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Since coming to Paris from Bulgaria in 1966, Julia Kristeva has been a central
figure in French inteliectual life. She has been a researcher for Claude Lévi-Strauss, a
member of the editorial board of Tel Quel (and a contributor), a psychoanalyst, and a
professor. Her interests have ranged broadly through literary criticism, psychoanalysis,
linguistics, and feminism. Her work, which is unusually dense because of the mingling
of the languages of these various discourses and her own coinages, rarely recognizes
boundaries between them. This density has caused her editor to preface Desire in Lan-
guage with a glossary of the key terms she employs. Among these “subject” (sujet)
appears frequently and is particularly important for the selection below. Kristeva’s
subject is not the traditional “I”" of epistemology but & “subject of enunciation,” that
is, & “phenomenological conception of the speaking subject.”” But it is only the signi-
fying act that “establishes’ this “transcendental ego of communication.” Kristeva
avoids Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of Edmund Husserl’s transcendental ego by
placing it securely in a linguistic setting as a speaking subject. She criticizes decon-
struction as refusing ““what constitutes one function of language though not the only
one: [0 express meaning in a communicable sentence between speakers.”

Kristeva also refers frequently to what she calls “poetic language.” It is the aspect
of language that escapes phenomenologicai analysis and “makes of what is known as
*literature’ something other than knowledge.” The imporiance of this aspect of lan-
guage is that here the “*social code is destroyed and renewed.” This arena is the “semi-
otic disposition,” as compared to the “semantic” or “symbolic.” Yet where poetic
language dominates the semantic remains. Otherwise there would be no language at
all. Because of the undecidable element in such language the speaking subject is
always “a questionable subject in-process.” 1t 1s here for Kristeva that psychoanalysis
and the unconscious enters, and she advocates a theory that searchés for the “unset-
tling of meaning” rather than for coherence or identity. The fatter part of “"From One
Identity to Another” is devoted to a discussion of the speaking subject in-process from
a psychoanalytic perspective with the work of Louis-Ferdinand Céline as object.

Among the works of Kristeva now translated are Desire in Language: A Semiotic
Approach 1o Literature and Art (1977, tr. 1980), Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjec-
tion (1980, tr. 1982), Revolution in Poetic Language (1974, tr. 1984), About Chinese
Women (1975, tr. 1977), Tales of Love {tr. L1987), In the Beginning Was Love: Psvcho-
analysis and Fairh (1987), and Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia (1987, tr.
1989); alse Toril Mos, ed., The Krisieva Reader (1986). See especially Leon 8. Rou-
diez’s introduction to Desire in Language; and Alice Jardine, ‘‘Theories of the Femi-
nine; Kristeva,” Enclitic (1982).
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From One Identity to Another

I shall attempt, within the ritual limits of a one-hour seminar,
to posit {if not to demonstrate) that every language theory is
predicated upon a conception of the subject that it explicitly
posits, implies, or tries to deny. Far from being an “episte-
mological perversion,” a definite subject is present as soon
as there is consciousness of signification. Conseguently, I
shall need to outline an epistemological itinerary: taking
three stages in the recent history of linguistic theory, I shall
indicate the variable position these may have required of the
speaking subject-support within their object language.
This—on the whole, technical—foray into the epistemology
of linguistic science will lead us to broach and, 1 hope, elu-
cidate a problem whose ideological stakes are considerable
but whose banality is often ignored. Meaning, identified ei-
ther within the unity or the mukiplicity of subject, structure,
or theory, necessarily guarantees a certain transcendence, if
not a theology; this is precisely why all human knowledge,
whether it be that of an individual subject or of a meaning
structure, retains religion as its blind boundaries, or at least,
as an internal limit, and at best, can just barely “explain and
validate religious sentiment”™ {as Lévi-Strauss observed, in
copnection with structuralism).! '
Second, I shall deal with e particular signifying prac-
tice, which, like the Russian Formalists,® T call “poetic lan-
guage,” in order to demonstraze that this kiad of language,
through the particularity of its signifying operatiens. is an
unsettling process—when net an outright destruction—of
the identity of meaning and speaking subject,’ and conse-
quently, of ranscendence or, by derivation, of ‘“‘religious
sensibility.”” On that account, it accompanies crises within
social structures and institutions-—the moments of their mu-
tation, evolution, revolution, or disarray. For if mutation
within language and institutions finds its code through this
signifying practice and its questionable subject in process
that constitutes poetic language, then that practice and sub-

FROM ONE IDENTITY TO ANOTHER. From One ldentity to Another was origi-
nally read as a paper at the Celiege de France, January 27, 1975, and first
published in Tel Quel in the summer of 1975, It was reprinted in Kristeva's
Polplague in 1977 and is reprinted here, edited by Leon S, Roudier and trans-
iated by Thomas Gora, Alice Jarding, and Leon §. Roudieg, from Destre in
Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1980). Reprinted by permission.

‘[Kristeva] Claude Lévi-Strauss, L' Homme nu {Paris: Plon, 19713, p. 615
*See Eichenbaum, p. 800; Shklovsky, p. 750; but aiso for comparison Wheel-
wright p. 1022,

*"{Roudiez} Knsteva's French phrase is mise en procés, which, like le sujet en
proces, refers to an hmporiant, recurring concept, that of a constantly chang-
ing subject whose identity is open to question,
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Ject are walking a precarious tightrope. Poetic language, the
only language that uses up transcendence and theology to
sustain life; poetic language, knowingly the enemy of relig-
ion, by its very economy borders on psychosis (as for its
subject) and totalitarianism or fascism (as for the instifutions
it implies or evokes). I could have spoken of Vladimir
Mayakovsky or Antonin Artaud; I shall speak of Louis-
Ferdinand Céline.

Finally, I shall try to draw a few conclusions concerning
the possibility of a theory in the sense of an analytical dis-
course on signifying systems, which would take into account
these crizes of meaning, subject, and structure. This for two
reasons: first, such crises, far from being accidents, are in-
herent in the signifying function and, conseguently, in soci-
ality; secondly, situated at the forefront of twentieth-century
politics, these phenomena (which I consider within poetic
language, but which may assume other forms in the West as
well as in other civilizations) could not remain outside the
so-called human sciences without casting suspicion on their
ethic. I shall therefore and in conclusion argue in favor of an
analytical theory of signifving systems and practices that
would search within the signifying phenomenon for the cri-
sis or the unsettling process of meaning and subject rather
than for the coberence or identity of either one or a muliipfic-
ity of structures.

