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SERIES PREFACE

Michel Foucault provides a splendid definition of work: “That which
is susceptible of introducing a significant difference in the field of
knowledge, at the cost of a certain difficulty for the author and the
rcader, with, however, the eventual recompense of a certain pleasure,
that is to say of access to another figure of truth.” Diverse factors
shape the emergence, articulation, and circulation of a work and its
cffects. Foucault gave us intellectual tools to understand these phe-
nomena. In Essential Works of Foucault 19541984 we use these very
lools to understand his own work. Though he intended his books to
be the core of his intellectual production, he is well known for having
made strategic use of a number of genres—the book and the article to
be sure, but also the lecture and the interview. Indeed, few modern
thinkers have used such a wide array of forms in so skillful a fashion,
making them an integral component in the development and presen-
lation of their work. In this light, our aim in this series is to assemble a
compelling and representative collection of Foucault’s written and
spoken words outside those included in his books.

Foucault died on June 25,1984, at age fifty-seven, of AIDS, just days
after receiving the first reviews of the second and third volumes of
The History of Sexuality in the hospital. A year previous to his death,
when he was showing no signs of illness, he had written a letter indi-
cating that he wanted no posthumous publications; through the
course of complex negotiations between those legally responsible to
him, intellectually engaged with him, and emotionally close to him, it
was decided that this letter constituted his will. He left behind, as far
as we know, no cache of unpublished texts; we must conclude, then,
that his papers were “in order.” Ten years later, Editions Gallimard
published Dits et ecrits, well over three thousand pages of texts, orga-
nized chronologically. The editors, Daniel Defert and Francois Ewald,
sought to collect all Foucault’s published texts (his prefaces, introduc-
lions, presentations, interviews, articles, interventions, lectures, and
so on) not included in his books. We have made a selection, eliminat-
ing overlapping or repetition of different versions of similar materials.
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Likewise, a number of the lectures and courses will in time be pub-
lished separately in English.

What we have included in these three volumes are the writings
that seemed to us central to the evolution of Foucault’s thought. We
have organized them thematically. Selecting from this corpus was a
formidable responsibility that proved to be a challenge and a plea-
sure. Many of these texts were previously unavailable in English. In
broad lines, the organization of the series follows one proposed by
Foucault himself when he wrote: “My objective has been to create a
history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human beings
are made subjects. My work has dealt with three modes of objectifica-
tion which transform human beings into subjects.” In Volume One,
following his course summaries from the Collége de France, which
provide a powerful synoptic view of his many unfinished projects, the
texts address “the way a human being turns him- or herself into a
subject.”® Volume Two is organized around Foucault’s analysis of “the
modes of inquiry which try to give themselves the status of the sci-
ences.”* Science, for Foucault, was a domain of practices constitutive
of experience as well as of knowledge. Consequently, this volume
treats the diverse modes of representations, of signs, and of discourse.
Finally, Volume Three contains texts treating “the objectivizing of the
subject in dividing practices,” or, more generally, power relations.

PauL RaBINOW

NOTES
1 Foucault, “Des Travaux,” in Dits et écrits (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), vol. 4, p. 367.

2 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneu-
tics, ed. Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow (2d ed., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983),
p. 208.

3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
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INTRODUCTION

Who, or what, is Michel Foucault? The possibilities already seem end-
less: structuralist, idealist, neoconservative, post-structuralist, antihu-
manist, irrationalist, radical relativist, theorist of power, missionary of
transgression, aestheticist, dying man, saint, or, if nothing else, “post-
modern.” But, in fact, the most accurate label may simply be “Fou-
cauldean.” In accord with the precedent that Paul Rabinow set in his
introduction to the first volume of this series, I will try to present the
Foucauldean within those horizons immanent in Foucault’s own
writings: in his own puzzlings and assertions, his own speculations,
his own references and allusions to other writers and other texts, to
objects and events.

The papers and interviews included in this volume have been se-
lected with this aim in mind. Spanning virtually all of Foucault’s
career, they reveal the remarkable scope of his philosophical atten-
tion, which ranges over painting and music, architecture and film,
literature and historiography, mathematics and linguistics, the life
sciences and the behavioral sciences; over ancient Greece, the Euro-
pean Renaissance, the Enlightenment (or “Classical age”), the Ro-
mantic period, the early (and the late) twentieth century. They reveal
his most enduring philosophical “interlocutors,” past and present:
Plato and G. W. F. Hegel, whom he consistently opposed; Immanuel
Kant, whom he both resisted and admired; Friedrich Nietzsche and
Gilles Deleuze, neither of whom he could wholly embrace but both of
whom provided him with critical and conceptual examples and im-
portant tools; and George Canguilhem, his mentor. The first volume
of this series is devoted to Foucault’s treatment of ethical action; the
third will be devoted to his treatment of power relations and modes of
domination. This, the second, volume brings together a more abstract
collection of postulates and positions which informs Foucault’s en-
gagement and concern with ethics and power alike. Accordingly,
some of the writings included here focus on madness and the shifting
normative articulation of the boundary between reason and unrea-
son, between valid and invalid experience, between normal and ab-
normal behavior. Others focus on the self, or “subject,” and its shifting
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sociocultural constitution. Many more focus on knowledge and the
shifting historical configuration of the practices of speculation and
research thought, in the past or in the present, to produce truth.

Last but by no means least are a few of Foucault’s retrospective
reflections on his own work. The essay entitled “Foucault” (see pp.
459-63)' —extracted from an early version of what would become the
preface to volume two of The History of Sexuality, submitted for pub-
lication in an edition in the French Dictionary of Philosophers, and
signed pseudonymously “Maurice Florence”—is of special note for its
clarity. It describes Foucault, its author, as belonging to the “critical
tradition” of such philosophers as Immanuel Kant, and presents his
project as a “critical history of thought.” That project has two guiding
questions. The first: At any historical moment, what kinds of condi-
tions come into play in determining that a particular subject is the
legitimate executor of a certain kind of knowledge? The second: At
any historical moment, what conditions come into play in determin-
ing that a particular object is the appropriate object of a particular
kind of knowledge? These are general questions, but Foucault de-
clared that he was always interested only in specific sectors of the
broader field of which they might be posed. His interest lies in those
sectors where the subject, the bearer and executor, of a certain kind of
knowledge is also posited as the object of that very same kind of
knowledge. Hence his explorations of the “human sciences” and,
later, his investigations of the history of ethics.

Foucault read himself quite accurately. Yet it is also worth noting
that—in “Foucault,” at least—he only alludes to the great number of
twists and turns that even such a “restricted” project had taken, the
conceptual revisions and methodological reworkings it underwent in
its two decades. It might finally be noted that “Foucault” makes no
mention whatever of its author’s many investigations into avant-
gardist art. Those investigations, to which I shall shortly turn, are
intimately related to Foucault’s project, but his omission of them is
not a matter of simple oversight. Although they may not have been an
integral part of what the project had become, they nevertheless were
its “ontological preliminary.” Or, more simply, they formed an inquiry
into the very nature, the very being, of thought, but of thought before,
or beyond-or, better, outside— “the subject.”
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AISTHESIS AND EXPRESSIBILITY

Chronologically preliminary as well: Foucault wrote his most sus-
tained essays on literature and other “works of imagination” very
early in his career, between 1962 and 196g. In 1966 he published Les
Mots et les choses, which opens with a celebrated analysis of Velasqu-
ez’s Las Meninas.’ This book includes the earliest version of his well-
known essay on René Magritte (see pp. 187-203), which appeared in
1968. Yet, for all the historical and generic range of the examples on
which he draws, Foucault developed his early ontological resolutions
most fully through his treatment of late nineteenth-century and early
twentieth-century avant-gardist literature. In 1963 he published a
monograph on the French experimental novelist Raymond Roussel.?
For the first time in 1964 he participated in several literary colloquia,
most of which included one or more of the leading members of the
emerging elite associated with Philippe Sollers and the journal 7el
quel.* He was not in search of beauty: he was not an aesthetician but a
student of what the ancient Greeks called aisthesis, “feeling,” “experi-
ence,” “felt experience.” In the works of Roussel (see pp. 21-32), in the
Surrealists (see pp. 123-135 and 171-174), in Georges Bataille (see pp.
69-87) and in Maurice Blanchot (see pp. 147-169) among others, he
finds an obscure but articulate engagement with experiences that
many modern philosophies of aisthesis would prefer to ignore. It was,
for him, the precedent and the inspiration for the first and one of the
most urgent aims of his enterprise: a critique of the strictures, the
exclusions, and the errors of what he often calls “humanism”-the
doctrine that, behind history or beyond it, looms the singular nature
or the singular essence of the human subject.’

It would be misleading to ascribe even to the early Foucault the
intent to “transcend” either humanism or its ponderous subject. The
avant-garde itself taught Foucault less about transcendence than
about its limits. Among the most instructive of the literary characters
he discerned, in one version or another, in the work of such writers as
Roussel, Bataille, Gustave Flaubert,® Blanchot, Jorge-Luis Borges,’
and Alain Robbe-Grillet,? is that of the latter-day Scheherazade. Like
its predecessor, this character too is a spinner of tales: it tells tales in
order to avoid confronting the intolerable, to defer the moment of its
own destruction or death. It does not however, seek merely to add to
what it has already composed. Its goal is less exhausting, if no less
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futile—to construct tales the last words of which are also the first, to
tell stories that repeat and recount themselves over and over, ad in-
finitum (see pp. 91-92). This is one of the hallmarks of a literature that
Foucault follows Marthe Robert in characterizing as “a certain rela-
tion to self, complex, multilateral, simultaneous, in which the fact of
coming after (of being new) cannot at all be reduced to the linear law
of succession.™ It suggests, first, “an ontology of literature” for which
Flaubert’s infinite library is an apt metaphor (see pp. 103-122), and for
which processes of doubling, or reiteration, and of recursion are very
much of the literal essence (pp. 92—-93).

Such an ontology must be antimimetic: it must run counter to every
effort, from that found in Plato’s Republic onward, to reduce the es-
sence of literature to that of an “imitation of the real.”'® Notwithstand-
‘ing the importance it seems to assign to the horror of death, it must
also run counter to any attempt to locate the source of literature in the
emotions. For the Rousseau of La Nouwvelle Héloise, fiction has its
cause in raw desire. It is the refined, the cultivated articulation of a
primal cry of pain, of lust, of longing.!* For Foucault, fiction has mul-
tiple and heterogeneous causes; it serves multiple and heterogeneous
purposes. Among other things, it can be a means of intellectually and
emotionally deferring the writer’s encounter with his or her own fini-
tude. Neither the causes nor the functions of fiction, though, reveal its
being as clearly as the opposite, the fundamental alter, against which
it stands. Questions of motive aside, the presence of fiction is the ab-
sence of death.' Its presence fills, or seeks to fill, a horrible expres-
sive vacuum.

Fiction, a domain constituted against that vacuum, that “yoid,”*?
has usually counted among its “fundamental categories” that of the
“speaking subject.”'* Beginning with the works of Sade, Foucault de-
tected another category developing, which would need two centuries
to mature. It denotes not an entity but a process, which Foucault ini-
tially names “thinking speech.”’5 It informs an array of avant-gardist
themes and expressive techniques. Death is its structural and logical
alter, and it is a category of subjectivity and of experience; yet its
difference lies in its lack of further strictures, especially those which
might be imposed by any subject—any personage or personality—
whether transcendental or historical. Unlike the Cartesian cogito (“I
think”), thinking speech is manifest only as language: it owes its free-
dom to the structural permissiveness of language, but it has no exist-
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ence outside of language itself. True, it appears in the guise of an “I”
who speaks in and through the fiction of such writers as Blanchot (see
pp- 147-148), but it is not an “author”—this presumptive character to
whom interpreters appeal in arguing for the distinctive spirit or inten-
tion of a work.'® It is not a self: Descartes’s “I” is referential, but the “I”
who speaks in and through Blanchot’s fiction is only a placeholder.
This “I” serves as an index for the expression and exploration of expe-
riences that put our own ontological integrity —our “subjecthood” -
into question or carry us beyond its limits. Only the “I speak” of fiction
can serve as the index for thinking about our ontological “outside”
(PP- 149-150).

Blanchot, for his part, is Foucault’s definitive avant-gardist. More
than a mere contributor or one among many “witnesses,” Blanchot is
“the real presence, absolutely distant, shimmering, invisible, the nec-
essary destiny, the inevitable law, the calm, infinite, measured
strength” of “thought of the outside,” and so of fiction itself (p. 151).
Foucault, crediting Blanchot with making discourse about
fiction possible, describes him as “the last writer,”'” a literary con-
summation and literary summum. Blanchot is a master at the con-
struction of simulacra—the “copies without original” that Foucault
sees as among the avant-garde’s most subversive weapons'®—and the
definitive cartographer of fictional space. He systematically conflates
genres and conflates “fiction” with philosophical “reflection.” His
novels are critical; his criticism narrative and novelistic (p. 154). He
makes systematic—if never a dialectical —use of negation and contra-
diction (p. 152). His characters are often curiously absent, either soon
to come or recently departed. They speak, but without stable voices or
identities (pp. 165-167). The arena in which they act is the “equivocal
hollow” of a dénouement always in the offing, of an origin forever lost
(p- 154). The discursive space they inhabit has no end, no truth, no
mask, no affirmation: it is “free of every center, unfettered to any na-
tive soil.” It has no subjects: it is the ontological outside, and it permits
movement in only a single direction, further out (p. 153).

Is this a space of transcendence? Far from it. It is the singular locus
that allows the expression of all those experiences emanating from,
or tending toward, self-dissolution. In Nietzsche, Foucault suggests, it
is the space of “force” (p. 154). In Roussel, it is the space of the fantasy
of self-annihilation and the erosive process of dying. In Bataille, it
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is the space of the transgression of the boundaries of the self in erotic
transport. In Blanchot, it is the space of “attraction”:

It is necessary to be clear about what the word designates: “attraction,”
as Blanchot means it, does not depend upon any charm. Nor does it
break one’s solitude or found any positive communication. To be at-
tracted is not to be beckoned by the allure of the exterior; it is rather to
suffer [eprouver]—in emptiness and in destitution—the presence of the
outside and . . . the fact that one is irremediably outside the outside.
Far from calling on interiority to draw close to another, attraction
makes it imperiously manifest that the outside is there, open, without
depth, without protection or reserve . . . but that one cannot gain ac-
cess to that opening. . . . (p.154)

Thus, two ancient figures reemerge and become entrenched in Blan-
chot’s oeuvre. The first is that of the Sirens, “the elusive and forbidden
form of the alluring voice” (p. 160). The other is Eurydice, whose lov-
er’s hungry gaze would spell her eternal inaccessibility, her eternal
condemnation to the underworld (pp. 161-162). They are all bitter re-
minders that transcendence must remain always out of reach.

This attraction is not tantamount to an enduring and unrequited
longing. Instead, it is a single-minded condition, a state of fixation or
obsession, the inextricable companion of “negligence.” Attracted, the
self cannot bother to maintain either appearances or its own bound-
aries. Attracted (and so, distracted) the self inevitably exceeds itself
and the boundaries of the ordinary world —its meanings and laws and
orders. Like Bataille’s fictional space, Blanchot’s is also a space of
“transgression” (pp. 157-158). Within the two spaces, however, trans-
gression is not at all the same. Bataille pushes Foucault toward para-
dox:

[D]oes transgression not exhaust its nature when it violates the limit,
being nothing beyond this point in time? And this point, this curious
intersection of beings that do not exist outside it but totally exchange
what they are within it—is it not also everything that overflows from it
on all sides? It serves as a glorification of what it excludes: the limit
opens violently onto the limitless, finds itself suddenly carried away by
the content it had rejected, and fulfilled by this alien plenitude that
invades it to the very core of its being. (p. 73)

With Blanchot, the paradox disappears. His dramatis personae may
both obey and violate “public decrees,” but they remain uniformly
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distant from “the law” (pp. 157-158). In Blanchot, law is not the “inter-
nal principle or prescription of conduct, but rather the outside that
cnvelops it.” It is always “invisible” (p. 158) and unattainable. Trans-
gression has the same status—is indeed the structural and functional
cquivalent—of attraction itself. It is a disposition or a reaching-out that
must remain unfulfilled.

In 1964 Foucault remarked on “the general form of transgression of
which madness has for centuries been the visible face.”*® Yet he never
mentions the relation between transgression and madness, or even
madness at all, in his essay on Blanchot. This apparent omission, if
surprising at first notice, already has its rationale in Foucault’s doc-
toral dissertation —submitted in 1958, published in French in 1961, and
published much abridged in English in 1965 as Madness and Civiliza-
tion: “There is no madness except as the final instance of the work of
art—the work endlessly drives madness to its limits; where there is a
work of art, there is no madness; and yet madness is contemporary
with the work of art, since it inaugurates its time of truth.”?° This
phrasing is intentionally paradoxical, yet it has the status of an inter-
pretive commandment. Where there is a work, there is no madness;
where there is madness, there is no oeuvre: Foucault reiterates this at
the conclusion of his introduction to an edition of Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau’s Dialogues, published in 1962 (pp. 50-51). He reiterates it again
in a favorable review of Jean Laplanche’s Holderlin et la question du
pere (see p. 18). With it, he summarizes his objectives to any interpre-
tive approach that pretends to reveal or explicate the madness in or of
any oeuvre, work of imagination, or work of thought. In 1964, offering
a rare homage to Freud, Foucault offered this rationale:

It will be necessary one day to pay this justice to Freud: he did not make
a madness speak that had, for centuries, precisely been a language (ex-
cluded language, loquacious inanity, speech flowing indefinitely outside
of the reflective silence of reason). On the contrary, he emptied out the
unreasonable Logos. He dried it up. He made words go back to their
source—to this blank [blanche] region of self-implication in which noth-
ing is said.?!

As every Scheherazade somehow knows, death is the experiential al-
ter of thinking speech. “Madness” is Foucault’s designation of the
semiological and performative alter of thinking speech: madness
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says, it communicates nothing; it does nothing except “open an empty
reserve [reserve lacunaire], which indicates the hollow in which lan-
guage and speech implicate one another [and] are formed, the one out
of the other. . . 7?2

AISTHESIS AND ITS LIMITS

In several of the texts included in this volume Foucault notes that the
literary quest for experiential and expressive frontiers—a mission of
discovery that leads beyond referentiality, beyond imitation, beyond
“reason,” beyond the established generic bounds of disciplined inven-
tion, to the edges of coherence and interpretability just short of
madness®®—has come at a considerable cost: it has obliged literature
to share some portion of the fate of madness itself. Even before the
advent of industrial capitalism, madness held the status of “excluded
speech.”* By the nineteenth century, it took on an even more singular
status as the purest negation of an ascendant practical logic of produc-
tion and productivity.2’ It became a veritable sickness, a quintessen-
tially disorderly incapacity that demanded new technologies of
containment and a new legion of specialists dedicated to specifying its
causes, symptomatologies, and cure.?® Throughout this period, litera-
ture always had greater liberty and commanded greater epistemic
respect. But with its avant-gardist pioneers, it gradually infiltrated
epistemic regions that differed from those of madness only in degree,
but not in kind; though not altogether “invalid,” avant-gardist litera-
ture did come to attract an ever-greater number of its own psychoana-
lysts. It came to seem increasingly “symptomatic”; and, with
madness, it increasingly was relegated to the “neutral space” (p. 149)
of the most remote epistemic margins.

Foucault’s study of those margins has the character of an epistemo-
logical rehabilitation; even more, though, it has the character of onto-
logical reconnaissance. It explores those far reaches of expression
which hold the greatest potential to illuminate the nature of thought,
because they express nothing but thought. The study owes its very
possibility to a particularly portentous event—the beginnings of the
liberation of madness from its long-standing conflation with “mental
illness,” and the beginnings of the dissolution of the long-standing
“anthropological unity” from which the bond between madness and
mental illness had, for at least two centuries, derived much of its
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strength.?” No longer definitively pathological, madness might at last
he seen as purely psychical. Foucault, however, made few predictions
as to what experiential or expressive epiphanies might lie ahead. The
most pivotal conclusion he was willing to draw rests on the estab-
lished example of both madness and the literary avant-garde. It is
skeptical in tenor: finding no good reason to believe that the boundary
between madness (as thoughtless speech or as the unspeakable) and
thinking speech (or expressible experience) is anything but histori-
cally contingent and historically variable, he was dubious not only of
Kant’s analytic but of any similarly finitistic analytic that purports to
resolve the “necessary conditions of any possible experience” without
having every possible experience at its disposal. Hence his resistance
lo phenomenology from Edmund Husserl through Jean-Paul Sartre
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.2® Even for the early Foucault, the neces-
sary conditions of any possible experience already look far less strin-
gent than what Kant and his successors presumed them to be; they
look likely to be determinable only at infinity (and so, essentially in-
determinable).

If the individual human consciousness, which is necessarily finite,
is thus unlikely to provide a structurally adequate foundation for a
philosophy of thought, it is even less likely to serve as an adequate
repository of thought itself. Foucault extracts his alternative from
Flaubert among many others: language, not consciousness, is at once
the matrix of thought and its potentially infinite storehouse.?® Yet
what of thought as a process, as an event? In 1969 Foucault published
The Archaeology of Knowledge, a long, somewhat troubled, but not
altogether unsuccessful attempt to establish the co-determinacy of
those “discursive events” he would call enonces—“statements” or
“pronouncements”—and the discursive formations that comprise
them. In 1970 he appeared to strike an ontological alliance with the
premier French philosopher of events —his friend and contemporary,
Gilles Deleuze. Stress “appears”: Foucault’s brief review of two of
Deleuze’s treatises has become famous for its speculation that “per-
haps one day, the century will be known as Deleuzian” (p. 343). Un-
derstood in this way, the speculation is as awkward in French as it is
in English. It is, in fact, a double entendre, and it reads and translates
more elegantly in its covert signification: “Some day, the in-crowd
will be Deleuzian.”®® It is not a profession of full discipleship. How-
ever, the review provides an important bridge between Foucault’s
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aesthetics and the ethics he later developed, by providing an impor-
tant reminder of the conceptual and practical expanse separating
them: though dense and difficult, it asserts clearly enough two prin-
ciples that Deleuze and Foucault shared. The first establishes the gen-
eral ontological priority of the event over the object; the second
establishes the specific ontological priority of thought as an event
over thought as any structure or system—notably over structures and
systems of humanist design.

Foucault’s Deleuze is a “reverse Platonist” (p. 344): he opens
the door to all the alleged “imitations” and all the alleged “imitators”
that Plato so distrusted. Plato urges the thinker to ascend from the
world of transitory “appearance” to a sublime world of eternal and
perfect Forms;! Deleuze urges the thinker to look down. He subverts
Plato with his meticulous scrutiny of “a crop of hair or the dirt under
its fingernails” (p. 346). He “perverts” Plato in inclining toward “the
Sophists’ spitefulness, the unmannerly gestures of the Cynics, the ar-
guments of the Stoics, and the fluttering chimeras of Epicurus.” He
makes us want to read that most unmannerly of Cynics, Diogenes
Laértes. Deleuze is a philosopher of “all this swarming of the impal-
pable,” a philosopher of emanations and phantasms that “topologize
the materiality of the body.” He escapes “the dilemmas of truth and
falsehood and of being and nonbeing,” and lets his phantasms “con-
duct their dance . . . act out their mime, as ‘extrabeings’” (pp. 346-
347). Deleuze teaches us how to think about the “pure event,” and
about the relation between the pure event and the phantasm. The
former has no extension, either in space or in time; the latter is the
event “in play,” contracted or expanded to fit the scale, the pace, and
the import of the story of which it is part.

Though Deleuze’s inspirations include Spinoza, most analytical
philosophers would probably see him as arguing less for Spinoza’s
“psychophysical parallelism” than for an ontology grounded exclu-
sively in the incorporeal-and so they would label him a “mental-
ist.”®2 Deleuze may or may not be a mentalist, but he certainly
recognized in his own turn that Foucault, however preoccupied with
the self-referential mechanisms of fiction or the self-constructive
mechanisms of discourse, is neither a Kantian nor a mentalist.
Deleuze’s formidable Foucault has its faults,>® but it does have the
virtue of underscoring that Foucault always regards the psyche as
being in, and of, a wider world. Nor is the Foucauldean psyche simply
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passive: it is both the partial effect and the partial cause of its sur-
roundings. And it is both the partial effect and the partial cause of
certain aspects of itself.

However, Foucault finds in Deleuze terms immediately adequate to
define only the latter of the psyche’s dynamics, its production and
reproduction of itself.>* The pure event is “the thought,” or “the object
of thought” [le pense]; the phantasm is “thought” [la pensee]. In order
o grasp both their difference and their symbiosis, Foucault proposes
that

we must conceptualize not the synthesizing and synthesized subject but
rather a certain insurmountable fissure. Moreover, we must conceptu-
alize a series, without any original anchor, of simulacra, idols, and
phantasms which, in the temporal duality in which they are formed are
always the two sides of the fissure from which they are made signs and
are put in place as signs. The fissure of the I and series of signifying
points do not form a unity that permits thought to be both subject and
object, but they are themselves the event of thought [la pensée] and
the incorporeality of what is thought [la pensé], the object of thought
[le pense] as a problem (a multiplicity of dispersed points) and thought
[la pensée] as mime (repetition without a model). (pp. 353-54)

There is no unity of subject and object, nor possibility of that sort of
transcendence. What Deleuze instead allows Foucault to add to the
results of his aesthetic investigations is the specification of a psychic
“radical” —not yet another alter of thought, not its origin or first prin-
ciple, but its productive and reproductive “moment.” The ancient
Greeks knew that moment as an aporia—a “difficulty,” or more liter-
ally, a thing that “stops us in our tracks.” Foucault identifies it here as
the “object of thought,” and that object as a problem.

Deleuze further allows Foucault to supplement, and to begin to
reorient, the conceptual apparatus out of which he had recently con-
structed his archaeology. Consider one of the most indispensable ele-
ments of that apparatus, the “archive”:

Instead of seeing, on the great mythical book of history, lines of words
that translate in visible characters thoughts that were formed in some
other time and place, we have, in the density of discursive practices,
systems that establish statements as events (with their own conditions
and domain of appearance) and things (with their own possibility and
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field of use) . . . all these systems of statements (whether of events or
things) . . . [are] the archive.®®

In The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault objects that too many his-
torians have privileged grand and conventional notions such as “evo-
lution” or “development,” “the spirit of an age” or the “mentality” of a
civilizational “tradition.” These privileges all too often signal an over-
emphasis on historical continuity at the expense of discontinuity and
disruption, and methodological devaluation of the event itself.>® How-
ever, the concept of the archive is open itself to very much the same
objection: it, too, renders events subordinate to the “systems” of
which they are a part. The concept of the object of thought as problem
in fact holds the potential to effect an inversion of that subordination;
but as a concept only of the dynamics of aisthesis, and only of the
seemingly vacant Deleuzean “point,” it remains of quite limited ana-
lytical use. It demands both expansion and extension. Five years
passed before, suitably altered, it began to reappear in Foucault’s
writings as “problematization.”®” Another five years passed before it
became the conceptual centerpiece of his twin investigations of ethics
and governmentality. In the interim, Foucault largely left behind his
investigations of the thought of the outside in order to clarify, for his
growing audience (and also for himself), those other dynamics of the
psyche, within which limits can be quite palpable, and within which
transgression is always also moral. Such were what he came to call
the dynamics of “subjectivation,” of thought very much in, and of, a
wider world of regimes that would marshal it and of wills that would
require of it not what it might inherently afford —the truth —but rather
what it might be taxed to offer up, “knowledge.”

METHOD AND MAN

For Foucault as for Ludwig Wittgenstein, language is never private,
but its public “games” are irreducibly plural in form and function.?®
Between those discourses fashioned sheerly for the expression of ex-
perience and those fashioned for the production of knowledge, there
is little common ground. The latter traffic in “facts.” Between facts
and knowledge, between knowledge and truth, Foucault clearly pre-
sumed a systematic relation. He did not, however, have a “theory” of
knowledge; he never offered an account of the necessary and suffi-
cient conditions for knowledge. As he said in a 1g81 interview: “I'm
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nol an analytical philosopher. Nobody’s perfect.”®® If pressed, he
might at least have agreed with those analytical philosophers who
argue that knowledge is always defeasible, that claims to know per-
feelly justifiable in one context might turn out to be both unjustified
and false in another. Any finitistic theory of knowledge would, for
IF'oucault, in any case require a prioris. If valid at all, its validity could
only be normative.

The starting point of Foucault’s investigation of discursive and ex-
tradiscursive knowledge-producing practices is not normative; in-
stead, it is descriptive and interpretive. Its potential domain comprises
all those practices, past and present, which have been proposed or
presumed to systematically generate the truth: put simply, it poten-
lially includes all such “games of truth.” Foucault is too often read as a
rclentless epistemological relativist, a disbeliever in the truth-
which is odd, because he is entirely prepared to take a great many
would-be purveyors of truth more or less at their word. In his 1968
“Response” to the Paris Epistemology Circle (see pp. 297-333), as in
The Archaeology of Knowledge, he specifies four general criteria that
mark the degree of systematicity and the objective epistemic authority
of any game of truth. Between the “Response” and the .4rchaeology,
his terms differ, but the criteria remain constant. Citing the latter text:

The moment at which a discursive practice achieves individuality and
autonomy, the moment therefore at which a single system for the for-
mation of statements is put into operation, or the moment at which this
system is transformed, might be called the threshold of positivity. When,
in the operation of a discursive formation, a group of statements is ar-
ticulated, claims to validate (even if unsuccessfully) norms of verifica-
tion and coherence, and when it exercises a dominant function (as a
model, a critique, or a verification) over knowledge, we will say that the
discursive formation crosses a threshold of epistemologization. When
the epistemological figure thus outlined obeys a number of formal crite-
ria, when its statements comply not only with archaeological rules of
formation, but also with certain laws for the construction of
propositions . . . it has crossed a threshold of scientificity. And when
this scientific discourse is able, in turn, to define the axioms necessary
to it, the propositional structures that are legitimate to it, and the trans-
formations that it accepts, when it is thus able, taking itself as a starting-
point, to deploy the formal edifice that it constitutes . . . it has crossed
the threshold of formalization.*®
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Foucault sees these criteria as indices of degrees of systematicity. His
use of them highlights “levels, thresholds, and ruptures” between and
within discursive practices—a much more complex and qualitatively
ambiguous motility than Thomas Kuhn’s distinction between “revo-
lutionary” and “normal” science can capture.*! Foucault’s use of these
criteria also highlights the temporal irregularity of the constitution of
the scientific domain: in his judgment, only a single science-—
mathematics—has ever crossed all four thresholds simultaneously.
The history of mathematics can thus be a history of an “ideality”
which “has been questioned only to be repeated and purified.”*> The
history of all other sciences, from physics to psychopathology, must at
least as much be a history of “gropings and failures” as of resounding
or stable success.*?

Yet the historian should not treat mathematics as either a norma-
tive or a diagnostic model: “if one takes the establishment of math-
ematical discourse as a prototype for the birth and development of all
the other sciences, one runs the risk of homogenizing all the unique
forms of historicity, of reducing to the authority of a single rupture all
the different thresholds that a discursive practice may cross, and re-
producing endlessly, at every moment in time, the question of origin:
the rights of historico-transcendental analysis would thus be rein-
stated.”** The ontologist should also heed the warning: if relatively
few discursive practices have crossed all four thresholds even at
present, not all should ever be expected to cross any more than the
first two or three. The “fault” of these inevitably less formal ap-
proaches might lie not only with their (relative lack of) internal reso-
lution but also with the constitution of their objects. Numbers are one
sort of thing; the psyche, and its history, are quite another. For Fou-
cault, as for Wilhelm Dilthey and Hans-Georg Gadamer, knowledge is
plural, at least in part because being is itself plural.*

In the “Response,” Foucault announced his debt to an elder genera-
tion of historians of philosophy and of science who refused to privi-
lege continuity over “rupture”—Gaston Bachelard, Martial Gueroult,
and Georges Canguilhem (p. 299). Foucault’s rejection of his-
torical continualism may recall his own anti-Kantian aesthetics but
his concern in the “Response” is not with the self-productive psyche
alone: “The desire to make historical analysis the discourse of conti-
nuity, and make human consciousness the originating subject of all
knowledge and all practice, are two faces of one and the same system
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of thought. Time is conceived in terms of totalization, and revolution
never as anything but a coming to consciousness [prise de conscience]”
(p. 301). Foucault called for the historiography of the psyche to dis-
burden itself of its enchantment with the originary subject and all of
ils conventional proxies, from “tradition” and “mentality” to “evolu-
tion” and the “spirit of an age [epoque]” (pp. 302-03). He also called
for the renunciation of historicism, for which every beginning is
merely apparent, and all manifest discourse secretly based upon an
“already said” (p. 305). The psyche repeats itself only at infinity; so,
100, its history. There can be no a priori delimitation of the possible
variety of its multiple trains.*®

On ontological grounds alone, then, one would have to conclude
that the historiographer could never be confident of being able to
specify every last axiom necessary to his or her practice, and histori-
ography never confidently be able to cross Foucault’s fourth thresh-
old, the threshold of formalization. At best, it might aspire to cross the
threshold of scientificity. But should it aspire to cross even that? The
question certainly troubled Foucault throughout his career, not least
because most of the inquiries that occupied him from about 1966 for-
ward are themselves historiographic in character. No less troubling is
the question of history’s epistemological status, the epistemological
authority it commands. He posed both questions to himself in dia-
logue with himself at the conclusion of The Archaeology. His answers
are quite preliminary; they are also subtle. Their subtlety plays out in
his usage not only of histoire archeologique and episteme but of two
other terms— connaissance and savoir—whose ambiguities are easily
lost under the single English rubric of “knowledge.”

“What archaeology tries to describe,” Foucault writes, “is not the
specific structure of science, but the very different domain of knowl-
edge [savoir].”*" His histoire archeologique-“archaeological history”—
has as its “point of attack the threshold of epistemologization—the
point of cleavage between discursive formations defined by their posi-
tivity and epistemological figures that are not necessarily all sciences
(and which may never, in fact, succeed in becoming sciences).” At
this level,” he adds, “scientificity does not serve as a norm . . . what
one is trying to uncover are discursive practices insofar as they give
rise to a corpus of knowledge [savoir], in so far as they assume the
status and role of a science.”® Such a corpus is made up-largely if
not exclusively —of that typically scattered field of what Foucault calls
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a discourse.*® Discourses are neither less nor more orderly than the
conventional archaeological “site”; they may be rather “basic.” They
should not, however, be confused either with some “ordinary lan-
guage” or with the ordinary language of everyday experience. They
are, rather, that particular linguistic matrix which allows the archaeo-
logical historian to “reveal, between positivities, knowledge [savoir],
epistemological figures, and sciences, a whole set of differences, rela-
tions, gaps, independences, autonomies, and the way in which they
articulate their own historicities on one another.”®® Hence the possi-
bility of the analysis of an éepisteme, an “episteme”:

the total set of relations that unite, at a given period, the discursive
practices that give rise to epistemological figures, sciences, and possibly
formalized systems. . . . The episteme is not a form of knowledge [con-
naissance] or type of rationality which, crossing the boundaries of the
most varied sciences, manifests the sovereign unity of a subject, a spirit,
or a period; it is the totality of relations that can be discovered, for a
given period, between the sciences when one analyzes them at the level
of discursive regularities.>!

Although the episteme constrains discourse, it is always discursively
open. It is not some “system of postulates that governs all the
branches of knowledge [connaissance].”? 1t is, rather, “a constantly
moving set of articulations, shifts, and coincidences that are estab-
lished only to give rise to others.”%?

“Archaeological history” and the “episteme” belong to Foucault’s
technical vocabulary. Savoir and connaissance take on technical nu-
ances of their own (though these nuances are never at great variance
with ordinary French). Savoir is at once a verbal and a nominal
form—“to know” as well as “knowledge.” Its general sense is perhaps
that of “awareness” or “cognizance” (compare the English “savvy”).
One might, in this sense, know the Pythagorean theorem or the time
of day, know that Beijing is in China or that the hydrogen atom has
only a single electron, know of a continent called “Asia” or a diagram
called the “periodic table,” know of someone that she is kind or an
heiress, know about a certain item of news, about a theory, about a
rumor. Savoir can be quite abstract, or it can be quite concrete: one
might know that a certain flower is fragrant from having smelled it.
Such knowledge is not genuine if its object is nonexistent or false. It
need not, however, be grounded in any principle. It need not be the
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product of a reliable method or a reliable pedagogy. It cannot be com-
pletely without justification, but its justification does not need to be
precise or definitive. It can fall far short of proof. Hence, for Foucault,
the general domain of savoir: a domain not of things known but of
things to be known, one way or another, with less or with greater
rigor from one instance to the next. Within such a general domain,
there may be (and typically are) many subdivisions, many savoirs,
cach the constellation of a particular discursive practice, however sci-
entific it may or may not be.

The verbal form of connaissance is connaitre. Both are linked to the
general concept that might best be rendered in English as “acquain-
tance.” Thus one makes the acquaintance of (fait la connaissance de)
or is acquainted with (connaif) another person. One is acquainted
with, familiar with, a museum to which one has paid two or three
visits. One is familiar with, perhaps even well versed in, Baroque
painting (recall the “connoisseur”) or economics or Boolean algebra.
One has learned, and so knows, Mandarin or Sanskrit. One has
learned, perhaps memorized, and so knows how to play Mozart’s So-
nata in C on the piano. Connaissance and connaitre are ambiguous in
French in very much the same way that “acquaintance” and “to be
acquainted with” are ambiguous in English. They may signify a rela-
tively superficial mode of knowledge, grounded in incomplete infor-
mation or incomplete research, “knowledge” of minimal degree. But
this knowledge might always be enriched; acquaintance might be cul-
tivated and transformed into intimacy, into expertise. Hence the other
significative side of both terms: connaissance can sometimes only be
translated as “cognition,” sometimes only as “learning,” and its plural
sometimes only as “a body of learning,” indeed sometimes only as
“expertise.” Connaltre sometimes demands translation as “to com-
prehend” or “to have mastered.” Foucault’s more technical usage of
both of these terms always favors this latter side; it consistently
evokes modes of knowledge tied to highly developed apparatuses of
justification and modes of competence supported by well-crystallized
apparatuses of “background training.” In his more technical usage,
connaissance always has its closest affinities with science. In his “Re-
sponse,” Foucault thus locates savoir “between” experience and sci-
ence. “Connaissance,” in contrast, “confers on experience the charge
of giving an account of the effective existence of science. . . . The
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thematic of understanding [connaissance] is tantamount to a denega-
tion of knowledge [savior]’ (p. 332).

How close are connaissance and archaeological history? The imagi-
nary interlocutor at the conclusion of The Archaeology remarks: “one
must at least deduce that your archaeology is not a science. . . . Yet
another of those discourses that would like to be taken as a discipline
still in its early stages, no doubt; which gives their authors the double
advantage of not having to establish their explicit, rigorous scientific-
ity, and of opening up for it a future generality that frees it from the
hazards of its birth.”®** Foucault does not reject the accusation or pre-
tend to be plying a “science.” He does not expect archaeological his-
tory ever to attain scientificity.’> What he claims for it, instead, is an
established domain of positivity: “it is related to the sciences that are
already constituted and establish their norms in the knowledge
[savoir] archaeologically described; for the archaeological enterprise,
these sciences are so many science-objects.”®® He suggests that it can
appeal to “generative grammar” for some at least of its analytical
standards.’” He points to “social formations” as those “correlative
spaces” in which it might seek controls for, and the corroboration of,
at least some of its results. Finally, he proposes that it might some day
be able to call upon a “general theory of productions” as its own “en-
veloping theory.”%® Archaeology is neither a science nor a guarantor
of connaissance; it can only offer savoir; but it might some day be able
to cross the threshold of epistemologization, to call a regulative epis-
temological figure its own.

Could a general theory of productions, a general theory of how
historical (and psychic) differences are made, be the ultimate episte-
mological figure not just of archaeological history but also of histori-
ography as a whole? Foucault does not say so; the tentative tone of his
conclusion to The Archaeology does not suggest that he encourages
any such inference. But he may be inclined toward the position all the
same. What form would a theory of productions take? Again, he does
not say, but surely it cannot be yet another transcendentalism, yet
another specification of the necessary and sufficient conditions either
of historical process or of historical events. He surely cannot expect it
even to take the form of a statistical or probabilistic modeling of such
conditions. Yet Foucault’s venturing of the very idea of a general
theory of productions, which might at least postulate the necessary
(or, in their lieu, the sufficient) conditions of historical practice, or
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postulate the general relation between discursive and extradiscursive
practices, underscores his reluctance to adopt, even provisionally,
any principle of the fundamental plurality or heterogeneity of histo-
riographical diagnosis and historiographical method themselves. It
underscores his central ambition, as historiographer and as method-
ologist, from Madness and Civilization through the first volume of The
llistory of Sexuality: not merely to describe but to provide a corrective
lo the vast error that has its realization in the philosophy of the “con-
stituting subject” (p. 437) and in “the human sciences,” the sciences of
“man.”

ENVISIONING REVISION

In Les Mots et les choses, published in French in 1966 and translated
into English four years later as The Order of Things: An Archaeology
of the Human Sciences, Foucault argues that our “modern” conception
of “man” is only some hundred and fifty years old. This new “man” is
a being that makes the world, but it is also a creature, a being made
from the world in which itlives. It is at once the subject of knowledge
and the object within which the conditions of all possible knowledge
lie.%® It makes its philosophical appearance in the simultaneously
transcendental and empirical analyses of Hegel’s Phenomenology of
Spirit.?° It retains a central role in all those philosophical traditions to
which Hegel is ancestral-in subsequent phenomenologies, but also
in Marxism. It makes its scientific appearance when, in the early
nineteenth century, “natural history becomes biology, when the
analysis of wealth becomes economics, [and] when, above all, reflec-
tion upon language becomes philology.”®* In all these new sciences,
“man” is an essentially finite being, an ephemeral expression of the
laws of the various natural systems into which it is born and within
which it is bound to die; but it is also a being who, for all its finitude, is
somehow able to grasp its own nature, to comprehend all that it has
ever been and all that it ever might be.®?

“Man,” in short, is a mystery. It is a being of paradoxes. It has,
Foucault thinks, had its day. His conclusion to The Order of Things
once again recalls what he has seen in Blanchot:

[T]he whole of the modern episteme . . . was bound up . . . with the
shift of language towards objectivity, and with its reappearance in mul-
tiple form. If this same language is now emerging with greater and
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greater insistence in a unity that we ought to think but cannot as yet do
so0, is this not the sign that the whole of this configuration is now about
to topple, and that man is in the process of perishing as the being of
language continues to shine ever brighter upon our horizon?%3

Foucault soon came to regret such grand and epochal pronounce-
ments.®* He never, however, abandoned his suspicion of either phe-
nomenology or Marxism.%® Though far from indicting all the
discourses and practices that now constitute biology and economics
and philology, he never abandoned his suspicion of any discourse or
practice founded in a determinate axiomatics of “human nature.” And
he never abandoned the question that fiction might inspire but could
never answer: “Does man really exist?”®® Plainly, Foucault does not
think so. But the question must then be: What has encouraged so
many people to believe the contrary for so long?

That people should be in error is not itself odd. In a lengthy hom-
age, Foucault credits Canguilhem with leading him to recognize, in-
stead, that “life . . . is that which is capable of error” (p. 476).
Error, in its turn, is generative of both “human thought and its his-
tory”:

The opposition ofthe true and the false, the values that are attributed to
the one and the other, the power effects that different societies and dif-
ferent institutions link to that division —all this may be nothing but the
most belated response to that possibility of error inherent in life. If the
history of the sciences is discontinuous—that is, if it can be analyzed
only as a series of “corrections,” as a new distribution that never sets
free, finally and forever, the terminal moment of truth—the reason,
again, is that “error” constitutes not a neglect or a delay of the promised
fulfillment but the dimension peculiar to the life of human beings and
indispensable to the duration [temps] of the species. (p. 476)

Following Canguilhem, Foucault is not a pragmatist but a fallibilist,
or better, a philosopher of fallibility.®” The history of thought is a his-
tory of trials, an open-ended history of multiple visions and revisions,
some more enduring than others.

