these concomitant structures, 
subj1ect to still unknown rules, which must constitute the object 
of a new theory. 

Communicatio"ru, 1968 
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Revelation 

The Berliner Ensemble ca.me to France the first time in 1954. 
Some of us who saw the company then had the revelation of a 
new system, one which cruelly dated our whole theater. S1uch 
novelty had nothing provocative about it, and did not borrow 
the habitual manners of the avant-garde. It was what could be 
called a subtle rev,olution. 

That revolution proceeded from the fact that the playwright 
(in this case, Brecht himself) regarded as quite compatible 
certain values which our theater had always been reluctant to, 
combine. Brechtian theater, as we know, is intellectual theater, a 
practic,e elaborated from an explicit theory, at once materialist 
and s,emantic. Longing for a political theater enlightened by 
Marxism and an art which rigorously governs its signs, how 
could we help being dazzl 1ed by the work of the Berlin,er 
Ensemble? Another paradox: this political work did not reject 
beauty; the merest blue spot, the most discreet substance, a belt 
buckle, a gray rag formed, each time, a scene which never 
copied painting and yet would not have been possible without 
the most refined taste: this theater which insisted on its ''com-, 
mitment'' was not afraid to be distinguished (a word we should 
release from its usual triviality, so as to give it a meaning close 
to Br,echtian distancing). The product of th.ese two valu,es gen
erated what we can regard as a phenomenon unknown in the 
West (perhaps precisely because Brecht had learned it from the 
East): a theater witht?ut hysteria. 

Finally, an ultimate flavor, this intelligent, political theater of 
an ascetic sumptuousn,ess was also according, moreover, to 
one of Brecht's precepts an amusing theater: no tirades, no 
preaching, never, even, that edifying Manichaeanism which 
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commonly opposes, in all political art, the good proletarians to 
the wicked bourgeois; but always an. unexpected argument, a 
social criticism conducted outside the tedium of stereotypes and 
mobilizing pleasure's most recent resource: subtlety. A theater 
at once revolutionary, signifying, and voluptuous who could 
ask for anything better? 

This surprising conjunction, however, had nothing magical 
about it; it would not have been possible without a material 
datum, one which was lacking and which is lacking still in 
our theater. For a long time there has prevailed among us, 
inherited from a spiritualist tradition which Cope au perfectly 
symbolized, the convenient conviction that one can have excel
lent theater without money: poverty of means thus became a 
''sublime'' value, converted actors into officiants. No1w, Brechtian 
theater is an expensive theater, it pays for the unprecedented 
attention given to staging, for the elaboration of costumes
whose careful treatment costs infinitely more than the wildest 
luxury of our spectacles for the number of rehearsals, for the 
actors' professional security, so necessary to their art. This 
theater, at once popular and refined, is impossible in a private 
economy, where it could be supported by neither the bourgeois 
public which makes money nor the petit-bourgeois public which 
makes spectators. Behind the su.ccess of the Berliner Ensemble, 
behind the perfection of its work a thing everyone could 
observe we had to see a whole economy, a whole political 
determination. 

I do not know what the Berliner Ensemble has become since 
Brecht's death, but I know that the Berliner Ensemble of 1954 
taught me a great many things and much more than theater. 

Le Monde, 1971 



A Magnificent Gift 

Jakobson made literature a magnificent gift:: he gave it linguistics. 
Of course, Lilerarure did not wait to know it was Language; all 
of classical Rhetoric until V'alery attests to the fact; but once a 
science of language was s,ougl1t (initially in the form of a historical 
and comparative linguistics of languages)t it was oddly negligent 
of the effects of meaning~ it too succumbing in that century of 
positivis'm (the nineteenth) to the taboo of specialized realms: 
on one side, ScienceJ Reason, Fact; on the other, Art, Sensibility, 
Impression .. Jakobson was involved since his youth in the amend .. 
ment of this situation: because this linguist has persisted in his 
great love of poetry, of paintin,g, of cinema, because, at the 
heart of his scientific research, he never censored his, pleasure 
as a ieultivate1d man, he realized that the authentic scientific 
phenomenon of modernity was not fact but relationship. At the 
origin of the generalized lin,guistics he outlined was a decisive 
opening ge:st ure of classifications, castes, disciplines: these words 
lost, with him, their separatist, penat racist taint; there are no 
more owners (of Literature, of Linguistics), the watchdogs are 
sent back co their pens. 

Jakobson endowed Literature in three ways. First of all, he 
created within linguistic'S itself a special department, Poetics; this 
sector (and this is what is new in his work, his historical 
contribution), he did not define from Literature (as if Poecics 
still depended on the "poeticn or on "poetry") but from the 
analysis of the functions of language: every speech .. act which 
accentuates the form of the message is poetic; therefore, he was 
able~ starting from a linguistic position, to join the vital (and often 
the most emancipated) forms of Literature: the right to ambi· 
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guity of meanings. the system of subscitutions, the code of 
figures (metaphor and metonymy). 

Subsequently, even more strongl)· than Saussure, he ,promoted 
a pansemiotics, a generalized (and not only general) science of 
signs; bu'l here again his position was doubly avant-garde: on 
rhe one hand he maintained a preeminent place in that science 
for articulated language (being Vv·ell 3\•vare that langua,ge is 
everywhe-rt, and not simply close try), and on the other he imme
diately united the realms of Art and Literature to semiotics. 
thereby postulating from the start that semiology is a science of 
signification-and not of mere communication (thus freeing 
linguistics of any risk of technocratic intent)., 

Finally, his linguistics icself admirably grounds our present 
concept of the 'Text: i.e., that a sign's meaning is only its 
translation into another sign, whi,ch defines meaning not as a 
final signified but as another signifying level; and also that the 
commonest language involves an important number of meta~ 
linguislic utterances, which attests man's necessity to conceive 
his language at the very moment he speaks: a crucial activity 
which Literature merely carries to its highest degree of incan
descence. 

The very scyle of his thought, a brilli.anc, generous~ ironic, 
expansive, cos,mopolitan~ flexible style which we might call 
devilishly intelligent, predisposed Jakobson to this historical func
tion of opening-of abolishing disciplinary ,owners,hip .. Another 
style is doubtless pos,sible, based at once on a more historica) 
culture and on a more ph:ilosophical notion of the speaking 
subject: I am thinking here of the unforgettable (and yet 

somewhat forgotten, it :seems to me) work of Benveniste, whom 
we must never dissociate (and Jakobson would agree \Vith me 
here) from any homage we pay to the decisive role of Linguistics 
in the birth of that other thing operative in our age. But Jakobson) 
through all the new and irreversible propositions that constitute 
his work of fifty years, is for us that historic figure who~ by a 
stroke of intelligence. definitively shoved into the pa.st some highly 
respectable things to which we were attached: he converted 
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prejudice into anachronism. All his work reminds us that "each 
of us must realize, once and for all, that the linguist deaf to 
poetic function, like the specialist in literature indifferent to the 
problems and ignorant of methods of linguistics, is hcncef orth, 
in either case, a flagrant anachronism. u 



Why I Love Benveniste 

l 

'The presen'l e:mphasis on problems of language irritates some,, 
who regard it as an excessive fashion. Yet they will have to 
resign themselves to the inevitable: we are probably only begin
ning to speak of language: along with other sciences which tendt 
today, to be attached to itJ linguistics is enterin:g the dawn of its 
history: we have yet to discover language. as we are in the 
process of discovering space: our century will perhaps, be marked 
by these two explorations. 

Every work of general lingu,istics therefore answers an im.
perious need of today,s culture as well as a ,demand for know( .. 
edge formulated by every s,cience whose object is to any degree 
involved with language .. Now, Jinguistics is difficu:lt to expoundt 
divided as it is between a necessary specialization and an 
explosive anthropological project. Therefore,. works of general 
linguistics are few in number, at least in French:, Martinet's 
Elements and Jakobson's Es.says; Hjelmslev's Prolegomena are .soon 
to be translated. An,d today there is the work of Benveniste. 

This is a collection of articles (normal units of linguistic 
research), some of which are already famous (on the arbitrariness 
of the sign, on the func1ion of language in Freudian discovery,. 
on the levels of linguistic analysis). The first group constitute a 
description of contemporary lin,guistics: especially to be rec· 
ommended here is the splendid article on Saussure,. who in fact 
wrote nothing after his memorandum on lndo .. European vowels, 
being unable, he believed, 'lO effect that total subversion of past 
:linguistics he require1d to construct his own linguistics,. and 
whose t•silence'· has, the greatness and the bearing of a writer's 
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silence. The articles that follow occupy the cardinal points of 
linguistic space: communication, or again the articulated sign, 
situated in relation to thought, to animal language) and to 
oneiric language:;, struc,ture (I have mentioned the crucial tex.t on 
the 'levels of linguis[ic analysis: I must also point out the text
fascinating in its clarity-in which Benveniste establishes the 
sub .. logical system of Latin prepositions; if only we had had 
such an explanation in the days when we were making our Latin 
translations: everything is il1uminated by structure); signification 
(for it is always from the point of view of meaning that Ben veniste 
interrogates language); persont to my mind the decisive part of 
the work~ in which Bcnveniste, essentially, analyzes the or,gani ... 
zation of pronouns and tenses. The work concludes with several 
lexical studies. 

All of which forms the program of an impeccable scholarshipt 
ans,wers with clarity and po,v,er the questions of fact likely to be 
raised by anyone with some interest in language. But this is not 
all. This book not only satisfies a present demand of culture: it 
anticipates it, forms it, directs it. In short, this is not merely an 
indispensable book;, il is also an important book, an unlooked· 
for book~ it is a very beautiful book~ 

When the science in which one has specialized is solicited by 
the curiosity of amateurs of every kind, it is quite temptin,g to 
defend the specialty of that science rather jealously. Quite the 
contrary, Benveniste has the coura,ge deliberately to place lin
guistics al the point of origin of a very wide movement and to 
divine in it the future development of a veritable science of 
culture, insofar as culture is essentially language; he does not 
he:sitate to note the birth of a new objectivity, imposed upon 
rhe scholar by the symbolic nature of cultural phenomena; far 
from abandoning language on society ts doorstep as if it were 
merely a tool~ he hopefully asserts that "it is society which is 
beginnin,g to acknowled,ge itself as language.tt Now, it is crucial 
for a who1le set of investigations, and revolutions that a linguist 
as rigorous as Benveniste should himself be conscious of his 
discipline''s po,wers, and that, refusing to constitute himself as 



The Lover of Signs 

its owner, he should recognize in it the germ of a new config
uration of the human sciences. 

This courage is paired with a profound vision. Ben.venister--
this is his success always grasps language at that crucial level 
where, without ceasing to be language to the full, it gathers up 
everything we were accustomed to consider as external or 
anterior to language. Take three contributions, among the most 
important: one on the middle voice of Indo-European verbs, 
the second on the structure of the per:Sonal pronouns, the third 
on the system of tenses in French; all three deal in various ways 

with a crucial notion in psychology: that of person. Now, 
B·enveniste magisterially manages to root this notion in a purely 
linguistic description. In a general manner, placing the subject 
(in the philosophic sense of the word) in the center of the great 
categories of language, showing, on the occasion of extremely 
diverse phenomena, that this subj,ect can never be distinguished 
from an. ''instance of discourse,'' unlike the instance of reality, 
Benveniste establishes linguistically, i.e., scientifically, the iden
tity ,of subject and language, a position at the heart of many 
contemporary investigations and o·f as much interest to philos
ophy as to literature; such analyses may show the way o·ut of an 
old antinomy, one that has not yet been liquidated: that of 
subjective and objective, of individual and society, of science 
and discourse. 

Books of scholarship, of rese.arch, have their ''style'' too. This 
one is of a very high order. There is a beauty, an experience of 
the intellect, which gives the work of certain scholars that 
inexhaustible clarity which also goes into the making of great 
literary works. Everything is clear in Benveniste's book, every
thing ca.n be immediately recognized as true; and yet everything 
in it is only beginning. 

La Quinzaim lit,teraire, 1966 
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Benveniste's place in the concert of great linguists whose influ
ence marks all intellectual work of our times is quite original
to the point of being, it seems to me, occasionally underesti
mated. Even today, his work is paradoxical twice over: with 
regard to the tradition, and with regard to what I shall call the 
easy avant-garde, the one which repeats instead of exploring. 

What is it, then, that Ben\reniste tells us? First of all, this: that 
language can never be separated from a sociality. This pure 
linguist, whose objects of study apparently belong to the appa
ratus of general, transcendent linguistics, actually never ceases 
apprehending language in which we might call its concomitances: 
work, history, culture, institutions; in short, everything that 
constitutes human reality. The Vocabulary of Indo-European Insti
tutions, th,e studies of agent names, of the verbal prefixes prae
and vor-, are texts which denature the linguistic discipline, 
achieve that subversive moment. by which the disciplinary outline 
is erased and a new, as yet unnamed, science appears; this is 
the moment when linguistics ceases to take a theatrical leadership 
and becomes in fact a universal ''sociology'': the science of a 
society which speaks, which is a society precisely because it spea,lts. 
On this level, Benveniste's work is always critical; a demystifier, 
he is tirelessly concerned to reverse scholarly prejudices and 
implacably to illuminate (for this man of science is rigorous) 
language's social basisa This power Benveniste possesses because 
of the precise but today rare, and underrated situation of 
his work: he is a linguist of langu,ages, not just of language. 

At the other end of the chain (but the hiatus will astonish 
only tho:se frivolous minds who imperturbably continue to set 
history in opposition to structure), Benveniste has given scientific 
body to a notion which has assumed the greatest importance in 
the work of the avant-garde: the speech-a,ct. The speech-act 
[enonciation] is not, of course, the statement [enonce], nor is it (a 
much subtler and more revolutionary proposition) the simple 
presence of subjectivity in discourse; it is the renewed act by 
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which the locutor takes possession of the language (appropriates 
it, Benveniste says quite accurately): the subject is not anterior 
to language; h,e becomes subject only insofar as he speaks; in 
short, there is no ''subject '' (and c~nsequently no ''subjectivity''), 
there are only locuto,rs; moreover and this is Benveniste's 
incessant reminder there are only interlocutors. 

From this point ,of view, Benveniste considerably widens the 
notion of shift,er, which Jakobson advanced with such brio; he 
establishes a new linguistics, which exists nowhere else but in 
his work (and, above all, not in Chomsky's): the linguistics of 
interlocu.tion, language, and consequently the whole world, is 
articulated around this form: I I you. Hence, we understand 
Benveniste's insistence on dealing,. throughout his work, with 
the so-called pers,onal pronouns, with temporality,. with diathesis, 
wi.th composition (the privileged appropriation of the le,xicon)~ 
We also understand why Benveniste could so early establish a 
bridge between linguistics and psychoanalysis; why, again, this 
specialist in Old Persian was able, without farcing himself, to 
understand or at least specifically to keep himself from cen
soring the new investigations of semiology (Metz, Schef er) and 
the work of the avant-garde on language. The direct interest of 
Benveniste's new bo,ok is here: it is the book of the speech-act. 

A scholar's intellectual gifts (not what is given to him, but 
what he gives us) derive, I am convinced, from a power which 
is not only that of kn.owledge and rigor but also that of writing, 
or, to adopt a word whose radical acceptation we now kno,w, 
from the speech-act .. The language Benveniste appropriates 
(since that is his definition of the speech-act) is not altogether 
th.at of ordinary scholars, and this slight displacement is sufficient 
to constitute a writin,g. Benveniste's wr,iting is very difficult to 
describe because it is almost neutral; 0 1nly occasionally does a 
word by dint of being accurate, one might say, so much does 
accuracy seem to accumulate in l1im gleam out, delight like a 
ch.arm, swept away by a syntax whose measure, proportion, and 
exactitude (all virtues of a cabinetmaker) attest to the pleasure 
which this scholar has taken in forming his sentences. Benven-
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iste's writing thus presents that subtle mixture of expenditure 
and reserve which founds the text or, better still, music. Ben
veniste writes silently (is not music an art of intelligent silence?), 
the way the greatest musicians play: there is something of 
Richter in Benveniste. 

Working with him, with his texts (which are never mere 
articles), we always recognize the generosity of a man who seems 
to listen to the reader and to lend him his intelligence, even in 
the most special subjects, the most improbable o,nes. We read 
other linguists (and indeed we m.ust), but we love Benveniste,~ 

La ,Quinzaine litthaire, i 97 4 



Kristeva's Semeiotike 

Although recent, semiology already has a history~ Derived from 
a quite Olympian formulation of Saussure's (''A science is 
conceivable whic'h would study the life of signs at 'the very heart 
of social life0

), it continues to experiment with itself, to split 
itself up, to de-situate itself, to enter into that great carnival of 
languages Julia Krisreva describes~ Its historical role is at present 
to be the intruder. the third party, the one who upsets those 
exemplary households we hear so much about and which are 
formedt it appears~ by History and Revolution~ Structuralism 
and Reaction, determinism and science,, progressisme and the 
critique of content. Of this upset, Julia Kristevats work is today 
the ultimate orchestration: it activates its tendencies and supplies 
its theory. 

Already greatly in Kristeva's debt (and from, the beginning), 
I have just experienced once more, and this time in its entirety, 
the force of her work. Here force means displacement .. Julia 
Kristeva changes the place of things: she always destroys the 
la.st p,rejudice~ the one you thought you could be reassured by, 
could take pride in; what she displaces is the already-said, the 
deja-dit, Le., the instance of the signified, i.e., stu,pidity; what 
she subverts is authority-the authority of monologic sciencel 
of filiation. Her work is entirely new, exact, not by scientific 
puritanism, but because it takes up the whole of the site it 
occupies. fills it exactl),, obliging. anyone who excludes himself 
from it to find himself in a position of resistance or censorship 
(this is what we call, with a very shocked expression, terrorism). 

Since I have reached the point of speaking of a site of research, 
let me say that for me K,risteva's work constitutes this admoni
tion: that we are stiU going too slowly, that we are wasting time 
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in "believing,'11 Le. in repeating and humoring ourselves, that 
often a supplement of freedom in a new thought would suffice 
to gain years of work. In Julia Kristevat this supplement is 
theoretical.. What is theory? It is, neither an abstraction nor a 
generalization nor a speculation: it is a reHexivity;, it is in so,me 
sense the reversed gaze of a language upon itself (which is, why, 
in a society deprived of socialist practicet thereby condemned 
to discourse, theoretical discc)urse is transitorily necessary),., lt is 
in this sense that, for the first time, Julia Kristeva is giving us a 
theo1ry of semiology~ Any semiotics must be a criticism 1of semiotics. 
Such a proposition is not to be taken as a pious and hypocritical 
wish ('•Let us criticize the semioticians who precede us't) but as 
the affirmation that, in its very d,iscourset and not on the level 
of a few phrases, the work of semiotic science is shot through 
with destructive returns~ with councered coexistencesi W'ith pro
ductive disfigurations. 

The science of languages cannot be Olympian, positive (still 
less positivist), indifferent. adiaphoric, as Nietzsche says; it is 
itself (because it is the language of language) dialogic-a notion 
borrowed by Kristeva from Bakhtinet whom she has introduced 
to us .. 'The first a.ct of this dialo,gism is, for semioticst to conceive 
itself at O'nce and contradictorily as science and as writing
which:,, I believe, has never been done by any science. except 
perhaps by the materialist science of the pr,e-Socratics, and 
which may permit us,t let it be said in passingt to es,cape from 
the impasse bourgeois sci,ente (spoken) I proletarian science (written, 
at least pos,tulatively). 

The value of Kristevian discourse is that it is homogeneous 
to the theory it enunciates, (and this homogeneity is the theory 
itself)~ in it, science is writing, the si,gn is dia]ogic, the basis is 
destructive; if it seems "difficulf' to some, this is precisely because 
it is written. Which means ,v,hat? First of all, that il asserts and 
practices both formalization and its displacementJ mathematics 
becoming~ in short, analogous to the work of dreams (whence 
many complaints). Nextt that it assumes as theory the terminol
ogical slippage of so·called scientific definitions. Fi nail y ~ tha[ it 
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institutes a new type of transmission of knowledge (it is not 
knowledge W'hich constitutes the problem, but its 'transmission): 
Kristeva's writing possesse;S at once a discursivity, a 0 develop
ment"' (we should like to give this word a bicyclist meaning rath,er 
than a rhetorical one)~ and a formulationt a frappe (trace of 
shock and of inscription), a germination; ,it is a discourse which 
functions not so much because it "represents'~ a thought as 
because, immediately, without the mediation of dim e,crivance 
(inauthentic writing), it produces thought and aims it. This 
means that only Julia Kristeva is able to produce semio-analysis: 
her discourse is not propaedeutic, it does not off er the possibility 
of a "teachingn; but this also means1 converselyJ that this 
discourse transforms us~ displaces us. gives us words, meanings, 
sentences which permit us to work and to release in ourselves 
the creative movement itself: permutation. 

In short. what Julia Kristeva produces is a critique of ,com
munication (the first, I believe, since that of psychoanalysis). 
Communication,. she showsJ the darling of the positive sciences 
(such as linguistics), of the philosophies and the politics of 
~"dialogue,0 of '4participation/' and of "exchange"-<ommuni
cation is merchandise. Are we not constantly told that a '•clearH 
lx)ok sells better, that a communicative temperament more easily 
finds a job? Hence, it is a political tas,k, the very one Kristeva is 
performing, to undertake to, reduce communication theoretically 
to the mercantile level of human relations and to integrate it, 

as a simple fluctuating level, to significance, to the Text. an 
apparatus outside of meaning~ victorious affirmation of Ex
penditure over £,xchange, of Numbers over Reckoning. 

Will all of this "get anywhereH? That depends on French 
inculture, which today seems to be gently lapping, rising around 
u,s. Why? For political reasons, no ,doubt; but these reasons seem 
to affect precisely those who should resist them best: there is a 
petty nationalism of the French intelligentsia; one, that does not 
bear on nationalities, of course (is not lonescoJ after all, the 
Pure and Perfect French Petit .. Bourgeois?), but on the stubborn 
rejection of the other language. The other language is the one 
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spoken from a politically and ideologically uninhabitable place: 
an interstitial site, oblique:~ on the edge-the verge ..... of i,rregular 
action: a cavalier site, since it traverses, straddlest panoramizes, 
and offends. The woman to whom we owe a new knowledge. 
from the East and from the Far Eastt and n,ew instruments of 
analysis and commitment (paragram, 1dialogism, text, productiv· 
ityt incertextuality, number!, formula)'" teaches us t,o work in 
difference, i.e., above the differences in wh,ose name we are 
forbidden to conjugate writing and science, History and form. 
the science of signs and the destruction of the sign: it is all these 
fine antitheses,. comfortable, conformist, stubborn, and se)f ... 
assured, which the work of Julia Kristeva cuts across, scarring 
our yo,ung semiotic science with a foreign mark, in accord with 
the first sentence of Semeiotilu: 0 To make language into work. to 
work in the materiality of whatJ for society, is a means of contact 
and of C'Omprehension-is th:is not to make oneself, from the 
start, foreign to language?" 

La Quiruaint littiraire.t 1970 



The Return of the Poetician 

When he sits down in front of the literary work, the poetician 
does not ask himself: What does this mean? Where does this 
come from? What does it connect to? But, more simply and 
more arduously: How iJ this made? This queslion has already 
been asked three times in our history: Poetics has three patrons: 
Aristotle (whose Poetics provides the first structural analysis of 
the levels and the parts of the tragic oeuvre), Valery (who 
insisted that literature be established as an object of language), 
Jakobson (w,ho calls poetic any message which emphasizes its own 
verbal ,signifier). Poetics is therefore at once very old (linked to 
the whole rhetorical ,culture of our civilization) and very neY..", 
insofar as it can today benefit from the important renewal of 
the sciences of language. 

,Gerard Genette and this defines the personality of his work
masters both the past and the present of Poetics: he is by one 
and the same impulse a rhetorician and a semiotician; figures 
are for him logical forms, manners of discourse. whose field is 
not only a little group of Y.lords but the structure of the text in 
its entirety; it is therefore appropriate that his lvritten work be 
called Figures {l, II, Ill); for what belongs to the Figure is not 
only the poetic image but also, for instance, the form of the 
narrative,, present object of narratology. Genette's work thereby 
takes its place within a huge and contemporary space: it is a 
work at once critical {related to literary criticism), theoretical 
(militating for a theory of literature, that object so negle,ct:ed in 
France), practical (applied to specific works), epistemological 
(proposing, thanks to the text,. a new dialectic of the particular 
and the general)., and pedagogic (seeking to renew the teaching 
of licerature and providing the means to do so). 
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The poetician: until quite recently, this character might have, 
passed for the poet"s poor relation .. But precisely, the poetics 
practiced, by Genette has as its ,object all the praxi.s of language
or the praxis of all language. Not only does poetics include in 
its field the narrative forms (whose analysis is well developed) 
and doubtless to,morrO'W the essayJ intellectual discourse-inso· 
far as it ,chooses to be written-but also~ turning back to its own 
languageJ it consents,. it is compelle1d to conside,r itself, in a 
certain, fashiont as an object of poetics. This returnJ which is 
much more important than a simple expansion, tends to make 
the poetician into a wr:itert to abolish the hierarchical distance 
between "'creatort• and "com:mentator." In other words, the 
poetician accepts the return of 1he signifier in his own discourse .. 
At least~ this is what happens in Genette's case" I am not here 
passing judgment on writing in the name of ''style•' (though 
Genette's is perfect), but on the kind of fantasmatic power which 
makes a script.or give himself over to the demon of classifying 
and naming, con:sent to put his discourse on stage. Genette 

possesses this power in the guise of an extreme discretion-a 
discretiont moreoverj sufficiently wily to enjoy such power 
(crucial attribut,e of the pleasure of writing and of reading). 

Genette class:ifies. vigorously and rigorously (:notably the nar
rative figures in Proust, since th·at is the chief object of his 
Figures Ill): he divides and subdivides forms, and this is the first 
point where the poetician becomes a poet, for he createst in the 
profile of the work (here Prousfs novel), a second tableau, 
deriving less from a meta-language than, more simpl,y, from a 
second language (which is not the last, since I myself~ among 
others,, am writing 0 1n Genette). .. Genette's descripcion of the 
modes, of Proustian narrative reminds me of that texl in which 
Poe simultaneously describes, discredits~ and creates uMaelzel's 
Chess·Player'': a man is hidden in the automaton, but he is not' 
sieen; the problem (for Poe, and by proxy for Genette) is not to 
describe the man (hidden object), or even, strictly speaking,. how 
he is hidden (since the machine's interior is apparently always 
visible) 1

, but the subtle shifting of screensJ doors, and shutters 
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'Which arranges matters so that the man is never where one is 
looking; in the same way, Genette sees, Proust where we are not 
looking for him; and from that moment on, it is of little 
importance whether or not he is there: it is not the occupant of 
meaning which determines the work, it is his pl.ace; andt also 
from that moment on, Proust, the Proustian aroma, returns in 
force and circulates in Genette~s machine; the quotations pass 
in a new light, they engender a different vibrato from the one 
to which we had been accustomed by a compact reading of the 
work. 

Thent too, Genette names what his classification fi.nds: he 
argues against received acceptations, he creates neologisms. he 
vivifies old names, he constructs a terminology,, i.e., a network 
of subtle and distinct verbal objects; now,. neological concern 
(or courage) is what most direcdy establishes what I shalJ caU 
the great critical fictivity [romanesqut]. T'o make the work of 
analysis into an elaborated fiction is perhaps toda y':s crucial 
enterprise: not against truth and in the name of subjective 
impressionism, but, on t'he contrary, because the truth of critical 
discourse is not of a referential but of a linguistic order: language 
has no truth except to acknowledge itself as language; good 
critics, useful scholars will be those who announce the color of 
their discourse, those who clearly affix to it the signature of the 
signifier. That is what Genett,e does (his 0 apres .. proposn leaves no 
doubt as to his intention). 

Here is how Genette's project concerns us: v."hat he discerns 
in Proust, with predilection (as he himself underlines), are 
narrative deviances (by which the Proustian narrative counters 
our possible notion of a si,mple, linear, "logical" narrative). Now, 
deviances (from a code, a grammar, a norm) are alY.tays mani
festations of writing~ where the rule is transgressed, there writing 
appears as excess~ since it takes on a language which was not 
foreseen. In short, what interests Genette in Proust is writing, or, 
ro be more precise, the difference which separates style from 
writing. The term droiance would doubtless be troublesome if 
we believed that there exists an anthropological model of 



'The Return of the Poetician 175 

narrative (whose creator uwould withdra\-v'"')1

, or even a narrative 
ontology (whose ••worku would be some monstrous abortion); in 
:reality, the narrative "'model'~ is itse If only an "idea" (a fiction), 
a memory of reading. I should prefer to say that Genette dips 
into the Proustian reservoir and shOYt'S us the places where t.he 
story "sk.ids0 (this metaphor aims at respecting the text's move
ment, its productivity). Now,. a theory of ~'skidding't is necessary 
precisely today. Why? Because we are in that historical moment 
of our culture when narrative cannot yet abandon a certain 
readability, a certain conformity to narrative pseudo-logic which 
culture has instilled in us and in which~ consequently, the only 
possible novations, consist no't in destroying the story, the an
ecdote, but in deviating it: making the code skid while seeming 
to res,pect :it. It is this very fragile state of the narrative, at once 
conforming and deviant, that Genette has been able to see and 
to make us see in Proust's work., H,is work is at once stru,ctural 
and historical because he specifies the conditions on which 
narrative novation is possible without being suicidal. 
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To Learn and to Teach 

Even before the curtain goes up on his book, Christian Meu gives 
us what is inimitable in his voice. Listen to the overture of his lat
est work~ HVolume I of this collectionj elaborated in 1967 and 
published in 1968 (2nd edition, 1971 ), grouped certain articles 
written belli~een 1g64 and tg67, published between 1964 and 1968. 
This second volume consists of subsequent texts (written between 
1967 and 1971, ,published between 1968 and 1972), as well as two 
unpublished texts written in 1971 (texts no. Band 9). "'* 

These numerical specifications are of course required by the 
scientific-or at least by the scholarly-code of e,xactitude; but who 
could fail to notice that. in the mixture of insistence and elegance 
which marks the statement,. there is something m,ort? What is it? 
Precisely, the subject's very voice. Dealing with any message, Metz 
adds on; but what he adds on is neither idle nor vague nor digres
sive nor verbose: it is a matte supplement, the idea's insistence 
that it be expressed completely. Anyone who knows Metz in the 
triple aspect of writer. teacher, and friend is always struck by this 
paradox, which i,s merely apparent: a radical demand for preci
sion and clarity ,generates a free, somehow dreamy tone,. a tone I 
should say sounds almost drugged (did not Baudelaire make 
hashish the source of an unexampled precision?); here an enraged 
exactitude prevails. Henceforth:, we are in Expenditure-and not 
in mere knowledge: when Metz gives figures, references,. when 
he summarizes~ when he classifies, when he c]arifies, when he in
ven[s, when he proposes (and in all these operations his labor is 
active, tireless, efficacious)~ he does not merely communicate, he 
givesJ in the full sense of the term~ there is a veritable gift of 

• Essais sur to. signifu:ation au cinima, VoL II (Paris~ 1972). 
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knowledge, of language, of the subject insofar as he is concerned 
to, speak (though his work issues so explicitly from linguistics, does 
he not tell ust in his way, that the error of this science is to ,make us 
believe that messages are "'exchanged''''-always the ideology of 
Exchange-whereas the realily of speech is precisely to give or to 
take itself back, in shon to demand?). There are two ways of sub
verting the legality of knowled,ge (inscribed in the Institution)~ 
either to disperse it or to give it. Metz chooses to ,give; the way in 
whiC'h he treats a prob,Jem of language and/or of cinema is always 
generous: not by the invocation of '''human''' ideas, but by his in
cessant solicitude for the reader, patien,tly anticipating his de ... 
mand for enlightenment, which Metz kn,ows is always a demand 
for love. 

There are perhaps two ways of avoiding mastery (is this not the 
stake loday of all teaching, of any intellectual "role,,?): either to 
produce a perforated, elliptical, drifting, skidding discourse; or t, 
conversely:~ to load knowledge wich an excess of clarity. This is the 
way chosen (savored?) by Metz. Christian Metz is a marvelous di· 
dactician; when we, read him, 'We know everything, as if we, had 
learned it ourselves. The secret of this effectiveness is not difficult 
to fin·d: when Metz teaches a piece of knowledge, a ,classification,, 
a synthesis~ when he expHcates certain new concepts~ he always 
demonstrates, by the didactic p,erfection of his utterance, that he 
is teaching himself what he is supp,osed to be communicating tooth .. 
ers. ,His discourse-this is his character:istic, his idiolectal virtue
manages to unite two tenses: that of assimilation and that of ex
position. Hence, we understand why the ,transparency of this dis
course is noc reductive: the (heteroclite) substance of knowledge 
is clarified before our eyes; what remains is neither a scheme nor 
a type, but rather a "solution" of the problem. briefly ,suspended 
before us solely so that we can traverse and inhabit it ourselves. 
Metz knows and i:nv,ents many things, and these things he says 
very well: not by mastery (Meu never sets anyone else right), but 
by tal.ent: by this old word, l n1ean not some innate disposition but 
the artisfs or scholarts happy submission to the effect he wants to 
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produce, to the encounter he wants to provoke,: even to the trans-.. 
ference he thus accepts~ lucidly~ outside any scientific image-rep
ertoire, as the very principle of writing. 

A theoretical work-which is only just beginning-is thus c,on

structed from a movement (as we say: a m,ovement of the heart); 
Metz has sought to break down the fatigue of a stereotype: ,.Cin ... 

ema is a language.~, What if we were to look and see? What if, sud
denly 1 we were co grasp the metaphor-nonsensical by dint of being 
repeated-in the implacable light of the Letter? From this wager, 
new and somehow innocent (is not any return to the letter inno
cent?), Metz has drawn a work whose rings uncoil according to an 
implacable and Hexible project: for, in our time, when sens,ibility 
to language changes so rapidly~ Metz follow·s its t\\tists and turns, 
its explosions,;, he is not the man of a semiology (of a grid),. but of 
an object: the filmic text~ a shimmer in which different intenti1ons 
may be read, according to the moment of our intellectual dis· 
course. Such, I think, is Metz's historic place (there is no minor 
history): he has been able co give what Y..'as (or risked being) merely 
a metaphor the plenitude of a scientific pertinence: in this he is a 
founder, as is attested by his singular and acknowledged place in 
general semiotics and in the analysis of the cinematographic phe
nomenon; yet, having founded, he shifts ground: now he is at 

grips with psychoanalysis .. It is perhaps in this that sem,iology owes 
and will owe him so much: for having con,quered for it, in his 
chosen realm, a right of mutation. By his work, Metz makes us 
realize that semiology is not a science like the others (which does 
not keep it from being rigorous),, and that it has no intention of 
substituting itself for the great epistemes which are our century's 
historical truth, but rather that it is their servant: a vigilant serv
ant who, by representing the snares of the Sign7 keeps them from 
falling viccim to what thes,e :great new knowledges claim to de .. 
nounce: dogmatism, arrogance, theology; in short, that monster: 
the Last Signified. 