Without referring back to the stoic sage, who guaran-
teed both the sign's triad and the inductive conditional
clause, let us return to the congruence between conceptions
of language and of subject where Ernest Renan left them. We
are all aware of the scandal he caused among nineteenth-
century minds when he changed a theclogical discourse (the
Gospels) net into a myth but into the history of a man and a
peopie. This conversion of theelogical discourse into histor-
ical discourse was possible thanks to a tool (for him, scien-
tific) whose omnipotence he never ceased praising—philol-
ogy. As used by Renan or Eugene Burnouf in Avestic
Studies, for example, philology incorporates the compara-
rivism of philologists Franz Bopp or August Schieicher.
Whatever the difference between comparativists seeking
those iaws wique to families of languages and philologists
deciphering the meaning of one language, a common con-
ception of language as an organic identity unites them. Littie
does it matter that, as comparativists believed, this organic
identity articulates itself thanks to « law that crosses national
and historical language borders making of them one family
(cf. Jacob Grimm’s phonetic laws}; or that, as philologists
believed, this organic identity articulates itself thanks to one
meaning—singular and unique—inscribed into a text still
unceciphered or whose decipherability is debatabie. In both
cases this organic identity of law or meaning implies that
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language is the possession of a homo loguens within history.
As Renan writes in Averoés et I’Averraisme, **for the philoi-
ogist, a text has only one meaning” even if it is through “a
kind of necessary misinterpretation” that ““the philosophical
and religicus development of humanity” proceeds.* Closer
to the objectivity of the Hegelian “consciousness of self”
for the comparativists, embodied into a singularity that, be &
concrete, individual, or national, stll owes something to
Hegel for the philoiogists; language is always one system,
perhaps even one ‘structure,” always one meaning, and,
therefore, it necessarily implies a subiect {collective or indi-
vidual} to bear witness to its history. If one has difficulty
following Renan when he affirms that “‘rationalism is based
on philology''—or it 1s obvious that the two are interde-
pendent-—it is no less obvious that philological reasoning is
maintained through the identity of a historical subject: a sub-
ject in becoming. Why? Because, far from dissecting the in-
ternal logic of sign, predication (sentence grammar), or syl-
logism (logic}, as did the universal grammar of Port Royal,
the comparativist and philological reason that Renan exem-
piifies considers the signifying unit in itself (sign, sentence,
syilogism) as an unanalyzable given. This signifying unit re-
mains implicit within each description of law or text that phi-
lologists and comparativists undertake: linear, unidimen-
sional descriptions—with no analysis of the sign’s density,
the logical problematic of meaning, etc.—Dbut which, once
technically completed, restore structural identity {for the
comparativists) or meaning (for the philologists); in so doing
they reveal the initial presupposition of the specificaily lin-
guistic undertaking as an ideology that posits either the peo-
ple or an exceptional individual as appropriating this struc-
ture or this meaning. Because it is in itself unanalyzable (like
the sign, sentence, and syilogism, it has no density, no econ-
omy), this subjeci-support of comparativist faws or of phil-
ological analysis does not lend itself to change, that is to say,
to shifting from one law to another, from one structure to
another, or from one meaning to another, except by postulat-
ing the movement of becoming, that is, of history. In the
analysis of a signifving function (language or any “human,”
social phenomenon), what is censured at the level of seman-
tic complexity reemerges in the form of a becoming: that
obliteration of the density that constitules sign, sentence, and
syllogism {and consequently, the speaking subject), is com-
pensated for by historical reasoning; the reduction of the
complex signifying econcmy of the speaking subject
(though obliquely perceived by Port Royal) produces with-

"risteva] Ernest Renan, Qewvres Complétes {Paris: Calmann-Lévy,
1947~1958) 3:322.

out fail an epaque “'I” that makes history. Thus, philological
reasoning, while founding history, becomes a deadlock for
language sciences, even though there actually is in Renan,
beyond countless contradictions, an appreciation of univer-
sal grammar, 2 czll for the constitution of a linguistics for an
isolated tanguage {in the manner of the ancient Indian gram-
marian Panini), and even surprisingly modern proposals that
advocate the study of crisis rather than normality, and in his
semitic studies the remarks on “‘that delirious vision tran-
scribed in a barbaric and undecipherable style” as he calls
the Christian gnostic texts, or on the texts of John the
Apostle.®

Linguistic reasoning, which, through Saussure.® suc-
ceeded philological reasoning, works its revolution precisely
by affecting the constifutive unity of a particular language; a
language is not a system, it is a system of signs, and this
vertically opens up the famous gap between signifier and sig-
nified, thus allowing linguistics to claim a logical, mathe-
matical formalization on the one hand, but on the other, it
definitely prevents reducing a language or text to one law or
one meaning. Structural linguistics and the ensuing strue-
ural movement seem o explore this epistemological space
by eliminating the speaking subject. But, on a cioser look,
we see that the subject they legitimately do without is noth-
ing but the subject {individual or collective} of historico-
philological discourse I just discussed, and in which the He-
gelian consciousness of seif became stranded as it was con-
cretized, embodied into phiiology and history; this subject,
which linguistics and the corollary human sciences do with-
ont, is the “personal identity, miserable treasure.”” Never-
theless, a subject of enunciation takes shape within the gap
opened up between signifier and signified that admits both
structure and interplay within; and structural linguistics ig-
nores such a subject. Moreover, because it left its place va-
cany, structural linguistics could not become a linguistics of
speech or discourse; it lacked a grammar, for in order t©
move from sign fo sentence the place of the subject had t©
be acknowledged and no longer kept vacant. Of course, gen-
erative grammar does reinstate it by rescuing universal
grammar and the Cartesian subject from oblvion, using that
subject to justify the generative, recursive functions of syn-
tactic trees. But in fact, generative grammar is evidence of
what structural linguistics omitted, rather than a new begin-
ning; whether structural or generative, linguistics since Saus-

S(Kristeva] Emest Renan, The Fufure of Science (Boston: Roberts Brothers,
18913, p. 402,

8See Saussure, p. 717,

[Kristeva] Lévi-Strauss, L' Homine nu, p. 614,
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sure adheres to the same presuppositions, implicit within the
structuralist current, explicit in the generative tendency that
can be found summed up in the philosophy of Russerl.®

I refer modem linguistics and the modes of thought
witich it oversees within the so-called human sciences back
to this founding father from ancther field, but not for con-
junctural reasons, though they are not lacking. Indeed, Hus-
serl was invited 10 and discussed by the Circle of Prague;
indeed, Jakobson® explicitly recognized in him a philesoph-
ical mentor for post-Saussurian linguists; indeed, several
American epistemelogists of generative gramimar recognize
in Husseriian phenomenotogy, rather than in Descartes, the
foundations of the generative underiaking. But it is possible
to detect in Husseri the basis of linguistic reasoning {struc-
taral or generative) to the extent that, after the reduction of
the Hegelian consciousness of self into philelogical or his-
torical identity, Husserl masterfully understood and posited
that any signifying act, insofar as it remains capable of eln-
cidation by knowledge, does not maintain itself by a “me,
miserable treasure”™ but by the “rranscendental ego.”