A pragmatist might settle for an intellectualist analysis of how du-
rable any particular vision or revision is, however much in error.
Foucault is a much more complex “psychologist,” and his treatment
of the endurance of error is by no means limited to the pragmatist
notation of the absence of any “stronger argument.” In The Archaeol-



Introduction XXXIII

08y, he already specified that dimension of his treatment which be-
came central to his research through the seventies. He notes the
“rarity” of statements, the considerable gap between the indefinite
number of statements that might be generated within any discourse
and the relatively few that actually end up constituting it. The gap
evinces the “costliness” of such statements, the considerable capital
that is required for their production and the price they accordingly
bear. It evinces their “value,” but a value that cannot be defined “by
their truth.” The value of statements resides, rather, in their presump-
tive truth, their presumptive authority, and so in their actual instru-
mental potential. In its rarity, the presumptively authoritative
statement is “an asset—finite, limited, desirable, useful —that has its
own rules of appearance, but also its own conditions of appropriation
and operation; an asset that consequently, from the moment of its
appearance (and not only in its ‘practical applications’), poses the
question of power; an asset that is, by nature, the object of a struggle, a
political struggle.”®® Hence the rationale for a frankly functionalist
investigation of the interaction of two separate forces: pouvoir and
savoir, “power” and “knowledge.”®®

In a 1967 interview Foucault suggests that his archaeology “owes
more to Nietzschean genealogy than to structuralism” (p. 294.). Only
in 1971, with “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (see pp. 369-91), did he
further elaborate his debt, or perhaps hint would be more accurate.
Here as elsewhere, it would be incautious to conflate his explication
of another writer’s position as in any sense a straightforward explica-
tion of his own. The essay on Nietzsche nevertheless marks another
important turning of Foucauldean discourse—away from the archae-
ology of knowledge and toward a genealogy of “power-knowledge,”
as well as away from archaeological history and toward a history of
the “dynastics of knowledge.””® Genealogy remains a historiography
of epistemic discontinuities, of epistemic ruptures; yet it introduces an
additional dimension. It combines a diagnostics of the interior syste-
maticity and structural productivity of discourses, of discursive for-
mations, and of epistemes with a diagnostics of “descent”: of “the
accidents, the minute deviations—or conversely, the complete
reversals—the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations
that gave birth to those things which continue to exist and have value
for us” (p. 374)- It thus can reveal that “there is ‘something altogether
different’ behind things, not a timeless and essential secret but the
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secret thatthey have no essence, or that their essence was fabricated
in a piecemeal fashion from alien forms” (p. 371). It unmasks preten-
sions to “naturalness.” It exposes the apparently simple as actually
complex. It reveals that the things of history—historical things—are,
at base, disparate (see p. 372). If archaeology attends to discursive
practices, genealogy assumes a much broader vantage. It looks be-
hind discursive practices to their extradiscursive setting, to the mi-
lieux from which they are excluded or in which their products are
deployed. It looks not just for the descent of things but also for the
emergence of the boundaries between them. What it confronts are
“forces” and the “hazardous play of dominations” (p. 376). To aes-
thetic or archaeological analyses of the relations among forms, gene-
alogy unites an analysis of those “relations of contrary forces” which
constitute the actual stuff of history, actual events. What it finds are
neither mechanisms nor final destinations. It instead finds chance,
“the luck of the battle [hasard de la lutte]” (p. 381).

Foucault does not merely slip into prioritizing the system over the
event in formulating his archaeology; he also imposes a severe phe-
nomenological limit on it. Archaeology must always be a history of
the past, because the archives available to us can only be past, can
only be other than the one “within whose rules” we speak and which
“gives to us what we can say.””* At least by 1970, however, he began to
recognize in his own past example an “ethnographic” strategy that
might allow at least the outlines of the present to become clear. The
historian may not be able to grasp the present in its totality. But a
historian attentive to the shifting boundary dividing the normal from
the abnormal, the historian of what the ethnographer would call the
“deviant” and the “taboo,” might be able even so to discern the gen-
eral “modality” of the present to which he or she belongs (p. 335).
Foucault reiterated the virtues of such a strategy—on which he
never ceased to rely—much later in his career, even as he continued
to advise “modesty” toward the present (p. 449). The strategy is noth-
ing more than the synchronic phase of genealogy itself, its review of
the state of subjects, of objects, and of the relations between them not
through time but, instead, at any particular moment of time. From
1971 forward, Foucault favored genealogy not simply for its prioritiza-
tion of events over systems but also for its programmatization of a
history no longer constrained to be a history of the past but capable of
being a “history of the present.””
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Genealogy has yet another advantage over archaeology. It contin-
ues to treat archaeological phenomena—discourses and discursive
[ormations; extradiscursive practices and organizations; the hetero-
geneous amalgams of discursive and extradiscursive practices and
their technological accoutrements that Foucault occasionally refers to
as “apparatuses” [dispositifs].” Like archaeology, it remains detached
rom those individual human intentions to which the classic histori-
ographer or the phenomenologist might have appeal. Hence it neither
lionizes nor blames. Unlike archaeology, though, it expands its focus
heyond the internal generativity of discourses, to a much wider do-
main of interaction: between the proponents and the antagonists of
any discourse or discursive formation; between discursive formations
and their functional milieux. Archaeology—at least in its diagnostic
“purity”—-is a method suitable for rendering historical discontinuities
and ruptures, but only at the expense of historical continuities and
cnduring historical conduits. Genealogy has its focal ground in the
luck of battle, the unpredictable turns of victory and defeat. Like ar-
chaeology, it too is concerned with disruption. Precisely in its far more
refined localism, though, it opens onto the regions above or beyond
the fray, regions perhaps longer or more briefly at peace. It allows
IFoucault to characterize the historical process neither as discontinu-
ous nor as continuous but, rather, as “a multiplicity of time spans that
cntangle and envelop one another” (p. 430). It allows him to conceive
ofhistory as a plurality of encounters and temporalities.

However, genealogy too has its shortcomings. It informs Foucault’s
approach to an extraordinarily diverse array of events and practices
and institutions, from a peasant’s confession of murder to the coales-
cence of “governmentality,” but throughout, its methodological status
is curiously indefinite.”* It is of great service in illuminating the vari-
ous historicities of the “sciences of man.” But Foucault’s remark in
Discipline and Punish that certain sciences have managed to detach
themselves from the conditions of their discursive emergence, to dis-
lance themselves from the play of power-knowledge, suggests that
genealogy might prove of much less service to the historian of physics
or mathematics.”> What, moreover, of genealogy itself? Does it some-
how preserve a privilege that other historical methodologies lack? Is
it alone liberated from the scrutiny to which it subjects other informal
knowledges? Foucault certainly never claimed that genealogy is itself
beyond genealogical analysis, or that genealogy is beyond any in-
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volvement with power; if anything, he believed the contrary. Nor
would a genealogy of genealogy inevitably undermine the virtues of
the method or inevitably negate its results. Genealogical critique,
whatever its object, is not the same as disproof. It is not a reductio ad
absurdum. However, it does tend to leave its objects under a persis-
tent aura of suspicion.

Might genealogy itself thus be suspect? Perhaps; but the answer
would depend less on an inquiry into what it renders positive and
what it excludes than on the quality of the forces that drive it. Fou-
cault was convinced that the sciences of man emerge in error, in the
mistaken postulate of a stable, definable, suprahistorical human es-
sence, a fixed human nature. But, however grave, the error does not
preclude discovery or the amassing of a great many particular truths
about human beings. It persists in part because it has so many appar-
ent corroborations. It persists in greater part, however, because of its
virtually perfect accord with the norms of conceptual formation and
the grand ambitions of a particular modality of reason, a particular
rationalism, increasingly dominant in Europe and elsewhere from
the early nineteenth century forward. Emphasizing its affinities with
capitalist practices and the capitalist ethos, Max Weber would charac-
terize such rationalism as “technical,” as “calculative” and “instru-
mental.””® Foucault, emphasizing its intellectual pragmatism, tends to
write of it as the prevailing modern expression and prevailing mod-
ern instrument of la volonte de savoir, “the will to know.””” Is geneal-
ogy an expression and an instrument of the same will?

If so, it would be a conceptually ill-formed, a very poor instrument.
At least in its Foucauldean deployment, it would also seem consis-
tently to lead to results quite contrary to those which would satisfy
any managerial passion. It belongs apparently to another rationalism,
another will. Yet genealogy leaves other rationalisms, other wills,
largely obscure. Its constant point of departure and return is power-
knowledge. Its critique has the will to know as its constant object. Its
history is a history of strategies, of tactics, of battles. Were it a total, a
universal method, it would surely be guilty of promulgating a reduc-
tive image of history and the psyche alike. Even restricted, it would
seem to run the risk of picturing the sciences of man as nothing more
than so many instrumentalist fantasies, nothing more than so many
excrescences of the same acquisitive and inquisitional spirit. It would
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thus seem to run the risk of perpetuating the monotony of the very
sorl of “critique of ideology” to which Foucault is most opposed.

Not until the early eighties did Foucault settle on a more generous
regard for both history and possible foci of genealogical research. In
the interim, he developed a friendship with one of his former stu-
dents, the classicist and philosopher Paul Veyne. At Berkeley and else-
where, he also embarked upon an extensive philosophical exchange
with Paul Rabinow and philosopher Hubert Dreyfus, and at last began
o embrace the inevitable plurality, the inevitable heterogeneity, of
historiographical diagnosis and historiographical method.”® Adopting
Veyne’s term, Foucault spoke, first in 1979, of the necessity of historio-
graphical “nominalism.””® Veyne’s nominalism, for its part, has much
in common with Hayden White’s “metahistory” and with many other
recent narratologies:®° it construes history as an ever-passing human
spectacle, “not scientist but sublunary.”®! As spectacle, history lacks
“clementary facts, because each fact has meaning only within its own
plot and has reference to an indefinite number of plots.”®® No single
plot can claim pride of place over any other; and no finite grouping
of plots can claim to be exhaustive of any “event-worthy field.”® It is
somewhat unlikely that Foucault, who so pointedly objected to
Jacques Derrida’s excessive “textualization of discursive practices”
(p- 416), could wholeheartedly embrace Veyne’s own textualist ren-
dering of the historical “fact.” But he came at least to accept that what
a nominalist would say of any particular technique of emplotment,
any particular method, should be said of genealogy itself: it never tells
the “whole story.”

But of what might genealogy be able to tell at least part of the story?
Especially in the aftermath of the publication of the first volume of
The History of Sexuality, Foucault became increasingly interested in
ethics and in that reflexive exercise of power through which human
beings can, if always within limits, undertake to envision and to re-
vise themselves. A history of such “practices of freedom” can be ge-
nealogical, but it is not, or not only, a history of battles. It is not, or not
only, a history of the will to know. It evokes other relations, and other
forces. One of these latter—though Foucault mentions it only
rarely—is the volonte de verite, the “will to truth,” a will not strategic
but curious. To another of them, Foucault never quite gave a name,
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but it might roughly be called the “will to become,” a “poetic” will that
exercises itself on the psyche, on the self, for the sake of self-
realization.

With its application to ethics, genealogy itself becomes internally
plural. In the early eighties, Foucault began to expand and to redefine
its fulcrum. Deleuze returns, with the relevant changes being made.
From a 1984 interview:

For a long time, I have been trying to see if it would be possible to
characterize the history of thought in distinguishing it from the history
of ideas—that is, the analysis of systems of representations—and from
the history of mentalities —that is, the analysis of attitudes and schemes
of behavior. It seemed to me that there existed an element that was of a
nature to characterize the history of thought: what one could call prob-
lems or, more exactly, problematizations. . . . Thought is not what
dwells within an instance of behavior and gives it a meaning; it is
rather what allows for a step back from that manner of doing or react-
ing, for putting it forward as a thought-object and interrogating it about
its meaning, its conditions, and its ends. Thought is liberty in relation to
what one does, the movement by which one detaches oneself from it,
constitutes it as an object and reflects on it as a problem.5*

In the same month, Foucault offered to another interviewer that “the
notion that serves as a common form” to his studies, from Madness
and Civilization forward, is precisely that of problematization, how-
ever long it might have taken him “to isolate it.”%

What, then, provokes problematization? A historical hodgepodge,
to consider only the evidence that Foucault himself has left to us. It
includes the will to know, the will to truth, and the will to become. It
includes the urge to administer both men and things. It includes the
failure of the best-laid plans and the unexpected success of irrespon-
sible frivolities. It includes the always-nagging inevitability of death,
war, contagion. It includes demographic explosion and decline, ratio-
nalization, bureaucratization, industrialization, moral paradox, and
experiential anomaly. It includes the eerie trenchancy of the mad and
the inexplicable cry of a small child. It includes all that might ever
trouble or startle us—not least, the occasional, unsummoned coales-
cence of our own idle musing.

What is the “form” of problematization? A certain distance, per-
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haps, between the psyche and its milieu, a distance that, in each case,
has ils own stimuli, its own consequences, and its own historicity. A
hiatus in which the most unrestrained fantasy and the most rigorous
reason might have equal exercise. A gap in which thought first of all
mimics nothing but itself. A space of vision, and the constant test and
Irial of revisions, within which Foucault’s philosophical and histori-
cal imagination, his personal daimon, would always reside.

The daimon lives. Had Foucault himself lived, his notion of prob-
lematization would undoubtedly have grown more rigorous, more
relined. His genealogy of problematization would have grown even
more copious and even more diverse. What remains is at once an
incomplete and an imposing precedent. With it, there are many tasks,
some of which to call, perhaps, our own.

| would say that the work of the intellectual is in a sense to say what is,
while making it appear able not to be, or not to be as it is. . . . What
reason experiences [éprouve] as its necessity, or rather what the differ-
ent forms of rationality put forward as their necessary being—one can
perfectly well undertake a history of that and recover the network of
contingencies from which it emerged. Which does not mean, however,
that those forms of rationality were irrational: it means that they rest
upon a base of human practice and human history; and since the latter
were made, they can be unmade, provided one knows how they were
made.56

James D. FausioN
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NOTE ON TERMS AND TRANSLATIONS

T'his volume comprises texts that span virtually the whole of Fou-
cault’s career. Like the first volume, this one includes several selec-
lions already available, if sometimes in truncated form, in English.
Just short of half the selections appear here in English for the first
time. All of the latter have been translated by Robert Hurley.

The editorial policy that governed the first volume remains in
force. Here, too, as light as possible a hand has been exercised. The
aim has been to render Foucault’s vocabulary and expression with as
much consistency as his own texts warrant, and the more literal
translation has always been given preference over the less literal. The
lexts published in Dits et ecrits have remained the standard against
which all translations have been judged. Many of the translations al-
ready available in English have accordingly been subject only to mi-
nor mechanical and stylistic emendations. Several others, however,
have been extensively modified, whether because of their inaccura-
cies or because they were either abridgments of, or included supple-
ments to, their counterparts in Dits et ecrits. Annotations indicate the
extent of such modifications from one case to the next.

French terms used in a technical sense, and those terms which
have proven particularly resistant to precise translation, are often
placed in brackets after their English glosses. In this as in the first
volume, connaissance (acquaintance, cognition, learning, expertise,
knowledge), savoir (knowledge), and their cognates thus appear quite
frequently. I have also included a general discussion of the usage of
connaissance and savoir (in French, and in Foucault) in my Introduc-
tion. One further term merits special attention. Foucault’s enonce is
consistently rendered here as “statement.” It should not be confused
with an utterance: the statement may be produced both in writing and
orally; the utterance only in the latter mode. Nor should it be confused
with a proposition: the statement is always a thing produced, always a
historical event; the proposition is a purely formal entity, belonging to
the sphere of logic. Foucault also sometimes uses the term énoncia-
tion in referring to a set, or a mode of the production, of enonces. At the
cost of losing the aural and visual link the French preserves, enoncia-
tion is regularly translated in this volume as “enunciation.”



PART ONE



AESTHETICS



THE FATHER’S “NO”*?

Tle Holderlin Jahrbuch has been extremely important; since 1946,
il has managed patiently to dislodge Holderlin’s texts from the accu-
mulated weight of a half century of interpretations obviously inspired
by the disciples of Stefan George. Freidrich Gundolf’s analysis of The
Archipelago stands as an excellent example of this latter approach,’
riven its emphasis on the sacred, circular presence of nature, the vis-
ible proximity of the gods who metamorphose into lovely bodies, their
coming to light in the cycles of history, and their ultimate return her-
alded by the fleeting presence of the Child —-the eternal and perishable
ruardian of fire. Caught up in the lyricism of a fulfilling time, all of
these themes served to stifle what Friedrich Hélderlin had announced
in the vitality of a rupture. Following the thematics of Stefan George,
the young hero of “The Fettered River,” torn from the stupefied bank
in a theft that exposes him to the boundless violence of the gods, is
transformed into a tender, soft, and promising child. The hymn com-
memorating cyclical process had silenced Holderlin’s words, the hard
words that divide time. It was obviously necessary to recapture his
language at its source.

A number of studies (some rather early and others more recent)
have significantly altered the traditional reference points of the H6ld-
erlin chronology. Heinrich Lange’s simple scheme,? which placed all
the “obscure” texts (like the Grund zum Empedokles) in a pathologi-

“I'his essay, a review of Jean Laplanche’s Holderlin et la question du peére (Paris:
I'resses Universitaires de France, 1961), first appeared in Critique 178 (1g62), pp. 195-
20q. This translation, by D. F. Bouchard and S. Simon, has been slightly amended.
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cal calendar originating with the Bordeaux episode, was considerably
modified some time ago; it was necessary to alter its dates so that the
enigma of Holderlin’s madness could arise earlier than had been pre-
viously supposed (all the drafts of Empedokles were completed before
Holderlin left for France). But, in an inverse sense, the obstinate ero-
sion of meaning proliferated; Friedrich Beissner tirelessly investi-
gated the last hymns and the texts of madness; Leopold Liegler and
Andreas Miiller examined the successive configurations that devel-
oped from the same poetic core (The Wanderer and Ganymede).” The
escarpment of mythic lyricism, the struggle at the limits of language
from which it grows, its unique expression and perpetually open
space, are no longer the last rays of light escaping from the growing
darkness. They arise, on the level of meaning and of time, in that
central and profoundly embedded point where poetry talks freely to
itself in the words [la parole] that are proper to it.

Adolf Beck’s clarifications with respect to the biography have also
led to a whole series of reevaluations.* His studies bear in particular
on two episodes: the return from Bordeaux (1802), and the eighteen-
month period of Holderlin’s tutorship at Waltershauser from the end
of 1793 to the middle of 1795 and the departure from Jena. This period
is especially important for the light it sheds on relationships that were
previously neglected or misunderstood. This is the time in which
Hélderlin met Charlotte von Kalb; the period of his relations, at once
close and distant, with Friedrich Schiller; of Johann Fichte’s influ-
ence; and of his abrupt return to his mother’s house. But, most impor-
tant, it is a time of strange anticipations, repetitions against the grain
that present in up-beat what will, in the aftermath or in other forms,
be restored as a down-beat. Charlotte von Kalb obviously prefigures
Diotima and Suzette Gontard; equally, Holderlin’s fervent attachment
to Schiller, who, from afar, watches over, protects, and, from the
heights of his reserve, pronounces the Law, delineates from the out-
side and within the order of events the terrible presence of the “un-
faithful” gods from whom Oedipus (because he dared infringe on
their territory) will turn away through the gesture in which he blinds
himself: “a traitor in the realm of the sacred.”® And the flight to
Niirtingen, far from Schiller, from legislative Fichte, and from an
already-deified Goethe mute before silent Holderlin—is there not, in
the dotted line of vicissitudes, the decipherable figure of this return
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home which will later be opposed, as balance, to the categorical
turning-away ofthe gods? Yet other repetitions are introduced into the
already-dense situation at Jena—invariably at Jena—but these accord-
ing to the simultaneity produced by mirrors: on the level of Holder-
lin’s dependencies, his now established intimacy with Wilhelmina
Marianne Kirmes forms the double of the enchanted and inaccessible
union in which, like gods, Schiller and Charlotte von Kalb are joined;
the teaching position as a young tutor, which he accepts with enthusi-
asm and in which he showed himself rigorous and demanding to the
point of cruelty, presents in relief the inverted image of the accessible
and loving master he sought in Schiller but in whom he only found
discreet concern, a constant, unbreachable distance, and deaf incom-
prehension.

We are indeed fortunate that the Holderlin Jahrbuch has remained
alien to the babbling of psychologists —doubly fortunate that they have
not seen fit to investigate its findings. The gods were with us; they
removed the temptation of submitting Hélderlin and his madness to a
stricter form of that discourse which so many psychologists (Karl Jas-
pers first and foremost)® perpetually and pointlessly repeat: this ap-
proach, pursued to the very heart of madness, is based on the
assumption that the meaning of a work, its themes and specific do-
main, can be traced to a series of events whose details are known to
us. The question posed by this nonconceptual eclecticism, as it de-
rives from “clinical” psychology, is whether a chain of significations
can be formed to link, without discontinuity or rupture, an individual
life to a life’s work, events to words, and the mute forms of madness to
the most essential aspects of a poem.

In fact, this possibility prescribes, to anyone who attends to it with-
out being taken in by it, a different course. The old problem, con-
cerned with the point at which a work ends and madness begins, is
meaningless when posed in a context of uncertain dates and a maze
ofoverlapping phenomena. Instead of assuming that a work collapses
in the shadows of a pathological event once it achieves its secret truth,
il is necessary to follow the movement in which a work gradually
discloses the open and extended space of schizophrenic existence. At
lhis extreme limit, we find a revelation that no language could have
cxpressed outside of the abyss that engulfs it and that no fall could
have demonstrated if it were not at the same time a conquest of the
highest peaks.
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This is the direction taken by Jean Laplanche in his book. He be-
gins by adopting the discreet style of a “psychobiography.” From this
opening, he crosses his chosen field diagonally and discovers, ap-
proaching his conclusion, the nature of the problem which had in-
formed his text from the start and from which it derived its prestige
and mastery: how can language apply a single and identical discourse
to poetry and madness? Which syntax functions at the same time on
the level of declared meaning and on that of interpreted signification?

But, perhaps, in order to illuminate the particular powers of sys-
tematic inversion that animate Laplanche’s text, we should at least
pose—if not resolve—this question in its original form: what source
gives rise to the possibility of this language and why, for the longest
time, has it appeared so “natural” to us, that is, oblivious to its proper
enigma?

As a Christianized Europe first began to name its artists, their lives
were accorded the anonymous form of the hero, as if the name could
only adopt the colorless role of chronological memory within the
cycle of perfect recommencements. Vasari’s Vite sets as its goal the
evocation of an immemorial past, and its proceeds according to an
ordained and ritual order. Genius makes itself known from infancy,
not in the psychological form of precocity, but by virtue of its intrinsic
right to exist in advance of time and to make its appearance only in its
consummation. Genius is not born, but appears without intermediary
or duration in the rift of history; similar to the hero, the artist sunders
time so as to reestablish its continuity with his own hands. The mani-
festations of genius, however, are accompanied by a series of vicissi-
tudes: one of the most frequent episodes concerns the passage from
misrecognition to recognition. Giotto was a shepherd sketching sheep
on a rock when Cimabue found him and paid homage to his hidden
majesty (as the prince in medieval tales, living among peasants who
adopted him, is suddenly recognized by a mysterious mark). An ap-
prenticeship follows this experience, but it is more symbolic than real
since it can invariably be reduced to the singular and unequal con-
frontation between the master and his disciple—the older man
thought he was giving everything away to a youngster who already
possessed all the older man’s powers. The clash that ensues reverses
their relationship: the child, set apart by a sign, transforms the master
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into a disciple, and the master, whose reign was merely a usurpation,
suffers a symbolic death by virtue of the inviolable rights pos-
sessed by the anonymous shepherd. After Leonardo da Vinci painted
the angel in the Baptism of Christ, Verrochio abandoned his career
and, similarly, the aging Ghirlandaio withdrew in favor of Michelan-
gelo. The artist has yet to attain his full sovereignty; another secret
test awaits him, but this one is voluntary. Like the hero who fights in
black armor, his visor covering his face, the artist hides his work and
reveals it only upon completion. This was Michelangelo’s procedure
with the David as it was with Uccello’s fresco above the gates of San
Tommaso. Finally, the artist receives the keys to the kingdom, the
keys of Demiurgy. He produces a world that is the double, the frater-
nal rival, of our own. In the instantaneous ambiguity of illusion, it
takes its place and passes for it—the monsters painted by Leonardo on
the roundel of Ser Piero are as horrifying as any found in nature.
Through this return to nature, in the perfection of identity, a promise
is fulfilled: man is freed, as the legend recounts that Filippo Lippi was
actually liberated on the day he painted a supernatural resemblance
of his master.

The Renaissance attitude towards the artist’s individuality con-
flated an epic perception which derived from the already archaic
form of the medieval hero with the Greek themes of the initiatory
cycle, and at their boundary appeared the ambiguous and overdeter-
mined structures of enigma and discovery, of the intoxicating force of
illusion, of a return to nature that is basically other, and of an access to
new lands revealed as the same. The artist was able to emerge from
the age-old anonymity of epic singers only by usurping the power and
meaning of the same epic values. The heroic dimension passed from
the hero to the one whose task it had been to represent him at a time
when Western culture itself became a world of representations. A
work no longer achieved its sole meaning as a monument, a memory
engraved in stone which was capable of surviving the ravages of
time; it now belonged to the legend it had once commemorated; it
became in itself an “exploit” because it conferred eternal truth upon
men and upon their ephemeral actions and also because it referred to
the marvellous realm of the artist’s life as its “natural” birthplace. The
painter was the first subjective inflection of the hero. His self-portrait
was no longer merely a marginal sign of the artist’s furtive participa-
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tion in the scene being represented, as a figure hidden at the corner of
the canvas; it became, at the very center of the work, the totality of the
painting where the beginning joins the ending in the absolute heroic
transformation of the creator of heroes.

In this fashion, for the artist, a relationship of the self to itself was
tied up in the interior of the exploit that the hero could never experi-
ence. The heroic mode became the primary manifestation—at the
boundary of the things that appear and their representations, for one-
self and for others—of the singleness of approach to the truth of the
work. This was nevertheless a unity both precarious and ineradi-
cable, and one that disclosed, on the basis of its essential constitution,
the possibility of a series of dissociations. Among the most character-
istic were: the “distraught hero” whose life or passions were continu-
ally in conflict with his work (this is Filippo Lippi who suffered from
the torments of the flesh and, unable to possess the lady whose por-
trait he was painting, was forced to “stifle his passion”); the “alienated
hero,” losing himself in his work and also losing sight of the work
itself (plainly Uccello, who “could have been the most elegant and
original painter since Giotto had he devoted to human and animal
figures the time lost in his studies of perspective”); the “misunder-
stood hero,” scorned by his peers (like Tintoretto who was driven
away by Titian and spurned throughout his life by the Venetian paint-
ers). These avatars, which gradually traced the dividing line between
the artist’s deeds and the deeds of heroes, give rise to the possibility of
an ambiguous stance (maintained through a composite vocabulary)
which embraces both the work and what the work is not. The space
cleared in the decline of heroism, a space whose nature was sus-
pected by the sixteenth century, and one that our present culture
cheerfully investigates in keeping with its basic forgetfulness, is ulti-
mately occupied by the “madness” of the artist; it is a madness that
identifies the artist with his work in rendering him alien to others—
from all those who remain silent—and it also situates the artist outside
his work when it blinds him to the things he sees and makes him deaf
to even his own words. This state can no longer be understood as a
Platonic ecstasy that protects him from illusion and exposes him to
the radiant light of the gods, but as a subterranean relationship in
which the work and what it is not construct their exteriority within
the language of dark interiority. Given these conditions, it became
possible to envisage the strange enterprise we call the “psychology of
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the artist,” a procedure always haunted by madness even when the
pathological dimension is absent. It is inscribed on the beautiful he-
roic unity that gave names to the first painters, but as an index of their
separation, negation, and oblivion. The psychological dimension in
our culture is the negation of epic perceptions. If we hope to under-
stand the artists of the past, we can only do so by following this diago-
nal and illusive path on which the older, mute alliance between the
work and the “other” of the work whose tales of heroic rituals and
immutable cycles were commemorated by Vasari is at once caught
sight of and lost.

In keeping with our discursive understanding, we have tried to con-
struct the language of this unity. But is it lost to us? Or so fully incor-
porated in other discourses, in the monotony generated by discourses
on “the relationship of art and madness,” that is nearly impossible to
unravel? This unity makes possible such discourses of reassessment
(I think of Jean Vinchon) and misery (I think of Jean Fretet and many
others).” At the same time, it is constantly occulted, deliberately ne-
glected, and scattered through these repetitions. It lies dormant within
discourse and forced by it into stubborn oblivion. This unity can be
given new life only through a rigorous and uncompromising dis-
course such as that developed by Laplanche, perhaps the only scion
to be saved from a most inglorious dynasty. Laplanche’s remarkable
readings multiply the problems that schizophrenia has, of late, insis-
tently posed for psychoanalysis.

What is the precise point of saying that the place left empty by the
Father is the same place that Schiller occupied in Holderlin’s imagina-
tion and subsequently abandoned, the same place made radiant by the
unfaithful presence of the gods of the last texts prior to leaving the
Hesperians under the royal law of institutions? More simply, what is
this same figure outlined in the Thalia-Fragment before the actual
meeting with Suzette Gontard which is then faithfully reproduced in
the definitive version of Diotima? What is this “sameness” to which
analysis is so readily drawn? Why is this “identity” so insistently in-
troduced in every analysis; why does it seem to guarantee the easy
passage between the work and what it is not?

Of the numerous paths which lead to this “identity,” Laplanche’s
analysis undoubtedly follows the most secure; he moves from one
approach to another without ever losing his way, without waveringin
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his pursuit of this “sameness” which obsesses him with its inacces-
sible presence and its tangible absence. These paths form, as it were,
three methodologically distinct but convergent approaches: the as-
similation of themes in the imagination; an outline of the fundamen-
tal forms of experience; and finally, the dividing line along which
Holderlin’s work and his life confront each other, where they are bal-
anced, and where they become both possible and impossible in rela-
tion to each other.

1. The mythical forces, whose strange and penetrating vitality is
experienced both inside and outside of Holderlin’s poetry, are those in
which divine violence penetrates mortals to create a proximity in
which they are illuminated and reduced to ashes; these are the forces
of the Jungling, of a river at its source, contained and sealed by ice,
water, and sleep, which shatters its bonds in a single movement in
order to find its profound and inviting homeland at a distance from
itself, outside itself. Are they not also Hélderlin’s forces as a child,
forces confiscated out of avarice and withheld by his mother, forces of
which he requested the “full and unimpaired use” as a paternal inher-
itance he could dispose of as he liked? And are they not also the forces
Holderlin opposed to those of his student in a struggle exacerbated by
the recognition that they were mirror images? Holderlin’s experience
is totally informed by the enchanted threat of forces that arose from
within himself and from others, that were at once distant and nearby,
divine and subterranean, invincibly precarious; and it is in the imagi-
nary distances between these forces that their mutual identity and the
play of their reciprocal symbolization are constructed and contested.
Is the oceanic relationship of the gods to the unleashing of their new
vitality the symbolic and luminous form of Hélderlin’s relationship to
the image of the mother, or its profound and nocturnal basis? These
relationships are constantly being transposed.

2. This play of forces, without beginning or ending, is deployed
within its natural space, one organised by the categories of proximity
and distance. These categories regulated the immediately contradic-
tory oscillations of Hélderlin’s relationship to Schiller. In Jena, Hol-
derlin was exalted by his “closeness to truly great minds,” but, in this
attractive profusion, he experiences profound misery—a desertlike
emptiness that distances him from others and that creates an internal
and unbreachable gap within himself. As a result of his own barren-
ness, he develops an abundant capacity to absorb the fertility of the
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others, of this other who, in maintaining his reserve, refuses to give of
himself and deliberately keeps his distance. The departure from Jena
becomes comprehensible in this context: Holderlin left Schiller’s vi-
cinity because in being close to him, he felt that he held no value for
his hero, that he remained infinitely distant from him. In trying to
gain Schiller’s affection, he was trying “to come closer to the Good”—
that which is by definition out of reach. He left Jena to realize more
closely this “attachment,” which was degraded each time he tried to
establish a link and made more distant by his approach. It is likely
that this experience was for Holderlin connected to that of the funda-
mental space in which the gods appear only to turn away. This space,
in terms of its basic configuration, is that of the great circle of nature,
the “divine All-in-One,” but this perfect circle without fault or media-
tion only emerges in the now extinguished light of Greece; the gods
are here only by being there. The genius of Hellas, “the first-born of
lofty nature,” must be located in the great return commemorated in
Hyperion in its evocation of endless circles.® But in the Thalia-
Fragment, which forms the first draft of the novel, Greece is not the
land of glorious presence. When Hyperion leaves Melitus (visited for
only a short time) to undertake a pilgrimage to the dead heroes on the
banks of the Scamander, it too disappears and he is condemned to
return to a native land where the gods are present and absent, visible
and hidden, in the manifest reserve of the “supreme secret which
gives life or death.” Greece is the shore where gods and men inter-
mingle, the land of mutual presence and reciprocal absence. From
this derives its prestige as the land of light; it defines a distant lumi-
nosity (exactly opposed to Novalis’s nocturnal proximity) which is
traversed, like the flight of an eagle or a lightning flash, by the vio-
lence of an abduction that is both murderous and loving. The light of
Greece is an absolute distance which is destroyed and exalted by the
imminent force of the assembled gods. Against the certain flight of all
things near, against the threatening shaft of the distant, what rem-
edies are possible? Who will protect us? “Is space always to be this
absolute and radiant departure, this abject volt-face?”®

3. The definitive wording of Hyperion is already a search for a fixed
point: it seeks to anchor itself in the improbable unity of two beings as
closely aligned as a figure and its reflection in a mirror. In this con-
text, the limit assumes the shape of a perfect circle which includes all
things, a state as circular and pure as Holderlin’s friendship with Su-
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zette Gontard. The flight of the Immortals is arrested in the light that
reflects two similar faces; “the divine is trapped by a mirror and the
dark threat of absence and emptiness is finally averted. Language
now advances against this space whose opening summoned it and it
attempts to obliterate this space by covering it with the lovely images
of immediate presence. The work of art becomes a measure of what it
is not in the double sense that it traverses the entire surface of this
other world, and then limits it through its opposition. The work of art
installs itself as joy of expression and averted madness. This is the
period spent in Frankfurt as a tutor for the Gontard family, a time of
shared tenderness and mutual understanding. But Diotima dies; Ala-
banda leaves in search of a lost homeland, Adamas in search of an
impossible Arcadia. The dual relationship of the mirror has been
shattered by a supreme and empty form, a form whose emptiness
devours the fragile reflection, a form which is nothing in itself but
which designates the Limit in all its aspects: the inevitability of death,
the unwritten law of human brotherhood, the inaccessible existence
of mortals who were touched by the divine. In the pleasure of an
artistic work, at the border of its language, a limit emerges whose
function is to silence its language and bring the work to completion,
and this is the limit which formed the work against all that was not
itself. The shape of this balance is that of a precipitous cliff where the
work finds completion only through those elements it subtracts from
itself. The work is ruined by that which initially constituted it. The
limit that balanced the dual existence with Suzette Gontard and the
enchanted mirror of Hyperion emerges as a limit in life (Hélderlin’s
“unexplained” departure from Frankfurt) and as a limit of the work
(Diotima’s death and Hyperion’s return to Germany “like homeless,
blind Oedipus to the gates of Athens”).

We can now see that this enigma of the same, in which the work
merges with all that it is not, assumes an exactly reversed form from
that proposed by Vasari. It becomes situated at the very center of the
work, in those forces which necessitate its destruction from the start.
A work and its other can speak in the same language of the same
things only on the basis of the limit of the work. Any discourse that
seeks to attain the fundamental dimensions of a work must, at least
implicitly, examine its relationship to madness: not only because of
the resemblance between the themes of lyricism and psychosis, or
because the structures of experience are occasionally isomorphic, but
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more fundamentally, because the work poses and transgresses the
limit which creates, threatens, and completes it.

The gravitational pull that the greatest platitudes seem to exert on the
majority of psychologists has led them for several years to the study of
“frustrations”; the involuntary fasting of rats serves as their infinitely
fertile epistemological model. It is because of his double grounding in
philosophy and psychoanalysis that Laplanche was able to direct his
study of Holderlin to a profound questioning of the negative, in which
the Hegelian repetition of Jean Hippolyte and the Freudian repetition
of Jacques Lacan find themselves repeated: repeated, that is, by the
very necessity of their destined itinerary and its conclusion.

German prefixes and suffixes (ab-, ent-, -los, un-, ver-) are particu-
larly well suited (far better than in French) for expressing the specific
forms of absence, hiatus, and distancing which are indispensible for
the psychotic construction of the father’s image and the weapons of
virility. It is not a question of seeing in the father’s “no” either a real or
amythical orphanage; nor does it imply the eradication of the father’s
characteristic traits. Holderlin’s case is apparently straightforward,
but it becomes extremely ambiguous if examined in depth. He lost his
father at the age of two and his mother was remarried to Gock, the
burghermaster, two years later. After five years, Gock died, leaving
the child with delightful memories that were apparently unaffected
even by the existence of a half-brother. On the level of Holderlin’s
memories, the father’s place was occupied by a distinct and positive
{igure, and only through death did it become partially disturbed. Un-
doubtedly, the idea of absence will be found not in this interplay of
presences and disappearances butin a context where speech is linked
to a particular speaker. Jacques Lacan, following Melanie Klein, has
shown that the father, as the third party in the Oedipal situation, is not
only the hated and feared rival but the agent whose presence limits
the unlimited relationship between the mother and child, and whose
first, anguished image emerges in the child’s fantasy of being de-
voured. Consequently, the father separates; that is, he is the one who
protects when, in his proclamation of the Law, he links space, rules,
and language within a single and major experience. At a stroke, he
creates the distance along which will develop the scansion of pres-
cnces and absences, the speech whose initial form is based on con-
straints, and finally, the relationship of the signifier to the signified
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which not only gives rise to the structure of language but also to the
exclusion and symbolic transformation of repressed material. Thus, it
is not in alimentary or functional terms of deficiency that we under-
stand the gap that now stands in the Father’s place. To be able to say
that he is missing, that he is hated, excluded, or introjected, that
his image has undergone symbolic transmutations, presumes that he
is not “foreclosed” (as Lacan would say) from the start and that his
place is not marked by a gaping and absolute emptiness. The Father’s
absence, manifested in the headlong rush of psychosis, is not regis-
tered by perceptions or images, but relates to the order of the signifier.
The “no” through which this gap is created does not imply the ab-
sence of a real individual who bears the father’s name; rather, it im-
plies that the father has never assumed the role of nomination and
that the position of the signifier, through which the father names him-
self and, according to the Law, through which he is able to name, has
remained vacant. It is toward this “no” that the unwavering line of
psychosis is infallibly directed; as it is precipitated inside the abyss of
its meaning, it evokes the devastating absence of the father through
the forms of delirium and phantasms and through the catastrophe of
the signifier.

Beginning with the period in Homburg, Hélderlin devoted himself
to this absence, which is constantly elaborated in the successive drafts
of Empedocles. At first, the tragic hymn sets out in search of the pro-
found center of things, this central “Limitless” where all determina-
tions dissipate. To disappear into the fire of the volcano is to rejoin, at
the point of its inaccessible and open hearth, the All-in-One-—
simultaneously, the subterranean vitality of stones and the bright
flame of truth. But as Holderlin reworked this theme, he modified the
basic spatial relationships: the burning proximity of the divine (high
and profound forge of chaos where all that has ended can begin
anew) is transformed into the distant radiance of the unfaithful gods;
Empedocles destroyed the lovely alliance by assuming the status of a
mediator with divine powers. Thinking he had realized the “Limit-
less,” he had, in fact, merely succeeded in driving the Limits farther
away in a flaw that stood for his entire existence and that was the
product of his “handiwork.” And in this definitive distancing of limits,
the gods had already prepared their inevitable ruse; the blinding of
Oedipus will not proceed with open eyes on this deserted shore where
Language and the Law, in fraternal confrontation, await the garrulous
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parricide. In a sense, language is the site of the flaw; Empedocles
profanes the gods in proclaiming their existence and releases the ar-
row of absence to pierce the heart of things. Empedocles’ language is
opposed by the endurance of its fraternal enemy whose role is to
create, in the interval of the limit, the pedestal of the Law which links
understanding to necessity and determinations to their destiny. This
positivity is not the result of an oversight; in the last draft, it reappears
as an aspect of Manes’ character in his absolute power of interroga-
tion (“tell me who you are, tell me who I am”)'® and as the unshak-
able will to remain silent—he is a perpetual question who never
answers. And yet,havingarisen from the depths of time and space, he
acts as an unwavering witness to Empedocles’ nature as the Chosen
One, the definitive absence, the one through whom “all things return
again and future events have already achieved completion.”*!

Two extreme possibilities—the most allied and most opposed—are
presented in this final and closely fought struggle. First, we are given
the categorical withdrawal of the gods to their essential ether, the
Hesperians in possession of the terrestrial world, the effacement of
the figure of Empedocles as the last Greek, the arrival from the depths
of the Orient of the couple Christ-Dionysus, come to witness the tem-
pestuous exit of the dying gods. Simultaneously, a zone is created
where language loses itself in its extreme limits, in a region where
language is most unlike itself and where signs no longer communi-
cate, that region of an endurance without anguish: “Ein Zeichen sind
wir; deutungslos” (“A sign we are, meaningless”). The expansion of
this final lyric expression is also the disclosure of madness. The tra-
jectory that outlines the flight of the gods, and that traces, in reverse,
the return of men to their native land, is indistinguishable from this
cruel line that leads Holderlin to the absence of the father, that directs
his language to the fundamental gap in the signifier, that transforms
his lyricism into delirium, his work into the absence of a work.

At the beginning of his book, Laplanche wonders if Blanchot, in his
discussion of Ho6lderlin, had not rejected the possibility of extending
the unity of meaning to the end of his analysis, if he had not prema-
lurely appealed to the opaque event of madness or unquestionably
invoked the mute nature of schizophrenia.'? In the name of a “uni-
tary” theory, he criticizes Blanchot for introducing a rupture, the ab-
solute catastrophe of language, when it was possible to extend —
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perhaps indefinitely—the communication between the meaning of
schizophrenic speech and the nature of the illness. But Laplanche is
able to maintain this continuity only by excluding from language the
enigmatic identity which permits it to speak at the same time of mad-
ness and of an artistic work. Laplanche has remarkable analytic pow-
ers: his meticulous and rapid discourse competently covers the
domain circumscribed by poetic forms and psychological structures;
this is undoubtedly the result of extremely rapid oscillations which
permit the imperceptible transfer of analogical figures in both direc-
tions. But a discourse (similar to Blanchot’s) that places itself within
the grammatical posture of the “and” that joins madness and an artis-
tic work, a discourse that investigates this indivisible unity and con-
cerns itself with the space created when these two are joined, is
necessarily an interrogation of the Limit, understood as the line
where madness becomes, in a precise sense, a perpetual rupture.

These two forms of discourse obviously manifest a profound in-
compatibility, even though an identical content is put to profitable use
in either discourse; the simultaneous unraveling of poetic and psy-
chological structures will never succeed in reducing the distance that
separates them. Nevertheless, they are extremely close, perhaps as
close as a possibility is to its realization. This is because the continuity
of meaning between a work and madness can only be realized if it is
based on the enigma of similarity, an enigma that gives rise to the
absolute nature of the rupture. The dissolution of a work in madness,
this void to which poetic speech is drawn as to its self-destruction, is
what authorizes the text of a language common to both. These are not
abstractions, but historical relationships that our culture must exam-
ine if it hopes to find itself.

“Depression at Jena” is the term that Laplanche applies to Holder-
lin’s first pathological episode. We could allow our imagination to
play on this depressing event: in keeping with the post-Kantian crisis,
the disputes of atheism, Auguste Schlegel’s and Novalis’s specula-
tions, the clamor of the Revolution which was understood as the
promise of another world, Jena was certainly the arena where the
fundamental concerns of Western culture abruptly emerged. The
presence and absence of the gods, their withdrawal and imminence,
defined the central and empty space where European culture discov-
ered, as linked to a single investigation, the finitude of man and the
return of time. The nineteenth century is commonly thought to have
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discovered the historical dimension; it could only open it up from out
of the circle, the spatial form that negates time, the form in which the
gods manifest their arrival and flight and men manifest their return to
their native ground of finitude. More than simply an event that af-
fected our emotions, that gave rise to the fear of nothingness, the
death of God profoundly influenced our language; at the source of
language it placed a silence that no work, unless it be pure chatter,
can mask. Language thus assumes a sovereign position; it comes to
us from elsewhere, from a place of which no one can speak, but it can
be transformed into a work only if, in ascending to its proper dis-
course, it directs its speech towards this absence. In this sense, every
work is an attempt to exhaust language; eschatology has become of
late a structure of literary experience, and literary experience, by
right of birth, is now of paramount importance. This was René Char’s
meaning: “When the dam built by men finally collapsed, torn along
the giant fault line created by the abandonment of the gods, words in
the distance, immemorial words, tried to resist the exorbitant thrust.
In this moment was decided the dynasty of their meaning. I rushed to
the very end of this diluvian night.”*>

In relation to this event, Hélderlin occupies a unique and exem-
plary position: he forged and manifested the link between a work and
the absence of a work, between the flight of the gods and the perdition
of language. He stripped the artist of his magnificent powers—his
timelessness, his capacity to guarantee the truth and to raise every
event to the heights of language. Holderlin’s language replaced the
epic unity commemorated by Vasari with a division that is respon-
sible for every work in our culture, a division that links it to its own
absence and to its dissolution in the madness that had accompanied it
from the beginning. He made it possible for us, positivist quadrupeds,
to climb the slopes of an inaccessible summit which he had reached
and which marked the limit, and, in doing so, to ruminate upon the
psychopathology of poets.
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SPEAKING AND SEEING
IN RAYMOND ROUSSEL™*

he oeuvre is given to us divided just before the end by a state-
ment that undertakes to explain how . . . This How I Wrote Certain
of My Books,! which came to light after everything else was written,
bears a strange relationship to the oeuvre whose mechanism it re-
veals by covering it in an autobiographical narrative at once hasty,
modest, and meticulous.