6 
READINGS 





Cayrol and Erasure 
"I'll nev,er hav't tim,e, if I must uep era.sing what I have to say.'' 

In all of jean Cayrors work, s&1Uone is spt'aking, to you, but you 
never know who it is .. Is the speaker an individual narrator. 
wh,ose in.dividuality is renewed in novel after novel. and does 
Gas,pard differ from Armand the way Fabrizio does from Julien 
Sorel? Is he a single narrator who:se voice extends from book 
to book? Is it 1Cayrol himself, half concealed behind this speaking 
Other? Th,e narrator,s pers,on, in this entire oeuvreJ remains 
technically indeterminate; we find neither the narrative duplicity 
of the classical novel nor the complexity of the Proustian "'I" 
nor the poees ego; in literature, ordinarily,. the person is a 
completed idea (even if :it manages to, make itself ambiguous): 
n,o novelist can begin writing if he has not chosen the profound 
person of his narrative: to write is, in shortJ to decide (to be 
able to decide) who is going to speak. Now, Cayrolian man is 
scarcely a ,character; he possesses no pronominal certa:inty; either 
he falls far short of identity (in the early novels) or, apparently 
constitutedt he nonetheless keeps undoing his person by contin
ual deception of memory and narrative; he is never anything 
but a voice (which we canno't even call anonymous~ for that 
would be to qualify it). and yet this voice does not entrust its 
indecision about origins to any novelistic technique: neither 
collective nor nam,ed, it is the voice of s,omeone. 

Constantly posited and withdrawn, the narrative''s person is 
in fact merely the 5,up1port parsimoniously granted to a very 
mobile, :ill-attached language, which shifts from place to place, 
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from objecc to object, from memory to memory, while every
where remaining a pure articulated substance. This is anything 
but a metaphor; 'there ist in Cayrol, a veritable imaginacion of 
the voice substituted for the visual sensibility of writers and 
poets .. First of all~ the voice can rise} emanate from no one 
knows where; unsituated, it is nonetheless there,. somewhere, 
around you, behind you, beside you, but accually never in front 
of you; the real dimension of the voice is indirectt lateral; it 
takes others obliquely, brushes against them and goes off; it can 
t,ouch without telling its origins; hence, it is the very sign of the 
unnamed, what is born or what remains of man if we take from 
him the materiality of his body~ the identity of his face~ or the 
humanity of his gaze; it is the substance at once most human 
and most inhuman; witho,ut it, no communication among men, 
buc with it. too. the discomfort of a double, insidiously a,ppearing 
from a (chthonic or celestial) super-nature, in short from an 
alienation; a well-known test tells us that everyone is uncom
fortable hearing his own voice (on tape, for example) and often 
fails even to recognize it; this is because the voice, if we detach 
it from its source, always establishes a kind of strange familiarity 
which is, ultimately, the very familiarity of the Cayrolian world, 
a world which offers itself to recognition by its exactitude and 
yer denies itself to recognition by its uprootedness. The voice is 
still another sign: that of time; no voice is motionless, no voice 
ceases to -pass; furthermore, the time the voice manifes,ts is not 
a serene time; however sm,ooth and discrete it may be, however 
continuous its flux, every voice is threatened; symbolic substance 
of human life, there is always at its origin a cry and ar irs end a 
silence; between these two moments develops the fragile time 
of speech; fluid and threatened, the voice is therefore life itself, 
and it is perhaps because a novel by Cayrol is always a nove] of 
the voice that it is also always a novel of life of fragile-
jeopardized-lif e ~ 

It is said of certain voices that they are caressing. The Cayrolian 
voice gives an abusive caress to the world, a lost caress. Like the 
caress, language here remains on the surface of things; the 
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surface is its realm. This superficial description of objects has 
been made into a feature common to a certain number of 
contem,porary ,novelists; yet, unlike Robbe,-Grillet, for example, 
Cayrol's surface is not the object of a perception which exhausts 
its existence; his way of describing is often profou,nd, it give,s 
things a metapho,rical radiance which does not break with a 
certain ro:mantic writing; this is because the surf ace, for Cayrol, 
:is noc a quality (optic, for instance) but a situation of thin,gs. T'hi:s 
superficial situation of objects, of landscapes, of memories, even, 
is low, as we might say of a world seen from floor level; we shall 
not find here~ on the writer1s part, any sentiment of power or 
elevation with regard to the things described;, the gaze and the 
voice which follow them on the level remain captives (and we 
with them) of their surface; all the objects (and there are many 
of them in Cayrol':s novels) are minutely scrutinized. but his 
minuteness is a captive, in it something cannot rist1 and the very 
complete world which the writing caresses remains stricken by 
a kind of sub ... familiarity; man does not enter completely into 
the use of the things he encounters in the course of his lifet not 
because he sublimates them (as would be the case in a traditional 
novel, lapsed into psychology), but on the contrary because he 
cannot raise himself to this use-because he remains doomed 
to a certain unattainability of objects wh,ose exact altitude h,e 
cannot reach. 

This literature at floor level (Cayrol himself has already used 
the expression) might have the mouse for its totem animal. For 
the m,ouset like CayroHan man, deals with things:; it omits little 
on its way t concerned with everything its oblique gaze, proceed· 
ing from the ground up~ can encounter; a tiny stubbornness, 
never triumphant and never discourag~d, animates it; remaining 
on the level of thin,gs1 it sees them all; the same is true of 
Cayrolian description, which in its fragile and insistent way 

scrutinizes the countless objects m,odern life stuffs into the 
narrator's existence; this busy, mouse:like progress, at once 
incidental and continuous, gives its ambiguity to Cayrolian 
description (such description is important, for Cayrol's novels 
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are essentially exterior); this description spares nothing, it slides 
across the surface of everything~ but its sliding lacks the euphoria 
of flight or swimming, it acquires no resonance from the noble 
substances of the poetic image-repertoireT the aerial or the 
liquid; it is a terrestrial sliding, a sliding across of the floor, 
whose apparent movement consists of tiny jerks,. of a rapid and 
modest discontinuity: the uholes0 in such description are not 
even loaded silences, but merely a human impotence to link the 
accidents of things: there is a Cayrolian misfortune in nor being 
able to institute a familiar logict a rational order among the 
phenomena "'Tith \4lhich time and the journey confront the 
narrator. It is here that we rediscover, in a mocking form, the 
theme of the caress,: in opposicion to it, though proceeding from 
itt we discover a kin,d of scratchy perception of things, a grating 
touch besto\\'ed upon the world of objects (but silk, too, can 
grate, and often nothing could be more sumptuous, i,n its 
modesty, than a Cayrolian description); \\~hence so many images 
of the rough, the nibbled~ and the acid I mocking forms of a 
sensation 11.1hich never manages to regain the euphoric continuity 
of the caress; the smooth) elsewhere a miraculous theme of the 
•'seamless,'' is here an element v.·hich 0turns,'~ covering itself 

\-\'ith a kind of superficial harshness: the surf ace of things begins 
to vibrate, to grate slightly. 

This theme of 'the rough, of the failed caress, disguises a still 
more disturbing image, that of a certain coldness. The touchy ist 
after all, merely the active \vorl<l of the chilly, the suscept,ibility 
to cold. In Cayrol, where seascapes abound, from Dieppe to 
Biarritz~ the wind is always sharp; it is f aindy cutting, but, more 
certainly than deep cold, causes constant shivering, without, 
however, altering the progress of events, ¥tithout astonishing 
r ~ ~ The world continues, f am,iliar and close at hand, and yet 

one feels the cold. This Cayrolian cold is not that of the great 
hnmobilities, it leaves life intact, even agile, yel fades ir, ages it; 

Cayrolian man, vulnerable as he may bet is never frozen stiff, 
paralyzed; he still walks, but his physica1 mi.lieu keeps him 
continually on edge: the world is to be warm£d up. This sustained 
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says in L,a Gaffe, "and yet I know no one more impervious to 
pain than you .... You are impregnable when someone attacks 
your secret reserves .. " This fragile, sensitive world is a resistant 
world; beneath the harshness and the piercing 'n'ind, behind 
the oblivion \·vhich fa des thingst behind that tense footstep, 
something (or someone) burns whose reserves nonetheless re
main secret~ like a strength which never knows its ow,n name~ 

This strength is seieret because it is not in the hero described 
by the book but in the book itself. As a shortcut~, we can say 

that it is Cayrors own strength" the scrength which makes him 
write. Our culture has long wondered what it \'JaS that passed 
from the author into a work; here \l\t~e see that, even more than 
his life or his times, it is the writer's strength which passes into 
his work. In other words, literature is itself a moral dimension 
of the book: to be able to "''rite a story is the final meaning of 
chat story. This explains how, with an extremely disarmed 
world, Cayrol can present a power, even a violence (1 am 
thinking of i\1uriel), but this power is not interior to this wor)d,,, 
it is the po\ver of the writer Ca yrol J the po\\Ter of literature: we 
can never sever the meaning of a fictive \.vorld from the very 
meaning of the noveL 'Hence, it is futile to ask by whac 
philosophy---interior to Cayrolian man but modestly silenced-
the default of this world can be recuperated, for once literature 
takes over "what doesntt work in the VwTorld'' (as it does here),, 
the absurd ceases. Led to the brink of the cold and the futile, 
every reader of Cayrol also finds himself endowed with \\'armth 
and a sense of being alive which are given by the very spectacle 
of someo1ne W'ho writes. Thus, what can be asked of this reader 
is to entrust himself to the work, not for what philosophy it 
may afford, but for what 'literature ... 

Just as substances in Cayrol never present themselves except 
to a kind of failed caress, to a discontinuous and somehow 
slighted perception, similarly Cayrolian tinie :is a devoured ti,me, 
insidiously nibbled in places. And when the object of this time 
is a man's life (as in Foreign Bodi.es), something appears which 
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constitutes the entire Cayrolian novel (this theme will be appar
ent to viewers of Muriel): the bad faith of memory. 

Every novel by 1Cayrol might be called Memoirs of an Amnesiac. 
Not that the narrator makes an enormous effort to recall his 
life: it seems to come co his n1emory quite naturaUy, as happens 
with, ordinary recollections; yet the more the narrative develops, 
the more perforated it appears; episodes do not connect properly,. 
something grates in the distribution of actions (one ought to 
say, more specifically, with regard co a novel: in their disp,atch:ing); 
but above all, with,out our ever being able to catch the narrator 
out in his preterition (or lie), the whol,e of an apparently regular 
narrative gradually refers to the sensation of a major forgetting~ 
settled somewhere in existence and unluiekily resonant within 
it, devouring it, branding it with a false movement. In other 
words, Cayrolian narrative 'is subject to a m,ontage whose speed 
and dispersion designate a very special disorganization of time, 
which Cayrol himself anticipated in Lazare an,d which we find 
illustrated in the montage of Muriel. This forgetting, in which 
the characters struggle without quite knowing it, is not a 
censoring:;, the Cayrolian universe is not burdened with a con
cealed fault, forever unnamed; conf ranted with this world~ 

there is nothing to decipher;, what is lacking here are not 
fragments of culpable time but only fragmen'ls of pure time~ 
what il is necessary for the novelist not to say in order to separate 
a little man from his own life and 'Che life of others, in order to 
render him at once familiar and unattached. 

Another form of this nibbled time: memories are interchange· 
able within one and the same life, they constitute the objecl of 
a swap,. analogous to that of the dealer and fence Gaspard (a 
camembert for an air-chamber rifle): memory is at once a 
substance for concealment and for deals; the hero of Foreign 
Bodies has two childhoods,, which he cites as necessary~ depending 
on whether he wants to endow himself V¥"ilh a rural origin or 
with that of an abandoned child; Cayrolian time consists of 
tran.sferred---one might even say stolen,-f ragmentst and between 
these fragments there is an interplay which constitutes the entire 
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novel. Foreign Bodies begins with a review of all the objects which 
can enter the body,, by negligence or misfortune; but for 
Cayrolian man, the real forei,gn body is ultimately time: this 
man is not hewn within the same duration as other men; time 
is, trans£ erred to him,, sometimes too short when he forgets, 
sometimes too long when he invents. For this unjust (unadjusted) 
time must be struggled against, and the entire novel consists in 
telling one man's efforts to regain the exact time of other men. 
Thus is generated~ throughour the Cayrolian monologue (es .. 
pecially in FureignBodies), a disclaiming utterance whose function 
is not to deny faults but in a more elementary. less psychological 
fashion, t-0 erase time. Cayrolian erasure is nonetheless secondary: 
the narrator does not try to rub out what exists, to inv,oke 
oblivion of what has been, but, quite the contrary, co repaint 
the void of time with bright colors, to paper the holes in his 
memory ~·ith an in"·ented memory, destined much less to justify 
his rime (though the collaborator Gaspard desperately needs an 
organized time) than to make it rejoin the time of others, i.e., to 
humanize time. 

For this is basically the great task of the Cayrolian novel: to 
say-with all of literature~s po,ver of recuperation~ of Yihich \\'e 
have spoken-how a man is separated from other men, not by 
th.e romantic singularity of his destiny1 but by a kind of vice of 
his temporaHty., The singularity of chis Cayrolian world is in 
fact that the beings in it are by the same impulse mediocre and 
unwonted1 natural and incomprehensible. Hence, we never know if 
the hero of this world is usympathetic~t~if we can care for him 
to the end. All our traditional literature has played on the 
positivity of the fictive heroJ but here we do not feel alienated 
in the presence of a being "'hose world we knov.' well but of 
whose secret time we are ignorant: his time i,S nol ours, yet he 
speaks to us quite familiarly of the places, objects, and stories 
we share W'ith him: he is at home with us, yet he com,es from 
0 somev.. .. here" (but from where?). Confronting this ordinary and 
singular hero, "'~e experience a sentiment of solicudet buc such 
solitude is not simple; for when literature offers us a solitary 
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hero, it is his very solitude which we understand, whi,ch we love, 
and which thereby we put an end to: neither the hero nor his 
reader is alone any longer, since t,hey are alone together. Cayrol's 
art goes further: he makes us see a solitude and yet keeps us 
from participating in it; not only does literature not recuperate 
Cayrolian solitude but it goes about purifying it of any positive 
complicity: it is not a solitary man whom we see living (in which 
case he would not be altogetl1er alone), it is a man who imposes 
upon us, in relation to himself, that tenacious insensibility Cayrol 
has spoken of in Lazare. Thus, by a final achievement of the 
work, the reader experiences the Cayrolian hero exactly as the 
latter experiences the world: sensitive and insensitive, installed 
in that 0 parasitical" sympathy characterizing a world in which 
we can never love except by proxy. 

We know just where this work comes from: from the concen
tration camps .. The proof of which is that Lazare parmi nous, a 
work which creates the first junction between experience of the 
camps and literary reflection, contains in germ, with great 
exactitude, all of Cayrol's subsequent work. Pour un romanesque 
lazareen is a program which is still being carried out today in a 
virtually literal fashion: the best commentary on Muriel is Laza.re. 
What must be suggested, if not explicated, is how such a work
whose germ is in a specific, dated history-is nonetheless entirely 
a literature of today. 

The first reason for this may be that the mind of the 
concentration camps is not dead; there occur in the world odd 
"concencrative'!' impulses-insidious, deformed, familiar-cu't off 
from their historical model but spread in the fashion of a style; 
Cayrol's novels are the very passage from the concentrative 
event to 'the concentrative ulif e style'': in them we rediscover 
today, twenty years after the Camps, a cenain form of human 
malaise, a certain quality of the dreadful, of the grotesque, or 
of the absurd, whose sh,ock we receive in the presence of certain 
evenls or, worse still,. in the presence of certain images of our 
time. 

The second reason is that Cayrors oeuvre, from its beginning, 



i90 Readings 

has been immediately modern;, all the literary techniques with 
which we credit today's avant-garde, and singularly the New 
Novel~ are to be found not only in Cayrors entire oeuvre but 
evenJ as a conscious pro,gram,. in .Pour un romanesque lawreen 
( 195,0): the absence of anecdote) the disappearance of the hero, 
giving way to an anonymous character reduced to his voice or 
to his gaze,. the promotion of objects, the affective silence which 
we cannot call eilher modesty or insensitivity, the Ulyssean 
character of the work, which is always a man's long march 
through labyrinthine space and time. If, however, Cayrol's 
oeuvre has remained outside recent theorecical discussions con
cerning the novel, it is because its author has always ref used to 
systematize his work, and also because the technical community 
just mentioned is far from being complete; the Nev-l Novel 
(granting that we can unify it) posits matte descriptions, the 
character's insensibility communicating itself to things he speaks 
of, so that the New No,vers world (which I should be glad to 
reduce, as I see itt to the world of Robbe-Grillet) is a neutral 
one,. Cayrors world, on the contrary. even if love is here merely 
parasitical (the authorts expression), is a world vibrant with 
adjectives, radiant with metaphors; granted.,, objects are pro
moted to a new fictive rank, but man continues to touch them 
with a subjective language, he gives them not only a name but 
also a reason" an effect, a relation, an i'mage. It is this commentary 
on the world, which is no longer merely uttered but embellished. 
that makes Cayrol's oeuvre such an individual communication: 
deprived of any experimencal intention yet audacious, at once 
emancipated and integrated, violent without the theater of 
violence, "concentrative"' and of the moment, it is an oeuvre 
which unceasingly escapes forward, impelled by its own fidelity 
to itself, toward the new our times can for. 

Postscript to Jean Cayrol's Les Corps itrangers 
(U .G~E.), i 964 
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blindness which failed to discern, within the bourgeois, the 
capitalist. Yet can lilerature be anything other than indirectly 
lucid? In order to constitute his discourse, in order to inven'l 
and develop it wilhin his own truth, 'the W'riter can speak only 
of what alienates him.self~ for one cannot write by proxy; an,d 
what alienates the writer, in the bourgeois, is stupidity;, bourgeois 
vulgarity is doubtless only the sign of a deeper malady, but the 
writer is doomed to work with signs, to vary and elaborate them" 
nol to deflower them~ his form is metaphort not definicion. 

H,ence, Bloy's labor has been to metaphorize the bourgeois. 
His disgusts invariably and specificaHy designate the parvenu 
wriler, as the bourgeoisie acknowledges and delegates him,. It 
suffices t,o be recogniud by bourgeois institutions (the press, the 
salons, the Church) in order to be condemne1d by art. Bloy's, 
virulent demystifications therefore aim at an ideologies without 
distinction, once they appear privileged, from VeuiUot to Riche· 
pin, from, Pere Didon to, R,enan., Bloy sees no difference whatever 
between the populism of Valles and the charities of the Duchess 
of Galliera, crudely praised by the press for the fabulous 
benefaction of millions which she had onlyt Bloy sayst to riestore. 
ConverselyJ none of the (fe"\i\r) writers he supported were on the 
side of Pro,perty; or more specifically, Bloy1 s glance at Barbey 
d'Aurevilly, at Baudelaire 1 at Verlaine is a way of galvanizing 
chese \vriterst of making them inapt for any bourgeois purpose,. 
Bloy's discourse does not consisl of ideas; nonetheless~ his \'\Tork 
is critical insofar as ic could discern in the literature of his time 
its resistances to order, its power of inadaptaiion., the permanent 
scandal it constituted with regard to collectivities and to insti
tutions, in short the infinite recession of the questions it raised, 
or in still another word: its irony,, Because he always saw art as 
anti-money, he almost never made a mis,take: the "'·riters he 
vilified (Dumas fils,. Daudet, Bourget, Sarcey) certainly look to 
us today like absurd puppets; on the other hand, Bloy was one 
of the very first to recognize Lautreamontt andj in Lautreamont, 
a singularly penetrating pro11hecy, the irreversible transgression 
of literature itself: uAs for literary form, there is none here. It 
is a liquid lava. It is senseless, black,. and corrosive .. " Did he not 
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"goodn action, Michelet simply says it is ''inexplicablen; this is 
because the tyranny of the predicate produces a kind of defi ... 
ciency of the subject (in logic; but in relation to discourse, the 
logical :meaning is n.ot far from the psychological meaning: is 
not a purely predicative discourse the very discourse of para· 
noiac delirium?). 

Finally, and perhaps this is ·the most disturbing, it is not only 
the concatenation of events which vacillates in Michelet, but the 
event itself. What is an event? Thi.s is a problem of philosophical 
dimensions, the pons asino-rum of historical epistemology. Mich .. 
elet accepts the disorder of the notion~ It is not that his history 
lacks facts,, events, frequently the most precise sort; but these 
events are never where one expects them to be; or again, it is 
their moral resonance which is evaluated, not thei·r extent; the 
Micheletist fact oscillates bet\i\·een excess of specificity and excess 
of evanescence; it never has its exact dimension: Michelet tells 
us that on the 18th Brumaire (November io) .stoves were lit in 
the great hall of the Orangerie and that in front of the door 
was a tapestried drum: but Barras's resignation? the two phases 
of the operation? the role of Sieyes, of Talleyrand? No mention 
of these facts, or at least no mention which "extracts,, from a 
strange discourse (strange for our ways of reading history) some 
frankly narrative element. In short,. what Michelet disorders is 
the proportion of facts (need \Ve recall that the critique of rela.tions 
is much more subversive than that of notio·n.s?)~ Philosophically, 
at least from the viewpoint of a certain philosophy~ it is Michelet 
who is right. Here he stands,. quite paradoxically,. beside Nietzsche: 
HThere is no fact in itself .. What happens is a group of phenom
ena, selected and grouped by a being who interprets them ... 
There is no state-of-fact in itself; on the contrary, a meaning 
mu.st be introduced even before there can be a state off act .u Michelet 
ist in short, th.e writer (the historian) of the even before: his 
history is impassioned not because his discourse is rapid, im
patient,. not because its auchor is hotheaded, but because it does 
not arrest language at the fact; because,, in that enormous 
staging of an ag·e-old reality, language precedes fact to infinity; a 
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proposition outrageous to a ciassical historian (but, ,once History 
is structuralized, does it not come closer to our present philos .. 
ophy of language?), a proposition promising to lhe modern 
theoretician who thinks that, like any science (and this is the 
problem of the ''''human sciences"), the science of history, not 
bein,g algorithmic, inevitably encounters a discourse, and it is 
here that everything begin.L We must be grateful to ~1ichelet (among 
other gifts he t1as given us-gifts ignored or suppressed) for 
having represented to us, through the pathos of his period, che 
real conditions of historical discourse, and for in vi ting us to 
transcend the mythic opposition between hsubjectivity'~ and 

"objectivity" (such a dis,tinction is merely propaedeutic: necessary 
on the level of research)~ in order to replace it vY·ith the opposition 
between statement [enonce] and speech-act [hzonciation], betY.-"een 

the producl of investigation an,d production of the text. 

Criticism of Michelet by many historians and by popular 
opinion itself-v-.rhose arguments have been ironically summa~ 
rized by Lucien Febvre in his little book Trails ( 1946 )-is not 
only, of course, a scientific criticism (bearing on the hisroriants 

facts and interpretations) but also a criticism of u'riting: for 
many, Michelet is a bad historian because he ivrites, instead of 
simply "reporting/' ''chronicling,'' etc. Today we no longer 
understand writing as the simple pro,duct of stylistic mastery. 
Whal makes Michelet a writer (practitioner of writing, operator 
of the text) is not his style {which is not invariably first-ratet 
bein,g on occasic>n merely the parading of style} but what we 
to,da y call the excess of the signifier. Th is excess is to be read in 
the margins of representation. Of course, Michelet is a classic 
(readerly) wriler: he recounts what he knows,. he describes what 
he sees, his language imitates reality,. he adjusts the signifier to 
the referent and produces clear signs thereby (no Hclarityn 
without a classical conception of the sign, the signifier on one 
side, the referent on the other, the former in the latterts service). 
M'ichelef s readerliness, however, is not certain; it is ,of ten 
jeopardized, compromised by excesses, blurs, breaks, leaks; 
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of his time, and this ''rightness'' represents, in his work, the 
share which today seems to us correct. Michelet has not ''dis
torted'' ''reality'' (or he has done much more than that), he has 
located the surfacing point of that ''reality'' and of his discourse 
in an unexpected place; he has shifted history's level of percep
tion; in his historical work, examples abound (phenomena of 
collective mentality, mores, ecological realities, material history, 
everything which has flourished in subsequent history), but the 
example I want to cite, of this ''perceptual decision," comes 
from his natural history (La Mer). Having to describe the terrible 
storm of 1859, by a bold stroke which relates him to the symbolist 
poets, Michelet describes it from within; but where he goes further 
still is that this ''within'' is not metaphorical, subjective, but 
literal, spatial: the whole description is made from inside the 
room where the storm keeps him confined; in other words, he 
describes what he does not see, not as if he W'ere seeing it (this would 
be a banal instance of poetic clairvoyance), but as if the storm's 
reality were an unheard-of substance, coming from another 
w,orld., perceptible to all our organs except that of sig.ht. This is 
a veritably drugged perception, the economy of our five senses 
being disordered within it. Michelet, moreover, knew the phys
iologi,cal stake of his description: the storm provokes him to 
make an experiment o·n his own body, like any taker of hashish 
or mescaline: ''I went on working,. curious to see if this wild 
force would suc1ceed in o,ppressing, fettering a free mind. I kept 
ffi)' thought active, self-controlled. I went on v.1riting and ob
served myself. Only in the long run did fatigue and lack of 
sleep affect a power within me the most delicate power a writer 
possesses, I believe the sense of rhythm. My sentences b,ecame 

inharmonious. This was the first string of my instrument to be 
broken." Hallucin,ation is not far off: ''[The waves] , ... affected 
me as a dreadful mob, a horrible throng, not of men but of 
baying dogs, a million, a billion fierce or mad hounds ... But 
what am I saying? dogs, hounds? That was no closer to the 
reality. These were hateful and nameless apparitions, beasts 
with neither eyes nor ears, only frothing gullets." If we say that 
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it is Michelet's entire history which is hallucinated,, it is not his 
ii 

historical sense which we depreciate but a modern language 
which we exalt; that intuition or that courage he has had to 
proceed as if our discourse passed through the world and time 
to infinity, as if yesterday's hallucinations were tomorr,ow's 
truths, and so on. 

There are two means of demystifying a great man: by reducing 
him as an individual, or by dissolving him into historical gen
erality, making him the determined product of a situation, of a 
moment, the delegate of a class. Michelet was not unaware of 
this second means; on several occasions he indicated the links 
between Bonaparte and Finance, a procedur,e which already 
moves in the direction ,of a Marxist critique; but the crux· or 
the obsession of his demonstration is to depreciate Bonaparte 
in his body. The human body it would be better to say the 
historical body, as Michelet sees it exists, as we know, only in 
proportion to the affections and disgusts it provokes; it is at 
once an erotic body (implying desire or repulsion: pulsion) and 
a moral body (Michelet is for or against, according to avowed 
moral principles). It is, one might say, a body which altogether 
abides within the space of a metaphor: for instance, that of 
nausea, a physical spasm and a philosophical rejection. Rereading 
Michelet after a good number of years, I am struck once again 
by the imperiow character of his portraits. Yet the portrait can 
easily become a tiresome ge11re, for it is not sufficient to describe 
a body in order to make it exist (desire); Balzac,. for instance, 
never produces an erotic relation between himself (and theref or1e 
ourselves) and his characters; his portraits are deadly. Michelet, 
on the other hand, does not describe (at least in the portrait I 
am thinking of, that of Bo11aparte): in the whole body (labori-, 

ously itemize,d by Balzac, organ after organ), he briskly checks 
off two or three sites and scrutinizes them; in Bonaparte (we 
should say on him), it is th,e hair: brown, but so heavily pomaded 
it looks black; the yellow, waxy face: without eyebrows or lashes; 
the eyes: gray as a pane of glass; and the 1extremely white teeth.: 



Readings 

''But how dark he is,, this Bonaparte! ... He is dark, but what 
white teeth he has!''; This portrait is striking, but what attests to 
Michelet1s power (the excess of his text, its transcendence of 
any rhetoric) is that we cannot really say wh}'; it is not that his 
art is ineffable, mysterious, inherent in a ''brushstroke,'' a ''je ne 
sais quoi,'' but rather that it is a kind of pulsional art which 
directly plugs the body (Bonaparte's and Michelet's) into lan
guage,, without the intermediary of any rational relay (by which 
we might understand the subjection of the description to a grid, 
either anatomical the kind observed by Balzac or rhetorical
traditionally, the portrait derived from a strong code,, that of 
prosopography). Now, it is never possible to speak directly with 
regard to pulsions; all one can do is to di\1ine their locus; in 
Michelet, this locus can gradually be situated: in the broad 
sense including states of substance, half visual, half tactile it 
is color. Bonaparte's colors are sinister (black, white, gray, yellow); 
elsewhere outside history, in Nature color is jubilatory; con
sider the description o,f insects: '' ... charming creatures, bizarre 
creatures, admirable monsters, Ylith wings of fire, encased in 
emerald, dressed in enamel of a hundred varieties, armed with 
strange devices, as brilliant as they are threatening, some in 
burnished steel fr,osted with gold, others with silky tassels, lined 
with black velvet; some with delicate pincers of rus,set silk against 
a deep mahogany ground; this one in garnet velvet dotted with 
gold; then certain rare metallic blues, heightened with velvety 
spots; elsewhere metallic stripes, alternating with matte velvettt; 

the pulsion of multiple color (as it is perceived behind closed 
eyelids), which reaches the point ,of a perceptual transgression: 
''I succumbed, I closed my eyes and asked for mercy; for my 
mind was benumbed, b1linded, growing unconscious~'' And al· 
ways that faculty of making the pulsion signify witho1ut e\'er 
severing it from the body; here, the motley refers to the 
inexhaustible profusion of the insects' generating nature; but 
elsewhere just the contrary occurs,, the bold reduction to an 
obsessional color: the chain of the Pyrenees is ween: ''In the 
Pyre,nees, the singu.lar water~greens of the torrents, certain 
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emerald fields ... the green marble .. ~n We must not conclude 
that Michelet is a •tpainter": color goes far beyond painting (I 
refer here to the recent observations of J .-L. Schefer and Julia 
Kristeva); color belongs to the order of succulence, it belongs 
to the dttp body; it affords f\,fichelet"s text certain zones, certain 
reaches available to a reading we might qualify as nutritive. 

Y'esf in Michelet the signifier is sumptuous. And yet Michelet 
is not read. Perhaps the signifier is too strong (a veritable 
poison)t if we read Michelet as a historian or as a moralist
which was his public role until he fell into oblivion. Our 
languages are coded, we must not forget: society is forbiddent 
by a thousand means, to mingle them, to transgress their 
separation and their hierarchy; the discourse of History, thar 
of moral ideology (or that of philosophy) are to be kept pure 
of desire: by not reading Michelet~ it is his desire we censure. 
Thus, because he blurs the discriminatory law of '"genres/' 
Michelel fails first of all to be given his place: serious people
conformists exclude him from their reading. But, by a second 
displacement, this prince of the signifier is acknowledged by no 
avant .. garde (or more simply, by no "literature0)~ This second 
exclusion i.s more interesting, and more contemporary as well; 
we must say a word about it, for it is here that we can understand 
not only why Michelet is not read by active" productive readers 
(by the young, one might say) but also, more generally, what 
certain intolerances of contemporary reading might be. 

What we do not tolerate is pathos (it remains to be seen if we 
do not have our own). Michelet's discourse is obviously filled 
with those apparently va,gue an,d sublime words, those noble 
and stirring phrases, those pompous and conformist thoughts, 
in which we no longer see anything but distant objects, the 
rather crude curiosities of French romanticism: a whol.e vibrato 
which no longer m,oves anything in us (Action, Nature, Education, 
People. etc.); how receive today a sentence (taken at random) 
Hke: 0 The Father is for the child a revelation of justice/" etc.? 
This capitalized language no longer passes, for various reasons, 
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which relate to history and to language at the same time (nothing 
is more important and less studied than fashions in words); and, 
no longer passing, this language accumulates in Michelet's 
discourse and constitutes a barrier: if the book does not fall 
from our hands for the signifier is th.ere to enliven it a.t least 
we must continually decant it, split Michelet and, worst of all, 
make excwes for him. 

This pathetic fall f ro·m grace is very extreme in Mic.he let. 
Parado,xically, we might say this: what is sincerest ages fastest 
(the reason for this, of a psychoanalytic o,rder, is that ''sincerity'' 
belongs to the realm of the image-repertoire: a realm where 
the unconscious is least acknowledged)~ Further, we must ac
knowledge the fact that no writer ever produces a pure discourse 
(one that is irreproachable, integrally incorruptible): work ex
foliates and fragments under th,e action of time, like a limestone 
relief; there are always, in the gr1eatest, the boldest writers, the 
ones we like the most, perfectly antipathetic sites of discourse. 
It is wisdom to accept the fact (or, less passively, more aggres
sively,, it is the very plural of writing which obliges us to do so). 
We cannot, moreover, reconcile ourselves to this situation in 
Michelet's case with such simple liberalism, we must go further. 
These words, who,se magic is dead for us, can be renewed. 

First of all, these word.s had, in their time, a living meaning, 
sometimes even a fiercely combative one. Michelet used them 
with passion against other words, themselves active, oppressive 
(language always proceeds in this polemical direction)4 Here, a 
certain historical culture must c,ome to the aid of our reading: 
we must divine what language's stake was at the time Michelet 
was writing. The historical meaning of a word (not in th.e narrow 
acceptation of philology, but in the much broader one of 
lexicology: I am thinking of the word civilization as studied by 
Lucien Febvre) that meaning must always be evaluated dialec
tically: for historical recall sometimes encumbers and constrains 
our present reading, subjects it to an untimely equa.lity, and 
the ref ore we must free ou1·selves from it quite summarily; 
sometimes, on the c,ontrary, history serves to revivify a word 
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and then we must rediscover this historical meaning as an 
enjoyable, not authoritarian element, witness of a truth, but 
free, plural, consumed in the very pleasure of a fiction (that of 
our reading). In short, dealing with a text, we must make use of 
the historical reference with cynicism: reject it if it reduces and 
diminishes our reading, accept it if it extends that reading and 
makes it more delectable. 