If it is true that the division of the Saussurian sign (sig-
nifier/signified), unknown to Husserl, also introduces the
heretofore unrecognized possibility of envisioning language
as a free play, forever without closure, it is also true that this
possibility was not developed by Saussure except in the very
probiematic Aragrammes.'® Moreover, this investigation hag
no linguistic followers, but rather, philosophical (Heidegger-
ian discourse) and psychoanalytic (Lacan’s signifier} con-
temporaries or successors, who today effectively enable us
to appreciate and circumscribe the contribution of phenom-
enological linguistics from a Husserlian perspective. For
post-Saussurian structural linguistics stll encloses the sig-
nifier, even if nonmotivated, within patterns of a significa-
tion originally destined for fanltless communication, either
coinciding with the explicit signified or set off a short dis-
tance from it, but still fastened to the unalterable presence
of meaning and, similarly, tributary to phenomenological
Teason.

Lt is therefore impossible to take up the congruence be-
tween conceptions of language and of subject where Renan
left off without recalling how Husserl shifted ground by rais-
ing it above empiricism, psychelogism, and incarnation the-
origs typical of Renan. Let us examine for a moment the sig-
nifying act and the Husserlian {ranscendental ego, keeping in

fEdmund Husserl, German philosopher (1855-1938).

*8ee Jakobson, p. 1041,

WRoudiez) See Jean Starobinsid, Les Moty sous fes mots (Parts: Gallimard,
1971},
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mind that linguistic reason (structural or generative) is to
Husserl what philological reason was to Hegel: reduction
peshaps, but also concrete realization, that is, failure made
manifest,

As early as Logical Investigations of 1901, Husserl sit-
uates the sign (of which one could have naively thought that
it had no subject) within the act of expressing meaning, con-
stituted by a judgment on something: **The articuiate sound-
complex, the written sign, etc., first becomes a spoken word
or communicative bit of speech, when a speaker produces it
with the intention of ‘expressing himself about something’
through its means,”” "

Consequently, the thin sheath of the sign (signifier/sig-
nified} opens onto a complex architecture where intentional
life-experience captures material (hylic) multiplicities, en-
dowing them first with noetic meaning, then with noematic
meanitg, so that finally the result for the judging conscions-
ness is the formation of an objecr once and for all signified
as real. The important point here is that this real object, first
signified by means of hylic data, through noesis and noemis,
if it exists, can only be wanscendental in the sense that if is

elaborated in its identity by the judging consciousness of

transcendental ego. The signified is transcendent as it is pos-
ited by means of certain concatenations within an experience
that 15 always confined to judgment; for if the phenomenol-
ogist distinguishes between intuiting and endowing with
meaning, then perception is already cogitation and the cogi-
tation 1s ranscendent to perception.’? So much se that if the
world were annihilated, the signified “res” would remain -
because they are transcendental: they “refer entirely to a
consciousness’ insofar as they are signified res. The predi-
carive {syntactic) operation constituies this judging con-
sclousness, positing at the same tme the signified Being
(and therefore, the object of meaning and signification) and
the operating consciousness itself. The ego as support of the
predicative act therefore does not operaie as the ego-cogifo,
that 18, as the ego of a logically conceived consciousness and
“fragment of the world”; rather, the transcendental ego be-
ifongs to the consttuting operating consciousness, which
means that it takes shape within the predicative operation.
This operation is theric because it simultaneously posits the
thesis (position) of both Being and ego. Thus, for every sig-
nified transcendental object, there is a transcendental ego,

V[Kristeva] Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations, J. N. Findlay, trans.
{London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), pp. 276-277.

V[ Kristeva} Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenome-
nology, W. R, Boyce Gibson, trans. (London: Collicr-Macmilian, 1962},
Pp. 9394 and 101,
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both of which are givens by virtue of thetic operation—opred-
ication of judgment.

“Transcendental egology™ thus reformulates the
question of the signifying act’s subject: (1) the operating
consciousness, through predication, simuitaneously consti-
tutes Being, the {iranscendent) signified real object, and the
ego (in so far as it is ranscendental}; the problematic of the
sign is also bound up in this guestion; (2) even if intention-
atity, and with it, the judging consciousness, is already a
given in material data and perceptions, as it “‘resembles”
them (which allows us to say that the transcendental ego is
always already in a way given), in fuct, the ego constitutes
itself only through the operating consciousness at the time of
predication; the subject is merely the subject of predication,
of judgment, of the sentence; (3} “belief” and “judgment”
are closely interdependent though not identical: *“The syn-
theses of belief (Glaubenssynthesen) find their ‘expression’
in the forms of stated meaning.”*

Neither a historical individual nor a logically conceived
consciousness, the subject is henceforth the operating thetic
consciousness positing correlatively the transcendental
Being and ego. Thus, Hasser] makes clear that any linguistic
act, insofar as it sets up a signified that can be communicated
in a sentence (and there is no sign or signifying structure that
is not already part of a sentence), is sustained by the tran-
scendental ego.

it is perhaps not unimportant that the rigor of Judaism
and the persecution it has been subjected to in our time un-
derlie Husserl's extraordinarily firm elucidation of the tran-
scendental ego, just as they are the foundation of the human
sciences:

For the purposes of our discussion, we can draw two
conclusions from this brief review:

1. tis impossible to treat problems of signification se-
riously, in Hnguistics or semiology, without including in
these considerations the subject thus formulated as operat-
ing consciousness. This phenomenclogical conception of the
speaking subject is made pessible in modern linguistics by
the introduction of logic into generative grammar and, in a
much more lucid manner, through a linguistics (developing
i1 France after Benveniste) which is attuned to the subject of
enunciation and which includes in the latter’s operating con-
sciousness not only logical modalities, but also interlocutory
rejationships.

2. If it is true, consequently, that the question of signi-
fication and therefore of modern linguistics is dominated by

WK risteva] Edmund Husserl, Brste Phiir)sr)phi& Vi, in Husserliana (The
Hague: Hrsg. von R. Boehm, 1956),
"[Kristeva} Husserl, [deas, p. 313.

Husserl, the attempts to criticize or “deconstruct” phenom-
enology bear concurrently on Husserl, meaning, the stil]
transcendental subject of enunciation, and linguistic meth-
odology. These criticisms circumscribe the metaphysics in-
herent in the sciences of signification and therefore in the
human sciences—an important epistemological task in itseif,
But they reveal their own shortcomings not so much, as
some believe, in that they prevent serious, theoretical or sci-
entific research, but in that such “deconstructions™ refuse
{through discrediting the signified and with it the Tanscen-

dental ego) what constitutes one function of language though -

not the only one: to express meaning in a communicable sen-
tence between speakers. This function harbors coherence
(which is indeed transcendental) or, in other words, secial
identity. Let us first acknowledge, with Husserl, this thetic
character of the signifying act, which establishes the tran-
scendent object and the transcendental ego of communica-
tion {and consequently of sociability), before going beyond
the Husserlian problematic to search for that which pre-
duces, shapes, and exceeds the operating consciousness (this

will be our purpose when confronting poetic language}.