Roussel seems to respect chronological order; in explaining his
work he follows the thread leading directly from his early stories to
the just-published Nouwvelles impressions d’Afrique [New Impressions
of Africa). Yet the arrangement of the discourse seems to be contra-
dicted by its internal space. In the foreground, writ large, is the pro-
cess he used to compose his early writings; then, in ever-narrowing
degrees, come the mechanisms he used to create the novels Impres-
sions d’Afrique [Impressions of Africal and Locus solus [Solitary Place],
which is barely outlined. On the horizon, where language disappears
in time, his most recent texts—the plays La Poussiere de soleils [Motes
in Sunbeams) and L’Etoile au front [Star on the Forehead]—are mere
specks. As for the poem Nouwvelles impressions, which has retreated to
the far side of the horizon, it can be identified only by what it is not.
The basic geometry of this “revelation” reverses the triangle of time.
By a complete revolution, the near becomes distant, as if only in the

*Originally published in Lettre ouverte 4 (Summer 1962), pp. 38-51, this essay is a
variant of the firstchapter of Foucault’s Raymond Roussel (Paris: Gallimard, 1963). The
Einglish translation of the latter has been used as a reference, but it has been exten-
sively modified.
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first turns of the labyrinth can Roussel play the guide. He leaves off
just as the path approaches the center where he himself stands. At the
moment of his death, in a gesture both cautious and illuminating,
Roussel holds up to his work a mirror possessed of a bizarre magic: it
pushes the central figure into the background where the lines are
blurred, placing the point of revelation at the farthest distance, while
bringing forward, as if for extreme myopia, whatever is farthest from
the moment ofits utterance. Yet as the subject approaches, the mirror
deepens in secrecy.

A redoubled secret: the solemn finality of its form and the care with
which it was withheld throughout the body of his work, only to be
given up at the moment of his death, transforms what is revealed into
an cnigma. Lyricism, carefully excluded from How I Wrote Certain of
My Books (the quotations from Dr. Janet that Roussel used to speak
about what was undoubtedly the pivotal experience of his life attest to
the rigor of this exclusion), appears inverted—at once denied and
purified —in this strange form of the secret that death would preserve
and make known. The “how” that Roussel inscribes in the title of his
last, revelatory work introduces not only the secret of his language,
but also the secret of his relationship with such a secret, not to lead us
to it but, rather, to leave us disarmed and completely confused when it
comes to determining the nature of the reticence that held the secret
in a reserve suddenly abandoned.

His first sentence, “I have always intended to explain how I wrote
certain of my books,” clearly shows that his statements were not acci-
dental, nor made at the last minute, but made up instead a part of the
oeuvre itself, and of what was most constant, and best hidden, in its
intention. Since his final revelation and original intention now be-
comes the inevitable and ambiguous threshold through which we are
initiated into his work while forming its conclusion, there is no doubt
it is deceptive: by giving us a key to explain the work, it poses a sec-
ond enigma. It dictates an uneasy awareness for the reading of the
work: a restless awareness since the secret cannot be found in the
riddles and charades that Roussel was so fond of; it is carefully de-
tailed for a reader who willingly lets the cat take his tongue before the
end of the game, but it is Roussel who takes the reader’s tongue for the
cat. He forces the reader to learn a secret that he had not recognized,
and to feel trapped in an anonymous, amorphous, now-you-see-it-
now-you-don’t, never really demonstrable type of secret. If Roussel of
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his own free will said that there was a secret, one could suppose that
he completely suppressed it by admitting it and saying that it was, or
else he shifted it, extended and multiplied it, while withholding the
principle of the secret and its suppression. Here the impossibility of
coming to a decision links all discourse about Roussel not only with
the common risk of being mistaken but also with the more refined
risk of being at one with it—and by one’s very consciousness of the
secret, which is always inclined to close in on itself and abandon
the oeuvre to an easy night, altogether contrary to the day that
traverses it.

In 1932, Roussel sent his printer a portion of the text that would
become, after his death, How I Wrote Certain of My Books? It was
understood that these pages would not be published during his life-
time. The pages were not awaiting his death; rather, this decision was
already within them, no doubt because of the immediacy of the rev-
elation they contained. When, on May 30, 1933, he decided what the
structure of the book would be, he had long since made plans never to
return to Paris. During the month of June he settled in Palermo,
where he spent every day drugged and in an intense state of euphoria.
He attempted to kill himself, or to have himself killed, as if now he
had acquired “the taste for death which hitherto he feared.” On the
morning he was due to leave his hotel for a drug cure at Kreuzlingen,
he was found dead: in spite of his extreme weakness, he had dragged
himself and his mattress against the door communicating with the
adjoining room of his companion Charlotte Dufresne.

This door, which had been open at ail times, was locked from the
inside. The death, the lock, and this closed door formed, at that mo-
ment and for all time, an enigmatic triangle where Roussel’s work is
both offered to and withdrawn from us. Whatever is understandable
in his language speaks to us from a threshold where access is insepa-
rable from what constitutes its barrier—access and barrier in them-
selves equivocal, since in this indecipherable act the question
remains, to what end? To release this death so long dreaded and now
so suddenly desired? Or perhaps also to discover anew this life from
which he had attempted furiously to free himself, but which he had
also long dreamed of prolonging into eternity through his work and
through the ceaseless, meticulous, fantastic constructions of the
works themselves? Is there any other key, apart from the one in this
last text, which is there, standing right up against the door? Is it sig-
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naling to open —or motioning to close? Is it holding a simple key that
is marvelously ambiguous, ready in one turn either to lock in or to
open up? Is it carefully shut on an irrevocable death, or is it transmit-
ting beyond that death the exalted state of mind whose memory had
stayed with Roussel since he was nineteen, and whose illumination
he had always sought to recover in vain—except perhaps on this one
night?

It is curious that Roussel, whose language is extremely precise,
said that How I Wrote Certain of My Books was a “secret and posthu-
mous” text. No doubt he meant several things other than the obvious
meaning, which is secret until death: that death was a ritual part of
the secret, its prepared threshold and its solemn conclusion. Perhaps
he meant that the secret would remain secret even in death, giving it
an added twist, by which the “posthumous” intensified the “secret”
and made it definitive; or even better, death would reveal that there is
a secret without showing what it hides, only what makes it opaque
and impenetrable. He would keep the secret by revealing the sub-
stance. We are left with nothing, questioning a perplexing indiscre-
tion, a key that is itself locked up, a cipher that deciphers and yet is
encoded.

How I Wrote Certain of My Books hides as much, if not more, than it
promises to reveal. It only gives us fragments of a breakdown of
memory, which makes it necessary, as Roussel said, to use “ellipsis.”
However general this lacuna may be, it is only superficial compared
to a more fundamental one, arbitrarily indicated by his simple exclu-
sion, without comment, of a whole series of works. “It goes without
saying that my other books, La Doublure [The Lining/The Rehearsal/
The Understudy], La Vue [The View/The Lens/The Vision], and Nou-
velles impressions d’Afrique, are absolutely outside of this process.”
Also outside of the secret are three poetical texts. L'Inconsolable [ The
Inconsolable], Les Tétes de carton du carnaval de Nice [Cardboard
Heads of the Carnival in Nice], and the first poem written by Roussel,
Mon 4me [My Soul]. What secret underlies his action of setting them
aside, satisfied with a simple reference but without a word of explana-
tion? Do these works hide a key of a different nature, or is it the same,
but doubly hidden, to the extent of denying its existence? Could there
perhaps be a master key that would reveal a silent law to identify the
works coded and decoded by Roussel, and those whose code is not to
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have any evident code? The idea of a key, as soon as it is formulated,
eludes its promise, or rather takes it beyond what it can deliver to a
point where all of Roussel’s language is placed in question.

There is a strange power in this text whose purpose is to “explain.”
So doubtful is its status, its point of origin, where it makes its disclo-
sures and defines its boundaries, the space that at the same time it
upholds and undermines, that after its initial dazzling it has but one
effect: to create doubt, to disseminate it by a concerted omission when
there was no reason for it, to insinuate it into what ought to be pro-
tected from it, and to plant it even in the solid ground of its own
foundation. How I Wrote Certain of My Books is, after all, one of his
books. Doesn’t this text of the unveiled secret also hold its own secret,
exposed and masked at the same time by the light it sheds on the
other works?

Every esoteric interpretation of Roussel’s language places the “se-
cret” on the side of an objective truth. But this language means noth-
ing but what it means [veut dire]: the marvelous flying machine that,
equipped with magnets, sails, and wheels, bends to calculated breaths
of air and deposits little enamel cobblestones on the sand, from which
a mosaic emerges, wants to say and to show forth only the extraordi-
nary meticulousness of its construction; it signifies itself, in a self-
sufficiency by which Roussel’s positivism, which Michel Leiris loved
to point out, was certainly enchanted. The apparatuses of Locus solus,
like the memorable flora of Impressions d’Afrique, are not weapons
but—exactly and above all when they are alive, like Fogar’s gyratory
medusa or memory tree—machines. They do not speak; they work
serenely in a gestural circularity in which the silent glory of their
automatism is affirmed. Not one symbol, not one proper hieroglyph in
all this minuscule, measured agitation, prolix with details but sparing
of adornments. Not a hidden meaning, but a secret form.

The law of the construction of this flying “pile driver” is at once the
mechanism that allows an old germanic soldier to take shape out of a
stippling of teeth stuck in the ground and the phonetic decomposition
of an arbitrary sentence fragment that dictates the ordering of ele-
ments (spinster, old soldier, teeth). It is morphological, not a semantic
displacement. The enchantment is not the result of a secret deposited
in the folds of language by an external hand; it emerges from the very
forms of this language when it opens out from itself in line with the
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set of its possible nervures. In that visible contingency the secret cul-
minates: not only did Roussel withhold, with only rare exceptions, the
key to formal genesis, but each phrase read could harbor a consider-
able number of such keys, virtually an infinitude, since the number of
words come is much greater than the number of words gone. Math-
ematically, there is no chance of finding the real solution; one is sim-
ply limited, by the revelation enacted in the final moment, to sense
beneath each of his sentences a provisional morphological field of
events, all of which are possible without a single one being assign-
able. Itis the contrary of occult reticence, which leads, under multiple
but cleverly convergent forms, to a unique secret whose obstinate
presence is repeated and ends by asserting itself without ever being
clearly stated. Roussel’s enigma is that each element of his language is
caught up in an indenumerable series of contingent configurations. A
secret much more manifest but also much more difficult than that
suggested by Breton: it does not reside in a ruse of meaning or in the
play of unveilings but in a concerted incertitude of morphology, or
perhaps in the certitude that a variety of constructions can articulate
the same text, authorizing incompatible but mutually possible sys-
tems of reading—a rigorous and uncontrollable polyvalence of forms.

Hence a structure worth remarking: at that moment when words
open out onto the things they say, without ambiguity or residuum,
they also have an invisible and multiform effect on other words,
which they link or dissociate, support and destroy in unavoidable
combinations. There, symmetrical with the threshold of meaning, is a
secret threshold, curiously open, and impassable, impassable pre-
cisely in being an immense opening, as if the key forbade crossing the
door it fits, as if the gesture creating this fluid, uncertain space were
one of definitive immobilization; as if, having come upon this internal
door by which it communicates with the dizziness of all its possibili-
ties, language would linger over a gesture of both opening and clos-
ing. How I Wrote Certain of My Books—with death, suddenly and
obstinately sought by Roussel, at the center of its project—gives shape
to this ambiguous threshold: the internal space of language is desig-
nated very precisely there, but access to it is immediately refused in
an ellipsis whose accidental appearance hides its inevitable nature.
Like the cadaver at Palermo, the insoluble explication rests on an
internal threshold, unblocked and closed. It sets up Roussel’s lan-



Speaking and Seeing in Raymond Roussel 27

guage at its own limit, a language so immobile and finally so silent
that it is just as comprehensible that Roussel himself might bar the
threshold open as that he might force it closed. Here, death and lan-
guage are isomorphic.

In which we care to see not one of those “thematic” laws which are
said to govern both lives and oeuvres at the same time, discreetly and
from on high but, rather, an experience in which language takes on
one of its extreme and most poorly attended significations.

This labyrinth of words, constructed according to an inaccessible
architecture and subject only to its own play, is at the same time a
positive language: without vibrations, fine, discreet, obstinately at-
lached to things, altogether close to them, faithful to the point of ob-
session to their detail, to their distances, to their colors, to their
imperceptible rips, it is the neutral discourse of objects themselves,
stripped of complicity or of any sentimental cousinship, as if entirely
absorbed by the external. Spread over a world of possible forms that
hollow out a void in it, this language is, more than any other, proxi-
mate to the being of things. And, just there, one is near what is really
“secret” in Roussel’s language—that it is so open when its construc-
lion is so closed, that it has so much ontological weight when its mor-
phology is so provisional, that it looks out over a detailed discursive
space when, with decided purpose, it is enclosed within a narrow
fortress; in short, that it has the precise structure of that minuscule
photograph which, encased in a fountain pen, opens to the attentive
gaze “a whole beach of sand” whose immobile and sunstruck plethora
the hundred and thirteen pages of La Vue hardly begin to exhaust.
This language of internal artifice is a language that faithfully offers up
much to see. The intimate secret of the secret is thus the power of
making appear-itself hidden within a basic movement that commu-
nicates with the visible, and comes without problem or deformation
o an understanding with things. The fountain pen of La Vue (instru-
ment for constructing words which additionally offers up much to
see) is, as it were, the most immediate shape of this relationship: in a
thin piece of white ivory, long and cylindrical, perhaps also bizarrely
carved, and extending toward the top, after a superposition of spirals
and balls, in a sort of palette marked with a slightly faded and barely
decipherable inscription, terminating at the bottom in a metal casing
that different inks have stained like a multicolored rust, its smudged
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stem already slightly yellowed—a lens hardly wider than a brilliant
point opens up a luminous space of simple, innumerable, and patient
things in this instrument-designed for sketching arbitrary signs, no
less distorted than itself, on paper.

How I Wrote Certain of My Books excludes La Vue from the proce-
dural works, but it is evident that there is a fundamental connection
between the photograph inserted in the fountain pen and the con-
struction of Locus solus or the Impressions, which put so many mar-
vels on view through an extravagance of writing. Both speak of the
same secret—not of the secret that veils what it speaks of but, rather,
of the much more naive, if little divulged, secret that in speaking and
in obeying the arbitrary rules of language, one brings forth into the
full light of appearance a whole generous world of things, which goes
with the grain of poetic art internal to language and burrows beneath
the familiar vegetation of wondrous galleries. A poetic art of quite
extensive rites, quite close in its ontological signification to great de-
structive experience of language.

In truth, this world lacks the full existence that seems at first sight
to illumine it from top to bottom. In La Vue, it is entirely a miniature,
without proportions, of interrupted acts, of waves whose crests never
reach unfurling, of balloons attached to the sky like leather suns, of
children frozen into a track meet of statues. In Impressions d’Afrique
and Locus solus there are machines to repeat things in time, to pro-
long in them a monotone, circular, and exhausted existence, to intro-
duce them in the ceremonial of a representation, to maintain them,
like the boneless head of Danton, in the automatism of a lifeless resur-
rection. As if a language thus ritualized could accede only to things
already dead and disburdened of their time; as if it could not at all
reach the being of things, but only their vain repetition and that
double in which they might faithfully be recovered without ever re-
covering the freshness of their being. The narrative hollowed out
from the interior by the communicative process with things hollowed
out from the exterior by their own death, and so separated from them-
selves: on the one hand, with the apparatus of their repetition piti-
lessly described, and on the other hand, with their existence
definitively inaccessible. Atthe level of the “signified” there is thus a
symmetrical undoubling of what separates the description of things
and the secret architecture of words in the “signified.”
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A figure of four terms is thus outlined: narrative, process, event,
repetition. The event is hidden— present and at the same time beyond
reach—in the repetition, as the process is in the narrative (which
structures and evades it); so initial existence, in all its freshness, has
the same function as the artificial machinery of the process; but in-
versely, the process plays the same role as the apparatuses of repeti-
tion: a subtle architecture that communicates with the first presence
of things, throwing light upon them in the morning of their epiphany.
And at the intersection of these four terms, whose play determines the
possibility of language— of its marvelously overt artifice ~death serves
asrelay and as limit. As threshold: it separates the event and its quasi-
identical iteration by an infinitesimal distance, making them commu-
nicate in a life as paradoxical as that of Fogar’s trees, whose growth
is the unfolding of what is dead; in Roussel’s language, it has sepa-
rated the narrative and the invisible process in the same manner,
making them live, once Roussel was gone, with an enigmatic life. In
this sense the last text could well be only one manner of putting the
whole oeuvre back into place in that water crystal in which Canterel
had immersed Danton’s flayed head in order that it repeat his dis-
courses without end in the grip of a depilated, electrified, aquatic cat.

It is among these four cardinal points, which death dominates and
shields like a great spider, that language weaves its precarious sur-
face, that thin network within which rites and meaning intertwine.

And perhaps La Doublure, a text written during the first great cri-
sis, in “a sensation of universal glory of extraordinary intensity,” pro-
vides the most exact shape of the Secret, and to the very extent that it
lacks process, the masks of the Nice carnival lend themselves to being
seen even while hiding: but beneath that multicolored papier maché,
with the huge blue and red heads, the bonnets, the wigs, in the immo-
bile separation of lips or the blind almond of eyes, a night menaces.
Whatis seen is viewed only in the manner of a sign beyond measure,
which designates the emptiness onto which it was thrown even while
masking it. The mask is hollow and masks that hollowness. Such is
the fragile and privileged situation of language: the word acquires its
ambiguous volume in the interstices of the mask, denouncing the de-
risory, ritual double of the papier maché visage and the dark presence
of an inaccessible face. Its place is thatimpassable emptiness—a float-
ing space, an absence of earth, an “incredulous sea” —in which death
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surges forth between concealed being and disarmed appearance, but
in which, just as much, speaking has the marvelous power of offering
up much to see. Here the birth and the death of language, it capacity to
mask and to lead death in a dance of multicolored papier maché,
realize themselves.

The entirety of Roussel’s language—and not only his last text—is
“posthumous and secret.” Secret since, without hiding anything, it is
the hidden ensemble of all its possibilities, all its forms, which are
sketched out and disappear across its transparency, like the person-
ages sculpted by Fuxier in grape seeds. Posthumous, since it circu-
lates amidst the immobility of things, and since, once their death
comes to pass, it recounts the rites of their resurrection. From its
birth, it is the other side of time. The intersecting structure of the
“secret” and the “posthumous” is the most commanding figure of
Roussel’s language. Proclaimed at the moment of death, it is the vis-
ible secret of the unveiled secret; it makes the strange process com-
municate with all the other works; it designates a marvelous and
pained experience of language that opens up for Roussel in the un-
doubling of La Doublure, and is closed again when the “double” of the
work was made manifest in the undoubling of the final revelation.
Royalty without the mystery of the Rite, which sovereignly organizes
the relations of language, of existence, and of repetition—all this long
procession of masks.

All these perspectives—it would be comforting to close them off, to
suppress all the openings, and to allow Roussel to escape by the one
exit that our conscience, seeking respite, will grant him. André Breton
wrote, in “Fronton Virage” [“The Wall at the Bend in the Road’], “Is it
likely that a man outside of all traditions of initiation should consider
himself bound to carry to his grave a secret of another order . . . isit
not more tempting to assume that Roussel obeyed, in the capacity of
an initiate, a word of irrefutable command?”® Of course—everything
would be strangely simplified then, and the work would close upon a
secret whose forbidden nature alone would indicate its existence, es-
sence, content, and necessary ritual. And in relation to this secret all
of Roussel’s texts would be just so much rhetorical skill, revealing, to
whoever knows how to read what they say, the simple, extraordinar-
ily generous fact that they do not say it. At the absolute limit it could
be that the “chain of events” of La Poussiere de soleils has something
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in common-in its form—with the progression in the practice of al-
chemy, even if there is little chance that the twenty-two changes of
scenes dictated by the staging »f the play correspond to the twenty-
lwo cards of the Major Arcana in a tarot deck. It is possible that cer-
lain outward signs of the esoteric process might have been used as
models for the double play on words, coincidence, and encounters at
the opportune moment, the linking of the twists and turns of the plot,
and the didactic voyages through banal objects having marvelous sto-
ries that define their true value by describing their origins, revealing
in each of them mythical avatars that lead them to the promise of
actual freedom. But if Roussel did use such material, and it is not at all
certain that he did, it would have been in the way he used stanzas of
“Au clair de la lune” and “J’ai du bon tabac” in his Impressions
d’Afrique, not to convey the content through an external and symbolic
language in order to disguise it, but to set up an additional barrier
within the language, part of a whole system of invisible paths, eva-
sions, and subtle defenses.

Like an arrow, Roussel’s language is opposed—by its direction
more than by its substance—to an occult language. It is not built on
the certainty that there is secrecy, only one secret that is wisely kept
silent; on the surface, it sparkes with a glaring doubt and hides an
internal void-—it is impossible to know whether there is a secret, or
none, or several, and what they are. Any affirmation that a secret
cxists, any definition of its nature, dries up Roussel’s work at its
source, preventing it from coming to life out of this void which it
animates without ever satisfying our tronbled ignorance. In the read-
ing, his works promise nothing. There is only an inner awareness
that by reading the words, so smooth and aligned, we are exposed to
the unallayed danger of reading other words that are both different
and the same. His work as a whole, supported by How I Wrote Certain
of My Books and all the undermining doubts sown by that text, sys-
tecmatically imposes a formless anxiety, diverging and yet centrifugal,
directed not toward the most withheld secrets but toward the imita-
tion and the transmutation of the most visible forms: each word at the
same time energized and drained, filled and emptied by the possibility
of there being yet another meaning, this one or that one, or neither
one nor the other, but a third, or more.
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NOTES

Raymond Roussel, How I Wrote Certain of My Books, trans. with notes by Trevor Winkfield
(New York: State University of New York Press, 1975, 1977)-

One can say nothing about Roussel today that does not make manifest a flagrant debt to Michel
Leiris: his articles, but also his entire oeuvre, are the indispensable threshold for a reading of
Roussel.

André Breton, “Fronton Virage,” in Une Etude sur Raymond Roussel, ed. J. Ferry (Paris: Ar-
cones, 1953).



INTRODUCTION TO ROUSSEAU’S DIALOGUES*

hese are anti-Confessions. And they come as if from the latter’s
arrested monologue, from a surge of language that breaks forth from
having encountered an obscure barrier. At the beginning of May 1771,
Rousseau finishes reading from the Confessions at the home of the
Count d’Egmont: “Anyone, even if he has not read my writings, who
will examine my nature, my character, my morals, my likings, my
pleasures, and my habits with his own eyes and can still believe me a
dishonorable man, is a man who deserves to be stifled [un homme &
¢toyffer].” There begins a game of suffocation which will not end be-
fore the rediscovery of the open, breathable, irregular domain—
tangled but without snares [enlacement]—of the walk and the reverie.’
The man who does not believe that Rousseau is decent is to be stifled,
then: a severe caveat, since he is not to base his conviction on a read-
ing of Rousseau’s books but on a knowledge of the man, that knowl-
cdge which is offered up plain in the book of Confessions, but which,
through the book, must be affirmed withoutit. One must believe what
the written word says, but not believe it because one has read it. And
the injunction is read by the author. In this way, one will be able to

*In J.-J. Rousseau Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques: Dialogues (Paris: A. Colin, coll. “Bib-
liotheque de Cluny,” 1962), pp. vii-xxiv [Rousseau, Judge of Jean-Jacques: Dialogues,
The Collected Writings of Rousseau, Vol. 1, ed. Roger D. Masters and Christopher Kelly,
trans. Judith R. Bush, Christopher Kelly, and Roger D. Masters (Hanover, N.H.: Univer-
sity Press of New England, 19go)]. I have made use of this translation for many of the
passages cited by Foucault. For quotations from the Confessions I have relied on the
translation by J. J. Cohen: The Confessions (Baltimore: Penguin, 1971). In both instances
| have occasionally made slight alterations—R.H.
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hear it, embracing its meaning and not contesting it by making an
issue of the place from which it is pronounced. So there opens up a
space of light, faithful, indefinitely transmissible speech where belief
and truth communicate without hindrance, that space no doubt of the
immediate voice in which the Savoyard vicar, at his listening post,
had once placed his profession of faith. The Confessions is read on
several occasions, at M. du Perzay’s, at Dorat’s, before the royal prince
of Sweden, at the Egmonts’ finally. A confidential reading, before a
restricted audience, but whose quasi secrecy relates at bottom only to
the text that supports it; the truth it aims to transmit will be freed for
an indefinite and direct path, already idealized for becoming a belief.
In the ether where the voice finally triumphs, the unbelieving wretch
will not be able to breathe any more; there will no longer be any need
of hands or cords to choke him.

This light voice, this voice that with its gravity thins down to the
last degree the text from which it arises, falls into silence. The great
meeting of convictions whose instantaneous effect Rousseau expected
is not heard: “Everyone was silent. Mme d’Egmont was the only per-
son who seemed moved. She trembled visibly but quickly controlled
herself and remained quiet, as did the rest of the company. Such was
the advantage I derived from my reading and my declaration.” The
voice is muted, and the only echo that it awakens in response is noth-
ing but a repressed shudder, an emotion visible for a moment, quickly
brought back to silence.

It was probably during the following winter that Rousseau started
writing the Dialogues, with an absolutely different use of the voice.
From the beginning, it is a voice already stifled and enclosed in a
“profound, universal silence, no less inconceivable than the mystery
it veils . . . this terrifying and terrible silence.” It no longer evokes
the circle of an attentive audience around it, but only the labyrinth of
a writing whose message is completely embedded in the material
density of the sheets of paper that it covers. From the depths of its
existence, the conversation of the Dialogues is written in the same
sense that the Confessions in their monologue are spoken. For this
man who always complained of not knowing how to speak, and who
made the ten years during which he practiced the craft of writing into
a kind of unfortunate parenthesis in his life, the discourses, letters
(real or fictional), addresses, declarations—the operas, too—defined,
throughout his existence, a language space in which speech and writ-
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ing cross, contest, and reinforce each other. This interweaving chal-
lenges the one by the other but justifies them by opening them up to
one another: speech to the text that determines it (“I shall come for-
ward with this work in my hand . . .”), writing to the speech that
makes it into an immediate, burning confession.

But precisely there, at the junction of sincerities, in that first open-
ing of language, is where the peril originates: without a text, speech is
spread around, deformed, endlessly travestied, and maliciously
twisted (as was the confession of the children’s abandonment). Writ-
ten, one’s discourse is reproduced; altered, its authorship is ques-
tioned; the booksellers sell bad proofs; false attributions circulate.
Language is no longer sovereign in its space. Whence the great anxi-
ety that hangs over Rousseau’s existence from 1768 to 1776—that his
voice might be lost. And in two possible ways: that the manuscript of
the Confessions might be read and destroyed, leaving that voice in
suspense and without justification; and that the text of the Dialogues
might be passed over and remain in a definitive abandonment in
which the voice would be suffocated by the pages on which it was
transcribed: “If I dared to make some request of those into whose
hands this writing will fall, it would be to read all of it.” We know of
the famous gesture by which Rousseau meant to deposit the manu-
script of the Dialogues at Notre-Dame, meant to lose it by passing it
on, wished to entrust this text of distrust to an anonymous place, so
that it would be transformed into speech. Here we see, according to a
strict coherence, the symmetrical counterpart of the care given to pro-
tecting the manuscript of the Confessions; that work, the fragile, indis-
pensable support of a voice, had been desecrated by a reading
addressed “to ears the least prepared to hear it”; the text of the Dia-
logues confines a voice that is walled in by darkness and that might
make itself heard as a living voice only with the help of an all-
powerful intercessor: “It could happen that the noise of this action
would bring my manuscript to the eyes of the King.”

And failure is lodged in the systematic necessity of the event. The
reading of the Confessions gives rise only to a long silence, opening
up, under the passionate voice and in front of it, an empty space into
which it rushes, giving up the idea of making itself heard, and in
which it is gradually stifled by the muffled pressure of the murmurs
that deflect it toward the contrary of what is said, the contrary of what
it was. On the other hand, the depositing of the Dialogues runs up
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against a barred space. The marvelous place where writing might
make itself heard is forbidden; it is surrounded by a grillwork fence so
light that it remained invisible up to the moment of passing through it,
but so strongly padlocked that this place from which one might be
heard is just as closed off as the one where speech was resolved into
writing. During this whole period the space of language was covered
by four linked figures: the voice of the Confessions that rises out of an
imperiled text, a voice always threatened with being cut off from its
support and thereby suffocated; this same voice that plunges into si-
lence and is stifled by the absence of an echo; the text of the Dialogues
which confines an unheard voice and offers it up, lest it die, to an
absolute listening; that same text expelled from the place where it
might become speech and perhaps itself condemned to “be ensnared”
in the impossibility of making itself heard. The only recourse is to
surrender peacefully, and from the depths of a consenting tenderness,
to the universal embrace: “To yield henceforth to my destiny, not to go
on struggling against it, to let my persecutors do as they will with
their prey, to remain their unresisting plaything for the remainder of
my sad old days . . . thisis my final resolution.”

And these four figures of suffocation will not be resolved until the
day when the free space of the Lake of Bienne will return to life in
memory, with the slow rhythm of the water and that unbroken sound
that, being neither speech nor text, takes the voice back to its source,
to the murmur of reverie: “There the sound of the waves and the
tossing of the water, holding my senses and ridding my soul of any
other agitation, plunged it into a delicious reverie in which darkness
often surprised me without my noticing it.” In this absolute and origi-
nal murmuring, all human speech regains its immediate truth and its
confidence: “The first fires of love emerged from the pure crystal of
the fountains.”

The suffocation that is wished upon the enemy at the end of the
Confessions has become an obsession with entrapment by the
“Gentlemen” throughout the Dialogues: Jean-Jacques and the one
who believes him to be dishonest are joined in the same mortal em-
brace. A single cord presses them against each other, breaks off the
voice, and from its melody calls forth the disorder of internal words
that are at odds with themselves and doomed to the written silence of
fictional dialogues.
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More often than not, Rousseau’s language is linear. In the Confessions,
the flashbacks, the anticipations, the interference of themes derive
from a free use of melodic writing. A genre of writing that was always
privileged by him, because he saw it—in music and in language—as
the most natural kind of expression, the one in which the speaking
subject is fully present, without reserve or reticence, in each of the
forms of what it says: “In the venture that I have undertaken to dis-
play myself in full to the public, nothing about me must remain ob-
scure or hidden; I must constantly reveal myself to its eyes, so that it
may observe me in all the aberrations of my heart, in all the recesses
of my life.” A continuous expression, indefinitely faithful to the course
of time, and following it like a thread; “finding the least gap in my
story, the least omission, and asking himself: what did he do during
that period of time?” the reader must not “accuse me of not having
wanted to tell everything.” A perpetual variation in style is necessary,
then, in order to sincerely follow this sincerity of every moment. Each
event and the emotion accompanying it will need to be restored in
their freshness, and presented now for what they were. “I will tell
each thing as I feel it, as I see it, without affectation, without con-
straint, without concerning myself about its motley appearance.” For
this diversity is that of things only in one perspective: in its perpetual
and constant origin it is the perspective of the soul that experiences
them, rejoices in them, and suffers from them; it conveys, without
distance, without interpretation, not what occurs but the person to
whom the event occurs. “I write not so much the history of these
events as that of the state of my soul as they took place.” When it is
that of nature, language traces out a line of immediate reversibility,
such that there is no secrecy, no fortress, no real interior, but an exter-
nalized sensibility that is immediately expressed: “By relating in
simple detail everything that happened to me, everything that I did,
everything that I thought, everything that I felt, I cannot mislead un-
less I mean to; and even if I meant to, I would not easily succeed in
this manner.”

It is here that this linear language assumes its amazing powers.
From that diversity of passions, impressions, and style, from its faith-
fulness to so many unconnected events (“without having any condi-
tion myself, I have experienced every condition;  have lived in every
one, from the lowest to the highest”), he creates a design that is both
unified and unique—“myself alone.” This signifies an inseparable
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proximity to oneself, and an absolute difference from others. “I am
made unlike anyone I have ever met; I will even venture to say that I
am like no one in existence. If I am no better, at least I am different.”
And yet, this marvelous unity, so different, can only be reconstituted
by others, like the readiest and most necessary of hypotheses. It is the
reader who transforms this nature, always external to itself, into
truth: “It is for him to assemble these elements and to determine the
being that they compose; the result must be his work; if he should
go wrong, then the whole mistake will be his own making.” In this
sense the language of the Confessions finds its philosophical dwelling
place (just like the melodic language of music) in the dimension of
the original, that is, in that hypothesis which founds what appears in
the being of nature.

The Dialogues, on the contrary, are constructed on a vertical writ-
ing. The subject that speaks in that disciplined, harmonically struc-
tured language is a disunited subject, superimposed on itself, lacunar,
and incapable of being made present except through an addition that
is never completed —as if it appeared at a receding point that only a
certain convergence would enable one to locate. Instead of being
gathered into the surfaceless point of a sincerity where error, hypoc-
risy, and mendacity would not even have room to lodge themselves,
the subject that speaks in the Dialogues covers a surface of language
that is never closed, and on which others will be able to intervene
through their tenacity, their spitefulness, their stubborn decision to
falsify everything.

From 1767 to 1770, during the time he was completing the Confes-
sions, Rousseau went by the name of Jean-Joseph Renou. While he is
writing the Dialogues he has abandoned the pseudonym and again signed
his name. Now, it is this Jean-Jacques Rousseau who in his concrete
unity is absent from the Dialogues—or, rather, through them, and per-
haps by them, is disunited. The discussion involves an anonymous
Frenchman, representative of those who have stolen Rousseau’s
name; facing him, a certain Rousseau, who, without any concrete de-
termination other than his honesty, bears the name that the public has
robbed from the real Rousseau, and he knows precisely what belongs
to Rousseau—his works. Lastly, a third but constant presence, one
who is no longer called anything but le Jean-Jacques with a lordly
familiarity, as if he no longer had the right to the proper name that
individualizes him, but only to the singularity of his first name. But
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this Jean-Jacques is not even presented in the unity to which he is
entitled: there is a Jean-Jacques-for-Rousseau who is the “author of
the books,” and another for the Frenchman, who is the “author of the
crimes.” But since the author of the crimes cannot be the author of
books whose sole purpose is to win hearts over to virtue, Jean-
Jacques-for-Rousseau will cease to be the author of the books, becom-
ing nothing but the criminal of public opinion, and Rousseau, denying
that Jean-Jacques wrote the books, will assert that he is only a falsi-
fier. Conversely, if Jean-Jacques-for-the-Frenchman has committed
all the crimes that one knows he has, then he was able to give
would-be moral lessons only by concealing a secret “venom.” Those
books are therefore other than what they appear to be, and their truth
is manifested only in a displaced form, in those texts which Jean-
Jacques does not sign but knowledgeable people are right to attribute
to him; the author of the crimes thus becomes the author of criminal
books. It is through these four characters that the real Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (the one who said so simply and supremely “myself alone”
in the Confessions) is gradually identified. Even so, he is never pre-
sented in flesh and blood, and he never speaks (except in the always-
elided form of the author of the Dialogues, in the irruption of a few
notes, and in fragments of discourse reported by Rousseau or by the
Frenchman). If he was seen or heard, this was only by Rousseau (that
second self, the bearer of his true name). The Frenchman declares
himself satisfied, without even having met him; he does not have the
courage and hardly recognizes the utility of speaking for him—at most
he is willing to be the trustee of his papers and his mediator for a
posthumous recognition. That is how distant and inaccessible that
character is now whose immediate presence made possible the lan-
guage of the Confessions; henceforth he will be positioned at the outer
limit of speech, already beyond it, at the virtual, never-perceived ver-
tex of the triangle formed by the two interlocutors and the four char-
acters defined by their dialogue.

The apex of the triangle, the moment when Rousseau, having re-
joined Jean-Jacques, will be recognized for what he is by the French-
man, and when the author of the true books will have routed the false
author of the crimes, can be reached only in a beyond, when, death
having quelled the hatreds, time will be able to resume its original
course. This figure that is virtually traced out in the text of the Dia-
logues, and all the lines of which converge toward a unity regained in
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its truth, sketches a kind of reverse image of another figure, the one
that, from the outside, has directed the drafting of the Dialogues and
the moves that immediately followed it. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the
author of his books, had seen himself reproached by the French for
having written criminal books (the denunciation of Emile and the
Contract), or accused of not having written them at all (the dispute
concerning the The Village Soothsayer), or suspected of having writ-
ten libels. In any case, he became, through his books, and because of
them, the author of countless crimes. The Dialogues are intended, by
taking up the hypothesis of the enemies, to rediscover the author of
the books and consequently to do away with the author of the crimes;
and this was to be accomplished by means of a deposit so extraordi-
nary and so impressive that its very brilliance would reveal the se-
cret; hence the idea of placing the manuscript on the great altar of
Notre-Dame (then the substitutive ideas: the visit to Condillac, and
the circular letter). But an obstacle always looms up: the public’s in-
difference, the incomprehension of the man of letters, and, above all,
model and symbol of all the others, the fence, so visible but unnoticed,
that surrounds the choir of the church. All these barriers are them-
selves only the reflection, in the real world, of that limit which indefi-
nitely postponed, in the fiction of the Dialogues, the rediscovery of J.-J.
Rousseau. The God from whom Jean-Jacques expected the restitution
of his indivisible and triumphant unity eludes him behind the fence,
just as that endless posterity, in which people will see the memory
of Rousseau “reestablished in the honor it deserves” and his books
recognized as being “useful through the esteem that is due to their
Author,” shines beyond death.

It is only in that grilled-off and mortal beyond that the simple evil
which spoke in the Confessions can be reconstituted. That is, unless
all at once a lateral shift occurs (what Rousseau calls “withdrawal
into oneself”). Unless language again becomes melodic and linear,
the simple tracking of an ego [moi] that is punctual and therefore true.
So the “myself alone” that opens the first book of the Confessions will
be answered, in the first line of the Reveries, by its strict equivalent:
“So here I am, alone on the earth.” This “so” envelops in its logical
curve the whole necessity that organized the Dialogues, the painful
dispersion of the one who is both their “subject” and their “object,”
the yawning space of their language, the anxious setting-down of
their letter, their resolution, finally, in a speech that again says “I,”
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naturally and originally, and restores the possibility of dreaming after
so many haunting thoughts, and the free and idle expansiveness of
the walk, after so many desperate moves.

The Dialogues, an autobiographical text, has the basic structure of
great theoretical texts: it is a matter of establishing nonexistence, and
of justifying existence, in a single burst of thought. To establish, ac-
cording to the readiest, most economical, and most probable hypoth-
esis, everything that pertains to illusion, untruth, distorted passions,
to a neglected nature, driven to self-estrangement, everything that as-
sails our existence and our tranquility with a discord that is no less
pressing for being apparent, is at the same time to reveal its nonbeing
and to show its inevitable genesis. To justify existence is to bring it
back to its natural truth, at that immobile point where all impulses
arise, take effect, and subside according to a spontaneity that is both a
necessity of character and the freshness of an untrammeled freedom.
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In this way the justification tends, little by little, to vitiate existence
into a figure without space or time, so that it owes its fragile being
only to the impulses that incite it, traverse it against its will, and indi-
cate itin the evanescent form, always external to itself, of the sensitive
being. Whereas nonexistence, in the process of establishment, finds
its ground, the law of its organization, and even the internal necessity
of its being. Existence is never anything but an innocence that does
not manage to be virtuous; and nonexistence, without ceasing to be
illusion, darkens, thickens into an essential malice. This double
movement is never taken to the limit of incompatibility, because lan-
guage intervenes with a dual function: to express innocence and bind
it with its sincerity; to form the system of conventions and laws that
limit self-interest, organize their consequences, and establish it in its
general forms.

But what happens then in a world where one can no longer speak?
What restraint [mesure] will be able to check the excessiveness [dée-
mesure] of each impulse, prevent existence from being only an indefi-
nitely sensitive point, and nonexistence from organizing itself into an
indefinite conspiracy? It is this excessiveness that the Dialogues expe-
rience through a world without language, just as the Contract would
define, through man’s language, the possible measure [mesure] of jus-
tified existence and necessary malice.

Silence is the primary experience of the Dialogues, both the silence
that made them necessary with their writing and their peculiar orga-
nization, and that which, from within, serves as a thread for the dia-
lectics, the proof, and the assertion. The Confessions were intended to
mark out a path of truth amid the world’s noisy rumors in order to
silence them. The Dialogues strive to engender a language inside a
space in which everything is quiet. Below is a rough characterization
of the moments of that language, and the way in which that failure
develops:

1. Certain individuals have given my contemporaries false ideas
about me. And yet my entire work should have justified my existence
(La Nouvelle Heloise proving the purity of my heart; Emile, my interest
in virtue).

2. Faced with the growing danger, I yielded and attempted to re-
store language at a subsequent moment. I supposed that I had the
same opinions about myself as others have (so I assume all those
illusions to be well founded): How would I have acted toward that
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dark character which I’ve become in my own fictitious opinion? I
would have gone to visit him, I would have questioned him, I would
have listened to and read his Confessions.

3. But what I would have done, they haven’t done at all; they
haven’t even tried to ascertain what my behavior would have been if I
had in front of me this character they have made me into. So I yield
again, and I seek, still in order to avoid the utter excessiveness of
innocence and malice, a third, higher and deeper, form of language.
Since people have not questioned me to learn my answers, I shall give
an answer that will question others, forcing them to give me an an-
swer that will show me, perhaps, that I am mistaken, that the exces-
siveness between nonexistence based in malice and existence found
innocent is not total; and by compelling them to break their silence I
will rediscover the language that limits excessiveness.

The language of the Dialogues is a third-degree language, there-
fore, since it is a matter of overcoming three forms of silence: that
“triple wall of silence” which is alluded to several times and which
should not be understood simply as a turn of phrase—it is the basic
structure from which the Dialogues draw their existence. And an in-
ternal necessity, since the three characters represent, in reverse order,
the different levels of this thwarted language: the Frenchman (who
has spoken first, but offstage, and draws the monster’s portrait before
the opening of the Dialogues) defines that response which J.-J. Rous-
seau gives—only as a last resort and because he has not obtained
it—instead of the French. Rousseau represents the person who would
have spoken at the second level, the man who, after having read the
works, but believed in the monster, would go to listen to the confes-
sions of J.-J. Rousseau. Finally, Jean-Jacques himself is the first-level
man, the one who is just as his books and his life prove him to be, the
one whose language was not understood from the very start. But in
the Dialogues he does not himself appear, he is merely promised, so
difficult is it, at a level of language so complex, to recover the first
speech by which existence innocently justifies itself while founding
nonexistence.

The dialogue is a writing convention that is rather rare in Rous-
seau: he prefers correspondence, a slow and lengthy exchange where
silence is vanquished the more easily as the partners break through it
in a freedom that reflects its own image from one to the other and
becomes the mirror of itself. But here, the form of an imaginary dia-
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logue is required by the conditions of possibility of the language that
is deployed therein. It is a matter of making other voices speak in a
harmonic structure; it is a language that must necessarily pass
through others in order to address them, since if one speaks to them
without forcing them to speak, they reduce what one says to silence
by remaining silent themselves. They have to speak if I am to make
myself understood, and make it understood, in my language, that they
must finally cease being silent. This language of theirs, with which I
address them (and by which I establish the hypocrisy of their un-
truth), is a structural necessity if I am to speak to them of that silence
to which, by saying nothing, they wish to reduce my language and the
justification of my existence.

This basic structure is reflected at the thematic surface of the text
by the indefinite significance that is attributed to silence. The silence
that Rousseau’s enemies surround him with signifies all the vile ru-
mors about him that are circulating. The silence in which these ru-
mors are cloaked signifies the plot that organizes them. The silence in
which this conspiracy is cloaked signifies the relentless vigilance of
those responsible for it. In this absence of speech one can read the
marvelous effectiveness of a secret sect—that of the “Gentlemen,” in
which the Enlightenment philosophes who have just triumphed over
the Jesuits explictly take up the role of the Reverend Fathers of the
Provinciales, and silence Speech just as they did. The silence from
which their venture benefits on all sides signifies a universal complic-
ity, the unbroken chain that links together in the same criminal spirit
all people of high society, then all the French, England, the whole
world. It is a paradox, of course, that such a network stays hidden,
that there does not exist in this association of the wicked any man
who in spite of everything is honorable enough to speak, or who has
that extra degree of perversity that would make him betray. But this
silence signifies that the plot is organized by a very small leadership,
a few men, perhaps just one, Diderot assisted at most by Grimm.
These are probably the only ones to be informed about everything, to
be familiar with each element of the undertaking; but no one knows
this because they keep quiet, and reveal themselves only by making
sure the others do not talk (witness d’Alembert going to impose si-
lence on the noisy Voltaire). It is in their hands that absolute silence,
which is to say, absolute conspiracy, is ensured; they are the summit
from which silence imperiously falls; all the others are instruments
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rather than agents, partial, indifferent accomplices who are not told
the essentials of the project, and who keep quiet in turn. And gradu-
ally silence settles even on the person who is its object and its pur-
pose. It reaches the individual who speaks tirelessly in these
Dialogues, and speaks there only because people keep quiet and in
order to reactivate as language the silence that weighs on him.

The point is thatif silence for him is the monotonous signifier of the
plot, for the conspirators it is the thing that is unanimously signified to
the victim. It is intimated to him that he is not the author of his books;
it is intimated that, whatever one might say, his purpose will be dis-
torted; it is intimated that his speech no longer belongs to him, that his
voice will be stifled; that he will no longer make any word of justifica-
tion understood; that his manuscripts will be taken; that he will not
find any legible ink to write with, but “lightly tinted water”; that pos-
terity will not know his real face or his true heart; that he will not be
able to convey what he meant to say to future generations; and that it
is finally in his own interest to shut up, since he is not called upon to
speak. And this silence is signified to him in the most ponderous and
imperious manner by the apparent kindnesses that are done to him.
Whatdoes he have to say when he is given a party, and when Thérése
is offered a gift of charity? What does he have to say seeing that people
do not denounce his vices, that they keep silent concerning his
crimes, that they do not even talk about the ones he has admitted?
What could he protest against, seeing that our Gentlemen let him live,
and “even pleasantly, insofar as it is possible for a wretch to live with-
out doing harm”? What does he have to say when we keep silent?

