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PREFACE TO THE FIRST
EDITION

This book follows the very admirable model provided by Diané
Collinson’s Fifty Major Philosophers (1987). Thus I offer the reader
both an overview of each thinker’s work together with biographical
information. Like Ms Collinson, I also aim to introduce, sometimes
in a fairly detailed way, one or more aspects of the oeuvre in question,
and particularly as this relates to that aspect of thought inspired by
structuralism. And I often engage with that thought — differ with it,
or appreciate its insights. My hope is that the reader will get a real
sense of the flavour, style, and, in many cases, the truly innovative
character of the thought in question.

My task, however, was both easier and more difficult than Diané
Collinson’s, for while I did not have to treat the entire history of the
Western canon of philosophy in writing my entries, I had to choose
fifty contemporary thinkers. And although, of course, one can debate
about who should be in the philosophy canon, there is less doubt about
the fact that a canon has been extraordinarily influential, even to the
point where people are speaking Plato, Hobbes or Sartre without
knowing it. To some extent, then, Diané Collinson’s task was to make
explicit forms of thought which have already formed us. My task, by
contrast, has been to distil key elements in the work of thinkers who are
sometimes not yet widely known, but who are becoming so. Most
people will at least have heard of Plato; but will they have heard of
Saussure? Most will know that idealism is located somewhere in
Plato’s philosophy; but do they know that ‘difference’ is a key notion
in Saussure? Clearly, I believe that the answer is ‘no’ in both cases.

It is not only the general reader’s knowledge that I am actually
alluding to here, but also my own. For the contrast that I am trying
to bring out is that between a relatively stable canon with which I am
familiar, if not in detail, and a series of thinkers whose thought is
often still evolving, both because many are still writing and thus have
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

not completed their work, and because, by definition, it is not pos-
sible to have a deep familiarity with thought that is essentially con-
temporary and innovative. In other words, whether I have chosen the
most important or illuminating angle on the thinkers in question will
be, and should be, a cause for debate.

In response to this difficulty, my wager on behalf of the reader is
that the light that I do shine on the thought I have explicated is an
informed one, but that even if it turns out to be but one possible way
of understanding the thinker in question, this is still informative and
educative in the sense that I intend. And this sense is that to (be able
to) disagree with me is to understand me.

What of the choice of thinkers, however? Here, the subtitle of the
book should convey the orientation of the choices I have made. The
thinkers chosen serve to deepen an understanding of the post-Second
World War structuralist orientation in thought, which arose largely, if
not exclusively, in France. In my expositions, I have tried not to
belabour this point; for each of the fifty thinkers treated is irreducible
to a movement. Although the focus is primarily on the post-war
period, it is not exclusively so: I have tried to include thinkers who
chronologically, might have been of another generation (Saussure,
Freud, Nietzsche), but who have been of seminal importance, and are
of great contemporaneity, intellectually speaking. ‘Contemporary’,
therefore, means more than chronologically contemporary.

As the orientation of the book is largely towards presenting those
thinkers who represent a structural post-structural, modern—post-
modern, orientation, I have also included a number of indisputably
important thinkers (Adorno, Habermas) who are unsympathetic, or
at least less sympathetic, to this orientation.

As to the material presentation of the book, I have grouped the
thinkers in nine categories: early structuralism; structuralism; struc-
tural history; post-structuralist thought; semiotics; second generation
feminism; post-Marxism; modernity; and finally, post-modernity. A
short introductory note, intended to give the reader a broad overview
of the intellectual orientation concerned, precedes each group of
thinkers. Some may see these groupings as too reductive. My view is
that they signal an orientation only, and help the reader to appreciate
the global significance of this collection, a significance which should
not go unnoticed and which, used intelligently, can assist under-
standing at a more individual level.

For each thinker, I have aimed to provide information about recent
as well as early work in the listing of major works, as I have also
attempted to provide recent further readings.



PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

Finally, I should address briefly the question as to how this book
might be used. It would have been farcical, I believe, to have claimed
to have presented these fifty key contemporary thinkers in a way
which obviated the need for the reader to do additional reading to
consolidate his or her, understanding. This book offers a way in to
understanding the thinkers concerned; it is not a substitute for read-
ing them oneself. After Heidegger, I am not providing learning; I am

trying to let learning take place.
John Lechte
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND
EDITION

A second edition of Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers indicates a cer-
tain success with the first edition. Indeed, given the choices with
regard to thinkers, the high level of sales is very gratifying.

The Second Edition contains ten new entries on Agamben,
Badiou, Bergson, Butler, Haraway, Heidegger, Husserl, Maturana,
Virilio and Zizek, along with the radical revision of entries on
Barthes, Benjamin, Deleuze, Derrida, Kristeva, Lacan and Lyotard,
and significant revision of, or addition to, entries on Arendt, Bau-
drillard, Bourdieu, Chomsky, Freud, Foucault, Irigaray, Le Doeulf,
Merleau-Ponty and Serres, with minor editing being done on the
remaining entries.

Each first edition entry has been fully reviewed, particularly with
regard to up-dating the referencing system, ‘Major writings’ and
‘Further reading’. The second edition is therefore quite different in
content from the first.

Choices and Categories

Changes have been made regarding classification: three new cate-
gories of Phenomenology, the Post-Human and Vitalist-Inspired
Thought have been added, while Structural History has been deleted.
This, it is hoped, will add clarity to the reader’s intellectual map of
the fifty thinkers concerned.

As to the rationale for these classifications, it is clear that Phe-
nomenology has been as important to Post-Structural thought, as
Early Structuralist thinkers were for Structuralism. The category of
Post-Human is justified because key thinkers today (Haraway,
Maturana, Serres) are working at the cross-roads of cybernetics, post-
Darwin biology, information technology and an earlier humanism,
even if they can be critical of all, or of aspects, of such developments,
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

as is Paul Virilio. The category of Vitalist-Inspired Thought makes it
possible to do justice to those thinkers who focus on drives and the
body in their thought, including those such as Nietzsche and Deleuze
from the first edition, who are now more comfortably in this cate-
gory.

‘What is the rationale, then, for the choice of the ten new thinkers,
and within which movement in thought do they fall? Very simply,
the judgement is that each has made a very significant impact on
thinking and each connects, directly or indirectly, with the move-
ments in thought outlined above. Of course, these choices may be
contested, but I have chosen thinkers whose work has systematically
placed a new set of ideas, or a key idea, before an audience, whether
the latter be large or small. Thus, having a truly substantive idea, or
set of ideas, to present was the most important criterion invoked
when selecting the thinkers as the subject of new entries.

As with the first edition, the purpose of the book is not to serve as
a substitute for reading the original material but to make the original
more accessible to a wider public.

Note on the Text

All ‘Major writings’ and ‘Further reading’ have been thoroughly up-

dated and referencing has been changed to the Harvard system. Sub-
headings have also been added to facilitate reading.

John Lechte

May 2007
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INTRODUCTION

Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers as a Reference Book

No one can fail to be struck today by the plethora of reference and
self-help books available on the market. One need only cite, in this
regard, the expansion of the Routledge Key Guide series itself, for
which Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers was a founding text. We are thus
clearly witness to a sociological and intellectual phenomenon of some
import. Rather than leap to the conclusion that mass education entails
the induction into universities of students without the requisite cultural
capital, or to the conclusion (3 la Virilio) that in a world dominated
by speed there is no time available to become acquainted with original,
or primary texts, I prefer to consider the situation from another angle.
It is that, while, on the one hand, works of reference and other secondary
sources can become a substitute for the original, it could be that such
sources also provide a bridge to the original. In Michel Serres’s terms,
the reference text becomes a means of translation — the indispensable
third element — between the world of everyday life and the world of
primary, and often demanding, texts.

Target texts can include those which, in modernity, had a certain
avant-garde quality (the texts of Joyce, for sure, but also those of
Derrida in the era of Glas (1974)); but they can also include canonical
texts that function as the vehicles of a certain cultural heritage (again,
Joyce is an example, but also Freud and Husserl). In addition, the primary
text will also introduce students to a world of erudition and scholar-
ship (some of Agamben’s texts are exemplary here), and not just directly
with regard to learning the importance of method, reasoning and
evidence, but also indirectly, in the encounter with foreign terms and
phrases leading to the subsequent realisation that world is not ‘mono’,
either in language or thought. Such an encounter, when it takes
place, can expand symbolic and imaginary capacities.
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Reading and Invention

To be a bridge, then, not a substitute: this is the aspiration of Fiffy
Key Contemporary Thinkers. Let us acknowledge that (only extreme
naiveté could fail to recognise it) such an aspiration is thwarted at
every turn. To begin with, reading itself is in decline, at least when it
comes to non-fictional theory. Other media (television, the internet)
are beginning to take up the slack. In the late-1980s, Gregory Ulmer
proposed a counter to this in his book, Teletheory (1989), which
aimed to provide a strategy, not only for teaching theory in the age of
the internet, but also invention. ‘Academics’, he said in effect, ‘do
not despair. Do not think that the rise of electronic media will signal
the end of book culture; rather consider the possibility that electronic
culture can deliver book culture by other means’. We do not have to
choose, then, between book culture or electronic culture, but need to
work with electronic culture. Or, if book culture, based on the alpha-
bet, heightens a capacity for analysis, electronic culture heightens a
capacity for ‘patterned thinking’ (using images), or ‘euretics’: ‘The
thesis is’, says Ulmer, ‘that new electronic technologies relate to euretics
the way alphabetic literacy relates to analytic thinking’ (Ulmer 1989: 71).
Put simply, if hermeneutics is interpretative and analytical (making
sense of what is already there), euretics is the opposite: it is inventive;
creates the material for analysis. If interpretation and alphabetic cul-
ture are analytic, euretics is synthetic.

Thus, were Ulmer’ insights to have wide acceptance and applica-
tion in an academic context, we would realise that only by giving
greater reign to euretics will it be possible to renew hermeneutics, or the
analytical impulse so necessary for reading the thought of demanding
thinkers such as those I cover in Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers. This
at least is the idea; the problem is to realise it. And in this regard,
there is, no doubt, still enough inertia in universities to make life
difticult for the teachers of invention.

Difficult Reading

Another problem we must address when it comes to the reading of
key contemporary thinkers is that such reading is difticult. Of course;
but why should we ponder this banality? The reason is that a socio-
logical dimension is at play here. When reading is difficult in today’s
environment it becomes an obstacle to accessing certain thought,
thought which is perhaps not just difficult in terms of its logic or
language (mathematics is also difficult in this sense), but is difticult as
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INTRODUCTION

different, is demanding as different, maybe, as learning a second lan-
guage is demanding because it is fundamentally different from the
mother tongue (has anyone noticed how the teaching of languages in
universities has fallen off these days?). Another culture, another
language — other thought — are difficult because they are different, as
an artwork can be difficult because it is different, in the sense that it
establishes its own rule, just as the unconscious, for Freud, establishes
its own rules of grammar and syntax. It thus takes effort to work one’s
way into art and the unconscious.

Confronting difference, then, is demanding; difficulty is demand-
ing. What are the chances of making the call heard to meet the
challenge of difficulty? We often hear, do we not, the catch cry: ‘no
gain without pain’. Is this not an indication that commitment to
difficulty is still possible? Here, it is necessary to take into account the
cultural context of Western democratic and capitalist societies.

The parameters are made explicit by Michel Serres when he points
out that (post) modern life is so different from life of the past that it is
as though an entirely new humanity were on the horizon, one that
can not only be self-creating through science and technology, but one
(in the West) that no longer comprehends, let alone experiences,
permanent suffering. It is as though the avoidance of suffering and
the attainment of a comfortable lifestyle were addictive. One always
wants more: more comfort, more luxury. Could consumer society
function, were this not so?

‘No gain without pain’ only applies to specific goals, therefore, not
to a way of life. Difficult reading, by contrast, is not part of a con-
sumer lifestyle. Access to the thought that lies behind the challenge of
difficult reading will only become accessible when such reading is
rendered less difficult and onerous. For better or for worse, Fifty Key
Contemporary Thinkers finds its niche here. As intermediary, and
vehicle of translation, it also reduces the level of difticulty, difticulty
that a post-modern sensibility cannot tolerate.

The Field of Thought in the Work of Fifty Thinkers
Movements and Moments in Thought and Understanding Them

Clearly, it is possible to view the thinkers surveyed uniquely accord-
ing to the movement or moment in thought to which each has been
nominated. Mauss, then, is an early structuralist who pressed towards
valorising relations rather then essential qualities. Feminist thinkers,
like Irigaray, provide the women’s movement with its theory of
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INTRODUCTION

difference in a push for ever more subtle political recognition.
Habermas and Zizek are post-Marxist thinkers because there is a
Marxist impulse in their writing evoked by the notion of critique.
The obvious is that structuralism as a movement has seen its star
decline, while aspects of phenomenology, which has heavily influ-
enced post-structuralist thought, along with post-humanism, and
even vitalism, are still on the rise. On the rise, too, is post-Marxism,
when we include Badiou (who was influenced by Althusser) and
Zizek amongst its ranks. It is now becoming more plausible, after the
wave of economic rationalism, to mount a critique of globalisation
and corporatisation. Such a critique is no longer the province of
crackpots and cranks.

This kind of approach is all well and good, and can function as an
organisational reference point, but it remains captive to fashion and
to the conscious presentation of self and its representations. More
interesting, I believe, is the attempt to get at the unconscious of
thought, much as Michel Foucault did, through an archaeological
method. One of the questions the archaeological approach raises is
whether it is essentially epistemological and the therefore beholden to
a subject-object dichotomy. Foucault’s response was that it is so
beholden, hence the disappearance from his work of epistemology or
the épistemé after the publication of The Archaeology of Knowledge in 1969.

Epistemology and the Subject

Epistemology could not really link up with the Foucault’s method
because it is part of the practice of a self-conscious ego. How is the
ego (or subject) itself formed in relation to the emergence of the
social sciences? Such is archaeology’s question. This question by-
passes the self-consciousness of the social sciences and perhaps, in a
certain way, communicates with ontology. Ontology and epistemol-
ogy should not be confused here.

In any event, a common thread running through the work of many
thinkers is the issue of whether subjectivity is an a priori entity given
in advance, or whether it is enacted (‘performed’, Judith Butler will
say), and entirely contingent: an event in history. Chomsky, Zizek,
Husserl and possibly Freud are part of a group who, consciously, attribute
to the subject an a priori status in the Cartesian sense. Zizek’s carte-
sianism is certainly qualified and consists in a commitment to the notion
of the subject as an empty space ready to be filled with ‘pathological’
(i.e. singular) content. For Chomsky, of course, language capacity is
there from the start. It is innate. Chomsky thus stands out here; for
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INTRODUCTION

even those like Zizek who subscribe to some kind of a priori form of
the subject still refuse to give it any concrete content.

For his part, Badiou embraces totally a notion of the subject as
axiomatic, founded in truth and the event. This subject is not a pro-
duct of knowledge or of interpretation. It is entirely detached from
epistemology. Indeed, on this basis, epistemology cannot, ironically,
incorporate a subject in the strict sense. An ideological subject is a
different matter. It may well go hand in hand with epistemology.

In the background here (less for Badiou than Deleuze) is the issue
of whether it is logically legitimate to invoke a principle of indivi-
duation, or of subjectivity, prior to individuation itself. ‘[Sfuch a
research perspective’, according to Gilbert Simondon, ‘gives an ontological
privilege to the already constituted individual’ (Simondon 1989: 10,
Simondon’s emphasis). Do pre-existing models of subjectivity do it
justice? Does a model of love, or of beauty, do justice to its unique-
ness? The model, or blueprint, approach to subjectivity and indivi-
duation comes, according to advocates of ‘nothing prior’, to determine
their reality. As well as being designated as idealist, this approach is
also seen as reductionist and analytical: it assumes that the essential
nature of individuation (the model) will clearly manifest itself in a
variety of instances — that despite the apparent complexity the reality
is definable and essentially simple and already given.

A key facet of contemporary debates surrounding subjectivity is
thus located here. In science, this links up with complexity theory,
which emphasises the emergent aspect of entities. That is, entities as
‘emergent’, evolve: they come into being, rather than being already
constituted. Certainly, on this account, there is no knowing subject
prior to its emergence. To speak about the subject of knowledge,
then, is to presuppose what needs to be explained.