The more a word has a magic use, the more mobile its 
function: it can be employed for everything. This word is 
something of a mana-word, a joker-word: it can be blank, it is 
true, but it also assumes, at the same time, the highest rank; and 
the wordts justification is less its meaning than its rank, its 
relation to other words. The word lives only as a function of its 
context, and this context must be understood in an unlimited 
fashion: it is the writer's whole thematic and ideological system, 
and it is also our situation as reader, in all its scope and fragility,. 
The word Liberty is eroded (by dint of having been employed 
by impostors)-but history can restore its terrible contempor
aneity; we understand today that liberty, in the meaning this 
word has had since the French Revolution, was too abstract an 
entity to satisfy the concrete demands of a worker alienated in 
his labor and in his leisure; but such a crisis can make us fall 
back on the word's very abstraction; this abstraction will once 
again become a power, and Mic.helet once again be readable 
(the rise of certain ''ecological'' dangers may revivify the Mich
eletist word Nature: this process is already beginning). In short, 
words never die, because they are not ''beings'' but functions: 
they merely undergo avatars (in the strict sense), reincarnations 
(here again, Febvre's text, published just after the Nazi occu
pation., shows how in 1946 Michelet's work suddenly reechoed 
the sufferings of the French oppressed by foreign occupation 
and by fascism). 

What separates us from Michelet is, obviously and chiefly, the 
intervention of Marxism: not only the accession of a new type 
of political analysis but also a whole implacable series of con-
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purgatory we must traverse (whence, in some of us, the revolu
tionary refusal to make the crossing). There is nothing more 
tragic, more overwhelming, for Michelet and for us so great 
are the difficulties it heralds than this text which concludes a 
chapter of one of Michelet's books (Nos Fils, 1869), though full 
of pathos: ''After the horrible and sinister affair of June 24, 
1848, oppressed, overwhelmed with sufferings, I said to Ber
anger: 'Oh, who can speak to the people? .... Unless we do so, 
we shall die.' That firm, cool mind replied: 'Patience! it is the 
people who will write their books.' Eighteen years have passed. 
And these bookS= where are they?'' 

Perhaps this problem, inherited from the old Michelet, is the 
problem of tomorrow. 

L'Arc, 1972 



Michelet's Modernity 

Michelet is not in fashion, Michelet is not modern. The great 
historian has himself fallen through History's trapdoor. Why? 

This is a severe, even a dramatic question, at least for someone 
who loves Michelet's wo1rk and yet wants to participate in the 
accession of those new values whose offensive constitutes what 
we expediently call the avant-gardee This ''someone'' therefore 
believes he is living in contradiction what our civilization, since 
Socrates, regards as the most serious trauma a human subject 
can receive from others and from himself. And yet: what if it 
were not that ''someone'' who was contradictory, but Modernity 
itself? The evident censorship the avant-garde impose,s on 
Michelet would then turn against Modernity as an illusion, a 
negative phantasmagoria which must be explained: can His
tory to which Modernity belongs be unfair, e\~en on occasion 
idiotic? It is Michelet himself who has taught us so. 

Michelet's Modernity I mean his effective, scandalous mod
ernit}~, in whose name we would invite him to remain forever 
young in the histo,ry of French literature blazes forth in at 
least three points. 

The first concerns historians. Michelet, as we know, established 
what is still timidly called the ethnology of France: a way of 
apprehending the dead men of the past, not in a chronology 
or a Rationality, but in a network of carnal practices in a. system 
of aliments, of garments, of everyday customs, of mythic rep
resentations, of amorous actions. Michelet reveals what we might 
call the sensual sid.e of History: with him, the body becomes the 
ve,ry basis of knowledge and of discourse, of knowledge as 
discourse .. It is the example of the body which unifies his entire 
oeuvre, from the medieval body that body which tasted of 
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tears to the delicate body of the Witch: Nature itself. sea, 
mountain, animality is never anything but the human body in 
expansion and, one might say, in contact. Michelet's work 
corresponds to an unknown level of perceptio1n which is still 
largely occulted by the so-called human sciences. This way of 
handling what is historically intelligible remains very odd, f o·r it 
contradicts the belief which continues to tell us that in or·der to 
understand we must abstract and, in some sense, disembody 
knowledge. 

Michelet's second modernity concerns epistemology. All ·of 
Miehe let's oeuvre postulates and of ten achieves a truly new 
science, which is still being fought for. We do not yet call it the 
science of the unconscious, nor even more br1oadly a symbolics; 
let us call it by the very general name Freud gave it in his Moses: 
the science of displacement: Entstellungswissenschaft. How could we 
put this (without fear of neoJo,gism)? Metabology? It is of little 
consequence. No doubt certain operations of displacement, of 
substitution, metaphoric or metonymic, have permanently marked 
the human logos, even when this logos has become a positive 
science. But what gives Michelet his high standing in this new 
discourse of Science is that in his entire oeuvre perhaps under 
the influence of Vico, who, we must not forget, long before 
contemporary structuralism, used the great figures of Rhetoric 
as ciphers ·of human History substitution, symbolic equivalen·ce 
is a systematic path of kno1wledge, or, if one prefers, knowledge 
is not separated from its n1eans, from the very structure of 
language. When, for example, Michelet tells us, literally, that 
''coffee is the alibi of sex," he formulates a new logic which flourishes 
today in all knowledge: the Freudian, the structuralist, even the 
Marxist all adherents of this science of substitution should. 
feel at home in Michelet's work. 

Michelet's third modernity is the most difficult to perc1eive, 
perhaps even to acknowledge, for it pres,ents itself under an 
absurd n.ame: that of bias. Michelet is prejudiced how many 
critics, how many historians, proudly installed in the comfort of 
objective science, have castigated him for it! In o,rder to write, 
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The present power of a past writer is measured by the detours 
he has managed to impose upon the ideology of his class. The 
writer can never destroy his ideology of origin, he can only 
cheat with it. Michelet could not, or would not, cheat with the 
language inherited from the Father: small-time printer, then 
manager of a rest home, Republican, Voltairean; in a word, 
petit-bourgeois. Now., petit-bourgeois ideology, nakedly ex
pressed, in Michelet's case, is ·one of those which are not forgiven 
today, for it is still broadly our own, that of our institutions, of 
our schools; hence, it cannot be taken unseasonably, as can the 
''progre,ssive'' ideology of the eighteenth .. century bourgeoisie. 
From a modern point of view, Diderot is r 1eadable, Michelet 
virtually no longer so. .All of Michelet's pathos remains a 
consequence of his class ideology, of the idea the fiction, one 
might say that the goal of republican institutions was not to 
suppress the division between capital and the working class but 
to attenuate and in some sense to harmonize their antagonism. 
Whence, on the one hand, a whole unitary discourse (today we 
would say a discourse of the signified) which must alienate from 
Michelet any psychoanalytic reading, and on the other, an 
''organicist,, conception of History which can only close to him 
a Marxist reading. 

Then what is to be done? Nothing. Each of us must deal with 
Michelet's text as best he can. Obviously, we are not yet ready 
for a differential reading, which would agree to fragment, to 
distribute, to pluralize, to disconnect, to dissociate the text ,of 

an author according to the law of Pleasure. We are still theo
logians, not dialecticians. We prefer to throw out the baby with 
the b,athwater, rather than get ourselves wet. We are not yet 
''educated'' enough to read Michelet. 

Revue d'histoire litteraire de la France, 1974 
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the logosphere by leaving the b,ell-headed pins in it, the signs 
furbished with their tiny jingle: thus, when we hear a certain 
language, we never forget where it comes from, ho\\i~ it was 
made: the shock is a reproduction: not an imitation, but a 
production that has b,een disconnected, displaced: which makes 

. 
noise. 

Hence, bett1er than a semiology, what Brecht leaves us with is 
a seismology. Structurally, what is a shock? A moment difficult 
to sustain (and therefo,re antipathetic to the very notion of 
''structure''); Brecht does not want us to fall under the spell of 
another srno,oth surface, another language-''nature'': no positive 
hero (the positive hero is always sticky), no hysterical practice 
of the shock: the shock is distinct, discrete (and discreet), swift, 
repeated if need be, but never esta,blished (this is not a theater 
,of subversion: no great contestatory apparatus). For instance, if 
there is a field buried under the smooth layer of the quotidian 
logosphere, it is certainly that of class relation,s; now, Brecht 
does not subvert this field (this is not the role he assigns to his 
dramaturgy; moreover, how would a discourse subvert these 
relations?), he imprints a shock upon it, sticks in a bell-headed 
pin: for example, it is Puntila's drunkenness, a temporary and 
recurrent laceration, imposed upon the sociolect of the big 
landowner; contrary to so many scenes o,f bourgeois theater and 
cinema, Brecht never deals with drunkenness as such (the sticky 
tedium of boozer's scenes): drunkenness is never anything but 
the agent which modifies a relation, and consequently offers it to 
be read (a relation can be read only retrospectively when some
where, at some point, however remote or tenuous, this relation 
has altered). Alongside so exact a treatment (ex,act because kept 
to its strictest economy), how absurd seem most films about 
''na.rcotics,'! Using the alibi of the underground, it is drugs ''as 
such'' which are always repres1ented, their evil effects, their 
ecstasies, their style, in short their ''attributes," not their func
tions: does this representacion permit a critical reading of some 
supposedly ''natural'' configuration of human relations? Where 
is the reading·shock? 



Breieht and Discourse 

Rehearse softly 

In his political texts, Brecht gives us a reading exercise: he reads 
us a Nazi s,peech (by Hess) and :suggests the rules for a proper 
reading of this kind of text. 

Thus, Brecht joins the gr<)Up of Exercise-G,ivers~ of 0 Re,gu
larors0; those who give not regulations, but regulated means for 
achieving a goal; in the same \rvay t Sade gave rules for pleasure 
(it is a veritable exercise that Juliette imposes upon the lovely 
Countess de Donis), Fourier those for happiness~ Loyola those 
for con1munication with the Divine. The rules taugh't by B,recht 
aim at reestablishing the truth of a text: not its metaphysical (or 
philological} 'lrutht but its historical truth:. the truth of a ,gov
ernmental script in a fascist country: an action-truth~ a truth 
produced and not asserted. 

The exercise consisls in saturating the mendacious text by 
intercalating between its sentences the ieritical complement which 
demystifies each one of them: "Legitimately proud of the spirit 
of sacrifice .. , .~' ,Hess pon)pously began, in the name of 
'"Germanyn; and Breehl softly completes: •'Proud of the 
generosity of those possessors wh,o have sacrificed a little 
of what the non-possessors had sacrificed to them . . . 0 -

and so forth. Each sentence is reversed because it is supple .. 
mented: the critique does not diminish, does :not suppress, 
it adds. 

In order to p1roduce the proper supplement, B,recht recom~ 
n1ends rehearsing the text, the exercise. softly. The critique is first 
produced in a kind of cla ndestinity: ""hat is read is the texl for 
oneself, not in itself; the low voice is the one that concerns me: a 
reflexive (and sometimes erotic) voice! producing \vhat is intel
ligiblet che original voice of reading. To repeat the exercise (to 
read the text several times) is gradually to liberate its "supple
,ments"; thus, the haiku compensates for its conspicuo,us brevity 
by repecit:ion: the tiny poem is murmured three times, in echoes; 
this practice is so well coded that the amplitude of the supple
ments (the "length of the resonancet!) bears a name: hibiki; as 
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for the infinity of links liberated by repetition, this is called 
UL'iuri. 

What is astonishing., at the endurable limit of the paradox~ is 
that this refined practice, closely Hnked to an erotics of the text, 
is applied by Brecht to the reading of a hateful tex.t. l~he 

destructic)n of mo,nstrous disc<>urse is here conducted according 
to an erotic technique; it :mobilizes nol the reducti\~e \.\'eapons 
of demystification but rather the caressses, the an1pl.ificatio,ns, 
the ancestral subtleties of a literary n1andarinate, as if there 
\vere not~ on one side, the vengeful rigor of Marxist science (the 
science ""rhich kn<)\.\'S the reality of fascist speeches) and, on the 
other, the con1placencies of the n1an of letcers; but rather as if 
it \\~ere natural to take pleasure in the truth, as if one had the sio1ple 
right, che im,moral right lo subrnit the bourgeois text to a 1critique 
itself formed by the reading techniques of a certain bourgeois 
pasc and indeed \vhere v.·ould the critique of bourgeois discourse 
come from if not from that discourse itself? Discursivity is, till 
IlO\\r, "~ithout alternative. 

Concatenation 

Because they are concatenated~ Brecht says, errors produce an 
iJlusion of truth; Hess's speech rnay seen1 true t ins,ofar as it is 
succe5si11e. Breehl questions concatenation) questions successive 
discourse:, all the pseudo-logic of the discourse~links, transi
tions, the pat.ina of elocution, in short, the <.~ontinuity of speech~ 
re]eases a kind of force, engenders an illusion of assuranfe: 
concatenated discourse is indestructible, triurnphant. '"fhe first 
a'ltack is therefore to make it ciiscontinuous-to discontinue it: 
literally to dismember the erroneous text is a polen1ical act. '··ro 
unveir' is not so much to dra\v back lhe veil as to cut it to pieces; 
in the veil, one ordinarily con1n1ents upon only the in1age of 
that ,,~hich tonceals, but the other m,eaning of the image is also 
important: the s1nooth, the sustained, the successive; to attack the 
mendacious text is to separate the fabric~ to tear apart the folds 
of the veil. 
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The critique of the continuum (here applied to discourse) is a 
constant one in Brechc One of his first plays, In the jungle of 
Citi.es, still seems enigmatic to many critics because in it two 
partners take pan in a duel incomprehensible not on the level 
of each of its peri peties but on the level of the whole, i.e.~ 

according to a continuous reading: Brecht's theater is henceforth 
a series (not a consequence) of cut-up fragments deprived of 
what in music is called the Zeigarnik effect {when lhe final 
resolution of a musical sequence recroactively gives it its mean
ing). Discontinuity of discourse keeps the final meaning from 
0 takingt9: critical production does not wait-it will be instanta
neous and repeated: this is the very definition of epic theater 
according to Brecht. Epic is what cuts (shears) the veil, disag
gregates the stickiness of mystification (see the preface to 
M aha.gonny). 

The maxim 

Brechfs praise of the fragment (of the scene presented ufor 
its own sake") is not that of the m.axim. The maxim is not a 
fragment; first of all, because the maxim is generally the point 
of departure of an implicit reasoning, the outset of a continuity 
surreptitiously ,developing in the docile inter .. text which inhabits 
the reader; then, because the Brechtian fragment never gen
eralizes-it is not "concise,n it does not uassemble"; it can be 
loose, relaxedJ fed on contingencies,. specifications, dialectical 
donnees; whereas the maxim is a scacement minus History: it 
retnains a bluff of "Nature.'' 

Hencet Brecht's unceasing supervision of the maxim. The 
Hero is doomed, one might say, because the maxim is his 
11 nacura}u language (0 Wherever you find great virtuest you Can 

be sure that something is going \'lrong0

); the same applies to 
widespread Custom, for it is based on gnomic truths: hHe who 
takes the first step must als<> take the second": who says this~ 
and in this form? The cul.tural code, whose false logic is abusive, 
for he who takes the first step does not necessarily have to take 
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the second. To break the custom is, first of all~ to break the 
maxim, the stereotype: under the rule, discover the abuse; 
under the maxim~ discover the concatenation; under Naturet 
discover History. 

Metonymy 

In his 5,peecht Hess constantly speaks of Germany. But Germany, 
here, is only the German ' 5 posses.sors.'~ The \\/'hole is given,. 
abusively, for th,e part. Synecdoche is totalitarian: it is an act of 
force. "The whole for the part"-this definition of metonymy 
means: one part against another part, the German possessors 
agaiTL~t the rest of Germany. rl'he predicate (UGerman '~) becomes 
the subject ("the Germans''): there occurs a kind of local Putsch: 
metonymy becomes a class v.reapon. 

Hov..' to combat metonymy? How, on tht' level of discourse, to 
restore the sum to its parts, how to undo the abusive Name? 
"fhis is a very Brechtian problen1. In the theater~ the undoing 
of the Name is easy enought for it .is inevitably only bo,dies that 
are represented there. If we must speak of the "Peoplen on the 
stage (for this word itself can be metonymic, can engender 
abuses), we mus'l divide up the concept~ in The Trial of Lucullus, 
the "People" is the meeting of a peasant, a slave, a schoolmaster, 
a fishmonger, a baker, a prostitute. Brecht says somewhere that 
Reason is never what the totality of reasonable people think: 
the (invariably abusive?) concept is reduced to a sum,mation of 
historical bodies. 

However, de-nomination--or ex-nomination-because infi
nitely subversive, is difficult to sustain. lt is tempting to exculpate 
a Cause, to, excuse the errors and stupidities of its partisanst 
separating the excellence of the Name from the imbecilities of 
its subjects~ Berdyaev once \\'rote a brochure entitled On the 
Dignity of Christianity and the /ndig-nity of Christians ... Ah, if we 

could similarly purify !vlarxist discourse of the dogmatism of 
Marxists~ the Revolution of the h\ .. steria of revolutionaries, and 

. I 

in a general way the Idea from 1he neurosis of its supporters! 
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But in vain: political discourse is fundamentally metonymic, for 
it can only be established by the power of language, and this 
power is metonymy itself. Thusi there recurs in discourse the 
major religious figure, that of Contagion, of Fault, of Terror, 
i.e., in all these cases, the subjection by violence of the part to 

the whole, of the body to the Name; religious discourse is indeed 
the model of all political discourse: no theology could acknowl
edge that Faith is merely the entirety of those who believe. Now, 
from the viewpoint of Marxist ''custom," Brecht is very herecical: 
he resists all metonymies; there is a kind of Brechtian individ
ualism: the "People" is a collection of individuals assembled on 
the stage; the uBourgeoisie'~ is here a landlord, there a rich 
man, etc. The theater compels undoing the Name. I can readily 
imagine some theoretician, ultimately disgusted with Names yet 
reluctant to abandon aJl language-I can imagine this Brechtian 
epigone renouncing his past speeches and resolving henceforth 
to write only novels~ 

Th,e sign 

Yes~ Brecht's theater is a theater of the Sign. But if we want to 
understand how and whereby this semiology can be,. more 
profoundly, a seismology, we must always remember that the 
originality of the Brechtian sign is that it is to be r:ead twice, over.· 
what Brechc gives us to read is, by a kind of disengagement, 
the reader''s gaze, not directly the object of his reading; for this 
object reaches us only by the act of inteUection (an alienated 
act) of a first reader lvho is already on the stage. The best 
example of this "turn," paradoxically, I should borrow not from 
Brecht but from my personal experience (a copy is readily more 
exemplary than the original; uBrecht-like' 1 can be more Brech
tian than "Brechf'). 

Here then is a 0 street sce11e' 1 of which I \Vas a witness~ 1 ... he 
public beach of Tangier, in summer, is carefully supervised; 
one is not permitted to undress there-not out of modesty, no 
doubt, but rather to compel bathers to rent the cabanas which 
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line the promenade i.e., to keep the ''poor'' (this category exists 
in Morocco) off the beach, thereby reserved for the bourgeois 
and the tourists. On the promenade, an adolescent boy, solitary, 
sad, and poverty-stricken (signs for me, I confess, deriving from 
a simple reading, which is not yet Brechtian), is walking along; 
a policeman (almost as filthy as the boy) passes him and looks 
him up and down, I see his scrutiny, I see it reach and linger 
over the shoes; then the cop orders the boy off the beach. 

This scene invites two commentaries. The first will accom
modate our indignation provoked b,y the barricading of the 
beach, the grim subjection of the boy, the arbitrary a.ction of 
the police, the segregation of money, the Mor,occan regime; 
now, this commentary would not be Brecht's (though this would 
certainly be his ''reaction''). The second commentary will estab
lish the mirror action of the signs; it will note first of all that 
there is a feature in the boy's garments which is the major sign 
of poverty: the sho,e; it is here that the social sign explodes in 
all its violenc,e (there used to be, not so long ago, in the days 
when we h~d ''the poor," a mythology of the cast-off shoe: if 
the intellectual rots from his head down, lik,e fish, the poor 
man rots from the feet u~which is why Fourier, seeking to 
invert the civilized order, imagines a corps of flamboyant 
cobb1lers); an,d, in the realm of the shoe, the extreme point of 
poverty is the old slipper, without laces, the upper flattened 
beneath the heel, precisely in the fashion exhibited by the boy. 
But what this second commentary would especially note is that 
this sign is read by the cop himself: it is when his gaze, descending 
the body's length, perceives the wretched shoe, that the police· 
man,, with a single impulse, by a veritable paradigmatic leap, 
classifies the boy among those to be expelled: we understand 
that he has understood and why he has understood. The 
action may not stop here: the cop himself is almost as ragged 
as his victim: except, precisely, for his shoes! Roun.d, shiny, 
solid, old-fashioned, like all policemen's shoes. Whence we can 
read two alienations confronting one another (a situation sketched 
in a scene from a neglected play by Sartre, Nekrassov). Our 
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greatest of all: the art of living''; hence, it is less a matter of 
making pictures than furniture, clothes, tablecloths, which will 
have distilled all the juice of the ''fin,e'' arts; the socialist future 
of art will therefo,re not be the work (except as a productive 
game) but th,e obje,ct of use, the site of an ambiguo,us flowering 
(half functional, half ludic) of the signifier. The cigar is a 
capitalist emblem, so be it; but if it gives pleasure? Are we no 
longer to smoke cigars, to enter into the metonymy of the social 
f,ault, to refuse to compromise ourselves in the Sign? It would 
be hardly dialectical to think so: it would be to throw out the 
baby with the bathwater. One of the tasks of a critical age is 
precisely to pluraliz,e the object, to separate pleasure from the 
sign; we must de-semanticize th,e o,bject (which does not mean 
de .. symbolize it), give the sign a shock: let the sign fall, like a 
shed skin. This shock is the very fruit of dialectical freedom: 
the freedom which judges everything in terms of reality, and 
takes signs conjointly for operators of analysis and for games, 
never for laws. 

L'Autre Scene, 1975 



TWO 

F.B.* 

1. Splinters of languag 1e 

Though F.B.'s texts may \\1ell be the premonitory signs of a 
concerted, large-scale work, the author puts his reader under no 
obligation, and what each ,of these texts has to tell us is its 
fulfillment. Wh.at is fulfilled, here, is writing. Of all the work's 
substances, only writing, as a matter of fa,ct, can be divided 
without ceasing to be total: a fragment of writing is still an 
essence of writing. This is why, willy-nilly, every fragment is 
finished, from the moment it is written; this is why, too, we 
cannot compare a broken \\'Ork to a sustained one; this is why, 
lastly, no one can deny the greatness of fragme11tary works: the 
greatness not of ruin or of promise, but the greatnes,s of th.e 
silence which. follows any fulfillment (only scholarship, which is 
the contrary of reading, can regard Pascal's Pensees as an 
uncompleted work). Because they are written, F.B. 's texts are 
neither sketches nor notations nor raw materials nor exercises; 
they sugge,st neither the notebook nor the diary: they are splinters 
of language. Poe once claimed there was no such thing as a long 
poem; for example, he saw Paradise Lost as ''a succession of 

* Unpublished, this text was written as a footnote to fragments by a young 
writer who seems not to have pursued a literary vocation and who published 
nothing. A marginal text, then, intended for the person whose enterprise it 
examines. Here tone and address are distinctly ludic, which does not prevent 
this text quite the contrary-from constituting a system of acute propositions 
on a new type of fictive writing. We can recognize in nucleo, as early as 1g64, 
certain features of Barthes's final man.ner.-Ed. 
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poetical excitements interspersed, inei1itably, y.~irh corresponding 
depressions .... " f,.B. manages to eliminate these depressions; 
his \\1riting is of a luxuriance without loss, i.e., u1ithout duration; 
it is the ,\·riting itself, and not the stc>r}· t which ceases, here, to 
be une\.ren, hence boring, hence periodicall}-' ugl}r, as happens 
in so man}· beautiful works: ever}rth.ing is referred to writing, 
but this delegation has nothing to do with the effort of form; 
artisan1·}r is no longer the necessary condition of St)'le; Stendhal 
scoffed at Chateaubriand and \'irtually ne\.1er ''corrected." Here 
the \vriter gi,les his effort not to the verbal substance but to the 
decision tl) \~trite: e\'erything happens before writing. Th.e least 
of F.B.'s texts bespeaks this anterior ~'transumption''; the tender 
and sumptuous luxury of an absolutely f·ree writing, in which 
there is not an atom of death, invulnerable by dint of grace, 
expresses the initial decision "rhich makes language into the 
fragile salvatio11 of a certain suffering. 

2.. Incidents 

The power of writing: these texts are also, in their ~·ay, splinters 
of a nO\'el. F~B.'s texts shoY.! two indestructible signs of the 

no\·el: first, the uncertainty of the narrative consciousness, which 
never clearly says .he or/; then a cursive manner, i.e., a continuity 
which relates \\·riting to the sustained forms of nature (water, 
plant, tune); you ''samplet' nothing from. a no\1el, rather a novel 
is ''devoured'' (\,~hich means that the sustained nature of nov
elistic reading deri\'es not from the care you might take in 
reading anything but, quite the contrary, from the rapid trajec
tor)' which makes you forget certain parts of the itinerar}'; 
\\yriti11g's continuity is a matter of speed, and this speed is perhaps 
ultimately no more than that of the hand). Thus with F.B.'s 
texts: they, too, are ~'devouredt': a very small space of ·~.-ords 
encloses here (the pa:·adox of writing) an essence of con.tinuity. 
F.B.'s writing, once it is completed (always too soon), nonetheless 
has already fto"'ed past: light, profound, luminescent as the sea 
it often speaks of, it leads us, gives us at once the idea of a goal 
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,accurately the boy is described, the more curious we are about 
his essence, th1e more we are focused on something we must 
understand. F.B. thus substitutes for the grammar of the anecdote 
a new intelligibility: that of desire~ Desire itself becomes story 
an.cl intelligenc,e, there is, finally, coincidence of description and 
suspense. In a novelistic description, if it isn't too bad, th.e story 
remotely penetrates every detail, making each contrib1ute to a 
g,eneral meaning (the poverty of a dwelling, the austerity of a 
character); here, in the same way, desire makes description 
''profound," or, one might say, aliena.ted: desire becomes ratio, 
logos: a power it cannot derive from its satisfaction, but only 
from speech, wh,er,eby all of literature is justified. Just as the 
anecdote always overflows toward a certain me,aning, which has 
long been called destiny, so de.sire, once recounted, mysteriously 
loses its contingency: embarrassment, sadness, Ju,cidity, sleep, 
the city, the sea become the names of desire. Whence this new 
literature which w,orks at once by metaphor and by narrative, 
by the variation of being and by the concatenation of acts: 
something like a new La Bruyere or Theophrastus-Characters 
not of manners but of bodies. 

4. s,ublimation 

Thereby, F.B. silen 1ces not only narrative's morality but also its 
logic (which is perhaps the same thing); his descriptions are 
subversions, they do not lead on, they detach and ''exceed.'' 
How? Each text starts like a novel, each text is a simulacrum of 
a no1vel: there are, objects, characters, a situation, a narrator, in 
short a realistic instance; but very quickly (i.e., both instantly 
and imperceptibly, as if we were leaving the ground), this whole 
familiarity of the novel begins to move elsewhere: we are lifted 
to,ward another meaning (what will be given of this meaning is 
nothing more than this: it is other; a pure alterity, which is the 
sufficie,nt definition of the strange): a charact1er arrives at a 
railroad station; the station is described, then suddenly it is the 
site, or better still, the triumph of desire; now, this identity is 
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immediate: the station does not become other than itself, there 
is no metaphor, no transport of vision; by a special illogicality, 
we receive the succession and the coincidence of the two sites. 
This very special montage effaces something which has been 
very difficult for literature to get rid of: the astonishment of its 
own notations; F.8.'s writing is never to any degree accessory 
to the effect it produces: . it is a writing without complicity. 
Another text b1egins like an adventure story: a man makes his 
way into an airplane hangar and knocks out the pilot sleeping 
there; very quickly, an ''excessively'' amorous description of the 
young pilot (everything is in this ''excess'') alienates this classical 
start; the hallucination ''takes," and without leaving the frame
work of the traditional narrative, the scene of es,cape chang,es 
its nature and finds itself an erotic scene. For F.B. the novel is at 
discretion; it lends desire its inceptions; the narration is like a 
launching pad; but what happens at the end no longer belongs 
to the order of the successibility of events, in other words o,f 
suspense, but to the order of essences. In the (real) novel, desire 
is strong by its acts, its effects, the situations it produces; it is 
always treated according to a causal logic (which moralizes it at 
every turn); in the simulated novels of F.B., everything stops at 
desire, everything glorifies it (theologically, glorification is the 
manife,station of essence); tl1e novel yields like a curtain parting 
in order to show desire in its ''glory~'' A truth of reversals: desire 
sublimates reason. 

5. Eros 

Of course, desire proy,r}s through all lit1erature, ever since 
language, having become sovereign, useless, b,egan saying some
thing which has been calJe,d beauty; but this written desire has 
never hitherto been anything more than an element of moral, 
psychological, theological algebra: literature once served to 
comprehend desire, in the 11ame of a larger whole; all literature 
thus tended to morality, i.e., to an economy of good and evil, 
of light and dark.: an Eros recounted means something else th,an 
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Eros. In F.B.'s texts, the movement is reversed: it is Eros which 
'

4comprehends''; here there is nothing which does not proceed 
from Eros: boy-love forms a perfect circle outside of which 
nothing is left; all transcendence is concentrated; yet this circle 
is a formal one: its c)o,sure does not come from society, or even 
from an existential choice, as in other \\'orks with the same 
object: it is only writi11g ".Vhich traces that circle; the desire for 
boys is never, here, ''culturalized," it has the naturalness of what 
is without cause and without effect, it is both without freedom 
and "'·ithout fatality. This naturalness has major consequences 
for \\'riting (unless, of course, it derives f'rom writing): what is 
written does not appeal to something else; both soft and rich, 
writing is nonethele,ss matte; conf arming in this to the newest 
languages of today, but without their coldness, it denies itself 
and us any induction; because there is no ellipsis in them, we 
can infer nothing from these texts. Now, the value of an art, in 
a crowded \\Torld, is defined by the privative op 1erations it has 
the audacity to invoke: not in order to satisfy an aesthetic of 
constraint (the classical model), but in ord.er to subjugate mean
ing fully, to deprive it of any secondary outlet. We might say· 

that, coming at the end of a \'ery heavy tradition, a literature 
of desire is the most difficult thing of all; F.B.'s ,d,oes not deri\'e 
its erotic essence from the realism of figures, but from an 
unconditional submission to Eros, chosen as the sole god of the 
work (Satan is eliminated, and hence God). This regnum as
sured, nothing would seem more out of place tha11 an erotic 
repertoire of gestures. F.B.'s texts are therefore not in the erotic 
tradition (in the current meaning of the term), precisely to the 
degree that Eros here is not a collection. and a nomination (of 
''postures''), but a sovereign principle of writing. Hen.ce, we 
must set in opposition to traditional erotic.s a new eroticism; in the 
former case, the writer must work up the description of ''what 
happened'' until he ha.s found in Eros a transcendence God, 
Satan or the Unnamed whereas in F.B.'s ''incide,nts,'' Eros 
being the ultimate intelligence, there can be no paroxysm. 
Another difference: traditional erotics are heavy, or tense; here 
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eroticism is light (writing runs over the surface of the encounters 
without completing them) a11d profound (writing is the thought 
of things); it is an air, a space, one might say a geometry, since 
we now have geometries which subtilize the cosmos; it is present,, 
without provocation and without complicity: not naive, for Eros 
knows everything, it is wise; and perhaps this is the extreme 
note of this writing, that in it desire is a figure of sophrosyne. 
Grace and wisdom: it is this £mpossibility which the Ancients hold 
to be perfection, representing it in the lovely myth of the puer 
senilis, the adolescent master of every human age. How long it 
has been that our literature, in the best of cases, could transport 
but not seduce; such a chaml, then, is a new thing. 

6. General, individual, particular 

The tremor of romantic Sehnsucht, consisting of a dreamy 
confusion of the sensitive and the sensual, and yet a deep 
metaphysical silence: F.B. takes from language that category 
of the general only the extreme, particular edge, never inti
mating ajudgment, a maxim, never summarizing the description 
under that lyric or moral discourse which the old rhetoric had 
recognized as epiphoneme: in F.B.'s writing, nothing ever comes 
over what is written: a silky and inductile meta.I. F'.B. occupies, 
among our various writing,. a dangerous situation. Language 
being general (and therefore moral), literature is doomed to 
the universal; everything that happens in literature is originally 
cultural: its pulsions are always born clad in an anterior lan
guage; the generality with which the writer has been credited 
for centuries, endlessly congratula.ted for making the individual 
into the human, is in realitv a terrible servitude: how can one 

• 

be praised for a constraint imposed by the very nature of 
language? The writer's problem, on the contrary, is to find an 
ultimate particularity despite the general and mo,ral instrument 
he is gi.ven. This is the problem which is treated (but not argued) 
in F.B.'s texts; here the author teaches himself (and us) that the 
particular is not the individual; quite the contrary, it is, so to spe,ak, 
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the impersonal and uncollective share of ourselves; hence, \\-'e 

shall not find in these texts anything dealing with a formed 
person, i.e., with. a history, a life, a character; but we shall also 
not find here any mirror of humanity. In other "~ords, the 
substance of this writing is not experience (experience, ''what has 
been lived,'' is banal it is precisely what the writer must combat), 
but it is also not reason (a general category adopted under 
various pretexts by all ready-made literatures); this famous 
conflict, so apparently irreducible in some people's eyes that it 
keeps them from writing, is one whose terms F.B. rejects, and 
i.t is by this innocent rejection that he is likely to fulfill the utopia 
of a particular language. This action has a great critical conse
quence: though F .. B.'s texts can be described as being, nothing 
in. the world can keep them from becoming: achieved in writing, 
the particular struggles here with the work which every society, 
being moral, demands of the one who writes. 