A whole world is constructed, which is that silent world of Surveil-
lance and Sign. From all directions, J.-J. is being watched: “He has
been pointed out, described, recommended everywhere to delivery-
men, Clerks, guards, spies, Chimney-sweeps, at all the Theaters, in all
the cafés, to the barbers, the merchants, the peddlers, the booksell-
ers.” The walls, the floors have eyes that follow him. This silent obser-
vation has no direct expression that is transformed into an accusing
language. Nothing but signs, none of which is a spoken word. When
he goes walking, people spit on his path, when he goes in to see a
show, people move away from him or, on the contrary, gather round
him with fists held out, sticks threatening him; people talk about him
loudly, but in a mute, icy language that is not addressed to him, pass-
ing slantwise from one to the other all around his anxious ears, so
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that he feels in question, and not questioned. Rocks are thrown at him
in Métiers, and in Paris a straw dummy resembling him is burned
under his windows: a double sign—that people would like to burn
him, but that he will be burned in mockery, for he would have the
right to speak if it were decided to condemn him. Thus he€ is con-
demned to that world of signs which deprived him of speech.?

That is why, against the Surveillance-Signs system, he demands
admittance into the Trial-Punishment system as a liberation. The trial
presupposes the bright display of speech: its edifice is not entirely
solid unless it culminates in the confession of the accused, in that
spoken acknowledgment of the crime by the criminal. No one has the
right to deprive anyone of a trial; a person is entitled to be tried and
sentenced, since to undergo punishment is to have spoken. Punish-
ment always implies prior speech. Ultimately, the closed world of the
tribunal is less perilous than the empty space where the accusatory
word does not meet with any opposition since it propagated in si-
lence, and where the defense is never convincing since it responds
only to a stubborn silence. Prison walls would be preferable if they
would manifest a declared injustice. The prison cell would be the
contrary of that surveillance and those signs which appear, circulate,
fade away, and reappear indefinitely in a space where they float
freely; it would be a surveillance tied to punishment, a sign that
would finally signify the clear speech of a judgment. For his part,
Rousseau has agreed to be the judge of Jean-Jacques.

But the appeal for prison is only a dialectical moment (just as it was
a tactical moment when Rousseau actually formulated it in 1765, after
being expelled from the island of Saint-Pierre). There are other ways
to convert Surveillance back into a free gaze, and the Sign into an
immediate expression.

That is the function of the initial myth, the myth of an “ideal world
similar to ours, yet altogether different,” where everything is a little
sharper and somehow more appealing to the senses: “Forms are
more elegant, colors more vivid, odors sweeter, all objects more inter-
esting.” Nothing needs to be scrutinized, pondered, interpreted: every-
thing asserts itself with a force that is gentle and lively at the same
time; hearts are prompted by a direct, quick impulse that no obstacle
can deflect or distort, and that dies away as soon as one’s interest
disappears. It is a world without mystery, without concealment, hence
without hypothesis, without mystery or intrigue. Reflection does not
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have to fill the empty spaces of a blurred and myopic gaze; the images
ofthings are automatically reflected in clear gazes where they directly
trace the original simplicity of their lines. In contrast to Surveillance,
which squints its eyes, tracks down its object and silently encloses it,
there is from the outset an indefinitely open gaze that lets the free
expanse offer its forms and colors.

In this world, which delights in reality itself, the signs are, from the
origin, replete with whatthey mean to say. They form a language only
to the extent that they hold an immediate expressive value. Each one
can tell, and has to tell, nothing else but its being: “It can never act
except at the level of its source.” So it does not have the ability to
dissemble or mislead, and it is received just as it is transmitted —in the
vivacity of its expression. It does not signify a more or less well-
founded judgment, it does not bring about the circulation of an opin-
ion in the space of nonexistence, it conveys, from one heart to
another, “the imprint of its modifications.” It expresses what is im-
printed, being of a piece, absolutely, with what the gaze offers. In the
world of Surveillance, the Sign signified opinion, hence nonexistence,
hence malice; in that of the Gaze, it signifies what is seen, and so the
world in its innocent freshness. In the course of a walk one day, Rous-
seau stops in front of an engraving; he takes it in, enjoying its lines
and colors. His absorbed look, his set eyes, his whole motionless body
signify nothing else than what is given to his gaze, and the sudden
imprint that is stamped in his soul: this is what happens in that mar-
velous world. But as he is looking, Rousseau is being watched: some
agents of the plot see that he is looking at the plan of a fortress; he is
suspected of spying and of contemplating an act of treason. In this
world of reflection, what else could so much attention given to a
simple engraving mean?

At the beginning of the Dialogues the universe of the Gaze and of
Expression scarcely have anything but a fictive existence: like the
state of nature, it is a hypothesis for understanding, and for under-
standing what is the opposite of itself or at least its distorted truth. It
represents our world methodically reduced to an unreal truth, which
explains it precisely by that discrepancy, by a tiny but decisive differ-
ence. It keeps this explanatory value throughout the Dialogues, en-
abling one to understand how Rousseau was made a nonperson, but a
famous object of slander, how the plot originated, how it was devel-
oped, how a return has become impossible now. But, at the same
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time, the myth of this unreal world gradually loses its fictive quality
along with its universal scope to become more and more limited and
more and more real. When all is said and done, it will only define the
soul of Jean-Jacques.

Quite early in the Dialogues Rousseau already imagines that world
impinging on ours, merging with it in a single space and forming with
it a tangle so inextricable that in order to recognize one another its
inhabitants are obliged to use a system of signs, those signs which
happen to have a truthfulness of expression imperceptible to others,
so that they form more of a sect than a world. In the shadow of real
society such signs delineate a barely recognizable web of initiates
whose very existence is hypothetical, since the only example of them
given is the author of the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In the
second dialogue, Jean-Jacques is actually brought into the myth, but
with great precautions. From the outside, first of all, Rousseau has
been able to recognize him as a being of the Gaze. He was able to note
in him the three characteristic behaviors of such men. In solitude, he
contemplates his fictions, that is, objects of which he has complete
control and which cannot be hidden from his gaze by any shadow.
When he is tired of imagining (for he has a “lazy disposition”), he
dreams, calling for the help of sensible objects and in turn populating
nature with “creatures after his very heart.” Lastly, if he wishes to
take a rest from his reverie, he passively surrenders to “relaxation,”
opening himself without the least activity to the most ordinary spec-
tacles: “a boat that passes by, a windmill that turns, a cowherd at
work, people bowling or playing with a racquet, the flowing river, the
flying bird.” As for Jean-Jacques’s soul, it is deduced a priori so to
speak, as if it were a matter of inserting it through reasoning in the
society to which it is entitled: “Let us set all the facts aside for a mo-
ment.” Let us suppose a temperament made up of an extreme sensi-
tivity and a lively imagination: in this type of man reflection will have
a small part, dissimulation will not be possible-he will immediately
show what he experiences at the moment he experiences it. There
will be in this man no other signs than those of the most lively and
immediate expression. Is this still-abstract man Jean-Jacques? Yes,
“he is just the sort of man I have studied.”

Butis he the only individual of that sort? Apparently so; at any rate,
he is the only cited exemplar of that utterly sincere and totally secret
family. But, truth be told, the character in the Dialogues who bears the
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name Rousseau is also a man in keeping with the myth: he had been
able to recognize the author of the Heloise and Emile, he was able to
detect the immediate expressive value of signs in him, he was able to
look at Jean-Jacques without preconception or reflection, he opened
his soul to Jean-Jacques’s. As for the Frenchman, he entered the de-
lightful garden later; first he had to leave the universe of Signs and
Surveillance, of which he was more the confidant than the agent; but
through Rousseau he learned to look at Jean-Jacques, through his
books he learned to read him. The Frenchman, Rousseau, and Jean-
Jacques will all three, but all by themselves, form that real society
which the beginning of the Dialogues constructed as a great system-
atic myth, giving it the whole breadth of a world. That universe & trois
(whose structure is so highly privileged in Rousseau’s entire work) is
promised atthe end of the Dialogues as the imminent dream that will
be able to lead, if not to happiness, at least to final peace: “Let us add,”
Rousseau suggests to the Frenchman, “the sweetness of seeing two
decent and true hearts once again open themselves to his own. Let us

thus temper the horror of this solitude . . . let us mete out this conso-
lation to him in his final hour, in which the least friends shut their
eyes to him.”

But whatever may have been gained by reducing the myth to an
enchanted trinity, it is still a dream. To become completely real it will
have to contract even more, and no longer invoke the blessed trinity
and its golden age; it will have to cease appealing to the Frenchman
and invoking his third-party presence; Rousseau and Jean-Jacques
will have to be one and the same. Surveillance will then recede into
the depths of a calm and indifferent sky; the Signs will fade away;
there will only remain an indefinitely sensitive Gaze, always invited
into confidence—a gaze that is wonderfully open to things but gives
no other sign of what it sees than the completely interior expression of
the pleasure of existing. A gaze without surveillance and an expres-
sion below the threshold of signs will be based on the pure act of
enjoyment in which the envisioned trinity will reunite with supreme
solitude, already divine, in reality at last: “What does one enjoy in
such a situation? Nothing outside oneself, nothing but oneself and
one’s own existence, as long as this state endures one suffices to one-
selflike God.”

The myth that opened up the space of the Dialogues, and in which
their three characters took their places and attempted to reunite, fi-
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nally encounters the reality toward which speech and dream were
advancing only in that first person of the Reveries, who is the only one
to dream, the only one to speak.

—So the Dialogues are not the work of a madman?

—That question would be important if it made any sense, but by
definition a work is nonmadness.

—The structure of a work can allow the pattern of an illness to
appear.

—Itis crucial that the converse not be true.

—You have prevented it from being true by refusing to speak of
delirium, persecution, morbid belief, and so on.

—I haveeven pretended not to know that the madness was present
elsewhere, before the Dialogues: one sees it taking form, and one can
follow it in the whole correspondence from 1765 onward.

—You have placed the work ahead of the possibility of madness, as
if to better expunge madness from the work; you have not mentioned
the points at which the delirium breaks forth. Who in his right mind
can believe that Corsica was annexed in order to make things difficult
for Rousseau?

—What work demands that we believe it, if it is a work?

—How is it diminished if it is delirious?

—It’s a strange and barbarous combination of words, frequent as it
is (and so laudatory nowadays), that associates a work with delirium.
A work cannot have its place in delirium; it may just be that language,
which from deep within itself makes the work possible, also opens it
to the empirical space of madness (as it may also have opened it to
that of eroticism or mysticism).

—So, a raving work can exist, provided it is not “raved.”

—Only language can be raving. Here, raving is a present participle.

—The language of a work? Well, then once again . . .

—~The language that prescribes to a work its space, its formal struc-
ture, and its very existence as a work of language, can confer on the
secondary language, which resides within the work, a structural anal-
ogy with delirium. Distinctions need to be drawn: the language of the
work is what it is aiming for beyond itself, that which it says; but this
side of itself it is also that on the basis of which it speaks. The catego-
ries of the normal and the pathological, of madness and delirium,
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cannot be applied to this language; for it is a primary breakthrough
[franchissement], a pure transgression.

—It was Rousseau who was delirious, and his whole language as a
result.

—We were talking about the work.

—But what about Rousseau at the precise moment when, pen in
hand, he traced the lines of his complaint, his sincerity, and his suffer-
ing?

—That is a psychologist’s question. Not mine, consequently.

NOTES

1 Concerning this theme, see Jean Starobinski’s remarkable pages in his J.-J. Rousseau (Paris:
Plon, 1958), p. 25 fT.

2 During the period when Rousseau is living in this world of signs without words he has re-
sumed his activity as a copyist, having transcribed perhaps twelve thousand pages of music.
Throughout the Dialogues he emphasizes that this is not an affected poverty but a real neces-
sity, and that he risks losing his health and his eyesight by doing it.



SO CRUEL A KNOWLEDGE™*

Révéroni Saint-Cyr (1767-1829) was an engineer officer who
played a rather important role at the beginning of the Revolution and
under the Empire. He was Narbonne’s adjutant in 1792, then Marshal
Berthier’s aide-de-camp. He wrote a large number of plays, ten or so
novels (such as Sabina d’Herfeld in 1797, Nos folies in 1799) and sev-
eral theoretical treatises: Essai sur le perfectionnement des beaux-arts,
ou Calculs et hypotheses sur la poesie, la peinture et la musique (1804,);
Essai sur le mecanisme de la guerre (1804); Examen critique de lequili-
bre social europeen, ou Abrege de statistique politique et litteraire
(1820).

The scene takes place in Poland, which is to say everywhere. A di-
sheveled countess flees a burning castle. Soldiers have hastily disem-
boweled the chambermaids and pages among the statues, which,
before crashing down, have slowly turned their beautiful empty
heads to the sky. The screams, reverberating for a long time, have
faded off into the mirrors. A veil slips over a woman’s chest, a veil that
hands tie again and tear loose again with the same awkward move-
ments. The dangers, the looks, the desires, and the fear intercross,
forming a swift lattice of blades, more unexpected, more fatal than the
shards of collapsing stucco. Perhaps this salon wall will long remain

*This commentary on Claude-Prosper Crébillon’s Les Egarements du coeur et d’esprit
(text presented by Etiemble [Paris: A. Colin, 1961] and J.-A. Révéroni de Saint-Cyr’s
Pauliska ou la Perversite (Paris: 1798) appeared in Critique 4 (July 1962), pp. 597-611.
Robert Hurley’s translation.
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standing, where a blue naiad tries to escape from Neptune, her head
held very straight, front-facing, her eyes fixed on the gaping doorway,
her bust and her arms turned to the rear, where they are engaged in
an undecided struggle with the indulgent, agile, enormous hands of
an old man crouched on a seat of light shells and tritons. Pauliska
abandons her scorched lands to the Cossacks of the empress, her
countrywomen bound to the pale trunks of the maples, her servants
mutilated and their mouths covered with blood. She seeks refuge in
old Europe, a Europe of bad sleep which sets all its traps for her at one
go. Strange traps, in which it is hard to recognize the familiar ones of
male flattery, worldly pleasures, scarcely intended falsehoods, and
jealousy. What is taking form is an evil much less “metaphysical,”
much more “English” than “French,” as the translator of Hawkes-
worth putit,' an evil very close to the body and meant for it. “A mod-
ern perversity.”

Like the convent, the forbidden castle, the forest, the inaccessible
island, the “sect” has become, beginning in the second half of the
eighteenth century, one of the great reserves of the Western fantastical
imagination. Pauliska runs through the whole cycle: political associa-
tions, clubs oflibertines, bands of brigands or counterfeiters, guilds of
crooks or science mystics, orgiastic societies of women without men,
sbirros of the College of Cardinals, and finally, as every novel of terror
seems to require, the most secret and most illustrious order, the in-
definite conspiracy, the Holy Inquisition. In this underground world
the misfortunes lose their chronology and link up with world’s most
ancient cruelties. In reality, Pauliska is fleeing a millennial conflagra-
tion, and the partition of 1795 casts her into an ageless cycle. She falls
into the castle of evil spells where the corridors close up, where the
mirrors tell lies and watch what passes before them, where the air
distills strange poisons—labyrinth of the Minotaur or Circe’s cave. She
descends into the Underworld where she encounters a prostitute Jo-
casta who violates a child under motherly caresses, a dionysian cas-
tration, an accursed town in flames. It is a paradoxical initiation not
into the lost secret but into all those agonies that man never forgets.?

Sixty years earlier, Les Egarements du coeur et de lesprit, which
Etiemble had the very good judgment to republish in a new edition,
told about another initiation that was not that of misfortune. Meilcour
was introduced into the most brilliant “society,” but perhaps the one
most difficult to decipher, the most open and the best defended, the
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one that invents sham evasions to show itself to advantage, when the
novice has a big name, a fortune, a pretty face, a ravishing figure, and
he is not yet eighteen years old. The “world” is also a sect; or rather,
secret societies at the end of the century have kept the role that the
social hierarchy and its facile mysteries had played since the begin-
ning of the Classical period. The sect is the social world in the other
dimension, its ground-level Saturnalia.

What Versac teaches the neophyte, in the next-to-last scene of the
Egarements (final error, first truth), is a “science of the world.” A sci-
ence that cannot be learned by oneself, since it involves knowledge
not of nature but of arbitrariness and the strategy of ridicule; an initia-
tory science, since its main strength lies in the condition that one
feigns ignorance of it, and the person who divulged it would be dis-
graced and excluded if he were found out: “But I trust that you will
keep the utmost secrecy about whatI have said, and about whatI am
going to say.” This didactics of the world has three parts: a theory of
impertinence (a game of servile imitation with a contrived eccentric-
ity, in which the unexpected does not go beyond the customary, and
theimproper is proper from the start, because its game is to please); a
theory of self-conceit, with its three main tactics (assert oneself; be the
first, spontaneously, to adopt the latest absurdity; “hold” a conversa-
tion by keeping it in the first person); a system of good form that
requires thoughtlessness, slander, and presumption. But this is still
only a “heap of minutiae.” The essential thing, no doubt, is in a diago-
nal lesson that teaches what Crébillon knows best—the use of speech.

The language of the world is seemingly without content, over-
loaded with useless formal expressions, both ritualized into a mute
decoration—“a few favorite words, a few involved phrases, a few
exclamations” —and multiplied by unexpected finds that are more cer-
tain to diminish meaning, “put finesse into one’s turns and peril into
one’s ideas.” And yet it is a language saturated and rigorously func-
tional: every phrase must be a brief form of judgment; devoid of
meaning, it must take on the greatest possible load of valuation—-“see
nothing . . . that one does not scorn or praise to excess.” This garru-
lous, incessant, diffuse speech always has an economic aim-a certain
effect on the value of people and things. Thus, it takes its risks: it
attacks or protects; it always exposes itself; it has its courage and its
skill; it has to hold untenable positions, lay itself open to the retort, to
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ridicule, and dodge them,; it is belligerent. What gives weight to this
language is not what it means to say but to do. Saying nothing, it
teems with implications, and refers to positions that supply its mean-
ing, since by itself it has none; it indicates a whole silent world that
never gains access to words. That indicative distance is propriety. As
it shows everything that one does not say, language can and must
cover up everything; it is never quiet, since it is the living economy of
situations, their visible nervure. “You have noticed that people in soci-
ety never run dry of words. . . . That is because there is nothing in
the well.” Bodies themselves are not silent at the moment of their
most intense pleasure. The alert Sopha had already noticed this, when
his indiscretion watched the ardors of his guests: “Though Zulica
never stopped speaking, I could no longer hear what she said.”

No sooner has Meilcour escaped from the captious discourse of
Versac than he falls into the arms of Madame de Lursay, where he
rediscovers his stammerings, his candor, his indignation, and his na-
iveté, of which he is finally disburdened in spite of himself. And yet
the lesson has not been useless, since it yields us the narrative in its
form and its irony. In relating the adventure of his innocence, Meil-
cour no longer perceives it anywhere but in that distance where it is
already lost: all of Versac’s knowledge has slipped in between his
naiveté and the imperceptibly different consciousness he has of it,
with that practice of the world in which “the heart and the mind are
forced to spoil themselves.”

Pauliska’s initiation, on the other hand, is achieved through great
silent myths. The world’s secret was in language and its rules of war-
fare; that of the sects is in its wordless complicities. That is why their
victim, never truly initiated, is always kept in the harsh and monoto-
nous condition of the object. Pauliska, the stubborn novice, indefi-
nitely escapes the evil whose barriers she unintentionally passes
through; her hands that crush her deliverer, that body which she of-
fers to her tormentor in an extreme madness are only the inert instru-
ments of her torture. The incorruptible Pauliska is fully enlightened
since, all things considered, she knows—but she is never initiated,
since she always refuses to become the sovereign subject of what she
knows. She is completely familiar with the sorrow of experiencing
with the same innocence the good fortune of being aware and the
misfortune of remaining an object.

From the start of this brutal game, its trap was announced. One
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evening Pauliska is taken to a meeting of Polish émigrés whose goal is
precisely what she has her heart set on—restoring the fatherland and
establishing the reign of a better order there. Through half-open shut-
ters she spies a strange conventicle: the gigantic shadow of grand
master swings against the wall; leaning slightly toward the audience,
he remains silent with a beast’s dreamy seriousness; around him
crawl feverish acolytes; the room is full of silhouettes. Inside, there is
undoubtedly talk of reestablished justice, shared lands, and of that
general will which, in a free nation, gives rise to free men. Men?
Pauliska moves closer: in the dim light, she recognizes an assembly of
dogs presided over by an ass; they bark, throw themselves upon one
another, tear at the miserable donkey. A benevolent society of men, a
riot of animals. This Goyaesque scene shows the novice the savage
and anticipated truth about what will happen to her: in society (in
societies, plural), man is nothing but a dog to man; law is the appetite
of the beast.

No doubt the initiation story owes its strongest erotic appeal to the
link that it intimates between Knowledge and Desire. An obscure,
essential link that we are mistaken to recognize only in “Platonism,”
that is, in the exclusion of one of the two terms. In actual fact, each
epoch has its system of “erotic knowledge” which brings into play (in
one and the same game) the experience of the Limit and that of the
Light. This game obeys a deep geometry that is manifested, anecdot-
ally, by precarious situations or trivial objects like the veil, the chain,
the mirror, the cage (figures in which the luminous and the impas-
sible are combined).

The knowledge that is employed, in Crébillon, againstthe pretty inno-
cents by those who are no longer pretty or innocent has several faces:

* being experienced and subtly leading ignorance while pretending
to go astray along with it (fo seduce);

* having recognized the evil there where innocence still discerns
nothing but purity, and making the latter serve the former (fo
corrupt);

* anticipating and arranging the outcome, as the profligate does
when he prepares all the lures of the trap he sets for naiveté (to
deceive);
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* being “in the know” and playing along, the better to spoil the
game, when one has perfectly grasped the stratagem by which
prudence, with its feigned simplicity, resists (o tempt).

These four poisonous figures—they all flourish in the garden of the
Egarements—creep up the sides of the fine, simple forms of ignorance,
innocence, naiveté, and prudence, clinging to their contours, covering
them with a disturbing vegetation. Around their nakedness they form
a redoubled modesty—a strange clothing, secret words with a double
meaning, a sheath that guides the blows. They are all related to the
eroticism of the veil (that veil which the last episode of The Sopha
misuses to such advantage).

The veil is that thin surface which chance, haste, and modesty have
placed and do their best to maintain; but its line of force is dictated by
the vertical of the drop. The veil unveils, through a fatality which is
that of its light fabric and its supple form. To play its role, which is to
cover and to be exact, the veil must conform precisely to the surfaces,
repeat the lines, course over the volumes without superfluous dis-
course, and highlight the forms with a glittering whiteness, stripping
them of their shadow. Its folds add a hint of disturbance, but this
ruffling of underlinen only foretells a nakedness soon to come: it is
something like the already-rumpled image, the molested tenderness
of the body that it conceals. All the more so because it is transparent—
with a functional transparence that is unbalanced and artful. It plays
its opaque and protective role well, but only for the one who uses it to
cover herself, for the groping, fumbling, and feverish hand that de-
fends itself. But for the one who witnesses all these efforts and who
remains on the watch from a distance, this veil is revealing. Paradoxi-
cally, the veil hides modesty from itself and draws its attention away
from its main object of caution; but in manifesting this caution to the
indiscreet, it allows him to see indiscreetly that which it withholds.
Doubly traitorous, the veil shows what it averts and conceals, from
what it is meant to hide, the fact that it unveils it.

Standing in contrast to the veil there is the cage. An outwardly
simple form, without any ruses, cut out according to relations of force
in which the game is already over: here the vanquished, there, on all
sides, all around, the victor. The cage, however, has multiple func-
tions: the person inside is nude, since the transparency is without
remedy or any possible hiding; through a disequilibrium peculiar to
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that space of closure, the object is always, for the tormentors, within
reach, whereas they are themselves inaccessible; one is at a distance
from one’s chains, captive within a whole range of actions, none of
which is impossible, but none of which has any protective or emanci-
patory value. The cage is the space where freedom is mimicked, but
where its chimera is annihilated by the presence of the tormentors.
The irony of the veil is a redoubled game; that of the cage, a game that
is unplayed. Perfidiously, the veil establishes a communication; the
cage is the simple figure of an unmediated division—subject utterly
against object, power utterly against powerlessness. The cage is
linked to a triumphant knowledge that reigns over an enslaved igno-
rance. It makes little difference how the closure was obtained: it
opens the era of an instrumental knowledge connected no longer to
the somewhat shady ambiguity of consciousness but, rather, to the
meticulous order of technical persecution.

Let us pause for a moment at the bounds of that cage in which
Pauliska’s lover was confined, naked.

1. He was captured by a society of Amazons who make a profession
of detesting men, their violence, their rough bodies. The caging is
carried out in the form of all against one.

2. The young man was placed in a zoological gallery where, along-
side other animals, he is used for a natural history demonstration: the
priestess of these heinous vestals enumerates for her companions all
the imperfections of that rustic body, without charm or attractiveness.

3. The initiates have proudly bared their breasts; the novices must
do likewise, to show that no palpitation, no blush betrays the disorder
of a heart surreptitiously invaded by desire. Here, the figure becomes
complicated: are the women really such mistresses of that icy body
which they set against the masculine animal? And does it not give
rise, in the man, to a visible desire to which the most innocent of the
women does not fail to respond with signs of emotion? And so, in this
manner, desire binds inverse chains.

4. But by helping each other the women can protect themselves
against that danger. Are they not capable, the one leaning on the oth-
er’s shoulder, of counterposing to the beastly body shown to them this
other body which is all softness, downy volume, smooth sand for ca-
ressing? A strange desire based on comparison and the excluded
middle. This confined male must not be completely exorcised, since a
pejorative contemplation is necessary before the women’s desire,
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pure at last, is able to go without betrayal, from themselves to their
exact equivalents.

5. As a matter of fact, they reconstitute the image of the detested
man by means of a strange statue and they make it the object of their
desire. But the cleverest of them will be imprisoned in this game.
Taking him for a marvelous machine, she will quite genuinely desire
the handsome boy she thinks she has locked up and who plays at
being as cold as a statue. In her ecstasy she falls down unconscious,
while he, coming out of his feigned inertia, springs back to life and
escapes. A modern version and a term-by-term reversal of the myth of
Pygmalion.

Further, though, of the Labyrinth as well. Theseus becomes a cap-
tive therein of an Ariadne-Minotaur, whom he escapes only by be-
coming threatening and desirable himself, and by abandoning the
sleeping woman on her lovely island. In the simple form of the cage, a
strange knowledge is at work, changing the roles, transmuting im-
ages and reality, metamorphosing the figures of desire—a whole in-
depth labor of which one finds two variants in the underground and
in the machine.

The underground is the endoscopic form of the cage; but also its
direct contradiction, since nothing it contains is visible. Its very exist-
ence is hidden from view. An absolute prison against which no as-
sault is possible: it is Hell, minus its profound justice. By its nature,
the cells of the Inquisition are underground. What goes on there is
absolutely unseen, but there reigns an absolute, nocturnal, unavoid-
able gaze that contrasts, in its erotic structure, with the oblique and
luminous gaze of the mirror.

The mirror has two modes, near and far. Through the effect of its
lines, it can observe from afar-—that is, offer everything to the gaze
without allowing any hold on it, a parodic inversion of consciousness.
In its near mode, it is a tricked gaze. The observer surreptitiously
occupies the camera obscura that the looking glass harbors; he slips
into immediate self-satisfaction. He places himself there where the
closed volume of the body has just opened up, but only to close again
immediately from the other side of that surface it inhabits by making
itself as unspatial as possible; a cunning geometer, a two-dimensional
Cartesian devil that now lodges its invisible presence in the visibility
of the observed to himself.

The magic mirror, true and false “psyche,” combines these two
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modes. Itis placed in the hands of the observer, of whom it allows a
supreme observation; but it has that strange property of watching the
observed in the belated and somewhat hesitant gesture that he has in
front of the mirror. That is the role of the enchanted “Sopha,” an en-
veloping and tepid space in which the body surrenders to the pleasure
of being alone and in the presence of itself: a secretly inhabited space
that quietly worries and soon, in its turn, begins to desire the first
innocent body that slips away from it by offering itself absolutely.

What does Crébillon’s strange magician see, in the depths of his
silk mirror? Nothing else, really, but his desire and the secret of his
greedy heart. It reflects, and nothing more. But precisely here is the
absolute subterfuge of the observed. In looking, the one does not
know that, at bottom, he is seeing himself; the other, not knowing he
is beinglooked at, is vaguely aware of being seen. Everything is orga-
nized by this awareness that is at once skin-deep and beneath words.
On the other side of the treacherous mirror one is alone and deceived,
but with a solitude so watchful that the other’s presence is mimed
concavely by gestures that, enabling one to defend oneself from him,
reverently, fearfully, invoke him. Thus, at the meeting’s surface, on
the smooth plane of the mirror, the limit-gesture par excellence takes
form in a momentary pause of delight: laying bare, it masks what it
reveals. A figure in which the slender threads of the reciprocal knowl-
edges are knitted together, but where the soul of the desirable eludes
desire in a definitive way, just as Zeinis eludes the Sopha’s heart.

But all these corridors collapse in Pauliska’s adventure. The leader
of the brigands, she says, “stamps the floor with his heel; I feel my
chair fall very quickly through a trap door that immediately closes
shut again above my head; and I find myself in the midst of eight to
ten men with a greedy, astonished, terrifying look on their faces.”
Innocence is in the presence of the gaze itself. The voracity of desire
does not need an unreal image in order to reach the other’s naked-
ness; it presses heavily, subjecting what can no longer defend itself to
a deliberate examination. It does not steal its pleasure, it serenely
promises violence.

If so rough a situation holds strong erotic powers nonetheless, this
is because it is less perverse than subversive. The fall into the forgers’
cave symbolizes its movement. This is not yet the Saturnalia of the
wretched —an optimistic dream, hence of no value to desire; it is the
fall of the fortunate into the abyss where they become just so many
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prey. One does not want to possess Pauliska’s former happiness but to
possess her, because she was happy—a project belonging not to a
revolutionary will, but to a desire for subversion. Pauliska is placed at
the level of a desire that manifests the people’s bestial virility. In the
novels of the eighteenth century, the popular element only formed a
mediation in the economy of Eros (procuress, valet). In the inverted
world of the underground, it shows a majestic vigor that was unsus-
pected. The chthonian serpent awakened.

In actual fact, it acquired this masculinity through conspiracy; it
did not naturally belong to it. The underground is a realm of scoun-
drels, a negative image of the social contract. Each is a prisoner of the
others, of whom he may become the betrayer and the administrator of
justice. The underground is the cage that has solidified, been made
completely opaque (being dug out of the ground) and liquified at the
same time, become transparent to itself, precarious, since it is caught
up in enveloping, mutual, distrustful consciousnesses. The tormen-
tors are just as much prisoners as their victim, who is just as inter-
ested in their salvation as they are: she shares their fate in that piece
of solidary and constricted space. The Danube, whose water can be
seen rolling above the sealed slabs of glass, symbolically indicates, to
everyone, to Pauliska and the brigands alike, that they will be
drowned at the first breach of their contract. The cage carefully sepa-
rated the sovereign lords and the objects; the underground brings
them together in a stifling knowledge. At the center of this circle
stands, as a symbol, the grandiose printing machine, from which
Pauliska, knowing and not knowing, extracts a “groan” which is not
that of the press but the cry of her crushed deliverer.

In most eighteenth-century novels, the machinations outweigh the
machines. They are all the techniques of illusion that construct an
artful supernature out of little or nothing: images that rise from the
depths of mirrors, invisible designs whose phosphorus flares up in
the darkness, trompe ’oeil that gives rise to false, yet true, passions.
Potions for the senses. There is also the whole insidious apparatus of
the poisonings: camphor, snakeskins, charred turtledove bones, and,
above all, the terrible eggs of Java ants. And lastly there is the inocu-
lation of unavowable desires, which disturb the most faithful hearts—
illusory delights, real enjoyments. All these potions without magic,
these true-illusion machines, are not different, by nature or function,
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from that dream which the soul held prisoner by the Sopha instilled
with a kiss into the innocent heart of Zeinis. All convey this same
lesson: that images have the same warmth for the heart as what they
represent, and that the most unreal artifice cannot arouse false pas-
sions when it causes a true intoxication. Nature can accommodate
every mechanism of desire if it is able to build those marvelous ma-
chines in which the borderless fabric of the true and the false is wo-
ven.

The electric wheel described at the end of Pauliska is a very differ-
ent kind of machinery. Bound back to back and naked, the two
women victims, opposite and complementary to one another (like
two terminals: the Polish blond and the Italian brunette, the passion-
ate and the ardent, the virtuous and the wayward, the one who burns
with love and the one who is consumed with desire), are separated,
where their bodies meet, only by a thin glass flywheel. As soon as it
turns, sparks fly, with a burst of suffering and cries. The bristling
bodies electrify, the nerves revulse: desire, horror? Over there, having
reached the last degree of exhaustion by going to the extreme limit of
his lust, the persecutor receives, via the cake of wax on which he sits
enthroned, the fluid of those young exasperated bodies. And, little by
little, Salviati feels himself imbued with the grand and majestic desire
that promises his victims endless agonies.

On a first examination, this strange machine appears rather el-
ementary: a mere putting of desire into a discursive form, it imprisons
its object in a suffering that multiplies the latter’s charms, so that the
object itself strengthens the desire, and thereby its own pain, in a
more and more intense circle that will be broken only by the final
fulguration. However, Pauliska’s machine has greater, and stranger,
powers. Unlike the machination machine, it keeps a maximum dis-
tance between the partners which only an impalpable fluid can cross.
This fluid extracts from the body that suffers, and because it suffers,
its desirability —a blend of its youthfulness, its flawless flesh, its spas-
modic tremors. Now, the agent of this blend is the electric current that
gives rise to all the physical movements of desire in the victim. The
desirability the fluid conveys to the persecutor is the persecuted’s de-
sire, while the inert, enervated tormentor receives, as if in a first suck-
ling, that desire which he immediately makes his own; or rather,
which he transmits, without retaining it, to the motion of the wheel,
thus forming a simple relay in the persecuted desire that comes back
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to itself as an accelerated persecution. The tormentor is no longer
anything but a neutral moment in the appetite of his victim; and the
machine reveals what it is—not a working-class objectification of de-
sire but a projection of the desired in which the wheelwork mecha-
nism detaches the desiring. Which is not a defeat for the latter, far
from it: his passivity is the ruse of knowledge that, being familiar with
all the moments of desire, experiences them in an impersonal game
whose cruelty sustains both a keen awareness and a heartless me-
chanics.

The economy of this machine is quite peculiar. In Sade, the appara-
tus delineates, in its meticulousness, the architecture of a desire that
remains sovereign. Even when he is exhausted and the machine is
constructed for reviving him, the desiring individual maintains his
absolute rights as a subject, the victim never being anything more
than the remote, enigmatic, and narrative unity of an object of desire
and a subject of suffering—so that, at the limit of perfection of a tortur-
ing machine, there is the tortured body as the point of application of a
cruel will (for example, Minski’s living tables). In contrast, the “elec-
trodynamic” machine of the Supermale is vampiric in nature: the
crazy wheels carry the mechanism to that point of delirium where it
becomes a monstrous beast whose jaws crush and set fire to the he-
ro’s inexhaustible body. Révéroni’s machine also consecrates the apo-
theosis of the weary warriors, but in another sense: it is set up at the
end of an initiatory passage, as the terminal object par excellence. It
transforms the desiring into an immobile, inaccessible figure, toward
whom advance all the motions that he immediately reverses without
leaving his dominion: God finally at rest, who knows absolutely and
who is absolutely desired. As for the object of desire (whom the potion
finally allowed to escape), it is transmuted into an infinitely generous
source of desire itself. At the end point of this initiation it also finds
repose and light; not the illumination of consciousness nor the repose
of detachment, but the white light of knowledge and that inertia
which allows the anonymous violence of desire to take its course.

All these objects are much more, no doubt, than the theatrical
props of license. Their form gathers the fundamental space in which
the relations of Desire and Knowledge are enacted; they give shape to
an experience in which the transgression of the prohibition releases
the light. One easily recognizes, in the two groups they form, two
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opposite, and perfectly coherent, structures of that space and of the
experience that is connected to it.

Some, familiar to Crébillon, constitute what might be called “situa-
tion objects.” They are visible forms that capture a moment and give a
new impetus to the imperceptible interrelations of subjects: meeting
surfaces, places of exchange where the refusals, the looks, the con-
sents, the evasions cross one another, they function as light relays
whose material density decreases in proportion to the complexity of
the meaning they convey. Their value is that of the combination of
relations they establish, which are established through them. Their
fragile and transparent pattern is only the nervure of situations: thus
the veilin the relation of indiscretion to the secret; the mirrorin that of
surprise and self-absorption; the potion in the games of truth and
illusion. So many traps in which the consciousnesses remain captive.
But only for a moment, for these situation objects have a centrifugal
dynamic: one is lost there while knowing oneself to be lost and al-
ready in search of the way out. Their helpful perils mark out the path
of return from the labyrinth. This is the Ariadne aspect of the erotic
consciousness—the thread held at its two ends by consciousnesses
that look for each other, escape each other, capture each other, and
rescue each other; and now they are again separated from each other
by that thread which, indissociably, links them together. All these Ari-
adne objects play with the stratagems of truth at the threshold of light
and illusion.

Opposite, in Révéroni, one finds objects that are enveloping, impe-
rious, unavoidable: the subjects are caught there without remedy,
their position altered, their consciousness detained and changed from
top to bottom. Escape is inconceivable; the only way out is in the
direction of that dark point which indicates the center, the infernal
fire, the law of the figure. No longer threads that one ties and unties
but corridors in which one is swallowed up, they are “configuration
objects,” of the type underground, cage, and machine —the labyrinth’s
inward path. There, error and truth are no longer in question: one
may miss Ariadne, one cannot miss the Minotaur. She is the uncer-
tain, the improbable, the distant; he is the certain, the quite-close. And
yet, in contrast to Ariadne’s traps, where everyone finds his bearings
at the moment of being lost, the figures of the Minotaur are utterly
foreign; together with death, whose threat they bear, they mark the
boundaries of the unhuman and the inhuman—the jaws of the cage
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close shut on a world of bestiality and predation. The underground
harbors a whole swarm of infernal beings, and that inhumanity
which is peculiar to the corpses of men.

But the secret of this erotic Minotaur is not so much that he is more
than half-animal, nor that he forms an ill-defined figure, badly di-
vided between two adjacent areas. His secret covers a much more
incestuous rapprochement: in him, the devouring labyrinth and
Daedalus who made him are superposed. He is at the same time the
blind machine, the passageways of desire with their fatality, and the
skillful, calm, and free architect who has already left the unavoidable
trap. The Minotaur is Daedalus’s presence and absence at the same
time, in the indecipherable and dead sovereignty of his knowledge.
All the previous figures that symbolize the monster convey, as he
does, that languageless alliance between an anonymous desire and a
knowledge whose reign conceals the empty face of the Master. Ari-
adne’s slender threads get tangled up in consciousness; here, with a
pure knowledge and a subjectless desire, there only remains the bru-
tal duality of beasts without a species.

All of Ariadne’s traps revolve around the most central, the most
exemplary of erotic situations —the transvestite. Indeed, the latter gets
lost in a redoubled game in which nature is not profoundly trans-
muted but evaded in place. Like the veil, the transvestite conceals and
betrays; like the mirror, he presents reality in an illusion that snatches
it away in offering it. He is a potion as well, since he arouses illusory
and natural sentiments based on falsely true impressions. He is the
unnatural mimicked and thereby conjured away. The space symbol-
ized by the Minotaur is, on the contrary, a space of transmutation; as
cage, it makes man into an animal of desire—desiring like a wild
beast, desired like a prey; as underground chamber, it contrives, un-
derneath the states, a counter city-state that vows to destroy the oldest
laws and pacts; as machine, its meticulous movement, supported by
nature and reason, gives rise to Antiphysis and all the volcanos of
madness. It is no longer a matter of the deceptive surfaces of disguise
but, rather, of a nature metamorphosed into a depth by the powers of
the counternatural.

It is here no doubt that “modern perversity,” as Révéroni put it,
finds its proper space. Shifted toward the regions of a light eroticism,
the initiations of Ariadne, so important in the erotic discourse of the
eighteenth century, are for us no longer anything but playful-let us
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say, rather, along with M. Etiemble who is clear about this, “love, love
in all its forms.” The truly transgressive forms of eroticism are now
found in the space covered by Pauliska’s initiation: in the direction of
the counternatural, there where Theseus is headed when he ap-
proaches the center of the labyrinth, toward that corner of darkness
where, voracious architect, Knowledge keeps watch.

NOTES
1 John Hawkesworth, Ariana ou la Patience recompensee, trans. M. Hawkesworth (Paris, 1757).

2 Révéroni presented a theory of modern mythology in his Essai sur le perfectionnement des
beauz-arts.



A PREFACE TO TRANSGRESSION®

‘ i e like to believe that sexuality has regained, in contemporary

experience, its truth as a process of nature, a truth that has long been
lingering in the shadows and hiding under various disguises—until
now, that is, when our positive awareness allows us to decipher it so
that it may at last emerge in the clear light of language. Yet never did
sexuality enjoy a more immediately natural understanding, and
never did it know a greater “felicity of expression,” than in the Chris-
tian world of fallen bodies and of sin. The proof is its whole tradition
of mysticism and spirituality, which was incapable of dividing the
continuous forms of desire, of rapture, of penetration, of ecstasy, of
that outpouring which leaves us spent: all of these experiences
seemed to lead, without interruption or limit, right to the heart of a
divine love of which they were both the outpouring and the source
returning upon itself. What characterizes modern sexuality from Sade
to Freud is not its having found the language of its logic or of its
nature, but, rather, through the violence done by such languages, its
having been “denatured”—-cast into an empty zone in which it
achieves whatever meager form is bestowed upon it by the establish-
ment of its limits, and in which it points to nothing beyond itself, no
prolongation, except the frenzy that disrupts it. We have not in the
least liberated sexuality, though we have, to be exact, carried it to its
limits: the limit of consciousness, because it ultimately dictates the

*This essay first appeared in a special issue of Critique (195-96 [Aug.-Sept. 1963}, pp.
751-6g] devoted to Georges Bataille. This translation, by Donald F. Bouchard and
Sherry Simon, has been slightly amended.
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only possible reading of our unconscious; the limit of the law, since it
seems the sole substance of universal taboos; the limit of language,
since it traces that line of foam showing just how far speech may
advance upon the sands of silence. Thus, it is not through sexuality
that we communicate with the orderly and pleasingly profane world
of animals; rather, sexuality is a fissure—not one that surrounds us as
the basis of our isolation or individuality but one that marks the limit
within us and designates us as a limit.

Perhaps we could say that it has become the only division possible
in a world now emptied of objects, beings, and spaces to desecrate.
Not that it proffers any new content for our millenary exploit, rather, it
permits a profanation without object, a profanation that is empty and
turned inward upon itself, whose instruments are brought to bear on
nothing but each other. Profanation in a world that no longer recog-
nizes any positive meaning in the sacred—is this not more or less
what we may call transgression? In that zone which our culture af-
fords for our gestures and speech, transgression prescribes not only
the sole manner of discovering the sacred in its unmediated sub-
stance, but also a way of recomposing its empty form, its absence,
through which it becomes all the more scintillating. A rigorous lan-
guage, as it arises from sexuality, will not reveal the secret of man’s
natural being, nor will it express the serenity of anthropological
truths, but rather, it will say that he exists without God; the speech
given to sexuality is contemporaneous, both in time and in structure,
with that through which we announced to ourselves that God is dead.
From the moment that Sade delivered its first words and marked out,
in a single discourse, the boundaries of what suddenly became its
kingdom, the language of sexuality has lifted us into the night where
God is absent, and where all of our actions are addressed to this ab-
sence in a profanation that at once identifies it, dissipates it, exhausts
itself in it, and restores it to the empty purity of its transgression.

There indeed exists a modern form of sexuality: it is that which
offers itself in the superficial discourse of a solid and natural animal-
ity, while obscurely addressing itself to Absence, to this high region
where Bataille placed, in a night not soon to be ended, the characters
of Eponine:

In this strained stillness, through the haze of my intoxication, I seemed
to sense that the wind was dying down; a long silence flowed from the
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immensity of the sky. The priest kneltdown softly. He began to sing in a
despondent key, slowly as if at someone’s death: Miserere mei Deus,
secondum misericordiam magnam tuam. The way he moaned this sen-
suous melody was highly suspicious. He was strangely confessing his
anguish before the delights of the flesh. A priest should conquer us by
his denials but his efforts to humble himself only made him stand out
more insistently; the loveliness of his chant, set against the silent sky,
enveloped him in a solitude of morose pleasures. My reverie was shat-
tered by a felicitous acclamation, an infinite acclamation already on the
edge of oblivion. Seeing the priest as she emerged from the dream
which still visibly dazed her senses, Eponine began to laugh and with
such intensity that she was completely shaken; she turned her body
and, leaning against the railing, trembled like a child. She was laughing
with her head in her hands and the priest, barely stifling a clucking
noise, raised his head, his arms uplifted, only to see a naked behind: the
wind had lifted her coat and, made defenseless by the laughter, she had
been unable to close it.