Structure and Emergence

The new entries in the second edition of Fifty Key Contemporary
Thinkers, have shifted the centre of theoretical gravity away from that
of the first edition — with its central points of reference of structure,
code and differential relations all modelled on language — to the
question once again of the nature of the human. Here, as Agam-
ben says very poignantly in confronting the remnants of Auschwitz,
the human being is not an essence, but is ‘always beyond or before
the human, the central threshold through which pass currents of the
human and the inhuman, subjectification and desubjectification, the living
being’s becoming speaking and the logos’ becoming living’ (Agamben
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2002: 135). In other words, even though the human is not an essence
and so still thwarts an essentialist discourse, it is important, first, to address
the question of the nature of the human and, second, to recognise
that to be without essence is not to be nothing. Even to be no more than
bare life in the concentration camps is not to be nothing: it is still
to be human and to bear witness even in the impossibility of bearing
witness.

However, and by contrast to Agamben on the human, to the
extent that social science (anthropology, linguistics, psychoanalysis,
literary theory) was the predominant vehicle of structuralism, as this
was portrayed in the first edition, epistemology was the field at stake.
Emergence is not outside this field, but it gives it a shake forcing a
re-evaluation of first principles. Julia Kristeva’s notion of a subject-in-
process is perfectly in keeping with this. What Kristeva objected to in
phenomenological accounts of the subject was precisely that it pre-
supposed what it needed to explain. In positing a transcendental
ego-subject, phenomenology, in Kristeva’s eyes, could not show how
such a subject came into being, how it evolved and changed, how it
could only really be accounted for by the notion of emergence, even
it Kristeva herself never uses that term. The phrase she does use at
one point in her oeuvre when talking about love, is ‘open system’,
referring to the fact that the psychic space of the subject in love is
open to change and modification, and as such is able to expand and
enrich imaginary and symbolic capacities.

Kristeva, then, shows herself to be very much a transitional figure
in relation to the two editions of Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers. For
the tendencies towards a dynamic and emergent subject evident in
her work from 1974 — tendencies which see a break with any kind of
static, structuralist view of the subject as the product of discourse —
are well within keeping with the refusal of static, explanatory princi-
ples evident in key thinkers collected in the second edition.

Ontology

In Heidegger’s language (a language that begins to supplant that of
the social sciences as the dominant kid on the block), the social sci-
ences are ‘ontic’: concerned with particular objects which they
endeavour to know. They are concerned with beings (existence), not
with being. Thus a further shift in the centre of gravity is observable
in the second as compared to the first edition. Whereas structuralism,
as we have already implied, was hegemonic in the first edition (even
those who opposed it tended to situate themselves in relation to it),
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the late-1990s and the thinkers who emerged then with renewed
visibility (cf. in particular, Agamben, Levinas. Ziiek) seemed to
recognize that, once again, the foundation of the social sciences is at
issue after decades of the withdrawal of interest in this area. Knowl-
edge itself becomes relativised, not just in the sense of being ‘situ-
ated’, as Donna Haraway argued, but in the sense that knowledge
does not give access to more fundamental aspects of thought, such as
the question of being. In short, ontology also makes a renewed
appearance on the scene after holding the interest, in the decades
after May ’68, of only a handful of devotees.

This is not to suggest that there was, or is, a rush back to an
essentialist position on society, culture, or the nature of the human;
but it does mean that epistemology is put back in its place of sub-
ordination after being dominant in the period of anti-humanism.
Badiou’s thought is, in many respects, exemplary. For even though he
links being with knowledge (within which interpretation is domi-
nant), this is basically to emphasise the importance of truth (the
opposite of interpretation) and the event: that occurrence with no
concept which must be given a concept, one that challenges existing
modes of thinking and doing. Badiou, like other thinkers in the
second edition, is not a self-conscious ontologist; but it is clear that
the level at which his thought operates is derived from a rejection of
the hegemony of knowledge, and that pushes him towards the level
that Heidegger called, ‘being’. So even though Badiou continually
takes issue with Heidegger on a range of ideas, he still finds himself
called upon to say that: “There is no doubt we are indebted to Hei-
degger for having yoked philosophy once more to the question of
being [ontology]. We are also indebted to him for giving a name to
the era of the forgetting of this question, a forgetting whose history,
beginning with Plato, is the history of philosophy as such’ (Badiou
2004: 39). Heidegger, the controversial Heidegger, thus opens up the
path to deeper questions than those raised by epistemology.

The Spectacle

We live, according to the writings left by Guy Debord, in a society of
the spectacle. This is a society of surfaces, or representations without
depth. Most of all, the society of the spectacle is a society of com-
modification, where everything is on display and has attached to it an
exchange-value represented by price.

Taking Marx’s theory of the commodity as a point of departure in
defining the society of the spectacle, Debord makes the commodity
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into a play of appearances, or, to be more precise, of images. The
society of the spectacle, then, is a system of social relations mediated
by images (Debord 1992: 16, para 4) — images which have become
detached from their essential position: the true has become the false
(Debord 1992: 19, para 9). The image, then, is a detached appearance
that has ceased to refer to what is truly substantial. It goes to the heart
of the ‘unreality’ of the real society (Debord 1992: 17, para 6) with-
out, however, being something simply added on to social reality. For
the spectacle is how society is organised at its most profound level.
Moreover, as it is the result of the existing mode of production, the
spectacle is produced by this mode of production. Therefore, as
Debord explains: ‘reality rises up in the spectacle, and the spectacle is
real’ (Debord 1992: 19, para 8).

To ask whether the spectacle is true and entirely pervasive is
probably the wrong question. For the spectacle is true just as mar-
keting and commodification are true; that is, they undoubtedly exist.
It is not just that we live under the umbrella of commodification —
seen in truly spectacular fashion (no pun intended) in the $104 mil-
lion dollar price tag paid in May 2004 for Picasso’s painting, ‘Boy
With a Pipe’” — but that commodification and the ego are inextricably
tied to each other. ‘Ego’ here, does not imply narcissism, or that the
world is dominated by narcissism. Rather, a commodity as a thing
that can be represented fulfils the desire of the ego. The ego itself is,
in this sense, part of the spectacle. Its world is spectacular. The world
of the spectacle is the very opposite of a sacred, ineffable, spiritual
world, or a world of ideas. It is also quite clearly the opposite, of the
world of the unconscious.

Unlike the world of representation, which the ego constructs in
spectacular fashion, access to a sacred, spiritual world, or to a world
of ideas, comes through exposure, an exposure that is also an opening
up to ideas, to the sacred, to the spiritual, to the ineffable, just as in
Levinas’s terms one is exposed to the other.

I'm implying, of course, that the spectacle, fuelling the ego as it
does, becomes an obstacle (unless one seeks guidance) in the way of
opening oneself to ideas, and therefore to the ideas in Fifty Key
Contemporary Thinkers. It is not just a matter, though, of pointing to
Debord’s thesis which explicitly names the spectacle, showing, as Debord
admits, that his book, in naming and representing the spectacle is also
part of the ego network that it denounces. To behold the spectacle is
to reinforce the spectacle which is itself a beholding (representation).
It is my estimation that archaeology as Foucault practised it, the
Freudian notion of the unconscious, as well as Heidegger’s philosophy,
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can provide a way out of this dilemma. For I believe that each of
these approaches by-passes the ego, and thus allows access to ideas
which constitute the environment of being.

The ultimate goal of the second edition of Fifty Key Contemporary
Thinkers, then, is to be an intermediary also in the sense of enabling
readers — against the spectacle — to open themselves to the ideas of a
truly amazing group of thinkers, thinkers who can change our lives.
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EARLY STRUCTURALISM

To give an insight into the factors which set in motion the structur-
alist movement, we can already see certain tendencies in the relational
understanding of exchange in Marcel Mauss. The focus on relations
begins to destabilise the presuppositions of more essentialist and
positivistic forms of thought. A focus on society as a system where
certain phenomena constitute a ‘total social fact’, or on the episte-
mological basis of knowledge (Bachelard), begins to shift the
emphasis away from an explanation of society focused on its content
and more towards a focus on form as structural (that is, as differential
and relational). The history of science is no longer the expression of a
mind. Instead, through an epistemological configuration, history
constructs the intellectual framework that comprehends it. In addi-
tion, changes in the present experience of a society or an individual
change the meaning of the past. The past can no longer be under-
stood in its own terms because now the past is to be understood in
terms of the concerns of the present.

GASTON BACHELARD (1884-1962)

Gaston Bachelard — epistemologist, philosopher of science, and theorist
of the imagination — influenced key figures in the structuralist and post-
structuralist generation of the post-war era. Through Jean Cavailles,
and especially in light of the work and guidance of Georges Canguilhem,
Michel Foucault found his particular orientation in researching the
history of knowledges. Again, with Louis Althusser finding inspiration
in Bachelard’s concept of ‘discontinuity’ — which he translated into
‘epistemological break’ — a generation of Marxist philosophers was
stimulated to rethink the notions of time, subjectivity, and science.
Gaston Bachelard was born in 1884, in rural France, at Bar-sur-
Aube and died in Paris in 1962. After being employed in the postal
service (1903—13), he became professor of physics at the College de
Bar-sur-Aube from 1919 to 1930. At the age of 35, Bachelard
engaged in further studies — this time in philosophy, for which he
completed an agrégation in 1922. Still later, in 1928, he published his
doctoral thesis, defended in 1927: Essai sur la connaissance approchée
(Essay on Approximate Knowledge) and his complementary thesis, Etude
sur Pévolution d’un probléme physique, La propagation thermique dans les
solides (Study on the Evolution of a Problem in Physics: Thermal Propaga-
tion in Solids). In light of this work, in 1940 Bachelard was called
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upon to take up the chair of history and philosophy of science at the
Sorbonne, a position he held until 1954.

The New Framework of Science

Three key elements of Bachelard’s thought made him both a unique
philosopher and thinker and also rendered his work crucial to the
post-war generation of structuralists. The first element concerns the
importance placed on epistemology in science. If, in this regard, sci-
entists were to have a defective understanding of their own practice,
the application of their work would be fundamentally impeded.
Epistemology is the domain where the significance of scientific
endeavours is comprehended. As Bachelard wrote in The Philosophy of
No: ‘The space in which one looks, in which one examines is philo-
sophically very different from the space in which one sees” (Bachelard
1968: 63). This is because the space in which one sees is always a
represented space, and not a real space. Only by recourse to philo-
sophy can one take account of this. Indeed, Bachelard goes on to
advocate ‘a systematic study of representation, the most natural inter-
mediary for determining the relationships of noumenon and phe-
nomenon’ (Bachelard 1968: 64).

Theory and Practice in Science

Closely aligned to the interaction between reality and its representa-
tion, is Bachelard’s unswerving advocacy of the dialectical relationship
between rationalism and realism — or empiricism, as it could also be
called. Thus in perhaps what became, for a wider public, his most
influential book, The New Scientific Spirit, this veritable poet of epis-
temology argues that there are fundamentally two prevailing meta-
physical bases: rationalism and realism. Rationalism — which includes
philosophy and theory — is the field of interpretation and reason;
realism, on the other hand, provides rationalism with the material for
its interpretations. Simply to remain at a naive and intuitive level —
the experimental level — in grasping new facts is to condemn scien-
tific understanding to stagnation; for it cannot become aware of what
it is doing. Similarly, if one exaggerates the importance of the
rationalist aspect — perhaps even claiming that, in the end, science is
nothing but the reflection of an underlying philosophical system — an
equally sterile idealism can result. For Bachelard, therefore, to be
scientific is to privilege neither thought nor reality, but to recognise
the inextricable link between them. In the following memorable
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expression, Bachelard captures what is at stake: ‘Experimentation must
give way to argument, and argument must have recourse to experimentation’
(Bachelard 1985: 4, Bachelard’s emphasis). All of Bachelard’s writings
on the nature of science are motivated by this principle. Trained as a
scientist and as a philosopher, Bachelard exemplified the position he
strove to represent in his writing. As may be expected, a book like Le
Rationalisme appliqué (Applied Rationalism), is geared to demonstrate
the theoretical basis of different types of experimentation. A pro-
found rationalism 1is thus always an applied rationalism, one that
learns from reality. This is not all, however. For Bachelard also agrees
that the empiricist can learn something about reality from the theorist
when it happens — as with Einstein — that a theory is developed prior
to its experimental correlate. Here, theory meeds its experimental
correlate in order to be confirmed. With the emphasis he placed on
epistemology, Bachelard brought science and philosophy together in
a way seldom seen before. The human and natural sciences in fact
find their intermediary here, in the man who, in the end, comes to
write a ‘poetics’ of science.

History of Science

The second major aspect of Bachelard’s work which has been parti-
cularly influential as far as structuralism 1s concerned is his theorisation
of the history of science. In a nutshell, Bachelard proposes a non-
evolutionary explanation of the development of science, where prior
developments do not necessarily explain the present state of science.
For example, according to Bachelard, it is not possible to explain
Einstein’s theory of relativity as developing out of Newtonian physics.
New doctrines did not develop out of the old, says Bachelard, ‘but
rather, the new enveloped the old’. And he continues: ‘Intellectual
generations are nested, one within the other. When we go from non-
Newtonian physics to Newtonian physics, we do not encounter
contradiction but we do experience contradiction’ (Bachelard 1968:
60). On this basis, the concept that links later discoveries to a prior set
of discoveries is not continuity, but discontinuity. There is thus a
discontinuity between Euclidean and non-Euclidean geometry, a dis-
continuity between Euclidean space, and the theories of location,
space and time put forward by Heisenberg and Einstein. Again, Bachelard
points out that in the past, mass was defined in relation to a quantity
of matter. The greater the matter, therefore, the greater the force
thought to be needed to oppose it: velocity was a function of mass. With
Einstein, we now know that mass is a function of velocity, and not
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the reverse. The main point made here is not that previous theories
were found wanting and therefore opposed, but that new theories
tend entirely to transcend — or are discontinuous with — previous
theories and explanations of phenomena. As Bachelard explains:

No doubt there are some kinds of knowledge that appear to be
immutable. This leads some people to think that the stability of the
contents is due to stability of the container, or, in other words,
that the forms of rationality are permanent and no new method
of rational thought is possible. But structure does not come from
accumulation alone; the mass of immutable knowledge does not
have as much functional importance as is sometimes assumed.

(Bachelard 1968: 54)

In fact, Bachelard argues, it is the — sometimes radical — changes in the
meaning of a concept, or in the nature of a research field which best
characterise the nature of scientific endeavour. What is new in sci-
ence, therefore, is always revolutionary.

As an addendum to the Bachelardian conception of scientific devel-
opment, it is important to note that all scientific thought, ‘is, in its
essence, process of objectification” — a sentiment with which Pierre
Bourdieu (a former student of Bachelards) would entirely agree.
Moreover, in speaking about the scientific thought of the modern era,
Bachelard notes that it is fundamentally oriented to seeing phenom-
ena relationally, and not substantively, or as having essential qualities in
themselves. This observation clearly signals a feature present in con-
temporary structuralist thought. Thus, Bachelard confirms, ‘the proper-
ties of the objects in Hilbert’s system are purely relational and in no
way substantial (Bachelard 1968: 30-31).

When he argues that ‘the assimilation of the irrational by reason never
tails to bring about a reciprocal reorganization of the domain of rationality’
(Bachelard 1968: 137), Bachelard confirms the dialectical nature of
his approach — one that is recalled, albeit in a different context and with
different aims, by Julia Kristeva and her concepts of the ‘semiotic’ and the
‘symbolic’. Thought is always ‘in the process of objectification’ (Bachelard
1968: 176, emphasis added); it is never given and complete — never
closed in upon itself and static, as some scientists used to assume.

The Simple and the Complex: Against Descartes

Connected to this view of thought is Bachelard’s anti-Cartesian stance.
Whereas Descartes had argued that to progress, thought had to start
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from the point of clear and simple ideas, Bachelard charges that there
are no simple ideas, only complexities, this being particularly in evi-
dence when ideas are applied. ‘Application is complication’, Bache-
lard claims. Moreover, while the best theory seems to be the one that
explains reality in the simplest way, our author retorts that reality is
never simple, and that in the history of science attempts to achieve
simplicity (e.g., the structure of the hydrogen spectrum) have invari-
ably turned out to be over-simplifications when the complexity of
reality is at last acknowledged. As a notion derived from Descartes,
simplicity does not adequately cope with the fact that every phe-
nomenon is a fabric of relations, and not a simple substance. As such,
phenomena can only be grasped through a form of synthesis that
corresponds to what Bachelard, in 1936, called surrationalisme
(Bachelard 1936). Surrationalism is an enrichment and revitalisation
of rationalism through reference to the material world, just as,
through dream, surrealism, from another direction, aimed to revitalise
realism through dream.