7. Technique 

Literature's substance is the general category of language; in 
ord.er to create itself, not only must it kill what has engendered 
it, but even, in order to commit this mu.rder, it can use no other 
instrument than this very language it must destrO)'· This almost 
impossible reversal constitutes F.B.'s texts: it is that almost which 
is the narrow space i.n which the author writes. This cannot be 
done without a technique, which is not necessarily an apprentice
ship, but according to Aristotle's definition, the f acuity of 
producing that which can be or not be. The goal of this te,chnique 
is to describe a world chosen, not as a desirable world, but as 
the desirable itself;, desire is here not the attribute of a creation 
which preexists it, it is immediately a substance; in other words, 
again, the author does not discover (by the action of a privileged 
subjectivity) that the world is desirable, he determines it desir
able; hence, it is the time of judgment, psychological time, Vt'hich 
is eluded here: particular, but not individual, the author does 
not recount what h,e sees, what he feels, he do,es not reel off the 
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precious epithets he has the fortune of finding, he does not act 
as a psychologist who uses a felicitous language in order to 
enum,erate the original attributes of his vision, rather he acts 
immediately as a writer; he does not make bodies desirable, he 
makes desire corporeal, inverting substance and attribute by the 
very paradox of writing: everything is shifted to objects,. in. 
order t,o express not what they are (what ar,e they?) but the 
essence of the desire \\·hich constitutes them., exa.ctly as lumi
nescence constitutes phosphorus; in F~B.'s texts, there is never 
any undesirable object. Thus, the author creates a vast metonymy 
of desire: a .contagious writi11g which transfers to its reader the 
very desire out of which it has formed things. 

8. Signum facere 

The old rhetoric distinguisl1ed disposition from elocution. Dispo
sition (taxis) accounts for the work's major units, its general 
arrangement,. its ''development"; elocution (Lexis) accounted for 
the figures, the turns of sp·eech, what we should call today the 
writing [ecriture], i.e., a class (and not an epitome) of ''details.'' 
F.B.'s texts are fully (at least for the moment) texts of elocution .. 
The unit of elocution has a very ancient name: it is the song. 
The song is not a euphony or a quality of images; according to 
the Orphic myth, it is a Wc1y of keeping the W·orld under one's 
langua,ge. What sings here is not directly the words, it is that 
second writing, that ment.al ~~riting which for ms itself and 
advances between the things and the words a kind of anterior 
song (as Baudelaire speaks of a vie anterieure, a previous exist
ence). Vico at one point mentions. certain universals of the imag
ination: that is the space where F.B. forms a pa.rticular writing, 
without tradition. and without provocation; neither ''noble'' nor 
''natural,'' this writing eludes all the models without ever assum
ing the hea''Y signaletics <>f originality. Whence, perhaps, its 
naked friendliness, severed from any humanism. To read F.B. 
is constantly to form in oneseif certain adjectives: fresh, simple, 
silky, light, sensitive, accura.te, intelligent, desirable, strong, rich 
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(Valery: ''After all, the, artist's so1le object comes down to securing 
an epithet''), but ultimately these adjectives dislodge each other, 
truth is only in the whole and the whole cannot support any 
definition; the very function of this writing is to say what we 
could never say about it: if we could, it would no longer be 
justified. F.B. stands at the precise point of a double postulation: 
on the one hand, his writing mak£s meaning, whereby we cannot 
name it, for this meaning is infinitely more remote than our~ 
selves; and on the other, it makes a sign. Signumfacere, such might 
be the motto of these texts: these sentences, this entirety of 
sentences floats in the mind like a future memory, predeter~ 
mining the discourse of the latest modernity. 



The Baroque Side 

French culture has always attached, it appears,, a very powerful 
privilege to ''ideas," or, to speak more neutrally, to the ,content 
of messages. What matters to the Frenchman is having ''some
thing to say,'' what we no\\radays designate by a phonically 
ambiguous word. with monetary, commercial, and literary ap
plications: le fond (or le fonds or les fonds). With regard to the 
signifier (a word we hope can henceforth be used without 
apologies), French culture has known for centuries only the 
labor of style, the constraints of Aristotelio-Jesuit rhetoric, the 
values of ''writing well,'' themsel\'es centered, moreover, with 
an obstinate iteration, upon the transparency and distinction ·of 
the '1ond. '' We had to wait till Mallarme for our literature to 
concei\'e a free signifier no longer burdened by the censure of 
the false signified, and to attempt writing finally rid of· the 
historical repression in which the privileges of ''thought'' im
prison it~ Even the Mallarmean project so stubborn is the 
resistance can only be, here and there, ''varied,'' i.e., repeated, 
in infrequent works which are all works of combat: suppressed 
twice in our history at the moment of th.e b1aroque impetus 
and of Mallarmean poetics French writing is still in a situation 
of repression. 

Here is a book to remind us that besides cases of transitiv1e 
or ethical communication (Pass the cheese or We sincerely desire 
peace in Vietnam), there is a pleasure of language, of similar 
fabric, similar silk as erotic pleasure, and that this pleasure of 
language is its truth. This book comes not from Cuba (no 
question of folklore, even Castrist) but from th.e language o.f 
Cuba, from that Cuban text (cities, words, drinks, garments, 
bodies, odors, etc.), which is itself an inscription of diverse 
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cul.tures and periods. Here something is happening which 
matters to us as Frenchmen: transported into our language, this 
Cuban language subverts its landscape: here is one of the \lery 
rare occasions when a translation manages to displace its lan
guage of origin instead of merely joining it. If the verbal baroque 
is historically Spanish (Gongoresque or Quevedian), and if that 
history is present in Severo Sardu>·'s text, national and ''mater
nal'' like any language, this text also reveals to us the baroque 
side of the French idiom, thereby suggesting that writing can 
do anything with a language, and in the first place give it its 
free1dom. 

This baroque side (baroque is a temporarily useful word, in 
that it allows us to provoke the inveterate classicism of French 
literature), to the degree that it manifests the signifier's ubiquity, 
pr,esent at all levels of the text and not, as is commonly said, on 
its surface alone, modifies the \'ery identity of wha.t \\re call a 
narrative, without the tale's pleasure ever being lost. Ecrit en 
dansant consists of three episodes, three gestes an old French 
word. which here recuperates the title of Se\'ero Sarduy''s first 
book and which co,rresponds as well to the Ylord's masculine 
sense (gesture) as its feminine (exploit) but in it will be found 
none of those narrative prostheses (personality of the protago
nists, situation of the locales and of the weather, complicit}' of 
the narrator, and God, who sees into the hearts of the characters) 
by which we usually mark the abusive (and, moreover, illusory) 
right of reality O\ler language. Sev1ero Sarduy is a good 11arrator 

of ''something," which draws us to its en.cl and makes for the 
death of writing, but this someth.ing is freely displaced, '·se
duced'' by that sovereignty of language, which Plato in fact sought 
to, challenge in Gorgias, inaugurating that repression of writing 
which marks our Western culture. Thus, \\'e find deplo}'ed in 
Ecrit en dansa.nt, a hedonist text and thereby a re\'olutionary one, 
the great theme proper to the signifier, sole predicate of essence 
it can actually support, metamorphosis: Cubans, Chinese, Span
iards, Catholics, addicts, pagans, performers, tra\~eling from 
caravelles to cafeterias and from one sex to the other, Severo 
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Sarduy~s creatures pass back and forth through the pane of 
refine,d prattle which th1ey fob off on the author,. thereby 
demonstrating that this pane does not exist, that there is nothing 
to see behind langua,ge, and that discourse, far from being the 
final attribute and the last touch of the human statue, as the 
misleading myth of Pygmalion suggests, is never anything but 
its irreducible scope. 

However, let humanists be reassured, at least partially .. T'he 
allegiance given to writing by any subject~ the one who writes 
and the one who reads, an act which has no relation with what 
classical repression, by a self.·seeking ignorance, caUs ''verbalism~' 
or more nobly ••poetry;• suppresses none of readingts 'iplea
sures,'' provided we agree to fin,d its correct rhythm,. Severo 
Sarduyts text deserves all the adjectives which constitute the 
lexicon of :literary value: it is a brilliant, lively. sensitivet funny, 
inv,entive text, unexpected yet clear~~ cultural even, and contin ... 
uously affectionate. Yet I fear that, in order to be received 
without difficulty in literary good society t it lacks that suspicion 
of remorseJ that touch of transgression,. that shadow of the 
signified which transforms writing into a sermon and lhus 
ransoms it under the name of Hfine work/' like a piece of 
merchandise useful to the economy of the "'human.u Perhaps 
this text do,es have one thing in excess, which will embarrass: 
the energy of speech, which suffices for the writer 'to be 
reassured. 

La Quini.aine litliraire ~ 1967 
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Eden, Eden, Eden is a free text~ free of any subject, of any object, 
of any symbol: it is wrhten in that recess (that abyss or that 
blind spot) where the traditional constituents of discourse (he 
who speaks, what he tells, how he expresses himself) are de trop. 
The immediate consequence is that criticism, since it can speak 
neither of the author nor of his subject nor of his styJe, can do 
nothing \Vith th:is text: one must ·'enter"' Guyotat's language; 
not believe in it, be the accomplice of an illusion. participate in 
a hallucination~ but Yt'rice this language with him, in his place, 
sign it at the same time as P. Guyotat himself. 

To be in language (as we say: to b,e in on the deal): this is possible 
because Guyotat produces not a manner, a genre, a literary 
object, but a nev-' element (why not add it to the four Elements 
of the cosmogony?); this element is a sentence: substance of 
speech VwThich has the s,pecia] nature of a fa'bric, or a foods'tuff, 
a sin,gle sentence \\~'hich never ends, whose beauty derives not 
from its ureport'' (the reality to \·Vhich it is presumed to refer) 
but fro1n its respiration~ interruptedt repeated, as if it were the 
author's business to represent for us not imagined sieenes but 
che scene of language, so that the model of this ne\v mi'mesis is 
no longer the adventure of a hero but the adventure of the 
signifier itself: what becomes of it. 

Eden, Eden, Eden constitutes (or should constitute} a kind of 
upsurge~ of historic shock: a whole anterior action, apparently 
l\\'ofold, b 1ut \\"hose co:incidence Vt'e see more and m,ore clearlyt 
from Sade lo Genet[' from Mallarme to Artaud> is collected, 
displaced, purified of its period circumstances; there is no longer 
either Narrative or Transgression (no doubt one and the same)t 
there is nothing left but desire and language, not the latter 
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expressi,ng the former, but placed in a reciprocal, indissoluble 
metonymy. 

The strength of this metonymy, sovereign in Guyotat's text, 

sug,gests that a strong censorship is likely-a censorship wh,ich 
will find united here its l\\'O habitual quarries, lang,uage and 
sex; but also such censorship~ which can take many forms, will 
be immediately unmasked by its very strength: doomed to be 
excessive if it censors sex and language at the same time~ doomed 
to be hypocritical if it claims to censor only the subject and not 
the form, or conversely: in both cases, doomed to reveal its 
essence as censorship. 

However~ whatever the institutional peripeties may be, the 
publication of this text is in1portant: all critical, theoretical work 
will be advanc 1ed by it, \.Vithout the text ever ceasin,g to be 
seductive: at on,ce unclassifiable and in,dubitable, a new reference 
and a departure for wricing. 

Preface to P. Guyotafs Eden,, Edenl Eden (Gallimard), 1970 



Outcomes of the Text 

Here is a text by Georges Bataille "The Big Toe."* 
I shall n.ot. explicate this text; I shall merely produce a number 

of fragments which will be, in a sense, outcomes of the text. 
These fragments "'till be in a more or less ernphatic state of 
severance \"lith each other~ I shall not attempt to link, to organize 
these ... outcomes•''; and in order to be sure of frustrating any 
liaison (any systematizing of the commentary), in order to avoid 
any rhetoric of "development,'' of the developed subject, I have 
titled each of these fragments, and I have put these titles in 
alphabetical order-\vhich is, of course, both an order and a 
disordert an order stripped of meaningt the degree zero of 
order. It \·vill be a kind of dictionary (Bataille supplies one at 
the end of Documents) which \\.rill deal obliquely \·vith the sustain· 
ing text. 

Aplatissement des valeurs I D,eftation of values 

There is, in Nietzsche and in Bataille~ one theme in common: 
that of regret. A certain form of the present is disparage<!. a 
certain form of the past is exalted; neither this present nor this 
past is actually historical; they are both read according to the 
formal~ ambiguous movement of a decadence~ ··rhus is born the 
possibility of a non .. reactionary regret, a progressive regret. 
Decadence is not read, contrary to the word's accepted connota ... 
tion. as a sophisticated~ hypercultural condition, but on the 

• First published in Documents in 1929;, reprinted in the first volume of 
Bataille's OtuvrtJ complhts,. 1970. Translated in 1985 by Allan Sloekl as ""The 
Big Toe;~ in 1li.siaru of Exc~ss: Sekcted Mi1'riting.s of Gto'rgts Bawillt~ 192i-I939 
(Minnesota L'" niversity Press). 
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contrary as a deflation of valueJ: return of tragedy as farce (Marx), 
clandesti:nity of festal expenditure in bo1urgeois society (Bataille), 
critique of Germany, disease, exhaustion of Europe, theme of 
the last man, of the vermin °that diminishes everythingu (Nietzsche). 
We might add Michelet's diatribes against the nineteenth cen· 
tury-his own-the century of Boredom. In all, the same disgust 
provoked by bourgeois deAation: bourgeois man does not 

destroy value, he deflates it, diminishes itJ establishes a system of 
the paltry. "fhis is a theme at once historical and ethical: fall of 
the world out of the tragic, rise of the petite .. bo,urgeoisie, written 
as, an advent: the Revolution (~larx)i and the (lbmnensch (Nietzsche) 
are vital shocks applied to deflation; aU of ,BataiHe,s heterology 
is of the same order: electric. In this apocalyptic history of value~ 
0 The Big Toe" refers to two time frames: an ethnological time 
(marked in the cext by verbs in the present tense), the time 0 of 
men,'' ''of peoples" who anthropologically disparage the low 
and exalt the high, and a historical time (marked by episod,es 
in the past tense), which is the time of Christianity and of its 
quintessence, Spain, for wh,ich the low is purely and scrupulously 
censured (modesty). Such is the dialectic of value; when it is 
anthropolo,gical~ rejection of the foot designates the very site of 
a seduction: seduction is where one savagely conceals, value is 
in the savage transgression of the forbidden; but when it is 
historical, sublimated in the figure of modesty" condemnation 
of the foot becomes a repressed, deflated value which invites 
the denial of Laughter. 

Codes du savoir l Codes of k.nowl:edge 

In Bataille's text, there are many upoetic'' C'odes:: thematic 
(high/ low, noble/ ignoble, light I mu,ddy), amphibological (the 
word erection, for instance)j metaphorical ('~man is a tree''); there 
are also codes of knowledge: anatomical, zoo,logical, ethnological, 
historicaL Of course, the text exceeds knowledge-by value; but 
even within, the field of knowledgeJ there are differences of 
pressure, of useriousness," and these differences produce a 
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heterology. Bataille stages lW'O knowledges. An en1doxal kno\\-·l
edge: this is the knoVY·ledge of Salomon Reinach and of the 
members of the editorial committee of Docu.men/J (the periodical 
from ~·hich the text un,der consideration is taken); citational, 
referentiaL reverential knowledge. And a remoter knowledge~ 
pro,duced by Bataille (by his personal culture). l"'he code of this 
kno\vledge is ethnological; it corresponds to Vw''hat was once 
called l .. e A-J agasin pittoreque, a collection of linguistict ethno
graphic iCcuriositiest•; in the 1discourse of lhis second kno\\:Jedge 
there is a double reference: that ,of the strange (of elseu1here) and 
that <>f the detail; thus is produced an incipient coUapse of 
kno\vledge (of its la"'T) by its f utiJization, its ininiaturization~ at 
the end of this code, there is astonishment ("wide--eyed~,); such 
knowledge is paradoxical in that it astonishes, de-naturalizes 
itself, unsettles the formula Hit is se}f ... evident .. ~'~ This search 
for ethnological f acl is certain I y very close to the novelistic 
search: the novel in fact is a faded mathesis, tending to cirtumvent 
knowledge. This interference of codes-diverse in origin, in 
style-is contrary to the monology of knowledge, 'Vlhich conse .. 
crates 'ispecialists,, and disdains polygraphs (amateurs)~ In short, 
there occurs a burlesque, heteroclite knoYwTledge (etymologically~ 
leaning to one side and the other): this is already an operation 
of writing (what \•le have elsewhere called tcrivance OT inauthentic 
writing imposes the separation of knowledges-as \\'e say: the 
separalion of genres); proceeding fron1 the mixture of know} ... 
edges, writing holds in check "the scientific arrogances0 (as 
Bata:ille calls them in Documents) and at the same time sustains 
an apparent readability': a dialectical discourse \vhich might be 
that of journalism, if journalism were not deflated by the 
ideology of mass communications. 

Commenc,ement I Beginning 

The ''beginning,n is a rhetori1cian's notion: How to begin a 
discourse? For centuries, the problem has been argue,d. BataiUe 
raises the question of the beginning where it had never 
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to the intrusion of a value: noble and ignoble (top and bottom, 
hand and foot). 

Dejouer I Baffling, 

Bataille's text teaches us how to deal with knowledge. We need 
not reject it. We must even, occasionally, pretend to place it in 
the forefront. It did not at all trouble Bataille that the editorial 
committee of Docu1nents consisted of prof es,sors, scholars, librar
ians. Knowledge must be made to app,ear where it is not 
expected. As has been said, th.is text, which concerns a part of 
the human bod.y, discreetly but stubbornly avoids psychoanalysis; 
the (discursive) pla.y of knowledge is capricious, cunning: ''high 
heels', appear on the text's stage, yet Bataille eludes the expecte,d 
stereotype of the heel-as-phallus; and yet again, by a third turn, 
Bataille immediately afterwards invokes sexuality, bringing it 
on stage by a tran.sition (''furthermore',) that seems deceptively 
naive~ Knowledge is fragmented, pluralized, as if the one of 
knowledge were ceaselessly made to divide in two: synthesis is 
faked, baffled; knowledge is there, not destroyed but displaced; 
its new place is in Nietzsche's word that of a fiction: meaning 
precedes and predetermines f a,ct, value precedes and predeter
mines knowledge. Nietzsche: ''No fact exists in itself. What 
occurs is a set of phenomena selected and grouped by a being 
who interprets them ... There is no such thing as a state of 
fact; on the contrary, a meaning must be introduced before 
there can be a fact." Knowledge, in short, would be an inter
pretative fiction. Thus, Bataille assures the baffling of knowledge 
by a fragmentation of the codes, but more particularly by an 
outburst of value (noble and ignoble, seductive and deflated). The 
role of value is not a role of destruction, nor yet of dialectization, 
nor even of subjectivization, it is perhaps, quite simply, a role 
,of rest ... ''it suffices for me to know that truth possesses a great 
power. But it must be able to do battle, and it must have an 
opposition, and from time to time one must rest from it in the 
non-true. Otherwise, truth would become tedious for us, without 
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savor and without strength, and we would become so as well'' 
(Nietzsche). In short, knowledge is retained as power, but it is 
opposed as tedium; value is no,t what despises, relativizes, or 
rejects knowledge, but what keeps it from being tedious, what 
rests us from it; value is not opposed to knowledge according to 
a polemical perspective but according to a structural meaning; 
there is an alternation of knowledge and value, rest from one 
in the ,other, according to a .. kind of amorous rhythm. And h 1ere, 
in short, is what writing is, and singularly the writing of essays 
(we are speaking of B,ataille): the amorous rhythm of science 
and value: heterology, delight. 

Ha.bi/le I Dressed 

In ancient Chinese cultures, a husband must not see his wife's 
bare feet: '''The Turks of Central Asia consider it immoral to 
show their bare feet, and even go to bed in stockings.'' We 
should extend the little ethnographic dossier constituted by 
Bataille add North American petting parties; the custom of 
certain Arab populations where the women do not undress 
when making love; the habit reported by a contemporary 
author of certain hustlers who remove every garment except 
their socks. All of which would lead us to discuss the relation 
of clothes and erotic conduct; this is not at all the abundantly 
documented problem of striptease; for our society, which 
regards itself as ''erotic," never speaks of the real practices of 
love, of the body in a state of love: this is what we know least 
about each other not, perhaps, by ethical taboo, but by a taboo 
of futility. In short, we must and this would not be so banal 
as it seems we must rethink nudity. As it happens, for us the 
nude is a plastic value, or e\'en erotica-plastic; in other words, 
the nude is always in a position of figuration (this is the very 
example of striptease); closely linked to the ideology of repre
sentation, the nude is the figure par excellence, the figure of 
the figure~ To rethink the nude would therefore mean, on the 
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one hand, to conceive of nudity as a historical, cultu.ral, Oc
cidental (Greek?) conce·pt, and on the other, to transfer it 
from the Tableau of bodies to an order of erotic practices. 
Now, O·nce we begin to glimpse the complicity of the nude 
and representation, we are led to suspect its power of delight 
[jouissance]. The nude is a cultural object (linked perhaps to 
an order of pleasure, but not to that of loss, of delight), and 
,consequently., in ,conclusion, a moral object: the nude is not 
perverse. 

ldiomatique I Idiomatic 

How to make the body talk? We can transfer the codes of 
knowledge (of that knowledge which deals with the body) into 
the text; we c,an also take into account the doxa, the opinion of 
people about the body (what they say about it). There is a third 
means, to which Bataille systematically resorts (and which is 
interesting from the viewpoint of contemporary work on the 
text): this is to articulate the body not on discourse (that of 
others, that of knowledge, or even my own) but on lan.guage: to 
let idiomatic expression.s intervene, to explore them, to unfold 
them, to represent their ''letter'' (i.e., their significance); mouth 
will lead us to ''fire-mouth'' (cannibal expression for cannon), 
''close-mouthed'• (''lovely as a strongbox''); eye will provoke a 
complete exploratio1n of all the idioms in which this word occurs; 
the same for foot (''flat-footed," ''stupid as a foot," etc.). By this 
means, the body develops on the level of language: idiomatism 
and etymologism are the signifier's two great resources (proof a 
contrario: ecrivance, which is not writing [ecriture], but its i11-

authentic form, ordinarily censures the work of what, in lan
guage, is both its center and its excess; have you ever seen a 
metaphor in a sociological study or in an article of Le Monde?). 
Bataille engages in textual work of the same type, of the same 
productive energy we see in op,eration, on stage, in Philippe 
Sollers's Lois. 
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Bataille's heterology consists in this: there is a contradictiont 
a simple, canonical paradigm bet\veen the first tw,o tern1s: noble 
and ignoble ("the fundamental division of the classes of men into 
noble and ignoble0

); but the third term is not regular: low is not 
the neutral term (neither noble nor jgnoble)t nor is it the mixed 
term (noble and ignoble). It is an independent term, concretet 
eccentric, irreducible: the term of seduction outside the (struc
tural) law. 

The low in fact is a value on two accounts: on the one handt 
it is what is outside the mimicry of authoritv;* on the other, it ' ~ ' 

is caught up in the paradigm high I low,. Le., in the simulation of 
a meaning. of a form, and hence it baffles the nature of matter 
in itself: " .... contemporary material,ism, by Vv"hich I mean a 
materialism not implying that matter is the thing in itself. 11 In 
sh,ort, the true paradigm is one which confronts two positive 
values (nobk l low) in the very field of materialism; and it is the 
normally contradictory term (ignoble) \.vhich becomes neutral, 
mediocre (the negative value, \Vhose negation is not contrariety 
but deflation). Nietzsche once again: uWhat is it that is mediocre 
in the average man? He does not understand that the urrong side 
of things is necessary.'' In other words, once again: mea,ning's 
appara[us is not destroyed (pratcle is avoided), but it is made 
eccentric, it is made insecure, \.\'obbly (the etymological meaning 
of "scandalous")~ This process is assured by two operations: on 
the one hand, the subject (of writing) deflects in extremis the 
paradigm: modesty, for example~ is 11ot denied in favor of its 
anticipated statutory and structural contrary (exhib:itionism); a 
third rerm appears: Laughter, which baffles Modesty, the meaning 
of Modesty; and on the other handJ language itself is audaciously 

* 14 For above a.11 one must not submit onese1f and one's reason to anything 
higher, to anything which might give my being, and to the reason which arms 
that beingJ a borrowed authority. My being and its reason can only subrnit, in 
fact, to whac is lower, to what in any case cannot serve to ape a conventional 
authority. Low matt.er is external and alien ro ideal hum.an aspirations and 
refuses to allow itself to be r1educed to the great ontological machinery resultin,g 
from these aspirar.ions. ,,-,Documents 
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distended: low [bas] is used as a positive, approbative value (Uthe 
low materialism of gnosis"), but its correlative adverb, which 
according to language should have the same value as the original 
adjective) is employed negatively,, disparagingly (Uthe basely 
idealistic orientation of Surrealism0

): it is the theme of deflation 
which separates-like a violent, severing value-the root word 
and its derivative. 

Quo/ et qui? I What and who? 

Knowledge says of each thing: uWhat is it?" Whac is the big toe? 
V\t"hat is this text? Who is Bataille? But value, according 'to the 
Nietzschean watchword, prolongs the question~ What is it for me? 

In a Nietzschean way) Bataille's text answers the question: 
What is the big toe for me, Bataille? And by displacement: What is 
this text, for me, the reader? (Answer: It is the text I \\i'Ould want 
to write.) 

Hence it is necessary-and perhaps urgent·-to come out in 
favor of a certain subjectivity: the subjectivity of the non·subject, 
opposed both to the subjectivity of t'he subject (impressionism) 
and to the non-subjectivity of the subject (objectivism). We can 
conceive such revision in t\\'O for ms: first of alt to come out in 
favor of the for-mt "'hich is in every uwhat is it?"'J to demand 
and to protect the intrusion of value in the discourse of 
knowledge .. Second, to attack 'the who, the subject of interpre
tation; here again, Nietzsche: ''We have no right to ask who is 
interpreting. It is interpretation itself, a form of the will to 
po\\.rer t whi,ch exis'lS (not as a 'being/ but as a process, a becoming) 
as a passion ... ""No subject but an activity, a creative invention, 
neither 'causes' nor •effects.' ~t 

Vocd.bles I Vocables 

\
7alue appears in certain words, certain terms, certain vocabl.es 

(
0 vocable0 is good,, for it m,eans both: appellation and patronage 

of a Saint: as it happenst we are concerned with numen-words, 
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with sign-words, with judgment-words). T'hese vocables erupt 
in the discourse of knowledge: the vocable is that mark vlhich 
discriminates writing [ecriture] from its inauthentic version [ecriv
ance] (as in an expression like "the most revolting filth," which 
no uscicntifi.c'' discourse would tolerate). Doubtless, we ought to 

have~and someday shall have-a theor'\i·' of value-words (of 
ii j -' 

vocables). \\'e n1ay note, meanwhile: vocables are sensuous, 
subtle, amorous \\~ords, denoting seductions or repulsions; an
other morpheme of value is sometimes italics or quotation 
marks; quotation marks serve to frame the code (to denaturalize, 
to demystify the word); italics~ on the contrary, are the trace of 
the subjective pressure imposed upon the \,~ord, of an insistence 
\.\rhich substitutes for its semantic consistency (ilalicized "·ords 
are very frequent in Nietzsche). Bataille himself seems to have 
had a theoretic consciousness of this opposition bet¥¥·een knowl
edge words and value \Vords (names and vocables). But in his 
discussion there is a terminological crisscross: 0 \\·ord" is the 
element of philosophical analysis, of ontological system, '''de
noting p1roperties \tJhich permit an external action,'~ \\lhile ·~as

pect' .. (our '"vocable,,) is '"rhat ''introduces the decisive values of 
things,'' derives Hf rom the decisive n1oments of nature.·' 

·'rhus. there is in the text (by Bataille and according to BataiHe) 
a v.·hole fabric of value (by vocables, ''graphismsn), an entire 
'"verbal display''. Linguiscically1 these vocables are what? (Of 
course. linguistics does not kno\\~ and does not v.·ish to kno\·\'·: 
linguistics is adiaphorous~ indiflerent.) I merely indicate some 
hypotheses: 

1. (:ontrary to a "·hole modernistic prejudice \\·hich attends 
only to syntax, as if language could emancipate itself (enter the 
avant-garde) only on this leveL \~Te must ackno\vledge a certain 
herratism ,,, of \vords: son1e behave, in the sentence. like erratic 

stones; the role of the \\'Ord (in "·riting) can be to interrupt the 
sentence by its brilliance, by its 1difference ,, its fissuring~ separating 
po\ver, by its fetish~situation. UStyle'' is more palpable than is 
supposed. 

2. BataiHe used to say: ··&~ dictionary begins once it gives, not 
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submission of the gustative sensation to time actually permits it 
to develop somewhat in the manner of a narrative, or of a 
language: temporalized~ taste knows surprises and subtleties; 
these are the perfumes and fragrances, ,constituted in advance~ 
so to speak, like memories: nothing would have kept Proust's 
madeleine from being analyzed by B.-S. 

If B.-S. had written his book today, he would surely have 
included among the perversions this taste (specifically" of food) 
\\thich he defended and illustrated. Perversion is, one might say, 
the exercise of a desire which serves no purpose, like the 
exercise of the body which gives itself up to love wich no 
intention of procreation. No"·j in the schema of food, B ... s. 
always marked the distinction between need and desire: 0 The 
pleasure of eating requires1 if not hunger, at least appetite; rhe 
pleasure of the table is ,generally independent of both ... ,At a 
period when the bourgeoisie knew no social culpability, B.-S. 
sets up a cynical o,pposition: on one side, natural appetite, \.\' hich 
is of the order of need; and on the other, appetite for luxury, 
which is of the order of desire. Everything is here, of course; 
the species needs to procreate in order to survive, the individual 
needs to eat in order to subsist; yet the satisfaction of these 'two 
needs does nor suffice man: he must bring on stage, so to speakt 
the luxury of desire, erotic or gastronomic: an enigmatic, useless 
supplen1ent, the desired food-the kind that B, .. ~S~ describes
is an unconditional Y.'aste or lossj a kind of ethnographic 
ceremony by which man celebrates his pov.ter, his freedom to 
consume his energy 0 for nothing.n In this senset B.-S~'s book is 
altogether the book of the ustricdy human,u f<>r it is desire 
(insofar as it is spoken) whi<:h distinguishes man~ This anthro .. 
pological basis gi\'es a paradoxical cachet to The Physiology of 
Taste: for what is expressed through the turns of style, the 
worldly tone of the anecdotes, and the graceful futility of the 
descriptions is the greac adventure of desire. The question, 
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however, remains unbroached as to \vhy the social subject (at 

least in our societies) must assume sexual perversion in a crude, 
fierce, ucriminal't style, as the purest of transgressions, \Vhile 
gastronomic perversion, as described by B.-S. (and on the whole 
it could hardly be described better), always implies a kind of 
affable and accommodating acknowledg1nent v.;rhich never cle
parts from the tone of good breeding. 

The gastronome's b,ody 

Food pro,vokes an intern,al pleasure) interior to the body" enclosed 
within it, not even beneath the skin, but in that deep:, central 
zone. all the more original for being softJ confused, permeable, 
which is called) in the most general sense, the bow·els; although 
taste is one of man's five aickno~rledged,, classified senses,, and 
although this sense :is localized (on the tongl1e and, as B.-S. 
desieribes so \\r·ell, in the \\'hole mouth), gustative delight is 
diffuse, extensive lo the entire secret lining of the mucous 
membranes; it derives from \-Vhat we should probably consider 
our sixth sense-if B.-S&, precisely, did not reserve that place 
f<>r the genetic sense-and -y.thich is cenesthes:ia., the total sensation 
of our internal body. B.-S., of course, ackno'"'·ledges this diffuse 
arrange,ment of the pleasure of food as the sense of well~being 
Ylhich follov...r:s good m,eals; but) oddly enough, he does not 
analyze, he does not scrutinize, he does not "poeticize)' this 
in,ternal sensation; \\then he W'ants to graS'p che 'Voluptuous effects 
of food, he \\'ill seek them out on the adverse bodv; these effects 

I 

are in a sense signs, received during an interlocution: the other's 
pleasure is deciphered; sometimes, indeed, if a "'loman is in
volved, it is spied on, it is surprised as if we VY·ere dealing with a 
minor erotic rape; conviviality, the pleasure of dining together, 
is thus a less innocent value than it appears; in the Hstaging'' of 
a good meal there is more than the exercise of a \i\forldly code, 
even if that code has a venerable historical origin; around the 
table prowls a vague scopic pulsion: we observe in the Other 
the effects of food, we grasp how the body works on itself from 
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within; like those sadists who delight in the signs of emotion on 
their partner's face, we observe the changes in the body which 
is dining well. The index of this pleasure is, according to B .... s., 
a very specific thematic quality: shininess, the physiognomy 
brightens, coloring is heightened, the eyes gleam, while the 
mind is ref re shed and a gentle warmth penetrates the entire 
body. Shininess is evidently an erotic attribute: it refers to the 
state of a substance which is at once ignited and moistened, 
desire giving the body its sparkle, ecstasy its radiance (the word 
is B.-S.'s), and pleasure its lubrification. The gourmand's body 
is thus seen as a glowing painting, illuminated from within. This 
sublimity nonetheless includes a subtle texture of triviality; we 
perceive this unexpected supplement in the scene of the belle 
gounnande: she has shining eyes, glistening lips, and she bites 
her partridge wing; for all the a ff able hedonism, which is the 
usual genre of descriptions of conviviality, we must read another 
index in such shininess: that of carnivorous aggression, exem
plified here, paradoxically, by woman; woman does not dev,our 
food, she bites, and this bite radiates; perhaps, in this rather 
brutal illumination, we may perceive an anthropological notion: , 
in spasms, desire reverts to its origins and turns back into need, 
gourmandise into appetite (transferred to the erotic order, this 
reversal would lead humanity back to the simple practice of 
coupling). The strange thing is that, in the excessively civilized. 
range of gastronomic customs which B.-S. continually provides, 
the strid,ent note of Natu.re is sounded by wo,man. We know 
that in the vast mythology men have elaborated around the 
feminine ideal, food is systematically neglected; we commonly 
see woman in a state of love or of innocen,ce; we never see her 
eating: hers is a glorious body, purified of any need. Mytho
logically, food is men's business; woman takes part in it only as 
a cook or as a servant; she is the one who prepares or serves 
but does not eat. With a light touch, B.-S. subverts two taboos: 
that of a woman pure of any digestive activity and that of a 
gastronomy of pure repletion: he puts food in Woman, and in 
Woman appetite (the appetites). 
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The anti-drug 

Baudelaire rebuked B.-S. for not speak.ing well of wine. For 
Baudelaire, wine is memory and forgetting, joy and melancholy; 
it is what permits the subject to be transported outside himself, 
to make his ego's consistency yield to certain alienated states; it 
is a path of deviance; in short, a drug. 