Without that acknowledgement, which is also thai of the ep-
isteme undeslying structuralism, any reflection on signifi-
cance, by refusing its thetic character, will continually ignore
its constraining, legislative, and socializing elements: under
the impression that it is breaking down the metaphysics of
the signified or the transcendental ego, such a reflection will
become lodged in a negative theology that denies their
limitations.

Finally, even when the researcherin the field, beginning

with what is now a descriptive if not scientific perspective,
thinks he has discovered givens that may escape the unity of
the transcendental ego (because each identity would be as if
flaked into & multiplicity of qualides or appurtenances, the
discourse of knowledge that delivers this multipiied identity
to us remains a prisoner of phenomenological reason for
which the multiplicities, inasmuch as they signify, are givens
of consciousness, predicates within the same eidetic unity:
the unity of an object signified by and for a transcendental
ego. In an interpretive undertaking for which there is no do-
main heterogeneous to meaning, all material diversities, as
multiple attributes, revert to a real (franscendental) object.
Even apparently psychoanalytic interpretations (relationship
1o parents, et cetera), from the moment they are posited by
the structuring learning as particularities of the transcenden-
tal real object, are false multiplicities; deprived of what is
heterogeneous to meaning, these multiplicities can only pro-
duce a plural identity—Dbut an identity all the same, since it
is eidetic, transcendeniat. Husserl therefore stands on (he
threshold not only of modern linguistics concerned with a
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subject of enunciation, but of any science of man as signified
phenomenon, whose objecthood, even if multiple, is to be
restored.

To the extent that poetic language operales with and
communicates meaning, it 2lso shares particularities of the
signifying operations elucidated by Husserl {correlation be-
tween signified object and the wanscendental ego, operating
consciousness, which constitutes itself by predication—by
syntax--as thetic: thesis of Being, thesis of the object, thesis
of the ego). Meaning and signification, however, do not ex-
haust the poetic function. Therefore, the thetic predicative
operation and its correlatives (signified object and transcen-
dental ego), though valid for the signifying economy of po-
etic language, are only one of its limirs; certainly constitu-
tive, bui not all-encompassing. While poetic language can
indeed be studied through its meaning and signification (by
revealing, depending on the method, either structures or pro-
cess), such a study would, in the final analysis, amount to
reducing it to the phenomenological perspective and, hence,
failing to see what in the poetic function departs from the
signified and the transcendental ego and makes of what is
known as “literature” something other than knowledge: the
very place where social code is destroyed and renewed, thus
providing, as Artaud writes, ““A release for the anguish of its
time” by “animating, attracting, lowering onto its shoulders
the wandering anger of a particular time for the discharge of
its psychological evil-being.”"?

Conseguently, one should begin by positing that there
is within poetic language {and therefore, although in a less
pronounced manner, within any language) a heterogeneous-
mess to meaning and signification. This heterogeneousness,
detected genetically in the first echotalias of infants as
rhythms and intonations anterior to the first phonemes, mor-
phemes, lexemes, and sentences; this heterogeneousness,
which is later reactivated as rhythms, inlonations, glossola-
lias in psychotic discourse, serving as ultimate support of the
speaking subject threatened by the collapse of the signifying
function; this heterogeneousness to signification operates
through, despite, and in excess of it and produces in poetic
language “musical” but alse nonsense effects that destroy
not onty accepted beliefs and significations, but, in radicsl
experiments, syntax itself, that guarantee of thetic con-
sciousness {0f the signified oblect and ego}—ifor example,
camivalesque discourse, Artaud, a number of texts by Mal-
larmé, certain Dradaist and Surrealist experiments. The no-
tion of heterogeneity is indispensable, for though articulate,

5[Kristeva) Antenin Artaud, “L’ Anarchiz sociale de P'art,” in Oeuvres Com-
plétes (Paris: Gallimard), 8:287.
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precise, organized, and complying with constraints and rules
{especially, like the rule of repetition, which articulates the
units of a particular rhythm or intonation), this signifying
disposition is not that of meaning or signification: no siga,
no predication, no signified object and therefore no operat-
ing consciousness of a transcendental ege. We shall call this
disposition semiotic (ie sémiotigue}, meaning, according to
the etymology of the Greek sémelon (onueTor), a distinctive
mark, trace, index, the premonifory sign, the proof, engraved
mark, imprint—in short, a distinctiveness admitting of an
uncestain and indeterminate ariculation becanse it dogs not
vet refer (for young children} or no longer refers {(in psy-
chotic discourse) to a signified object for a thetic conseious-
ness (this side of, or through, both object and conscious-
ness ). Plaww’s Timaeus speaks of a chora (yupa), receptacle
(vmodoyeiory, unnamable, improbable, hybrid, anterior to
naming, to the One, to the father, and consequently, mater-
nally connoted to such an extent that it merits “‘not even the
rank of syllable.” One can describe more precisely than did

_philosophical intuition the particularities of this signifying

disposition that I have just named semiotic—a term which
quite clearly designates that we are dealing with a disposition
that is definitely heterogeneous to meaning but always in
sight of it or in either a negative or surplus relationship to it.
Research [ have recently undertaken on child language ac-
guisition in the prephonological, one could say prepredica-
tive stages, or anterior to the “‘mirror stage,” as well as an-
other concomitant study on particularities of psychotic
discourse aim notably at describing as precisely as possi-
ble—with the help of, for example, modern phono-acous-
tics—these semiotic operations (rhythm, intonation) and
their dependence vis-a-vis the body’s drives observable
through muscular contractions and the Hbidinal or subli-
mated cathexis that accompany vocalizations. It goes with-
out saying that, concerning a signifying practice, that is, a
socially communicable discourse like poetic language, this
semiozic heterogeneity posited by theory is inseparable from
what I shall call, to distinguish it from the latter, the symbolic
function of significance. The symbolic (le symboligue), as
opposed to the semiotic, is this inevitable attribute of mean-
ing, sign, and the signified object for the consciousness of
Husserl's transcendental ege. Language as social pracice
necessarily presupposes these two dispositions, though com-
bined in different ways to constitute types of discourse, Lypes
of signifying practices. Scientific discourse, for example, as-
piring to the status of metalanguage, tends to reduce as much
as possible the semiotic component. On the contrary, the sig-
nifying economy of poetic language is specific in that the
semiotic is not only a constraint as is the symbolic, but it
tends to gain the upper hand at the expense of the thetic and
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predicative constraints of the ego’s judging consciousness.
Thus in any peetic Janguage, not only do the rhythmic con-
straints, for example, perform an Organizing function that
could go so far as to violate certain grammatical rles of a
national language and often negiect the importance of an
ideatory message, but in recent texts, these semiotic con-
straints (rhythm, phonic, vocalic timbres in Symbolist work,
busl also graphic disposition on the page) are accompanied
by nonrecoverable syntactic elisions; it is impossible to re-
consiitute the particular elided syntactic category (object or
verb), which makes the meaning of the utterance undecid-
able (for example, the nonrecoverable elisions in Un Coup
de Dds).'* However elided, attacked, or corrupted the sym-
bolic function might be in poetic language, due to the impact
of semiotic processes, the symbolic function nonetheless
maintains it presence. It is for this reason that it is a lan-
guage. First, it persists as an interpal Hmit of this bipolar
economy, since a multiple and sometimes even uncompre-
hensible signified is nevertheless communicated; secondly,
it persists also because the semiotic processes themselves,
far from being set adrift (as they would be in insane dis-
course}, set up a new formal construct: a so-called new for-
mal or ideclogical ““writer's uaiverse,” the never-finished,
undefined production of a new space of significance. Hus-
serl’s “thetic function™ of the signifying act is thus re-as-
sumed, but in different form: though poetic language unset-
tled the position of the signified and the transcendental ego,
it nonetheless posits a thesis, not of a particular being or
meaning, but of a signifying apparatus; it posits its own pro-
cess as an undecidable process between sense and nonsense,
between language and rivthm {in the sense of linkage that
the word “thythm” had for Aeschylus’s Prometheus accord-
ing to Heidegger's reading), between the symbolic and
semiotic.