Imagination

Another dimension of Bachelard’s thought which has been influential
is his work analysing forms of the imagination, particularly the
images related to the themes of matter, movement, force, and dream,
as well as the associated images of fire, water, air, and earth. Bache-
lard, in works like La Térre et les réveries de la volonté (The Earth and
Reveries of Will) include numerous references to the poetry and lit-
erature of the Western cultural tradition, references which he uses to
illustrate the work of the imagination. The work of the imagination is
to be distinguished from the perception of the exterior world trans-
lated into images.

The work of imagination, as our author says, is more fundamental
than the image-perception; it is thus a question of affirming the
‘psychically fundamental character of creative imagination’ (Bachelard
1948: 3). Imagination is not here a simple reflection of exterior
images, but is rather an activity subject to the individuals will.
Bachelard thus sets out to investigate the products of this creative
will — products which cannot be predicted on the basis of a knowl-
edge of reality. In a certain sense, therefore, science cannot predict
the trajectory of the imagination, for the latter has a specific kind of
autonomy. Being subject to will means that the imagination — as for
some of the surrealists — has to do with semi-conscious day-dreaming
(réverie) rather than with the unconscious processes (condensation,
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displacement, etc.) of dream-work. Indeed, this factor, together with
his interest in archetypes, places Bachelard much closer to Jung than
to Freud. Also reminiscent of Jung is the emphasis Bachelard gives in
his analysis of the imagination to the four ‘primary’ elements of fire,
water, air, and earth seen to be eternally present in a poetical
alchemy. A certain mystical element is thus on the horizon (cf. Jung’s
Psychology and Alchemy). Furthermore, Bachelard’s insistence on the
primacy of the already given subject—object relation, which he takes,
although not always willingly, from phenomenology, means that
while the imagination might produce images (most often sublima-
tions of archetypes), the work of creativity is not itself seen to pro-
duce the subject—object relation. In eftect, the subject here is his
Majesty the ego, as Freud said; for there is an assumption of auton-
omy that verges on being absolute. An element of closure, apparently
absent from his scientific writings, thereby enters into Bachelard’s
writings on imagination.

The imagination, then, is the field of the image, and as such is to
be distinguished from the translation of the external world into
concepts. The imagination produces images and is its images, whereas
thought produces concepts. Without a surrealism that emerges in
order to revivify the image, the world of the image would wither and
die, so much would it be closed in upon itself. Similarly, were it
not for a certain surrationalism, thought and its concepts would also
wither — sick from its very completeness and simplicity. Rather,
‘openness’ and ‘complexity’ sum up Bachelards position. In his
pleiade of elements — a little too Jungian — the concept falls to the
masculine side of things, whereas the image tends towards the femi-
nine. Similarly, the concept corresponds to the image of the day
(for it is equivalent to ‘seeing’), while the image corresponds to the
image of the night. Dominique Lecourt’ astute little book on Bachelard
draws attention precisely to this feature of the thinker’s work: ‘In
short, to reiterate Bachelard’s terms, between his scientific books and
his books about the imagination, it is as the Day is to the Night’
(Lecourt 1974: 32).

For the most part, Bachelard himself is coy about whether the two
elements in fact come together, that is, about whether the image
emerges in science, and science in the realm of images. Bachelard’s
writing, almost despite itself, has nevertheless come to be seen as a
source of inspiration for those intent on breaking down the barrier
between concept and image, so that new images can become the
basis of new scientific concepts, while new concepts can emerge on
the basis of new images.
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Transparency and Opacity/Day and Night

More specifically, Bachelard’s writings point to the fact that neither a
concept nor an image is transparent, and that this opacity signals
that an element of subjectivity is always in play in human affairs.
This means that human beings are spoken as much as they are
speaking in the frameworks of science and the symbolic that con-
stitute their lives. As Lecourt again puts it: ‘no one can read these
divergent texts without sensing a wunity which is to be looked for
there beneath the contradiction’ (Lecourt 1974: 32, Lecourt’s
emphasis). ‘Unity’? — or ‘synthesis’> The answer is not unimportant.
For whereas unity connotes homogeneity and risks becoming a
simple unity, synthesis, as Bachelard said, is to do with relations. The
latter can exist between different elements (provided the difference is
not radical), and presupposes divisions of some sort. Unity, on the
other hand, tends to erase relations. In the end, Bachelard’s oeuvre
tends to embody the notion of synthesis that he propounded in his
early writing. Of necessity, though, this was a synthesis that he could
not see, a necessary blindness constitutive of the place (existentially
speaking) from which he wrote. In this sense, then, the Night might
well be seen to take precedence over the Day in this exceptional
oeuvre.

References

Bachelard, Gaston (1936), ‘Le Surrationalisme’, Inquisitions, 1.

—— (1948), La Terre et les réveries de la volonté: essai sur 'imagination des forces,
Paris: Corti.

—— (1968), The Philosophy of No: A Philosophy of the New Scientific Mind,
trans. G. C. Waterston, New York: Orion Press.

—— (1985), The New Scientific Spirit, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, Boston:
Beacon Press.

Lecourt, Dominique, (1974), Bachelard ou le jour et la nuit (un essai de matéri-
alisme dialectique), Paris: Maspero.

See also: Bourdieu, Foucault, Freud

Bachelard’s major writings

(2002 [1948]) Earth and Reveries of Will: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, trans.
Kenneth Haltman, Dallas: Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture
Publications.

(2000) The Dialectic of Duration, trans. Mary McAllester Jones, Manchester:
Cinamen.



GASTON BACHELARD

(1990 [1961]) The Flame of a Candle, trans. Joni Caldwell, Dallas: The Dallas
Institute of Humanities and Culture Publications.

(1988a [1970]) The Right to Dream, trans. J.A. Underwood, Dallas: The
Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture Publications.

(1988b [1943]) Air and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Movement,
trans. Edith and Frederick Farrell, Dallas: The Dallas Institute of Huma-
nities and Culture Publications.

(1984a [1940, 1951]) Lautréamont, trans. Robert Duprée, Dallas: The Dallas
Institute of Humanities and Culture Publications.

(1984b [1934]) The New Scientific Spirit, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, Boston:
Beacon Press.

(1983 [1942]) Water and Dreams. An Essay on the Imagination of Matter, trans. Edith

(1972 [1938]) La Formation de Uesprit scientifique. Contribution a une psychana-
lyse de la connaissance objective, Paris: Vrin. Eighth edn.

(1971) On Poetic Imagination and Reverie: Selections from the Works of Gaston
Bachelard, trans. Colette Gaudin, Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill.

(1970 [1928]) Essai sur la connaissance approchée, Paris: Vrin (principal thesis
for the Doctorate in literature).

(1968 [1940]) The Philosophy of No. A Philosophy of the New Scientific Mind,
trans. G.C. Waterston, New York: The Orion Press.

(1966 [1949]) Rationalisme appliqué, Paris: PUE

(1965 [1960]) La Poétique de in réverie, Paris: PUE

(1964a [1957]) The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas, New York: Orion Press.

(1964b [1938]) The Psychoanalysis of Fire, trans. Alan C.M. Ross, Boston:
Beacon Press; London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

(1963 [1953]) Le Materialisme rationnel, Paris: PUE

(1950 [1936]) La Dialectique de la durée, Paris: Boivin.

(1948) La Terre et les réveries de la volonté: essai sur I'imagination des forces, Paris:
Jose Corti.

(1937) L’Expérience de Uespace dans la physique contemporaine, Paris: PUE

(1933) Les Intuitions atomistiques: essai de classification, Paris: Boivin.

(1932) Le Pluralisme coherent de la chimie moderne, Paris: Vrin.

(1932) L’Intuition de Uinstant: étude sur la ‘Silo¢’ de Gaston Roupnel, Paris: Stock.

(1929) La Valeur inductive de la relativité, Paris: Vrin.

Further reading

Chimisso, Christina (2001), Gaston Bachelard: Critic of Science and the Imagi-
nation, London: Routledge.

Lecourt, Dominique (1974), Bachelard ou le jour et la nuit, Paris: Grasset.

McAllester Jones, Mary (1991), Gaston Bachelard: Subversive Humanist. Texts
and Readings, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Smith, Roch Charles (1982), Gaston Bachelard, Boston: Twayne.

Tiles, Mary (1984), Bachelard, Science and Objectivity, Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

10



MIKHAIL BAKHTIN

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN (1895-1975)

Mikhail Bakhtin is, according to some estimations, one of the greatest
theoreticians of literature of the twentieth century (Todorov 1984: ix).
Both the historical range of his writing and the political conditions
under which he wrote (particularly the political repression under
Stalin) have made Bakhtin a social philosopher of some magnitude.

Born in November 1895, Bakhtin took a degree in classics and
philology at the University of Petrograd in 1918. Largely for political
reasons, he lived much of his life in self~-imposed obscurity, taking
up a professorship at the remote Mordovia State Teachers College in
1936, where, apart from one interruption in the 1940s due to rumours
of a political purge, he taught until 1961. Despite his low political
profile, Bakhtin was arrested in 1929 for alleged involvement in the
underground Russian Orthodox Church and sentenced to six years’
internal exile in Kazakhstan where he worked as a bookkeeper. By
the 1960s, Bakhtin had become a cult figure in Russia, his 1929 work
on Dostoyevsky having been rediscovered and his best-known book on
Rabelais — initially submitted as a doctoral thesis in the 1940s — being
published for the first time in the Soviet Union in 1965. With the
renewed interest in his work, Bakhtin began working in the early
1970s on a number of projects — such as one on the philosophical
bases of the human sciences — which remained unfinished at his death
in March 1975.

Work Method and Periods of Thought

Bakhtin’s intellectual trajectory and his practice of writing are quite
exceptional. Not only did he often rework partially completed pieces
and continue to elaborate already formulated concepts in a different
way — so that his trajectory is less a straight line than a spiral — but, in
addition, there is a controversy concerning the authorship of a
number of books suspected of having been written by him, but
published under the names of his friends, V.N. Voloshinov and R.N.
Medvedev. The most notable of these are Freudianism and Marxism
and the Philosophy of Language by Voloshinov, and The Formal Method
in Literary Studies by Medvedev.

Questions of attribution aside, most scholars agree that Bakhtin’s
work can be divided into three main periods. (1) Early essays on
ethics and aesthetics; (2) Books and articles on the history of the novel;
(3) Posthumously published essays which again take up the themes of
the second period. Despite the careful scholarship that is now being
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undertaken to show the depth of his thought, it remains true that,
outside a circle of specialists, Bakhtin is best known in the West, first,
for his notion of carnival, which comes from his study of Rabelais;
second, for the concept of the dialogical, polyphonic novel that
derives from Bakhtin’s study of Dostoyevsky; and finally, for terms,
such as ‘chronotope’ and ‘novelistic discourse’ which derive from his
collected essays on the theory of the novel (see Bakhtin 1981).

Rabelais and Carnival

In his Rabelais study, the first of his works to be translated into
English, Bakhtin focuses on the carnival as it existed in the pre-to
mid-Renaissance period (Rabelais (1494-1553) wrote his most
important works in the early 1530s). Rabelais, for Bakhtin, continues
the carnival tradition, while adding his own innovations. What then
is carnival?

The most important aspect of carnival is laughter. However, car-
nival laughter cannot be equated with the specific forms it takes in
modern consciousness. It is not simply parodic, ironical, or satirical.
Carnival laughter has no object. It is ambivalent. Ambivalence is the
key to the structure of carnival. The logic of carnival is as Kristeva
has shown, not the true or false, quantitative and causal logic of sci-
ence and seriousness but the qualitative logic of ambivalence where
the actor is also the spectator, destruction gives rise to creativity, and
death is equivalent to rebirth.

Carnival, then, is neither private nor specifically oppositional, as it
is in the period just prior to, and during, Romanticism. In no sense is
carnival to be understood as an event that is officially sanctioned, or
simply as a holiday period — a break from the normal labour of
everyday life; nor is carnival a festival which reinforces the prevailing
regime of everyday life, with its power hierarchy, and striking
contrast between rich and poor. Carnival, in short, is not the result of
officialdom (which is always serious) reinforcing its own power on
the principle of ‘bread and circuses’. Rather, the people are the car-
nival, and officialdom, like everyone else, is subject to its rituals and
its laws — the Church as well as the Crown. To put it in a nutshell:
carnival is not simply negative; it has no utilitarian motive. It is, to
repeat, ambivalent.

Consequently, rather than a spectacle to be observed, carnival is the
hilarity lived by everyone. And this raises the question as to whether
there can be, strictly speaking, a theory of carnival. For there is no
life outside the carnival. The people in it are both actors and spectators
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simultaneously. And as the festival laughter of carnival is also directed
against those who laugh, the people in it are both subjects and objects
of laughter. This laughter is general, has a philosophical basis, and
embraces death (cf. the themes of macabre laughter and the grotesque)
as well as life. As such, carnival laughter is one of the ‘essential forms
of truth concerning the world” (Bakhtin 1984a: 66). Bakhtin remarks,
however, that with the modern era, laughter has been reduced to one
of the ‘low genres’. Carnival itself, on the other hand, embraces
lowness. Degradation, debasement, the body and all its functions —
but particularly defecation, urination and copulation — are part and
parcel of the ambivalent carnival experience. The body, then, is part
of this ambivalence. It is not closed in and private, but open to the
world. Similarly, the proximity between the womb and the tomb is
not repressed, but, like reproduction, is celebrated, as ‘lowness’ in
general is celebrated. The body only becomes ‘finished’ (that is, pri-
vate) according to our author, in the Renaissance.

Carnival figures, such as the clown, who exists on the border
between art and life, experiences, such as madness, and the figure of
the ‘mask’, which does not hide but reveals, all illuminate the
ambivalent, all-embracing logic of carnival. Of the mask, Bakhtin
writes that it is ‘connected with the joy of change and reincarnation,
with gay relativity and with the merry negation of uniformity and
similarity’ (Bakhtin 1984a: 39). The mask in the eighteenth century
of course became a symbol — especially in the work of Rousseau — of
everything that was false and inauthentic. The mask, in effect, was
always the mask of hypocrisy. With carnival ambivalence, the mask is
always obviously distorting. That it is covering up and transforming its
object is clearly understood. The mask undermines the notion of
being as identical with itself; it both reveals and plays with contra-
diction, and in so doing begins to encapsulate the ambivalence of the
carnival as practice. As Bakhtin says: “The mask is related to transi-
tion, metamorphosis, the violation of natural boundaries, to mockery
and familiar nicknames. It contains the playful element of life’
(Bakhtin 1984a: 40). For Kristeva, the mask signals the loss of indi-
viduality and the assumption of anonymity, and thus the assumption
of a multitude of identities. Hence the mask always plays with the
symbolic so as to unhinge it from its fixed and rigid forms. The mask
is the incarnation of movement and change. It is never serious unless
we understand that to refuse to give seriousness absolute power is a
serious matter. The exhortation of the carnival is, as a result, that we
should enter the game of life, masked: that is, ambivalently, irre-
verently, and with a spirit of laughter.
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Carnival, in its ambivalence, focuses attention on the people as the
arena of participation. As participation, it is the circumvention of
representation. Carnival, then, makes the people the most important
element in life. The people, as participants in the carnival as partici-
pation, come to embody the universal. This is why the universal is
practical and tends to escape objectification. Again, while carnival
laughter can find a place for seriousness (even if this be to mock it —
‘not a single saying of the Old Testament was left unchallenged’, says
Bakhtin (Bakhtin 1984a: 86) — seriousness cannot find a place for
laughter). If we equate seriousness with objectification (all seriousness
is self-conscious), this would mean that laughter cannot be objecti-
fied, cannot be theorised.