Now, for B.-,S., wine is not at all a conductor of ecstasy. The 
reason for which is clear: wine is part of food, and food, for 
B.-S., is essentially convivial; wine cannot ther1efore proceed 
from a solitary protocol: one drinks at the sam 1e time o·ne eats, 
and one always eats with others; a narrow sociality governs the 
pleasures of food; of course, dop·e smokers can gather in groups, 
like the guests at a fine table; but in principle this is so that each 
can withdraw into his own singular dream; now, this gap is 
forbidden to the gastronome, for in eating he submits to a 
ri,gorous communal practice: conversation. Conversation (among 
several people) is in a sense the law which protects culinary 
pleasure from any psychotic risk .and maintains the gourmand 
in a ''healthy'' rationality: talking chatting about one thing and 
another while he eats, the guest confirms his ego and protects 
himself against any subj1ective leakage·, by the image-repertoire 
of discourse. Wine, for B.-S., has no special privileg,e: like food, 
and with it, win,e slightly amplifies the body (ren1d,ers it ''brilliant") 
but does not mute it. It is an anti-drug. 

Cosmogonies 

Bearing on transformable substances, culinary practice quite 
naturally leads the writer who speaks of it to deal with a. general 
thematics of matter. Just as ancient philosophies attributed great 
importance to the fundamental states of matter (water, fire, air, 
earth) and from these s.tates d,erived va.rious generic attributes 
(the aerial, the liquid, the ardent, etc.) which could pass into all 
forms of discourse, beginning with poetic discourse, in the same 
way food, by the treatment of its substances, assumes a cosmo-
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technolo;gical humanity: the excellence of the tool (as opposed 
to the machine), the preeminence of the artisanal over the 
industrial, in a word the nostalgia for the Natural. 

The search for 1essence 

Scientifically, b)' the end of the eighteenth century, the mecha
nism of digestion is more or less understood: it is known how 
the most \'aried and heteroclite roster of foodstuffs (all those 
\\rhich humanit)~, since the origins of life, has been able to 
discO\'er and ingest) produces one and the same vital substance, 
by "·hich man sur,rives. With a slight historical delay, starting 
in 182 5, chemistr}1 disco\rers the elements. All of B.-S.'s culinary 
ideology is armed \\7 ith a notion at once medical, chemical, and 
metaph}'Sical: that of a simple essence, the nutriti\'e (or gusta
tive since, for B.-S., there is in fact no food until it is tasted) 
ichor. The completed state of nutriment is thus the juice the 
liquid and rarified essence of a piece o,f food. The reduction to 
essence, or quintessence, the old alchemist's dream, greatly 
impresses B .-S.: he delights in it as in an astonishing spectacle; 
the Prince de Soubise's cook, like a magician out of the Arabian 
Nights, actually conceived enclosing fift}' hams in a Cf)·'stal flask 
no larger than one's thumb! ~liraculous equations: the ham's 
Being is in its juice, and this juice itself can be reduced to an 
essence of which only CT)'Stal is lAf'Orth)1

• The alimentary· essence, 
thus projected, assumes a divine aura, as is pro\~ed h}' the fact 
that, like the Promethean fire, outside of human la\\J·s, it can be 
stoilen.: an Englishman having ·Ordered a leg of lamb at an inn, 
B.-S. steals its juice (for an egg dish); he incises the meat turning 
·On its spit and makes away \\'ith its quintessence by theft (adding, 
moreo\'·er, a touch of Anglophobia). 

Ethics 

It has been possible to reveal the physical nature of erotic 
pleasure (tension I release), but gustative pleasure escapes any 
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such reduction, and consequently any science (as is proved by 
the heteroclite nature of tastes and disgusts-down through 
history and around the world). B.-S. speaks as a scholar, and 
his book is a physiology; but his science (does he know this?) is 
merely an irony of scien,ce. All gustative delight inheres in the 
opposition of two values: the agreeable and the disagreeable, and 
these values are quite simply tautological: the agreeable is what 
agrees and the disagreeable what disagrees. B.-S. can go no 
further: taste comes from an ''appreciative power,'' just as, in 
Moliere, sleep comes from a dormitive virtue. The science of 
taste thus reverts to being an ethic (this is the habitual fate of 
science). B.-S. immediately associates his physiology (what else 
can he do, if he wants to continue his discourse?) with certain 
moral qualities. There are two principles here. The fir,st is 
statutory, castrating: it is exactitude (''of all the virtues of a cook, 
the most indispensable is exactitude"); here we encounter the 
classical rule: no art without constraint, no pleasure without 
order; the second is well known to the ethics of Transgression: 
it is dis 1cernment, which permits the separation o,f Good from 
Evil; there is a casuistry of taste: taste must always be alert, must 
train itself to be subtle, to be scrupulous; B.-S. respectfully cites 
the gourmands of Rome who could distinguish the taste of fish 
caught between the various bridges of the City from those taken 
from the Tiber downstream; or those hunters who manage to 
perceive the special flavor of the leg on which the partridge has 
rested in its sleep. 

Language 

Cadmus, who brought writing to Greece, had been the King of 
Sidon's cook. Let us take this mythological feature as apologue 
to the relation which unites language and. gastronomy. Do not 
these two powers employ the same organ? And more broadly, 
the same apparatus, productive or appreciative: the cheeks, the 
palate, and nostrils, whose gustative role B.-S. remarks and 
which are responsible for fine singing? To eat, to speak, to sing 
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(need we add: to kiss?) are operations \\rhich have the same site 
of the body for origin: cut off the tongue, and there will be 
neither taste nor speech. 

Plato had compared (it is true, in\·idiously) rhetoric and 
cooking. B.-S. does not explicitly invoke this precedent: for him, 
ther,e is no philosophy of language .. Since the symbolic is not 
his strong point, it is in certain empirical remark.s that we must 
seek this gastronome's interest in language, or, more exactl}', in 
tongues. This interest is very great. B.-S., as he reminds us, 
knows five languages; thus, he possesses a.n enormous repertoire 
of words from e\1er}' source, \\1hich he takes for his own use, in 
different compartments of his mind, quite shamelessl}·· In this, 
B.-S. is very modern: he is con\1inced that the French language 
is poor, and that it is therefore licit to borrow or steal words 
elsewhere; in the same way, he appreciates the charm of marginal 
languages, such as the language of '~'the people''; he transcribes 
and quotes v.~ith pleasure the patois of his region, the Bugey. 
Finally, each time, he has occasion to do so, however remote 
from his own gastroso1phic discourse, he notes this or that 
linguistic curiosity: ''to make arms'' means: to pla}' the, piano 
with exaggerated elbow movements, a.s if one were smothered 
by feeling; ''to make eyes'' means: to look up to heaven as if 
one were about to swoon; ''to make b,rioches'' (a metaphor which 
must have pleased him) means: to miss a note, an intonation. 
His attention to language is rneticulous, as the cook's art must 
be. 

Yet we must go further than these contingent proofs of 
interest. B.-S. is certainly linked to language as he was to 
food by an amorous relation: he desires words, in their very 
materiality. He comes up with an astonishing classification of 
the tongue's movements as it participates in manducation: there 
are, among other oddly learned words, spication (when the 
tongue takes the shape of a stalk of wheat) and verrition (when 
it sweeps). A twofold delight? 8.-S. becomes a linguist, he deals 
with food the way a phonetician would (and subsequently will) 
deal with vocality, and he sustains this learned discourse in a 
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of fried food is, in a sense, the rape to which substance has 
been subjected; second, and especially, because B .. -S. condemns 
boiling (but not bouillon): boiled meat loses (according to the 
period's chemistry) a precious substance (precious for its sa
pidity), naturally attached to red meat. This substance is osma
zome. 

Faithful to his philosophy of essences, B.-S. attributes to 
osmazome a kind of spiritual power; it is the very absolute of 
taste: a sort of alcohol of meat; like a universal (demoniac?) 
principle, it assumes various and seductive appearances; it is 
osmazome which produces the roux of meats, the ''browning'' 
of roasts, the bouquet of venison; above all, it is osmazome 
which makes juice and bouillon, direct forms of quintessence 
(the word's etymology refers to the combined notion of odor 
and bouillon). 

Chemically, osmazome is a meat principle; but the symbolic 
realm does not respect chemical identity; by metonymy, osma
zome lends its value to everything that is browned, caramelized, 
grilled: to coffee, for instance. B.-S.'s chemistry (h,owever dated) 
allows us to understand the present vogue of grilled food: aside 
from the functionalist alibi (rapid preparation), there is a 
philosophical reason for the popularity of grilled food, which 
unites two mythic principles, that of fire and that of rawness, 
both transcended in the figure of the grilled, solid form of the 
vital juice. 

Pleas,ure 

Here is what B.-S. writes about pleasure: ''It was only a few 
months ago that I experienced, while sleeping, an altogether 
,extraordinary sensation of pleasu1 .. e. It consisted in a kind of 
delicious thrill of every particle composing my b,eing. It was a 
kind 0 1 f magical tingling which, from the soles of my feet to the 
top of my head, racked me to the marrow of my bones. I seemed 
to see a violet flame that played around my forehead.'' 

This lyrical description accounts nicely for the ambiguity of 
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the notion of pleasure. Ordinarily, gastronomic pleasure is 
described by B.-S. as a refined and rational sense of well-being; 
of course, it gives the body a luster (shz'niness), but it does not 
depersonalize th,is body: neither food nor wine has a narcotic 
power~ On the other hand. there is a kind of limit alleged,; 
pleasure is close, to toppling over into delight, into ecstasy~ it 
changes the body, which feels itself in a state of electrical 
dispersion. Doubtless, this excess is laid to the account of dreams; 
yet it designates something very important: the incommensur~ 
able character of pleasure., Henceforth, it is enough to socialize 
pleasurets unknown quality in order to produce a utopia (here 
again we meet Fourier). B~-S. puts it very well: uThe limits of 
pleasure are not yet known or posited, nor do we know at what 
point our body can be beatified." A surprising remark in an old 
author, whose style of thought is generally E'picurean: it intro
duces into this philosophy a sentiment of the historical limit
lessness of sensation, of an unsuspected plasticity of the human 
bo,dy J which we find only in very marginal philosophies: it 
postulates a kind of mysticism of pleasure. 

Questions 

The object alluded to by a sign is called a referent. Each time I 
speak of food, I emit (linguistic) signs which relate to an aliment 
or to an alimentary quality. This banal situation has unfamiliar 
implications when the object alluded to by my speech-act is a 
desirable one. This is obviously £he case with The Physiology of 
Taste. B.-S. speaks and I desire what he speaks about (especially 
if I am in a state of appetite). The gastronomic statement. 
because the desire it mobilizes is apparently simple, presents 
the power of language in all its ambiguity: the sign calls up the 
pleasures of its referent just when it traces its absence (which 
we know each word does, ever since Mallarme said so of the 
flower, "'missing from every bouquet"')~ Language provokes and 
excludes. Whereupon the gaslronomic style presents us with a 
whole series of questions: \.Vhat does it mean to represent? to 
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figure? to project? to say? What is it to desire? W'hat is it to 
desire and to speak at the same time? 

The first hour 

Like every hedonist subjectt B.·S. seems to have an intense 
experience of boredom. And as alwayst boredom, hnked to "'~hat 
philosophy and psychoanalysis have denoted as repetiti.on, im
,plies, by a co,ntrary means (11v~hich is that of the opposition of 
meaning), the excellence of novelty. Everything deriving from 
a primary temporality is endowed with a kind of enchantment; 
the first moment,, the first time, the freshness of a dish. of a 
rite, in short the b,eginning, refers to a kind of pure state of 
pleasure: \rvhere all the determinations of a felicity combine. 
Thus with the pleasure of the table: uThe table,t' B ... s. says, '(is 
the only place ""rhere one is not bored during the first hour.'' 
This first hour is marked here by the appearan(e of new dishes, 
the discovery of their originality., the elan of conversations. in 
sho,rt, by a word which B.-S. applies to the excellence of the 
best fried food: surpnse. 

Dreams 

Appetite relates to dreaming~ for it is both memory and hallu .. 
cination!t which is why, moreover, it might be better to say that 
it relates 'lo hallucinations. When l have an appetite for food, 
do I not im.agine n1yself eating it? And, in this predictive 
imagination.~ is there no't the entire memory of previous plea
sures? I am the constituted subject of a scene to conie~ an which 
I am the only actor. 

B.-S. has reflected on dreams, then, ''a life apart, a kind of 
extended fiction." He has grasped the paradox of dreams, which 
can be intense pleasure yet exempt from real sensuality: in 
dreams, neither odor nor taste. Dreams are memories or com,
binations of memories: HDreams are onl>t the memory of the 
senses.''' Like a language v..Thich is elaborated only on the basis 
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of certain signst isolated vestiges of another language,, dreams 
are a decrepit narrative:, consisting of the ruins of memory. 
B.-S. compares them to a reminiscence of melody, of which one 
might play only a few notes, without adding harmony to it. The 
discontinuicy of dreams is opposed to sleep's consecution, and, 
this opposition is reflected in the very organization of foodstuffs; 
some are somniferous:: milk, foYll, lettuce, orange blossoms:,. 
pippin apples (eaten before going to bed); others produce 
dreams: dark meats, hare! asparagus, celery~ truffles,, vanilla; 
these are strong foods, perfumed or aphrodisiac. B~-S. discerns 
the dream as a markedt one might almost say a virile state. 

Science 

uThirst," B. -S. says~ ''is the internal sentiment of the need to 
drink." Certainly, the interest of such sentences is not in the 
formation they provide (here, none at all). By such tautologies:, 
evidently t B.-S. tries his hand at science, or at least at scientific 
discourse; he produces statements \\'ithout surprise, which have 
no other value than co present a pure image of the scientific 
proposition (definition, postulate. axiom, equation): and is there 
a more rigorous s,cience chan the k:ind whi,ch defines the same 
by the same? Here, no risk of error; B.-S. is protected from 
that malign power which wrecks science: paradox. His audacity 
is one of style: to use a learned tone in order to speak of a sense 
re puled e,o be trivial (because banally sensual): taste. 

Science is the great Superego of The Ph)1siology of Taste. The 
book, it is said, was written in consultation with an official 
biologist, and B,.-s. S'lrews his discourse with scientific solemni
ties. Thus., he imagines he is submitting the desire for food to 
experimental measures: "Each time a dish of disting,uished and 
well-known flavor is servedt observe the guests closely, and you 
will note as unworthy all those whose physiognomy does not 
betray pleasure.,~! By his '0 gastronomic assays,'' B.-S., however 
preposterous the notion'" takes into account two very serious 
and very modern factors,: s<>ciality and language; the dishes he 



266 Reading.s 

presents to his subjects for experiment vary according to the 
social class (income) of these subjects~ a .fillet of veal or eggs a 
la neige if one is poor; a fiUet of beef or a turbot au naturel if 
one is well ... o,ff; truffle, quails, vanilla meringues if one is rich, 
etc.-which is to imply that taste is modeled by culture! i.e.~ by 
social class; and then, a surprising method, in order to read 
gustatory pleasure (since this is the goal of the experin1ent), 
B~-S .. suggests interrogating. not the (probably universal) ges
tures and facial expressions of the diners, but their language) a 
socialized object if ever there was one: the expression of assent 
changes according to the speaker"s social c~ass: in front of his 
eggs a la n.eige the poor man ""rill exclaim ~'Damnation!"t wrhi1e 
ortolans provenfa.le wiH wring fron1 the rich n1an: •'!\1y lord, your 
chef is an admirable man~·? 

'These witticisms, ""rhiieh include several true intuitions, nicely 
ex.press ho"t B .... s. took science: in a fashion at once serious and 
ironical; his project of establishing a science of taste, of stripping 
culinary ·pleasure of its habitual si.gns of triviality, v.ras certainly 
close to his heart; but he performs it r hetoric:all y, i.e., \.vi th 
irony; he is like a \1vriter who puts quotation 1narks around the 
truths he utters, not out of scientific prudencet but ~or fear of 
appearing naive (whereby \\'e can see that irony is always ti·mid). 

Sex 

There are, i.t is said, five senses. From the first page of his book, 
B.-S. postulates a sixth: the genesic, or physical love. ·rhis sense 
cannot be reduced to touch; it .implies a compl.ete app,aratus of 
sensations. hLet us give to the genesic,'' B.-S. says,. Uthe serisual 
place \i\'e cannol deny it, and let us bequeath to our nephews 
the task of assigning its rank~' (\\·e the nephe,vs have evidendy 
not shrunk from the task). It is obviously B.-S.'s intention to 
suggest a kind of rnetonymic exchange between the first of 
delights (even if it is censored) and the sense ,.-.,rhose defense 
and illustration he has undertaken. i.e., taste; from the point of 
view of sensuality, it signifies taste to put it in the same roster 
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with erotic pleasure. B.-S. insists then, when he can. on the 
aphrodisiac power of certain foods: truffles1 for example, or 
fish, which provokes his astonishment (a slight anti-clerical irony 
here) that this should be the food eaten during Lent by monks, 
dedicated to chastity .. Yet try as he will, he can find little analogy 
between lust and gastronomy; between the two pleasures,, a 
crucial difference: orgasm, i.e., the very rhythm of excitation 
and its release. Pleasures of the table include neither ravishments 
nor transports nor ecstasies-n,or aggressions; bliss, if there is 
such a thing here,, is, not parox,ystic: no mounting of pleasure, 
no culmination. no crisis; nothing but a duration; as if the only 
critical element of gastronomic joy were its expe,ctation; once 
satisfaction begins, the body enters into the insignificance of 
repletion (even if this assumes the demeanor of a gluttonous 
compunction). 

Sociality 

Doubtless, a general ethnology could easily show that eating is 
in all places and at all times a social act. We eat together,. that 
is the universal law. This alimentary sociality can assume many 
forms, many alibis, many nuances, according to societies, ac· 
cording to periods. For B,.~S., the gastronomic collectivity is 
essentially worldly~ and its ritual figure is conversation. The 
table is in a sense the geometric locus of all the subjects discussed; 
it is as if alimentary pleasure vivified them, brough'l them to a 
kind of rebirth; the celebration of food is laicized in the form 
of a new kind of gathering (an,d participation): t,he convivium. 
Added to the good food, the convivium produces what Fourier 
(whom we always find close to B.-S.) called a composite pleasure. 
The vigilant he,donism of the two brothers-in-law inspired them 
with this thought, that pleasure must be overdetermined, that it 
must have several simultaneous causes,. among which there is 
no way of distinguishing which one causes delight; for the 
composite pleasure does not derive from a simple bookkeeping 
of excitations: it figures a complex space in which the subject 
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no lo 1nger knows where he comes f ram and what he wants,
except to have his voluptuous pleasure jouir. The convivium
so important in B.-S.'s ethic is therefore not only a sociological 
fact; it prompts us to consider (as th,e human sciences have so 
rarely done hitherto) communication as a delight, a jouissance
and no longer as a function. 

Social classes 

We have seen that, in the game of gastronomic experiments, 
B.-S. linked difference in taste;s to difference in incomes .. The 
originality here is not to recognize classes of money (want, 
comfort, wealth) but to conceive that taste itself (i.e., culture) is 
socialized: if there is an affinity between eggs a la neige and a 
modest income, it is not only because this dish costs relatively 
little to make; it is also, it seems, by reason of a social formation 
of taste, whose values are established not in the absolute but in 
a determined field. Hence, it is always by the relay of culture
and not by that of needs that B.-S. socializes food. So when 
he turns from incomes to professional classes (to what was called 
the ''states'' or ''conditions''), establishing that society's great 
gourmands are chiefly financiers, physicians, men of letters and 
the Church, what he considers is a certain profile of customs 
and habits, in short a social psychology: gastronomic taste seems 
to him linked by privilege either to a positivism of p 1rof ession 
(financiers, physicians) or to a special aptitude to displace, to 
sublimate, or to intimize pleasure (men of letters, of the Church). 

In this culinary sociology, modest as it is, the purely social is 
nonetheless present: precisely where it is missing from discourse. 
It is in what he does not say (in what he occults) that B.-S. most 
clearly registers the social condition in all its nakedness: and 
what is repressed, quite pitilessly, is the food of the people. 
What did such food chiefly consist of? Bread and, in the country, 
gruels, the cook using for these a grain she pounded herself in 
a mortar and pestle, which spared her having to submit to the 
monopoly of mills and communal ovens; no sugar, but honey. 
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The essential food of the poor was potatoes; these were sold, 
boiled or roasted, in the street (as they are still in Morocco), a.s 
chestnuts are today; long despised by people ''of a certain rank,'' 
who relegated them to ''animals and the very poor,'' potatoes 
owe nothing of their social elevation to Parmentier, an army 
physician whose main interest was in substituting starch for 
Hour in making brea 1d. In B .... S.'s own time, potatoes, ~~hile 

beginning their redemption, remain marked by the discredit 
attached, so,cially, to anything ''boiled." Consider the menus of 
the period: nothing but discreet, separated dishes: the combined 
and the thickened are found only in sauces. 

Topic 

B.-S. has understood that, as a subject of discourse, food was a 
sort of grid (a topic, the old rhetoric would have said), through 
which he could successfully introduce all the sciences we now
adays call social and human. His book tends toward the ency
clopedic, however summarily. In other words, its discourse is 
likely to treat food under several pertinences; in short, it is a 
total social phenomenon, around which can be convoked various 
meta-languages: those of physiology, of chemistry, of geography, 
of history, of economy, of sociology, and of politics. It is this 
encyclopedism this ''humanism'' which, for B.-S., is suggested 
by the name gastronomy: ''Gastronomy is the kn.owledge of all 
that relates to man, insofar as he ,subsists on food." This 
''scientific'' opening nicely corresponds to what B, .... s. was in his 
own life; essentially, ~ polyrnorphous subject: jurist, diplomat, 
musician, man of fashion, he was quite familiar with both foreign 
parts and the provinces, so food was not an obsession for him 
but rather a kind of universal operator of discourse. 

Perhaps, to conclude, we should glance at some dates. B.-S. 
lived from 1755 to 1826. He was (for instance) a contemporary 
of Goethe ( 1742-1832). Goethe and Brillat-Savarin: these two 
names, set side by side, constitute a riddle. Of course, Werther 
was not above ordering peas cooked in butter in his Wahlheim 



An Idea of Research 

In the little Balbec train, a solitary lady is reading the Revue des 
deux mondes; she is ugly and vulgar; the Narrator takes her for 
the madam. of a brothel; but on his next journey the little clan, 
having invaded the train, informs the Narrator that his lady is 
Princess Sherb1atoff, a woman of high birth, the pearl of the 
Verd urin salon. 

This pattern, which conjoins two absolutely antipathetic states 
in one and the same object a11d radically reverses an app,earance 
into its contrary, is frequent in Proust's novel. Here are a few 
examples, noted while reading the first volum1es: i. Of the two 
Guermantes cousins, the more affable is in reality the more 
disdainful (the duke); the colder, the more sincere (the prince). 
2. Odette Swann, a superior woman in the judgment of her 
circle, is regarded as stupid by the Verdurin clan. 3. Norpois, 
pontificating to the p,oint of intimidating the Narrator's parents 
and of persuading them that their son h,as no talent, is utterly 
destroyed by Bergotte's single phrase (''But he's an old fool''). 
4. The same Norpois, a monarchist aristocrat, is entrusted with 
extraordinary diplomatic missions by radical cabinets ''which 
even a reactionary bourgeois would have ref used to serve and 
whose suspicions should have been aroused by Monsieur de 
Norpois's past, his connections, and his opinions.''' 5. Swann and 
Odette pamper the Narrator; yet there was a tim.e when Swann 
did not even deign to answer Marcel's ''persuasive and detailed'' 
letter; the concierge in the Swanns' apartment building is 
transformed into a benevolent Eumenid. 6. Monsieur Verdurin 
sp,eaks of Cottard in two ways: if he believes the professor is 
little known to his interlocutor, he glorifes him, but follows the 
converse procedure and speaks of Cottard's medical genius 
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quite simply if Cottard is recognized. 7. Having jusc read in a 
great scholar's book that perspiration is harmful to the kidneys,. 
the Narrator encounters Dr. E., who informs him: ul'he advan
tage of these hot days we're having, \\then one perspires so 
abundantly, is that the kidney is greatly relieved.'' And so forth,. 

""f hese notations are so f requentt they a re applied so consist
ently to such different objects,, situations, and languages, that 
~·e may identify in them a form of discourse v.•hose very 
obsessiveness is enigmatic. I .. et us call this form~ at least provi ... 
sionally,. :inversion, and let us anticipate (without presently being 
able to do so) inventorying :ics occurrences, analyzing its mo,des 
of expression1 the devices \\'hich constitute it, and situating the 
considerable extensions it seems capable of at very different 
levels in Proust's ~·ork., This VvTould propose ~'an idea of re-
search''-though "'~ithout allowing us to entertain any positivist 
ambition~ Proust's novel is one of those great cosmogonies 
endemic to the nineteenth century (Balzac, Wagner, Dickens, 
Zola), whose character, at once statutory and historical, is that 
they are infinitely explorable spaces (galaxies); thereby, our 
cTitical \\'Ork is shifted (from any illusion of "result") toward the 
simple production of a supplemental writing whose tutelary text 
(Proust's novel)~ if we write up our "research,"' would be only a 
pre-text. 

Here~ then, are t\·VO identities of one and the same body: on 
one side, the madam of a brothel; and, on the other, Princess 
Sherbatoff, lady ... in~\vaiting to the Grand Duchess Eudoxia. We 
may be tempted 'to see this figure as the banal interplay of 
appearance and reality': the Russian princess,. ornament of the 
Verdurin salon, is only a woman of the coarsest vulgarity. Such 
an interpretation is strictly moralistic (the Hi.s only'' syntactic form 
is constantly u,sed by La Rochefoucauld, for instance); we W'ould 
thereby recognize (as has occasionaHy been the case) the Prous
tian oeuvre as an alethic pr,oject, an energy of decipherment, a 
search for essences, whose first effort is to rid human truth of 
the contrary appearances which superimpose upon it vanity, 
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worldliness, snobbery. Yet, by reading the Proustian inversion 
as a simple reduction, we sacrifice the efflorescences of form 
and risk distorting the text. .-fhere are three such efflorescences 
(truth of the discourse and not truth of the project): 1. Tempor
alityt or more exactly, an effect of time; the two terms of the 
contradiction are separaced by a period of timet an adventure: 
it is not, literally, the same Narrator who reads the madam of 
the brothel and the great Russian lady: two trains separate 
them. 2. Climax: the inversion is effected according to an exact 
figuret as if a god-a fatum-were maliciously presiding over 
the trajectory which leads che princess to coincide with her 
geometrically determined absolute contrary; like one of those 
riddles Proust y.~as so fond of: What is a madam's apotheosis? 
To be a lady·in-waiting to the Grand Duchess Eudoxia--or vice 
versa. 3. Surprise: the reversal of appearances-let us no longer 
say of appearance into reality-always affords the Narrator a 
delicious astonishment: essence of surprise-to which we shall 
return-and not essence of truth, veritable jubilationt so com
plete, so pure, so triumphant (as is proved by the success of its 
expression), that this mode of inversion can only derive from 
an erotics (of discourse), as if its occasion was the very moment 
in which Proust took his delight in writing: studded all through 
the great continuum of the search" inversion is the supplement

bliss of narrative, of language. 

Pleasure once found, the subject knows no rest until he can 
repeat it. Inversion-as f onn-invades the entire structure of La 
Recherche'. Ir inaugurates the narrative itself: the first scene
from which will emerge, through Swann, the ,entire nov,el-is 
articulated around the reversal of a despair (that of having to 
go to sleep without the mother~s kiss) into a delight (that of 
spending 'the night in the molher's company); here, in fact, are 
inscribed the characteristics of Proustian inversion: not only will 
the mother, finally (temporality), come to embrace her son 
against all ex,pectation (surprise) but, moreover (climax). out of 
the darkesl despair~ the most overwhelmingjoy will appear, the 
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s'lern Father unexpectedly turning into the kindly Father (" .. T 

and tell Fran~oise to make the big bed for you, and sleep ¥.~:ith 
him tonight"). Reversal does not remain limited to the thousand 
notations of detail of °"Thich vie have given a fe\\· examples; it 
structures the very developn1ent of the n1ain characters,, su~ject 
to ~"exact" elevations and falls: fron1 the height of aristocratic 
grandeur J (:harlus falls, in the 'V' erd urin salon, to the rank of 
petit~bourgeois; Swann, habitual companion of princes, is for 
the Narrator's great--aunts a co)orless figure of no particular 
status; the cocotte Odette becomes f\.tme Swann; Mme \terdurin 
ends as the Princess de Guermantes, etc. i\n incessant permu ... 
tation animates, overturns t'he social interplay (Proust's 'Ai'ork is 
much more sociological than is acknoVilledged: it describes with 
great exactitude the grammar of pron101ion, of class rr1obility), 
to the poin'l \rvhere worldliness can be defined by a forn1: reversal 
(of situations, opinions, values~ feelings, languages). 

In this regard, sexual invers,ion is exemplary (but not neces
sarily primary), since it enables us to read one and the same 
body as the super-impression of t\·Vo absolute contraries, Man 
and Wornan (contraries 'N'hich Proust defined biologically and 
not symbolically: a period feature, no doubt; in order to 
rehabilitate hon1osexuality t 1Gide proposes examples of pigeons 
and dogs); the scene of the hornet, during \vhich the Narrator 
discovers the \\7oman in the Baron de Charlus, is theoreticaUv 

I 

valid for any reading of the interplay of contraries; whence, in 
the \.vhole \1vork, homosexua]ity develops \·Vhat '"le might call its 
enantiology (or discourse of reversal); on the one hand, it gives 
rise in the \vorld to a thousand paradoxical :situations~,, misun .. 
dersrandings, surprises, climaxest an,d tricks1 \vhich the novel 
scrupulously collects; and on the other, as exen1p]ary reversat 
it is animated by an irresistible movement of expansion; by a 
broad sweep which takes up the entire Vf'ork,, a patient but 
infallible curve, the novel's population, heterosexual at the 
outset, is u,ltima'lely d'iscovered in exactly the converse position
i~e.1 homosexual (like Saint~Loup, the Prince de (;uermantes, 
etc.): there is a pandemia of inversion, of reversal., 
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Reversal is a lav.·. Every feature is required to reverse itself, 
by an implacable movemenl of rotation: endowed with an 
aristocratic language~ Swan11 can only, at a certain moment, 
invert it into bourgeois langua,ge. This constraint is so statutory 
that it renders futile, Proust says, any observation of manners: 
one can readily dtduce them from the law of inversion. A reading 
of reversal is therefore equivalent to knowledge. But we must 
be careful: such knowledge does not reveal content, or ac least 
does nol stop there: what is notable (statutory) is not that the 
great Russian lady is vulgar or that M. Verdurin adapts his, 
description of Cottard to his interlocutor; it is the form of this 
reading, the logic of inversion ~"hich structures the world, i.e.~ 
worldliness; this inversion itself has no meaning, we cannot 
retain it, one of the permuted terms is not "truer'· than the 
other: Cotta rd is neither "great" nor "smalr'; his truth, if he 
has one, is a truth of discourse, extensive with the entire 
oscillation to which the Other's speech (in this case, M~ Verdur
in's) subjects him. For classical syntax, which would tell us that 
'the Princess Sherbatoff is only a madam1 Proust substitutes a 
concomitant syntax: the princess is also a madam; a new syntax 
we should call melaphorical because metaphor, contrary to what 
rhetoric has long supposedJ is a labor of language deprived of 
any vectorization: it moves from one term to another only in a 
circular and infinite fashion~ Thus, we understand why the ethos 
of Proustian inversion is Surprise; it is the astonishment of a 
return, of a junction, of a recognition (and of a reduction): to utter 
'the contraries is finally to unite them, in the very unity of the 
text, of writing"s journeyw It follows, then, that the great oppo
sition which seems at the outset to animate both the Combray 
excursions and the divisions of the novel (Swann's Way I The 
Guermantes, Way) is, if not fallacious (we are not within the order 
of truth). at least revocable: the Narrator discovers with stupe
faction (the same stupefaction he experiences when he realizes 
that the Baron de Charlus is a Woman, the Princess Sherbatoff 
a madam, ere.) that the two paths which diverge from the family 
house will converge. and that Swann's world and that of Guer-
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mantes, 'through a thousand anastomoses, ultimately coincide 
in the person of Gilberte, Swann's daughter and the wife of 
Robert de Saint-Loup. 

Yet there is a mom.ent in the novel when the great inverting 
form no longer functions. What keeps it from doing so? Nothing 
less than Death. We know, chat all of Proust's characters come 
together in the last volume of the Y..'ork (Tim,e Regained):; in what 
condition? Not in the least inverted (as v.•ould have been 
warranted by the great lapse of time at 'Whose end they are 
coUected at the Princess de Guermantes~s luncheo,n}, but on the 
contrary prolonged, paralyzed (even more [ban aged):, preseroed,, 
and-the n,eologism is warranted-~'persevered.n In reprieved 
life, inversion no longer ''•rakest~: the narrative has nothin,g left 
to 1 do but come to an end-the book has nothing left to do but 
begin. 

Paragone, i971 



Longtemps, je me suis couche 
de bonne heure . . . 

Some of you will have recognized my title.~ and the passage it 
initiates: "Time was, I went to bed early. Some evenings, my 
candle was no sooner out than my eyes would close so quickly 
I had no time to think: 'I'm falling asleep.' And half an hour 
later, the thought that it \Vas time to go to sleep would waken 
me ... "': it is the opening of In Search of Lost Time~ Does this 
m,ean I am offering you a lecture "onn Proust? Yes and no. My 
subject wiU be, if you li.ke, Proust and I. How pretentious! 
Nietzsche spared no irony about the Germans" use of that 
conjunction: 0 Schopenhauer and Hartmannt" hejeered. "Proust 
and I,, is worse stilL Let me suggest that, paradoxically,. the 
pretentiousness subsides once I myself take the stand,, and nor 
some witness: by setting Proust and myself on one and the same 
line, I am not in the least comparing myself to this great writer 
but, quite differently J identifying myself with him,: an association of 
practice, not of value. Let n1e explain; in figurative language. 
in che novel,. for instance, it seems to me that one more or less 
id,entifies oneself with one of the characters represented;, this 
projection,. I believe, is the very wellspring of literature; but in 
certain marginal cases, once the reader himself wants to write 
a work, he no longer identifies himself merely with this or that 
fictive character but also and especially with the actual author 
of the book he has read, insofar as that author wanted to write 
this book and succeeded in doing so; now. Proust is the privileged 
site of this special identification,. insofar as his Search ... is the 
narrative of a desire to write: I am not identifying myself with 
the prestigious author of a monumental work but with the 
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\\ITorker-now tormented, nO\\' exaltedt in any case n1odest~ 
\·vho wanted to undertake a task upon Vt'hich, from the very 
start of his project,, he conferred an absolute character,. 