For a theory attuned to this kind of functioning, the lan-
guage obiect itself appears quite differently than it would
from a phenomenological perspective. Thus, 2 phoneme, as
distinctive element of meaning, belongs to language as sym-
bolic, But this same phoneme is involved in rhythmic, into-
national repetitions; it thereby tends towards autonomy from
meaning so as to maintain itself in a semiotic disposition
near the instingctual drives’ body; it is a sonorous distinctive-
ness, which therefore is no longer either a phoneme or a part
of the symbolic system—one might say that iis belonging to
the set of the language is indefinite, between zero and one.
Mevertheless, the set to which it thus belongs exists with this
indefinition. with this fuzziness.

“{Roudiez] See Kristeva, La Révolution du langage poetique (Paris: Seuil,
1974), pp. 274 F.

It is poetic language that awakens our attention to this
atidecidable character of any so-called nawral language, a
feature that univocal, rational, scientific discourse tends to
hide~~and this implies considerable consequences for irs
subject. The support of this signifying economy could not be
the transcendental ego alone. If it is true that there wonld
unavoidably be a speaking subject since the signifying set
exists, it is nonetheless evident that this subject, in order to
tally with its heterogeneity, must be, let us say, a question-
able subject-in-process. It is of course Freud's theory of the
unconscious that allows the apprehension of such a subject;
for through the surgery it practiced in the operating con-
sciousness of the transcendental ego, Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalysis did allow, not for (as certain simplifications
would have it} a few typologies or structures that might ac-
commodate the same phenomenological reason, but rather
for heterogeneity, which, known as the unconscions, shapes
the signifying function. In light of these statements, 1 shall
now make a few remarks on the questionable subject-in-
process of poetic language.

1. The semiotic activity, which Introduces wandering
or fuzziness into language and, a fortiori, into poetic lan-
guage is, from a synchronic point of view, & mark of the
workings of drives (appropriation/rejection, orality/anality,
tovelhate, life/death) and, from a diachronic point of view,
stems from the archaisms of the semiotic body. Before rec-
ognizing itself as identical in a mirror and, consequently, as
signifying, this body is dependent vis-a-vis the mother.”? At
the same time instinctual and maternal, semiotic processes
prepare the future speaker for entrance into meaning and sig-
nification {the symbolic). But the symbolic (i.e., language as
nomination, sign, and syntax) constitutes itself onfy by
breaking with this anteriority, which is retrieved as “signi-
fier,” “primary processes,” displacement and condensation,
metaphor and metonomy, rhetorical figures—but which al-
wiays remains subordinate—subjacent to the principal func-
tion of naming-predicating. Language as symbolic function
constitutes itself at the cost of repressing instinctual drive
and continuous relation to the mother. On the contrary, the
unsettled and questionable subject of poetic langnage (for
whom the word is never uniquely sign) maintains jtseif at
the cost of reactivating this repressed instinctual, maternal
element. If it is trae that the prohibition of incest constitutes,
at the same time, language as communicative code and
women as exchange objects in order for a society to be estab-
lished, poetic language would be for its questionabie subject-
in-process the equivalent of incest: it is within the economy

'"See Lacan, p. 898.
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of signification itself that the guestionable subject-in-process
appropriates to itself this archalc, instinctual, and maternal
territory; thus it simultaneously prevents the word from be-
coming mere sign and the mother from becoming an object
like any other—forbidden. This passage into and through the
forbidden, which constitites the sign and is correlative 1o the
prohibition of incest, is often exphcit as such (Sade: ““Unless
he becomes his mother’s lover from the day she has brought
him into the world, let him not bother to write, for we shall
not read him,”~~Idée sur les romans; Artaud, identifying
with his “danghters”; Joyce and his daughter at the end of
Finnegans Wake; Céline who takes as pseudonym his grand-
mother’s first pame; and innumerable identifications with
wormen, or dancers, that waver between fetishization and ho-
mosexuality). ! stress this point for three reasons:

{a) To emphasize that the dominance of semiotic con-
straint in poetic language cannot be solely interpreted, as for-
malist poetics would have it, as a preoccupation with the
“sign,” or with the “signifier” at the expense of the “mes-
sage”’; rather, it is more deeply indicative of the instinctual
drives’ activity relative to the first structurations (constitu-
tion of the body as self) and identifications {with the
mother).

(b} To elucidate the intrinsic connection between lier-
ature and breaking up social concord: because it utters incest,
poetic language is linked with “‘evil”: “literature and evil”’
(I refer to a title by Georges Bataille) should be understood,
bevond the resonances of Christian ethics, as the social
body’s self-defense against the discourse of incest as de-
stroyer and generator of any language and sociality. This ap-
plies all the more as “great Hterature,” which has mobilized
unconsciousnesses for centuries, has nothing to do with the
hypostasis of incest (a petty game of fetishists at the end of
an era, priesthood of a would-be enigma—the forbidden
mother}; on the contrary, this incestuous relation, expioding
in language, embracing it from top to bottom in such a sin-
gudar fashion that it defies generalizations, stiil has this
common feature in all outstanding cases: it presents itself as
demystified, even disappointed, deprived of its hallowed
function as suppert of the law, in order to become the cause
of a permanent trial of the speaking subiect, a cause of that
agility, of that analytic “‘competency” that legend attributes
10 Ulysses.

{c) It is of course possible, as Lévi-Strauss pointed out
to Dr. André Green, to ignore the mother-child relationship
within a given anthropological vision of society; now, given
not only the thematization of this relationship, but especially
the mutations in the very economy of discourse attributable
10 it, one must, in discussing poetic language, consider what
this presymbelic and trans-symbolic relationship to the
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mother introduces as aimless wandering within the identity
of the speaker and the economy of its very discourse. More-
over, this relationship of the speaker to the mather is proba-
bly one of the most important factors producing interplay
within the structure of meaning as well as a questioning pro-
cess of subject and history.