Perhaps the importance of sexuality in our culture, the fact that since
Sade it has persistently been linked to the most profound decisions of
our language, derives from nothing else than this correspondence
which connects it to the death of God. Not that this death should be
understood as the end of his historical reign, or as the finally deliv-
ered judgment of his nonexistence, but as the now-constant space of
our experience. By denying us the limit of the Limitless, the death of
God leads to an experience in which nothing may again announce the
exteriority of being, and consequently to an experience thatis interior
and sovereign. But such an experience, for which the death of God is
an explosive reality, discloses as its own secret and clarification, its
intrinsic finitude, the limitless reign of the Limit, and the emptiness of
those excesses in which it spends itself and where it is found wanting.
In this sense, the inner experience is, throughout, an experience of the
impossible (the impossible being both that which we experience and
thatwhich constitutes the experience). The death of God is not merely
an “event” that gave shape to contemporary experience as we now
know it: it continues indefinitely tracing its great skeletal outline.
Bataille was perfectly conscious of the possibilities of thought that
could be released by this death, and of the impossibilities in which it
entangled thought. What, indeed, is the meaning of the death of God,
ifnot a strange solidarity between the stunning realization of his non-
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existence and the act that kills him? But what does it mean to kill God
if he does not exist, to kill God who has never existed? Perhaps it
means to kill God both because he does not exist and to guarantee that
he will not exist—certainly a cause for laughter: to kill God to liberate
life from this existence that limits it, but also to bring it back to those
limits that are annulled by this limitless existence—as a sacrifice; to
kill God to return him to this nothingness he is and to manifest his
existence at the center of a light that blazes like a presence—for the
ecstasy; to kill God in order to lose language in a deafening night and
because this wound must make him bleed until there springs forth
“an immense alleluia lost in the interminable silence”—and this is
communication. The death of God restores us not to a limited and
positivistic world but to a world exposed by the experience of its lim-
its, made and unmade by that excess which transgresses it.

Undoubtedly it is excess that discovers that sexuality and the death
of God are bound to the same experience; or that again shows us, as if
in “the most incongruous book of all,” that “God is a whore.” And
from this perspective the thought that relates to God and the thought
that relates to sexuality are linked in a common form, since Sade to be
sure, but never in our day with as much insistence and difficulty as in
Bataille. And if it were necessary to give, in opposition to sexuality, a
precise definition of eroticism, it would have to be the following: an
experience of sexuality which links, for its own ends, an overcoming
of limits to the death of God. “Eroticism can say what mysticism never
could (its strength failed when it tried): God is nothing if not the sur-
passing of God in every sense of vulgar being, in that of horror or
impurity; and ultimately in the sense of nothing.”?

Thus, at the root of sexuality, of the movement that nothing can
ever limit (because it is, from its origin and in its totality, constantly
involved with the limit), and at the root of this discourse on God
which Western culture has maintained for so long—withoutany sense
of the impropriety of “thoughtlessly adding to language a word which
surpasses all words” or any clear sense that it places us at the limits of
all possible languages—a singular experience is shaped: that of trans-
gression. Perhaps one day it will seem as decisive for our culture, as
much a part of its soil, as the experience of contradiction was at an
earlier time for dialectical thought. But in spite of so many scattered
signs, the language in which transgression will find its space and the
illumination of its being lies almost entirely in the future.
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Itis surely possible, however, to find in Bataille its calcinated roots,
its promising ashes.

Transgression is an action thatinvolves the limit, that narrow zone of
a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but perhaps also its
entire trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that transgression has its
entire space in the line it crosses. The play of limits and transgression
seems to be regulated by a simple obstinacy: transgression inces-
santly crosses and recrosses a line that closes up behind it in a wave
of extremely short duration, and thus it is made to return once more
right to the horizon of the uncrossable. But this play is considerably
more complex: these elements are situated in an uncertain context, in
certainties that are immediately upset so that thought is ineffectual as
soon as it attempts to seize them.

The limit and transgression depend on each other for whatever
density of being they possess: a limit could not exist if it were abso-
lutely uncrossable and, reciprocally, transgression would be pointless
if it merely crossed a limit composed of illusions and shadows. But
can the limit have a life of its own outside of the act that gloriously
passes through it and negates it? What becomes of it after this act and
what might it have been before? For its part, does transgression not
exhaust its nature when it violates the limit, being nothing beyond
this point in time? And this point, this curious intersection of beings
that do not exist outside it but totally exchange what they are within
it—is it not also everything that overflows from it on all sides? It serves
as a glorification of what it excludes: the limit opens violently onto the
limitless, finds itself suddenly carried away by the content it had re-
jected and fulfilled by this alien plenitude that invades it to the core of
its being. Transgression carries the limit right to the limit of its being;
transgression forces the limit to face the fact of its imminent disap-
pearance, to find itself in what it excludes (perhaps, to be more exact,
to recognize itself for the first time), to experience its positive truth in
its downward fall. And yet, toward what is transgression unleashed in
its movement of pure violence, if not that which imprisons it, toward
the limit and those elements it contains? What bears the brunt of its
aggression, and to what void does it owe the unrestrained fullness of
its being, if not that which it crosses in its violent actand which, as its
destiny, it crosses out in the line it effaces?

Transgression, then, is not related to the limit as black to white, the
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prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside, or as the open area
of a building to its enclosed spaces. Rather, their relationship takes the
form of a spiral that no simple infraction can exhaust. Perhaps it is
like a flash of hghtnmg in the night which, from the beginning of time,
gives a dense and black intensity to the night it denies; which lights
up the night from the inside, from top to bottom, and yet owes to the
dark the stark clarity of its manifestation, its harrowing and poised
singularity. The flash loses itself in this space it marks with its sover-
eignty and becomes silent now that it has given a name to obscurity.

Since this existence is both so pure and so complicated, it must be
detached from its questionable association to ethics if we want to un-
derstand it and to begin thinking from it and in the space it denotes; it
must be liberated from the scandalous or subversive, that is, from
anything aroused by negative associations. Transgression does not
seek to oppose one thing to another, nor does it achieve its purpose
through mockery or by upsetting the solidity of foundations; it does
not transform the other side of the mirror, beyond an invisible and
uncrossable line, into a glittering expanse. Transgressmn is neither
V}qlence in a divided world (in an ethical world) nor a VICtory over
hmits (ln a dlalectlcal or revolutlonary world); and, exactly for this
reason, its role is to measure the excessive distance that it opens atthe
heart of the limit and to trace the flashing line that causes the hmlt to
arlse ’I‘ransgressmn contains nothing negatlve but afhrms llmlted
belng affirms the limitlessness into which it leaps as it opens “this
zone to existence for the first time. But, correspondingly, this affirma-
tion contains nothing positive: no content can bind it, since, by defini-
tion, no limit can possibly restrict it. Perhaps it is simply an
affirmation of division; but only insofar as division is not understood
to mean a cutting gesture, or the establishment of a separation or the
measuring of a distance, only retaining that in it which may designate
the existence of difference.

Perhaps when contemporary philosophy discovered the possibility
of nonpositive affirmation, it began a process of reorientation whose
only equivalent is the shift instituted by Kant when he distinguished
the nihil negativum and the nihil privativum—a distinction known to
have opened the way for the advance of critical thought.> This phi-
losophy of nonpositive affirmation, in other words of the testing of the
limit, is, I believe, what Blanchot was defining through his principle
of “contestation.” Contestation does not imply a generalized negation,
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but an affirmation that affirms nothing, a radical break of transitivity.
Rather than being a process of thought for denying existences or val-
ues, contestation is the act that carries them all to their limits and,
from there, to the Limit where an ontological decision achieves its
end; to contest is to proceed until one reaches the empty core where
belng achleves its hmlt and Where the 11m1t deﬁnes belng There, at
the transgressed limit, the “yes” of contestation reverberates leaving
without echo the hee-haw of Nietzsche’s braying ass.

Thus, contestation shapes an experience that Bataille wanted to
circumscribe through every detour and repetition of his work, an ex-
perience that has the power “to implicate (and to question) everything
without possible respite” and to indicate, in the place where it occurs
and in its most essential form, “the immediacy of being.” Nothing is
more alien to this experience than the demonic character who, true to
his nature, “denies everything.” Transgression opens onto a scintillat-
ing and constantly affirmed world, a world without shadow or twi-
light, without that serpentine “no” that bites into fruits and lodges
their contradictions at their core. It is the solar inversion of satanic
denial. It was originally linked to the divine, or rather, from this limit
marked by the sacred it opens the space where the divine functions.
The discovery of such a category by a philosophy that questions itself
about the existence of the limit is evidently one of the countless signs
that our path is a path of return and that, with each day, we are be-
coming more Greek. Yet this motion should not be understood as the
promised return to a homeland or the recovery of an original soil that
produced and will naturally resolve every opposition. In reintroduc-
ing the experience of the divine at the center of thought, philosophy
has been well aware since Nietzsche (or it should very well know)
that it questions an origin without positivity and an opening indiffer-
ent to the patience of the negative. No form of dialectical movement,
no analysis of constitutions and of their transcendental ground can
serve as support for thinking about such an experience or even as
access to this experience. In our day, would not the instantaneous
play of the limit and of transgression be the essential test for a thought
that centers on the “origin,” for that form of thought to which Nietz-
sche dedicated us from the beginning of his works and one that would
be, absolutely and in the same motion, a Critique and an Ontology, an
understanding that comprehends both finitude and being?

What possibilities generated this thought from which everything,
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up until our time, has seemingly diverted us, but as if to lead us to the
point of its returning? From what impossibilities does it derive its hold
on us? Undoubtedly, it can be said that it comes to us through that
opening made by Kant in Western philosophy when he articulated, in
a manner that is still enigmatic, metaphysical discourse and reflection
on the limits of our reason. However, Kant ended by closing this open-
ing when he ultimately relegated all critical investigations to an an-
thropological question; and undoubtedly, we have subsequently
interpreted Kant’s actions as the granting of an indefinite respite to
metaphysics, because dialectics substituted for the questioning of be-
ing and limits the play of contradiction and totality. To awaken us
from the confused sleep of dialectics and of anthropology, we required
the Nietzschean figures of tragedy, of Dionysus, of the death of God, of
the philosopher’s hammer, of the Superman approaching with the
steps of a dove, of the Return. But why, in our day, is discursive lan-
guage so ineffectual when asked to maintain the presence of these
figures and to maintain itself through them? Why is it so nearly silent
before them, as if it were forced to yield its voice so that they may
continue to find their words, to yield to these extreme forms of lan-
guage in which Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, and Pierre Klossowski
have made their home, which they have made the summits of
thought?

The sovereignty of these experiences must surely be recognized
some day, and we must try to assimilate them: not to reveal their
truth—a ridiculous pretension with respect to words that form our
limits—but to serve as the basis for finally liberating our language. But
our task for today is to direct our attention to this nondiscursive lan-
guage, this language which, for almost two centuries, has stubbornly
maintained its disruptive existence in our culture; it will be enough to
examine its nature, to explore the source of this language which is
neither complete nor fully in control of itself, even though it is sover-
eign for us and hangs above us, this language which is sometimes
immobilized in scenes we customarily call “erotic” and suddenly
volatized in a philosophical turbulence, when it seems to lose its very
basis.

The parcelling out of philosophical discourse and descriptive
scenes in Sade’s books is undoubtedly the product of complex archi-
tectural laws. It is quite probable that the simple rules of alternation,
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of continuity, or of thematic contrast are inadequate for defining the
space of the language where descriptions and demonstrations are ar-
ticulated, where a rational order is linked to an order of pleasures,
and where, especially, subjects are located both in the movement of
various discourses and in a constellation of bodies. Let us simply say
that this space is completely covered by a language that is discursive
(even when it involves a narrative), explicit (even when it denotes
nothing), and continuous (especially at the moment the thread passes
from one character to another): a language that nevertheless does not
have an absolute subject, thatnever discovers the one who ultimately
speaks and incessantly maintains its hold on speech from the an-
nouncement of the “triumph of philosophy” in Justine’s first adven-
ture to Juliette’s corpseless disappearance into eternity. Bataille’s
language, on the other hand, continually breaks down at the center of
its space, exposing in his nakedness, in the inertia of ecstasy, a visible
and insistent subject who had tried to keep language at arms length,
but who now finds himself thrown by it, exhausted, upon the sands of
that which he can no longer say.

How is it possible to discover, under all these different figures, that
form of thought we carelessly call “the philosophy of eroticism,” but
in which it would be necessary to recognize (which is no less, but also
much more) an essential experience for our culture since Kant and
Sade—the experience of finitude and being, of the limit and transgres-
sion? What is the proper space of this form of thought and what language
can it adopt? Undoubtedly, no form of reflection, yet developed, no
established discourse, can supply its model, its foundation, or even
the riches of its vocabulary. Would it be of help, in any case, to argue
by analogy that we must find a language for the transgressive which
would be what dialectics was, in an earlier time, for contradiction?
Our efforts are undoubtedly better spent in trying to speak of this
experience and in making it speak from the depths where its lan-
guage fails, from precisely the place where words escape it, where the
subject who speaks has just vanished, where the spectacle topples
over before an upturned eye—from where Bataille’s death has re-
cently placed his language. We can only hope, now that his death has
sent us to the pure transgression of his texts, that they will protect
those who seek a language for the thought of the limit, that they will
serve as a dwelling place for what may already be a ruined project.
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In effect, do we not grasp the possibility of such thought in a language
that necessarily strips it of any semblance of thought and leads it to
the very impossibility of language? Right to this limit where the exist-
ence of language becomes problematic? The reason is that philo-
sophical language is linked beyond all memory (or nearly so) to
dialectics; and the dialectic was able to become the form and interior
movement of philosophy from the time of Kant only through a redou-
bling of the millenary space from which philosophy had always spo-
ken. We know full well that reference to Kant has invariably
addressed us to the most formative elements of Greek thought: not to
recapture a lost experience but to bring us closer to the possibility of
nondialectical language. This age of commentary in which we live,
this historical redoubling from which there seems no escape, does not
indicate the velocity of our language in a field now devoid of new
philosophical objects, which must be constantly recrossed in a forget-
ful and always rejuvenated glance. But far more to the point, it indi-
cates the inadequacy, the profound silence, of a philosophical
language that has been chased from its natural element, from its
original dialectics, by the novelists found in its domain. If philosophy
is now experienced as a multiple desert, it is not because it has lost its
proper object or the freshness of its experience but because it has
been suddenly divested of that language which is historically “natu-
ral” to it. We experience not the end of philosophy but a philosophy
that regains its speech and finds itself again only in the marginal re-
gion that borders its limits—that is, one that finds itself either in a
purified metalanguage or in the thickness of words enclosed by their
darkness, by their blind truth. The prodigious distance that separates
these alternatives and manifests our philosophical dispersion marks,
more than a disarray, a profound coherence. This separation and real
incompatibility is the actual distance from whose depths philosophy
addresses us. It is here that we must focus our attention.

But what language can arise from such an absence? And, above all,
who is the philosopher who will now begin to speak? “What of us
when, having become sobered, we learn what we are? Lost among
idlers in the night, where we can only hate the semblance of light
coming from their small talk.”* In a language stripped of dialectics, at
the heart of what it says but also at the root of its possibility, the
philosopher is aware that “we are not everything”; he learns as well
that even the philosopher does not inhabit the whole of his language
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like a secret and perfectly fluent god. Next to himself, he discovers the
existence of another language that also speaks and of which he is not
the master, one that strives, fails, and falls silent, one that he cannot
manipulate, the language he spoke at one time and has now separated
itself from him, now gravitating in a space increasingly silent. Most of
all, he discovers that he is not always lodged in his language in the
same fashion, and that in the location from which a subject had tradi-
tionally spoken in philosophy-—-one whose obvious and garrulous
identity has remained unexamined from Plato to Nietzsche—a void
has been hollowed out in which a multiplicity of speaking subjects
are joined and severed, combined and excluded. From the lessons on
Homer to the cries of a madman in the streets of Turin, who can
be said to have spoken this continuous language, so obstinately the
same? Was it the Wanderer or his shadow? The philosopher or the
first of the nonphilosophers? Zarathustra, his monkey, or already
the Superman? Dionysus, Christ, their reconciled figures, or finally
this man right here? The breakdown of philosophical subjectivity and
its dispersion in a language that dispossesses it while multiplying it
within the space created by its absence is probably one of the funda-
mental structures of contemporary thought. Again, this is not the end
of philosophy but, rather, the end of the philosopher as the sovereign
and primary form of philosophical language. And perhaps to all those
who strive above all to maintain the unity of the philosopher’s gram-
matical function—at the price of the coherence, even of the existence
of philosophical language—we could oppose Bataille’s exemplary en-
terprise: his desperate and relentless attack on the preeminence of the
philosophical subject as it confronted him in his own work, in his
experience and his language that became his private torment, in the
first reflected torture of that which speaks in philosophical
language—in the dispersion of stars that encircle a median night, al-
lowing voiceless words to be born. “Like a flock chased by an infinite
shepherd, we, the bleating wave, would flee, endlessly flee from the
horror of reducing being to totality.”®

It is not only the juxtaposition of reflective and novelistic texts in
the language of thought that makes us aware of the shattering of the
philosophical [philosophant] subject. The words of Bataille define the
situation in far greater detail: in the constant movement to different
levels of speech and a systematic disengagement from the “I” who has
begun to speak and is already on the verge of deploying his language
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and installing himself in it; temporal disengagements (“I was writing
this,” or similarly, “in retrospect, if I return to this matter”); shifts in
the distance separating a speaker from his words (in a diary, note-
books, poems, stories, meditations, or discourses intended for demon-
stration); an inner detachment from the assumed sovereignty of
thought or writing (through books, anonymous texts, prefaces to his
books, footnotes). And it is at the center of the philosophical subject’s
disappearance that philosophical language proceeds as if through a
labyrinth, not to recapture him, but to test (and through language
itself) the extremity of its loss. That is, it proceeds to the limit and to
this opening where its being surges forth, but where it is already lost,
completely overflowing itself, emptied of itself to the point where it
becomes an absolute void —an opening which is communication: “at
this point there is no need to elaborate; as my rapture escapes me, I
immediately reenter the night of a lost child, anguished in his desire
to prolong his ravishment, with no other end than exhaustion, no way
of stopping short of fainting. It is such excruciating bliss.”®

This experience forms the exact reversal of the movement that has
sustained the wisdom of the West at least since the time of Socrates,
that is, the wisdom to which philosophical language promised the
serene unity of a subjectivity that would triumph in it, having been
fully constituted by it and through it. But if the language of philosophy
is one in which the philosopher’s torments are tirelessly repeated and
his subjectivity is discarded, then not only is wisdom meaningless as
the philosopher’s form of composition and reward, but in the expira-
tion of philosophical language a possibility inevitably arises (that
upon which it falls—the face of the die; and the place into which it
falls—the void into which the die is cast): the possibility of the mad
philosopher. In short, the experience of the philosopher who finds,
not outside his language (the result of an external accident or imagi-
nary exercise) but at the inner core of its possibilities, the transgres-
sion of his philosophical being; and thus, the nondialectical language
of the limit that only arises in transgressing the one who speaks. This
play of transgression and being is fundamental for the constitution of
philosophical language, which reproduces and undoubtedly produces
it.

Essentially the product of fissures, abrupt descents, and broken
contours, this misshapen and craglike language describes a circle; it
refers to itself and is folded back on a questioning of its limits—as if it
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were nothing more than a small night lamp that flashes with a
strange light, signaling the void from which it arises and to which it
addresses everything it illuminates and touches. Perhaps, it is this
curious configuration that explains why Bataille attributed such obsti-
nate prestige to the Eye. Throughout his career (from his first novel to
Larmes d’Eros), the eye was to keep its value as a figure of inner
experience: “When at the height of anguish, I gently solicit a strange
absurdity, an eye opens at the summit, in the middle of my skull.””
This is because the eye, a small white globe that encloses its darkness,
traces a limiting circle that only sight can cross. And the darkness
within, the somber core of the eye, pours out into the world like a
fountain which sees, that is, which lights up the world; but the eye
also gathers up all the light of the world in the pupil, that small black
spot, where it is transformed into the bright night of an image. The
eyeis mirror and lamp: it discharges itslightinto the world around it,
while in a movement that is not necessarily contradictory, it precipi-
tates this same light into the transparency of its well. Its globe has the
expansive quality of a marvelous seed —like an egg imploding toward
the center of night and extreme light, which it is and which it has just
ceased to be. It is the figure of being in the act of transgressing its own
limit.

The eye, in a philosophy of reflection, derives from its capacity to
observe the power of becoming always more interior to itself. Lying
behind each eye that sees, there exists a more tenuous one, an eye so
discreet and yet so agile that its all-powerful glance can be said to eat
away at the flesh of its while globe; behind this particular eye, there
exists another and, then, still others, each progressively more subtle
until we arrive at an eye whose entire substance is nothing but the
pure transparency of a vision. This inner movement is finally re-
solved in a nonmaterial center where the intangible forms of truth are
created and combined, in this heart of things which is the sovereign
subject. Bataille reverses this entire direction: sight, crossing the
globular limit of the eye, constitutes the eye in its instantaneous be-
ing; sight carries it away in this luminous stream (an outpouring
fountain, streaming tears and, shortly, blood), hurls the eye outside of
itself, conducts it to the limit where it bursts out in the immediately
extinguished flame of its being. Only a small white ball, veined with
blood, is left behind, only an exorbitated eye to which all sight is now
denied. And in the place from which sight had once passed, only a
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cranial cavity remains, only this black globe which the uprooted eye
has made to close upon its sphere, depriving it of vision but offering to
this absence the spectacle of that indestructible core which now im-
prisons the dead glance. In the distance created by this violence and
uprooting, the eye is seen absolutely but denied any possibility of
sight: the philosophizing subject has been dispossessed and pursued
to its limit, and the sovereignty of philosophical language can now be
heard from the distance, in the measureless void left behind by the
exorbitated subject.

But perhaps the eye accomplishes the most essential aspect of its
play when forced from its ordinary position, it is made to turn upward
in a movement that leads it back to the nocturnal and starred interior
of the skull and it is made to show us its usually concealed surface,
white and unseeing: it shuts out the day in a movement that manifests
its own whiteness (whiteness being undoubtedly the image of clarity,
its surface reflection, but for this very reason it cannot communicate
with it or communicate it); and the circular night of the pupil is made
to address the central absence that it illuminates with a flash, reveal-
ing it as night. The upturned orb suggests both the most open and the
most impenetrable eye: causing its sphere to pivot, while remaining
exactly the same and in the same place, it overturns day and night,
crosses their limit, but only to find it again on the same line and from
the other side; and the white hemisphere that appears momentarily at
the place where the pupil once opened is like the being ofthe eye as it
crosses the limit of its vision—when it transgresses this opening to the
light of day which defined the transgression of every sight. “If man did
not imperiously close his eyes, he would finally be unable to see the
things worth seeing.”®

But what we need to see does not involve any interior secret or the
discovery of a more nocturnal world. Torn from its ordinary position
and made to turn inward in its orbit, the eye now only pours its light
into a bony cavern. This turning up of its globe may seem a betrayal of
“la petite mort,” but more exactly, it simply indicates the death that it
experiences right where it is, in this springing up in place that causes
the eye to rotate. Death, for the eye, is not the always elevated line of
the horizon, but the limit it ceaselessly transgresses in its natural lo-
cation, in the hollow where every vision originates, and where this
limit is elevated into an absolute limit by an ecstatic movement that
allows the eye to spring up from the other side. The upturned eye
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discovers the bond that links language and death at the moment it
acts out this relationship of the limit and being; and it is perhaps from
this that it derives its prestige, in permitting the possibility of a lan-
guage for this play. Thus, the great scenes that interrupt Bataille’s
stories invariably concern the spectacle of erotic deaths, where up-
turned eyes display their white limits and rotate inward in gigantic
and empty orbits. Le Bleu du ciel gives a singularly precise outline of
this movement: early in November, when the earth of German ceme-
teries is alive with the twinkling light of candles and candle stubs, the
narrator is lying with Dorothy among the tombstones; making love
among the dead, the earth around him appears like the sky on a
bright night. And the sky above forms a great hollow orbit, a death
mask, in which he recognizes his inevitable end at the moment that
pleasure overturns the four globes of flesh, causing the revolution of
his sight. “The earth under Dorothy’s body was open like a tomb, her
belly opened itself to me like a fresh grave. We were struck with stu-
por, making love on a starred cemetery. Each light marked a skeleton
in a grave and formed a wavering sky as perturbed as our mingled
bodies. I unfastened Dorothy’s dress, I dirtied her clothes and her
breast with the fresh earth which was stuck to my fingers. Our bodies
trembled like two rows of chattering teeth.”®

But what might this mean at the heart of a system of thought? What
significance has this insistent eye which appears to encompass what
Bataille successively designated the inner experience, the extreme pos-
sibility, the cosmic process, or simply meditation? It is certainly no
more metaphoric than Descartes’s phrasing of the “clear perception of
sight” or this sharp point of the mind which he called acies mentis. In
point of fact, the upturned eye has no meaning in Bataille’s language,
can have no meaning, since it marks its limit. It indicates the moment
when language, arriving at its confines, overleaps itself, explodes and
radically challenges itself in laughter, tears, the eyes rolled back in
ecstasy, the mute and exorbitated horror of sacrifice, and where it
remains fixed in this way at the limit of its void, speaking of itself in a
second language in which the absence of a sovereign subject outlines
its essential emptiness and incessantly fractures the unity of its dis-
course. The enucleated or rolled-back eye marks the zone of Bataille’s
philosophical language, the void into which it pours and loses itself,
but in which it never stops talking— somewhat like the interior, diaph-
anous, and illuminated eye of mystics and spiritualists that marks the
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point at which the secret language of prayer is embedded and choked
by a marvellous communication that silences it. Similarly, but in an
inverted manner, the eye in Bataille delineates the zone shared by
language and death, the place where language discovers its being in
the crossing of its limits—the nondialectical form of philosophical lan-
guage.

This eye, as the fundamental figure of the place from which Bataille
speaks and in which his broken language finds its uninterrupted do-
main, establishes the connection, prior to any form of discourse, that
exists between the death of God (a sun that rotates and the great eye-
lid that closes upon the world), the experience of finitude (springing
up in death twisting the light that is extinguished as it discovers that
the interior is an empty skull, a central absence), and the turning-
back of language upon itself at the mcinent that it fails—a conjunction
that undoubtedly has no other equivalent than the association, well
known in other philosophies, of sight to truth or of contemplation to
the absolute. Revealed to this eye, which in its pivoting conceals itself
for all time, is the being of the limit: “I will never forget the violent
and marvellous experience that comes from the will to open one’s
eyes, facing what exists, what happens.”

Perhaps in the movement that carries it to a total night, the experi-
ence of transgression brings to light this relationship of finitude to
being, this moment of the limit that anthropological thought, since
Kant, could only designate from the distance and from the exterior
through the language of dialectics.

The twentieth century will undoubtedly have discovered the related
categories of exhaustion, excess, the limit, and transgression—the
strange and unyielding form of these irrevocable movements that
consume and consummate us. In a form of thought that considers
man as worker and producer-that of European culture since the end
of the eighteenth century-consumption was based entirely on need,
and need based itself exclusively on the model of hunger. When this
element was introduced into an investigation of profit (the appetite of
those who have satisfied their hunger), it inserted man into a dialectic
of production which had a simple anthropological meaning: if man
was alienated from his real nature and immediate needs through his
labor and the production of objects with his hands, it was neverthe-
less through its agency that he recaptured his essence and achieved
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the indefinite gratification of his needs. But it would undoubtedly be
misguided to conceive of hunger as that irreducible anthropological
factor in the definition of work, production, and profit; and similarly,
need has an altogether different status, or it responds at the very least
to a code whose laws cannot be confined to a dialectic of production.
The discovery of sexuality —the discovery of that firmament of indefi-
nite unreality where Sade placed it from the beginning, the discovery
of those systematic forms of prohibition we now know imprison it, the
discovery of the universal nature of transgression in which it is both
object and instrument—indicates in a sufficiently forceful way the im-
possibility of attributing the millenary language of dialectics to the
major experience that sexuality forms for us.

Perhaps the emergence of sexuality in our culture is an event of
multiple values: it is tied to the death of God and to the ontological
void that His death fixed at the limit of our thought; it is also tied to the
still-silent and groping apparition of a form of thought in which the
interrogation of the limit replaces the search for totality, and the act of
transgression replaces the movement of contradictions. Finally, it in-
volves the questioning of language by language in a circularity that
the “scandalous” violence of erotic literature, far from ending, dis-
plays from its first use of words. Sexuality is only decisive for our
culture as spoken, and to the degree it is spoken. Not that it is our
language that has been eroticized now for nearly two centuries;
rather, since Sade and the death of God, the universe of language has
absorbed our sexuality, denatured it, placed itin a void where it estab-
lishes its sovereignty and where it incessantly sets up as the Law the
limits it transgresses. In this sense, the appearance of sexuality as a
fundamental problem marks the slippage of a philosophy of man as
worker to a philosophy based on a being who speaks; and insofar as
philosophy has traditionally maintained a secondary role to knowl-
edge and work, it must be admitted, not as a sign of crisis but of
essential structure, that it is now secondary to language. Not that phi-
losophy is now fated to a role of repetition or commentary, but thatit
experiences itself and its limits in language and in this transgression
of language which carries it, as it did Bataille, to the faltering of the
speaking subject. On the day that sexuality began to speak and to be
spoken, language no longer served as a veil for the infinite; and in the
density itacquired on that day, we now experience finitude and being.
In its dark domain, we now encounter the absence of God, our death,
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limits, and their transgression. But perhaps it is also a source of light
for those who have liberated their thought from all forms of dialecti-
cal language, as it became for Bataille, on more than one occasion,
when he experienced the loss of his language in the dead of night.
“What I call night differs from the darkness of thoughts: night pos-
sesses the violence of light. Yes, night: the youth and the intoxication
of thinking.”'°

Perhaps this “difficulty with words” that now hampers philosophy,
a condition fully explored by Bataille, should not be identified with
the loss of language that the closure of dialectics seemed to indicate.
Rather, it follows from the actual penetration of philosophical experi-
ence in language and the discovery that the experience of the limit,
and the manner in which philosophy must now understand it, is real-
ized in language and in the movement where it says what cannot be
said.

Perhaps this “difficulty with words” also defines the space given
over to an experience in which the speaking subject, instead of ex-
pressing himself, is exposed, goes to encounter his finitude and, under
each of his words, is brought back to the reality of his own death: that
zone, in short, which transforms every work into the sort of “tauro-
machy” suggested by Michel Leiris, who was thinking of his own
actions as a writer but undoubtedly also of Bataille.!’ In any event, it
is on the white beach of an arena (a gigantic eye) where Bataille
experienced the fact—crucial for his thought and characteristic of all
his language—that death communicated with communication, and
that the uprooted eye, a white and silent sphere, could become a vio-
lent seed in the night of the body, that it could render present this
absence of which sexuality has never stopped speaking and from
which it is made to speak incessantly. When the horn of the bull (a
glittering knife that carries the threat of night, and an exact reversal of
the image of light that emerges from the night of the eye) penetrates
the eyeball of the toreador, who is blinded and killed, Simone per-
forms an act we have come to expect: she swallows a pale and skin-
less seed and returns to its original night the luminous virility that has
just committed murder. The eye is returned back to its night, the
globe of the arena turns upward and rotates; but it is the moment in
which being necessarily appears in its immediacy and in which the
act that crosses the limit touches absence itself: “Two globes of the
same color and consistency were simultaneously activated in oppo-
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site directions. A bull’s white testicle had penetrated Simone’s black
and pink flesh; an eye had emerged from the head of the young man.
This coincidence, linked until death to a sort of urinary liquefaction of
the sky, gave me Marcelle for a moment. I seemed, in this ungraspable

instant, to touch her.
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LANGUAGE TO INFINITY?®

‘ i riting so as not to die, as Maurice Blanchot said, or perhaps

even speaking so as not to die, is a task undoubtedly as old as the
word. The most fateful decisions are inevitably suspended during the
course of a story. We know that discourse has the power to arrest the
flight of an arrow in a recess of time, in the space proper to it. It is
quite likely, as Homer has said, that the gods send disasters to men so
that they can tell of them, and that in this possibility speech finds its
infinite resourcefulness; it is quite likely that the approach of death —
its sovereign gesture, its prominence within human memory-
hollows out in the present and in existence the void toward which
and from which we speak. But the Odyssey, which affirms this gift of
language in death, tells the inverted story of how Ulysses returns
home: it repeats, each time death threatened him and in order to ward
off its dangers, exactly how (by what wiles and intrigues) he had
succeeded in maintaining this imminence that returns again the mo-
ment he begins to speak, in the form of a menacing gesture or a new
danger. And when, as a stranger among the Phaeacians, he hears in
another’s voice the tale, already a thousand years old, of his own his-
tory, it is as if he were listening to his own death: he covers his face
and cries, in the gesture of a woman to whom the dead body of a hero
is brought after a battle. Against this speech which announces his
death and arises from deep within the new Odyssey as from an older

*Thisessay was originally published in 7el quel 15 (1963), pp. 44-53. The translation, by
Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon, has been slightly amended.
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time, Ulysses must sing the song of his identity and tell of his misfor-
tunes to escape the fate presented to him by a language before lan-
guage. And he pursues this fictive speech, confirming and dissipating
its powers at the same time, into this space, which borders death but
is also poised against it, where the story locates its natural domain.
The gods send disasters to mortals so that they can tell of them, but
men speak of them so that misfortunes will never be fully realized, so
that their fulfillment will be averted in the distance of words, at the
place where they will be stilled in the negation of their nature. Bound-
less misfortune, the resounding gift of the gods, marks the point
where language begins; but the limit of death opens before language,
or rather within language, an infinite space. Before the imminence of
death, language rushes forth, but it also starts again, tells of itself,
discovers the story of the story and the possibility that this interpen-
etration might never end. Headed toward death, language turns back
upon itself; it encounters something like a mirror; and to stop this
death which would stop it, it possesses but a single power—that of
giving birth to its own image in a play of mirrors that has no limits.
From the depths of the mirror where it sets out to arrive anew at the
point where it started (at death), but so as finally to escape death,
another language can be heard —the image of actual language, but as
a minuscule, interior, and virtual model; it is the song of the bard who
had already sung of Ulysses before the Odyssey and before Ulysses
himself (since Ulysses hears the song), but who will also sing of him
endlessly after his death (since, for the bard, Ulysses is already as
good as dead); and Ulysses, who is alive, receives this song as a wife
receives her slain husband.

Perhaps there exists in speech an essential affinity between death,
endless striving, and the self-representation of language. Perhaps the
figure of a mirror to infinity erected against the black wall of death is
fundamental for any language from the moment it determines to
leave a trace of its passage. Not only since the invention of writing has
language pretended to pursue itself to infinity; but neither is it be-
cause of its fear of death that it decided one day to assume a body in
the form of visible and permanent signs. Rather, somewhat before the
invention of writing, a change had to occur to open the space in which
writing could flow and establish itself, a change, symbolized for us in
its most original figuration by Homer, that forms one of the most deci-
sive ontological events of language: its mirrored reflection upon death
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and the construction, from this reflection, of a virtual space where
speech discovers the endless resourcefulness of its own image, and
where it can represent itself as already existing behind itself, already
active beyond itself, to infinity. The possibility of a work of language
finds its original fold in this duplication. In this sense, death is un-
doubtedly the most essential of the accidents of language (its limit and
its center): from the day that men began to speak toward death and
against it, in order to grasp and imprison it, something was born, a
murmuring that repeats, recounts, and redoubles itself endlessly, has
undergone an uncanny process of amplification and thickening, in
which our language is today lodged and hidden.

(A hypothesis that is hardly indispensable: alphabetical writing
is already, in itself, a form of duplication, since it represents not
the signified but the phonetic elements by which it is signified; the
ideogram, on the other hand, directly represents the signified, inde-
pendently from a phonetic system, which is another mode of repre-
sentation. Writing, in Western culture, automatically dictates that we
place ourselves in the virtual space of self-representation and redupli-
cation; since writing refers not to a thing but to speech, a work of
language only advances more deeply into the intangible density of the
mirror, calls forth the double of this already-doubled writing, discov-
ers in this way a possible and impossible infinity, ceaselessly strives
after speech, maintains it beyond the death that condemns it, and
frees a murmuring stream. This presence of repeated speech in writ-
ing undeniably gives to what we call a work of language an ontologi-
cal status unknown in those cultures where the act of writing
designates the thing itself, in its proper and visible body, stubbornly
inaccessible to time.)

Jorge Luis Borges tells the story of a condemned writer to whom
God grants, at the precise instant of his execution, another year of life
to complete the work he had begun.! Suspended between life and
death, this work is a drama where everything is necessarily repeated:
the end (as yet unfinished) taking up word for word the (already-
written) beginning, but in such a way as to show the main character,
whom we know and who has spoken since the first scenes, to be not
himself but an impostor. And during this impending death, during the
year that passes while a drop of rain streaks the condemned man’s
cheek, as the smoke of his last cigarette disappears, Hladik writes—
but with words that no one will be able to read, not even God—the
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great, invisible labyrinth of repetition, of language that divides itself
and becomes its own mirror. When the last epithet is found (also the
first since the drama begins again), the volley of rifle fire, released
less than a second before, strikes his silence at its heart.

I wonder if it is not possible to construct or, at the very least, to
outline from a distance an ontology of literature beginning from these
phenomena of self-representation in language; such figures, which
seemingly belong to the level of guile or entertainment, conceal, that
is, betray the relationship that language establishes with death—with
this limit to which language addresses itself and against which it is
poised. It would be necessary to begin with a general analysis of all
the forms of reduplication of language to be found in Western litera-
ture. These forms, there is no reason to doubt, are limited in number,
and it should be possible to list them in their entirety. Their often-
extreme discretion, the fact that they are occasionally hidden and sur-
face through what seems chance or inadvertance, should not deceive
us; or, rather, we must recognize in them the very power of illusion,
the possibility for language (a single stringed instrument) to stand
upright as a work. The reduplication of language, even if it is con-
cealed, constitutes its being as a work, and the signs that might appear
from this must be read as ontological indications.

These signs are often imperceptible, bordering on the futile. They
manage to present themselves as faults—slight imperfections at the
surface of a work: we might say that they serve as an involuntary
opening to the inexhaustible depths from which they come to us. I am
reminded of an episode in The Nun where Suzanne explains the his-
tory of a letter to a correspondent (its composition, hiding place, at-
tempted theft, and finally its custody by a friend who was able to
return it) —of precisely this letter in which she explains to her corre-
spondent, and so on.? Proof, to be sure, that Diderot was distracted,
but, more important, a sign that language is speaking of itself, that the
letter is not the letter, but the language that doubles it within the same
system of reality (because they speak at the same time, use the same
words, and identically share the same body; language is the letter’s
flesh and blood); and yet, language is also absent, but not as a result of
the sovereignty we ascribe to a writer; rather, it renders itself absent
by crossing the virtual space where language is made into an image of
itself and transgresses the limit of death through its reduplication in a
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mirror. Diderot’s “blunder” is not the result of his eagerness to inter-
vene, but is due to the opening of language to its system of self-
representation: the letter in The Nun is only an analogue of a letter,
resembling it in every detail with the exception of being its impercep-
tibly displaced double (this displacement made visible only because
of a tear in the fabric oflanguage). In this lapsus (in the exact sense of
the word), we find a figure which is quite similar to—but exactly the
inverse of—that found in The Thousand and One Nights, where an
episode recounted by Scheherazade tells why she was obliged for a
thousand and one nights, and so on. In this context, the mirrored
structure is explicitly given: at its center, the work holds out a mirror
(“psyche”: a fictive space, a real soul) where it appears like a minia-
ture of itself and preceding itself, since it tells its own story as one
among the many wonders of the past, among so many other nights.
And in this privileged night, so much like the others, a space is
opened that seems to be that in which it merely forms an insignificant
aberration, and it reveals the same stars in the same sky. We could say
that there is one night too many, that a thousand would have been
enough; we could say, inversely, that a letter is missing in The Nun
(the one that should tell the history of the letter so that it would no
longer be required to tell of its own adventure). It seems clear, in any
event, that in the same dimension there exists, from the one, a miss-
ing day and, from the other, one night too many-the fatal space in
which language speaks of itself.

It is possible that in every work language is superimposed upon
itself in a secret verticality; where the double is exactly the same as
the thin space between—the narrow, black line that no perception can
divulge except in those fortuitous and deliberately confusing mo-
ments when the figure of Scheherazade surrounds itself with fog, re-
treats to the origins of time, and arises infinitely reduced at the center
of a brilliant, profound, and virtual disc. A work of language is the
body of language crossed by death in order to open this infinite space
where doubles reverberate. And the forms of this superimposition,
essential to the construction of any work, can undoubtedly only be
deciphered in these adjacent, fragile, and slightly monstrous figures
where a division into two signals itself; their exact listing and classifi-
cation, the establishment of the laws that govern their functioning or
transformations, could well lead to a formal ontology of literature.
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It seems to me that a change was produced in the relationship of
language to its indefinite repetition at the end of the eighteenth
century—nearly coinciding with the moment in which works of lan-
guage became what they are now for us, that is, literature. This is the
time (or very nearly so) when Hoélderlin became aware, to the point of
blindness, that he could only speak in the space marked by the disap-
pearance of the gods, and that language could only depend on its own
power to keep death at a distance. Thus, an opening was traced on the
horizon toward which our speech has ceaselessly advanced.

For a long time—from the advent of the Homeric gods to the re-
moteness of the divine in the fragment of Empedocles—speaking so as
not to die had a meaning now alien to us. To speak of heroes or as a
hero, to desire to construct something like a work, to speak so that
others speak of it to infinity, to speak for “glory,” was indeed to move
toward or against this death maintained by language; to speak as a
sacred orator warning of death, to threaten men with this end beyond
any possible glory, was also to disarm death and promise immortality.
In other words, every work was intended to be completed, to still itself
in a silence where the infinite Word reestablished its supremacy.
Within a work, language protected itself against death through this
invisible speech, this speech before and after any possible time from
which it made itself into its self-enclosed reflection. The mirror to
infinity, to which every language gives birth once it erects itself verti-
cally against death, was not displayed without an evasion: the work
placed the infinite outside of itself-a real and majestic infinity in
which it became a virtual and circular mirror, completed in a beauti-
fully closed form.

Writing, in our day, has moved infinitely closer to its source, to this
disquieting sound which announces from the depths of language—
once we attend to it—the source against which we seek refuge and
toward which we address ourselves. Like Franz Kafka’s beast, lan-
guage now listens from the bottom ofits burrow to this inevitable and
growing noise.? To defend itself it must follow its movements, become
its loyal enemy, and allow nothing to stand between them except the
contradictory thinness of a transparent and unbreakable partition. We
must ceaselessly speak, for as long and as loudly as this indefinite and
deafening noise—longer and more loudly so thatin mixing our voices
with it we might succeed —if not in silencing and mastering it—in
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modulating its futility into the endless murmuring we call literature.
From this moment, a work whose only meaning resides in its being a
self-enclosed expression of its glory is no longer possible.

The date of this transformation is roughly indicated by the simulta-
neous appearance at the end of the eighteenth century of the works of
Sade and the tales of terror. It is not their common predilection for
cruelty which concerns us here; nor is it the discovery of the link
between literature and evil, but something more obscure and para-
doxical at first sight. These languages which are constantly drawn out
of themselves by the overwhelming, the unspeakable, by thrills, stu-
pefaction, ecstasy, dumbness, pure violence, wordless gestures, and
are calculated with the greatest economy and precision to produce
effects (so thatthey make themselves as transparent as possible at this
limit of language toward which they hurry, erasing themselves in
their writing for the exclusive sovereignty of what they wish to say
and lies outside of words)—these languages very strangely represent
themselves in a slow, meticulous, and infinitely extended ceremony.
These simple languages, which name and make one see, are curi-
ously double.

Undoubtedly, it would still take a long time to understand the lan-
guage of Sade as it exists for us today: I am not referring to the pos-
sible meaning of this prisoner’s purpose in endlessly writing books
that could not be read (somewhat on the order of Borges’s character
who boundlessly extends the second of his death through the lan-
guage of a repetition addressed to no one); but to the nature of these
words in the present and to the existence in which they prolong their
life to our day. This language’s claim to tell all is not simply that of
breaking prohibitions but of seeking the limits of the possible; the
design, in a systematically transformed network, of all the branch-
ings, insertions, and overlappings that are deduced from the human
crystal in order to give birth to great, sparkling, mobile, and infinitely
extendable configurations; the lengthy passage through the under-
ground of nature to the double lightning flash of the spirit (the first,
derisive and dramatic, which blasts Justine, and the second, invisible
and absolutely slow, which—-in the absence of a charnel house—
causes Juliette to disappear into a kind of eternity asymptotic to
death)-these elements designate the project of subjecting every pos-
sible language, every future language, to the actual sovereignty of this
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unique Discourse which no one, perhaps, will be able to hear.
Through so many bodies consummated in their actual existence, this
Saturnine language devours all eventual words, all those words
which have yet to be born. And if each scene in its visible aspect is
doubled by a demonstration that repeats it and gives it value as a
universal element, it is because what is being consumed in this sec-
ond discourse, and upon another mode, is not all future languages but
every language that has been effectively pronounced: everything, be-
fore Sade and in his time, that could have been thought, said, prac-
ticed, desired, honored, flouted, or condemned in relation to man,
God, the soul, the body, sex, nature, priests, or women finds itself
meticulously repeated (from this arise the interminable enumera-
tions on the historical or ethnographic level, which do not support
Sade’s reasoning but delineate the space where his reason
functions)—thus, repeated, combined, dissociated, reversed, and re-
versed once again, not in view of a dialectical reward but toward a
radical exhaustion. Saint-Fond’s wonderful negative cosmology, the
punishment that reduces it to silence, Clairville thrown into a vol-
cano, the wordless apotheosis of Juliette are moments that register
the calcination of every language. Sade’s impossible book stands in
the place of every book —of all these books it makes impossible from
the beginning to the end of time. Under this obvious pastiche of all the
philosophies and stories of the eighteenth century, beneath this im-
mense double that is not without analogy to Don Quizxote, the totality
of language finds itself sterilized by the single and identical move-
ment of two inseparable figures: the strict, inverted repetition of what
has already been said and the simple naming of that which lies at the
limit of what we can say.