1 

Therefore, first of all, Proust ... 
In Search of Lost Time was preceded by many W'ritings: a book, 

translations, articles. The great \York \\!"as not really launched, it 
seems, until the sumn1er of igog; and from that point on, as 
we know, a stubborn race was run against death and incompte ... 
tion. Apparently there \\'as~ in that year (even if it is futile to 
try dating the inception of a "'ork \\-'ith any specificity), a crucial 
period of hesitation .. Certainly, Proust seems to be at the 
intersection of two path,S, tv•lO genres, torn bet~'een t'\\'O HwaysH 

he does not yet knoy.r could converge, any more than the 
Narrator knowst for a very long time-until Gilbertets marriage 
to Saint ... Loup--lhat 5,.,,ann''s \\lay meets the (;uermantes' \Vay:, 
the way of the Essay (of Criticism) and the \Vay of the Novel. 
At the time of his mother~s death, i,n 1905, Proust passes through 
a period of despondency, but also of sterile agitation;, he wants 
to \vrite, to create a \Vork, but \·Vhich? Or rather~ \vhich form? 
Proust \·~lrites to ~ime de Noailles, in December igo8: "I'd like, 
si.ck as I am, to \-\rrite on Sainte-Beuve [incarnation of the 
aesthetic values he abhors] ... rhe thing has taken shape in my 
mind in two different ""'ays, bet\·veen '"·hich I must choose. ~o""'~ 
I am cocally without 'Will+ and \Vithout any power to see my \vay." 

I should point out that Proust's hesitati,on~to which, quite 
naturally, he gives a psychological form,---<:orresponds to a 
structural alternation: the two "ways" he hesitates between are 
the two terms of an opposition articulated by Jakobson: that of 
Metaphor and Metonymy~ Metaphor sustains any discourse 
which asks: ''What is it? What does it mean?''-the real question 
of any Essay. Metonymy, on the contrary,, asks another question: 
"\\!'hat can folio\\/ what I say? \\That can be engendered by the 
episode I am telling?~'; this is the Novel's question. Jakobson 
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form of his Search . ., . : novel? essay? Neither one~ or both at 
once: what I should caH a thirdform. Let us question this third 
genre a moment. 

If I began these reflections with the first sentence of Proust's 
Search ... , it is beiCause it opens an episode of some fifty pages 
which,, like a Tibetan m.andala, collects together \\'ithin its vie\\' 
the entire Proustian oeuvre. \\lhat cloes this episode cliscuss? 

Sleep+ Proustian sleep has an inceptive value: it organizes v.,·hat 
is original (and "typical") in the novel (but this organization, as 
'"ve shall seeJ is in fact a disorganization). 

Of course,, there is a good sleep and a bad+ The good ki11d is 
th.e one begun, inaug·urated, permitted, consecrated by t.he 
mother's evening kiss; it is the right sleep, in accord with Nature 
(to sleep by night~ to act by da}')+ The bad kind is the sl.eep far 

fron1 the mother: the son sleeps by day, "'" h ile the mother is up; 
they see each other only at the brief intersection of the right 
time and the inverted ti.me: a"rakening for one, bedtime for the 
other.: this bad sleep (under \ 1erona]) can only be justifiedt 
redeemed by the entire n<lvel, since it is at the painful price of 
this inversion that Proust's Search ... , night after night~ \·Vill be 

. 
\vrrtten. 

And \Vhat is this good sleep (of childhood)? It is a uhalf 
\vaking"' C'I have tried to \\·rap my first chapter in the impressions 
of half waking. n) Although Proust speaks on one occasion of 
the "depths of our unconscious, 1

' this sleep has nothing Freudian 
about it; it is not oneiric (there are fe''' real ,dreams in Proust's 
lvork); rather, it is constituted by the depths of consciousness as 
disorder. A paradox defines it nicely: it is a sleep ·\.vhich can be 
written, because it is a consciousness of sleep; the "'"hole episode 
(and, consequently. I believe, the \vhole work which emerges 
fron1 it) is thus held suspended in a sort of grammatical scandal: 
to say '-I ~n1 asleep', is in effect, literally, as impossible as to say 

··1-n1 dead''·; Vw'riting is precisely that activity which tampers "'ilh 
language-the i1npossibilities of language-to the advantage of 
discourse. 

\Vhat does this sleep (or this half \-.raking) do? It leads to a 
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''false consciousn.ess'': a consciousness out of order, vacillating, 
intermittent; the logical carapace of Time is attacked; there is 
no long1er a chrono-logy (if we may separate the two parts of 
the word): ''A man who is asleep [read: that Proustian sleep 
which is a half waking] holds in a circle ar·ound him the course 
of the hours, the order of years and worlds . . . but their ranks 

can mingle, .can break'' [italics mine]~ Sleep establishes another 
logic, a lo,gic of Vacillation, of Decompartmentalization, and it 
is this new logic which Proust discovers in the episode of the 
madeleine, or rather of the biscuit, as it is recounted in Contre 

Sainte-Beuve (i.e., before his Search ... ): ''I remained motionless 
... when suddenly the shak·en partitions of my memory gave 
way.'~ Naturally, such a logical revolution ca.n only provoke a 
reaction of stupidity: Humblot, the reader for Editions Ollen
dorf, receiving the manuscript of Swann's Way, declared: ''I 
don't know if I've gone completely blind and deaf, but I can't 
see any interest in reading thirty pages [precisely our mandala] on 
how a Gentleman tosses and turns in bed before failing asleep.'' 
The interest, however, is crucial: it will open the floodgates of 
Time: once chrono ... Iogy is shak.en, intellectual or narrative f rag ... 
men ts will form a series shielded from the ancestral law of 
Narrative or of Rationality, and this series will spontaneot1sly 
produce the third fonn, neither Essay nor Novel. The structure 
of this work will be, strictly speaking, rhapsodic, i.ea (etymo)o,gi
cally), sewn; moreover, this is a Proustian metaphor: the work 
is produced like a gown; the rhapsodic text implies an original 
art, like that of the couturiere: pieces, fragments are subject to 
certain correspondences, arrangements, reappearances: a dress 
is not a patchwork, any more than. is A la Reche·rde du temps perdu. 

Emerging from sleep, the work (the third fonn) rests on a 
provocative principle: the disorganization of Time (of chrono· 
logy). Now, this is a very modern principle. Bachelard calls 
rhyth·m that force which aims to '~rid the soul of the false 
permanence of ill·made durations,'' and this definition applies 
very nicely to Proust's novel. whose every sumptuous effort is 
to subtract Time Remembered from the false permanence of 
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biography. Nietzsche, more lapidarily, says that ''we must reduce 
the universe to crumbst lose respect for the whole,', and John 
Cage, prophesying the new musical work, ann,ounces: ''In any 
case, the whole will c,onstitute a disorganization.'' This vacillation 
is not an aleatory anarchy of associations of ideas: ''I s1ee,'' Proust 
says with a certain bitterness, ''readers supposing that I am 
writi.n.g, by trusting to arbitrary and fortuitous associations of 
idea.s, the story of my life." In fact, if we adopt Bachelard's 
word, what we are dealing with is a rhythm, and a highly complex 
one: ''systems of moments't (B,achelard again) succeed each 
,other, but also correspond to each otherA For what th.e principle 
.of vacillation disorganizes is not Time's intelligibility but biog
raphy's illusory logic, insofar as it traditionally follows the purely 
mathematical order of the years. 

This disorganization of biography is not its destruction. In 
the work, many elements of personal life are retained, in an 
identifiable fashion, but these ,elements are in a sense shifted. I 
shall indicate two of these shifts, insofar as they turn not on 
details (of which biographies of Proust are full) but on major 

• • creative options. 
The first shift is that of the discoursing person (in the 

grammatical sense of the word p,erson). The Proustian oeuvre 
brings on stage (or into writing) an ''I'' (the Narrator); but this 
''I,,' one may say, is not quit,e a self (subject and object of 
traditional autobiography): ''I'' is not the one who remembers, 
confides, confesses, he is the one who discourses; the person 
this ''I,; brings on stage is a writing self whose links with the self 
of civil life are uncertain, displaced. Prou.st himself has explained 
this well: Sainte-Beuve's method fails to realize that ''a book is 
the product of a different 'self• fro 1m the one we manifest in 
our habits, in society, in our vices." The result of this· dialectic 
is that it is vain to wonder if the book's Narrator is Proust (in 
the civil meaning of the patronymic): it is simply anothe,r Proust, 
of ten unknown to himself. 

The second shift is more flagrant (easier to defin 1e): in Proust's 
novel, there is certainly ''narrative', (it is not an essay), but this 
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narrative is not that of a life which the Narrator apprehends at 
birth and follows from y1ear to year until the moment he takes 
up his pen to tell the story. What Proust recounts, what he puts 
into narration, is not his life but his desire to write:, Time weighs 
heavily ,on his desire, maintains it in a chronology; it (the steeples 
of Martinville, Bergotte•s phrase) encounters trials, discourage
ments (the verdict of Monsieur de Norpois, the incomparable 
prestige ,of the Goncourts' ]ournal)t and ultimately triumphs 
when the Narrator, arriving at the Guermantes' party, discovers 
what he must write: Time regained, and thereby assures himself 
that he is going to be able to write: Jn Search of Lost Time (though 
it is already written). 

As we s,ee, what passes into the work is certainly the author's 
life, but a life disoriented. George Painter:, Proust's biographer, 
has accurately seen that the novel is constituted by what he has 
called a '•symbolic biography," or again, ''a symbolic story of 
Proust's life'': Proust understood (and this is genius) that he did 
not have to ''recount'' his life, but that his life nonetheless had 
the signification of a work of art. ''A man's life of any worth is 
a continual Allegory," says Keats, quoted by P'ainter. Posterity 
proves Proust increasingly right: his work is not only read as a 
monument of universal literature but as the impassioned expres-.. 
sion of an abso1lutely personal subject who ceaselessly returns to 
his own life, not as to a curriculum vitae, but a.s to a constellation 
of circumstances and figures. Mo1re and more, we find ourselves 
loving not •'Proust'' (civil name of an author filed away in the 
histories of literature) but ''Marcel,t' a singular being, at once 
child and adult, -puer senilis, impassioned yet wise, victim of 
eccentric manias and the site of a sovereign reflection on the 
world, love, art, time, death. I have proposed calling this very 
special interest readers take in the life of Marcel Proust ''Mar
celism ''in order to distinguish it from ''Proustism,'' which would 
be merely a preference for a certain work or a certain lit1erary 
mann,er. 

If I have emphasized in Proust's work-as-life the theme of a 
new logic which permits one in any case, permitted Proust-
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to abolish the contradiction between Novel and Essay, it is 
because this theme concerns me personally. Why? That is what 
I want to explain no1w. Hence I shall be speaking of ''m.yself.'' 
''Myself'' is to be understood here in the full sense: not the 
asepticized substitute of a general reader (any substitution is an 
asepsis); I shall be speaking of the one for wh·om no one else 
can be substituted, for better and for worse. It is the intimate 
which seeks utterance in me, seeks to make its cry heard, 
confronting generality, confronting science. 

2 

Dante (another famous opening, another overwhelming allu
sion) h·egins his poem ''Nel mezzo del cami·n di nostra vita ... " In 
1300, Dante was thirty-five (he was to die twenty·one years 
later). I am much older than that, and the time I have left to 
live will never be half the length of my life so far~ For the 
''middle of our life'' is obviously not an arithmetical point: how, 
a.t the moment of writing, could I know my life's total duration 
so precisely that I could divide it into two equal parts? It is a 
semantic point, the perhaps belated moment when there occurs 
in my life the summons of a new meaning, the desire for a 
mutation: to change lives, to break off and to begin, to submit 
myself to an initiation, as Dante made his way into the selva 
oscura, led by a great initiator, Virgil (and for me, at least during 
this text, the initiator is Proust). Age, need we be reminded?
but yes, we do, so indifferently do we experience each other's 
age age is only very partially a chronological datum, a garland 
of years; there are classes, compartments of age: we pass through 
life from lock to lock; at certain points there are thresholds, 
gradients, shocks; age is not gradual and progressive, it is 
mutative: to consider one's age, if that age is what we French 
call un certain age, is not a co,quetry intended to bring forth 
kindly protestations; rather, it is an active task: what are the 
real forces which my age implies and seeks to mobilize? That is 
the question, appearing quite lately, which it seems to me has 
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made the p,resent moment t.he ''middle of the journey of my 
life." 

Why today? 
There comes a time (and this is a problem of consciousness) 

when ''our days are numbered'': there begins a backwards count, 
vague yet irreversible. You knew you were mortal (everyone has 
told you so, ever since you had ears to hear); suddenly you feel 
mortal (this is not a natural feeling; the natural one is to believe 
yourself immortal; whence so many accidents due to careless
ness). This evidence, once it is experienced, transforms the 
landscape: I must, imperati\·ely, lodge my work in a compart
ment which has uncertain contours but which I know (new 
consciousness) are finite: the last compartment. Or rather, be
cause the compartment is designated, because there are no 
longer any ''outside-instances," the work I am going to lodge 
there assumes a kind of formality, a solemn instance. Like Proust 
ill, threatened by death (or believing himself so), we come back 
to the phrase of St. John quoted, approximately, in Contre Sainte
Beuve: ''Work, while you still have the light." 

And then a time also comes (the same time) when what you 
have done, worked, written, appears doomed to repetition: 
What! Until my death, to be writing articles, giving cours1es, 
lectures, on ''subjects'' which alone will vary, and so little! (It's 
that ''on'' which bothers me.) This feeling is a cruel one; for it 
confronts me with the foreclosure of anything New or even of 
any Ad\'enture (that which ''advenes'' which befalls me); I see 
my future, until death, as a series: when I've finished this text, 
this lecture, I'll have nothing else to do but start again with 
another .... Can this be all? No, Sisyphus is not happy: he is 
alienated, not by the effort of his labor, or even by its vanity, 
but by its repetition. 

Finally, an event (and no longer only a. consciousness) can 
supervene which will mark, incise, articulate this gradual silting 
up of work,. and determine that mutation, that transformation 
of the landscape which I have called the ''middle of life." Rance, 
hero of the Fronde, a worldly dandy, comes from his travels 
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to do is to figure or, better still, to cipher, as economically as 
possible, a series of actions which, in any case, elude i.L Erotic 
scenes must be described sparingly .. The economy here is that 
of the sentence. '"fhe good writer is the one who utilizes syntax 
so as to link several actions within the briefest linguistic space 
(we find, in Sade, a whole art of subordinate clauses);, the 
sentence~s function is somehow to scour the carnal operation of 
its tediums and its effortsJ of its noises and its adventitious 
thoughts. In this regard, the final scenes of the various Tricks 
remain entirely within the domain of writing. 

Bur what I like best of all in Trifks are the preparations: the 
cruising, the alert~ the signals, the approach, the conversation, 
the departure for the bedroom. the household order (or dis
order) of the place. Realisn1 finds a new site; it is not the love 
scene whi,ch is realistic (or at least its realism is not pertinent). it 
is the social scene. Two young men who do not know each other 
but who know that they are about to b,ecome partners in a 
specific act risk between them that fragment of language to 
which they are compelled by the trajectory they must cover 
together in order co reach their goal. The Trick then abandons 
pornography (before having really approached it) and joins the 
novel. The suspense (for these Tricks, I believe, will be read 
eagerl,y) affects not behavior (Y•hich is anticipated, to say the 
least) but lhe characters: Who are they? How do chey differ 
from each other? What delights me, in Tricks, is this juxtaposi
tion: the scenes, certain! y J are anything but chaste, yet the 
remarks are just that: they say sotto voce that the real object of 
such modesty is not the Thing ("La Chose, toujours la Chose/'' 
Charcot used to say, as quoted by Freud) but the person. It is 
this pas.sage from sex to discourse that I find so successfully 
achieved in Tnck.sa 

This is a form of subtlety quite unknown to the pornographic 
product, which plays on desires, not on fantasies. For ,..,That 
excites fantasy is not only sex, it is sex plus "the soul." Impossible 
to account for falling in love or even for infatuations,, simple 
attractions or Wertherian raptures, without admitting that what 
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is sought in the other is something \\re shall caiL for lack of a 
better word and at the cost of great ambiguity, the person. To 
the person is attached a kind of homing device that causes this 
particular image,. among thousands of others, lo seek out and 
capture me. Bodies can be classified into a finit.e number of 
types (0 That's just my type'")) but the person is absolutely 
individual. Renaud Camus's Tricks ah.,·ays begi,n with an encoun
ter with the longed ... for type (perfectly encoded; the type could 
figure in a catalogue or in a page of personal \Vant ads); but 
once language appears, the type is transformed into a person, 
and the relation becomes inimitable, whatever the banality of 
the first remarks. The person is gradually revealed, and lightly. 
without psychologizing.,, in clo'thing, in discourse, in accentt in 
setting, in what might be called the individual"s '''domesticity,"' 
which transcends his anatomylP yet over which he has control. 
All of which gradually enriches or retards desire. The trick is 
therefore homogeneous to the amorous progression; it is a 
virtual love~ deliberacely stopped short on each side, by contracl; 
a subn1ission to the cultural code Ylhich idet1tifi.es cruising Vv'ith 
Don Juanis,m. 

The Tricks repeal themselves; the subject is on a treadmill., 
Repetition is an ambiguous form; sometimes it denotes failure, 
impotence; sometimes it can be read as an aspiration, the 
stubborn movement of a quest which is not to be discouraged; 
we might very \\'ell cake the cruising narrative as the metaphor 
of a mystical experien,ce (perhaps this has even been done; for 
in literature everything exists:: the problem is to knO\I\' where). 
Neithe_r one of these interpretations, apparently, suirs Tricks: 
neither alienation nor sublimation; y,et something like the me .. 
thodical conquest of happiness (specifically designated, carefully 
boundaried: discontinuous). The flesh is not sad (but it is q'uite 
an art to, convey as much). 

Renaud Cam,us's Tricks ha·ve an inimitable tone. It derives 
from the fact that the writing here imitates an ethic of ,dialogue. 
This ethic is that of Good WiU, \vhich is surely the virtue most 
contrary to th,e amorous pursuit, and hence the rarest. Whereas 
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ordinarily a kind of harpy presides over the erotic contract, 
leaving each party within a chilly solitude, here it is the goddess 
Eunoia, the Eumenid, the Kindly One, who accompanies the 
two partners; certainly, in literary terms, it must be very agree· 
able to b,e ''tricked'' by Renaud Camus, even if his companions 
do not always seem aware of this privilege (but we,. the readers, 
a.re the third ear in these dialogues: thanks to us, this bit of 
Good Will has not be,en vouchsafed in vain). Moreover, this 
goddess has her retinue: Politeness, Kindness, Humor, Generous 
Impulse, like the one which seizes the narrator (while tricking 
with an American) and causes his wits to wander so amiably 
with regard to the author ,of this preface. 

Trick the ,en.counter which takes place only once: more than 
cruising, less than love: an intensity, which passes without r,egret. 
Consequently, for me, Trick becomes the metaphor for many 
adventures which are not sexual; the encounter of a glance, a 
gaze, an idea, an image, ephemeral and forceful association, 
which consents to dissolve so lightly, a faithless benevolence: a 
way of not getting stuck in desire, though without evading it; 
all in all, a kind of wisdom. 

Preface to Rena.ud Camus's Tricks (Persona), 1979 
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it occurs without any apparent reason. Music, for Stendhal, is 
the symptom of the mysterious action by which he inaugurated 
his transference the symptom, i.e., the thing which simulta
neously produces and masks passion's irrationality. For once 
the opening scene is established, Stendhal constantly reproduces 
it, like a lover trying to regain that crucial thing which rules so 
large a share of our actions: the first pleasure. ''I arrive at seven 
in the evening, tormented with fatigue; I run to La Scala. My 
j,ou rney was justified,'' etc.: like some madm.an disembarking in 
a city favorable to his passion and rushing that very evening to 
the haunts of pleasure he has already located. 

The signs of a true passion are always somewhat incongruous, 
the objects of transference always tending to become tenuous, 
trivial, unforeseen ... I once knew some,one who loved Japan 
the way Stendhal loved Italy; and I recognized the same passion 
in him by the fact that he loved, among other things, the red
painted fireplugs in the Tokyo streets, just as Stendhal was mad 
for th,e cornstalks of the •'luxuriant" Milanese campagna, for 
the sound of the Duomo's eight bells, ''perfectly intonate 1" or for 
the pan-fried cutlets that reminded him of Milan. In this erotic 
promotion of what is commonly taken for an insignificant detail, 
we recognize a constitutive element of transference (or of 
passion): partiality. In the love of a foreign country there is a 
kind of reverse racism: one is delighted by Difference, one is 
tired of the Same, one exalts the Other; passion is Manichaean 
for Stendhal, the wrong side is France, i.e., I.a patrie for it is 
the site of the Father and the right side is Italy, i.e., la matrie, 
the space in. which ''the Women'' are assembled (not forgetting 
that it was the child's Aunt Elisabeth, the maternal grandfather':s 
sister, who pointed her finger toward a co,untry lovelier than. 
Provence, where according to her the ''good'' side of the family, 
the Gagnon branch, originated). This opposition is virtually 
physical: Italy is the natural habitat, where Nature is recovered. 
under the sponsorship of Women, ''who listen to the natural 
genius of the country,'' co11trary to the men, who are ''spoiled 
by the pedants''; France, on the contrary, is a place repugnant 
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''to the point of physical disgust." All of us who have known 
Stendhal's passion for a foreign country (this was also my case 
for Italy, which I discovered belatedly, in Milan, at the end of 
the nineteen-fifties then for Japan) are familiar with the in· 
tolerable annoyance of encountering a compatriot in the adored 
country: ''I must confess, though it goes against the national 
honor,, that finding a Frenchman in Italy can destroy my 
happiness in a momen.t''; Stendhal is visibly a specialist in such 
inversions: no sooner has he crossed the Bidas.soa than he is 
charmed by the Spanish soldiers and customs officers;, he has 
that rare passion, the passion for the other or to put it more 
subtly: the passion fo·r that other which is in himself. 

Thus, Stendhal is in love with Italy: this is not a sentence to 
be taken metaphorically, as I sh.all try to show. ''It is like love," 
he says: ''and yet I am not in love with anyone.'' This passion is 
not in the least vague; it is invested, as I have said, in specific 
details; but it remains plural. What is loved and indeed what is 
enjoyed are collections, concomitances: contrary to the romantic 
project of Amour fou, it is not Woman who is adorable in Italy, 
but always Women; it is not a pleasure which Italy affords, it is 
a simultaneity, an ov·erdetermination of pleasures: La Scala, the 
veritable eideti 1c locus of Italian delights, is not a theater in the 
wo,rd's banally fun,ctional sense (to see what is represented); it 
is a polyphony of pleasures: the opera itself, the ballet, the 
,conversation, the gossip, love, and ices (gelati, crepe, and pezzi 
duri). This amorous plural, analogous to that enjoyed today by 
someone ''cruising,'' is evidently .a Stendhalian principle: it 
involve·s an implicit theory of irregular discontinuity which can be 
said to be simultaneo.usly aesthetic, psychologicalt and meta
physical; plural passion, as a matter of fact---0nce its excellence 
has been acknowledged nece.ssitates leaping from one object 
to another, as chance presents them, without experiencing the 
slightest sentiment of guilt with regard to the disor 1der such a 
procedure involves. This conduct is so, conscious in Stendhal 
that he comes to recognize in Italian music which he loves a 
principle of irregularity quite homologous to that of dispersed 
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love,: in performing their music, Italians do not observe tempo,~ 
tempo occurs among Germans; on one side, the German noise, 
the uproar of German music, beating out an implacable measure 
(

0 the first tempisti in the worldn); on the other., Italian operat 
summa of discontinuous a11d untamed pleasures: this is the 
natural, guaranteed by a civilization of women. 

In Stendhal's Italian system, Music has a privileged place 
because it can replace everything else: it is the degree zero of 
this system: according to the needs of enthusiasm, it replaces 
and signifies journeys, Women, the other arts. and in a general 
manner any sensation. Its signifyin,g status, precious above all 
others, is to produce effects without our having to inquire as to 
their causes, since these causes are inaccessible., Music constitutes 
a kind of primal state of pleasure: it produces a pleasure on,e 
always tries to recapture but never to explain; hence. it is the 
site of the pure effect, a central nolion of the Stendhalian 
aesthetic. Now, what is a pure effect? An effect severed from 
and somehow purified of any explicative reason, i.e., ultimately:. 
of any responsible reason. Italy is the country where Stendhal,, 
being neither entirely a traveler (a tourist) nor entirely a native., 
is voluptuously delivered from the responsibility of the citiun; 
if Stendhal were an Italian citizen. he would die 0 poison,ed by 
melancholy0

: whereas, a Milanese by affection rather than civil 
status, he need merely harvest the brilliant effects of a civilization 
for which he is not responsible. I have been able to experience 
the convenience of this devious dialectic myself: I used to love 
Morocco, I often visited the country as a tourist, even spending 
rather long vacations there; therefore, it occurred to me to 
spend a year there as a professor: the magic vanished; ,con
f ranted by administrative and professional problems, I plunged 
into the ungrateful worl1d of causes and allegiancest I surren
dered Festivity for Duty (this is doubtless what happened to 
Stendhal as consul: Civitavecchia was no longer Italy). l believe 
we must include within Stendhal's Italian sentiment this fragile 
status of innocence: Milanese Italy (and, its Holy of Holies, La 
Scala) is literally a Paradise, a place without Evil, or again-let 
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us put matters positively-the Sovereign G,ood: '~When I am 
with the Milanese and speak their dialectt I forget that men are 
wicked, and the whole wicked aspect of my own soul instantly 
falls asleep.'' 

This So\·ereign Good, howevert must express itself: hence, it 
must confront a power which is not at aH innocent, language. 
This is necessary~, first of all, because the Good has a natural 
force of expansion,, it constantly opens out to\\rard expression, 
seeks at all costs to communicate itself, to be shared; then, 
because Slendhal is a writer and because for him there is no 
fulfillment from y..~hich the 'r\o'ord is absent (and in this his Italian 
,delight has nothi,ng mystical about it). Now, paradoxical as it 
seems, Stendhal is uncertain ho\\t to express Italy: or rather,. he 
speaks it, he sings itJ he does not represent it; he proclaims his 
love,. but he cannot express it,. or,. as we say nowadays (a metaphor 
from drivin,g), he cannot negotiate it. This he knows, this ,he 
suffers from, this he complains of; he constantly observes that 
he cannol 0 render his thought," and thac to explain the differ
ence his passion propo:ses between Milan and Paris uis the height 
of diffiiCulty _,, Hence" fiasco 'lies in wait for lyric desire as '"~en. 

All his accounts of Italian travels are strewn \\'Ith decJarations 
<)f love and of failures of expression. The fiasco of style has a 
name: platitude; Stendhal has at his disposal only one emp'ly 
word: beautiful C~heau," ''belle"): "In all my life, I have never 
seen so many beautiful women together; their beauty made me 
lower my eyes." '''The most beautiful eyes I have ever encoun
tered I saw that evening; such eyes are as beautifu] and their 
expression as celestial as those of Mme Teal,di . . . ,, A,nd i,n 
order 'lO vivify this litany, he has only the emptiest of figures, 
the su,perlative: ,;'The women's heads, on the contrary, often 
reveal the most impassioned finesse" uniting the rarest beauty1" 
etiC. This ''ere." which I am adding, but 'Nhich emerges from 
our reading, is importantt for it yields up the secret of this 
impotence or perhaps~ despite Stendhal's complaints, of this 
indifference to variation: the monotony of Italian travel is quite 
simply algebraic: the "'Tord, the syntax, in their platitudet refer 
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exped.itiously to a different order of signifiers; once this refer· 
ence is suggested., Stendhal moves on to some·thing else., i.e. 1 

repeats the operation: "This is as beautiful as Haydn's liveliest 
symphonies.u 0 Th,e men's faces at the ball that night would have 
afforded magnificent models to sculptors of busts like Danneker 
or Chantrey."' Stendhal does not describe the thing, he does not 
even describe the effect; he simp.ly says~ there, there is an effect; 
I am intoxicated~ transported, touched, dazzled, etc. In other 
w·ords, che platitudinous word is a cipher, it refers to a system 
of sensations; we must re.ad Stendhars Italian discourse like a 
figured bass. Sade employs the same procedure: he describes 
beauty very poorly, platitudinously and rhetorically; this is 
because beauty is merely the element of an algorithm whose 
goal is to construct a system of practices. 

What Scendhal wanls to construct is,. so to speak,. a non
systematic set,. a perpetual flow of sensations: that Italy, he says" 
"which is in truth merely ar1 occasion for sensations.It From the 
point of view of discourse, then, there is an initial evaporation 
of the thing: "I am not claiming to say what things are, I am 
describing rhe sensation they produce upon me." Does he rea1ly 
describe it? Not really; he says it, indicates it, and asserts it 
without describing it. For it is just here, with sensation, that the 
difficulty of language begins; it is. not easy to 0render~t a sensation: 
you recall that famous scene in Jules Romains~s play Knock in 
which the old peasant woman, ordered by the implacable doctor 
to say how she feels, hesitates in her confusion between °it 
tickles0 and 0 it itches,. ~a me chatouille I fa me gratouille]. Any 
sensationJ if we want to respect its vivacity and its acuity,. leads 
to aphasia. Now Stendhal must go quickly. that is the constrai.nt 
of his system; for what he wants to note is 0 the sensation of the 
moment"; and the moments1 as we have seen apropos of tempo.,. 
occur irregularly, refractory to measure. Hence, it is by fidelity 
to his system 1 fidelity to the very nature of his Italy,. 0 a country 
of sensations)0 that Stendhal seeks a rapid writing: in order to 
proceed quickly" sensation is subjected to an elementary stenog
raphy,. to a kind of expedient grammar of discourse in which 
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preamble of The Charterhoust~, which Stendhal was quite righl lo 

retainf despite Balzac~s reservations: festivity. i.e.~ tl1e very 
transcendence of egotism. 

In short, what has happened-what has transpired-between 
the travel journals and The Charterhouse, is writing. Writing
which is what? A power, probable fruit of a long initiation, 
which annuls 'the sterile immobility of the amorous image
repertoire and gives its adventure a symbolic generality. When 
he was youngt in the days of Rome, Naples, Flo,renct, Stendhal 
could write~ 0 

.... when I 'tell lies, I am like M. ,de Goury, I am 
bored0

; he did not yet kno'v that there existed a lie, the lie of 
novels,, which would be-miraculously-both the detour of truth 
and the finally triumphant expression of his Italian passion. 

Tel Q~l, 1980 





Writers, Intellectuals, Teachers 

What foUows depends on the idea that there is a basic link 
between teaching and speech. This is a very old observation 
(has not the whole of our teaching emerged from Rhetoric?), 
but we can frame it differently, nowadays, from, the way we 
used to; first of all, because there is a (political) crisis in teaching; 
then, because (Lacanian) psychoanalysis has exposed the twists 
and turns of la paro/.e vide; finally, because the opposition be'tween 
speech and writing has become so obvious that '4.-'e must be,gin 
deducing 'its effects. 

As, opposed to the teacher, who is on the side of speech, let 
us call any operator of langt1age on the side of writing a wn~ter; 
between the two, the intellectual: the subject who prints and 
publishes his speech. There is virtually no incompatibility be
tween the teacher's language and 'the intellectual's (they fre· 
quently coexist in one and the same individual); but the writer 
is alone, separate: writing begins at the point where speech 
becomes impossible (as the word is used about a child). 

Two constraints 

Speech is irreversible: a word cannot be retraced except precisely 
by saying that one retracts it. Here, to cancel is to add; if I want 
to erase what I have just saidt I can do so only by showing the, 
eraser itself (I must say: ~~or rather .. ., , ~, u/ expressed myself badly 
. ~ . "),; paradoxically, it is ephemeral speech which is indelible, 
not monumental writing. There is nothing to be done with 
speech but add on more. T'he corrective and perfective move ... 
ment of speech is a stammer, a fabric that frays out as it knits, 
itself together, a chain of augmentalive corrections which is 'th,e 
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chosen abo,de of the unconscious part of our discourse (it is no 
accident that psychoanalysis is linked to speecht not to writing: 
a dream is not written): the eponymous figure of the s,peaker is 
Penelope. 

Nor is this all: we cannot make ourselves understood (properly 
or poorly) unless we maintain. as we speak, a cercain speed of 
delivery. We are like a bicyclist or a film-doomed to keep 
riding or turni,ng if we are to avoid falling or jamming; silence 
and hesitation are both denied us: articulatory speed subjugates 
each point of the sentence to what immediately precedes or 
follows it (impossible to "ventureu the word in the direction of 
odd or alien paradigms); context is a structural datum not of 
language but of speech; nowt context by its very status is 
reductive of meaning, the spoken word is 0 clear.,; such clarity 1 

the banishmenc of po1lysemy, serves the Law: all sp,eech is on the 
side of the Law. 

Anyone preparing to speak (in a teaching situation) must 
become conscious of the staging imposed. by the use of speech~ 
by the simple effect of a natural determination (which derives 
from its physical nature: that of ariculatory breathing). This 
staging develops in the following way. Either the speaker chooses 
the role of Authority in all good faitht in which case it is sufficient 
to uspeak well/' i.e., to speak in accordance with the Law inherent 
in all speech: without scammering, at 'the right speed; or again 
cl,early (this is what :is asked of good pedagogical discourse: 
clarity, authority); the distinct sentence is a sentence indeed:, 
sentenl'iat a penal speech. Or else the speaker is hampered by 
the Law which his speech will introduce into what he wants to 
say; of course, he cannot spoil his delivery (which condemns 
him to ''clarity0

), b1ut h,e can apologize for speaking (for laying 
down the Law): in this case he uses the irreversibility of speech 
to breach its le,gality; he corrects himself, adds on, stammers, 
enters into the infinitude of language. superimposes up<ln the 
si,mple message expected of him a new message which spoils 
the very notion of m,essage, and by the shimmer of blemishes 
an,d mistakes with which he accompanies his speech linet he 
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asks us to believe with him, that language is not reduced to 
communication. By all these operations, which bring his sta.m· 
mering closer to the Texrt the imperfect orator hopes to 
attenuate the ungrateful role which makes every speaker a kind 
of policeman"' Yet, at the end of this effort to "speak badly,'~ 
there is still a role which is imposed upon him: for the audience 
(nothing co do with the reader), trapped in its own image
repertoire, receives this fumbling as so many signs of weakness 
and offers him the image of a human. all too human master:: a 
liberal one. 