2. Ang yet, this reinstatement of maternal territory into
the very economy of language does not lead its questioned
subject-in-process 1o repudiafe its symbolic disposition. For-
mulator—logothete, as Roland Barthes would say—the sub-
ject of poetic fanguage continually but never definitely as-
sumes the thetic function of naming, establishing meaning
and signification, which the paternal function represents
within reproductive relation. Son permanently at war with
father, not in order to take his place, nor even to endure i,
erased from reality, as a symbolic, divine menace and salva-
tion in the manner of Senatsprisident Schreber. But rather,
to signify what is untenable in the symbolic, nominal, pater-
nal fanction. If symbolic and social cohesion are maintained
by virtue of a saczifice (which makes of a soma a sign 10-
wards an unnamable transcendence, so that only thus are sig-
nifying and social structures clinched even though they are
ignorant of this sacrifice) and if the paternal fanction repre-
sents this sacrificial function, then it is not up to the poet to
adjust w0 it, Pearing its rule but sufficiently aware of the teg-
islaiion of language not 1o be able to tum away from this
sacrificial-paternal function, he takes it by storm and from
the flank. In Maldoror, Lautréamont struggles against the
Omnipotent. After the death of his son Anatole, Mallarmé
writes a Tombean, thanks to which a book replaces not onty
the dead son, his own father, mother, and fiancée at the same
time, but also hallowed humanism and the “instinct of
heaven” itself. The most analytical of them all, the Marquis
de Sade, gives up this battle with, or for, the symbolic legis-
lation represented by the father, in order to attack the power
represented by a woman, Madame de Montreuil, visible fig-
urehead of a dynasty of matrons toward whom he usurps,
through writing, the role of father and incestuous son; here,
the transgression 1s carried out and the transsymbolic, trans-
paternal function of poetic language reaches its thematic end
by staging a simultaneously impossible, sacrificial, and or-
gastic society--never one without the other.

Here we must clearly distinguish two positions: that of
the rhetorician and that of the writer in the strongest sense of
the word; that is, as Céline puts it, one who has “‘style.” The
rhetorician does not invent z language, fascinated by the
symbolic fanction of paternal discourse, he seduces it in the
Latin sense of the verb—he ““leads it astray,” infHcts it with
a few anomalies generally taken from writers of the past,
thus miming 2 father who remembers having been a son and
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even a daughter of his father, but not to the point of leaving
cover. This is indeed what is happening to the discourse of
contemporary phitosophers, in France particularly, when,
hemmed in by the breakthroughs in social sciences on the
one hand, and social upheavals on the other, the philosopher
begins performing literary tricks, thus arrogating to himself
a power over imaginations: a power which, though minor in
appearance, is more fetching than that of the transcendental
consciousness. The styiist’s adventure is totally different; he
no longer needs to seduce the father by rhetorical affecta-
tions. As winner of the battle, he may even drop the name of
the father to take a pseudonym (Céline signs with his grand-
mother’s first name), and thus, in the place of the father, as-
sume a different discourse; neither imaginary discourse of
the self, nor discourse of transcendental knowledge, but a
permanent go-between from one to the other, a pulsation of
sign and rhyihm, of consciousness and instincrual drive. ““1
amn the father of my imaginative creations,” writes Mailarmé
at the birth of Geneviéve. I am my father, my mother, my
son, and me,” Artaud claims. Stylists all, they sound a dis-
sonance within the thetic, paternal function of language.

3. Psychosis and fetishism represent the iwo abysses
that threaten the unstable subject of poetic language, as
twentieth-century literature has only too clearly demon-
strated. As to psychosis, symbolic legality is wiped out in
favor of arbitrariness of an instinetual drive without meaning
and communication; panicking at the loss of all reference,
the subject goes through fantasies of omnipotence or identi-
fication: with & totalitarian leader. On the other hand, where
fetishism is concerned, constantly dodging the paternal, sac-
rificial function produces an objectification of the pure sig-
nifier, more and more emptied of meaning—an insipid for-
malism. Nevertheless, far from thus becoming an unpleasant
or negligible accident within the firm progress of symbolic
process (which, in the footsteps of science, would eveniually
find signified elements for all signifiers, as rationalists be-
lieve}, these borderline experiences, which contemporary
poetic language has undergene, perhaps more dramatically
than before or elsewhere, show not only that the Saussurian
cleavage (signifier/signified) is forever unbridgeable, but
also that it is reinforced by another, even more radical one
between an instinctual, semioticizing body, heterogeneous to
signification, and this very signification based on prohibition
(of incest), sign, and thetc signification establishing signi-
fied object and transcendental ego. Through the permanent
contradiction between these two dispositions (semiotic/sym-
bolic), of which the internal setting off of the sign (signifier/
signified) is merely a witness, poetic language, in its most
disruptive form (unreadable for meaning, dangerous for the
subject), shows the constraints of a civilization dominated by

transcendental rationality. Consequently, it is a means of
overriding this constraint. And if in so doing it sometimes
falls in with deeds brought about by the same rationality, as
is, for example, the instinctual determination of fascism-—
demeonstrated as such by Wilhelm Reich—poetic language
is also there to forestall such transiations into action.

This means that if poetic economy has always borne
witness 1o crises and impossibilities of transcendental sym-
bolics, in our time it is coupled with crises of social institu-
tions (state, family, religion), and, more profoundly, a turn-
ing point in the relationship of mar to measning,
Transcendental mastery over discourse is possible, but re-
pressive; such a position is necessary, but only as a limit
open to constant challenge; this relief with respect to repres-
sion—establishing meaning-—is no longer possible under
the incarnate appearance of a providential, historical, or even
rationalist, humanisi ego (in the manner of Renan), but
through a discordance in the symbolic function and conse-
quentiy within the identity of the transcendental ego itself:
this is what the Hterary experience of our century intimates
to theoretical reason, thereby taking its place with other phe-
nomena of symbolic and social unrest {youth, drugs,
Wwomen).

Without entering into a technical analysis of the econ-
omy specific to poetic language (an analysis too subtle and
specious, considering the purpose of this specific paper), |
shall extract from Céline, first, several procedures and, sec-
ond, several themes, which iflustrate the position of the un-
settled, questionable subject-in-process of poetic language. I
shail not do this without firmly underlining that these themes
arg not only inseparable from “style,”” bul that they are pro-
duced by i in other words, it is not necessary “to know"’
them, one could have heard them by simply listening to Cé-
line’s staccate, thythmic discourse, stuffed with jargon and
obscenity.