The precise object of “sadism” is not the other, neither his body, nor
his sovereignty: it is everything that might have been said. Further-
more and still somewhat at a distance, it is the mute circle where
language deploys itself: to a world of captive readers, Sade, the cap-
tive, denies the possibility of reading. This is done so effectively that if
we asked to whom the works of Sade were addressed (and address
themselves today), there is only one answer: no one. The works of
Sade inhabit a strange limit, which they nevertheless persist in trans-
gressing—or, rather, which they transgress because of the fact that
they speak: they deny themselves the space of their language—but by
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confiscating itin a gesture of repetitive appropriation; and they evade
not only their meaning (a meaning constructed at every turn) but
their possible being; the indecipherable play of ambiguity within
them is nothing but the serious sign of this conflict which forces them
to be the double of every language (which, in their repetition, they set
to fire) and of their own absence (which they constantly manifest).
These works could and should, in a strict sense, continue without
interruption, in a murmuring that has no other ontological status than
that of a similar conflict.

In spite of appearances, the simplicity of the novels of terror
achieves much the same ends. They were meant to be read and were
in effect: Coelina or The Child of Mystery sold 1.2 million copies from
its publication in 1798 to the Restoration.* This means that every per-
son who knew how to read, and had read at least one book in his life,
had read Coelina. It was the Book —an absolute text whose readership
exactly corresponded to the total domain of possible readers. It was a
book without a future, without a fringe exposed to deaf ears, since
almost instantaneously and in a single movement it was able to
achieve its goal. Historical conditions were necessary to foster this
new phenomenon (as far as I know, it has never been repeated). It
was especially necessary that the book possess an exact functional
efficiency and that it coincide, without any screening or alteration,
without dividing itself into two, with its objective, which was very
simply to be read. But novels of this type were not meant to be read at
the level of their writing or in the specific dimensions of their lan-
guage; they wished to be read for the things they recounted, for this
emotion, fear, horror, or pity that words were charged to communi-
cate, but only through their pure and simple transparency. Language
should acquire the thinness and absolute seriousness of the story; in
making itself as gray as possible, it was required to transmit an event
to its docile and terrorized reader, to be nothing but the neutral ele-
ment of pathos. That is to say, it never offered itself in its own right;
there was no mirror, wedged into the thickness of its discourse which
might open the unlimited space of its own image. Rather, it erased
itself between the things it said and the person to whom it spoke,
accepting with absolute seriousness and according to the principle of
strict economy its role as horizontal language, its role of communica-
tion.
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Yet these novels of terror are accompanied by an ironic movement
that doubles and divides them, which is not the result of historical
repercussions or an effect of tedium. In a phenomenon quite rare in
the history of literary language, satire in this instance is exactly con-
temporaneous with the situation it parodies.® It is as if two twin and
complementary languages were born at once from the same central
source: one existing entirely in its naiveté, the other within parody;
one existing solely for the reader’s eyes, the other moving from the
reader’s simpleminded fascination to the easy tricks of the writer. But
in actuality, these two languages are more than simply contempora-
neous; they lie within each other, share the same dwelling, constantly
intertwine, forming a single verbal network and, as it were, a forked
language that turns against itself from within, destroying itself in its
own body, poisonous in its very density.

The native thinness of the story is perhaps firmly attached to a
secret annihilation, to an internal struggle that is the very law of its
development, proliferation, and inexhaustible flora. This “too-
muchness” functions somewhat like the excess in Sade, but the latter
proceeds to the simple act of naming and to the recovery of all lan-
guage, while the former relies on two different figures. The first is an
ornamental superabundance, where nothing is shown without the
explicit, simultaneous, and contradictory indication of all its at-
tributes at once: it is not a weapon that shows itself under a word and
cuts through it but an inoffensive and complete panoply (let us call
this figure, after an often repeated episode, the effect of the “bloody
skeleton”: the presence of death is manifested by the whiteness of the
rattling bones and, at the same time, on this smooth skeleton, by the
dark and contradictory streaks of blood). The second figure is that of a
“wavelike succession to infinity”: each episode must follow the pre-
ceding one in keeping with the simple but absolutely essential law of
increment. It is necessary to approach always closer to the moment
when language will reveal its absolute power, by giving birth,
through each of its feeble words, to terror; but this is the moment in
which language inevitably becomes impotent, when its breath is cut
short, when it should still itself without even saying that it stops
speaking. Language must push back to infinity this limit it bears with
itself, which indicates, at once, its kingdom and its limit. Thus, in each
novel, an exponential series of endless episodes; and then, beyond
this, an endless series of novels. The language of terror is dedicated to
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an endless expense, even though it only seeks to achieve a single
effect. It drives itself out of any possible resting place.

Sade and the novels of terror introduce an essential imbalance
within works of language: they force them of necessity to be always
excessive and deficient. Excessive because language can no longer
avoid multiplying itself—as if struck from within by a disease of prolif-
eration; it is always beyond the limit in relation to itself; it only speaks
as a supplement starting from a displacement such that the language
from which it separates itself and which it recovers is the one that
appears useless and excessive, and deserves to be expunged; but, as a
result of the same shift, it sheds in turn all ontological weight; it is at
this point excessive and of so little density that it is fated to extend
itself to infinity without ever acquiring the weight that might immobi-
lize it. But does this not also imply that it suffers a deficiency, or,
rather, that it is struck by the wound of the double? That it challenges
language to reproduce it in the virtual space (in the real transgres-
sion) of the mirror, and to create a new mirror in the first, and again
another, and always to infinity? The actual infinity of illusion which
forms, in its vanity, the thickness of a work —that absence in the inte-
rior from which the work paradoxically erects itself.

Perhaps what we should rigorously define as “literature” came into
existence at precisely the moment, at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, when a language appeared that appropriates and consumes all
other languages in its lightning flash, giving birth to an obscure but
dominant figure where death, the mirror and the double, and the
wavelike succession of words to infinity enact their roles.

In “The Library of Babel,” everything that can possibly be said has
already been said:® it contains all conceived and imagined languages,
and even those which might be conceived or imagined; everything
has been pronounced, even those things without meaning, so that the
odds of discovering even the smallest formal coherence are extremely
slight, as witnessed by the persevering search of those who have
never been granted this dispensation. And yet standing above all
these words is the rigorous and sovereign language that recovers
them, tells their story, and is actually responsible for their birth: a
language that is itself poised against death, because it is at the mo-
ment of falling into the shaft of an infinite Hexagon that the most lucid
(and consequently the last) of the librarians reveals that even the in-
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finity of language multiplies itself to infinity, repeating itself without
end in the divided figures of the Same.

This configuration is exactly the reverse of that found in classical
rhetoric. Rhetoric did not enunciate the laws or forms of a language; it
established the relationship between two forms of speech: the first,
mute, indecipherable, fully present to itself, and absolute; the other,
garrulous, had only to voice this first speech according to forms, op-
erations, and conjunctions whose space measured its distance from
the first and inaudible lext. For finite creatures and for men who
would die, rhetoric ceaselessly repeated the speech of the Infinite that
would never come to an end. Every figure of rhetoric betrayed a dis-
tance in its own space, but in signaling the first speech it lent the
provisional density of a revelation to the second: it showed. The space
of language loday is not defined by rhetoric, but by the Library-by
the ranging lo inlinity of fragmentary languages, substituting for the
double chain of Rhetoric the simple, continuous, and monotonous
line of language left to its own devices, a language fated to be infinite
because il can no longer support itself upon the speech of infinity. But
within itself, it finds the possibility of its own division, of its own
repetition, the power to create a vertical system of mirrors, self im-
ages, analogies. A language that repeats no other speech, no other
Promise, but postpones death indefinitely by ceaselessly opening a
space where it is always the analogue of itself.

Libraries are the enchanted domain of two major difficulties. They
have been resolved, we know, by mathematicians and tyrants (but
perhaps not altogether). There is a dilemma: either all these books are
already contained within the Word [la Parole] and they must be
burned, or they are contradictory and, again, they must be burned.
Rhetoric is a means of momentarily postponing the burning of librar-
ies (but it holds out this promise for the near future, that is, for the end
of time). And thus the paradox: If we make a book that tells of all the
others, would it or would it not be a book itself? Must it tell its own
story as if it were a book among others? And if it does not tell its story,
what could it possibly be, since its objective was to be a book? Why
should it omit its own story, since it is required to speak of every
book? Literature begins when this paradox is substituted for the di-
lemma; when the book is no longer the space where speech adopts a
form (forms of style, forms of rhetoric, forms of language) but the site
where books are all recaptured and consumed: a site that is nowhere,



Language to Infinity 101

since it gathers all the books of the past in this impossible “volume”
whose murmuring will be shelved among so many others—after all
the others, before all the others.
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AFTERWORD TO
THE TEMPTATION OF ST. ANTHONY?®

I

The Temptation of Saint Anthony was rewritten on three different
occasions: in 1849, before Madame Bovary; in 1856, before Salammbd,
and in 1872, while Flaubert was writing Bouvard et Pecuchet. He pub-
lished extracts in 1856 and 1857. Saint Anthony accompanied Flaubert
for twenty-five or thirty years—for as long, in fact, as the hero of the
Sentimental Education. In these twin and inverted figures, the old
anchorite of Egypt, still besieged by desires, responds through the
centuries to a young man of eighteen, seized by the apparition of Ma-
dame Arnoux while travelling from Paris to Le Havre. Moreover, the
evening when Frédéric—at this stage, a pale reflection of himself—
turns away, as if in fear of incest, from the woman he continues to
love recalls the shadowed night when the defeated hermit learns to
love even the substance of life in its material form. “Temptation”
among the ruins of an ancient world populated by spirits is trans-
formed into an “education” in the prose of the modern world.

The Temptation was conceived early in Flaubert’s career—perhaps
after attending a puppet show—and it influenced all of his works.
Standing alongside his other books, standing behind them, The Temp-
tation forms a prodigious reserve: for scenes of violence, phantas-
magoria, chimeras, nightmares, slapstick. Flaubert successively

*This essay originally appeared in Cahiers Renaud Barrault, No. 59 (March 1967), pp.
7-30. This translation, by Donald F. Brouchard and Sherry Simon, has been slightly
amended.
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transformed its inexhaustible treasure into the gray provincial rever-
ies of Madame Bovary, into the sculpted sets of Salammbd, and into
the eccentricities of everyday life in Bouvard. The Temptation seems
to represent Flaubert’s unattainable dream: what he wanted his
works to be—supple, silky, delicate, spontaneous, harmoniously re-
vealed through rapturous phrases—but also what they must never be
if they were to see the light of day. The Temptation existed before any
of Flaubert’s books (its first sketches are found in Memoires d’un Fou,
Réve d’Enfer; Danse des Morts, and, particularly, in Smahr),! and it
was repeated —as ritual, purification, exercise, a “temptation” to
overcome—prior to writing each of his major texts. Suspended over
his entire work, it is unlike all his other books by virtue of its prolixity,
its wasted abundance, and its overcrowded bestiary; and set back
from his other books, it offers, as a photographic negative of their
writing, the somber and murmuring prose which they were com-
pelled to repress, to silence gradually, in order to achieve their own
clarity. The entire work of Flaubert is dedicated to the conflagration of
this primary discourse: its precious ashes, its black, unmalleable coal.

II

We readily understand The Temptation as setting out the formal pro-
gression of unconfined reveries. It would be to literature what Bosch,
Breughel, or the Goya of the Caprichos were at one time to painting.
The first readers (or audience) were bored by the monotonous pro-
gression of grotesques: Maxime Du Camp remarked: “We listened to
the words of the Sphinx, the chimera, the Queen of Sheba, of Simon
the Magician. . . . A bewildered, somewhat simpleminded, and, I
would even say, foolish Saint Anthony sees, parading before him, dif-
ferent forms of temptation.”® His friends were enraptured by the
“richness of his vision” (Franc¢ois Coppée), “by its forest of shadows
and light” (Victor Hugo), and by its “hallucinatory mechanism” (Hip-
polyte Taine). But stranger still, Flaubert himself invoked madness,
phantasms; he felt he was shaping the fallen trees of a dream: “I
spend my afternoons with the shutters closed, the curtains drawn,
and without a shirt, dressed as a carpenter. I bawl out! I sweat! It’s
superb! There are moments when this is decidedly more than de-
lirium.” As the book nears completion: “I plunged furiously into Saint
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Anthony and began to enjoy the most terrifying exaltation. I have
never been more excited.”

In time, we have learned as readers that The Temptation is not the
product of dreams and rapture, but a monument to meticulous erudi-
tion.? To construct the scene of the heresiarchs, Flaubert drew exten-
sively from Tillemont’s Memoires Ecclesiastiques, Matter’s four-
volume Historie du gnosticisme, the Histoire de Manichee by
Beausobre, Reuss’s Theologie chretienne, and also from Saint August-
ine and, of course, from Migne’s Patrologia (Athanasius, Jerome, and
Epiphanus). The gods that populate the text were found in Burnouf,
Anquetil-Duperron, in the works of Herbelot and Hottinger, in the
volumes of the Univers Pittoresque, in the work of the Englishman,
Layard, and, particularly, in Creutzer’s translation, the Religions de
UAntiquite. For information on monsters, he read Xivrey’s Traditions
teratologiques, the Physiologus re-edited by Cahier and Martin, Boais-
tuaw’s Histoires prodigieuses, and the Duret text devoted to plants
and their “admirable history.” Spinoza inspired his metaphysical
meditation on extended substance. Yet, this list is far from exhaustive.
Certain evocations in the text seem totally dominated by the machin-
ery of dreams: for example, the magisterial Diana of Ephesus, with
lions at her shoulders and with fruits, flowers, and stars interlaced on
her bosom, with a cluster of breasts, and griffins and bulls springing
from the sheath which tightly encircles her waist. Nevertheless, this
“fantasy” is an exact reproduction of plate 88 in Creutzer’s last vol-
ume: if we observe the details of the print, we can appreciate Flau-
bert’s diligence. Cybele and Atys (with his languid pose, his elbow
against a tree, his flute, and his costume cutinto diamond shapes) are
both found in plate 58 of the same work; similarly, the portrait of
Ormuz is in Layard and the medals of Oraios, Sabaoth, Adonaius, and
Knouphus are easily located in Matter. It is indeed surprising that
such erudite precision strikes us as a phantasmagoria. More exactly,
we are astounded that Flaubert experienced the scholar’s patience,
the very patience necessary to knowledge, as the liveliness of a fren-
zied imagination.

Possibly, Flaubert was responding to an experience of the fantastic
which was singularly modern and relatively unknown before his
time, to the discovery of a new imaginative space in the nineteenth
century. This domain of phantasms is no longer the night, the sleep of
reason, or the uncertain void that stands before desire, but, on the
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contrary, wakefulness, untiring attention, zealous erudition, and con-
stant vigilance. Henceforth, the visionary experience arises from the
black and white surface of printed signs, from the closed and dusty
volume that opens with a flight of forgotten words; fantasies are care-
fully deployed in the hushed library, with its columns of books, with
its titles aligned on shelves to form a tight enclosure, but within con-
fines that also liberate impossible worlds. The imaginary now resides
between the book and the lamp. The fantastic is no longer a property
of the heart, nor is it found among the incongruities of nature; it
evolves from the accuracy of knowledge [savoir] and its treasures lie
dormant in documents. Dreams are no longer summoned with closed
eyes, but in reading; and a true image is now a product of learning
[connaissance|: it derives from words spoken in the past, exact recen-
sions, the amassing of minute facts, monuments reduced to infinitesi-
mal fragments, and the reproductions of reproductions. In the
modern experience, these elements contain the power of the impos-
sible. Only the assiduous clamor created by repetition can transmit to
us what only happened once. The imaginary is not formed in opposi-
tion to reality as its denial or compensation; it grows among signs,
from book to book, in the interstice of repetitions and commentaries;
it is born and takes shape in the interval between books. It is a phe-
nomenon of the library.

Both Jules Michelet (in the Sorciere) and Edgar Quinet (in Ahas-
verus) had explored these forms of erudite dreams, but The Tempta-
tion is not a scholarly project which evolved into an artistically
coherent whole. As a work, its form relies on its location within the
domain of knowledge: it exists by virtue of its essential relationship to
books. This explains why it may represent more than a mere episode
in the history of Western imagination; it opens a literary space wholly
dependent on the network formed by the books of the past: as such, it
serves to circulate the fiction of books. Yet, we should not confuse it
with apparently similar works, with Don Quizote or the works of
Sade, because the link between the former and the tales of knight-
errantry or between the Nouwvelle Justine and the virtuous novels of
the eighteenth century is maintained through irony; and, more impor-
tantly, they remain books regardless of their intention. The Tempta-
tion, however, is linked in a completely serious manner to the vast
world of print and develops within the recognizable institution of
writing. It may appear as merely another new book to be shelved
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alongside all the others, but it serves, in actuality, to extend the space
that existing books can occupy. It recovers other books; it hides and
displays them and, in a single movement, it causes them to glitter and
disappear. It is not simply the book that Flaubert dreamed of writing
for so long; it dreams other books, all other books that dream and that
men dream of writing—books that are taken up, fragmented, dis-
placed, combined, lost, set at an unapproachable distance by dreams,
but also brought closer to the imaginary and sparkling realization of
desires. In writing The Temptation, Flaubert produced the first literary
work whose exclusive domain is that of books: following Flaubert,
Stéphane Mallarmé and his Le Livre become possible, then James
Joyce, Raymond Roussel, Franz Kafka, Ezra Pound, Jorge Luis
Borges. The library is on fire.

Dejeuner sur ’Herbe and Olympia were perhaps the first “museum”
paintings, the first paintings in European art that were less a response
to the achievement of Giorgione, Raphael, and Velasquez than an ac-
knowledgment (supported by this singular and obvious connection,
using this legible reference to cloak its operation) of the new and
substantial relationship of painting to itself, as a manifestation of the
existence of museums and the particular reality and interdependence
that paintings acquire in museums. In the same period, The Tempta-
tion was the first literary work to comprehend the greenish institu-
tions where books are accumulated and where the slow and
incontrovertible vegetation of learning quietly proliferates. Flaubert is
to the library what Edouard Manet is to the museum. They both pro-
duced works in a self-conscious relationship to earlier paintings or
texts—or rather to the aspect in painting or writing that remains in-
definitely open. They erect their art within the archive. They were not
meant to foster the lamentations —the lost youth, the absence of vigor,
and the decline of inventiveness—through which we reproach our
Alexandrian age, but to unearth an essential aspect of our culture:
every painting now belongs within the squared and massive surface
of painting and all literary works are confined to the indefinite mur-
mur of writing. Flaubert and Manet are responsible for the existence
of books and paintings within works of art.

III

The presence of the book in The Temptation, its manifestation and
concealment, is indicated in a strange way: it immediately contradicts
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itself as a book. From the start, it challenges the priority of its printed
signs and takes the form of a theatrical presentation: the transcription
of a text that is not meant to be read, but recited and staged. At one
time, Flaubert had wanted to transform 7he Temptation into a kind of
epic drama, a Faust capable of swallowing the entire world of religion
and gods. He soon gave up this idea but retained within the text the
indications marking a possible performance: division into dialogues
and scenes, descriptions of the place of action, the scenic elements,
and their modifications, blocking directions for the “actors” on stage—
all given according to a traditional typographical arrangement
(smaller type and wider margins for stage directions, a character’s
name in large letters above the speeches, etc.). In a significant redou-
bling, the first indicated setting—the site of all future modifications—
has the form of a natural theater: the hermit’s retreat has been placed
“at the top of a mountain, on a platform rounded in the form of a
half-moon and enclosed by large boulders.” The text describes a stage
which, itself, represents a “platform” shaped by natural forces and
upon which new scenes will in turn impose their sets. But these indi-
cations do not suggest a future performance (they are largely incom-
patible with an actual presentation); they simply designate the
specific mode of existence of the text. Print can only be an unobtrusive
aid to the visible; an insidious spectator takes the reader’s place and
the act of reading is dissolved in the triumph of another form of sight.
The book disappears in the theatricality it creates.

But it will immediately reappear within a scenic space. No sooner
have the first signs of temptation emerged from the gathering shad-
ows, no sooner have the disquieting faces appeared in the night, than
Saint Anthony lights a torch to protect himself and opens a “large
book.” This posture is consistent with the iconographic tradition: in
the painting of Breughel the Younger, the painting that so impressed
Flaubert when he visited the Balbi collection in Genoa and that he felt
had incited him to write The Temptation, the hermit, in the lower
right-hand corner of the canvas, is kneeling before an immense vol-
ume, his head slightly bowed, and his eyes intent on the written lines.
Surrounding him on all sides are naked women with open arms, lean
Gluttony stretching her giraffe’s neck, barrel-like men creating an up-
roar, and nameless beasts devouring each other; at his back is a pro-
cession of the grotesques that populate the earth—bishops, kings, and
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tyrants. But this assembly is lost on the saint, absorbed in his reading.
He sees nothing of this great uproar, unless perhaps through the cor-
ner of his eye, unless he seeks to protect himself by invoking the
enigmatic powers of a magician’s book. It may be, on the contrary,
that the mumbling recitation of written signs has summoned these
poor shapeless figures that no language has ever named, that no book
can contain, but that anonymously invade the weighty pages of the
volume. It may be, as well, that these creatures of unnatural issue
escaped from the book, from the gaps between the open pages or the
blank spaces between the letters. More fertile than the sleep of reason,
the book perhaps engenders an infinite brood of monsters. Far from
being a protection, it has liberated an obscure swarm of creatures and
created a suspicious shadow through the mingling of images and
knowledge. In any case, setting aside this discussion of the open folio
in Breughel’s painting, Flaubert’s Saint Anthony seizes his book to
ward off the evil that begins to obsess him and reads at random five
passages from Scriptures. But, by a trick of the text, there immediately
arises in the evening air the odors of gluttony, the scent of blood and
anger, and the incense of pride, aromas worth more than their weight
in gold, and the sinful perfumes of Oriental queens. The book —but not
any book —is the site of temptation. Where the first passage read by
the hermit is taken from the “Acts of the Apostles,” the last four, sig-
nificantly, come from the Old Testament*—from God’s Scripture, from
the supreme book.

In the two earlier versions of The Temptation reading of sacred
texts played no role. Attacked by the canonical figures of evil, the
hermit immediately seeks refuge in his chapel; goaded by Satan, the
Seven Deadly Sins are set against the Virtues and, led by Pride, they
make repeated assaults upon the protected enclosure. This imagery of
the portal and the staging of a mystery are absent from the published
text. In the final version, evil is not given as the property of characters,
but incorporated in words. A book intended to lead to the gates of
salvation also opens the gates of Hell. The full range of fantastic appa-
ritions that eventually unfold before the hermit—orgiastic palaces,
drunken emperors, unfettered heretics, misshapen forms of the gods
in agony, abnormalities of nature—arise from the opening of a book,
as they issued from the libraries that Flaubert consulted. It is appro-
priate, in this context, that Flaubert dropped from the definitive text
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the symmetrical and opposing figures of Logic and the swine, the
original leaders of the pageant, and replaced them with Hilarion, the
learned disciple who was initiated into the reading of sacred texts by
Saint Anthony.

The presence of the book, first hidden under a fantastic theater,
then exalted anew as the site of a spectacle that will end up rendering
it once again imperceptible, constitutes for The Temptation an excep-
tionally complex space. We are apparently presented with a frieze of
colorful characters set against cardboard scenery; on the edge of the
stage, in a corner, sits the hooded figure of the motionless saint. The
scene is reminiscent of a puppet theater. As a child, Flaubert saw The
Mystery of Saint Anthony performed numerous times by Pére Legrain
in his puppet lheater; he later brought Georges Sand to a perfor-
mance. The first two versions of The Temptation retained elements
from this source (most obviously, the pig, but also the personification
of sin, the assault on the chapel, and the image of the Virgin). In the
definitive text, only the linear succession of the visions remains to
suggest an effect of “marionnettes”: sins, temptations, divinities, and
monsters are paraded before the laconic hermit—each emerging, in
turn, from the hellish confines of the box where they were kept. But
this is only a surface effect constructed upon a staging in depth (it is
the flat surface that is deceptive in this context).

As support for these successive visions, to set them up in their illu-
sory reality, Flaubert arranged a limited number of relays, which ex-
tend, in a perpendicular direction, the pure and straightforward
reading of the printed phrases. The first intersection is the reader
(1) —the actual reader of the text—and the book lies before him (1a);
from the first lines (it is in the Thebaid . . . the hermit’s cabin appears
in the background) the text invites the reader to become a spectator
(2) of a stage whose scenery is carefully described (2a); at center
stage, the spectator sees the hermit (3) seated with his legs crossed: he
will shortly rise and turn to his book (3a) from which disturbing vi-
sions will gradually escape—banquets, palaces, a voluptuous queen,
and finally Hilarion, the insidious disciple (4). Hilarion leads the saint
into a space filled with visions (4a); this opens a world of heresies and
gods, and a world where improbable creatures proliferate (5). More-
over, the heretics are also capable of speech and recount their shame-
less rites; the gods recall their past glories and the cults that were
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devoted to them; and the monsters proclaim their proper bestiality.
Derived from the power of their words or from their mere presence, a
new dimension is realized, a vision that lies within that produced by
the satanic disciple (5a), a vision that contains the abject cult of the
Ophites, the miracles of Apollonius, the temptations of Buddha, and
the ancient and blissful reign of Isis (6). Beginning as actual readers,
we successively encounter five distinct levels, five different orders of
language (indicated by a): that of the book, a theater, a sacred text,
visions, and visions of visions. There are also five series of characters,
of figures, of landscapes, and of forms: the invisible spectator, Saint
Anthony in his retreat, Hilarion, the heretics, the gods and the mon-
sters, and finally, the shadows propagated by their speeches or
through their memories.

This organization, which develops through successive enclosures,
is modified by two others. (In actuality, it finds its confirmation and
completion in two others.) The first is that of a retrospective encase-
ment. Where the figures on the sixth level (visions of visions) should
be the palest and least accessible to direct perception, they appear
forcefully on the scene, as dense, colorful, and insistent as the figures
that precede them or as Saint Anthony himself. It is as if the clouded
memories and secret desires, which produced these visions from the
first, have the power of acting without meditation in the scenic space,
upon the landscape where the hermit pursues his imaginary dialogue
with his disciple, or upon the stage that the fictitious spectator is
meant to behold during the acting out of this semi-mystery. Thus, the
fictions of the last level fold back upon themselves, envelop the fig-
ures from which they arose, quickly surpass the disciple and the an-
chorite, and finish by inscribing themselves within the supposed
materiality of the theater. Through this retrospective envelopment,
the most ephemeral fictions are presented in the most direct lan-
guage, through the stage directions, indicated by the author, whose
task is an external definition of the characters.

This arrangement allows the reader (1) to see Saint Anthony (3)
over the shoulder of the implied spectator (2) who is an accomplice to
the dramatic presentation: the effect is to identify the reader with the
spectator. Consequently, the spectator sees Anthony on the stage, but
he also sees over his shoulder the apparitions presented to the hermit,
apparitions that are as substantial as the saint: Alexandria, Constanti-
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nople, the Queen of Sheba, Hilarion. The spectator’s glance dissolves
into the hallucinated gaze of the hermit. Anthony then leans over
Hilarion’s shoulder, and sees with his eyes the figures evoked by the
evil disciple; and Hilarion, through the arguments of the heretics, per-
ceives the face of the gods and the snarling monsters, contemplates
the images that haunt them. Developed from one figure to another, a
wreath is constructed which links the characters in a series of knots
independent of their proper intermediaries, so that their identities are
gradually merged and their different perceptions blended into a single
dazzling sight.

Reader Spectator St. Anthony Hilarion FiguresI FiguresII
1) (2) (3) (4) (3) (8)
N N AN AN AN\
R\ WA NA ]/

An immense distance lies between the reader and the ultimate visions
that entrance the imaginary figures: orders of language placed ac-
cording to degrees of subordination, relay-characters gazing over
each other’s shoulders and withdrawing to the depths of this “text-
presentation,” and a population abounding in illusions. But two
movements counter this distance: the first, affecting the different or-
ders of language, renders the invisible elements visible through a di-
rect style, and the second, which concerns the figures, gradually
adopts the vision and the light fixed upon the characters and brings
forward the most distant imagines until they emerge from the sides of
the scene. It is this double movement that makes a vision actually
tempting: the most indirect and encased elements of the vision are
given with a brilliance compatible with the foreground; and the vi-
sionary, attracted by the sights placed before him, rushes into this
simultaneously empty and overpopulated space, identifies himself
with this figure of shadow and light, and begins to see, in turn, with
unearthly eyes. The profundity of these boxed apparitions and the
linear and naive succession of figures are not in any way contradic-
tory. Rather, they form the perpendicular intersections that constitute
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the paradoxical shape and the singular domain of The Temptation.
The frieze of marionnettes and the stark, colored surface of these fig-
ures who jostle one another in the shadows offstage are not the effects
of childhood memories or the residue of vivid impressions: they are
the composite result of a vision that develops on successive and
gradually more distant levels and a temptation that attracts the vision-
ary to the place he has seen and that suddenly envelops him in his
own visions.

IV

The Temptation is like a discourse whose function is to maintain not a
single and exclusive meaning (by excising all the others), but the
simultaneous existence of multiple meanings. The visible sequence of
scenes is extremely simple: first, the memories of the aging monk, the
hallucinations and sins summarized by the figure of an ancient queen
who arrives from the Orient (Chapters 1 and 11); then, the disciple who
initiates the rapid multiplication of heresies through his debate on
Scripture (111 and 1v); followed by the emergence of the gods who
successively appear on the stage (v); with the depopulation of the
earth, Anthony is free to return to it guided by his disciple who has
become both Satan and Knowledge, free to gauge its expanse and to
observe the tangled and infinite growth of monsters (vi, vir). This
visible sequence is supported by a number of underlying series.

1. Temptation is conceived in the hermit’s heart; it hesitantly
evokes his companions during his retreat and the passing caravans;
from this, it extends into vaster regions; overpopulated Alexandria,
the Christian Orient torn by theological conflicts, all those Mediterra-
nean civilizations ruled by gods who emerged from Asia, and, finally,
the limitless expanse of the universe—the distant stars at night, the
imperceptible cell from which life awakens. But this ultimate scintil-
lation only serves to return the hermit to the material principle of his
first desires. Having reached the limits of the world, the grand and
tempting itinerary returns to its point of departure. In the first two
versions of the text, the Devil explained to Anthony “that sins were in
his heart and sorrows in his mind.” These explanations are now ines-
sential: pushed to the limits of the universe, the arching waves of the
temptation return to those things that are nearest. In the minute or-
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ganism where the primordial desires of life are awakened, Anthony
recaptures his ancient heart, his badly controlled appetites, but no
longer experiences their charged fantasies. Before his eyes, there lies
the material truth. Under this red light, the larva of desire is gently
formed. The center of temptation has not shifted: or rather, it has been
displaced very slightly from the top to the bottom —passing from the
heart to the sinews, from a dream to the cell, from a bright image to
matter. Those things that haunted the imagination of the hermit from
inside can now become the object of enraptured contemplation; and
where he had pushed them aside in fear, they now attract and invite
him to a dormant identification: “to descend to the very depths of
matter, to become matter.”® It is only in appearance that the tempta-
tion wrenches the hermit from his solitude and populates his field of
vision with men, gods, and monsters, for along its curved expanse, it
gives rise to a number of distinct movements: a progressive expan-
sion to the confines of the universe; a loop bringing desire back to its
truth; a shift that causes a violent phantasm to subside in the soft
repose of maller; a passage from the inside to the outside—from heart-
felt noslalgia to the vivid spectacle of life; the transformation of fear
into the desire for identification.

2. Sitting on the doorstep of his cabin, the hermit is obsessed by the
memories of an old man: formerly, isolation was less painful, work
less tedious, and the river was not as distant as now. He had enjoyed
his youth—-the young girls who congregated at the fountain—and also
his retreat, and the opportunity for companionship, particularly with
his favorite disciple. His memories flood back upon him in this slight
wavering of the present at the hour of dusk. It is a total inversion of
time: first, the images of twilight in the city humming with activity
before dark —the port, shouting in the streets, the tambourines in the
taverns; followed by Alexandria in the period of the massacres, Con-
stantinople during the Council; this suddenly gives way to the her-
etics whose affronts originated with the founding of Christianity;
behind them are the gods who once had a following of faithful and
whose temples range from India to the Mediterranean; and finally, the
appearance of figures as old as time itself—the distant stars, brute
matter, lust and death, the recumbent Sphinx, chimeras, all those
things that, in a single movement, create life and its illusions. Further,
beyond this primordial cell from which life evolved, Anthony desires
an impossible return to the passive stage prior to life: the whole of his
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existence is consequently laid to rest where it recovers its innocence
and awakens once again to the sounds of animals, the bubbling foun-
tain, and the glittering stars. The highest temptation is the longing to
be another, to be all others; it is to renew identifications and to
achieve the principle of time in a return that completes the circle. The
vision of Engadine approaches.

An ambiguous figure —simultaneously a form of duration and eter-
nity, acting as conclusion and a fresh start—introduces each stage of
this return through time. The heresies are introduced by Hilarion —as
small as a child and withered like an old man, as young as awakening
cognition and as old as well-pondered knowledge. Apollonius intro-
duces the gods: he is familiar with their unending metamorphoses,
their creation and death, but he is also able to regain instantly “the
Eternal, the Absolute, and Being.”® Lust and Death lead the dance of
life because they undoubtedly control the end and new beginnings,
the disintegration of forms and the origin of all things. The larva-
skeleton, the eternal Thaumaturge, and the old child each function
within the book as “alternators” of duration; through the time of his-
tory, myth, and the entire universe, they guarantee the hermit’s recap-
ture of the cellular principle of life. The night of The Temptation can
greet the unchanged novelty of a new day, because the earth has
turned back upon its axis.

3. The resurgence of time also produces a prophetic vision of the
future. Within his recollections, Anthony encountered the ancient
imagination of the Orient: deep within this memory, which no longer
belongs to him, he saw a form arising that represented the temptation
of the wisest of the kings of Israel—the Queen of Sheba. Standing be-
hind her, he recognized, in the shape of an ambiguous dwarf, her
servant and his own disciple, a disciple who is indissociably linked to
Desire and Wisdom. Hilarion is the incarnation of all the dreams of
the Orient, but he possesses as well a perfect knowledge of Scriptures
and their interpretation. Greed and science are united in him-—
covetous knowledge and damnable facts. This gnome increases in
size throughout the course of the liturgy; by the last episode, he has
become gigantic, “beautiful as an archangel and luminous as the
sun.” His kingdom now includes the universe as he becomes the
Devil in the lightning flash of truth. Serving as an embryonic stage in
the development of Western thought, he first introduces theology and
its infinite disputes; then, he revives ancient civilizations and their
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gods whose rule was so quickly reduced to ashes; he inaugurates a
rational understanding of the world; he demonstrates the movement
of the stars and reveals the secret powers of life. All of European
culture is deployed in this Egyptian night, haunted by the past of the
Orient: the Middle Ages with their theology, the Renaissance with its
erudition, the modern age with its sciences of the world and the liv-
ing. The Temptation acts as a nocturnal sun whose trajectory is from
east to west, from desire to knowledge, from imagination to truth,
from the oldest longings to the findings of modern science. The ap-
pearance of Egypt converted to Christianity (and with it Alexandria)
and the appearance of Anthony represent the zero point between Asia
and Europe; both seem to arise from a fold in time, at the point where
Antiquity, at the summit of its achievement, begins to vacillate and
collapses, releasing its hidden and forgotten monsters; they also plant
the seed of the modern world with its promise of endless knowledge.
We have arrived at the hollow of history.

The “temptation” of Saint Anthony is the double fascination exer-
cised upon Christianity by the sumptuous spectacle of its past and the
limitless acquisitions of its future. The definitive text excludes Abra-
ham’s God, the Virgin, and the virtues (who appear in the first two
versions), but not to save them from profanation; they were incorpo-
rated in figures that represent them —in Buddha, the tempted god, in
Apollonius the thaumaturge who resembles Christ, and in Isis the
mother of sorrows. The Temptation does not mask reality in its glitter-
ing images, but reveals the image of an image in the realms of truth.
Even in its state of primitive purity, Christianity was formed by the
dying reflections of an older world, formed by the feeble light it pro-
jected upon the still grey shadows of a nascent world.

4. The two earlier versions of The Temptation began with the battle
of the Seven Deadly Sins against the three theological virtues (Faith,
Hope, and Charity), but this traditional imagery of the mysteries dis-
appears in the published text. The sins appear only in the form of
illusions and the virtues are given a secret existence as the organizing
principles of the sequences. The endless revival of heresies places
Faith at the mercy of overpowering error; the agony of the gods,
which makes them disappear as glimmers of imagination, transforms
Hope into a futile quest; and nature in repose or with its savage forces
unleashed reduces Charity to a mockery. The three supreme virtues
have been vanquished; and turning away from Heaven, the saint “lies
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flat on his stomach, and leaning upon his elbows, he watches breath-
lessly. Withered ferns begin to flower anew.”” At the sight of this small
palpitating cell, Charity is transformed into dazzling curiosity (“O joy!
O bliss! I have seen the birth of life; I have seen motion begin”),® Hope
is transformed into an uncontrollable desire to dissolve into the vio-
lence of the world (“I long to fly, to swim, to bark, to shout, to howl1”),°
and Faith becomes an identification with brute nature, the soft and
somber stupidity of things (“I wish to huddle upon these forms, to
penetrate each atom, to descend to the depths of matter—to become
pure matter”).'°

This book, which initially appears as a progression of slightly inco-
herent fantasies, can claim originality only with respect to its meticu-
lous organization. What appears as fantasy is no more than the simple
transcription of documents, the reproductions of drawings or texts,
but their sequence conforms to an extremely complex composition.
By assigning a specific location to each documentary element, it is
also made to function within several simultaneous series. The linear
and visible sequence of sins, heresies, divinities, and monsters is
merely the superficial crest of an elaborate vertical structure. This
succession of figures, crowded like puppets dancing the farandole,
also functions as: a trinity of canonical virtues; the geodesic line of a
culture born in the dreams of the Orient and completed in the knowl-
edge of the West; the return of History to the origin of time and the
beginning of things; a pulsating space that expands to the outer limits
of the universe and suddenly recedes to return to the simplest ele-
ment of life. Each element and each character has its place not only in
the visible procession, but in the organization of Christian allegories,
the development of culture and knowledge, the reverse chronology of
the world, and the spatial configurations of the universe.

In addition, The Temptation develops the encapsulated visions in
depth as they recede, through a series of stages, to the distance; it
constitutes a volume behind the thread of its speeches and under its
line of successions. Each element (setting, character, speech, alter-
ation of scenery) is effectively placed at a definite point in the linear
sequence, but each element also has its vertical system of correspon-
dences and is situated at a specific depth in the fiction. This explains
why The Temptation can be the book of books: it unites in a single
“volume” a series of linguistic elements that derive from existing
books and that are, by virtue of their specific documentary character,
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the repetition of things said in the past. The library is opened, cata-
logued, sectioned, repeated, and rearranged in a new space; and this
“volume” into which Flaubert has forced it is both the thickness of a
book that develops according to the necessarily linear thread of its
text and a procession of marionnettes that, in deploying its boxed vi-
sions, also opens a domain in depth.

v

Saint Anthony seems to summon Bouvard et Pecuchet, at least to the
extent that the latter stands as its grotesque shadow, its tiny, yet
boundless, double. As soon as Flaubert completed The Temptation, he
began his last book. It contains the same elements: a book produced
from other books; the encyclopedic learning of a culture; temptation
experienced in a state of withdrawal; an extended series of trials; the
interplay of illusions and belief. But the general shape is altered. First,
the relationship of the Book to the indefinite series of all other books
has changed. The Temptation was composed of fragments drawn
from invisible volumes and transformed into a display of pure phan-
tasms: only the Bible—the supreme Book—shows the sovereign pres-
ence of the written word in the text and on the center of its stage; it
announced, once and for all, the powers of temptation possessed by
the Book. Bouvard and Pécuchet are directly tempted by books, by
their endless multiplicity, by the frothing of works in the grey expanse
of the library. In Bouvard et Pecuchet, the library is clearly visible—
classified and analysed. It can exert its fascination without being con-
secrated in a book or transformed into images. Its powers stem from
its singular existence—from the unlimited proliferation of printed pa-
per.

The Bible has become a bookstore, and the magic power of the
image has become a devouring appetite for reading. This accounts for
the change in the form of temptation. Saint Anthony had withdrawn
into idle seclusion in his desire to avoid the disturbing presence of
others; yet, neither a living grave nor a walled fortress are sufficient
protection. He had exorcised every living form but they returned with
a vengeance, testing the saint by their proximity but also by their
remoteness. These forms surround him on every side, possess him,
but disappear as he extends his hand. Their operation places the saint
in a state of pure passivity: his only function was to localize them in
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the Book through happy memories or the force of imagination. All of
his gestures, every word of compassion, and any show of violence,
dissipate the mirage—proving that he had suffered a temptation (that
only in his heart did an illusory image take on reality). Bouvard and
Pécuchet, on the other hand, are indefatigable pilgrims: they try ev-
erything, they touch and are drawn to everything; they put everything
to the test of their marginal industry. If they withdraw from the world
as the Egyptian monk did, it is an active retreat, an enterprising use of
their leisure where they summon, with constant recourse to their ex-
tensive reading, all the seriousness of science and the most solemnly
printed truths. They wish to put into practice everything they read,
and if success eludes them, as the images dissipate before Saint An-
thony, it is not as a result of their initial gesture but of their persistent
search. Their temptation arises from zealousness.

For these two simple men, to be tempted is to believe. It is to believe
in the things they read, to believe in the things they overhear; it is to
believe immediately and unquestioningly in the persistent flow of dis-
course. Their innocence is fully engaged in this domain of things al-
ready said. Those things that have been read and heard immediately
become things to do. But their enterprise is so pure that no setback
can alter their belief: they do not measure their truths by their suc-
cess; they do not threaten their beliefs with the test of action. Possible
disasters always remain outside the sovereign field of belief and their
faith remains intact. When Bouvard and Pécuchet abandon their
quest, they renounce not their faith but the possibility of applying
their beliefs. They detach themselves from works to maintain the daz-
zling reality of their faith in faith. They repeat, for the modern world,
the experiences of Job; stricken through their knowledge and not
their possessions, abandoned by science and not by God, they persist,
like him, in their fidelity—-they are saints. For Saint Anthony, unlike
these modern-day saints, temptation lies in the sight of the things
without belief: it is to perceive error mixed with truth, the spectre of
false gods resembling the true God, a nature abandoned without
providence to the immensity of its spaces or the unleashing of its vital
forces. And paradoxically, as these images are relegated to the shad-
ows from which they emerged, they carry with them some of the
belief that Saint Anthony had invested in them, if only for an
instant—a part of the faith he had invested in the Christian God. The
disappearance of those fantasies that seemed most inimical to his
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faith does not forcefully reinstate his religion, but gradually under-
mines it until it is completely taken from him. In their fanatical blood-
shed, the heretics dissolve the truth; and the dying gods gather into
their darkness part of the image of the true God. Anthony’s saintliness
was broken in the defeat of those things in which he had no faith; and
that of Bouvard and Pécuchet triumphs in the downfall of their faith.
They are the true elect. They were given the grace denied the saint.
The relationship between sainthood and stupidity was undoubt-
edly of fundamental importance for Flaubert; it can be found in
Charles Bovary; it is visible in Un coeur simple, and perhaps as well,
in the Sentimental Education; it is essential to The Temptation and
Bouvard, but it adopts symmetrically opposite forms in these books.
Bouvard and Pécuchet link sainthood to stupidity on the basis of the
will-to-act, the dimension where they activate their desires: they had
dreamed of being rich, of being men of leisure and independent
means, men of property, but in achieving these goals, they discover
that these new roles necessitate an endless cycle of tasks and not a
pure and simple existence; the books that should have taught them
how to exist dissipated their energies by telling them what they must
do. Such is the stupidity and virtue, the sanctity and simpleminded-
ness of those who zealously undertake to make of themselves what
they already are, who put into practice received ideas, and who si-
lently endeavor throughout their lives to achieve union with their
inner selves in a blind and desperate eagerness. On the other hand,
Saint Anthony links simplemindedness to sainthood on the basis of a
will-to-be: he wished to be a saint through a total deadening of his
senses, intelligence, and emotions, and by dissolving himself into the
images that come to him through the mediation of the Book. It is from
this that the temptations increase their hold upon him: he refuses to
be a heretic, but takes pity on the gods; he recognizes himself in the
temptations of Buddha, secretly shares the raptures of Cybele, and
weeps with Isis. But his desire to identify with the things he sees
triumphs when faced with pure matter: he wishes to be blind, drowsy,
greedy, and as stupid as the “Catoblepas”;'! he wishes that he were
unable to lift his head higher than his stomach and that his eyelids
would become so heavy that no light could possibly reach his eyes. He
wishes to be a dumb creature—an animal, a plant, a cell. He wishes to
be pure matter. Through this sleep of reason and in the innocence of
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desires that have become pure movement, he could at least be re-
united to the saintly stupidity of things.