Carnival logic (the logic of ambivalence) is not restricted to the
limitation of binary oppositions which set limits, but is equivalent of the
power of continuum (positive and negative). The carnival logic is revealed
closer to home when we realise that any speech act is essentially bi-
valent (both One and Other), so that, for instance, the seriousness of
academic discourse is based on the repression of ambivalence.

Polyphony: The Dialogical Text

In his study of Dostoyevsky, Bakhtin argues that the Russian writer’s
fiction has a ‘polyphonic’ structure in that — like carnival — it includes
the other’s voice within itself. For example, with a text like The Brothers
Karamazov, ‘the other’s discourse gradually, stealthily penetrates the
consciousness and the speech of the hero’ (Bakhtin 1984b: 222).

For Bakhtin, novelistic discourse should not be understood as the
word of communication studied by linguistics, but is rather the
‘dynamic milieu’ in which the exchange (dialogue) takes place. In
terms of linguistics, the word for Bakhtin is translinguistic: the inter-
section of meanings rather than a fixed point, or a single meaning.
‘While parody, irony, and satire are, for instance, clear examples of the
word in Bakhtin’s sense (we must resort to the translinguistic/semio-
tic dimension in order to interpret them), Dostoyevsky’s work leads
us to the same kind of insight by way of the dialogical word which
includes the other’s word within itself. This is a polyphonic word in
the sense that polyphony, too, has no fixed point but is the inter-
penetration of sounds. Polyphony is multiple, not singular it includes
what would be excluded by a representation of it.

Bakhtin reads Dostoyevsky in the spirit of carnival with its double
logic. Justice therefore cannot be done to Dostoyevsky’s writing by
reducing it to a story with characters, as is typical of the closed
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structure of the epic, and also fundamental to what Bakhtin called a
‘monological” text. Most simply understood, a monological text has a
single (mono-), homogeneous, and relatively uniform logic. It lends
itself very easily to an ideological appropriation; for the essential
aspect of ideology is the message conveyed, and not the way the
message arises and is articulated within the milieu of the word. For
Bakhtin, Tolstoy’s works are most often monological in this sense. By
contrast, in The Brothers Karamazov, not only words create meaning
but also the contextual relationship between them (e.g. Ivan’s ‘poem’,
‘The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor’, and Smerdyakov’s confession).
All of Bakhtin’s approach directs attention to the way the novel is
constructed — its mise-en-scéene — rather than the intrigue, or story, or
the particular views, ideology, or feelings of the author. Quite simply:
the author becomes the site of the mise-en-scéne of the novel. The
polyphonic novel makes this more explicit than other forms, but in
almost every novelistic genre, there are a number of languages in
operation, each one utilised by the author. As Bakhtin explains:

The author is not to be found in the language of the narrator,
not in the normal literary language to which the story opposes
itself . . .— but rather, the author utilizes now one language, now
another, in order to avoid giving himself up wholly to either of
them; he makes use of this verbal give-and-take, this dialogue of
languages at every point in his work, in order that he himself
might remain as it were neutral with regard to language, a third
party in a quarrel between two people.

(Bakhtin: 1981: 314)

Bakhtin and Structuralism

Although Bakhtin formally distanced himself from structuralism and
semiotics, his refusal to embrace the ideology of the author’s inten-
tions as a way of explaining the meaning of a work of art, places him
much closer to a structural approach than might at first appear. For
Bakhtin, the author is an empty space where the drama would take
place — or better: the author is the dramatisation itself. In this sense,
Bakhtin founded a dynamic view of structure, certainly one with
more dynamism than what developed in Russia under the aegis of
the Russian formalists. Indeed, Bakhtins concern to emphasise the
open-ended, unfinished quality of Dostoyevsky’s novels (and even
the unfinished quality of much of his own writing, both published
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and unpublished), together with his concern to show that (static)
form was never separable from (dynamic) content, means that his is a
structural approach that refuses to be limited by a privileging of the
synchronic over the diachronic. Similarly, in his critique of Saussure’s
distinction between langue and parole, Bakhtin claims that Saussure
ignores speech genres, and that this renders doubtful the usefulness of
langue in explaining the essential working of language. Furthermore,
Bakhtin rejects what he sees as the structuralist tendency to analyse
texts as though they were completely self-contained units whose
meaning could be established independently of context. Rather, any
attempt to understand parole must take into account the circumstances,
assumptions and the time of the enunciation of the utterance. In
effect, Bakhtin urges that account must be taken of the contingency
of language.

Chronotope

The concern for the contingency of language led Bakhtin to for-
mulate his theory of the ‘chronotope’. As the term implies, both
space and time are at issue, and Bakhtin sought to reveal the way in
which the history of the novel constituted different forms of the
chronotope. Inspired by Einstein’s theory of relativity, Bakhtin defines
the chronotope as the ‘intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial
relationships in literature’. He goes on to show the variations in the
chronotope in the history of the novel. The novels of Greek
Romance, for example (second and sixth centuries AD), are char-
acterised by ‘adventure time’ which is played out through the obsta-
cles (storm, shipwreck, illness, etc.) preventing the union between
the two lovers taking place. The plot is often played out over several
geographical locations, and the manners and customs of the people
within these locations are described. In the idyllic novel (e.g. Rous-
seau), space and time are inseparable: ‘Idyllic life and its events are
inseparable from this concrete, spatial corner of the world where the
fathers and grandfathers lived and where one’s children will live’
(Bakhtin 1981: 225). The idyllic world is thus self-sufficient, homo-
geneous and identical with itself — almost outside time and change.
This implies that in the polyphonic, dialogical novel, time is a het-
erogeneous, almost unrepresentable element. Furthermore, time will
tend to render (Euclidean) space more fluid, so that the time of
relativity becomes a possible analogy.

Clearly, the chronotope is a mechanism for classifying various
genres of the novel as well as a means of constituting a history and
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theory of the novel. And it should be remembered that for all his
interest in the particular details of the speech and other events of
everyday life, Bakhtin was a thinker who used the broadest canvas
possible to develop his theory of literary production. In fact the effect
of Bakhtin’s use of macro-categories like ‘chronotope’ and ‘genre’ is
to render invisible the unique, the singular, the individual and the
unclassifiable. Some critics, such as Booth, have suggested that
Bakhtin generalises at the expense of a detailed exegesis of the great
variety of works concerned. Moreover, in his description of genres
like ‘Greek romance’ or the ‘Idyllic novel’, he adopts a formal
approach very like that of the early structuralists (e.g. Propp),
emphasis being placed on the individuality and distinctiveness of the
homogeneous structure of the genre, with the result that the indivi-
duality of the works which make it up becomes invisible. One might
go further and suggest that the problem of genre is that it risks
turning individual works of art into myth. For myth exhibits a
homogeneous, and relatively undifferentiated structure; this allows it
to be communicated to a vast audience who, it is true, may then
appropriate it in their own way.

Perhaps if Bakhtin had a more dynamic view of structure, and had
seen the structure of genres as a kind of grammar which constituted
the precondition of specific works done under its aegis, he would not
have given the impression of the lack of rigour which comes with a
procrustean attempt to place all the works of an era under the same
classificatory umbrella.
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MARCEL MAUSS (1872-1950)

It would be hard to underestimate the intellectual significance of Marcel
Mauss for at least two generations of French thinkers. Beginning with
Bataille, Dumézil, and Lévi-Strauss, Mauss has also been a crucial reference
point for a new generation which would include Bourdieu, Baudrillard,
Derrida and Foucault. While Mauss’s theory of the gift and the nature
of exchange in so-called archaic societies has particularly occupied thin-
kers inspired by structuralism, like Lévi-Strauss, the debt of others like
Bourdieu and Foucault is more related to Mauss’s thinking about
techniques of the body. Habitus is a term that Mauss remarked upon prior
to its reworking by Bourdieu; and Foucault’s notion of a ‘technology
of the body’ could be easily derived from Mauss’s view that bodily
techniques are, effectively, a ‘technique without an instrument’ — the
French term, fechnique connoting technology, not just the technical.
A technique of the body is thus a technology to the extent that it can
be transferred across areas of activity, and because, to do this, it must
be at least partially objectified (i.e. formalised).
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Life and Intellectual Trajectory

Mauss, a nephew and pupil of Emile Durkheim, was born in Epinal
in 1872, and died in Paris in 1950. Like his uncle, he grew up in a
Jewish orthodox atmosphere. In 1895, he came third in the agrégation
in philosophy, after which he studied Greek, Latin, Hebrew and
Ancient Iranian at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes.! By 1902,
Mauss had become a maitre assistant at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes
Etudes, Fifth Section, where he taught in the ‘history of religions of
uncivilized peoples’. At the outbreak of the First World War, Mauss
volunteered for service and served as an interpreter in the British
army, and was decorated for bravery with two citations and two
military crosses. His experience in the army gave Mauss the oppor-
tunity to study the different bodily techniques observable in British,
Australian and French troops. Later, in his writings on the techniques
of the body, Mauss remarked on the capacity of Australian soldiers for
sitting on their haunches during rest periods, while he, a Frenchman,
had to remain upright; for he, like many Europeans, lacked this ability.
Unlike his uncle, Mauss was more of a Bohemian with socialist
aspirations; he collected exotica, championed the work of Debussy
and Picasso and was always open to new ways of understanding social
and cultural forms. In 1925, Mauss set up the Institut d’Ethnologie, and
in 1930 he was elected to the College de France until his retirement in
1940.

In 1899, Mauss published, with H. Hubert, Sacrifice: Its Nature and
Function. Mauss’s renown and influence, however, came largely through
articles he published in the Durkheimian sociological journal, L’ Année
sociologique, rather than through any monograph. He was also a highly
respected and engaging teacher. According to Georges Dumézil, who
had very little time for Durkheim — Mauss’s mentor — Mauss rarely
prepared his courses, but he had a taste for the universal supported by
an enormous knowledge which knew few boundaries.

Gift and Exchange

Due no doubt in part to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s famous Introduction to
the work of Marcel Mauss (Lévi-Strauss 1983: IX-LII), Mauss’s best-
known work is his Essai sur le don (trans. The Gift) first published in
the 1923-24 volume of the Année Sociologique. Although, ostensibly, the
gift can be distinguished from a commodity (the basis of exchange in
a money economy) in that it apparently does not entail reciprocity, in
fact, Mauss argues, the gift implies a threefold obligation: to give, to
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receive and to reciprocate. Thus, in light of the ethnographies of a
wide range of societies — but particularly those describing the
potlatch in America, the kula in the Pacific and the hau in New
Zealand — Mauss shows that the gift is the very foundation of social
life — so refined and differentiated are the forms of behaviour that are
carried out in its wake. The gift, then, is never a simple exchange of
goods. It involves honour and a particular use of time; it is a
mechanism touching upon every aspect of life ensuring the circula-
tion of people (women) as well as goods. Thus exchange can be seen
in marriage, festivals, ceremonial rites, military service, dances, feasts,
fairs and the like. Even when exchange has to do exclusively with
objects of some kind, it has to be recalled that objects are not simply
the dead, inanimate things they are assumed to be in highly differ-
entiated, capitalist societies. Rather, objects have a ‘soul’, a spiri-
tuality, so that an object is not simply an object; conversely, while
human beings have a spirituality — most often called mana — about
them, they are also objects which can therefore be part of the
exchange system.

Prestige of the Giver: Potlatch

Instead of the accumulation of wealth for the purpose of accumulat-
ing more wealth that is characteristic of capitalist societies, societies of
the gift are characterised by expenditure — giving — and the gaining of
prestige. The essence of the North American potlatch, for example, is
the obligation to give. Prestige and honour are gained and maintained
by the one who can expend to the greatest possible extent, thus pla-
cing the receiver under an obligation to match the prodigality of the
giver. At least this is so for as long as the potlatch does not turn into
an orgy of pure destruction, that is, into a pure expenditure without
return. In general, however, gifts must be reciprocated with interest,
thereby raising the stakes ever higher.

As to the nature of things exchanged in the system of the gift, it
would be wrong to assume that these are limited to material goods.
Indeed, a key point made by Mauss is that virtually everything —
services, sexual favours, festivals, dances, etc. — is drawn into the
system. For an individual or group not to engage in the obligations
implied by the gift system is to run the risk of war.

While a capitalist society is not structured according to the general
social obligations attached to the gift, it is, says Mauss, reasonable to
say, in light of historical evidence, that Western systems of law and
economy originally emerged from institutions similar to those of
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societies dominated by the gift. In modern capitalist societies, then,
an impersonal and calculating attitude developed, whereby a notion
of monetary equivalence came to supplant the moral obligation and
battle for prestige integral to the gift. Rather than invading the whole
of life’s activities, the development of law and a money economy
allowed exchange to be formalised and limited to the public domain
through the separation of the public from the private sphere.

Mauss concludes his study by summarising a number of key points.
First of all, he notes, the gift still permeates ‘our own’ societies, but in a
much reduced form. Special religious occasions, weddings and birthdays
can still generate a substantial gift-giving and the sense that one should
reciprocate with interest, that ‘we must give back more than we have
received’ (Mauss 1990: 65). Not to be able to reciprocate can leave
the receiver in a position of inferiority vis-a-vis the giver. Whether
the meaning of charity and social welfare should perhaps be viewed
in this light is an open question; for while there may be an element
of reciprocity and pride at stake, charity is also backed by a utilitarian
motive that is absent in gift-exchange. Those societies whose social
structure 1is entirely based on the gift, however, have no space which
is not subject to exchange. Human beings are also part of this exchange
system. This is a notion of exchange that has to be clearly separated
from utilitarian motives. Much more than economic exchanges in so-
called highly differentiated societies with a marked distinction between
public and private, the gift is an end in itself; for even though it is indeed
a question of a person’s mana, or indefinable quality of prestige which
is at stake, this is inseparable from the act of giving (and receiving)
itself. “To give is to show one’s superiority’ (Mauss 1990: 74). Because
it animates the social structure, touching every facet of life, the gift is
an example of what Mauss calls a ‘total social fact’. Thus while
occurring at an individual, or group, level the gift exchange is, par
excellence, a social fact. Individual and group fortunes are inextricably
tied to the fortunes of the society as a whole. To understand the
implications and significance of an individual act of gift-giving, it is
thus necessary to understand the nature of the whole social structure.
The very triangular structure of the gift, entailing giving, receiving
and reciprocating, clearly evokes the idea of the total social fact.

Mana

The notion of mana, deemed to be linked to the indefinable quality
of prestige in the system of the gift, had been discussed in Mauss’s
earlier essay on magic (Mauss 1972). There, the author remarks that
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mana is one of the troubling concepts of which anthropology had
thought it had rid itself. Mana is a vague term, obscure and impos-
sible to define rigorously. There are indeed, Mauss comments, a
veritable ‘infinity of manas’ (Mauss 1972: 111). Mana is not simply a
force, a being, but also ‘an action, a quality and a state’. The word is
at one and the same time, ‘a noun, an adjective, a verb’ (Mauss 1972:
108). Mana cannot be the object of experience because it absorbs all
experience. In this, it is of the same order as the sacred. For Mauss,
this is to say that mana has a spirituality which is equivalent to col-
lective thought, which is the equivalent of society as such.

For its part, magic is irregular and tends towards something that is
prohibited by society. Magic is a private, secret and singular act. It is
isolated, mysterious, furtive and fragmented. It encapsulates the non-
social side of the social world, and is indeed at one and the same time
a threat to the social and the limit which gives it meaning. Magicians
can be women, children or foreigners — any ‘non-professional’ being.

Mana and magic thus raise the issue of the precise nature of the
social bond. For Lévi-Strauss the very fact that mana is difficult to
define suggests that it is essentially indefinable; or rather, because
mana can take on a multiplicity of meanings, it is a ‘floating signifier’ —
an indefinable ‘x’ — analogous to the ‘zero’ phoneme brought to light
by structural linguistics. Such a phoneme has no meaning in itself,
but can take on a variety of meanings, depending on the context, and
its difterential relationship with other terms. This implies that mana
can only be interpreted synchronically, at a given moment, rather
than in an evolutionary sense where meaning would be derived from
the past — that is, diachronically. Equating mana with the ‘floating
signifier’ was Lévi-Strauss’s way, at the time of his famous 1950 essay
on Mauss, of claiming Mauss for structuralism.