Thus, going beyond semantic themes and their distri-
butions, one ought to examine the functioning of poetic fan-
guage and its questonable subject-in-process, beginning
with constitutive linguistic operations: syntax and semantics.
Two phenomena, among others, will become the focus of our
atiention in Céline’s writing: sentential riythms and obscens
words, These are of interest not only because they seem Lo
constitute a particularity of his discourse, but also because,
though they function differently, both of them involve con-
stitutive operations of the judging consciousness (therefore
of identity) by simultaneously perturbing its ciarity and the
designation of an cbiect (objecthood). Moreover, if they con-
stitute a network of constraints that is added to denotative
signification, such a network has nothing to do with classic
poeticness (rhythm, meter, conventional rhetorical figures)
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because it is drawn from the drives’ register of a desiring
body, both identifying with and rejecting a community (fa-
milial or folk), Therefore, even if the so-called poetic codes
are not recognizable within poetic language, a constraini that
I have termed semiotic fupctions in addition to the judging
conscicusness, provokes its lapses. or compensates for therm;
in s0 deing, it refers neither to a literary convention (like our
poetic canons, contemporary with the major national epics
and the constitution of nations themselves) nor even to the
body iself, but rather, to a signifying disposition, pre- or
transsymbolic, which fashions any judging consciousness so
that any ego recognizes its crisis within it. [t is a jubilant
recognition that, in “modern” Hterature, replaces peity aes-
thetic pleasure.

Sententigl rhviluns. Beginning with Death on the In-
stallmen: Plan, the sentence is condensed: not only does Cé-
line avoid coordination and embeddings, but when differen(
“abject-phrases” are for example numerous and juxtaposed
with a verb, they are separated by the characteristic “‘three
dots,” This procedure divides the sentence into its constitu-
tive phrases; they thus tend io become independent of the
central verb, w detach themselves from the sentence’s own
signification, and o acquire a meaning initially incomplete
and consequently capable of taking on muitiple connotations
that no Ionger depend on the framework of the sentence, but
on a fres context (the entire book, but also, all the addenda
of which the reader is capable}. Here, there are no syniactic
anomalies (as in the Coup de Dés or the glossolaiias of Ar-
taud), The predicative thesis, constitutive-of the judging con-
sciousness, is maintained. By using three dots to space the
phrases making up a sentence, thus giving them rhythm, he
causes connotation to rush through a predication that has
been striated in that manner; the denctated object of the ui-
erance, the transcendental object, loses iis clear contourss.
The elided object in the sentence relates to a hesitation (if
not an erasure) of the real object for the speaking subject.
That literature is witness to this kind of deception involving
the object {object of love or transcendental object); that the
existence of the object is more than fleeting and indeed im-
possible: this is what Céline’s rthythms and syntactic elisions
have recently evidenced within the stern humor of an exper-
iment ang with all its implications for the subject. This is
also true of Beckett, whose recent play, Not I, spoken by a
dying woman, sets forth in elided sentences and floating
phrases the impossibility of God's existence for a speaking
subject lacking any object of signification and/or love.
Moreover, beyond and with connotation, with the blurred or
erased object, there flows through meaning this “emotion”
of which Céline speaks—the nonsemanticized instinctual
drive that precedes and exceeds meaning.
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The exclamation marks alternating with three dots even
more categorically point to this surge of instinctual drive: a
panting, a breathlessness, an acceleration of verbal utterance,
concerned not so much with finally reaching 2 global sum-
ming up of the world’s meaning, as, to the contrary, with
revealing, within the interstices of predication, the rhythm of
a drive that remains forever unsatisfied—in the vacancy of
judging conscicusness and sign—because it could not find
an other (an addressee) so as to obtain meaning in this ex-
change. We must also listen to Céline, Artaud, or Joyce, and
read their texts in order to understand that the aim of this
practice, which reaches us as a language, is, through the sig-
nification of the nevertheless transmitted message, not only
to impose a music, a rhythm-—that is, a polyphony-—but also
to wipe oul sense through nonsense and laughter, This is a
difficult operation that abliges the reader not so much to
combine significations as to shatter his own judging con-
sciousness in order to grant passage through it to this rhyth-
mic drive constituied by repression and, once filtered by ian-
guage and its meaning, experienced as jouissance. Could the
resistance against modern literature be evidence of an obses-
sion with meaning, of an unfitness for such jouissance?

Obscene words. Semantically speaking, these pivotal
words in the Célinian lexicon exercise a desemanticization
function analogous to the fragmentation of syntax by
rhythm. Far from referring, as do all signs, to an object ex-
terior to discourse and identifiable as such by consciousness,
the obscene word is the minimal mark of a sitvation of desire
where the identity of the signifying subject, if not destroyed.
1s exceeded by a conflict of instinctual drives linking one
subject to another. There is nothing better than an obscene
word for perceiving the limits of a phenomenological lin-
guistics faced with the heterogeneous and complex architec-
tonics of significance. The obscene word, lacking an objec-
tive referent, is also the contrary of an autonym-——which
involves the function of 2 word or utterance as sign; the ob-
scene word mobilizes the signifying resources of the subject,
permitting it to cross through (be membrane of meaning
where consciousness holds it, connecting it to gesturality,
Kinesthesia, the drives’ body, the movement of rejection and
appropriation of the other. Then, it is neither object, tran-
scendental signified, nor signifier available 1w a neutralized
consciousness: around the object denoted by the ohscens
word, and that object provides a scanty delineation, more
than a simple context asserts itself—the drama of a question-
ing process heterogeneous to the meaning that precedes and
exceeds it. Childrens’ counting-out rhymes, or what one
cails the “obscene folklore of children,” utilize the same
rhythmic and semantic resources; they maintain the subject
close 1o these jubilatory dramas that run athwart the repres-
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sion that a univocal, increasingly pure signifier vainly at-
tempts to impose upon the subject. By reconstituting them,
and this on the very level of language, literature achieves its
cathartic effects.

Several themes in Céline bring to light the relationships
of force, at first within the family triangle, and then in con-
temporary society, that produce, promoe, and accompany
the particularities of poetic language fo which 1 have just
referred.

I Death on the Installment Plan, the most “familial”
of Céline's writings, we find a paternal figure, Auguste: a
man ‘“of instruction,” *‘a mind,” sullen, a prohibitor, prone
to scandal, full of obsessional habits like, for example, clean-
ing the flagstones in front of his shop. His anger explodes
spectacularly once, when he shuts himself up in the base-
ment and shoots his pistol for hours, not without explaining
in the face of general disapproval, “Thave my conscience on
my side.” just before falling ill. ““My mother wrapped the
weapon in several lavers of newspaper and then in a cash-
mere shawl ... ‘Come, child . .. come!” she said when we
were alone {. . .] We threw the package in the drink.”"®

Here is an imposing and menacing father, strongly em-
phasizing the enviable necessity of his position, but spoiling
it by his derisive fury: undermined power whose weapon one
could only take away in order to engulf it at the end of a
journey between mother and sot.