As Anthony is about to accomplish his desire, the day returns and
the face of Christshines in the sun: the saint kneels and returns to his
prayers. Has he triumphed over his temptations; has he been defeated
and, as a punishment, must the same cycle be indefinitely repeated?
Or has he achieved purity through the dumbness of matter; is this the
moment when he achieves a true saintliness by discovering, through
the dangerous space of books, the pulsation of innocent things; is he
now able to perform, through his prayers, prostrations, and readings,
this mindless sanctity he has become?

Bouvard and Pécuchet also make a new start: having been put to
the test, they are now made to abandon the performance of those
actions they had undertaken to become what they were initially. They
can now be purely and simply themselves: they commission the con-
struction of a large double desk to reestablish the link to their essen-
tial nature, to begin anew the activity which had occupied them for
over ten years, to begin their copying. They will occupy themselves by
copying books, copying their own books, copying every book; and
unquestionably they will copy Bouvard et Pecuchet. Because to copy is
to do nothing; it is to be the books being copied. It is to be this tiny
protrusion of redoubled language, of discourse folded upon itself; this
invisible existence transforms fleeting words into an enduring and
distant murmur. Saint Anthony was able to triumph over the Eternal
Book in becoming the languageless movement of pure matter; Bou-
vard and Pécuchet triumph over everything alien to books, all that
resists the book, by transforming themselves into the continuous
movement of the book. The book opened by Saint Anthony, the book
that initiated the flight of all possible temptations, is indefinitely ex-
tended by these two simple men; it is prolonged without end, without
illusion, without greed, without sin, without desire.

NOTES
1 Flaubert’s juvenilia. -Ed.

2 Souvenirs litteraires (Paris, 1882); Du Camp, who was among the first to listen to Flaubert’s
recitation, discouraged his efforts.

3 Asaresult of the remarkable studies by Jean Seznec [see Les Sources de Uepisode desdieuz dans
La Tentation de Saint Antoine (Paris: Vrin, 1940)].

4 Acts of the Apostles 10:11; Daniel 2:46; 2 Kings 20:13; 1 Kings10:1.
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THE PROSE OF ACTAEON®

Pierre Klossowski reconnects with a long-lost experience. Today
only a few vestiges of that experience are left to evoke it; and they
would remain enigmatic no doubt if they had not been reanimated
and made manifest in this language. And if they had not then begun to
speak once more, saying that the Demon is not the Other, the pole far
removed from God, the Antithesis without remedy (or almost), evil
matter, but something strange, bewildering, which leaves one speech-
less and immobile—the Same, the exact Likeness.

Despite all the denials and persecutions, dualism and gnosticism
weighed substantially on the Christian conception of Evil: their bi-
nary thought (God and Satan, Light and Darkness, Good and Heavi-
ness, the great combat, a certain radical and stubborn malice)
arranged the order of disorders for our thought. Western Christianity
condemned gnosticism but retained a light and promising reconcilia-
tion that belonged to it. For a long time Christianity continued to enact
the simplified contests of the Temptation in its phantasms. Through
the world’s cracks a crowd of strange animals rise up before the half-
closed eyes of the kneeling anchorite—ageless figures of matter.

But what if, on the contrary, the Devil, the Other, were the Same?
And what if the Temptation were not one of the episodes of the great
antagonism but the subtle insinuation of the Double? What if the con-
test unfolded in a mirror space? What if eternal History (of which our

*This essay originally appeared in La Nouvelle revue frangaise 135 (March 1964), pp.
444-59. Robert Hurley’s translation.
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own is but the visible form, soon to be effaced) were not simply al-
ways the same, but the identity of that Same, both an imperceptible
displacement and an embrace of the nondissociable? There was a
whole Christian experience that knew this danger well—the tempta-
tion to experience temptation in the form of the indistinguishable. The
quarrels of demonology are structured by this profound peril; and
undermined, or rather driven and multiplied by it, they endlessly re-
new an interminable debate: to go to the Sabbath is to surrender one-
self to the Devil, or perhaps itis to devote oneself to the simulacrum of
the Devil that God sends to men of little faith in order to tempt
them —or to those of too much faith, the credulous who imagine there
is another god than God. And the judges who burn the devil-
possessed are themselves victims of this temptation, of this trap in
which their justice is confounded: for the possessed are but a true
image of the false power of the demons; an image by which the De-
mon takes hold not of the bodies of the sorcerers but of the souls of
their tormentors. That is, if God has not himself put on the face of
Satan in order to cloud the minds of those who do not believe in his
solitary omnipotence; so that God, simulating the Devil, would have
arranged the strange nuptials of the witch and her persecutor, of those
two condemned figures: doomed therefore to Hell, to the reality of the
Devil, to that true simulacrum of God simulating the Devil. In these
twists and turns the perilous games of extreme similitude are multi-
plied: God who so closely resembles Satan who imitates God 'so
well . ..

It took nothing less than Descartes’s Evil Genius to put an end to
this great peril of Identities in which sixteenth-century thought had
not ceased to “subtilize” itself. The Evil Genius of the Third Medita-
tion is not the slightly enhanced epitome of the deceitful powers resid-
ing in man but what most resembles God, what can imitate all His
powers, pronounce eternal truths like Him, and if he wishes, arrange
it that 2 + 2 = 5. He is His marvelous twin—except for a certain mali-
ciousness, which made him fall immediately from any possible exist-
ence. Thereafter the anxiety over simulacra entered into silence. It
was forgotten that up to the start of the Classical age (look at baroque
literature and especially baroque theater) they were one of the major
occasions of giddiness for Western thought. One continued to be con-
cerned about Evil, about the reality of images and representation,



The Prose of Actaeon 125

about synthesis of the diverse. One no longer thought that the Same
could make one’s head spin.

Incipit Klossowski, like Zarathustra. And in this somewhat obscure
and secret face of Christian experience, he suddenly discovers (as if it
were its double, perhaps its simulacrum), the resplendent theophany
of the Greek gods. Between the ignoble Goat who shows up on the
Sabbath and the virgin goddess who slips out of reach into the cool-
ness of the water, the game is reversed. At Diana’s bath the simulacrum
is presented in the receding of extreme proximity and not in the brash
emergence of the other world; but the doubt is the same, as is the risk
of dividing in two: “Diana makes a pact with a daemon intermediary
between the gods and men in order to appear to Actaeon. With its
aerial body, the daemon simulates Diana in her theophany and in-
spires Actaeon with the desire and the foolish hope to possess the
goddess. It becomes Actaeon’s imagination and Diana’s mirror.” And
Actaeon’s final metamorphosis does not transform him into a stag that
is torn apart but into a lewd, frantic, and delightfully profaning goat.
As if, in the complicity of the divine with sacrilege, some of the Greek
light flashed through the depths of the Christian night.

Klossowski is placed at the intersection of two roads very far apart
yet very similar, both coming from the Same, and both perhaps lead-
ing there: that of the theologians and that of the Greek gods, whose
imminent scintillating return Nietzsche announced. A return of the
gods that is also, and without any possible dissociation, the stealing of
the Demon into the dubious tepidity of the night: “What if some day or
night a demon were to steal after you into your loneliest loneliness
and say to you: ‘This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will
have to live once more and innumerable times more; and there will
be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought
and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life will
have to return to you, all in the same succession and sequence—even
this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this mo-
ment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside
down again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!” Would you not
throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who
spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment
when you would have answered him: ‘You are a god and never have I
heard anything more divine.’”*
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Klossowski’s experience is situated approximately there, in a world
ruled by an evil genius who would not have found his god, or who
might also pose as God, or who might be God himself. This world
would not be Heaven, or Hell, or limbo, but quite simply our world—a
world, finally, that would be the same as ours except that, precisely, it
is the same. In this imperceptible divergence of the same, an infinite
movement finds its place of emergence. This movement is completely
foreign to dialectics, for it does not involve the proof of a contradic-
tion, or the game of an identity affirmed then negated. The A = A
equation is stirred by an endless internal movement that diverts each
of the two terms from its own identity and refers them to each other
through the action (the force, the treachery) of this divergence itself.
So that no truth can be engendered from this affirmation, but a peril-
ous space is cleared where Klossoski’s discourse and his fables, his
ensaring and ensnared ruses, will find their language. A language as
essential for us as those of Blanchot and Bataille, since in its turn it
teaches us how the gravest dimension of thought must find its illumi-
nated lightness outside of dialectics.

Actually, neither God nor Satan ever appear in this space. A strict
absence that is also their entanglement. But neither one is named,
perhaps because they are “invokers” and not invoked. It is a narrow,
numinous area in which the figures are all on some Index of the
condemned. There one crosses the paradoxical space of real
presence—a presence that is real only insofar as God has absented
himself from the world, leaving behind only a trace and a void, so that
the reality of this presence is the absence where it takes its place and
where it derealizes itself through transubstantiation. Numen quod
habitat simulacro.

That is why Klossowski hardly approves of Paul Claudel’s or
Charles Du Bos’s urging André Gide to convert; he knows very well
that those who placed God at one end and the Devil at the other,
pitting them against each other in flesh and blood (a god of blood and
a devil of flesh), were mistaken, and that Gide was closer to being
right when by turns he drew near and withdrew, playing the simu-
lacrum of the devil at the bidding of others, but not at all knowing, in
doing so, whether he was the Devil’s plaything, object, instrument, or
whether he might be the chosen one of an attentive and artful god.”
Perhaps it is of the essence of salvation not to announce itself with
signs but to come about in the profundity of simulacra.
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And since all the figures that Klossowski delineates and brings to
life in his language are “simulacra,” we need to understand this word
in the resonance we can now give to it: a vain image (as opposed to
reality), a representation of something (in which this thing delegates
and manifests itself, but withdraws and in a sense conceals itself), a
falsehood that causes one to take one sign for another, a sign of the
presence of a deity (and the converse possibility of taking this sign for
its opposite, the simultaneous coming of the Same and the Other
(originally, to simulate meant to come together).> In this way, that
constellation peculiar to Klossowski, and wonderfully rich, is estab-
lished: simulation, similitude, simultaneity, simulation, and dissimu-
lation.

For linguists the sign derives its meaning only from the interplay
and the sovereignty of all other signs. It does not have any autono-
mous, natural, orimmediate relation with what it signifies. It owes its
validity not only to its context but also to a whole virtual expanse that
spreads out in a kind of dotted array on the same plane as it: through
this set of all the signifiers that define the language at a given mo-
ment, it is constrained to say what it does say. In the religious domain
one often finds a sign with a completely different structure. It says
what it says through a profound appurtenance to the origin, through a
consecration. There is not a tree in the Scripture, not a living or with-
ered plant that does not refer to the tree of the Cross—to that timber
carved out of the First Tree at the foot of which Adam succumbed. A
figure like this is tiered in depth across shifting forms, which endows
it with it that strange, dual property of designating no meaning but
referring to a model (to a single of which it would be the double, but
which would reclaim it as its diffraction and its transitory duplica-
tion) and of being tied to the history of a manifestation that is never
completed. In this history the sign can always be referred to a new
episode in which a simpler single, a more primary model (but ulterior
in the Revelation) will appear, giving it an entirely contrary meaning.
Thus the tree of the Fall one day became what it always was, that of
the Reconciliation. This type of sign is always prophetic and ironic:
completely suspended from a future that it rehearses and that will
repeat it in the full light of day. It says this, then that, or rather it
already said this and that, without anyone’s being able to know it. In
essence it is a simulacrum, saying everything at the same time, and
constantly simulating something other than what it says. It offers an
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image dependent on a truth that is always receding: Fabula. In its
form, as in a riddle, it links together the transformations of the light
that will come to it: Fatum. A Fabula and a Fatum that both refer to
the first enunciation from which they spring, to that root which the
Latins understand as speech, and in which the Greeks see, moreover,
the essence of luminous visibility.

No doubt it is necessary to draw a rigorous distinction between
signs and simulacra. They do not belong to the same experience at all,
even if they often happen to be superimposed. For, in fact, the simu-
lacrum does not determine any meaning: it is of the order of appear-
ance in the shattering of time—the light of Noon and eternal
recurrence. Perhaps Greek religion only knew simulacra. The Soph-
ists first, then the Stoics and Epicureans insisted on reading these
simulacra as signs, a late reading in which the Greek gods are effaced.
Christian exegesis, fathered on Alexandrian soil, inherited that inter-
pretation.

In the great detour that is ours today and through which we attempt
to circumvent all the Alexandrianism of our culture, Klossowski is the
one who, from the depths of the Christian experience, has rediscov-
ered the marvels and the depths of the simulacrum, beyond all of
yesterday’s games: those of sense and nonsense, of signifier and signi-
fied, of symbol and sign. This is doubtless what gives his work its
sacral and solar allure as soon as one rediscovers in it that Nietzschean
impulse where it is a question of Dionysus and the Crucified (since
they are, as Nietzsche saw, simulacra of one another).

In Klossowski’s work the reign of simulacra obeys precise rules.
The reversal of situations occurs in a moment, with a switching of
sides almost as in a detective novel (the good become wicked, the
dead come back to life, rivals reveal themselves to be accomplices,
executioners are subtle rescuers, encounters are prepared long in ad-
vance, the most banal phrases have a double meaning). Each reversal
seems to point to an epiphany; but in reality each discovery deepens
the enigma, increases the uncertainty, and unveils one element only
to veil the relations between all the others. But the most peculiar and
most difficult aspect of the matter is that the simulacra are not at all
things or traces or those beautiful motionless forms that the Greek
statues were. Here the simulacra are human beings.

Klossowski’s world is sparing of objects, and such objects as there
are only form scant relays between the men for whom they serve as
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stand-ins and precarious spacers, so to speak: portraits, photographs,
stereoscopic views, signatures on checks, open wasp-waisted corsets
that are like the empty, still rigid shell of a woman’s torso. On the
other hand, the Simulacra Men proliferate: still few in Roberte,* they
multiply in La Revolution,® and especially in Le Souffleur,’ so much so
that that text, almost relieved of any setting, of any materiality that
might convey stable signs offered to interpretation, forms little more
than a successive nesting of dialogues. This is understandable, for
men are much more vertiginous simulacra than the painted faces of
the deities. They are utterly ambiguous, since they speak, gesture,
wink, shake their fingers and appear at windows like semaphores (to
give out signs or give the impression that they constitute only the
simulacra of signs?).

Such characters as these are not the deep and continuous beings of
reminiscence, but beings destined, like those of Nietzsche, for a deep
oblivion, for that oblivion which makes possible, in the “subvening”
moment, the sudden appearance of the Same. In them everything
fragments, splinters, offers itself and withdraws in an instant; they
may be living or dead, it hardly matters; the oblivion in them watches
over the Identical. They do not signify anything; they simulate
themselves—Vittorio and von A., Uncle Florence and the monstrous
husband, Théodore who is also K., Roberte above all, simulating Rob-
erte in the tiny, uncrossable distance by means of which Roberte is the
way she is, this evening.

All these simulacra-figures swivel in place: the debauchees become
inquisitors, the seminarists Nazi officers, the uneasy persecutors of
Théodore Lacase are encountered again in a friendly half circle
around K.’s bed. These twists are produced by the action of the “alter-
nators” of experience. In Klossowski’s novels these alternators are the
only peripeties, but in the strict sense of the word —what ensures the
turning and returning. Thus the test-provocation (the rock of truth
that is at the same time the temptation of the worst, the fresco of La
Vocation,” or the sacrilegious task assigned by von A.); the dubious
inquisition (the censors who claim to be former debauchees, like
Malagrida, or the psychiatrist with dishonorable intentions); the
double-faced conspiracy (the “resistance” network that executes Dr.
Rodin). But above all, the two great configurations that make appear-
ance alternate are hospitality and theater—two structures that face
each other in reverse symmetry.
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The hdte (already the word rotates on its internal axis, saying the
thing and its complementary at the same time?®)—the host offers what
he possesses because he can only possess what he proposes, what is
there before his eyes and for everybody. He is, as they say with a word
that is marvelous with ambiguity, a “regardant.” Surreptitiously and
full of avarice, this giving look takes its share of delights and appro-
priates in full sovereignty an aspect of the things that regard only it.
But this look has the power to absent itself, to vacate the place it
occupies and to offer what it envelops with its avidity. So that its gift is
the semblance of an offering, once it preserves only the feeble, distant
silhouette, the visible simulacrum of the thing that it gives. In Le Souf-
Jleurthe theater has replaced this giving look, as it reigned in Roberte
and La Revocation.? The theater imposes on Roberte the role of Rob-
erte, that is, it tends to reduce the interior distance that opened up
within the simulacrum (through the effect of the giving look) and to
make Roberte herself inhabit the double that Theodore (perhaps K.)
has severed from it. But if Roberte plays her role in a natural way
(which is the case at least for one replica), it is no longer anything but
a simulacrum of theater; and if, on the other hand, Roberte mumbles
her lines, it is Roberte-Roberte who hides behind a pseudoactress
(and who is bad insofar as she is is not an actress but Roberte). That is
why this role can only be played by a simulacrum of Roberte who
resembles her so closely that Roberte is perhaps that simulacrum her-
self. So it is necessary either for Roberte to have two existences or for
there to be two Robertes with one existence: she must be a pure simu-
lacrum of herself. With the look it is the Regardant who is divided in
two (and to the point of death); on the stage of the false theater, it is
the Regarded who is irreparably, ontologically split.°

But behind this whole great game of alternating experiences that
makes the simulacra flash on and off, is there an absolute Operator
who in this way addresses enigmatic signs? In La Vocation suspendue
it seems that all the simulacra and their alternations are organized
around a major call that makes itself heard in them, or that may, for
that matter, remain silent. In the subsequent texts, this imperceptible
but calling God has been replaced by two visible figures, or rather two
series of figures that are at once on an equal footing and in perfect
disequilibrium with the simulacra—doublers and doubled. At one
extremity, the dynasty of monstrous characters, at the boundary oflife
and death: Professor Octave, or the “old master” that one sees at
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the beginning of Le Soyffleur, operating the switches of a suburban
train station, in a vast windowed hall located before or after existence.
But does this “Operator” really intervene? How does it bring the plot
to a climax? What is it in fact? The Master, Roberte’s uncle (the one
with two faces), Dr. Rodin (the one who is dead and resuscitated), the
fancier of stereoscopic shows, the chiropractor (who shapes and
kneads the body), K. (who steals the works and perhaps the wives of
others, unless he gives his own) or Théodore Lacase (who makes
Roberte act). Or Roberte’s husband? An immense genealogy that goes
from the Almighty to the one who is crucified in the simulacrum that
he is (since he, who is K., says “I” when Théodore speaks). But, at the
other extremity, Roberte too is the great operator of simulacra. Relent-
lessly, she caresses shoulders and hair with her long, beautiful hands,
arouses desire, recalls former lovers, unfastens a spangled corset or a
Salvation Army uniform, devotes herself to soldiers, collects money
for hidden miseries. Beyond doubt, it is she who diffracts her husband
in all the monstrous or pitiful characters in which he is scattered. She
is legion. Not the one who always says no, but the opposite, she who
constantly says yes. A forked yes that gives rise to that in-between
space where everyone is beside himself. Let us not say Roberte-the-
Devil and Théodore-God; rather, let us say that one is the simulacrum
of God (the same as God, hence the Devil) and that the other is the
simulacrum of Satan (the same as the Malicious One, hence God). But
one is the Snubbed Inquisitor (ridiculous seeker of signs, stubborn
and always disappointed interpreter, for there are no signs but only
simulacra), and the other is the Sorceress Saint (always on her way to
a Sabbath in which her desire invokes beings to no avail, for there are
never any men but only simulacra). It is of the nature of simulacra not
to sustain either the exegesis that believes in signs or the virtue that
loves beings.

Catholics scrutinize signs. Calvinists put no trust in them, because
they believe only in the election of souls. But what if we were neither
signs nor souls but simply the same as ourselves (neither the visible
children of our works nor predestined) and thus spread-eagled in the
simulacrum’s distance from itself? This being the case, signs and
men’s destiny would no longer have any common ground. The Edict
of Nantes would have been revoked. We would be in the void left by
Christian theology’s division.'® On this forsaken soil (or perhaps rich
soil, owing to that abandonment) we could give heed to the words of
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Holderlin: “Zeichen sind wir; deutungslos,” and perhaps, further still,
to all those great and fleeting simulacra that made the gods scintillate
in the rising sun, or like great silver arcs in the dead of night.

That is why Le Bain de Diane is doubtless, of all the texts of Klos-
sowski, the one closest to that brilliant light—but very dim for us-
from whence the simulacrum come to us.!! In this exegesis of a
legend one reencounters a configuration similar to that which orga-
nizes the other narratives, as if they all found their great mythical model
there: an annunciative fresco as in La Vocation; Actaeon, Artemis’s
nephew, just as Antoine is Roberte’s; Dionysus, Actaeon’s uncle and
old master of intoxication, of heartbreak, of constantly recurring
death, of perpetual theophany; Diana doubled by her own desire, Act-
aeon metamorphosed both by her own and by that of Artemis. And
yet, in this text devoted to the interpretation of a distant legend and
a myth of distance (the man punished for having tried to approach
the naked deity), the offering is close at hand. There, the bodies are
young, beautiful, undamaged; they run to one another in complete
certainty, for the simulacrum is still presented in its sparkling fresh-
ness, without recourse to the enigma of signs. The phantasms are the
welcoming of appearance in the original light. But it is an origin that,
of its own movement, recedes into an inaccessible distance. Diana at
her bath, the goddess slipping into the water just as she offers herself
to the gaze, is not only the detour of the Greek gods, it is the moment
when the intact unity of the divine “reflects its divinity” in a virginal
body, and thereby doubles itself in a demon that makes her, distant
from herself, appear chaste, and at the same time offers her to the
violence of the Goat. And when divinity ceases to sparkle in the clear-
ings, and doubles itself in appearance where it succumbs while justi-
fying itself, it leaves mythical space and enters the time of the
theologians. The desirable trace of the gods is collected (is perhaps
lost) in the tabernacle and the ambiguous game of signs.

So the pure speech of myth ceases to be possible. How then does
one transcribe into a language such as ours the lost but insistent order
of simulacra? A necessarily impure speech, one that draws such
shadows toward the light and aims to restore to all those simulacra,
beyond the river, something that would be a visible body, a sign or a
being. Tam dira cupido. It is this desire that the goddess has placed in
Actaeon’s heart at the moment of metamorphosis and death: If you
can describe Diana’s nakedness, feel free.
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The language of Klossowski is the prose of Actaeon—a transgres-
sive speech. Is not all speech transgressive, when it has to do with
silence? Gide and many others along with him wanted to transcribe
an impure silence into a pure language, no doubt failing to see that
such a speech derives its purity only from a deeper silence that it
does not name and that speaks in it, in spite of it—thus rendering it
turbid and impure.'? We know now, since Georges Bataille and Mau-
rice Blanchot, that language owes its transgressive power to an in-
verse relation, that of an impure speech to a pure silence, and that it is
in the space indefinitely covered by this impurity that speech can
address such a silence. In Bataille, writing is an undone consecra-
tion—a transubstantiation ritualized in the opposite direction, where
real presence again becomes a recumbent body and finds itself
brought back to silence in a vomiting. Blanchot’s language addresses
death—not to triumph over it in words of glory but to remain in that
Orphic dimension where the song, made possible and necessary by
death, can never look death in the face nor make it visible, so that it
speaks to death and speaks of it in an impossibility that condemns it to
a perpetual mutter.

Klossowski knows these forms of transgression. But he modifies
them in an initiative that is his alone: he treats his own language as a
simulacrum. La Vocation suspendueis the simulated commentary of a
narrative that is itself a simulacrum, since it does not exist or, rather,
it resides entirely in this commentary that is made of it. So that in a
single sheet of language that internal distance opens up which makes
it possible for the commentary of an inaccessible work to be conveyed
in the very presence of the work and for the work to slip away in the
commentary that is nevertheless its only form of existence—mystery
of real presence and enigma of the Same. The Roberte trilogy is treated in a
different way, apparently at least: diary fragments, dialogued scenes,
long conversations that seem to make speech tilt towards the actuality
of an immediate language without any overview. But a complex rela-
tionship is established between these three texts. Roberte, ce soir al-
ready exists within the text itself, since the latter tells about Roberte’s
decision to censor one of the episodes of the novel. But this first narra-
tive also exists in the second that contests it from within through Rob-
erte’s diary, then in the third, when one sees the preparations for its
theatrical performance, a performance that escapes into the very text
of Le Soyffleur, where Roberte, urged to animate Roberte with her
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identical presence, doubles herself in an irreducible hiatus. At the
same time, the narrator of the first story, Antoine, disperses in the
second between Roberte and Octave, then scatters in the multiplicity
of Le Soyffleur, where the one who speaks is, without our being able
to decide, either Théodore Lacase or K., his double, who passes him-
self off as Théodore, tries to lay claim to his works and finds himself
finally in Théodore’s place; or perhaps the Old Man, who presides
over the switches and remains the invisible Prompter of all this lan-
guage. Prompter already dead, Prompted Prompter, perhaps Octave
speaking from beyond death?

None of these, no doubt, but rather that superimposition of voices
that “prompt” each other—insinuating their words in the other’s dis-
course and constantly animating it with a movement, a “pneuma”
that does not belong to it, but “soyfflant” also in the sense of a breath,
an expiration that blows out the light of a candle; soyfflant, finally, in
the sense in which one takes possession of a thing meant for another
(steals his place, his role, his position, his wife). Thus, as Klossowski’s
language recasts itself, projects back over what it has just said in the
helix of a new narrative (there are three, as many as there are turns in
the spiral staircase that embellishes the cover of Le Souyffleur), the
speaking subject scatters into voices that prompt one another, suggest
one another, extinguish one another, replace one another—dispersing
the act of writing and the writer into the distance of the simulacrum
where it loses itself, breathes, and lives.

Usually, when an author talks about himself as an author, he does
so in the confessional mode of the “journal” that speaks the everyday
truth—that impure truth expressed in a spare and pure language.
Klossowski invents, in this recasting of his own language, in this de-
tachment that does not tend toward any intimacy, a simulacral space
that is doubtless the still-hidden contemporary locus of literature.
Klossowski writes a work, one of the rare works, that discovers. In it
one perceives that literature’s being concerns neither men nor signs
but this space of the double, this hollow of the simulacrum where
Christianity became enchanted with its Demon, and where the
Greeks feared the glittering presence of the gods with their arrows.
Distance and proximity of the Same, where we others now find our
only language.
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BEHIND THE FABLE?®*

In every work with a narrative form one needs to distinguish be-
tween fable and fiction. The fable is what is related (episodes, charac-
ters, functions they exercise in the narrative, events). Fiction is the
narrative system, or rather the various systems according to which it
is “narrated” [“recite”’] —the narrator’s stance toward what he is relat-
ing (depending on whether he is part of the adventure, or contem-
plates it as a slightly detached observer, or is excluded from it and
comes upon it from the outside), the presence or absence of a neutral
gaze that surveys things and people, providing an objective descrip-
tion of them; an involvement of the whole narrative in the perspective
of one character or several in succession or none in particular; a dis-
course repeating the events after the fact or dubbing them as they
unfold, and so on. The fable is made up of elements placed in a certain
order. Fiction is the weaving of established relations, through the dis-
course itself. Fiction, an “aspect” of the fable.

When one speaks in reality, one can very well say “fabulous”
things, but the triangle formed by the speaking subject, his discourse,
and what he tells is determined from the outside by the situation, so
there is no fiction. In that analagon of discourse that the work consti-
tutes, this relation can only be established within the very act of
speaking; what is recounted must indicate, by itself, who is speaking,
and at what distance, and according to what perspective, and using

*This essay appeared in an issue of L’4rc devoted to the writings of Jules Verne (L’4rc
29 [May 1966}, pp. 5-12). Robert Hurley’s translation.
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what mode of discourse. The work is defined less by the elements of
the fable or their ordering than by the modes of fiction, indicated as if
obliquely by the very wording [enonce] of the fable. A narrative’s fable
resides in the mythical possibilities of the culture; its writing resides
in the possibilities of the language; its fiction, in the possibilities of the
speech act.

No epoch has used simultaneously all the modes of fiction that can
be defined abstractly: certain ones are always excluded and treated as
parasites; others, by the same token, are privileged and define a norm.
The discourse of the author, interrupting his narrative and lifting his
eyes from the text to appeal to the reader, inviting him to serve as a
judge or witness of what is happening, was frequent in the eighteenth
century; it all but disappeared in the course of the last century. On the
other hand, the discourse that is linked to the act of writing, that is
contemporaneous with its unfolding and enclosed in it, made its ap-
pearance less than a century ago. Perhaps it has exerted a very strong
tyranny, banishing with the accusation of naiveté, artifice, or crude
realism an entire fiction that would not have its locus in the discourse
of a single subject and in the very act of its writing.

Since new modes of fiction were admitted into the literary work (a
neutral language speaking by itself and without a locus, in an unbro-
ken flow of language, unfamiliar words streaming in from the out-
side, a patchwork of discourses each having a different mode), it
again becomes possible to read, according to their own architecture,
texts that, because they were peopled with “parasitic discourses,” had
been excluded from literature.

The narratives of Jules Verne are wonderfully full of those disconti-
nuities in the fictional mode. Time after time, the relationship estab-
lished between narrator, discourse, and fable comes undone and
reconstitutes itself according to a new design. The storytelling text
continually breaks off, changes signs, reverses itself, moves away,
comes from elsewhere and as if from a different voice. Speakers, ap-
pearing out of nowhere, introduce themselves, silence those who
came before, hold forth for a moment in their own discourse, and
then suddenly yield the floor to another of those anonymous faces,
those grey silhouettes. An organization completely contrary to that of
The Thousand and One Nights: there, each narrative, even if it is re-
lated by a third party, is constructed —fictionally —by the one who lived
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the story; to each fable its voice, to each voice a new fable. The whole
“fiction” consists in the movement by which a character disconnects
from the fable to which he belongs and becomes a teller of the next
fable. In Jules Verne, a single fable per novel, but related by different,
tangled, obscure voices, contending with one another.

Behind the characters of the fable—those one sees, who have a
name, hold dialogues, and to whom adventures happen —there reigns
a whole shadow theater, with its rivalries and its nocturnal contests,
its jousts and its triumphs. Bodyless voices jostle each other to re-
count the fable.

1. Right beside the main characters,' sharing their familiarity,
knowing their faces, their habits, their civil status, but also their
thoughts and the secret folds of their nature, listening to their retorts
but experiencing their feelings as if from within, a shadow speaks. It
is in the same boat as the essential characters, sees things as they do,
shares their adventures, worries along with them about what might
happen. It is what transforms the adventure into a narrative. Al-
though this narrator is endowed with great powers, it has its limits
and its constraints: it slipped into the lunar cannonball, next to Ardan,
Barbicane and Nicholl, and yet there are secret meetings at the Gun
Club that it was unable to attend. Is it the same narrator or another
thatis here and there, in Baltimore and at Kilimanjaro, in the sidereal
rocket, on earth, and in the submarine probe? Are we to assume a
kind of supernumerary character throughout the story, continually
wandering around in the limbo of the narration, an empty silhouette
that would have the gift of ubiquity? Or, rather, should we imagine
attentive, singular, and talkative spirits in each place, for each group
of persons? In any case, these shadow figures are in the first row of
invisibility: they are very nearly true characters.

2. Set back from these intimate “narrators,” more discrete, more
furtive characters make speeches telling about their movements or
indicating a change from one to the other. “On that evening,” say
these voices, “a stranger who might have chanced to be in Baltimore
could not have gained admission for love or money into the great
hall . . .”; and yet an invisible stranger (a level-one narrator) was
able to pass through the doors and give an account of the auction “as
if he were there.” Such voices also pass the turn to speak from one
narrator to another, thus ensuring that the hide-the-slipper game of
the discourse keeps moving. “Though the honorable Mr. Maston did
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not hear the cheers given in his honor” (he has just been applauded in
the gigantic shell), “at least his ears buzzed” (and the speaker is now
in Baltimore).

3. A discourse even more exterior to the visible forms of the fable
recaptures it in its entirety and refers it to another narrative system,
to an objective chronology or, in any case, to a time which is that of
the reader himself. That voice completely “hors fable” indicates his-
torical markers (“During the War of Rebellion, a new and influential
club . . .”); it recalls the other narratives published by Jules Verne on
an analogous subject (in a note appearing in Sans dessus dessous, it
carries exactitude to the point of differentiating between real polar
expeditions and the one recounted in Le Desert de glace); it also some-
times refreshes the reader’s memory throughout the narrative (“Re-
member that . . .”). This voice is that of the absolute narrator: the
writer’s first person (but neutralized) noting in the margins of his
narrative what one needs to know in order to read it comfortably.

4. Behind it, and even more distant, another voice is raised from
time to time. It contests the narrative, underscores the latter’s improb-
abilities, points out everything that might be impossible. But it imme-
diately replies to this contestation that it has fostered. You must not
think, it says, that a person would have to be insane to undertake such
an adventure: “This fact need surprise no one. The Yankees, the first
mechanicians in the world. . . .” The characters confined in the lu-
nar rocket are stricken with strange feelings of malaise, but do not be
surprised: “During the last twelve hours the atmosphere of the projec-
tile had become charged with this deleterious gas, the final product of
expiration.” And, as an added precaution, this justificatory voice itself
raises problems that it must resolve: “We may, perhaps, be astonished
to find Barbicane and his companions so little occupied with the
future. . . .

5. There exists a last mode of discourse even more exterior. A com-
pletely toneless voice, articulated by no one, without any support or
point of origin, coming from an indeterminate elsewhere and arising
within the text through an act of pure irruption. Anonymous language
deposited there in large sheets. Immigrant discourse. Now, this dis-
course is always a technical discourse. To be sure, there are long
scientific treatises in the dialogues, or expositions, or letters or tele-
grams attributed to various characters; but they are not in that
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position of exteriority which marks the fragments of “automatic infor-
mation” by which the narrative is occasionally interrupted. A table of
simultaneous schedules in the principal cities of the world; a table in
three columns indicating the name, location, and height of the great
mountain masses of the Moon; measurements of the Earth introduced
by the simple formula, “Let one judge by the following figures. . . .”
Deposited there by a voice that cannot be assigned, these moraines of
knowledge remain at the external border of the narrative.

These voices behind the fable, whose interchange guides the weave of
the fiction, would need to be studied for themselves, in their interplay
and their struggles. Let us limit ourselves to the one mentioned above.

It is strange that in these “scientific novels” the technical discourse
comes from elsewhere, like a reported language. Strange that it
speaks by itself in an anonymous murmur. Strange that it appears in
the form of irruptive and autonomous fragments. Now, an analysis of
the fable reveals the same arrangement, as if it reproduced, in the
relationships of the characters, the entanglement of the discourses
thatrecount their imaginary adventures.

1. In the novels of Jules Verne the scientist remains on the fringe. It
is not to him that the adventure occurs, or at least he is not the main
protagonist. He imparts information, deploys a knowledge, states the
possibilities and the limits, observes the results, calmly waits to make
sure that what he said was true, and that knowledge was not misrep-
resented by him. Maston has directed all the operations, but he is not
the one who goes to the Moon; he is not the one who will fire the
Kilimanjaro cannon. A recording cylinder, he reels out an already-
constituted knowledge, obeys impulses, functions all alone in the se-
crecy of his automatism, and produces results. The scientist does not
discover: he is the one in whom knowledge has been inscribed, the
smooth scrawl of a science done elsewhere. In Hector Servadac the
scientist is only an inscription stone; he is called, appropriately,
Palmyrin Rosette.

2. Jules Verne’s scientist is a pure intermediary. An arithmetician,
he measures, multiplies, and divides (like Maston or Rosette); a pure
technician, he utilizes and constructs (like Schultze or Camaret). He is
a Homo calculator, nothing more than a meticulous “n R?”. That is
why he is distracted, not only with that heedlessness attributed to
scientists by tradition but with a deeper distraction: withdrawn from
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the world and from adventure, he arithmetizes; withdrawn from in-
ventive knowledge, he works it out and figures it out. Which exposes
him to all the accidental distractions that manifest his profoundly ab-
stractbeing.

3. The scientist is always placed at the weakest point. At worst he
embodies evil (Face au drapeau); or he allows it without intending it
or seeing it (L’Etonnante aventure de la mission Barsac); or he is an
exile (Robert); or he is a gentle maniac (as are the artillerists of the
Gun Club); or, if he is likeable and on the verge of being a positive
protagonist, then it is in his very calculations that the snag is hit (Mas-
ton makes a mistake in recopying the measurements of the Earth). In
any case, the scientist is the one who is defective in something (the
fractured skull and artificial arm of the Gun Club secretary declare
this clearly enough). From this, a general principle: knowledge and
defect are linked together, and a law of proportionality: the less the
scientist is mistaken, the more he is perverse, or demented, or a
stranger to the world (Camaret); the more he is positive, the more he
is mistaken (Maston, as his name indicates and as the story shows, is
only a web of errors: he was mistaken about the masses when he
began to search the sea bottom for the rocket that was floating, and
about the tons when he tried to calculate the weight of the Earth).
Science speaks only in an empty space.

4. Opposite the scientist, the positive hero is ignorance itself. In
some cases (Michel Ardan) he slips into the adventure that knowl-
edge authorizes, and if he penetrates into the space thatis provided by
calculation it is as though he were in a kind of game—in order to see.
In other cases he falls unwittingly into the trap that is set. To be sure,
he learns as the episodes succeed one another, but his role is never to
acquire this knowledge and become its master and possessor in his
turn. Either, as a simple witness, he is there to relate what he has
seen; or his function is to destroy the infernal knowledge and to oblit-
erate its traces (that is the case with Jane Braxton in L’Etonnante
aventure de la mission Barsac). Looking closely, moreover, one sees
that the two functions merge: in both cases it is a matter of reducing
the (fabulous) reality to the pure (and imaginary) truth of the narra-
tive. Maston, the innocent scientist, aided by the innocent and igno-
rant Evangelina Scorbitt, is the one whose “flaw” makes possible the
impossible undertaking and yet dooms it to failure, obliterates it from
reality only to offer it to the useless fiction of the narrative.
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It should be noted that in general Jules Verne’s great calculators
assign themselves and are given a very definite task: to prevent the
world from coming to a halt through the effect of a fatal equilibrium;
to recover energy sources, to discover the central source, to provide
for a planetary colonization, to escape the monotony of the human
reign. In short, it is a matter of fighting against entropy. Which ex-
plains (if we go from the level of the fable to that of the themes) the
persistent recurrence of the adventures of cold and hot, of ice and
volcano, of blazing planets and dead stars, of heights and depths, of
propulsive energy and declining motion. Time and again, against the
most probable world—neutral, blank, homogeneous, anonymous—the
calculator (whether he is brilliant, mad, mean, or distracted) makes it
possible to discover a fiery heat source that ensures disequilibrium
and secures the world against death. The fault in which the calculator
is lodged, the pitfall that his foolishness or his error arranges on the
great surface of knowledge hurls truth into the fabulous event where
it becomes visible, where the energies again break forth in profusion,
where the world is restored to a new youth, where all the fires flare
up and illuminate the darkness. Until the moment (infinitely near to
the first one) when error is dissipated, when madness does away with
itself, and when truth is restored to its all-too-probable frothing, its
indefinite babble.

Now we can grasp the coherence that exists between the modes of
fiction, the forms of the fable, and the content of the themes. The great
play of shadows that unfolded behind the fable was the struggle be-
tween the neutral probability of scientific discourse (that smooth,
anonymous, monochord voice that comes from who knows where
and inserts itself in the fiction, imposing the certainty of its truth) and
the birth, triumph, and death of the improbable discourses in which
the figures of the fable took shape, in which they also disappeared. In
defiance of scientific truths and breaking their icy voice, the dis-
courses of fiction constantly proceeded upstream toward the greatest
improbability. Above that monotonous hum in which the end of the
world was expressed, they spread the asymmetrical fervor of risk, of
unlikely chance, of impatient unreason. Jules Verne’s novels consti-
tute the negentropy of knowledge. Not science turned recreative, but
re-creation based on the uniform discourse of science.

This function of scientific discourse (a hum that must be returned
to its improbability) reminds one of the role that Raymond Roussel
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assigned to the readymade phrases that he found and shattered, pul-
verized, shook, to make them stream forth with the miraculous
strangeness of the impossible narrative. What disturbs the din of lan-
guage and restores it to the disequilibrium of its sovereign powers is
not knowledge (always more and more probable); it is not the fable
(which has its obligatory forms); it is, between the two, as if in a
limbolike invisibility, the ardent games of fiction.

In their themes and their fable Jules Verne’s narratives are quite close
to novels of “initiation” or “education.” In their fiction they are dia-
metrically opposite. No doubt, the naive protagonist goes through his
own adventures like so many tests marked by ritual events—
purification by fire, icy death, journey across a dangerous region,
climb and descent, passage to the point of no return, near-miraculous
return to the starting point. But, in addition, every initiation or educa-
tion regularly obeys the twofold law of disappointment and metamor-
phosis. The protagonist came in search of a truth that he knew from a
distance, and that flickered for his innocent eyes. He does not find that
truth, because it was the truth of his desire or his idle curiosity. In
return, a reality that he never suspected is revealed to him, a reality
that is deeper, more reticent, more beautiful or darker than the one
with which he was familiar: that reality is himself and the world
transfigured by each other; the coal and the diamond have exchanged
their blackness, their brilliancy. Jules Verne’s Voyages obey a com-
pletely opposite law: a truth unfolds, according to its autonomous
laws, before the astonished eyes of the ignorant, the impassive eyes of
those who know. That smooth sheet, that discourse without a speak-
ing subject would have remained in its essential retreat if the scien-
tist’s “deviation” (his defect, his mediocrity, his distraction, the snag
that he constitutes in the world) had not provoked it to reveal itself.
Thanks to that slender crack, the characters pass through a world of
truth that remains indifferent and closes back in on itself once they
have gone by. When they return, they have seen and learned, to be
sure, but nothing has changed, either on the face of the world or in the
depths of their being. The adventure has left no scar. And the “dis-
tracted” scientist withdraws into the essential retreat of knowledge.
“In compliance with its author’s wishes, the work of Camaret was
completely dead, and nothing would convey the name of that brilliant
and mad inventor to future ages.” The multiple voices of fiction are
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reabsorbed into the disembodied hum of science; and the great undu-
lations of the most probable erase the bones of the most improbable
from their infinite sands. And that goes so far as the probable disap-
pearance and reappearance of all science, which Jules Verne predicts,
at the time of his death, in L’Eternel Adam.

“Mademoiselle Mornas has her own way of accosting you with an
Ini-tiate (good day), that’s all I have to say to you.” But in the sense in
which one says: Initiate, good night.

NOTES

1 For the sake of convenience I shall take as a privileged example the three books: De la Terre a
lalune, Autourde la lune,[Fromthe Earth to the Moon; including the sequel, Around the Moon,
trans. Louis Mercier and Eleanor E. King, rev. Charles Hull (New York: Didier, 1947)] and Sans
dessus dessous.



THE THOUGHT OF THE OUTSIDE?*

I LIE, I SPEAK

In ancient times, this simple assertion was enough to shake the foun-
dations of Greek truth: “I lie, I speak,” on the other hand, puts the
whole of modern fiction to the test.

The force of these assertions is not in fact the same. As we know,
Epimenides’ argument can be mastered if, discourse having been
slyly folded back upon itself, a distinction is made between two propo-
sitions, the first of which is the object of the second. The grammatical
configuration of the paradox cannot suppress this essential duality, try
as it might to dodge it (particularly if the paradox is locked into “I lie”
in its simple form). Every proposition must be of a higher “type” than
that which serves as its object. That the object-proposition recurs in
the proposition that designates it; that the Cretan’s sincerity is com-
promised the instant he speaks by the content of his assertion; that he
may indeed be lying about lying—all this is less an insurmountable
logical obstacle than the result of a plain and simple fact—the speak-
ing subject is also the subject about which it speaks.

In forthrightly saying “I speak” I am exposed to none of these per-
ils; the two propositions hidden in the statement (“I speak” and “I say
that I speak”) in no way compromise each other. I am protected by the
impenetrable fortress of the assertion’s self-assertion, by the way it
coincides exactly with itself, leaving no jagged edges, averting all dan-

*This essay originally appeared in Critique229 (June 1966), pp. 523 - 46. The translation,
by Brian Massumi, has been slightly amended.
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ger of error by saying no more than that I am speaking. Neither in the
words in question nor in the subject that pronounces them is there an
obstacle or insinuation to come between the object-proposition and
the proposition that states it. It is therefore true, undeniably true, that I
am speaking when I say that I am speaking.