A number of additional consequences follow from a structural
interpretation of mana and the gift. For instance, light can be thrown
on the nature of the social evoked by mana and the gift as a ‘total
social fact’ if the social is understood to be analogous to the structure
of language. In this way, the social would not be immediately
revealed by the presentation of social facts, any more than the gram-
mar of a natural language is immediately present to the consciousness
of a native speaker. Similarly, Lévi-Strauss argues, the fact of exchange
is not immediately present in empirical observation, which only
furnishes three obligations: give, receive and reciprocate. The notion
of exchange explains the relationship between the three elements; it
does not exist transparently in the facts, but must be constructed from
the facts.
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Techniques of the Body

In another important study, Mauss’s historical and contextual
approach to social phenomena is perhaps even more pronounced.
Thus in his discussion of the ‘techniques of the body’ (Mauss 1973:
70-88), he calls on the notion of habitus (Mauss 1973: 73) in order to
throw light on the way that bodily activities are specific to a given
culture and society. Two elements must be present for there to be a
bodily technique: first, the technique must be efticacious and so
capable of producing a desired result; and, second, it must be inscri-
bed within a tradition which makes its transmission possible. In short,
a technique is something that can be transmitted. For Mauss, bodily
techniques are not spontaneous nor are they simply anatomical or
physiological. To illustrate the degree to which supposedly natural
acts can in fact be the result of the technique, Mauss relates how he
actually taught a child who was suffering from a cold to spit.

Every bodily technique has its form. The error of the past has
been, Mauss argues, to think that there is a technique only when
there is an instrument. Bodily techniques are effectively like tech-
nology without an instrument. The framework of a technique allows
one to explain the significance of the multitude of small actions car-
ried out by each individual every day of their lives. Technique brings
all these taken-for-granted instances into an explanatory framework so
that they cease to be arbitrary and the result of pure chance. Michel
Foucault’s concept of ‘techniques of the self” seems to be clearly
presaged in Mauss’s insights in this domain. The pertinence of Mauss
is particularly in evidence for the contemporary understanding of
practices when we recall that he distinguishes specific categories of
behaviour from techniques of the body — from so-called mechanical
acts of a ‘physical-chemical’ type. These are also traditional and effi-
cacious acts in the sphere of religion, symbolic acts, juridical acts —
acts relating to communal life, moral acts; in other words, acts which
for Mauss cannot be reduced to a purely physical event.

Modern thought, however (cf. Foucault, Bourdieu, Althusser) has
questioned the opposition between a supposedly self-conscious sym-
bolic act, and a physical technique. In fact, following Pascal’s
description of acquiring faith — ‘Kneel down, move your lips in
prayer, and you will believe’ (quoted in Althusser 1971: 158) — the
claim is made that even the most symbolic act is inextricably bound
to a physical technique — even to the extent that the technique is seen
to be prior to the symbolic meaning. And as if to confirm that he
himself doubted the validity of keeping the symbolic aspect separate
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from the physical, Mauss concludes his reflection on bodily techni-
ques by saying that

I believe precisely that at the bottom of all our mystical states
there are techniques of the body which have not been studied
but which were perfectly studied in China and in India, even in
very remote periods. ... I think that there are necessarily biolo-
gical means of entering into ‘communication with God’.

(Mauss 1973: 87)

Mauss, let it be reiterated, is a largely unacknowledged source of this
aspect of contemporary thought concerned with the body.

Individuality

Finally, we should note with Lévi-Strauss that Mauss, even more than
Durkheim, showed that an individuality, while not reducible to the
social, always has a social expression. In short, because social facts are only
manifest in individuals, society is in the individual as much as, or even
more than, the individual is in society. In reality, therefore, the tedious
debate about whether the individual is prior to society, or whether
society is prior to the individual comes to an end with Marcel Mauss.
It now remains for those who have come after him to recognise this.

Note

1 This and the following biographical details on Mauss are derived from
Anthony Richard Gringeri, Jr. (1990).
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PHENOMENOLOGY

While phenomenology initially aspired to gain access in thought to
the things themselves, and focused on the role of consciousness, it
also aspired to be rigorous and scientific and to return to what was
essential. To do this, Husserl developed a methodological strategy
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called the epoche, which involved bracketing out, or disconnecting
from the natural, everyday contingent world.

Subsequently, Heidegger brought back the everyday world into
consideration as the realm of beings, or of existence, which is distinct
from but related to, being. It is the plethora of philosophical ques-
tions that related to this approach (questions of language, technology,
science, art, thinking) that provided a key impetus to the trajectory of
post-structuralist thought.

MARTIN HEIDEGGER (1889-1976)

Martin Heidegger is as famous for changing the focus of philosophy
and modern thought toward the notion of being as he is infamous for
joining the Nazi party in the 1930s, becoming the Rekfor of the
University of Freiburg from 1933 — the year of Hitler’s appointment
as Chancellor — to 1934, and witnessing the withdrawal of Edmund
Husserl’s license to teach. Although he was subsequently critical of
the way, as he saw it, that Nazi thought degenerated compared to its
ideals, Heidegger was, concerning ‘the final solution’, always guarded
and ambiguous about it in his public statements and writings.
Because of the nature of his political involvement, Heidegger’s bio-
graphy is significant. We shall thus provide some details of this.

Elements of Heidegger’s Biography

Born in 1889 in Messkirch, Baden, Germany, where he would be
buried in 1976, Heidegger attended, in 1903, a Jesuit gymnasium in
Constance. Subsequently, he would renounce his preparation for the
novitiate and his Catholicism, but in his youth he seemed destined
for things theological rather than philosophical.

In 1913, Heidegger completed his PhD dissertation entitled “The
Doctrine of Judgement in Psychologism’, for which he was awarded
a summa cum laude. Five years later, he presented his Habilitation dis-
sertation, “The Doctrine of Categories and Signification in Duns Scotus’
and was made a Privatdozent in philosophy at Freiburg, meaning that
he had a license to teach, but did not receive a regular salary.

During the Great War, Heidegger did various stints in the army,
largely working with a meteorological unit.

In 1923 Heidegger was appointed as an associate at the University
of Marburg. One of his students was Hannah Arendt (1906-75), with
whom he had an affair.
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Heidegger was eventually appointed professor of philosophy at
Freiburg in 1928 and joined the Nazi party on 3 May 1933. Soon after,
in July, Heidegger wrote to the ministry of education supporting
anti-Semitism. In addition, he secretly denounced to authorities the
professors of chemistry (Staudinger) and philosophy (Baumgarten).

During the War Heidegger continued to teach, giving courses on
Nietzsche and nihilism in 1940, on Holderlin’s nationalist poem, Der
Ister in 1942, and on Nietzsche’s statement ‘God is dead’ in 1943. But
he had his license to teach withdrawn at the end of hostilities due to
his complicity with Nazism. The prohibition was lifted in 1949 and
Heidegger was made professor emeritus at Freiburg.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Heidegger further developed his philoso-
phy of language, poetry, thinking and Greek Philosophy. In Septem-
ber of 1966, 1968 and 1969, Heidegger gave three seminars, which
cover the majority of his work, in Le Thor in Provence, France.
These were attended by young philosophers such as Giorgio Agam-
ben. The poet, Paul Celan, who was incredulous about Heidgger’s
Nazi past and wanted him to explain it, met Heidegger for the first
time in Freiburg in July 1967.

Heidegger’s Thought
Being and Beings

In a famous formulation, Heidegger distinguishes between being (das
Sein) and beings (das Seiende), which is then equated with Dasein
(being there; more colloquially: existence). His idea of difference is
linked to this distinction: that is, the terms of ontological difference
consist of the difference between being and existence. Heidegger’s
point is that there is a being of (all) particular beings in the world and
that being cannot be reduced to a particular being. We are then not
going to find being in a representation, objectification or scientific
formulation; for the latter are applicable to beings as existence,
Dasein, not to being as such. How to think being thus becomes the
question of philosophy as thought (not as reason or calculation). It is
this insight, the philosopher claims, which has been covered up in the
West, at least since Roman times.

Science

Inspired by Husserl’s pioneering work, Heidegger’s work challenges the
dominance of the quest for facts (existence) for their own sake — whether
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these be about the world or about the human. The reason for this is
that a search for facts cannot do justice to the illumination of being,
nor, as with Husserl, can such a focus allow for a consideration of the
essence or foundation of things. Heidegger goes even further than
Husserl; for while Husserl challenged facts, or at least put them out of
play, he did not challenge the dominance of science. Indeed, Husserl
wanted philosophy to be scientific. Heidegger, by contrast, is
opposed to the sway science holds; for science does not think; it
objectifies. In this vein, Heidegger is opposed to the dominance of
epistemology and aesthetics, because these, in their own way, are
systems of objectification and constitute the foundation of a sub-
jectivism, a factual domain. Even Nietzsche fails the test here and has
his philosophy classified as being ultimately subjectivist. Heidegger
further argues that a return to tradition is necessary to reveal what it
hides and to show how it can be used to reveal something new. In
this regard the Heideggerian term, Destruktion, (destruction) is
important and can be translated as ‘de-construction’ (see Inwood
1999: 1811f.), because it is not a matter of simply destroying tradition,
but of making evident the congealed elements it brings to illumina-
tion as well those things it seeks to obscure. The link to Derrida’s
term, ‘deconstruction’, should be noted here.

Thus, Heidegger’s explicit aim in his most famous work, Being and
Time, is to enable being to come into unconcealment after the
domination of science — both natural and social — had added to its
concealment.

Heidegger’s philosophy of being also attempts to go beyond the
‘subject—object’ dichotomy found in the social sciences as ‘ontic’ sci-
ences. The latter — each in its own speciality — would be concerned
with society and nature as objects of knowledge and, in this light,
these objects need to be explained and controlled. As explanation
seeks the cause of an object’s existence, there is always a strong
functionalist and even reductionist tendency in the ‘ontic’ sciences.

Although Heidegger’s thought is steeped in a thinking and a re-
thinking of the unthought of the classical Greek philosophy of being,
and of truth as aletheia (as an unveiling and a bringing into uncon-
cealment), there are in his writings schematic statements regarding
the state of the sciences in modern, industrial and in what we would
now call post-industrial society based on information transfer and
cybernetics. For instance, he frequently suggests that given the failure
to grasp the link between techn& and being, thinking has become
logistical and thinks technology only as a means, particularly in its
American incarnation.
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Heidegger suggests that the nature of science is captured in
Nietzsche’s view that modernity is not dominated by science but by
the scientific method. ‘Method’ becomes the basis upon which
objects of knowledge and research are constituted. ‘Method’ is the
‘project’ of calculation which has organised the world in advance and
made it accessible to experimentation and control. Again, ‘method’ is
the condition of possibility of cybernetics (synthesis of man and
machine) and information technology. Science also installs humanity
in a ‘closure’. ‘Closure’ means that humanity risks becoming totally
turned in upon itself the more it believes in the domination by
humanity for humanity of the world through method. Nothing,
hypothetically, is to remain outside the human purview. In eftect, the
unshakeable faith in the sciences characteristic of modernity leads to
the separation of humanity from its true destiny, which is always
beyond it. Heidegger thus raises the prospect of a world of calcula-
tion and method which, as such, cannot think being because being is
beyond the sciences. Being is a question, or a call, that can come to
us despite being hidden by the obviousness of the ‘being there’
(Dasein) of everyday living. But being is also a gift, or a giving,
bequeathed to humanity, and rendered visible in language by the ‘es
gibt of the German idiom of the English, ‘there is’.

Technology and Thought

The age of technology is one that does not allow technology to
appear as technology — to appear as it is, essentially speaking. For
technology as an efficient means and, as incidental and contingent, is
always involved with something other than itself. But technology is
also intimately implicated with humanity understood as physically
existing. Technology, indeed, assures the existence of the species, as it
might assure the existence of every living creature on the face of the
globe. There are as many ways of existing as there are human beings.
Each mode of existence is different from, and yet equal to, any other.
Equality and difference are thus by no means foreign to each other.
Or rather, at the level of existence, everything is equivalent: one
form of living is equal to another form of living — to the point where
animal existence 1s equivalent to (although not necessarily the same
as) that of human existence. Only when things are viewed from an
essential perspective can one begin to discriminate between forms of
existence.

The present age is pragmatic and instrumental, one where technics
is charged with insuring that the outcome of every action is favourable

29



MARTIN HEIDEGGER

to existence. In the political arena we see this when bureaucracy, or
the bureaucratic ethos, ensures the survival (both physically and
politically) of a political actor.

“The philosophical question’, says Heidegger, ‘must bear its neces-
sity within itself; it must — if sufficiently unfolded — make this
necessity itself visible’ (Heidegger 1994:94). The philosophical ques-
tion, unlike the anthropological question (the question of the social
sciences — which Heidegger also calls the ‘technologised sciences’
(Heidegger 1972:59)), is always originary because of its concern with
the question of being, or with the ‘event of [the] Appropriation’
(Ereignis) of being. Philosophy — in its proximity to thought and to
language as poetry — is itself originary. Nothing, then, will be prior to
the philosophical question (this is its necessity), whereas, anthro-
pologically speaking, there is always something prior. The relation-
ship between a prior reality and the theory of that reality is
characteristic of the necessity of anthropology: that is, of sciences
which place the human at the origin of culture and society. This
necessity is often determining: it includes, as we have seen in relation
to method, notions of explanation, calculation, inference, function
and instrumental causality — the causa efficiens [the efficient cause]
(Heidegger 1977:6). For Heidegger, causa comes from the verb cadere,
to fall. The causa efficiens is also linked to language as a pure means of
communication, as opposed to language as poetry. Here, Heidegger is
challenging the dominance of the instrumentalism implied in a cor-
respondence theory of truth.

Again, philosophy’s necessity is centred on a questioning of
anthropological necessity because the latter is linked to the corre-
spondence theory of truth (truth as adequation as opposed to truth as
aletheia). To truth as adequation — characteristic of the modern era —
Heidegger poses truth as the coming into unconcealment of being:
truth as aletheia — the bringing forth of something from obscurity into
the clearing of illumination.

The disclosure or — in art — ‘bringing forth out of concealedness’,
or poiesis, Heidegger links to techng as a mode of knowing and,
from one angle at least, to the nature, or being of technology, a
nature which is nothing technological. To bring something into
illumination, and thus out of unconcealedness is to bring it into
presence. The question — the one that we effectively started out
with — is: what is the relation of philosophy to being and to truth, if
it is not one where philosophy is dependent on being in the way that
social science is dependent on its object? Is the autonomy of philo-
sophy the other side of the dependency of anthropology? If there is
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dependency it suggests a prior set up of thought and its object. Hei-
degger is pains to argue against such a dependency saying that being
and thought are two sides of one and the same coin. Rather than
moving in propositions, thought is contained in the ‘movement of
showing’, even though Heidegger, in a text such as On Time and
Being (1972), seems frustrated by the apparent necessity of presenting
his ideas in propositions. For, it is precisely the logic giving rise to
propositions that the notions of being and time seek to challenge.

Although true thinking is aligned with showing and involves
giving up metaphysics, thinking also takes place in metaphysics.
Heidegger, for instance, often speaks, as we have said, in propositions.
Propositions are the vehicles of his discussion of causality. In his “The
Word of Nietzsche’ he points out that ‘metaphysics 1s an epoch
[withholding] of being itself’, and it is also nihilism (Heidegger 1943:
110). Accordingly, thinking, qua thinking, has to give up — has to
sacrifice — metaphysics.

Language, Thinking and Being

For Heidegger, poetry is connected to poiesis (knowing as making)
and it has a privileged position in the realm of the arts. Language
here is not essentially a lucid, undistorted communication between a
sender and a receiver, as the utilitarian view would have it; rather,
language as poetry is a thinking where poetry alone brings what is
into view, into unconcealedness. Poetry discloses what is. ‘Lan-
guage itself is poetry in the essential sense’ (Heidegger 1971: 74).
‘The nature of poetry is the founding of truth’ (1971: 75). Art, too,
has a poetic origin. Language is poetry to the extent that poetry lets
language be seen as language. Poetry reveals language as language,
and thus language as the entity which brings being into unconceal-
ment.

Closely connected, in Heideggers thought, to the question of
language as language (poetry) is ‘neighbourhood’ as the relation between
poetry and thought. As well as being a ‘naming’ and so a revealing,
poetry calls upon us to think. This calling is bound up with the
Saying of language — language as Song.