The choice is grim: conscientious functionary or free artist, 
the teacher escapes neither the theater of speech nor the Law 
staged within it: for the Law is pro,duced, not in what he says, but 
in the fact that he speaks at all. In order to subvert the Law (and 
not simply to get around it), he would have to dismantle all 
vocal deli,very t the speed and rhythm of words, until he achieved 
an altogether different intelligibility-or else not speak at all; but 
then he wo1uld be back in other roles: either that of the ,great 
silent mind, heavy with experience and reserve, or that of the 
militant who in the name of praxis dismisses all discourse as 
trivial. No hel,p for it: language is always on the side of power; 
to speak is to exercise a will to power: in the space of speech. 
no innocence,. no safety .. 

The sum,mary 

Statutorily~ the teacherts discourse is marked by this character
istic: that it can (or may) be summarized (this is a privilege it 
shares wilh the discourse of politicians). In French schools, for 
example, there is an exercise known as text reduction; an expres
sion which nicely expresses the ideology of the summary: on 
one side there is "thought,." object of the message, element of 
a,ction, of knowledge, a transitive or critical force, and on the 
other there is ''style/t an ornamen't associated with luxury, 
idleness, hence with the trivial; to separate thought from style 
is in a sense to rid discourse of its sacerdotal garments~ to 
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:secularize the messa,ge (whence the bourgeois identification of 
teacher and politician); "form/' it is assumed, is compressible, 
and such compression is not regarded as essentially detrimental: 
from a distance, i.e., from our Western promontory, i.s there really 
such a difference between the head of a living Jivaro and a 
shrunken Jivaro head? 

It is difficult for a teacher to see the ''notes" taken during his 
lectures; he has no desire to do so, either out of discretion (for 
nothing is more personal than '''notes," despite the formal 
character of this practice) or else, more likely, out of fear of 
discovering himself in a reduced version, dead yet substantialt 
like a Jivaro ''treatedt' by his fellow tribesmen; not kno\\'ing if 
what is taken (siphoned) out of the How of speech is erratic 
statements (formulae, sentences) or the gisl of an argument; in 
either case, what is lost is the supplement~ just "'~here the stake of 
the language is advanced: the summary is a disavO\\fal of writing. 

Con verse ly. the ref ore~ Yle may call a ""vriterH (this \.vord always 
designating a practice, not a social value) any sender \i\o'hose 
"message'' (thereby immediately destroying its nature as mes ... 
sage) cannot be summarized: a condition Vv'hich the vY·riter shares 
with the madman, the compulsive talker~ and the mathematician, 
but \·Vhich it is precisely "'Tiling's task (i.e., the task of a certain 
practice of the signifier) to specify~ 

The teaching relationship 

Ho\\' can the teacher be identified "~ith the psychoanalyst? It is 
precisely the contrary Ylhich occurs: it is the teacher v.t ho is 
psychoanalyzed .. 

ln1agine that I am a teacher: I speak, endlessly, for and 
before someone \vho does not speak. I an1 the one who says I 
(the detours of one or we, of the impersonal sentence, are 
insignificant), I am the one \'\tho, under the cover of an exposl'tion 
(of something kno\\' .. n), proposes a discourse, without ever knowing 
how it is receivedt so that l can never have the reassurance of a 
definitive (even if damaging) image \\lhich might constitute me: 
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.in the expose, more aptly named than we assume,. it is not 
knowledge which is exposed, it is the subject (who exposes himself 
to ·painful adventures) .. The mirror is. empcy: it reflects only the 
defection of my language as it emerges. Like ·the Marx Brothers 
disguised as Russian aviators (in A Night at the Opera-a work I 
regard as an allegory of many textual probtems)t I begin my 
expose decked ouc in a big false beard; b·ur, gradually flooded by 
·the rising tide of my own speech (a substitute for the pitcher of 
water on the rostrum of the Mayor of New York from which 
the mute Harpo greedily drir1ks), I feel my beard peeling off in 
front of everyone: no sooner have I made the audience smile 
by some "clever'' remarkt no sooner have I reassured it by some 
"progressive" stereotype, than I feel the complacency of such 
provocalions; I regret the hysterical pulsiont I'd like to retract 
it, preferring (too late) an austere discourse to a "smart'' one 
(butt in the contrary case, it is the '~severity" of the discourse 
which seems hysterical to· me); should some smile answer my 
remarkst o,r some assent my intimidation, I am immediately 
convinced that such m.anifestacions of complicity are produced 
by fools or flatterers (I am here describing an imaginary process); 
though it is I who want a response and take steps to provoke 
it, once the response comes, I am suspicious; and if the discourse 
I offer chills or postpones any response at all~ I do not feel l 
am any more on pitch o·n that accounc for then I must glory in 
the solitude of my speech, furnish it the alibi. of m:issionary 
discourse (science,. trulh, etc.). 

Hence, in accordance with psychoanalytic description (Lacan~s, 
whose perspicacity here any speaker ¥.'ill confirm), when the 
teacher speaks to his audience, the Other :is always there, 
puncturing his discourse; and his diseiourse, though sustained by 
an impeccable intelligence,. armed with sci.entific '·rigor,, or 
·political Hradicality' n wou Id still be pu net u red: it SU ffices that I 
s.peakt rhat my speech flows, for it to flow a\\'ay. Of course, 
though every professor is in the posture of an analysand, no 
student audience can claim the advantage of the converse 
situation; first, because there is nothing preeminent about 
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whom you cannot place with regard to the image he asks of you 
becomes disturbing); (2) to act as a relay, to extend himJ to 
spread his ideas, his style,. far afield; (3) to let himself be seduced, 
to assent to a loving relationship (granting all the sublimations, 
all 'the distances, all the forms of respect consonant with social 
reality and with the anticipated futility of this relationship); last, 
to permit him to honor the contract he himself has entered into 
with his employer, i.e .• with society; the person taught is part 
of a (remunerated) practice~ the object of a craft, the substance 
of a production (however delicate to define). 

On his side, herej pell-mell, is what the person taught asks of 
the teacher; ( 1) to guide hirn to a favorable professional inte ... 
gration; (2) to fulfill the roles traditionally devolving upon the 
teacher (scientific authority, transmission of a body of knowl
edget etc.); (3) to reveal the secrets of a technique (of research, 
of examinations, etc.); (4) under the banner of that secular saint 
Method, to be an initiator of ascesist a guru; (5) to represent a 
"movement of ideas,0 a School, a (:ause, to be its spokesman; 
(6) 10 admit himt the student, into the complicity of a private 
language; (7) for those obsessed by the thesis (a timid practice of 
writing, both disfigured and defended by its institutional final
ity), to guarantee the reality of this fantasy; (8) last, the teacher 
is asked to lend his services:, to sign forms, recommendations,. 
etc. 

This is simply a Topic, a set of choices which are not aH 
necessarily actualized at the same time in one individuaL Yet it 
is at the level of contractual totality that the comfort of the 
teaching relation is worked out: the "goodu teacher, the "goodn 
student are those who philosophically accept the plurality of 
their determinations, perhaps because they know that the truth 
of a relationship of speech is el.sewhere. 

Research 

What is a piece of "research0 ? To find out, we need some idea 
of what a "result'~ might be. What does one find? What does 
one want to find? What is missing? In which axiomatic field will 
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the phenomenon be isolated, the meaning revealed, the statistical 
discovery placed? No doubt, in each case this depends on the 
particular science solicited. But once a piece of research concerns 
the text (and the text reaches much farther than the work), the 
researc:h itself becomes textJ production: any '1'result'' is literally 
im-pertinent. 0 Research/' then, is the discreet name which, under 
the constraint of certain social conditions, we give to the work 
of writing: research is on the side of writing, it is an adventure 
of the signifier, an excess of exchange; it is impossible to maintain 
the equation of a ''result0 again5t a piece of '~research.'' This is 
why the discourse to which a pie,ce of research must be submitted 
(in 'teaching it) has a purpose beyond its parenetic function 
(''Write!'''): it is intended to recall 0 research'U to its epistemological 
condition: whatever it seeks~ it must not forget its nature as 
language-and it is this which ultimately makes an encounter 
with writing inevitable. In writing, the speech-act 0 deceives" the 
message by the effecc of the language which produces it: this 
adequately defines the critical, 0 progressive,0 unsatisfied, pro
ductive element which even common usage grants to '·research. tJ 

Such is the historical role of research~ to teach the scholar he 
speaks (but if he knew this. he would write-and the whole idea 
of science 1 scientificity itself, would be (hanged thereby). 

The destruction of ,stere,otypes 

Someone writes me that "a group of revolutionary students is 
preparin,g a destruction of the structuralist myth."' The expres· 
sion delights me by its stereotypical consistency: the destruction 
of the myth begins, from the statement of its putative agentst 
with the finest myth of all: the '''group of revolutionary studentsn 
is quite as goo,d as "war widows" or "old soldiers." 

Csually the stereotype is a sad business because it is constituted 
by a necrosis of language~ a prosthesis used to plug a h,ole in 
writing; but at the same time it can only provoke a huge burst 
of laughter: it takes itself seriously; suppos,es itself closer to the 
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truth because indifferent to its nature as language: it is both 
corny and sole,mn. 

To distance the stereotype is not a political task, for political 
language itself is constituted by stereotypes;, but a critical one, 
i.e., one seeking to put language in a state of crisis. Initially, 
this permits us to isolate that speck of ideology contained in all 
political discourse, and to attack it like an acid capable of 
dissolving the fats of ''natural'' language (i.e., of the language 
which pretends not to know it is language). Then, it is a way of 
breaking with the mechanistic conception which makes language 
the simple response to stimuli of situation or of action; it sets 
the production of language in opposition to its simple and 
fallacious utilization. Further, it disturbs the Other's discourse 
and constitutes, in short, a permanent operation of pre-analysis. 
Last of all: the stereotype is at bottom a form of opportunism: 
one conforms to the ruling language, or rather to what, in lan
guage, seems to rule (a situation, a privilege, a. struggle, an 
institution, a movement, a science, a theory, etc.); to speak in 
stereotypes is to side with the power of language; it is this 
opportunism which must (today) be refused. 

But can one not ''transcend''t stereotypes instead of ''destroy
ing'' them? Such a solution is unrealistic;, the operators of 
language have no power except to empty what is full; language 
is not dialectical: it allows only a two-stage movement. 

The chain of discourses 

It is because language is n<>t dialectical (permitting the third 
term only as a formula, a rhetorical assertio,n. a pious hope) 
that discourse (discursivity), in its historical development, moves 
by fits and Slarts. Each new discourse can emerge only as the 
paradox which reverses (and often opposes) the surrounding or 
preceding doxa; it can be generated only as difference, distinc
tion, standing out against what sticks to it. For instance, Chom· 
sk}·an theory is built up against Bloomfieldian behaviorism; then, 
once linguistic behaviorism has been liquidated by Chomsky, it 
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The danger of Method (of a fixation upon Method) comes 
from this: research work must satisfy two demands; the first is 
a dem,and for responsibility: the work must increase lucidity, 
expose the implications of a procedure, the alibis of a langu,age
in short, must constitute a critique (let us recall once again that 
to criticize means to call into crisis); here Method is inevitable, 
irreplaceable, not for its ''results'' but precisely--or on the 
contrary because it realizes the highest degree of consciousness 
of a language which does not forget itself; but the second demand 
is of a very different order: it is the demand for writing, for a 
space of desire's dispersion, where Law is dismissed; hence, it 
is necessary, at a certain moment, to turn against Method, or at 
least to regard it without any founding privilege, as one of the 
voices of plurality: as a view, in short, a spectacle, mounted 
within the text the text which is, after all, the only ''true'' result 
of any research. 

Questions 

To question is to want to know something. Yet, in many 
intellectual discussions, the questions which follow the lecturer's 
remarks are in no way the expression of a ''want," but th.e 
assertion of a plenitude. In the guise of questioning, I mount 
an aggression against the speaker; to question then takes on its 
police meaning: to questi,on is to interpellate. Yet the interpellated 
subject must pretend to answer the letter of the question, not 
its ''addr,ess. '' So a game is set up: although each side knows just 
what the other's intentions are, the game demands a response 
to the content, not to the way that content is framed.. If I am 
asked, in a certain tone, ''What's the use of linguistics7'' thereby 
signifying to me that it's of no use whatever I must naively 
pretend to answer: ''Linguistics is useful for this, for that,'' and 
not, in acco1rdance with the truth of the dialogue: ''Why are you 
attacking me7•' What I receive is the connotation; what I must 
give back is the denotation. In the space of speech, science and 
logic, knowledge and argument, questions and answers, prop-
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ositions and objections are the masks of the dialectical relation. 
Our intellectual discussions are as encoded as the old scholastic 
disputes; \Ve still have the stock roles (the '·sociologist/' the 
"Goldmannian.'' the HTelquelian," etc.), but contrary to the 
disputatio, \\'here these roles \\'ould have been ceremonial and 
have displayed the artifice of their function, our intellectual 
0 intercourse" alV¥"ays gives itse]f unatural" airs: it claims to 
exchange only signifiedsJ not signifiers. 

In the name of what? 

I speak in the name of what? Of a function? Of a body of 
kno\\tledge? ()fan experience? \\!hat do I represent? A scientific 
capacity? .A.n institution? A service? As a matter of factt I speak 
only in the name of a language: it is because I have written that 
I speak; Vw'riting is represented by its contrary, speech. T'his 
distorti.on means that in writing about speech I am doomed to 
the follo·\·ving aporrho·ea: denouncing speech's im.age--repertoire 
through writing·'s unreality~ thus. at present,, I am not describing 
any "authentic~' experience, I am not photographing any ''rear~ 
teaching, I am opening no '·~academic,'' dossier. For writing can 
tell the truth about language, but not the truth about reality 
(we are at present trying to learn \\'hat a reality without language 
might be). 

The standing position 

V\'hat could be a n1ore dubious situation than speaking for (or 
before) people who are standing ·or uncomfortably seated? 'What 
is being exchanged here? What is such discomfort the price of? 
What is my speech worth? Ho\\' could the hearer''s di~comfort 
fail to lead to questions about the validity of what he is .hearing? 
Is not the standing position eminently critical? And is this not 
how, on another scale, political consciousness begins: in discom-
fort? Listening refers me to the vanity of my oVw·n speech. its 
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price, for willy-nilly I am placed in a circuit of exchange; and 
listening i.s also the position of the person I address. 

Familiarity 

Occasionally-the wreckage of May '68-a student will speak to 
a teacher using the familiar tu form of address. This is a strong 
sig'nt a full sign, which refers to the most psychological of 
signifieds: the will to contestation or closeness-muscle. Since 
an e[hic of the sign is here imposed, it can be contested in its 
turn and a subtler semantics preferred; signs are to be dealt 
with against a, neutral background, and, in French, that background 
is the vous form of address a The tu form can escape the code 
only in cases where it constitutes a simplification of grammar (for 
example, in addressing a foreigner who speaks French poorly); 
in such cases, it is a matter of substituting a transitive practice 
for a symbolic behavior: instead of trying to signify just who I 
think the other is (and therefore just who I think I am), I simply 
try to make ,myself understood by him. But this recourse, toot 
is ultimately devious: the tu form becomes another form of 
escape behavior; when a sign displeases me, when the signifi
cation bothers me, I shift toward the operational: tl1e operational 
becomes a censorship of the symbolic, and thus a symbol, of 
asymbolism; many political and scientific discourses are marked 
by this shift (on which depends~ notablyt the entire linguistics 
of ucommunicationn)~ 

An odor of speech 

As soon as you have finished speakingJ the vertigo of the image 
begins: you exalt or regret what you have said, the way you 
have said it, you imagint yourself (you consider yourself as an 
image); speech is subject to remanencet it smells. 

Writing has no smell: produced (having accomplished its 
process of production)~ it falls~ not like a collapsing souffie but 
like a meteorite disappearing;, it wiH travel far from my body 
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in his final place. Then we should see that what musl be made 
reversible are not the social "roles'' ("'-that is the point of quibbli.ng 
over "'authority," over the 0 righf' to speak?) but the regions of 
speech. Where is speech?· In locution?· In lislening? In the returns 
of each? The problem is not to abolish the distinction of functions 
(the teacher, the student: after all, as Sade has taught us, order is 
a guarantee of pleasure) but to protect the instability andt so to 
speak, the vertigo of the sites of speech. In the reaching space. 
no one should anywhere be in his place (I am reassured by this 
constant displacement: \\'ere I to find M)' place, I should not even 
go on pretending to teach, l should give up). 

Yet does not the teacher have a fix.ed place-that of his 
remuneration, the place he has in the economy, in production? 
It is always the same problem we keep coming back to: the 
origin of a speech does not exhaust it; once the speech is spoken~ 
a thousand adventures happen to itJ its origin becomes confused,. 
all its effects are not in its cause; it is rhis redundancy which we 
are exploring. 

Tw·o criticisms 

The mistakes that can be made in typing a manuscript are so 
many meaningful incidents, and these incidents~ by analogy, 
help shed light on the behavior we must adopt with regard to 
meaning when we discuss a text. 

Either the word produced by the mistake (if a wrong letter 
disfigures it) signifies nothing, finds no textual contour; the 
code is simply interrupted: an asemic word is createdt a pure 
signifier; for example 1 instead of writing uofficer/! I write 
"offiver,0 which is meaningless. Or else the erroneous (mistyped) 
word~ without being the word I wanted to write, is a word which 
the lexicon permits identifying, which means something: if I 
write "ride" instead of 0 rude,H ·the new word exists-the phrase 
keeps a meaning, however eccentric; this is the path (the pith?) 
of puns, anagrams, of signifying metathesis, of spoonerisms: 
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there is a skid within the codes: meaning subsists, but plurali,zedt 
faked, withoul law of content, of message, of truth. 

Each of these two types of mis'lake figures (or prefigures) a 
type of criticism,. The first type dismisses all meaning of the 
supp,ort text: the text must lend itself only to a signifying 
effiorescence~ it is its phonism alone which is to be treated,, but 
not interpreted: \\te associate, Yt'e do not decipher; readin,g offiver 
instead of officer,, I ,gain access, by the mistake, to a right of 
association {I can make "offiver'' explode in the direction of 
•''off er," of "olive,,'' etc.); not only does the ear of this first criticism 
hear t'he cracklings of the phono-pickup~ but they are all it 
wants to hear-it will make them into a new music. In the 
second type of criticism, the "reading head0 rejects, nothing: it 
perceives both the meaning (s) and its cracklings. The (historical) 
stake of these two criticisms (I should like to be able to cal1 the 
field of the first signifiosis, and that of the second,. szgnifiance) is 
obviously different. 

The first has in its favor the signifier's right to spread out 
where it likes (\vhere it can?'): what lav.r and \\that meaning-
from Vvthat source?-would be entitled to constrain it? Once the 
philologic:al (monological) law has 'been relaxed and the text 
opened to plurality~ why stop,? Why refuse to take poly:semy to 
the point of asemy? In the name of what? Like any radical right, 
this one :supposes a utopian vision of freedom: we revoke the 
law immediately, outside of any h'istory, in defiance of any dialectic 
(which is Yt,,.hy this style of demand can seem ultimately petit~ 
bourgeois). H,owever~,, once ,it evades all tactical reason while 
nonetheless remaining implanted within a specific (and alien
ated) intellectual society, the signifier's disorder reverts to bys ... 
terical Vw"'anderin,g: by liberating, reading from all meaning) it is 
ultimately my reading, wh,ich I in1pose, for in this moment of 
History the subject's economy is nol yet transformed, and the 
rejection of meaning(s) is turned into subjectivity. At best, we 
can say that this radical criticism, defined by a forec)osure of 
the S'ignifier (and not by its escape).,, anticipates History J anticipates 
a new, unprecedented state in which the signifier's efflorescence 
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poverty and folklore-the plenitude of the other discourse, within 
which the proletariat itself is compelled to live, seeking survivalt 
diversion, etc.: this discourse is that of culture (it may be that, 
in Marx,s day, culture,s pressure on the prole,tariat was weaker 
than ic is today: there was as yet no "mass culture" because 
there was no "mass communicationu). How to attribute meaning 
for the struggle to what does not directly concern you? How 
could the proletariat determine, within itself, an interpretation 
of Zola, of Poussint of pop art, of the Sunday sports supplement, 
or the latest news item? In order to "interpret" all these cultural 
relaysf' the proletariat requires representatives: those whom Brecht 
calls the "artists,. or the "workers of the intellect'$ (the expressiont 
at least in French, is a mischievous one, the intellect being so 
nearly off the top of the head)~ those who have at their command 
the language of the indirect, the indirect as language; in short. 
oblates, who dedicate themselves to the proletarian interpretation 
of cultural phenomena,. 

But then begins, for these procurators of proletarian meaning. 
a real headache, for their class situation is not that of the 
proletariat: they are not producers----a negative situation they 
share '\\tith (student) youth, an equally unprod,uctive class with 
w'hich they usually form an alliance of language~ It follows from 
this chat culture, from which it is their responsibility to derive 
a proletarian meaning, ultimately refers them to themselves and 
not to the proletariat: How to evaluate culture? According to its 
origin? It is bourgeois .. According to its goal? Bourgeois again. 
According to diale,ctics? Although bourgeois, this does contain 
"progressiven elements; but what, on the level of discourse, distin
guishes dialectics from compromise? And then, with what in· 
struments? Historicism~ sociologism, positivism, formalism, 
psychoanalysis? Every one of them embourgeoisl. Some people 
will ultimately prefer to skip the headache: to dismiss all 
"culture,0 which obliges them to destroy all discourse. 

As it happens, even within an axiomatic field apparently 
clarified by the class struggle, the tasks are diverse~ sometimes 
contradictory, and above all established according to different 
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tenses. The axiomalic field consists of several individua:I axio
matics: cultural criticism develops successivelyt diversely,. and si ... 
multaneously by opposing the New to the Old, sociologism to 
historicism, economism to formalism, logico-positivism to psy
choanalysis, then again, by another turn~, monumental history to 
empirical sociology, the alien to the New, formalism to histori ... 
cism, psychoanalysis to s,cientism, etc. Applied to culture, critical 
discourse can only be a cross-hatching of tactics, a tissue of 
elements now past, now circumstantial (linked to contingencies 
of fashion),. and now frankly utopian: to the tactical necessities 
of the war of meanings is added the strategic conception of the 
new conditions which will be applied to the si,gnifier when this 
war is over: cultural cricicism, as a matter of fact~ must be 
im-pat:ient, bec:ause it cannot be carr:ied on without desire. Hence J 

all the discourses of Marxism are present in its writing: apologetic 
(to exalt revolutionary science),. apocalyptic (to destroy bourgeois 
culture), and eschatolog:ical (to desire, to call for the indivision 
of meaning, concomitant with the indivision of classes). 

,Our unconscious 

The problem we set ourselves is this: how can the two great 
eputemes of modernity, i.e.~ materialist and Freudian dialectics, 
be made to converge,, intersect) and produce a new human 
relation (nor is it to be excluded that a third term lurks in 
the inter.-.diction of the first two)? Which is to say: how to as
sist the inter-action of these two desires: to change the economy 
of the relations of production and to change the economy of 
the subject? (Psychoanalysis temporarily seems to us the power 
better suited to the second of these tasks; but other topics are 
imaginable, those of the East, for exam,ple.) 

This generalized task ,comes up against the foUowing question: 
What relation is there between class determination and the 
uncons,cious? By what displacement does this determination 
"slip''' between subjects? Certainly not by '~psychologyn (as 
if there were mental contents: bourgeois I pr,oletarian /in-
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tellectual, etc~), but obviously by language, by disc,ourse: the, 
Other-who speaks~ who is all speech-is ,socialA On one side, 
though the proletariat is separated. it is still bourgeois language~ 
in its degraded, petit·bf)urgeois form, which unconsciously 
speaks, in the proletariafs cultural discourse; and on the other 
side:, though the proletariat is mute, it speaks in the discourse, 
of the intellectual, not as a canonical, founding voice, but as an 
unconscious: it suffices to see how the proletariat strikes all our 
discourses (expHcit reference of the intellectual to the proletariat 
in no way prevents the proletariat from occupying, in our 
discourses, the place of the unconscious: the unconscious is not. 
, .. lack of consciousnessu); only the bourgeois discours,e of the 
bourgeoisie is tautolog,ical: the unconscio,us of bourgeois dis· 
course is indeed the Other '.t but that Other is a different bourgeois, 
discourse. 

Writing as value 

Evaluation prec:edes criticism~ There is no calling into crisis 
without evaluating. Our value is writing. This stubborn refer
ence, beyond the fact that it must often irritate, seems in some, 
people's eyes to involve a risk: the risk of developing a certain 
mystique .. T'he reproach is mischievous, for it inverts point by 
point the bearing we attribute to writing: that of being, in this 
little canton of our Western \\'Orld, the mat,erialist fie/,d par ex,cel· 
lenct. Though deriving f ron1 Marxism and from psychoanalysis~ 
the theory of writing tries to shift-Vtrithout breaking with-its 
place of origin; on one hand, it rejects the tem.ptat:ion of the 
signified, i.e., deafness to language, to the return and redun· 
dancy of its effects; on the otherj it is opposed to speech in that 
speech is not transferential and escapes-partially at least,, in 
very narrow, even particularist social limits-the rraps of '~dia
logue0; in 'lhis theory of W'Titin,g is the germ of a mass gesture; 
against all discourses (speeches, inauthentic writings, rituals, 
prolocols, social symbolics)~ only the theory of writing,. today, 
even in the form of a luxury, makes language into something 



To the Seminar 333 

and its members .. Even in this sense, however, this relation is 
not certain: I do not say v.·hat I knowt I set forth what 1 am 
doing; I am not draped in the interminable discourse of absolute 
knowledge, I am not lurking in the terrifying silence of the 
Examiner (every teacher-and this is the vice of the system-is 
a potential examiner); I am, neither a sacred (consecrated) subject 
nor a buddy, only a manager, an operator, a regulator: the one 
who gives rules, protocols, not laws~ My role (if I have one) is 
to clear the stage on which horizontal transferences will be 
established: what matters, in such a seminar (the site of its 
success), is not the relation of the members to the director but 
the relation of the members to each other. That is what must 
be said (as I have learned by dint of discovering the discomfort 
of overcrowded groupsJ where each member complaine,d of 
knowing nobody else): the famous '•teaching relation" is not the 
relation of teacher to taught. but the relacion of those taught to 
each other. The space of the seminar is not Oedipal but 
Phalansterial, Le., in a sense, novelistic (an offshoot of the novel: 
in Fourier's work, harmonian discourse ends in sno.tches of a novel: 
this is the amorous Ntw World); the novelistic is neither the false 
nor the sentimental; it is merely the circulatory space of subtle. 
flexible desires; within the very artifice of a 0 sociality '' whose 
opacity is miraculously reduced, it is the web of amorous 
relations. 

The third space is textual: either because the seminar assumes 
responsibility for producing a text, for writing, a book (by a 
montage of writings),; or because,, on the contrary, it regards 
its own-non-functional-practice as already constituting a 
text: the rarest text, one which does not appear in writing. A 
cerlain way of being together can fulfill the inscription of 
significance: there are writers sans book (I know some), there 
are texts which are not products but practices; it might 
even be said thal the "glorious0 text will some,day be a pure 

• practice. 
Of 'these three spaces, none is judged (disparaged, praise,d), 

none prevails over its neighbors. Each space is, in its turn, the 
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the beginning of a dislocation-separate discourse from the 
body: precisely those three-tenths whose fall defines style,. ac
cording to the actor Zeami (Japan, fourteenth century); "Move 
your mind to the ten-tenths, move your body to the seven-

h 
,,, 

tent s. -

Giddiness 

The etymology of giddiness is uncertain, hue it seems to derive 
from the presence of the god in wine .. We should not be surprised, 
then, if the seminar is so,mewhat "giddy,'' too: displaced beyond 
meaning,. beyond the Law, abandoned to a certain minor 
euphoriat ideas being generated as though by chance, indirectly, 
from a flexible listening, from a sort of swing of the attention 
(they \•.rant to "speak up.'' but it is "listening up" which intoxicates, 
displaces, subverts; it is in listening that the Law's defect is to 
be found). 

In the seminar, there is nothing to represent, to imitate; 
"grades,'J massive instrument of record, are out of place here; 
what is recorded, at an unpredictable rhythm, is only whatever 
traverses our liscening, what is generated by a 0 gidd,ytt listening. 
"Grades" are detached from knowledge as a model (a thing to 
copy); what is recorded is writin,g, not memory; grades are in 
production, not in representation (showing the grade). 

Practices 

Let us imagine-or remember-three educational practices. 
The first is teaching. A (previous) knowledge is transmitted by 

oral or written discourse, swathed in the flux of statements 
(books,. manualst lectures). 

The second is apprenticeship. The "masteru (no connotation of 
authority: instead, the reference is Oriental) works for hiniself in 
the apprentice's presence; he does not speak, or at least he 
sustains no discourse; his remarks are purely deictic: uHereJ" 
he says, ul do this in order to avoid that ... ·• A proficiency is 
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transmitted in silence,, a speccacle is put on (that of praxis), to 
which the apprenticet taking the staget is gradually introduced. 

The third is, mothering. When the child learns to walk, the 
mother neither speaks nor demonstrates; she does not teach 
walking,. she does not represent it ,(she does not walk before the 
child): she supports1 encourages,, calls (steps back and caHs); she 
incites an 1d surrounds: the child demands the mother and the 
mother desires the child's, walking ~ . ~ 

In the seminar (and this is its definition), all teaching is 
foreclosed: no knowledge is transmitted (but a knowledge can 
be created), no 1discourse is sustained (but a text is sought): 
leaching is disappointed~ Either someone works, seeks,,, produces,,, 
gathers, writes in the others, presence; or else all incite each 
other, call to each other, put into circulation the object to be 
produced,. the procedure to composet which thus passes from 
hand to hand, suspended from the thread of desire like the 
ring in round ,games. 

The chain 

At either extremity of the n1etaphor~ two images of the chain: 
onet abhorred. suggests th,e assembly line; the other~ volup,tuous. 
refers to the Sadean figureJ the ring of pleasure .. In the alienated 
chain, abjects are ,transformed (an automobile motor)1 subjects re~ 

pe.ated: the subject's repetition is the price of the merchandise 
pro1duced. In the chain of gratification, of knowledge, the object 
is indifferent~ but the subjects "pass~'' 

Such would be, more or less, the movement of the seminar: 
lo pass from one chain to the other. Along the first (classicalt 
institutional) chain, knowledge is constituted, increased, assumes 
the form of a specialty, i.e., of merchandise, while the subjects 
persistt each in his place (in the place of his ori,gin~ of his 
capacity. of his labor); but along the other chain, the object (the 
themet the question), being indirect or insignificant or aban ... 
doned, in any case severed from knowledge, is the stake of no 
pursuitt of no market: non-functional, perverse,, it is never 
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with them a book in process; let us show ourselves in the speech
act. 

The man of statements 

The Father (let us continue to speculate a little upon this 
principle of intelligibility) is the Speaker: he who sustains 
discourse(s) outside of praxis~ severed from an production; the 
Father is the Man of statements. Hence, nothing is more 
transgressive chan to surprise the Father in the speech~act; this 
is to surprise him in intoxication, in gratification, in erection: 
an intolerable (perhaps sacredt in the sense Bataille gave this 
word) spectacle~ which one of the sons attempts to conceal-for 
other¥iise Noah would lose his paternity. 

The one who shows, the one who states, the one "'~ho shows 
the statement, is no longer the Father. 

T'o teach 

1 .. o leach what occurs only once-what a contradiction in terms! Is 
not to teach,. invariably, to repeat? 

Yet this is what old Michelet believed he had done= ul have 
always been careful to teach only what I did not know . . . I 
have transmitted these things as they were thent in my passion
new, lively, blazing (and delightful for me), under love's first 
spell.'~ 

Guelf I Gh'ibelline 

This same Michelet opposed Guelf to Ghibelline. The Guelf is 
the man of the Law, the man of the Code" the l.,egist, the Scribe, 
the Jacobin. the Frenchman (shall we add the Intellectual?). 
The Ghibelline is the man of the feudal linkJ of the oath sworn 
in b'loodJ th,e man of affective devotion, the German (and a'lso 
Dante). If we could extend this great symbolics to such minor 
phenomena, we might say that the seminar has a Ghibelline 
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our lives, only as com~dy,. farce" masquerade: culture is accept
able, one might say, only in ,the .se'Cond degree-no longer as a 
direct value but as an inverted one: kitsch, plagiarism, game, 
pleasure, shimmer of a parody-language i'n which we believe and 
do not believe (the characteristic of farce), a f ragm,ent of pastiche; 
we are condemned to the anthology, short of rehearsing a moral 
philosophy of totality. 

To the s,eminar 

To the seminar: this, expression must be understood as a locativet 
as an encomium (like the one the poet von Schober and the 
composer Schubert addressed uAn die Mu.sik''), and as a dedi
cation. 



The Indictment 
Periodically Lodged . . . 

The indictment periodically l.odged against intellectuals (since 
the Dreyfus Affair. which saw, I believe, the birth of the word 
and of the notion) is an indictment of ma.gic: the intellectual is 
treated as a witch d 1octor might be by a tribe of dealers. 
businessmen, and jurists: he is the subject who upsets ideological 
interests. Anti-intellectualisn1 is a historical myth. linked no 
doubr to the rise of the petite-bourgeoisie .. Not long ago, Poujade 
gave this myth its crudest form r·'the fish rots from the head 
down't). Such an indictment can periodically excite the gallery. 
like any witch trials; yet its political danger must not be over
looked: it is quite simply fascism, whose first objective always 
and everywhere is to liquidate the intel1ectual class .. 

The intellectuars tas,ks are defined by these very resistances, 
the site from which they emanate; Brecht formulated them on 
several occasions: to decompose bourgeois (and petit-bourgeois) 
ideology, to study the forces v.'hich change the world and advance 
theory. These formulas must of course inclu·de many practices 
of writing and language (since the intellectual is assumed as a 
being of languaget and sin,ce language specifically jeopardize.s 
the assurance of a world which arrogantly sets "realities.0 against 
"words/• a.s if language were merely the futile decor of human
ity's more substantial interests) .. 

The intellectual's historical situation is anything but comfon
able, not because of the absurd indictments lodged against him, 
but because it is a dialectical situation: the intellectual's function 
is to criticize bourgeois language within the bourgeoisie's very 
regnum; he must be both an analyst and a utopiant must 
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to a true metonymy, the darkness of the theater is prefigured 
by the 0 twilighc reverieu (a prerequisite for hypnosis. according 
to Breuer-Freud) which precedes it and leads him from street 
to streett from poster to poster, finally burying himself in a dim. 
anonymous,. indifferent cube where that festival of affects known 
as a film will be presented. 