In an interview, Céline compares himself to a “society
woman~ who braves the nevertheless maintained family
prohibitien, and who has the right to her own desire, “a
choice in a drawing room’™: “the whore’s rade doesn’t in-
terest me’"; before defining himself, at the end: I am the
son of a woman who restored old lace . . . {Iam} one of those
rare men who knows how to distinguish batiste from valen-
cienne . . . I do not need to be taught. I know i.”

This fragile delicacy, heritage of the mother, supports
the language—or if you wish, the identity—of him: who un-
seated what Céline calls the “heaviness™ of men, of fathers,
in order to flee it. The threads of instinctual drive, exceeding
the law of the paternal word’s own mastery, are nonetheless
woven with scrupulous precision. One must therefore con-
ceive of another disposition of the law, through signified and
signifying identity and confronting the semiotic network: a
disposition closer to the Greek gnomon (**one that knows,”
“carpenter's square’”) than to the Latin lex, which necessar-
ily imphes the act of logical and legal judgment. A device,
then, a reguiated discrimination, weaves the semiotic net-

B[ Kristeval Lovis-Ferdinand Céline, Deathr on the Insigilmenr Plan, Ralph
Manheim, trans, [New York: New Directions, 1960}, p. 78,

work of instinctual drives; if it thus fails to conform to sig-
nifying identity, it nevertheless constitutes another idenuty
closer to repressed and gnomic archaisms, susceptible of a
psychosis-inducing expiosion, where we decipher the rela-
tionship of the speaker 10 a desiring and desired mother.

In another interview, this maternal reference to old lace-
work is explicitly thought of as an archeology of the word;
“No! In the beginning was emoton. The Word came next o
replace emotion as the trot replaces the gallop {...] They
pulled man out of emotive poetry in order to plunge him inte
dialectics, that Is, into gibberish, right?” Anyway, what is
Rigodon if not a popular dance which obliges language to
bow to the rhythm of its emorion.

A speech thus slatted by instinctual drive—Diderot
would have said “musicated”"—could not describe, narrate,
or theatricalize “‘cbiects”: by its composition and significa-
tion it also goes beyond the accepted categories of lyric, epic,
dramatic, or tragic. The last writings of Céline, plugged in
live to an era of war, death, and genocide, are what he calls
in North, “the vivisection of the wounded,” *‘the circus,”
“the three hundred years before Christ.”

While members of the Resistance sing in alexandrine
verse, it is Céline’s language that records not only the insti-
tutionat but aiso the profoundly symbolic jolt involving
meairing and the identity of transcendental reason; fascism
inflicted this jolt on our universe and the human sciences
have hardly begun to figure out ils consequences. 1 am say-
ing that this literary discourse enunciates through its formal
decentering, more apparent in Artaud’s glossolalias, but also
through the rhythms and themes of violence in Céline, better
than anything else, the faltering of transcendental conscious-
ness: this does not mean that such a discourse is aware of
such a faltering or interprets it. As proof, writing that pre-
tends to agree with “circus™ and ““vivisection’ will none-
theless find its idols, even if only provisional; though dis-
soived in laughter and dominant non-sense, they are
nevertheless posited as idois in Hitlerian ideology. A reacing
of any one of Céline’s anti-semitic tracts is sufficient to show
the crudely exhibited phantasms of an analysand struggling
against a desired and frusirating, castrating, and sodomizing
father; sufficient also to understand that it is not epough (0
allow what is repressed by the symbolic structure to emerge
in a “musicaied” language to avoid its traps. Rather, we
must in addition dissolve its sexual determinations. Unless
poetic work can be linked to analytical interpretation, the
discourse that undermines the judging consciousness and re-
leases its repressed instinctual drive as rhythm always turns
out to be at fault from the viewpoint of an ethic that remains
with the transcendental ego-——whatever joys or negations
might exist in Spinoza’s or Hegel’s.
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Since at least Holderlin, poetic language has deserted
beauty and meaning to become a laboratory where, facing
philosophy, knowledge, and the wanscendental ego of all
signification, the impossibility of a signified or signifying
identity is being sustained. If we took this venture seri-
ously—if we could hear the burst of black laughter it hurls
at all attempts t© master the human sitwation, (o master lan-
guage by language—we would be forced to reexamine “lit-
erary history,” to rediscover beneath rhetoric and poetics its
unchanging but always different polemic with the symbelic
function. We could not avoid wondering about the possibil-
ity, or simultaneously, the legitimacy of a theoretical dis-
course on this practice of language whose stakes are pre-
cisely to render impossible the transcendental bounding that
supports the discourse of knowledge.

Faced with this poetic language that defies knowledge,
many of us are rather tempted to leave our shelter to deal
with literature only by miming its meanderings, rather than
by positing it as an object of knowledge. We let ourselves be
taken in by this mimeticism. fictional, para-philosophical,
para-scientific writings. It is probably necessary to be a
woman (ultimate guarantee of sociality beyond the wreckage
of the paternal symbolic function, as well as the inexhausti-
ble generater of its renewal, of its expansion) not te renounce
theoretical reason but to compel it to increase its power hy
giving it an object bevond its limits. Such a position, it seems
1o me, provides & possible basis for a theory of signification,
which, confronted with poetic language, couid not in any
way account for it. but would rather use it as an indication of
what is heterogeneous to meaning (to sign and predication):
instinctual economies, always and at the same time open to
bie-physiological sociohistorical constraints.

This kind of heterogenecus economy and its guestion-
able subject-in-process thus calls for a linguistics other than
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the one descended from the phenomenological heavens: a
linguistics capable, within its language obiect, of accounting
for a nonetheless articulated instinctual drive, across and
through the constitutive and insurmountiable frontier of
meariing. This instinctual drive, however, located in the ma-
trix of the sign, refers back to an instinctual body (to which
psychoanalysis has twrned its attention), which ciphers the
language with rhythmic, intonational, and other arrange-
ments, nonreducible to the position of the transcendental ego
even though always within sight of its thesis.

The development of this theory of signification is in it-
self regulated by Husserlian precepts, because it inevitably
makes an object even of that which departs from meaning.
But, even though abetting the law of signifying structure ag
well as of all sociality, this expanded theory of signification
cannot give itself new objects except by positing itself as
nemuniversal: that is, by presupposing that a questionable
subject-in-process exists in an economy of discourse other
than that of thetic consciousness. And this requires that sub-
jects of the theory must be themselves subjects in infinite
analysis; this s what Husseri could not imagine, what Céline
could not know, but what a woman, among others, can fi-
nally adrit, aware as she is of the inanity of Being.

When it avoids the risks that He in wait for it, literary
experience remains nevertheless something other than this
analytical theory, which it never stops challenging. Against
knowing thought, poetic language pursues an effect of sin-
gular truth, and thus accomplishes, perhaps, for the modem
community, this solitary practice that the materialists of an-
tiquity unsuccessfully championed against the ascendance of
theoretical reason.