Such a view is illuminated in Heidegger’s response to Stefan
George’s poem, ‘Words” (‘Das Wort’) (Heidegger 1982: 139-56).
Here, Heidegger’s question is: can a linguistic approach do language
justice? Can it tell us what language is in its essential being? A related
question, one which concerns Heidegger in all of his writings in
response to language, is: is there a word, or a saying, which could
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capture the being of language — language in its deployment, in its
unfurling or unfolding, in its being enacted as language? Heidegger is
not looking for a word about language, nor is he making language an
object for science. For the question of language, like every profound
question puts the questioner in question. The questioner is always
already in language in speaking about it. Speaking about language is
another instance of language speaking. Every science based on the
modern, Cartesian version of the logos is in this situation. Heidegger
does not want to engage with the being of language linguistically,
scientifically — as method — because to think the word linguistically is
to think it within the framework that conceals rather than reveals the
nature of language as language.

To know language in its being is to know it neither as expression,
nor as representation, nor, as we find in Noam Chomsky’s explana-
tion, as a psychological faculty. The aim is to avoid an encounter
with poetic language in terms of anything exterior to it. The essence
(das Wesen) of language brings us to the impossibility of finding the
word for the essence of language. Poetry is the name of this impos-
sibility.

Thus, Heidegger addresses this theme in a reading Stefan George’s
poem “Words’, which contains the following lines:

And straight [away] it vanished from my hand,
The treasure never graced my land ...
So I renounced and sadly see:
Where the word breaks off no thing may be.
(Heidegger 1982:140)

The poet, Heidegger says — taking particular note of the poem’s title
and of these last two lines — has been on a journey searching for the
word for the being of words: this is the treasure. The poet, not being
able to find the word for the being of language, sees the treasure —
which he lives within — slip from his grasp. He therefore renounces
his project, sadly. But there is no sadness without joy, argues Hei-
degger. Is this renunciation equivalent to a silence regarding the word
for the being of language? Is silence the word of language in its
being? Heidegger answers that it is not. It is simply that the word for
the being of language can find no equivalent of itself in the modern
scientific logos.

Like the poet in the poem, Heidegger’s meditation must make a
sacrifice. It must think the word without having recourse to a
representation of language. In certain respects it is an impossible
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meditation. Here we already sense a proximity between poetry and
meditation as thinking. What truly calls on us to think is beyond us;
but in its being beyond: thought is. How do we treat the reality of
the word in the full awareness of the impossibility of ever thinking it
essentially as an object of knowledge? Heidegger answers that we
must listen to poetry. Poetry is the monologue of the enactment of
language. Thus the impossibility of finding a word for language is also
the possibility of letting language appear as language in poetry. The
discipline of linguistics, by contrast is only satisfied by finding the
word for language as language. It has a problem with poetry for it
sees language as a code, and thus as an arbitrary system of differences,
where (despite Saussure) what is essential to language does not appear.

We arrive at the point where language is giving in the sense that
being is given to humanity in language, in the poetic word. To say:
‘language gives’ and that giving is essential to what it is, is to say that
language is original: it gives and is given. There is nothing prior to
language.

Giving

In On Time and Being (1972) and elsewhere, the notion of being
becomes Etreignis: the Appropriating event. In this event, Heidegger
says that being and time are related in a very specific way: being does
not ‘pass away’ like a man who has died; nor does time encapsulate
being. Rather, ‘there is [es gibt: lit. ‘it gives’] Being and there is time’
(Heidegger 1972: 5). Yet if being is not a being, neither is it the
totality, or unity of beings; it is not the One gathering the Many into
its bosom, as is echoed, in amongst other places, Durkheim’s notion
of the social as the sacred. Rather, being is the ‘es gibf’ as such: not
the gift, but giving as such, which Heidegger also calls ‘sending’
(schicken, which echoes, as commentators have noted, Geschick (des-
tiny) and Geschichte (history)) thus evoking the idea of time as a
‘destining’ (a ‘beyond’ or an ‘ec-stasis’). Being is what is given — or is
sent to us — as a destining. Destining is the receipt of the gift of being
and the concomitant emergence of being into unconcealment. This
is the ‘presencing’ of being. Presencing extends to what has been, so
that ‘Not every presencing is the present’ (Heidegger 1972:13).

Consequently, we see that Heidegger is a thinker who, like Freud
with the unconscious, Bergson with intuition, Deleuze with the vir-
tual and Derrida with diftérance, does not equate thought with use,
representation or objectification — that is, with the ego, writ large or
small. ‘Being’ in Heidegger’s thought cannot but be an extreme
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challenge, both in its political overtones and its philosophical origin-
ality, in this, the first decade of twenty-first century capitalism.
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EDMUND HUSSERL (1859-1938)

Edmund Husserl, born in Prossnitz, Moravia, in 1859, was a con-
temporary of Freud (born 1856), of Ferdinand de Saussure (born
1857), of Emile Durkheim (born 1858) and of Henri Bergson (also
born 1859). Husserl died in April 1938 in Freiburg, where he taught
as professor of philosophy from 1916 to 1928. It was from Freiburg
University on 6 April 1933 that Husserl was suspended by Nazi
decree, and where Martin Heidegger, on 21 and 22 April 1933
respectively, was elected Rektor of the University of Freiburg and
joined the Nazi party.

Husserl began his academic career in mathematics. He studied
under the famous mathematicians, Kronecker and Weierstrass at the
University of Berlin from 1878 to 1881. In 1883, he took his PhD
with a thesis on variation calculus, from the University of Vienna. In
the autumn of 1887, Husserl published his Habilitationsschrift, Uber den
Begriff der Zahl, Psychologische Analysen (‘On the Concept of Number,
Psychological Analyses’). After which, in 1891, his work on Arith-
metic entitled: Philosophie der Arithmetik (Philosophy of Arithmetic)
appeared. Characteristic of these works is Husserl’s interest in foun-
dations from a subjective or psychological perspective. Later, this
perspective evolved into the focus — after Brentano (1838-1917) — on
consciousness, as consciousness of something, in phenomenological
reflection. So, Husserl became concerned with foundations (of logic,
of the sciences), but not in an objectivist or positivist sense, rather in
the sense of establishing rigorous criteria for phenomenological
reflection centred in consciousness as ‘consciousness of , also known
as ‘intentionality’.

Eidetic Science

In light of these facts about Husserl’s life and career, it is appropriate
to recall that in enunciating his notion of phenomenology, Husserl
distinguished between the science of facts and eidetic sciences, or
sciences concerned with essences, or the transcendental realm.
Arguably — especially in light of Husserl’s influence on Heidegger and
the rest of his age — this was Husserl’s most profound philosophical
gesture. In effect, Husserl reintroduced, in a growing climate of phi-
losophical relativism and the influence of science, a concern for the
essential. And he did it in the face of the scepticism regarding the
essential as developed by the empiricist tradition. The moment
empiricism tries to justify itself, Husser]l showed, it inevitably entered
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the sphere of the essential. Truly consistent empiricists must thus
eschew all discussion and debate concerning ‘foundations’ or the
essential.

At stake, with regard to Husserl’s insight, is less the philosophical
status of empiricism and more the distinction between the factual and
essential realms. Everything factual — including facts of nature — is
contingent and so could have been otherwise. In a key passage, Husserl
explains that:

Individual existence of every sort is, quite universally speaking,
‘contingent’. It is thus; in respect of its essence it could have been
otherwise. Even though definite laws of Nature obtain according
to which if such and such real circumstances exist in fact then
such and such definite consequences must exist in fact, such laws
express only de facto rules which themselves could read quite
otherwise.

(Husserl 1982: 7, Husserl’s emphasis)

Clearly, the essential is not contingent. As factual, biological exis-
tence, humanity is a contingent species. Each individual might not
have been born, or the circumstances over which one has no control
might have been different. Husserl’s phenomenology itself is testi-
mony to the dominance of the pragmatic and empirical approach to
things. In other words, phenomenology’s raison d’étre is, with its ideal
aspect, to be an alternative to relativist, and ultimately sceptical posi-
tion of empiricist and pragmatic philosophies, philosophies wedded
to the contingent, the accidental, and the natural, objective world.
Empiricism can never provide certainty, while phenomenological
reflection strives to transcend the world of contingent experience.

Phenomenological reflection — or phenomenological consciousness —
is not psychological (a psychological experience). In psychology the
psyche is given as an event in nature, while, for the phenomenologist,
phenomenological consciousness remains within pure reflection (it asks
questions about psychological consciousness in general). Furthermore,
if consciousness were simply psychological consciousness — difterent for
each individual — the possibility of objective knowledge would be ruled
out. The search for certainty would have to be abandoned before it
began. Phenomenology thus becomes a modified version of Descartes’s
cogito (putting out of action the reality/objectivity of the natural world,
and focusing on what is certain).

In sum: phenomenology is a science, but not a natural science; it
involves pure consciousness, but is not a psychology, and also comes
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to be called transcendental subjectivity; it is a transcendental science.
Let us expand on this.

The Essential and Contingent Worlds

In everyday parlance — for mathematicians as for anyone else — 2 + 2
= 4 ... This is so in everyday parlance, which we shall begin by
defining as the parlance of foday, of the present moment understood
unreflectively. In everyday parlance, 2 + 2 is not the same as (or
identical to) 4, but is equal to 4. Or, to follow Husserl, a + b is not
the same as, but is equal to, b + a. This principle goes to the heart of the
synthetic truth of arithmetic, essentially speaking. ‘Essentially’ here means
that the truth of arithmetic 1s a synthetic truth; the ideal possibility — the
ideal basis — of arithmetic is its synthetic nature, whether or not a
given, empirical individual recognises this. Within the narrow confines
of arithmetical addition, the left-hand side — synthetically speaking —
is not the right-hand side, but is equal to the right-hand side. The
principle of equality is thereby enunciated in this arithmetical illus-
tration, a principle that governs our experience of the present.

The essential, then, is what cannot be doubted. To make contact
with it, phenomenology has recourse to a foundational principle: the
epoche (also called bracketing or disconnection from the factual
world). Husser]l also used two other terms in an attempt to save
phenomenology from being understood as a form of introspection.
These are noema — intentional objects as described by phenomenology —
and noesis: the attitude towards intentional objects. By engaging the
epoche, with the aid of these concepts, the existential, contingent and
factual world is put out of view in order to direct attention onto the
eidos, or the essential, giving rise to eidetic philosophy — or eidetic
science, as Husserl preferred to call it. Whether or not it is possible to
specify exactly what is signified by ‘eidetic’, it is indisputable that
Husserl attempts to effect a separation between the natural and social
sciences dealing with the factual world, and the sphere of eidetic
philosophy dealing with the eidos, or the essence of things.

Even a cursory knowledge of developments in contemporary
thought shows that the nature and rationale for such a separation has
been challenged — not only by the social sciences seeking to give
greater explanatory power to ‘material conditions’, but also by phi-
losophy itself. The separation is deemed to come under pressure from
both sides, as it were: the eidetic will be affected or ‘contaminated’ by
the factual sciences, just as the latter will be riven by presuppositions
deriving from an essential realm. As Merleau-Ponty said as early as
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1945, “The most important lesson that the reduction teaches us is the
impossibility of a complete reduction’ (Merleau-Ponty 1992: xiv).

The reading by Husserl of empiricist and pragmatist philosophers,
together with the emergence of social science (especially experi-
mental psychology), prompted him to investigate the foundational,
essential, or ‘non-real’ basis of the contingent, factual, spatio-tem-
poral world. In an uncharacteristically straight-forward manner,
Husserl says, in the short Introduction to Ideas, that:

In contradistinction to that [to a science of realities]|, pure or
transcendental phenomenology will become established, not as a science
of matters of fact, but as a science of essences (as an ‘eidetic’ science); it
will become established as a science which seeks exclusively to
ascertain ‘cognitions of essences’ and no ‘matters of fact’ whatever.
(Husserl 1982: xx, Husserl’s emphasis)

Thus, reality — even human, bodily reality — becomes a generally ‘acci-
dental’ reality. While the ‘accidental’ or the contingent realm always
exists, it is fleeting and transitory in its manifestations and effects.
Despite the effort to separate out the ‘natural’ from the ‘eidetic’
standpoint, Husserl is far from denying their interdependence. Nor
does he claim the eidetic as a stance adopted uniquely by the professional
philosopher; rather, he sees it as part of the thought process of anyone
intent on knowing the world. For no such knowing relationship can
take place outside an a priori conceptual framework. To ask, for
instance, about the origin of nature, is necessarily to have recourse to
notions of causality and logical inference, not to mention the concepts
of object and subject. Studying this a priori, eidetic realm produces
new ‘data’, things that were unknown before reflection took place.
As an illustration, we refer to the field of experimental psychology
and determine the difference between the approaches of eidetic
phenomenology and the experimental scientist. Through his experi-
ments based on observation as well as on a frequently unac-
knowledged epistemological framework that gives rise to a method,
the psychologist comes in touch with psychological experiences. As
an observer, the psychologist relies on his senses as the channel
through which sense data can be absorbed and interpreted. As an
empiricist, the same observer is wedded to the self-evident basis of
the relationship between knowledge and sense experience. Indeed,
here, knowledge and sense experience become one. The question
that such positivist research never raises — as Husserl and thinkers after
him recognised — is that of how it is possible for the individual sense
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experience of one researcher to be confirmed by the individual sense
experience of another. In order that this be so, a realm is implied
which transcends the experience of two different researchers, a realm
authenticating, as it were, the experience of both.

As Husserl saw 1it, the empiricist attitude included a refusal to
acknowledge the possibility, or even necessity, of a transcendent realm
opening out onto eidetic ‘intuition’, as Husserl called it. Against
empiricism, Husserl argues that all knowledge is couched in just such
a transcendent framework.

It is a mistake to think that because Husserlian phenomenology
‘operates exclusively in acts of reflection’ (see Husserl 1982: 174) and
in consciousness that it is ultimately a philosophy founded in psy-
chology. Rather, it is a question of the foundation of psychology as an
experimental science, not one of philosophy’s foundations in the
regional discipline of psychology. Psychology deals with entities in
the world, and thus lacks the universal and transcendent status of
philosophy as phenomenology. On the other hand, phenomenology,
as reflection, is a philosophy of consciousness, which, as the phe-
nomenological tradition has never tired of repeating after Husserl, is
always consciousness of something, and never consciousness in itself.
Consciousness, then, is transcendent. It is also pure reflection in the
sense that it is not ‘contaminated’ by the world. Husserl thus speaks
of ‘a pure consciousness’ that ‘no longer has the sense of an event in
Nature’ (Husserl 1982: 127) and of ‘the exclusion of Nature’ (1982:
131) in the phenomenological reduction, together with

all the sorts of cultural formations, all works of the technical and
fine arts, of sciences ... aesthetic and practical values of every
form. Likewise, naturally, such actualities as state, custom, law,
religion. Consequently, all natural sciences and cultural sciences,
with their total stock of cognition, undergo exclusion precisely as
sciences which require the natural attitude.

(Husserl 1982: 130-31)

Later, Husserl will say that the sciences are ‘dogmatic’ (1982: 141) in the
sense that they take for granted their founding presuppositions, and
fail to develop a critical stance towards these presuppositions.

Difficulties with the Purity of Consciousness

Even though the world is not reduced to pure consciousness, but
simply excluded from the sphere of essential reflection, phenomenology’s
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Achilles heel has proved to be just this claim to the purity of the
transcendental realm, even while the necessity of transcendental
reflection has been its strength. In contradistinction to a philosophical
materialism, phenomenological consciousness is independent of
worldly being and nature; for these are correlates of consciousness
and only accessible via consciousness (Husserl 1982: 116). The world
and nature are thus excluded, through the phenomenological epoche,
qua world and qua nature from essential reflection, while at the same
time they provide the basis for that reflection.

As knowledge for Husserl is also a fact of nature, it is not the
epistemological level (implying a subject—object relation) which can
give rise to the essential, eidetic consciousness. In short, knowledge is
part of the lived experience of a psychological being. It is only by
transcending this that a pure eidetic science can be established. The
question arises, though, as to how it is possible to achieve certainty
about whether or not the transcendental realm has been reached.
Might there not always be a transcendence of a higher power to
which recourse can be made in light of any claim to transcendental
purity? The empiricist, or factual scientist, might go even further and
say that the whole enterprise is hopeless precisely because there is no
ultimate principle of validation to which recourse could be made.
The starting and end points, therefore, can only be those given by
sense experience.