What does the 0 darkness'' of the cinema mean? (Whenever I 
hear the word cinema, 1 can•t help thinking hall, rather than 
film.) Not only is the dark the very substance of reverie (in the 
pre-hypnoid meaning of the term); it is also the ucolor" of a 
diffused eroticism; by its human condensation, by its absence ,of 
worldliness (contrary to the cultural appearance that has to be 
put in at any ulegitimate theater,,), by the relaxation of postures 
(how many members of the cinema audience slide down into 
their seats as if into a bed, coats or feet thrown over the row in 
front!), the movi,e house (ordinary model) is a site of availability 
(even more chan cruising), the inoccupation of bodies, which 
best defines mo,dern, eroticism-not that of advertising or strip
tease, but that of the big city. It is in this urban dark that the 
body•s freedom is generated; this invisible work of p,ossible 
affects emerges from a veritable cinematographic cocoon; the 
movie spectator could easily appropriate the silkworm's motto: 
lnclmum labor illustrat; it is because I am enclosed that I work 
and glow with all my desire. 

In this darkness of the cinema (anonymous, populated~ nu
merous--ohJ the boredom, the frustration of so-called private 
showings1) lies the very fascination of the film (any film). Think 
of the contrary experience~ on television, where films are also 
shown, no fascination; here darkness is erased, anonymity 
repressed; space is familiar, articulated (by furniture, known 
objects), tamed: the eroticism-no." to put it better, to get across 
the particular kind of lightnesst of unfulfillment we mean: the 
eroticization of the place is foreclosed: television doO"med us to 
the Family~ whose household instrument it has become-what 
the hearth used to be, Hanked by its communal kectle. 

* * * 
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In that opaque cube, one light: the film, the screen? Yes, of 
course. But also (especially?), visible and unperceived, that 
dancing cone which pierces the darkness like a laser beam. This 
beam is mintedt accor,ding to the rotation of its particles, into 
changing figures; we turn our face toward the currency of a 
gleaming vibration whose imperious jet brushes our skull, 
glancing off someone•s hair,. someone's face. As in the old 
hypnotic experimentst we are fascinated-without seeing it head
on-by this shining site, motionless and dancing. 

It's exactly as if a long stem of light had outlined a keyhole, 
and then we all peered,. flabbergasted, through that hole. And 
nothing in this ecstasy is provided by sound, music~ words? 
Usually-in current productions-the audio protocol can pro
duce no fascinated listening; conceived to reinforce the lifelikeness 
of the anecdote, sound is merely a supplementary instrument 
of representation; it is meant to integrate itself unobtrusively 
into the object sho,wn, it is in no way detached from this object; 
yet it would take very little in order to separate this sound track: 
one displaced or magnified sound~ the grain of a voice milled 
in our eardrums, and· the fascination begins again; for it never 
comes except from artifice, or better scill: from the artifact-like 
the dancing beam of the projector-which comes from overhead 
or to the side, blurring the scene show,n by the screen yet withou,t 
distorting its image (its gestalt, its meaning). 

For such is the narrow range-at least for me-in which can 
function the fascination of film, the cinematographic hypn,osis: 
I must be in the story (there 1nust be verisimilitude), but I must 
also be elsewhere~ a slightly disengaged image-repertoire, rhat is 
what I must have-like a scrupulous, conscientious, organizedt 
in a word difficult fetishist, that is what I require of the film and 
of che situation in which I go looking for it. 

The film image (including the sound) is what? A lure. I am 
confined with the image as if I were held in that famous dual 
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relation which establishes the image-repertoire. The i.mage is 
there~ in front of me, for me: coalescent (its signified and its 
signifier melted togeth.er), analogical, total, pTegnant; it is a 
perfect lure: I fling myself upon it like an animal upon the 
scrap of ~ 4 1ifeliket! rag held out to him; andt of course) it sustains 
in me the misreading attached to Ego and to image-repertoirea 
In the movie theater, however far away I am sitting~ l press my 
nose against the screen's mirror, against that uother"' image
repertoire with which I narcissistically identify myself (it i.s said 
that the spectators who choose lo sit as c]ose to the screen as 
possible are children and movie buffs); the image captivates me, 
captures me: I am glued to the representation~ and it is ihis g]ue 
which established the naturalness (the pseudo·nature) of the 
filmed. s,cene (a glue prepared with all the ingredients of 
'~lechniquen); the Real knows only distances, the Symbolic knows 
only masks; the image alone (the image-repertoire) is close, only 
the image is utrue" (can produce the resonance of truth). Actually, 
has not the image, statutorily J au the characteristics of the 
ideological? The historical subject, like the cinema spectator I am 
imagining, is also glued to ideolo.gical discourse: he experiences 
its coalescence, its analogical security, its naturalness, its '~truth'': 
it is a lure (our lure, for who escapes it?); the Ideological "'Toul1d 
actually be the image-·repertoire of a period of history~ the 
Cinema of a society; like the film which lures its clientele, it 
even has its photograms; is not the stereotype a fixed image, a 
quotation to which our language is glued? And in the common
place have we not a dual relation: narcissistic and maternal? 

Hov...· to come unglued from the mirror? I'll risk a pun to 
answer: by taki1ig off (in the aeronautical and narcotic sense of 
the term) .. Of cottrse, it is still possible to conceive of an art 
·which v.-·ill break the dual circlet the fascination of film, and 
loosen the glue, the hypnosis of the lifelike (of the analogical), 
by some recourse to the spectator's critical vision (or listening); 
is this not what the Brechtian alienation-effect involves? Many 
lhings can help us to ucome out of' (imaginaTy and/or ideolog· 
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ical) hypnosis: the very methods of an epic art, the spectator·s 
culture or his ideological vigilance; contrary to classical hysteria, 
the image-repertoire vanishes once one observes that it exists. 
But there is another way of going to the movies (besides being 
armed by the discourse of counter~ideology); by letti,ng oneself 
be fascinated twice over, by the image and by its surroundings
as if I had two bodies at the same time: a narcissistic body which 
gazes, lost. into the engulfing mirror, and a perverse body, 
read,y to fetishize not the image but precisely what exceeds it: 
the texture of the sound, the hall, the darkness, the obscure 
mass of the other bodies, the rays of light, entering the theater, 
leaving the hall; in, short, in order to discance, in order to "take 
off, 0 1 complicate a "relation ° by a usituation. t, What I use to 
distance myself from the image---that. ultimately, is what fasci· 
nates me: I am hypnotized by a dista,nce; and this distance is 
not critical (intellectual); it is, one might say, an amorous 
distance: would rhere be. in rhe cinema itself (and caking the 
word at its etymological suggestion) a possible bliss of discretion? 

Communications, 1975 
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It so happens that this text,. prepared in haste a few days ago, 
will seem to cofrJ what has been said subsequently and what you 
may recognize in passing. It is a review of persistent themes, 
put in a cenain perspective: the perspective of my reality insofar 
as it is unreal. 

At the origin of everything, Fear. (Of what? Of blowst of 
humiliations?) Parody of the Cogito as the fictive moment whent 
everything having been urazed/' this tabula rasa will be reoccu· 
pied: 0 I'm afraid, therefore I'm alive.u An observation: Accord
ing to today's mores (we need an ethology of intellectuals), one 
never speaks of fear: it is foreclosed from discourse, and even 
from writing (could there be a writing of fear?). Posited at the 
origin, it has a value as method; from it leads an 'initiatic path. 

In Greek, Mache means: combat, battle-single combat, duel, 
struggle in a contest. uLudism' 1 of the conflict, of the joust: I 
loathe this. 'The French seem to like it: rugby, "face to face," 
round tables, bets, always stupid, etc. There use,d to be a more 
penetrating meaning: "contradiction in terms"; i.e., logical trap, 
double bind~ origin of psychoses. The logical antonym of Mache 
is Acolouthia, natural succession, consequence, exclusiv,e of con
flict; this word also has another meaning, to which we shall 
return. 

Language is the field of J.W.ache: pugna verborum. There is a 

whole dossier lo be collected-a book to be written: that of the 
governed contestations of 'language; they are always regulated: 
in language, nothing is ever wild, primitive,. everything is coded, 
even and especially trials of strength: Sophislics. Disputatio, Hain-
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I the one who is limited, .inepl, am I the one who doesntt 
understand? 

Confron·led with a text I cannot read. I am, literally, Hbewil-· 
deredn; a vertigo occurs, a disturbance of the semicircular canals: 
all the "otoliths,., fall on just one side; in my hearing (my 
reading)t the signifying mass of the text collapses, is no longer 
ventilated, balanced by a cultural action~ 

The status of "unreadability'' is i'scientifically0 (linguistically) 
inappreh.ensible.,. unless we can ref er to certain norms, but these 
norms are variable and vague. Which inexorably brings us back 
to a situation of language (langi14ge in use); lin.guistics is wen aware 
that it muse now deal with this, otherwise it will perish; but this 
means dealing with the whole surface of the \.\'Orld, of the 
subje(t. Unreadability is a kind of Trojan horse in the fortress 
of the human sciences. 

Yet little by little I recognize in myself a growing desire for 
readability. I want the texts I receive to be ureadable,.,,. I want 
the texts I write to be "readable/t too. How? By work on the 
Sentence, on Syntax; I accept the ''thetic'' (linked to the Sentence 
by Julia Krist.eva~ apropos of the Olophrase),. or else I fake it by 
means other than syn.tax. A Hwell~made" sentence (according to 
a classical mode) is clear; it ,can i·end toward a certain obscurity 
by a certain use of ell:ipsis: ellipses must be restrained; metaphors, 
too; a continuously metaphorical writing· exhausts me. 

A preposterous notion occurs to :me (preposterous by dint of 
humanism): "We shall never be able to say how much love (for 
the other t the reader) there is in work on the sentence.,. Charity 
of the Thetic, Agape of the syntax? In negative theology~ Agape 
is steeped in Eros; hence, eroticism of the "readable0 Sentence? 

I return to the intimidations of language-to language as 
Combatt as Mache .. A metaphor occurs to me: that of the leech. 
I am thinking of complete, systematic languages. the language 
of the subjects who have a faith, a certaintyt a conviction~ and 
for .me this is, a permanent enigma: H.ow can a body stick to an 
idea-or an idea to a body? There are leech·languages,. who,se 



354 Envi,roru of tht Image 

the Revolution has occurred, it has not been able to 0 change 
languageJu The reje,ction of languagets intimidations therefore 
consists, modestly, in drifting within familiar words {without too 
much concern if they are outdated); for example: Tolerance, 
Democracy, ContracL 

Tolerance: we must rework the notion, define a new Tolerancet 
since there is a new Intolerance (it would be instructive to make 
a map of today,s world in terms of these new Intolerances). 
Democracy: a word saturated with disillusions, to the point of 
disgust, sometimes of violence; the lures of bourgeois democracy 
have been abundantly demystified. Perhaps we must, nonethe
less, not throw out the baby with the bathwater. I~d like a theory 
of History's 0 layers of experience": the bourgeoisie is like the 
eartht made up of several layers, some good, others bad; we 
must sort out-establish a differential geology. ThenJ too, we 
can have a difficult notion of Democracy: can define it, not as 
the realization of a stiffing ugregarity.n but as uwhat should 
p,roduce aristocratic souls., (says one commentator on Spinoza). 
Contract~ this word has gathered a whole socio-political dossier, 
and a psychoanalytic one as well; let us leave it aside, defining 
Contract a minima, as a casual apparatus which keeps the other 
(and therefore, conversely, myself) from imprisoning me in the 
pincers of a double 'lerm: to be either a sw,ine (if I must answer 
his blows,,. his will-to-power) or else a saint (if I must ans,wer his 
generosity); actually, the Contract has this virtue: to dispense 
anyone from being a Devil or a Hero (Brecht: "Woe to the 
country which needs heroes")~ 

All this implies that in my eyes there is a cowardice, a triviality 
in conflicts; and even, I often feel; a kind of 0 Gallic asininity'•; 
in these wills-to-conffict, the puerile craving to ustart something.u 
This impression of mediocrity takes the form of an aphorism: 
Who wants to be violent has a paltry notion of violence. For 
me~ the real violence is chat of ''Everything passes," of ruin, of 
oblivion. The violence of effacem·ent is stronger than that of 
fracture; death is violent; not so much the death one inflicts, 
that one wants to inflict, as the death that comes all lry itself (a 
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violence which perhaps cannot be understood before mid,dle 
age). 

Combat of language-systems: metaphor of the leech,. Now let 
us return to the combat of linages C'image0

: what I believe the 
other thinks of me); how does an image of myself "take," to the 
,point where I am wounded by it? Here is a new metaphor: .. In 
the skillet, the oil spreads, smooth, flat, matte (barely any smoke): 
a kind of materia prima. Drop a slice of potato into it: it is like a 
'ffiOrsel tossed t.o wild beasts only half asleep, waiting. They an 
Hing themselves upon itJ attack it noisily: a voracious banquet. 
The slice of p,otato is surro,unded-not destroyed, but hardened, 
caramelized~ made crisp; it becomes an object: a French ... fried 
potato." This is howJ on any object, a good language-system 
functions, attackst surroundst sizzles, hardens, and browns~ AU 
languages are micro-systems of ebullition, of frying. That is the 
stake of linguistic Macht. The language (of others) transforms 
,me into an image, as the raw slice of potato is transformed into 
a pomme [rite. 

Here is how I become an image (a uFrench friedH) under the 
offensive of a quite minor language·system: the dandiacal and 
0 impertinenf' Parisianism apropos of A Lover's Discourse: .. Deli .. 
cious essayist, favorite of i11telligent adolescents, collector of 
avant-,gardes, Roland Bart,hes offers us memories which are 
anything but, in the tone of the most brilliant salon conversation, 
but with a touch of narrow pedantry apropos of 'ravishment. 1 

Recognizable, among others: Nietzsche, Freud, Flaubert.n Noth
ing for it. I must pass through the Image; the image is a kind 
of social military service: I cannot get myself exempted from it; 
I cannot get myself discharged, cahnot desertt etc~ I see man 
,sick of Images, man sick of his Image. To know one•s Image 
'becomes a desperate, exhausting search (one never achieves it)., 
analogous to the insistence <>f a man who wants to know if he's 
entitled to be jealous f'cMisery of my life/'' Golaud says, vainly 
interrogating the dying Melisande)~ 

In order to be immortal (for the body to be immortal, not 
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lfve never kept a journal-or, rather, ,Jtve never known if I 
should keep one. Sometimes I begin, and thent right away, I 
leave off-and yet,, later on,. I begin again. 'The impulse is faint, 
intermittent, without seriousness, and, of no doctrinal standing 
whatever. I guess I cou:ld diagnose this diary disease,: an insoluble 
doubt as to the value of what one writes in it. 

Such doubt is insidious: it functions by a kind of delayed 
action .. Initially, when I write the (daily) entry, I experience a 
certain pleasure: this is simple, this is easy. Don't worry about 
finding S'omething to say: the raw material is right here,. right now;, 
a kind of surface mine; all I have to do is bend over-I don't 
need to transform anything: the crude or1e has its own value:, 
etc~ Then comes the second p'hase, very soon after the firs,t (for 
instance, if I reread today what I wrote yesterday), and i.t makes 
a bad impression: the text doesn•t hold up, like some sort of 
delicate foodstuff which Uturns~H spoils, becomes unappetizing 
from one day to the next; I note with discouragement the 
artifice of Hsincerity,0 the artistic ,mediocrity of the uspo,nta
neousH; worse still: I am disgusted and irritated to find a "pose"' 
I certainly hadn't inten 1ded: in a journal situation~ and precis,ely 
because it doesn•t "worku--doesn't get transformed by the action 
of work-/ is a poseur: a ,matter of effect, not of intentio:n, the 
whole difficulty of literature is here. Very :soon. continuing my 
reperusal, I get tire,d of these verbless sentences ('~Sleepless 
night. and the third in a row,"'' etc.) or sen.tences whose verb is 
carelessly condensed f''Passed two girls in the Place St.-S.n)
and try as I will to r 1eestablish the propriety of a complete form 
('~I passed ... " uI spent a sleepless nighf'), the matrix of any 
journal, i.e .. , the reduction of the verb, persists in my ear and 
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exasperates me like a refrain. In a third phase, if I reread my 
journal pages several monthst several years after having written 
them, though my doubt hasnJt dissipated, I experience a certain 
pleasure in rediscovering,, thanks to these lines, the events they 
relate. and even more, the inHections (of light, of atmosphere. 
of mood) they bring back. In short, at this point, no literary 
interest (save for problems of formulation, Le., of phrasing). 
but a kind of narcissistic attachment (faintly narcissistic-let's 
not exaggerate) to my doings (whose recall is inevitably ambig· 
uou.s, since to remember is also to acknowledge and to lose once 
again what will not recur). But still, does this final indulgence,. 
achieved after having traversed a phase of rejection, justify 
(systematically) keeping a journal? ls it worth the trouble? 

I am not attempting any kind of analysis of the "j ournar' 
genre (there are books on the subject), but only a personal 
deliberation~ inten,ded to a,fford a practical decision: Should I 
keep a journal with a view to publication? Can I make the journal 
into a .. work"? Hence, I refer on)y to the funciions which 
immediately come to mind .. For instance, Kafka kept a diary in 
order to .. extirpate his anxiety/• or if you prefer. i'to find 
salvation." This motive would not be a natural one for mel, or 
at least not a constant one. Nor would the aims traditionally 
attributed to the Intimate Journal; they no longer see,m pertinent 
to me .. They are all connected to the advan,tages and 'the prestige 
of usincerity" (to express yourself, to explain yourself. to judge 
yourself); but psychoanalysis, 'the Sartrean critique of bad faith, 
and. the Marxist critique of ideologies have made "conf essionu 
futile: sincerity is merely a second~degree image·repertoire. No, 
the journal's justification (as a work) can only be literary in the 
absolute, even if nostalgic, sense of the ~tord .. I discern here 
four motives .. 

The first is to present a text tinged with an individuality of 
writing, with a "'style'' (as we used to say),, with an idiolect proper 
to the author (as we said more recently); let us call this motive: 
poetic. The second is to scatter like dust, from day to day, the 
'traces of a period, mixing all dimensions and proportions, from 
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day that has passed (I can give only one of these, the second 
one involving others besides myself). 

1 

U , July 13, 1977 
Mme , the new cleaning woman, has a diabetic grandson she takes 
c,are of, we are told, with devotion and expertise. Her view of this disease 
is confused: on the one hand, she does not admit that diabetes is hereditary 
(which would be a sign of inferior stock), and on the other, she insists 
that it is fatal, absolving any responsibility of origin. She posits disease 
as a social image, and this image is beset with pitfalls. The Mark certainly 
appears as a source of pride and of pain: what it was for Jacob-Israel, 
dislocated, disconnected fry the Angel.· delight and shame of being re
.marked. 

Depression, fear, anxiety: I see the death of a loved one, I panic, etc. 
Such an imagination is the very opposite of faith. For constantly to 
imagine the inevitability of disaster is constantly to accept it: to 1 utter it 
is to assert it (again, the fascism of language). By imagining death, I 
discourage the miracle. In Ordet the madman did not speak, refwed 
,the garrulow and peremptory language of inwardness. Then what is 
this incapacity for faith? Perhaps a very human love? Love, then, ex
cludes faith1 And vice versa? 

Gide's old age and death (which I read about in Mme V'an Ryssel
berghe's Cahiers de la Petite Dame) were surrounded fry witnesses. 
But I do not know what has become of these witnesses: no doubt, in most 

cases, dead in their turn: there is a time when the witnesses themselves 
die wi,thout witnesses. Thus, History consists of tiny explosions of life, of 
deaths without relays. Our human impotence with regard to transition, 
t,o any science of degrees. Conversely, we can attribute to the classical 
God the capacity to see an infinity of degrees: ''God'' as the absolute 
Exponential. 

(Death, real death,, is when the witness himself dies. Chateaubriand 
says of his grandmother and his great-aunt.· ''I may be the ,only man in 
the world who knows that such persons have existed''.· yes, but since he 
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produces the plenitude of an evidence: that it is worthwhile ,being alive. 
The morning errands (to the grocer, the baker, while the village is still 
almost deserted) are something I wouldn't miss for anything in the 
world. 

Mother feeling better today. She is sitting in the garden, wearing a 
big straw hat. As soon as she feels a little better, she is drawn by the 
house, filled with the desire to participate; she puts things away, turns 
off the furnace during the day (which I never do). 

This afternoon, a sunny, windy day, the sun already setting, I burned 
garbage at the bottom of the garden. A complete course of physics to 
follow; armed with a long bamboo pole, I stir the heaps of paper,, which 
!J·lowly burn; it takes patience who would have guessed how long paper 
can resist the fire? On the other hand, the emerald-green plastic bag (the 
garbage bag itself) burns very fast, leaving no trace: it literally van
ishes. This phenomenon might serve, on many an occasion, as a metaphor. 

Incredible incidents (read in the Sud-Ouest or heard on the radio? 
I don't remember): in Egypt it has been decided to execute those Moslems 
who convert to another religion. In th,e U.S.S.R~, a French agent was 
,expelled because sh.e gave a present of underwear to a Soviet friend. 
Compile a contemporary dictionary of intolerance (literature, in this 
case Voltaire, ca.nnot be abandoned, so long as the evils subsist to which 
it bears witness). 

j uly I 7, I 9 7 7 
As if Sunday morning intensifies the, good weather~ Two heteroclite 

intensities reinforce each other. 

I never mind doing the cooking. I like the operations involved. I lake 
pleasure in obseroing the changing/ orms of the food as t,hey occur ( colora
tions,. thickenings, contractions, crystallizations, polarizations, etc.). There 
is something a little perverse about this observation. On the other hand, 
what I can't do, and what I always do badly, are proportions and sched
ules: I put in too much oil, afraid everything will burn;/ leave things on 
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the fire too long, afraid they won't be cooked through. In short, l,m afraid 
because I don't know (how much, how long). Whence the security of a 
code (a kind of guaranteed knowledge): I'd rather cook rice than potatoes 
because I know it takes seventeen minutes. This figure delights me, imofar 
as it's precise (to the point of being preposterou.s); a round number would 
seem contrived, and just to be certain, I'd add to it. 

July 18, 1977 
Mother's birthday. All I can offer her is a ros,ebud from the garden,· 

at least it's the only one, and the first one since we're here. Tonight, M. 
is coming for dinner and will do the cooking: soup and a pimento 
omelette; she brings champagne and almond cookies from Peyrehorade. 
Mme L. has sent flowers from her garden, delivered by one of her 
daughters. 

Moods, in the strong, Schumannian sense: a br,oken series of con
tradictory impulses: waves of anxiety, imaginations of the war.st, and 
unseasonabl:e euphorias. This morning, at the core of Wony, a crystal 
of happiness: the weath,er (very fine, ve1y light and dry), the music 
(Haydn), coffee, a cigar, a good pen, the household noises (the human 
sub.ject as caprice: such discontinuity alanns, exhausts). 

July 19, 1977 
Early in the morning, coming back with the milk, I stop in the church to 

have a look around. It's been remodeled according to the prescribed New 
Look: now it resembles nothing so much as a Protestant establishmrnt (only 
the wooden galleries indicate a Basque tradition); no image, the altar has 
become a simple table, no candle, of course. Too bad, isn't it7 

Around six in the evening, I doze on my bed. The window is wide open, 
the gray day has lifted now. I experience a certain floating euphoria: 
everything is liquid, aerated, potable (I drink the air, the moment, the 
garden). And since I happen to be reading Suzuki, it seems to me that I'm 
quite close to the state Zen calls sabi; or again (since I'm also reading 
Blanchot), to the ''fluid heaviness,, he speaks of apropos of Proust. 

* * * 
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july 2 I, 1977 
Some bacon, onions, thy,me, etc.~· simmering, the smell is wonderful. 

Now this fragrance is not that of food as it will be seroed at table. There 
is an odor of what is eaten and an odor of what is prepared (observation 
for the ''Science of Motley," or ''diaph-0rology''). 

July 22, 1977 
For sume years, a unique project, apparently: to explore my own stu· 

pidity, or better still.· to utter it, to make it the object of my books. In 
this way I have already uttered my ''egoist'' stupidity and my ''lover's'' 
stupidity'. There remains a third kind, which I'll someday have to get 
down on paper: political stupidity. Wh,at I think of events politically 
(and I never fail t10 think something), from day to day, is stupid. This 
is a stupidity which I should now utter in the third book of this little 
trilogy, a kind of Political Diary. It would take enormous courage, but 
maybe this would exorcise that mixture of boredom, fear, and indignation 
which the Politician (or rather Politics) constitutes for me. 

''/'' is harder to write than to read. 

Last night, at Casino, the Anglet supermarket, with E.M., we were 
fascinated by this Babylonian Temple of Merchandise. It really is the 
Golden Calf: piles of (cheap) ''wealth,'' mustering of the species (classified 
by types), Noah's ark of things (Swedish clogs to eggplants), predatory 
stacking of carts. We're suddenly convinced that people will ,buy anything 
(as I do myself): each cart, while parked in front of tM cash register, is 
the shameless chariot of manias, impulses, peroersions, and cravings: 
obvious, confronting a cart proudly passing before us, that there was no 
need to buy the cellophane-wrapped pizza ensconced there. 

I'd like to read (if such a thing exists) a History of Stores. What 
happened before Zola and Au Bonheur des dames7 

August 5, 1977 
Continuing War and Peace, I have a violent emotion, reading the 

death of old Prince Bolkonsky, his last words of tenderness to, his daughter 
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(Rereading: this bit gave me cz distinct pleasure, so vividly did it revive 
the seruations of that evening; but curiously, in reading it over, what I 
remembered best was what was not written, the interstices of not1ation.· 
for instance, the gray of the rue de Rivoli while .I was waiting for the 
bus; n,o use trying to describe it now, anyway, or I'll lose it again instead 
of some other silenced sensation, and so on, as if resurrection always 
occurred alongside the thing expressed: role of the Phantom, of the 
Shadow.) 

However often I reread these two fragments, nothing tells 
me they a.re publishable; on the other hand, nothing tells me 
that they are not. Which raises a problem that is beyond me
the problem of ''publishability''; not: ''is it good or is it bad?'' (a 
form every author gives to his question), but ''is it publishable 
or isn't it?'' This is not only a publisher's question. The doubt 
has shifte,d, slides from the text's quality to its image~ I raise for 
myself the question of the text from the Oth.er's point of view; 
the Other is not the public, here, or any particular public (that 
is the publisher's question); the Other, caught up in a dual and 
somehow personal relation, is anyone who will read me. In short, 
I imagine that my Journal pages are put in front of ''wh,om I 
am looking at," or under the silence of ''whom I am speaking 
to.'' Is this not the situation of any text? Noa The text is 
anonymous, or at least produced by a kind of nom de guerre, that 
of the authora This is not at all true of the Jo,urnal (even if its 
''I'' is a false name): the Jou1·nal is a ''discourse'' (a kind of written 

record according to a special code), not a text. The question I 
raise for myself: ''Should I keep a journal?'' is immediately sup
plied, in my mind, with a nasty answer: 'Who cares?'' or, more 
psychoanalytically: ''It's your problem.'' 

All I h,ave left to do is analyze the reasons for my doubt. Why 
do I suspect, from the point of view of the image, Journal writing? 
I believe it is because this v.priting is stricken, in my eyes* with a 
kind of insidious dise,ase, negative characteristics -deceptive 
and disappointing, as I shall try to say. 

The Journal corresponds to no mission. Nor is this wo1rd 
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laughable. The works of literature, from Dante to Mallarme, 
Proust, and Sartre, have always had, for those who wrote them, 
a kind of social, theological, mythic, aesthetic, moral end. The 
b,ook, ''architectural and premeditated," is supposed to repro
du.ce an order of the world; it always implies, I believe, a monist 
philosophy. The journal cannot achieve the status of the Book 
(of the Work); it is only an Album, to adopt Mallarme's distinc
tion (it is Gide's life which is ,a ''work," not his Journal). The 
Album is a collection of leaflets not only interchangeable (even 
this would be nothing) but above all infinitely suppressible: re
reading my Journal, I can cross out one entry after the next, to 
t.he complete annihilation of the .Album, with the excuse that ''I 
don't like this one'': this is the method 0 1f Groucho and Chico 
Marx reading aloud and tearing up each clause of the contract 
meant to bind them. But can't the Journal, in fact, be 
con.sidered and practiced as that form which essentially expresses 
the inessentials of the world, the world as in,essential? For 
that, the Journal's subject would have to be the word, and not 
me; otherwise, what is uttered is a kind of egotism which 
constitutes a screen between the world and the writing; whatever 
I do, I become consistent, confronting the \\'orld which is not 
so. How to keep a Journal without egotism? That is precisely 
the question which keeps me from writing one (for I have had 
just about enough egotism). 

lnesse,ntial, the Journal is unne1cessary as well. I cannot invest 
in a Journal as I would in a unique and monumental work 
which would be dictated to me by an incontrovertible desire. 
The regular writing of the Journal, a function as daily as any 
other physiological one, no doubt implies a pleasure, a comfort, 
but not a passion. It is a minor mania of writing, whose necessity 
vanishes in the trajectory leading from the entry produced to 
the entry reread: ''I haven't found that what I've written so far 
is particularly valuable, nor that it obviously deserves, to be 
thrown away'' (Kafka). Like any subject of perversion (I am 
told), subjected to the ''yes, but ... " I know that my text is 
futile, but at the sa.me time (by the same impulse) I cannot wrest 
myself from the belief that it exists. 
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Inessential, uncertain, the Journal is also inauthentic. I don't 
mean by this tha.t someone who express,es himself in on,e is not 
sincere. I mean that its very form can only be borrowed from 
an antecedent and motionless Form (that, precisely, of the 
Intimate journal), which cannot be subverted. Writing my 
Journal, I am, by status, doomed to simulation. A double 
simulation, in fact: for since every emotion is a copy of the same 
emotion one has read somewhere, to rep,ort a mood in the 
coded language of the Collection of Moods is to copy a copy: 
even if the text was ''original," it would already be a copy; all 
the more so if it is familiar, worn, threadbare: ''The writer, by 
his pains, those dragons he has fondled, or by a certain vivacity, 
must set himself up, in the text, as a witty histrion'' (Mallarme). 
What a paradox! By choc>sing the most ''direct," the most 
''spontaneous'' form of writing, I find myself to be, the clumsiest 
of ham actors. (And why not? Are there not ''historic'' moments 
when one must be a ham actor? By practicing an antiquated 
form of literature to the hitter end, am I not saying that I love 
literature, that I love it in a harrowing fashion, at the very 
moment when it's dying? I love it, therefore I imitate it but 
precisely: not without complexes.) 

All of wh.ich says more or less the same thing: that the worst 
torment, when I try to keep a journal, is the instability of my 
judgment. Instab1ility? Rather, its inexorably descending curve. 
In the journal, as Kafka pointed out, the absence of a notation's 
value is always recognized too late. How to transform what is 
written at white heat (and take pride in the fact) into a nice cold 
dish? It is this waste, this dwindling which constitute's the 
journal's uneasiness. Again, Mallarme (who, moreover, didn't 
keep one): ''Or other verbiage become just that, provided it is 
exposed, persuasive, pensive, and true when one confides it in 
a whisper'': as in that fairy tale, under the effect of a curse and 
an evil power, the flowers that fall from my lips are chang,e,d 
into toads. ''When I say something, this thing immediately an.d 
definitively loses its importance. When I write it here, it also 
loses it, but sometimes gains another importance'' (Kafka). The 
difficulty proper to the journal is that this secondary importance, 
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liberated by writing, is not certain: it is not certain that the 
Journal recuperates the word and gives it the resistance of a 
new m.etal. Of course, writing is indeed that strange activity 
(over wh.ich, hitherto, psychoanalysis has had little hold, under
standing it with difficulty) which miraculously arrests the hem .. 
orrhaging of the image-repertoire, of which speech is the 
powerful and pathetic stream. But p·recisely: however ''well 
written," is the Journal ''writing''? It struggles, swells, and 
stiffens: am I as big as the text? Never! you aren't even close. 
Whence the depressive effect: acceptable when I write, disap
pointing when I reread. 

At bottom, all these failures and weaknesses designate quite 
clearly a certain defect of the subject. This defect is existential. 
What the Journal posits. is not the tragic question, the Madman's 
question: ''Who am I?'', but the comic question, the Bewildered 
Man's question: ''Am I?,, A comic a comedian, that's what the 
Jo,urnal keeper is. 

In other words, I never get away from myself. And if I never 
get away from myself, if I cannot manage to d 1etermine what 
the Journal is ''worth,'' it is becaus,e its literary status slips 
through my fingers: on the one hand, I experience it, through 
its facility and its desuetude, as being nothing more than the 
Text's limbo, its unconstituted, unevolved, and immature form; 
but on the other hand, it is all the same a true scrap of that 
Text, for it includes its essential torment. This torment, I believe, 
consists in this: that literature is without proofs. By which it must 
be understood that it cannot prove not only what it says but 
,even that it is worth the trouble of saying it. This harsh condition 
(Play and Despair, Kafka says) achieves its very paroxysm in the 
Journal. But also,. at this point, everything turns around, for 
out of its impotence to prove, which excludes it from the serene 
heaven of Logic, the Text draws a flexibility which is in a sense 
its essence, which it possesses as something all its own. Kafka
whose Journal is perhaps the only one that can be read without 
irritation expresses thi.s double postulation of literature to 
perfection: Accuracy and Inanity: '' ... I was considering the 
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hopes I ha,d formed for life. The one which ap,peared the most 
important, or the most affecting, was the ,desire to acquir,e a way 

of seeing life (and, what was related, of being able, by writing, 
to convince others) in which life would keep its heavy movement 
of rise and fall, but would at the same time be recognized, and 
with a no less admirable clarity, as a nothing, a dream, a drifting 
state.'' Yes, that is just wh.at the ideal Journal is: at once a 
rhythm (rise and fall, elasticity) and a trap (I cannot join my 
image): a writing, in short, which tells the tru.th of the trap and 
guarantees this truth by the most formal of operations, rhythm. 
On which we must doubtless conclude that I can rescue the 
Journal on the one condition that I labor it to death, to the end 
of an extreme exhaustion, like a virtually impossible Text: a 
labor at whose end it is inde,ed possible that the Journal thus 
kept no longer resembles a Journal at all. 

Tel Quel, 1979 
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