But things may not be that simple. Although the formal position of
“I speak” does not raise problems of its own, its meaning opens a
potentially unlimited realm of questions, in spite of its apparent clar-
ity. “I speak” refers to a supporting discourse that provides it with an
object. That discourse, however, is missing; the sovereignty of “I
speak” can only reside in the absence of any other language; the dis-
course about which I speak does not preexist the nakedness articu-
lated the moment I say, “I speak”; it disappears the instant I fall silent.
Any possibility of language dries up in the transitivity of its execution.
The desert surrounds it. In what extreme delicacy, at what slight and
singular point, could a language come together in an attempt to recap-
ture itself in the stripped-down form, “I speak”? Unless, of course, the
void in which the contentless slimness of “I speak” is manifested were
an absolute opening through which language endlessly spreads forth,
while the subject—the “I” who speaks—fragments, disperses, scatters,
disappearing in that naked space. If the only site for language is in-
deed the solitary sovereignty of “I speak,” then in principle nothing
can limit it—not the one to whom it is addressed, not the truth of what
it says, not the values or systems of representation it utilizes. In short,
it is no longer discourse and the communication of meaning, but a
spreading forth of language in its raw state, an unfolding of pure exte-
riority. And the subject that speaks is less the responsible agent of a
discourse (what holds it, what uses it to assert and judge, what some-
times represents itself in it by means of a grammatical form designed
to have that effect) than a nonexistence in whose emptiness the un-
ending outpouring of language uninterruptedly continues.

Itis a widely held belief that modern literature is characterized by a
doubling-back that enables it to designate itself; this self-reference
supposedly allows it both to interiorize to the extreme (to state noth-
ing but itself) and to manifest itself in the shimmering sign of its dis-
tant existence. In fact, the event that gave rise to what we call
“literature” in the strict sense is only superficially an interiorization; it
is far more a question of a passage to the “outside”: language escapes
the mode of being of discourse—in other words, the dynasty of
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representation—and literary speech develops from itself, forming a
network in which each point is distinct, distant from even its closest
neighbors, and has a position in relation to every other point in a
space that simultaneously holds and separates them all. Literature is
not language approaching itself until it reaches the point of its fiery
manifestation,; it is, rather, language getting as far away from itself as
possible. And if, in this setting “outside of itself,” it unveils its own
being, the sudden clarity reveals not a folding-back but a gap, not a
turning back of signs upon themselves but a dispersion. The “subject”
of literature (what speaks in it and what it speaks about) is less lan-
guage in its positivity than the void that language takes as its space
when it articulates itself in the nakedness of “I speak.”

This neutral space is what characterizes contemporary Western
fiction (which is why it is no longer mythology or rhetoric). The rea-
son it is now so necessary to think through this fiction —while in the
past it was a matter of thinking the truth-is that “I speak” runs
counter to “I think.” “I think” led to the indubitable certainty of the “I”
and its existence; “I speak,” on the other hand, distances, disperses,
effaces that existence and lets only its empty emplacement appear.
Thought about thought, an entire tradition wider than philosophy, has
taught us that thought leads us to the deepest interiority. Speech about
speech leads us, by way of literature as well as perhaps by other
paths, to the outside in which the speaking subject disappears. No
doubt, that is why Western thought took so long to think the being of
language: as if it had a premonition of the danger that the naked expe-
rience of language poses for the self-evidence of “I think.”

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE OUTSIDE

The breakthrough to a language from which the subject is excluded,
the bringing to light of a perhaps irremediable incompatibility be-
tween the appearing of language in its being and consciousness of the
self in its identity, is an experience now being heralded at diverse
points in culture: in the simple gesture of writing as in attempts to
formalize language; in the study of myths as in psychoanalysis; in the
search for a Logos that would be like the birthplace of all of Western
reason. We are standing on the edge of an abyss that had long been
invisible: the being of language only appears for itself with the disap-
pearance of the subject. How can we gain access to this strange rela-
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tion? Perhaps through a form of thought whose still vague possibility
was sketched by Western culture in its margins. A thought that stands
outside subjectivity, setting its limits as though from without, articu-
lating its end, making its dispersion shine forth, taking in only its
invincible absence; and that, at the same time, stands at the threshold
of all positivity, not in order to grasp its foundation or justification but
in order to regain the space of its unfolding, the void serving as its site,
the distance in which it is constituted and into which its immediate
certainties slip the moment they are glimpsed —a thought that, in rela-
tion to the interiority of our philosophical reflection and the positivity
of our knowledge, constitutes what in a phrase we might call “the
thought of the outside.”

It will one day be necessary to try to define the fundamental forms
and categories of this “thought of the outside.” It will also be neces-
sary to try to retrace its path, to find out where it comes to us from and
in what direction it is moving. One might assume that it was born of
the mystical thinking that has prowled the confines of Christianity
since the texts of the Pseudo-Dionysus: perhaps it survived for a mil-
lennium or so in the various forms of negative theology. Yet nothing is
less certain: although this experience involves going “outside of one-
self,” this is done ultimately in order to find oneself, to wrap and
gather oneself in the dazzling interiority of a thought that is rightfully
Being and Speech, in other words, Discourse, even if it is the silence
beyond all language and the nothingness beyond all being.

Itis less rash to suppose that the first rending to expose the thought
of the outside was, paradoxically, the recursive monologue of the
Marquis de Sade. In the age of Kant and Hegel, at a time when the
interiorization of the law of history and the world was being imperi-
ously demanded by Western consciousness as never before, Sade
never ceases speaking ofthe nakedness of desire as the lawless law of
the world. In the same period Hélderlin’s poetry manifested the shim-
mering absence of the gods and pronounced the new law of the obli-
gation to wait, infinitely long no doubt, for the enigmatic succor of
“God’s failing.” Can it be said without stretching things that Sade and
Holderlin simultaneously introduced into our thinking, for the com-
ing century, but in some way cryptically, the experience of the
outside—the former by laying desire bare in the infinite murmur of
discourse, the latter by discovering that the gods had wandered off
through a rift in language as it was in the process of losing its bear-
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ings? That experience was afterward to remain not exactly hidden,
because it had not penetrated the thickness of our culture, but afloat,
foreign, exterior to our interiority, for the entire time the demand was
being formulated, most imperiously, to interiorize the world, to erase
alienation, to move beyond the false moment of alienation [Entaisse-
rung], to humanize nature, to naturalize man, and to recover on earth
the treasures that had been spent in heaven.

The same experience resurfaced in the second half of the nine-
teenth century at the very core of language, which had become—even
though our culture was still seeking to mirror itself in it as if it held
the secret of its interiority —the sparkle of the outside. It resurfaces in
Nietzsche’s discovery that all of Western metaphysics is tied not only
to its grammar (that had been largely suspected since Schlegel) but to
those who, in holding discourse, have a hold over the right to speak;
and in Mallarmé when language appears as a leave-taking from that
which it names, but especially - beginning with Igitur and continuing
through the aleatory and autonomous theatricality of the Le Livre—as
the movement of the speaker’s disappearance; and in Artaud, when
all of discursive language is constrained to come undone in the vio-
lence of the body and the cry, and when thought, forsaking the wordy
interiority of consciousness, becomes a material energy, the suffering
of the flesh, the persecution and rending of the subject itself; and in
Bataille, when thought ceases to be the discourse of contradiction or
the unconscious, becoming the discourse of the limit, of ruptured sub-
jectivity, transgression; and in Klossowski, with the experience of the
double, of the exteriority of simulacra, of the insane theatrical multi-
plication of the Me.

Blanchot is perhaps more than just another witness to this thought.
So far, has he withdrawn into the manifestation of his work, so com-
pletely is he, not hidden by his texts, but absent from their existence
and absent by virtue of the marvelous force of their existence, that for
us he is that thought itself—its real, absolutely distant, shimmering,
invisible presence, its necessary destiny, its inevitable law, its calm,
infinite, measured strength.

REFLECTION, FICTION

It is extremely difficult to find a language faithful to this thought. Any
purely reflexive discourse runs the risk of leading the experience of
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the outside back to the dimension of interiority; reflection tends irre-
sistibly to repatriate it to the side of consciousness and to develop it
into a description of living that depicts the “outside” as the experience
of the body, space, the limits of the will, and the ineffaceable presence
of the other. The vocabulary of fiction is equally perilous: due to the
thickness of its images, sometimes merely by virtue of the transpar-
ency of the most neutral or hastiest figures, it risks setting down
readymade meanings that stitch the old fabric of interiority back to-
gether in the form of an imagined outside.

Hence the necessity of converting reflexive language. It must be
directed not toward any inner confirmation—not toward a kind of
central, unshakable certitude-but toward an outer bound where it
must continually content itself. When language arrives at its own
edge, what it finds is not a positivity that contradicts it but the void
that will efface it. Into that void it must go, consenting to come undone
in the rumbling, in the immediate negation of what it says, in a silence
that is not the intimacy of a secret but a pure outside where words
endlessly unravel. That is why Blanchot’s language does not use ne-
gation dialectically. To negate dialectically brings what one negates
into the troubled interiority of the mind. To negate one’s own dis-
course, as Blanchot does, is to cast it ceaselessly outside of itself, to
deprive it at every moment not only of what it has just said, but of the
very ability to speak. It is to leave it where it lies, far behind one, in
order to be free for a new beginning—a beginning that is a pure origin
because its only principles are itself and the void, but that is also a
rebeginning because what freed that void was the language of the past
in the act of hollowing itself out. Not reflection, but forgetting; not
contradiction, but a contestation that effaces; not reconciliation, but
droning on and on; not mind in laborious conquest of its unity, but the
endless erosion of the outside; not truth finally shedding light on it-
self, but the streaming and distress of a language that has always
already begun. “Not speech, barely a murmur, barely a tremor, less
than silence, less than the abyss of the void; the fullness of the void,
something one cannot silence, occupying all of space, the uninter-
rupted, the incessant, a tremor and already a murmur, not a murmur
but speech, and not just any speech, distinct speech, precise speech,
within my reach.”

This kind of symmetrical conversion is required of the language of
fiction. It must no longer be a power that tirelessly produces images



The Thought of the Outside 153

and makes them shine but, rather, a power that undoes them, that
lessens their overload, that infuses them with an inner transparency
that illuminates them little by little until they burst and scatter in the
lightness of the unimaginable. Blanchot’s fictions are, rather than the
images themselves, their transformation, displacement, and neutral
interstices. They are precise; the only figures they outline are in the
gray tones of everyday life and the anonymous. And when wonder
overtakes them, it is never in themselves but in the void surrounding
them, in the space in which they are set, rootless and without founda-
tion. The fictitious is never in things or in people but in the impossible
verisimilitude of what lies between them —encounters, the proximity
of what is most distant, the absolute dissimulation in our very midst.
Therefore, fiction consists not in showing the invisible, but in show-
ing the extent to which the invisibility of the visible is invisible. Thus,
it bears a profound relation to space; understood in this way, space is
to fiction what the negative is to reflection (whereas dialectical nega-
tion is tied to the fable of time). No doubt, this is the role that houses,
hallways, doors, and rooms play in almost all of Blanchot’s narratives:
placeless places, beckoning thresholds, closed, forbidden spaces that
are nevertheless exposed to the winds, hallways fanned by doors that
open rooms for unbearable encounters and create gulfs between
them, across which voices cannot carry, and that even muffle cries;
corridors leading to more corridors where the night resounds, beyond
sleep, with the smothered voices of those who speak, with the cough
of the sick, with the death rattle of the dying, with the suspended
breath of those who ceaselessly cease living; a long and narrow room,
like a tunnel, in which approach and distance—the approach of for-
getting, the distance of the wait—draw near to one another and un-
endingly move apart.

Thus reflexive patience, always directed outside itself, and a fiction
that cancels itself out in the void where it undoes its forms intersect to
form a discourse appearing with no conclusion and no image, with no
truth and no theater, with no proof, no mask, no affirmation, free of
any center, unfettered to any native soil; a discourse that constitutes
its own space as the outside toward which, and outside of which, it
speaks. This discourse, as speech of the outside whose words wel-
come the outside it addresses, has the openness of a commentary: the
repetition of what continually murmurs outside. But this discourse, as
a speech that is always outside what it says, is an incessant advance



154 Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology

toward that whose absolutely fine-spun light has never received lan-
guage. This singular mode of being of discourse—a return to the am-
biguous hollowness of undoing and origin—no doubt defines the
common ground of Blanchot’s “novels” and “narratives,” and of his
“criticism.” From the moment discourse ceases to follow the slope of
self-interiorizing thought and, addressing the very being of language,
returns thought to the outside; from that moment, in a single stroke, it
becomes a meticulous narration of experiences, encounters, and im-
probable signs—language about the outside of all language, speech
about the invisible side of words. And it becomes attentiveness to
what in language already exists, has already been said, imprinted,
manifested —a listening less to what is articulated in language than to
the void circulating between its words, to the murmur that is forever
taking it apart; a discourse on the nondiscourse of all language; the
fiction of the invisible space in which it appears. That is why the
distinction between “novels,” “narratives,” and “criticism” is progres-
sively weakened in Blanchot until, in L’ 4ttente ’oubli, language alone
is allowed to speak —what is no one’s, is neither fiction nor reflection,
neither already said nor never yet said, but is instead “between them,
this place with its fixed open expanse, the retention of things in their
latent state.”

BEING ATTRACTED AND NEGLIGENT

Attraction is no doubt for Blanchot what desire is for Sade, force for
Nietzsche, the materiality of thought for Antonin Artaud, and trans-
gression for Georges Bataille: the pure, most naked, experience of the
outside. It is necessary to be clear about what the word designates:
“attraction,” as Blanchot means it, does not depend on any charm. Nor
does it break one’s solitude or found any positive communication. To
be attracted is not to be beckoned by the allure of the exterior, rather,
it is to suffer—in emptiness and destitution—the presence of the out-
side and, tied to that presence, the fact that one is irremediably out-
side the outside. Far from calling on one interiority to draw close to
another, attraction makes it imperiously manifest that the outside is
there, open, without depth, without protection or reserve (how could
it have any when it had no interiority. and, instead, infinitely unfolds
outside any enclosure?), but that one cannot gain access to that open-
ing because the outside never yields its essence. The outside cannot
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offer itself as a positive presence—as something inwardly illuminated
by the certainty of its own existence—but only as an absence that pulls
as far away from itself as possible, receding into the sign it makes to
draw one toward it, as though it were possible to reach it. Attraction,
the marvelous simplicity of opening, has nothing to offer but the infi-
nite void that opens beneath the feet of the person it attracts, the indif-
ference that greets him as if he were not there, a silence too insistent
to be resisted and too ambiguous to be deciphered and definitively
interpreted—nothing to offer but a woman’s gesture in a window, a
door left ajar, the smile of a guard before a forbidden threshold, a gaze
condemned to death.

Negligence is the necessary correlate of attraction. The relations
between them are complex. To be susceptible to attraction a person
must be negligent—essentially negligent, with total disregard for what
one is doing (in Aminadab, Thomas enters the fabulous boarding-
house only because he neglects to enter the house across the street)
and with the attitude that one’s past and kin and whole other life is
nonexistent, thus relegating them to the outside (neither in the board-
inghouse in 4minadab nor in the city in Le Tres-haut, nor in the
“sanatorium” of Le Dernier homme, nor in the apartment in Le Mo-
ment voulu does one know what is going on outside, or care to know:
one is outside the outside, which is never figured, only incessantly
hinted at by the whiteness of its absence, the pallor of an abstract
memory, or at most by the glint of snow through a window). This kind
of negligence is in fact the flip side of a zealousness—a mute, unjusti-
fied, obstinate diligence in surrendering oneself, against all odds, to
being attracted by attraction, or more precisely (since attraction has
no positivity) to being, in the void, the aimless movement without a
moving body of attraction itself. Pierre Klossowski was so right to
emphasize that in Le Tres-Haut Henri’s last name is “Sorge” (Care)
although it is mentioned only once or twice in the text.

But is this zeal always alert? Does it not commit an oversight that
may seem trifling but is in fact more crucial than that massive forget-
ting of an entire life, of all prior attachments and relations? Is not the
stride that tirelessly carries the attracted person forward precisely dis-
traction and error? Was it not necessary to “hold back, stay put,” as is
suggested several times in Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas and in Le
Moment voulu? Is it not in the nature of zeal to weigh itself down with
its own solicitude, to hold it too far, to multiply steps, to grow dizzy
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with stubbornness, to advance toward the attraction, when attraction
speaks imperiously from the depths of its withdrawal only to what is
itself withdrawn? It is of the essence of zeal to be negligent, to believe
that what is concealed lies elsewhere, that the past will repeat itself,
that the law applies to it, that it is awaited, watched over, spied upon.
Who will ever know if Thomas—perhaps “Doubting Thomas” should
come to mind—had more faith than the others in his questioning of
his own belief and in his demands to see and touch? And is what he
touched on a body of flesh really what he was after when he asked for
a resurrected presence? And was not the illumination suffusing him
as much shadow as light? Perhaps Lucie was not who he was looking
for; perhaps he should have questioned the person who was thrust on
him for a companion; perhaps, instead of trying to get to the upper
stories to find the implausible woman who had smiled at him, he
should have followed the simple path, taken the gentlest slope, and
abandoned himselfto the vegetal powers below. Perhaps it was not he
who had been called, perhaps someone else was awaited.

All this uncertainty, which makes zeal and negligence two indefi-
nitely reversible figures, undoubtedly has as its principle “the care-
lessness ruling the house.”® This negligence is more visible, more
concealed, more ambiguous yet more fundamental than any other.
Everything in it can be deciphered as an intentional sign, as secret
diligence, as spying or entrapment: perhaps the lazy servants are hid-
den powers; perhaps the wheel of fortune dispenses fates recorded
long ago in books. But now zeal does not envelop negligence as its
necessary allotment of shadow; rather, negligence remains so indif-
ferent to what can manifest or conceal it that any gesture pertaining to
it takes on the value of a sign. It was out of negligence that Thomas
was called: the opening of attraction and the negligence welcoming
the person who is attracted are one and the same. The constraint it
creates is not simply blind (which is why it is absolute, and absolutely
nonreciprocal). It is illusory; it binds no one because it itself is bound
to that bond and can no longer be pure and open attraction. How
could attraction not be essentially negligent—leaving things what they
are, letting time pass and repeat, letting people advance toward it? For
it is the infinite outside, for it is nothing that does not fall outside it, for
it undoes every figure of interiority in pure dispersion.

One is attracted precisely to the extent that one is neglected. This is
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why zeal can only consist in neglecting that negligence, in oneself
becoming a courageously negligent solicitude, in going toward the
lightin negligence of shadow, until it is discovered that the light itself
is only negligence, a pure outside equivalent to a darkness that dis-
perses, like a blown-out candle, the negligent zeal it had attracted.

WHERE IS THE LAW, AND WHAT DOES THE LAW DO?

Being negligent, being attracted, is a way of manifesting and conceal-
ing the law—of manifesting the withdrawal with which it conceals
itself, of consequently attracting it in a lightthat hides it.

If it were self-evident and in the heart, the law would no longer be
the law, but the sweet interiority of consciousness. If, on the other
hand, it were present in a text, if it were possible to decipher it be-
tween the lines of a book, if it were in a register that could be con-
sulted, then it would have the solidity of external things: it would be
possible to follow or disobey it. Where then would its power reside, by
what force or prestige would it command respect? In fact, the pres-
ence of the law is its concealment. Sovereignly, the law haunts cities,
institutions, conduct, and gestures; whatever one does, however great
the disorder and carelessness, it has already applied its might: “The
house is always, at every instant, in proper order.” Taking liberties is
not enough to interrupt it; you might think that you have detached
yourself from it and can observe its exercise from without. The mo-
mentyou believe that you can read its decrees from afar, and that they
apply only to other people, is the moment you are closest to the law;
you make it circulate, you “contribute to the enforcement of a public
decree.” Yet this perpetual manifestation never illuminates what the
law says or wants: the law is not the principle or inner rule of con-
duct. It is the outside that envelops actions, thereby removing them
from all interiority; it is the darkness beyond their borders; it is the
void that surrounds them, converting, unknown to anyone, their sin-
gularity into the gray monotony of the universal and opening around
them a space of uneasiness, of dissatisfaction, of multiplied zeal.

And of transgression. How could one know the law and truly expe-
rience it, how could one force it to come into view, to exercise its
powers clearly, to speak, without provoking it, without pursuing it
into its recesses, without resolutely going even farther into the outside
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into which it is always receding? How can one see its invisibility un-
less it has turned into its opposite, punishment, which, after all, is
only the law overstepped, irritated, beside itself? But, if punishment
could be provoked merely by the arbitrary actions of those who vio-
late the law, then the law would be in their control: they would be
able to touch it and make it appear at will; they would be masters of
its shadow and light. That is why transgression endeavors to overstep
prohibition in an attempt to attract the law to itself; it always surren-
ders to the attraction of the essential withdrawal of the law; it obsti-
nately advances into the opening of an invisibility over which it will
never triumph; insanely, it endeavors to make the law appear in order
to be able to venerate it and dazzle it with its own luminous face; all it
ends up doing is reinforcing the law in its weakness—the lightness of
the night that is its invincible, impalpable substance. The law is the
shadow toward which every gesture necessarily advances; it is itself
the shadow of the advancing gesture.

Aminadab and Le Tres-haut form a diptych, one on each side of the
invisibility of the law. In the first novel, the strange boardinghouse
Thomas enters (attracted, called, perhaps elected, although not with-
out being constrained to cross many forbidden thresholds) seems
subject to an unknown law: its nearness and absence are continually
recalled by doors open and prohibited, by the great wheel handing out
blank or undecipherable fates, by the overhang of an upperstory from
which the appeal originates, from which anonymous orders fall, but
to which no one can gain access. The day some people decide to track
the law into its lair is the day they encounter the monotony of the
place where they are already, as well as violence, blood, death, and
collapse, and finally resignation, despair, and a voluntary, fatal disap-
pearance into the outside: for the outside of the law is so inaccessible
that anyone who tries to conquer and penetrate it is consigned not to
punishment which would be the law finally placed under restraint;
but to the outside of that outside—to the profoundest forgetting of all.
What itis thatis served by the “domestics” ~those guards and servants
who, unlike the “boarders,” “belong to the house” and must represent
the law, enforcing it and submitting silently to it—is known to no one,
not even to themselves (do they serve the house or the will of the
guests?). As far as anyone knows, they could even be former boarders
who became servants. They are simultaneously zeal and indifference,
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drunkenness and attentiveness, slumber and tireless activity, the twin
figures of wickedness and solicitude: what conceals concealment and
what makes it manifest.

In Le Tres-haut the law itself (somewhat like the upper story in
Aminadab, in its monotonous resemblance and exact identity with
every other law) is manifested in its essential concealment. Sorge
(“care” for and of the law: the solicitude one feels for the law, and the
solicitude of the law for those to whom it is applied, even, especially, if
they wish to escape it), Henri Sorge, is a bureaucrat: he works at city
hall, in the office of vital statistics; he is only a tiny cog in a strange
machine that turns individual existences into an institution; he is the
first form of the law, because he transforms every birth into an ar-
chive. But then he abandons his duty (but is it really an abandon-
ment? He takes a vacation and extends it—unofficially, it is true, but
with the complicity of the administration, which tacitly arranges this
essential idleness). This quasi retirement—is it a cause or an
effect?—is enough to throw everyone’s existence into disarray, and for
death to inaugurate a reign that is no longer the classifying reign of
the municipal register but the dishonored, contagious, anonymous
reign of the epidemic; not the real death of decease and its certifica-
tion, but a hazy charnel house where no one knows who is a patient
and who is a doctor, who is a guard and who is a victim, whether it is
a prison or a hospital, a safe house or a fortress of evil. All dams have
burst, everything overflows its bounds: the dynasty of rising waters,
the kingdom of dubious dampness, oozing, abscesses, and vomiting:
individualities dissolve; sweating bodies melt into the walls; endless
screams blare through the fingers that muffle them. Yet when Sorge
leave state service, where he was responsible for ordering other peo-
ple’s existence, he does not go outside the law; quite the opposite, he
forces it to manifest itself at the empty place he just abandoned. The
movement by which he effaces his singular existence and removes it
from the universality of the law in fact exalts the law; through that
movement he serves the law, shows its perfection, “obliges” it, while
at the same time linking it to its own disappearance (which is, in a
sense, the opposite of transgressive existence exemplified by Bouxx
and Dorte); he has become one with the law.

The law can only respond to this provocation by withdrawing: not
by retreating into a still deeper silence, but by remaining immobile in
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its identity. One can, of course, plunge into the open void: plots can
hatch, rumors of sabotage can spread, arson and murder can replace
the most ceremonious order; the order of the law was never so sover-
eign than at this moment, when it envelops precisely what had tried
to overturn it. Anyone who attempts to oppose the law in order to
found a new order, to organize a second police force, to institute a
new state, will only encounter the silent and infinitely accommodat-
ing welcome of the law. The law does not change: it subsided into the
grave once and for all, and each of its forms is only a metamorphosis
of that never-ending death. Sorge wears a mask from Greek
tragedy—he has a threatening and pitiful mother like Clytemnestra, a
dead father, a sister relentless in her mourning, an all-powerful and
insidious father-in-law. He is Orestes in submission, an Orestes
whose concern is to escape the law in order better to submit himself
to it. In that he insists on living in the plague quarter, he is also a god
who consents to die among humans, but who cannot succeed in dying
and therefore leaves the promise of the law empty, creating a silence
rent by the profoundest of screams: where is the law, what does the
law do? And when, by virtue of a new metamorphosis or a new sink-
ing into his own identity, he is recognized, named, denounced, vener-
ated, ridiculed by a woman bearing a strange resemblance to his
sister, at that moment, he, the possessor of every name, is transformed
into something unnameable, an absent absence, the amorphous pres-
ence of the void and the mute horror of that presence. But perhaps
this death of God is the opposite of death (the ignominy of a limp and
slimy thing twitching for all eternity); and the gesture with which he
kills her finally liberates his language—a language that has nothing
more to say than the “I speak, I am speaking now” of the law, indefi-
nitely prolonged by the simple fact of that language’s proclamation in
the outside of its muteness.

EURYDICE AND THE SIRENS

The law averts its face and returns to the shadows the instant one
looks at it; when one tries to hear its words, what one catches is a
song that is no more than the fatal promise of a future song.

The Sirens are the elusive and forbidden form of the alluring voice.
They are nothing but song. Only a silvery wake in the sea, the hollow
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of a wave, a cave in the rocks, the whiteness of the beach—what are
they in their very being if not a pure appeal, if not the mirthful void of
listening, if not attentiveness, if not an invitation to pause? Their mu-
sic is the opposite of a hymn: no presence shimmers in their immortal
words; only the promise of a future song accompanies their melody.
What makes them seductive is less what they make it possible to hear
than what sparkles in the remoteness of their words, the future of
what they say. Their fascination is due not to their current song but to
what it promises to be. What the Sirens promise to sing to Ulysses is
his own past exploits, transformed into a poem for the future: “We
know all the suffering, all the suffering inflicted by the gods on the
people of Argos and Troy on the fields of Troad.” Presented as though
in negative outline, the song is but the attraction of song; yet what it
promises the hero is nothing other than a duplicate of what he has
lived through, known, and suffered, precisely what he himself is. A
promise at once deceptive and truthful. It lies because all those who
surrender to seduction and steer their ships toward the beach will
only meet death. But it speaks the truth in that it is death that enables
the song to sound and endlessly recount the heroes’ adventure. Yet
one must refuse to hear this song so pure—so pure that it says nothing
more than its own devouring withdrawal-that one must plug one’s
ears, pass by it as if one were deaf, in order to live and thus begin to
sing. Or, rather, in order for the narrative that will never die to be
born, one must listen but remain at the mast, wrists and ankles tied;
one must vanquish all desire by a trick that does violence to itself; one
must experience all suffering by remaining at the threshold of the
alluring abyss; one must finally find oneself beyond song, as if one
had crossed death while still alive only to restore it in a second lan-
guage.

Then there is the figure of Eurydice. She would seem to be the
exact opposite, since she must be summoned back from the shadows
by the melody of a song capable of seducing and lulling death, and
since the hero is unable to resist Eurydice’s power of enchantment, of
which she herself is the saddest victim. Yet she is a close relative of
the Sirens: just as they sing only the future of a song, she shows only
the promise of a face. Orpheus may have succeeded in quieting bark-
ing dogs and beguiling sinister forces, but on the return trip he should
have been chained like Ulysses or as unperceiving as his sailors. In
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fact, he was the hero and his crew combined in a single character: he
was seized by the forbidden desire and untied himself with his own
hands, letting the invisible face disappear into the shadows, just as
Ulysses let the song he did not hear vanish in the waves. Each of their
voices is then freed: Ulysses’ with his salvation and the possibility
of telling the tale of his marvelous adventure; Orpheus’s with his ab-
solute loss and never-ending lament. But it is possible that behind
Ulysses’ triumphant narrative there prevails the inaudible lament of
not having listened better and longer, of not having ventured as close
as possible to the wondrous voice that might have finished the song.
And that behind Orpheus’s laments shines the glory of having seen,
however fleetingly, the unattainable face at the very instant it turned
away and returned to darkness—a nameless, placeless hymn to the
light.

These two figures are profoundly interwoven in Blanchot’s work.®
Some of his narratives, for example L’ Arrét de mort, are dedicated to
the gaze of Orpheus: the gaze that at the wavering threshold of death
goes in search of the submerged presence and tries to bring its image
back to the light of day, but secures only the nothingness in which the
poem can subsequently appear. In Blanchot, however, Orpheus does
not see Eurydice’s face in a movement that conceals it and makes it
visible: he is able to contemplate it face to face; he sees with his own
eyes the open gaze of death, “the most terrible gaze a living thing can
encounter.” It is that gaze, or rather the narrator’s gaze into that gaze,
that exerts an extraordinary power of attraction; it is what makes a
second woman appear in the middle of the night in an already-captive
state of stupefaction and forces her to wear the plaster mask allowing
one to contemplate “face to face that which lives eternally.” The gaze
of Orpheus acquires the fatal power that sang in the voice of the Si-
rens. Similarly, the narrator of 4u Moment voulu goes in search of
Judith in the forbidden place where she is imprisoned; against all
expectations, he easily finds her, like an overly close Eurydice who
offers herself in an impossible, happy return. But the figure lurking in
the background who guards her, and from which Orpheus comes to
wrest her, is less a dark and inflexible goddess than a pure voice:
“Indifferent and neutral, withdrawn into a vocal realm where she is
so completely stripped of superfluous perfections that she seems de-
prived of herself: just, but in a way reminiscent of justice ruled by
every negative destiny.”” Is not this voice— which “sings blankly” and
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offers so little to be heard —the voice of the Sirens, whose seductive-
ness resides in the void they open, in the fascinated immobility seiz-
ing all who listen?

THE COMPANION

At the first signs of attraction, when the withdrawal of the desired face
remains sketchy, when the firmness of the solitary voice is just begin-
ning to stand out against the blur of the murmur, something like a
sweet and violent movement intrudes on interiority, drawing it out of
itself, turning it around, bringing forth next to it—or rather right be-
hind it—the background figure of a companion who always remains
hidden but always makes it patently obvious that he is there; a double
that keeps his distance, an accosting resemblance. The instant that
interiority is lured out of itself, an outside empties the place into
which interiority customarily retreats and deprives it of the possibility
of retreat: a form arises—less than a form, a kind of stubborn, amor-
phous anonymity —that divests interiority of its identity, hollows it out,
divides it into noncoincident twin figures, divests it of its unmediated
right to say 7, and pits against its discourse a speech that is indissocia-
bly echo and denial. To lend an ear to the silvery voice of the Sirens, to
turn toward the forbidden face that has already concealed itself, is not
simply to abandon the world and the distraction of appearance; it is
suddenly to feel grow within oneselfa desert at the other end of which
(but this immeasurable distance is also as thin as a line) gleams a
language without an assignable subject, a godless law, a personal pro-
noun without a person, an eyeless expressionless face, an other thatis
the same. Does the principle of attraction secretly reside in this tear
and this bond? When one thought that one was being drawn out of
oneself by an inaccessible remoteness, was it not simply that this
mute presence was bearing down in the shadows with all its inevi-
table weight? The empty outside of attraction is perhaps identical to
the nearby outside of the double. That would make the companion
attraction at the height of its dissimulation: it is dissimulated because
it presents itself as a pure, close, stubborn, redundant presence, as
one figure too many; and because it repels more than it attracts, be-
cause one must keep it at a distance, because there is always the
danger that one will be absorbed by it and compromised by it in
boundless confusion. This means that the companion acts both as a
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demand to which one is never equal and a weight of which one would
like to rid oneself. One is irretrievably bound to the companion with a
familiarity that is hard to bear; yet one must draw still closer to him
and create a bond with him different from the absence of ties that
attaches one to him through the faceless form of absence.

This figure is infinitely reversible. Is the companion an unacknowl-
edged guide? Is he a law that is manifest but is not visible as law? Or
does he constitute a heavy mass, an encumbering inertia, a slumber
threatening to engulf all vigilance? No sooner does Thomas enter the
house to which he has been attracted by a half-made gesture and an
ambiguous smile than he receives a strange double (is this what, ac-
cording to the meaning of the title, is “God-given”?): the double’s ap-
parently wounded face is only the outline of a face tattooed over his,
and in spite of hideous flaws, he retains something like “a reflection of
former beauty.” Does he know the secrets of the house better than
anyone else, as he will boast at the end of the novel? Is not his appar-
ent fatuousness but a silent awaiting of the question? Is he a guide or a
prisoner? Does he count among the inaccessible powers that domi-
nale the house, or is he only a domestic? His name is Dom. He is
invisible and falls silent whenever Thomas addresses a third party,
and soon disappears entirely; but when Thomas seems to have finally
gained entry to the house, when he thinks he has found the face and
voice he was seeking, when he is being treated as a domestic, Dom
reappears in possession of, or claiming to be in possession of, the law
and speech: Thomas had been wrong to have had so little faith, to
have failed to question he who was there to respond, to have squan-
dered his zeal on his wish to gain access to the upper stories, when it
would have been enough for him to allow himself to go down. The
more choked Thomas’s voice becomes, the more Dom speaks, assum-
ing the right to speak and to speak for him. All of language totters;
when Dom uses the first person, it is actually Thomas’s language that
is speaking, without him, in the void that the wake of his visible ab-
sence leaves in a darkness connected to dazzling light.

The companion is also indissociably what is closest and farthest
away. In Le Tres-haut he is represented by Dorte, the man from “down
there”; he is a stranger to the law and stands outside the order of the
city; he is illness in its raw state, disseminated death infusing life; by
contrast to the “Most High” of the title he is “Most Low”; and yet he is
obsessively close; he is unreservedly familiar; he freely confides; he is
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inexhaustibly and multiply present; he is the eternal neighbor; the
sound of his cough carries across doors and walls; his death throes
resound through the house; and in this world oozing moisture, water
rising on all sides, Dorte’s flesh itself, his fever and sweat, cross the
partition to stain Sorge’s room next door. When he finally dies, howl-
ing in one last transgression that he is not dead, his scream goes out
into the hand that muffles it, forever vibrating in Sorge’s fingers.
Sorge’s flesh and bones, his body, will long remain that death, and the
cry that contests and confirms it.

It is in this movement which is the pivot of language that the es-
sence of the stubborn companion is most clearly manifested. The
companion is not a privileged interlocutor, some other speaking sub-
ject; he is the nameless limit language reaches. Thatlimit, however, is
in no way positive; it is instead the deep into which language is for-
ever disappearing only to return identical to itself, the echo of a differ-
ent discourse that says the same thing, of the same discourse saying
something else. “Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas’ (“he who did not
accompany me”) has no name (and wishes to be kept in that essential
anonymity); he is a faceless, gazeless he who can only see through the
language of another whom he submits to the order of his own night;
he edges as close as can be to the 7that speaks in the first person, and
whose words and phrases he repeats in an infinite void. Yet there is
no bond between them; an immeasurable distance separates them.
That is why he who says I must continually approach him in order
finally to meet the companion who does not accompany him and who
forms no bond with him that is positive enough to be manifested by
being untied. There is no pact to tie them to each other; yet they are
powerfully linked by a constant questioning (describe what you see,
are you writing now?) and by the uninterrupted discourse manifest-
ing the impossibility of responding. It is as if this withdrawal, this
hollowness that is perhaps nothing more than the inexorable erosion
of the person who speaks, cleared a neutral space of language. The
narrative plunges into the space between the narrator and the insepa-
rable companion who does not accompany him; it runs the full length
of the straight line separating the speaking I from the ke he is in his
spoken being; it unfolds a placeless place that is the outside of all
speech and writing, that brings them forth and dispossesses them,
that imposes its law on them, that manifests through its infinite un-
raveling their momentary gleaming and sparkling disappearance.
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NEITHER ONE NOR THE OTHER

Despite several consonances, we are quite far from the experience
through which some are wont to lose themselves in order to find
themselves. The characteristic movement of mysticism is to attempt
to join—even if it means crossing the night—the positivity of an exist-
ence by opening a difficult line of communication with it. Even when
that existence contents itself, hollows itself out in the labor of its own
negativity, infinitely withdrawing into a lightless day, a shadowless
night, a visibility devoid of shape, it is still a shelter in which experi-
ence can rest. The shelter is created as much by the law of a Word as
by the open expanse of silence. For in the form of the experience,
silence is the immeasurable, inaudible, primal breath from which all
manifest discourse issues; or speech is a reign with the power to hold
itselfin silent suspense.

The experience of the outside has nothing to do with that. The
movement of attraction and the withdrawal of the companion lay
bare what precedes all speech, what underlies all silence: the con-
tinuous streaming of language. A language spoken by no one: any
subject it may have is no more than a grammatical fold. A language
not resolved by any silence: any interruption is only a white stain on
its seamless sheet. It opens a neutral space in which no existence can
take root. Mallarmé taught us that the word is the manifest nonexist-
ence of what it designates; we now know that the being of language is
the visible effacement of the one who speaks: “Saying that | hear these
words would not explain for me the dangerous strangeness of my
relations with them. . . . They do not speak, they are not inside; on
the contrary, they lack all intimacy and lie entirely outside. What they
designate consigns me to this outside of all speech, seemingly more
secret and more inward than the inner voice of conscience. But that
outside is empty, the secret has no depth, what is repeated is the emp-
tiness of repetition, it does not speak and yet has always been said.”®
The experiences Blanchot narrates lead to this anonymity of language
liberated and opened to its own boundlessness. What they find in that
murmuring space is less an endpoint than the site without geography
of their possible rebeginning: hence the direct and luminous, at last
serene, question Thomas asks at the end of .4minadab when all
speech seems to be denied him; and the pure flash of the empty
promise—“now I am speaking”—in Le Tres-haut; and the appearance
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in the final pages of Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas of a smile that
has no face but is worn at last by a silent name; or the first contact
with the words of the subsequent rebeginning at the end of Le Dernier
homme.

Language is then freed from all of the old myths by which our
awareness of words, discourse, and literature has been shaped. For a
long time it was thought that language had mastery over time, that it
acted both as the future bond of the promise and as memory and
narrative; it was thought to be prophecy and history; it was also
thought that in its sovereignty it could bring to light the eternal and
visible body of truth; it was thought that its essence resided in the
form of words or in the breath that made them vibrate. In fact, it is
only a formless rumbling, a streaming; its power resides in dissimula-
tion. That is why it is one with the erosion of time; it is depthless
forgetting and the transparent emptiness of waiting.

Language, its every word, is indeed directed at contents that preex-
istit; butin its own being, provided that it holds as close to its being as
possible, it only unfolds in the pureness of the wait. Waiting is di-
rected at nothing: any object that could gratify it would only efface it.
Still, it is not confined to one place, it is not a resigned immobility; it
has the endurance of a movement that will never end and would
never promise itself the reward of rest; it does not wrap itself in inte-
riority; all of it falls irremediably outside. Waiting cannot wait for
itself at the end of its own past, nor rejoice in its own patience, nor
steel itself once and for all, for it was never lacking in courage. What
takes it up is not memory but forgetting. This forgetting, however,
should not be confused with the scatteredness of distraction or the
slumber of vigilance; it is a wakefulness so alert, so lucid, so new that
itis a goodbye to night and a pure opening onto a day to come. In this
respect forgetting is extreme attentiveness—so extreme that it effaces
any singular face that might presentitselfto it. Once defined, a form is
simultaneously too old and too new, too strange and too familiar, not
to be instantly rejected by the purity of the wait, and thereby con-
demned to the immediacy of forgetting. It is in forgetting that the wait
remains a waiting: an acute attention to what is radically new, with no
bond of resemblance or continuity with anything else (the newness of
the wait drawn outside of itself and freed from any past); attention to
what is most profoundly old (for deep down the wait has never
stopped waiting).
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Language-in its attentive and forgetful being, with its power of
dissimulation that effaces every determinate meaning and even the
existence of the speaker, in the gray neutrality that constitutes the
essential hiding place of all being and thereby frees the space of
the image—is neither truth nor time, neither eternity nor man; it is
instead the always undone form of the outside. It places the origin in
contact with death, or rather brings them both to light in the flash of
their infinite oscillation—a momentary contact in a boundless space.
The pure outside of the origin, if that is indeed what language is eager
to greet, never solidifies into a penetrable and immobile positivity;
and the perpetually rebegun outside of death, although carried to-
ward the light by the essential forgetting of language, never sets the
limit at which truth would finally begin to take shape. They immedi-
ately flip sides. The origin takes on the transparency of the endless;
death opens interminably onto the repetition of the beginning. And
what language is (not what it means, not the form in which it says
what it means), what language is in its being, is that softest of voices,
that nearly imperceptible retreat, that weakness deep inside and sur-
rounding every thing and every face—what bathes the belated effort of
the origin and the dawnlike erosion of death in the same neutral light,
at once day and night. Orpheus’s murderous forgetting, Ulysses’ wait
in chains, are the very being of language.

At a time when language was defined as the place of truth and the
bond of time, it was placed in absolute peril by the Cretan Epi-
menides’ assertion that all Cretans were liars: the way in which that
discourse was bound to itself undid any possibility of truth. On the
other hand, when language is revealed to be the reciprocal transpar-
ency of the origin and death, every single existence receives, through
the simple assertion “I speak,” the threatening promise of its own
disappearance, its future appearance.

NOTES

1 Maurice Blanchot, Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas (Paris: Gallimard, 1953), p. 125 [The One
Who Was Standing Apart From Me, trans. Lydia Davis (Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill, 1993), pp.
66-67].

2 Blanchot, L’4ttente ’oubli(Paris: Gallimard, 1962), p. 162.

3 Blanchot, #minadab (Paris: Gallimard, 1942), p. 235.

4 Ibid,, p. 122.



The Thought of the Outside 169

Blanchot, Le Tres-haut (Paris: Gallimard, 1948), p. 81.

See Blanchot, L'Espace litteraire (Paris: Gallimard, 1955), pp. 179-184; and Le Livre a venir
(Paris: Gallimard, 1955), pp. 9-17 [cf. “The Gaze of Orpheus” and “The Song of the Sirens,” in
Blanchot, The Gaze of Orpheus, trans. Lydia Davis (Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill, 1g81), pp.
99-104 and 105-113].

Blanchot, 4u momentvoulu (Paris: Gallimard, 1g51), pp. 68-69.

Blanchot, Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas, pp. 136 - 37 [The One Who Was Standing Apart From
Me, p. 72].



A SWIMMER BETWEEN TWO WORDS*

c.B. What do André Breton and Surrealism represent for a philoso-
pher of 1966 who concerns himself with language and with knowl-
edge?

M.F. I have the impression that there are two great families of
founders. There are the builders who place the first stone, and there
are the diggers and excavators. Perhaps in our uncertain space, we
are closer to those who excavate: to Nietzsche (instead of Husserl), to
Klee (instead of Picasso). Breton belongs to that family. To be sure, the
Surrealist institution masked the silent gestures that cleared the space
in front of them. Perhaps that was only the Surrealist game, the Surre-
alist mystification: to clear the ground by means of rituals that seemed
to exclude, to enlarge the wilderness by laying down boundaries that
looked imperious. In any case, we are presently in the hollow space
that Breton left behind him.

c.B. Isthat hollow space already old?

M.F. Foralongtime I experienced Breton’s image as that of a dead
man; not that he would have ceased to be alive or to affect us, but
because his admirable existence created around it and radiating from
itthe immense void in which we are now lost.  have the impression
that we have lived, walked, run, danced, made signs and gestures to
which there was no response in the sacred space that surrounded the
shrine of Breton, stretched out immobile and covered with gold. I

*This interview, conducted by C. Bonnefoy, originally appeared in Arts et loisirs 54(5-11
October 1966), pp. 8-9. Robert Hurley’s translation.
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don’t mean to say that he was far away from us, but that we were
close to him, in the power of his dark specter. Breton’s death, now, is
like the reduplication of our own birth. Breton was, is, an all-powerful
dead man who is quite close, as Agamemnon was for the Atridae (that
is, for every Greek). There you have Breton’s profile as it looks to me.

c.B. That quasi-sacred presence of Breton, that hollow left by Sur-
realism do not belong to magic or the imaginary, but presuppose an
essential contribution to contemporary thought. What does the latter
owe to Breton?

M.F. The most important thing, in my view, is that Breton estab-
lished a clear communication between these two figures which had
long been estranged, writing and knowledge. Before him, French lit-
erature could well be concocted of observations, analysis, ideas; it
was never—except in Diderot—a literature of knowledge. That is the
big difference, I think, between German and French culture. Breton
bringing knowledge into expression (with psychoanalysis, ethnology,
art history, and so on) is, in a sense, our Goethe. There is an imag