In response to such scepticism, Husserl proposes two things: first,
that a totally innocent empiricism is unsustainable. Indeed, empiri-
cism is in fact a philosophy with an a priori foundation. It must, for
instance, have recourse to the principle of non-contradiction and to
the rules of the syllogism in forming propositions, as it must have
recourse to the principles of induction and deduction. Moreover,
secondly, if the empiricist cannot ‘appeal to eidetic insight’, there can
be no universal, and thus no philosophical defence of empiricism. For
such a defence is essentially transcendental. As a result, the inaugu-
rator of phenomenology states that, ‘by contesting the validity of
purely eidetic thinking, one arrives at a skepticism which, as genuine
skepticism, cancels itself out by a countersense’ (Husserl 1982: 37).

The Cultural Context: Is it Important?

Much hinges on Husserl’s insistence on the ontological priority of the
eidetic realm. The stakes here are cultural and political, as well as phi-
losophical, as the following question serves to highlight: Is the European
tradition of philosophy ethnocentric, given its claim concerning the
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essential nature of the transcendental realm? Husserl addresses this
question towards the end of his Origin of Geometry:

One will object: what naiveté, to seek to display, and to claim to
have displayed, an historical a priori, an absolute, supertemporal
validity, after we have obtained abundant testimony for the rela-
tivity of everything historical, of all historically developed world-
apperceptions, right back to those of ‘primitive’ tribes. Every
people, large or small, has its world in which, for that people,
everything fits well together, whether in mythical-magical or in
European-rational terms, and in which everything can be
explained perfectly. Every people has its ‘logic’ and, accordingly,
if this logic 1s explicated in propositions, ‘its’ a priori.

(Husserl 1989: 175)

Does this not mean that it is inadmissible to ‘privilege’ a single, Eur-
opean way of understanding cultural forms?

Husserl’s answer to this objection is clear and to the point, whether
one agrees with it or not. It is that knowledge which is specific to a
given time and place (knowledge deriving from myth or magical
powers, for example) — ‘all merely factual’ knowledge, in effect — is,
as we have seen, unable to account for its foundation. Moreover, the
failure to account for the foundation means that the presuppositions
underpinning a given form of scientific endeavour also remain
unthematised and invisible, even when the necessity of these pre-
suppositions is no less incontestable. How, Husserl thus puzzles, does
one establish that there are different knowledges, different histories,
different cultural presuppositions, if not through some sort of trans-
cendence? The objection, then, has two levels: one concerns the
‘facts of the case’ (the fact of different logics and thus of historical
relativity); the other concerns the preconditions of this knowing. For
Husserl, ‘facts’ presuppose non-factual preconditions. There are no
autonomous facts in themselves because the establishment of the
relativity of factual knowledge entails a comparative approach that
raises the question of how insight into, or knowledge of, the relativity
of knowledges is possible. Put another way, it is necessary to know
how differences in knowledges could be established from a particular
position. On this basis, the claim that, de facto, Eurocentrism colours
all attempts to found universal premises, does not, de jure, invalidate
the necessity for such universal premises. Even if attempts at uni-
versalism are found wanting, the well-foundedness of a universalist
insight is not thereby refuted.
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Consequently, Husserl endeavours to prove that transcendental-
ism cannot be avoided simply by arguing against it. For an abso-
lutely anti-transcendentalist philosophy is precisely inconceivable. To
question it is still to maintain a transcendent or a meta-linguistic
position.

Essential and Inessential: Can These Remain Separate?

To follow Husserl in his encounter with sceptical empiricism is also
to work towards recognising the line dividing the essential Idea from
the inessential, contingent moment. The contingent moment is also
the existential moment: the moment of worldly existence that so
fascinated the existentialists. Such a dividing line — such a border —
current thinking has argued, is susceptible to breaches of all kinds.
The integrity of the essential realm is at risk. Contingency intrudes
into the essential and threatens its purity. Chance, too, plays a part in
the rupture of boundaries, and so the repressed (the negative) returns.
All this is appreciated. And yet ... (Husserl might respond) this
division cannot but be maintained; this is precisely why it can be
threatened.

For even if the unthinkable negative (in the form of the repressed)
stands at the door ready to contaminate an ideal purity, the possibility
of purity being breached is itself a philosophical —i.e., transcendental —
insight.

Husserl’s defenders can point out that the very notion that, ulti-
mately, a transcendental philosophy cannot found itself without risk-
ing an infinite regress (for there is always a transcendence of
transcendence) is also a transcendental (ideal) insight. In short, the
very limits to (transcendental) thought are themselves generative of
thought because such limits constitute a real insight.
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EMMANUEL LEVINAS (1906-1995)

In her biography of Jean-Paul Sartre, Annie Cohen-Solal relates that
because the subject of her book had, by 1930, developed a kinship
with phenomenology, ‘he bought a recent book by Emmanuel Levi-
nas, Théorie de intuition dans la phénomenologie de Husserl [1930],
eagerly leafed through it, constantly recognizing his own thoughts in
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its pages’ (Cohen-Solal 1987: 91). Such would be the way that the
person to become one of France’s most influential philosophers was
himself indebted to the scholar of phenomenology, Emmanuel Levi-
nas. Of equal importance is the way Levinas influenced a later gen-
eration of thinkers — people such as Blanchot, Derrida, Irigaray and
Lyotard. Of particular interest to this generation has been Levinas’s
rethinking of the concept and reality of the Other (Autrui). In ethics,
as we shall see, Levinas has said that he is concerned with the Other,
‘prior to any act’ (Levinas 1989a: 290).

Levinas was born into a Jewish family in Kovno in Lithuania in 1906,
and he died in Paris in 1995. As his parents saw their future belonging
to the Russian language and literature rather than to the Lithuanian
language, the young Emmanuel came to read both Russian and Hebrew.
Lithuania was, in the early twentieth century, a centre of Talmudic
studies, and this has also left its mark on Levinas’s oeuvre in the form of
his own Talmudic readings and other writings in Jewish theology. As
an avid reader of Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Pushkin and Gogol, Levinas
became absorbed by the ethical issues raised by these writers, particularly
the issue of responsibility for the Other in Dostoyevsky. Dostoyevsky
and the great Russian writers were, to Levinas’s mind, a good pre-
paration for reading Plato and Kant.

His reading of the writers mentioned led Levinas, in 1923, to Strasbourg
in France to study philosophy under Charles Blondel and Maurice
Pradines. At the time, Bergson’s philosophy was making an impact, parti-
cularly with his theory of duration, an impact which also reveals itself in
Levinas’s thinking. While at Strasbourg, Levinas made friends with Maur-
ice Blanchot who introduced him to the writing of Proust and Valéry.
A collection of Levinas’s writings on Blanchot was published in 1975.

Career

In 1928-29, Levinas attended Husserl’s lectures in Freiburg, and he
also read Heidegger’s Being and Time. The book of his doctorat de
troisieme cycle thesis on Husserl’s theory of intuition appeared in 1930 —
the same book that was to captivate Sartre (see Levinas 1998a). In the
same year that his thesis was published, Levinas received French citi-
zenship. He was thus eligible, at the outbreak of the Second World
War, to be mobilised, and served as an interpreter in Russian and
German until he was made a prisoner of war in 1940. Almost all of
Levinas’s family remaining in Lithuania were killed by the Nazis.
During his captivity in Germany, Levinas began his book, Existence
and Existents, which was published in 1947.
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After the war, Levinas became director of the Ecole Normale
Israélite Orientale. In 1961, his Doctorat d’état thesis, Totalité et infini,
was published and led to his appointment as professor of philosophy
at the University of Poitiers. He was subsequently appointed to the
University of Paris-Nanterre in 1967, and then to a chair in philosophy
at the Sorbonne in 1973. He retired from the Sorbonne in 1976.

“There is’

Levinas’s intimate acquaintance with Husserls phenomenology
provided the basis for a detailed consideration of the ‘givenness’ of
existence, as for example, in the impersonal (in English) form of the
verb to be: ‘there is’, or its French equivalent, il y a, or again (in
German), es gibt. Levinas gives this most everyday of everyday
expressions a powerful twist by linking it with horror. “There is’ is
impersonal and given; it is neither exterior nor interior; it is, says
Levinas, the ‘sheer fact of being’ (Levinas 1989b: 31). “There is’ — the
givenness (cf. es gibf) of being — is the equivalent of the night, of
ambiguity, of indeterminateness. ‘There is’ comes to thought, con-
fronts it before revelation or the concept orders it in any way; it slips
through transcendence and indeed defies the ego, and all personal
forms of the symbolic. As such, Levinas argues, “The rustling of the
there is ... is horror And he continues by noting the way ‘it
insinuates itself in the night, as an undetermined menace of space
itself’ disengaged from its function as a receptacle for objects, as a
means of access to beings’ (Levinas 1989b: 32). Although Levinas
would refuse the vaguest hint of a psychoanalytic explanation, it is as
though the ‘there is’ as horror were a trauma for consciousness, and
an impossibility for symbolic processes. However, we should also
remember that horror here is always already given: it is thus una-
voidable, as being is unavoidable. It is not to be understood, then, as
equivalent to the Heideggerian anxiety before the acknowledgement
of nothingness. ‘To be conscious is to be torn away from the there
is’ (Levinas 1989b: 32). This is because consciousness has to form
itself into a subjectivity constructed by a certain framework of
rationality. Levinas is interested in the underside of this rationality
which is not simply the irrational, or the unspeakable void, but is a
positive force that cannot be excluded. Put another way: subjectivity
forms itself according to the universal principles of Western philoso-
phy; the ‘there is’, by comparison, is a contingency — the particular
which eludes the universal. The ‘haunting spectre’ as seen in Shake-
speare’s Macbeth, 1s being as the ‘there 1s’, and it 1s this, precisely,
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which horrifies Macbeth. Night, crime, phantom and horror here
come together to give the shadow of being.

The Other and the Dominance of the Same

‘What exactly is at stake in the Levinasian project if, as Levinas pro-
poses, neither a phenomenological nor a psychoanalytical framework
can do justice to horror as being as an Otherness? To answer this
question, we note that from the time of his lectures given at the
College of Philosophy in 1946—47 on time and the Other, to his later
work on God and the idea, otherness — alterity — has been at issue.
Thus, time as alterity, existence as alterity, the other person (autrui) as
alterity, language as alterity, and God as alterity — these words point
to a project of great subtlety and determination. For Levinas effec-
tively wants to bypass thought in philosophy. His trajectory leads, he
argues, away from ontology, epistemology, or reason, to a point
where alterity is confronted in all its ‘nudity’ (to use a term dear to
Levinas) — a point where its irreducibility can be acknowledged.

The transcendence of Western philosophy is against this enterprise
if by transcendence we mean that which can be conceptualised,
theorised, visualised, objectified — universalised. Levinas, by contrast,
uses transcendence in the sense of rupture, and opening up to the
Other, as opposed to the Western tradition’s reduction of the Other
to the Same in its drive to objectify and universalise. The dominance
of the Same makes the universal the goal of thought. The universal is,
by definition, independent of any given set of concrete circum-
stances. It is thus disembodied and idealist. In keeping with the tenor
of the phenomenological project, the aim is to reduce the gap
between thought and embodiment — or, as in the case of Heidegger,
between being and existence.

The point, Levinas says, is to go ‘beyond being’, beyond ‘egoisms
struggling with one another’ (Levinas 1998b: 4). Not to be otherwise,
but otherwise than being, which entails: otherwise than essence,
because being and essence go together. This is Levinas’s proposition,
implying that there is more than being for humanity and it has to do
with the primacy of a responsibility for the other (see Levinas 1998b:
3-14).

The Other Thought in the West

In attributing a kind of primacy to otherness or alterity, rather than
to the thinking, unified, ego, Levinas has, of course, met the objection
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which says that, in the end, whether one likes it or not, the Other of
the universal — the alterity which calls to us — is inevitably the Other
of Western thought itself, an Other waiting to be put into conceptual
form and universalised, an Other which Western thought needs. This
Other of Western thought would be inescapably another version of
the Same — ultimately a formal Other (the Other of negation) and
not true alterity at all. Feminists meet a similar objection when they
argue, as Irigaray does, that the feminine is an alterity which must be
thought of independently of the patriarchal order of identity (= the
Same).

Interestingly, in an interview given in 1985, Levinas points out that
when he wrote his lectures published as Time and the Other in 1948,
he thought that femininity was the modality of alterity that he was
looking for (Levinas 1989¢c: 10). Knowledge, too, Levinas recognises,
reiterates the relationship of the Same to the Other in which the
Other is reduced to the order of the Same (Levinas 1984: 12).
Despite this, Levinas still searched, until his death in 1995, for a way
of presenting the irreducible Other in philosophy, an Other indeed
foreign to the order of the Same. No doubt one should pause on the
resonances of the notion of ‘search’ here; for what Levinas in fact
presents is the trace of his search for a way of rendering the Other
intelligible without resorting to the language of idealism.

The Other and Others

Levinas never ceased to emphasise that the Other arises in relation to
others and not immediately in relation to the universality of the law.
This relation is the unique relation of ethical responsibility. Ethics is
the practical relation of one to an other — a relation which is prior to
ontology. The Absolutely Other is the other person (autrui). The
Other is a ‘nudity’ — not the nudity emerging in light of an unveil-
ing; rather, says Levinas, true nudity is the face (of the Other) as an
epiphany which solicits us; it is that face which comes to us from the
exterior. ‘The face is by itself and not by reference to a system’
(Levinas 1961: 47). The Other is also the infinite in me to the extent
that he or she brings about a rupture in the self as an entity identical
with itself. The self even poses itself for the other rather than for itself.
The nudity of the other as a practical exterior unassimilable to
ontology entails that the relationship between Self and Other is dis-
symmetrical; in other words, it bypasses the symmetry of inter-
subjectivity so forcefully outlined in idealism. Levinas likens this
dissymmetry to synthetic, non-spatialised time — the time that cannot

48



EMMANUEL LEVINAS

be represented by clocks, but which corresponds to the internal
experience of time captured in Bergson’s notion of ‘duration’.

The dimension of time that interests Levinas more than any other
is the future. Unlike the past, the future cannot so easily be assimi-
lated to another present. Instead, the future is the present’s difference
with itself: this is the future as absolutely new, and so absolutely
Other. The future is time without a concept.

Language: The ‘Saying’ and the ‘Said’

An intriguing aspect of Levinas’s philosophy of alterity concerns lan-
guage, not language as ‘the said’, but as ‘the saying’. ‘Saying’ is a
complex notion that cannot simply be understood linguistically, that
is, representationally. For then it would again enter the realm of the
said. The ‘saying’ does not ‘consist in giving signs’ (Levinas 1998b:
48), and it signifies prior to essence. Saying is a mode of exposure, or
of disclosing, oneself to the other. This is a central theme in Levinas’s
philosophy, and he frequently returns to it. A structuralist account of
language, therefore, would not be of interest to Levinas, because of
the linguistic heritage implied and the emphasis on the said.

To stress this point, Levinas also defines signification in general as
infinity — that is, as the existence of alterity. His insight is that lan-
guage cannot be reduced to a system of logic or representation. Like
the future, the infinite, and the face, language becomes an extended
epiphany. It is the astonishment of the Other speaking in me — the
Other speaking in me which enables me to become a self in lan-
guage; in other words, through language, the Other enables me to
have an identity.

Through the face of alterity, Levinas says, God is reached:

The face ‘signifies’ beyond, neither as an index nor as symbol,
but precisely and irreducibly as a face that summons me. It signifies
to-God (a Dieu), not as sign, but as the questioning of myself, as if
I were summoned or called, that is to say, awakened or cited as
myself.

(Levinas 1983: 112)

God and the Infinite

In his last works, Levinas is more insistent in equating God with the
infinite. It 1s almost as though theology comes to take the place of a
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Western philosophical outlook in order to ensure alterity once again
finds its place in thought — a place beyond ontology.

With his emphasis on the practical importance of ethics as being
distinct from ontology, Levinas opens up a new vista within phi-
losophy. Within philosophy? This is perhaps the question we
should pose to the one who revealed the solipsism of reason, and
who showed that previous philosophies of the subject reduced
alterity to the order of the Same. Another question which arises is:
how 1is Levinas, the interpreter of Husserl and Heidegger, to be
understood given that he speaks clearly within the history of phi-
losophy, but endeavours to escape from it although, it is true, his
writing clearly gestures towards theology? For Levinas, to speak
within the history of philosophy seems to imply that the very
tradition he challenges might have within it a hitherto unsus-
pected suppleness — much as Levinas himself showed that language is
vested with hitherto unsuspected possibilities. In other words, Levinas
may well have shown that philosophy is in fact not reducible to
ontology.
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MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY (1908-1961)

Even though he remained a French ‘philosopher of consciousness’,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty separated himself gradually from the
phenomenology of Jean-Paul Sartre, and also from that of Husserl.
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Specifically, Merleau-Ponty brought Saussure into his reflections and
teachings on language in the late 1940s and early 1950s. During the
1950s, he was also well aware of Saussure’s influence on the work of
Lévi-Strauss and formed a close alliance with the latter, who even-
tually became his colleague at the College de France.

Merleau-Ponty was born in 1908. Like Roland Barthes’s father,
Merleau-Ponty’s father was also killed in the First World War. He
attended the Lycées Janson-de-Sailly and Louis-le-Grande, and in
1930 he successfully completed his agrégation in philosophy at the
Ecole Normale Supérieure (rue d’Ulm). Like many intellectuals of
his generation, Merleau-Ponty attended Kojeve’s lectures on Hegel.
He was also associated for a short time with the Catholic journal,
Esprit. When the Second World War broke out, Merleau-Ponty
served in the infantry and was tortured by the Germans. During the
Occupation he was associated with the ill-fated, independent Resis-
tance group, ‘Socialism and Freedom’, the group which also counted
Jean-Paul Sartre as one of its members. In 1945, Merleau-Ponty’s
major work was published: Phenomenology of Perception. In 1949, he
was appointed to the chair of child psychology at the Sorbonne, and
in 1952 he was the youngest candidate ever to be elected to the chair
of philosophy at the Collége de France, a position he held until his
sudden death in May 1961.

From 1945 to 1952, Merleau-Ponty was a close friend and colla-
borator of Jean-Paul Sartre, and one of the founding editors of Les
Temps Modernes. The year 1952 marked Merleau-Ponty’s disillusion-
ment with the Korean War and Sartrian politics, and he thus resigned
from the editorial board of what was to become Sartre’s journal. The
substance of his differences with Sartre is contained in Merleau-
Ponty’s book, Adventures of the Dialectic, published in 1955. Here, his
former comrade-in-arms develops an exhaustive analysis of Sartre’s
relationship to communism, at the same time as he questions the
privileging of the subject—object relationship in Sartre’s version of
phenomenology. As Vincent Descombes explains, without an ‘inter-
world’, the subject—object dichotomy leads to solipsism: ‘If the subject-
object dichotomy were correct, then all meaning would issue from
men, and all meaning for myself would issue from myself® (Descombes
1980: 72).

From 1952, Merleau-Ponty began to develop a conception of
political activity which freed itself from Sartre’s naive flirtation with
hard-line communism. More importantly, though, Merleau-Ponty
began to sketch out a philosophical trajectory which confirmed the
importance of lived experience in grasping the nature of language,
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perception, and the body. An outline of the main aspects of the link
between perception and thought opened up in the Philosophy of Per-
ception will help to clarify what is at stake here.

Phenomenology of Perception

In the Preface to the work in question, Merleau-Ponty confirms the
influence of Husserl on his own philosophy. Thus, like Husserl,
Merleau-Ponty emphasises the importance of the phenomenological
reduction, or epoché (abstention; also called ‘bracketing’ and ‘dis-
connection’) introduced in order to open access to ‘essences’. The
latter are to be grasped, not as the transcendental essences given in
available scientific disciplines, or in the general abstract knowledge
(such as that relating to space and time) an individual may have about
the world. Rather, the phenomenological epoche gives access to the
immanent essences of the consciousness of ‘lived experience’. The
epoche is a disconnection from the given natural world in all its
objectivity. This disconnection, Husserl is quick to say, is not in any
sense a denial of the natural world. Indeed it, and all the knowledge
provided by the sciences which study its various aspects, is entirely
accepted. However, the consciousness of lived experience — the
consciousness which is always a consciousness of something — is fun-
damentally different from an acceptance of the givenness of the
world, or scientific knowledge. Fixing attention firmly on con-
sciousness and its ego, to study, as Husserl says, ‘what we find
immanently within if, in order to arrive at the insight that:

consciousness has, in itself, a being of its own which in its absolute
essence, is not touched by the phenomenological exclusion.
(Husserl 1982:65, Husserl’s emphasis)

The study of the essence of things in consciousness opens up the field
of the science of phenomenology (Husserl 1982: 66). The point is:
(1) that consciousness is constituted as an autonomous realm, and (2)
that it is the object of phenomenological inquiry (= science). As,
presumably, the inquiry takes place within consciousness, the upshot
is consciousness conducting a science of itself. The tension here is not
lost on Merleau-Ponty in his later work.

Like Husserl, Merleau-Ponty’s point of departure is the epoche
(bracketing of the factual world). For him, however, the aim is not to
remain within the structure of Descartes’s philosophy of doubt, as
Husserl did in providing an explanation of phenomenology, but
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rather to go to the heart of embodied experience, which is what
perception is. Pitting himself directly against the abstractness and
emptiness of the Cartesian cogito — ‘I think, therefore I am’ — Mer-
leau-Ponty shows that ‘to be a body is to be tied to a certain world’;
and he adds: ‘our body is not primarily in space: it is of it” (Merleau-
Ponty 1992: 148, Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis). In effect, our body is
always already in the world; therefore, there is no body in-itself, a
body which could be objectified and given universal status. Percep-
tion, then, is always an embodied perception, one that is what it is
only within a specific context or situation. Perception in-itself does
not exist.

In his own explanation of his philosophical trajectory, Merleau-
Ponty confirms the primacy of lived experience by saying that the
‘perceiving mind is an incarnated mind’ (Merleau-Ponty 1989a: 3).
Furthermore, perception is not simply the result of the impact of the
external world on the body; for even if the body is distinct from the
world it inhabits, it is not separate from it. Indeed, the very imbri-
cation of the perceiving organism and its surroundings is what lies at
the basis of perception. This means that there is no perception in
general — a notion which would turn it into an abstract universal;
there is only perception as it is lived in the world. It is precisely the
‘lived’ nature of perception and the body which makes phenomen-
ological research viable and necessary. As a result of the incarnate
nature of perception, the perceiving subject is always changing,
always going through a process of rebirth. Consciousness, for its part,
does not relate to the world in the manner of a thinker in relation to
a series of objects. There is no subject in general, in effect, one
entirely autonomous and separate from its objects, as Descartes
argued. Rather, consciousness is perceptual; consequently, the cer-
tainty of ideas is based on the certainty of perception. This certainty
always remains to be established and confirmed by phenomenological
investigation; for the phenomenologist, there are no ideal, universal
certainties at the level of ideas. Descartes’s cogito is thus what Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenology is opposing more than anything else. To sum up:
‘I perceive’ is not equivalent to ‘I think’, nor can it be universalised.
The incarnate status of the perceiving subject opens the way to a phe-
nomenological description of the Living Present. Within such a
description — that is, within the phenomenological epoche — the perceived
thing is equivalent to what is said about it. Merleau-Ponty elaborates:

The perceived thing is not an ideal unity in the possession of the
intellect, like a geometrical notion, for example; it is rather a
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totality open to a horizon of an indefinite number of perspectival
views which blend with one another according to a given style,
which defines the object in question.

(Merleau-Ponty 1989b)

Given the status of perception as incarnate, what is the real raison
d’étre of phenomenological description, and, indeed, reflection?
Merleau-Ponty’s answer is that, if left to itself, perception ‘forgets
itself and is ignorant of its own accomplishments’ (Merleau-Ponty
1989b: 19). But the issue is not, as Merleau-Ponty seems to think,
that we risk going back to an unreflected moment prior to philoso-
phy, but that a distinction has been made quite unambiguously
between the perception of an incarnate perceiving subject and the
philosophy of perception — as though, after all, one were forced to
accept at least some version of the universal, ‘I think’, just at the
point where the primacy given to the ‘I perceive’ seemed to deal it a
truly mortal blow. Such would be the typically insurmountable pro-
blem faced by a philosophy of consciousness which wants to maintain
a sense of its own self-presence (contained in the ‘I think’), while at
the same time launching into a description of the heterogeneous level
of the subject incarnate. Within his phenomenological framework,
Merleau-Ponty has presented a fundamental rift between conscious-
ness and ‘Lived Experience’, a rift which must remain repressed.

Saussure and Language

If this were the end of the story, however, there is no doubt that the
philosopher of perception would have long ceased to be of interest to
a post-war generation brought up on the aporias of philosophies of
consciousness, just as Merleau-Ponty’s teachers (like Brunschvicg)
have ceased to be of interest. The enactment of the subject, rather
than its positing (albeit in only partially elaborated form) and, more
importantly, language, and Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to make it cen-
tral to his later philosophical concerns via the aegis of a reading of
Saussure, inspired early structuralism. For instance, Algirdas-Julien
Greimas was one who attended Merleau-Ponty’s inaugural lecture at
the College de France in 1952, and came away with a sense that
Saussure, and not Marx, held the key to a genuine philosophy of
history (see Dosse 1991: 62—-63).

Although it is often said that Merleau-Ponty took from Saussure’s
theory of language what he wanted in order to confirm his phe-
nomenology, it should also be said that he highlighted two Saussurian
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principles which would come to be the focus of structuralist theories
of language and semiotics. These are that meaning in language arises
through a diacritical relationship between signs, and that a diachro-
nical study of language cannot explain the nature of current usage.
Thus in his unfinished work, The Prose of the World, Merleau-Ponty
writes that ‘Saussure shows admirably that . .. it cannot be the history
of the word or language which determines its present meaning’
(Merleau-Ponty 1974: 22). What the phenomenologist finds in the
structural linguist is a theory which seems to emphasise the subject’s
lived relation to the world. Again, Merleau-Ponty writes that Saus-
sure’s notion of the primacy of the synchronic dimension of language
for understanding the nature of language as such, ‘liberates history
from historicism and makes a new conception of reason possible’
(Merleau-Ponty 1974: 23). To view language synchronically, Mer-
leau-Ponty argues, is to view it as enacted, and not as an abstract,
universal entity, subject to gradual evolution over time. Language
here is fundamentally the ‘living present’ in speech. To speak, to
communicate — to use language — is in part equivalent to becoming
aware that there are only successive living presents. Indeed, any dis-
course on language must come to grasp itself as an enactment of language.
A linguistics worthy of the name, therefore, comes to recognise that
language can only be understood from the inside. In other words,
language can no more be reduced to a history of linguistics than
history can be reduced to historical discourse.

Nevertheless, in by-passing Saussure’s theory of langue (language as
a system) which explains how speech is enacted, in favour of parole
(the enactment itself), Merleau-Ponty is unable to show that language
is doubly articulated: the level of the signifier is relatively independent
of the level of the signified. And while Merleau-Ponty, with his emphasis
on the ‘living present’, had focused on the signified (the enactment of
meaning), structuralist linguistics would, almost from the moment of
Merleau-Ponty’s death in 1961, oppose the phenomenologist’s emphasis
on the embodied transparence of the signified,! only to become
dazzled by language’s opacity as a system of signifiers.

Furthermore, in focusing almost exclusively on the level of parole as
the embodiment of language, the phenomenologist is unable to
explain satisfactorily how a move can be made from the individual, ‘I
speak’, to the fact that another speaks. The usual (Sartrian) claim that
the ‘I speak’ entails a recognition that ‘we speak’ fails to show how the
‘T’ is not simply being raised to the power of the ‘we’ —a ‘we’ which
is effectively rendered homogeneous in the process. This issue is but
the tip of the iceberg. For phenomenology (Merleau-Ponty’s inclu-
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ded) has notoriously found it difficult to cope with the general pro-
blem of otherness — of which the ‘I speak’ issue is an instance.
Having rejected any theory of the unconscious, phenomenology
treats every subjective (even if embodied) instance as a unity, present
to itself. Then, in the illusion of pluralising it, it raises this instance to
the power of ‘we’. This ‘we’ then becomes a unity: the unity of the
collectivity. Otherness and heterogeneity are thus done away with in
a veritable wave of the phenomenologist’s homogenising wand. It is
perhaps to Merleau-Ponty’s credit, however, that through his creative
audacity the limit of phenomenology becomes visible in his work.

Note

1 For example, Merleau-Ponty writes: ‘A friend’s speech over the tele-
phone brings us the friend himself, as if he were wholly present in that
manner of calling and saying goodbye to us’ (Merleau-Ponty 1987: 43).
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STRUCTURALISM

Two aspects of the structural approach stand out: (1) the recognition
(Chomsky not withstanding) that differential relations are the key to
understanding culture and society; and, (2) that, as a result, structure
is not prior to the realisation of these relations. Saussure, even if he
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did not recognise the full implications of what he was arguing, inspired
the view that to focus on material practices is the way to come to
grips with the full, and most anti-essentialist, meaning of ‘structure’.

Structuralism also takes language as a system of differential relations
as the model most insightful for understanding society, culture, and
thought.

EMILE BENVENISTE (1902-1976)

Born in Cairo in 1902, Emile Benveniste was professor of linguistics
at the Collége de France from 1937 to 1969, when he was forced to
retire due to ill-health, tragically caused by aphasia. He died in 1976.

After being educated at the Sorbonne under Ferdinand de Saus-
sure’s former pupil, Antoine Meillet, Benveniste’s early work in the
1930s continued Saussure’s interest in the history of Indo-European
linguistic forms, particularly the status of names. Because of the spe-
cialist, technical nature of this early work, Benveniste was little
known outside a relatively narrow circle of scholars.

This situation changed with the publication of the first volume of
his Problemes de linguistique générale in 1966. A second volume
appeared in 1974. The book brings together Benveniste’s most
accessible writings of a period of more than twenty-five years, and
looks at language as a linguistic and semiotic object, as an instrument
of communication, as a social and cultural phenomenon, and as a
vehicle of subjectivity.

Those Inspired by Benveniste

In the wake of this work, Benveniste became an important figure in
the evolution of the structuralist tendency in the social sciences and
humanities. Lacan, for instance, recognises in his Ecrits that it is
Benveniste who deals a behaviourist interpretation a mortal blow
with the insight that, unlike the communication of bees, human
language is not a simple stimulus—response system. And Kristeva, for
her part, has seen that Benveniste’s theory of pronouns — especially
the relationship between ‘I’ and ‘you’ — or what is called the I-you
polarity — is of fundamental importance for developing a dynamic
conception of subjectivity. Roland Barthes, similarly, clearly saw
Benveniste’s writings on the ‘middle voice’ of the verb as being of
seminal importance for understanding the position of the writer
today — the writer who now writes intransitively (middle voice).
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More recently, Giorgio Agamben has made recourse to Benve-
niste’s theory of the subject of the enunciative act (énonciation) in
order to formulate a theory of witnessing the impossibility of wit-
nessing in relation to Auschwitz (Agamben 2002: 137-65).

Enonciation (Act of Stating) and Enoncé (Statement)

In his work on pronouns, Benveniste developed a theory of the difference
between the énoncé (statement independent of context) and the énon-
ciation (the act of stating tied to context). Given the phenomenon of
‘shifterisation’, as elaborated by Roman Jakobson, no meaning of an
énonce containing pronouns and other markers of the shifter (such as
‘here’, ‘there’, ‘this’, ‘that’, etc.) can be understood without reference to
context, equivalent here to the act of enunciation. Granted that it is
difficult to give an example of an énonciation because in fact an énoncé
is always the necessary vehicle of any example (an example being an
instance of a speech act taken out of its context), it is important to
recognise that the subject in language is inseparable from its realisa-
tion. In other words, the subject is not equivalent to the status
attributed to it in the formal, grammatical structure. In terms of the
latter, the subject is always the fixed, static entity given in the énonceé.
In sum, then, Benveniste’s insight is that any linguistics which wants to
do justice to the dynamics of language must see it as a ‘discursive
instance’ — as discourse, in short. Discourse is the enactment of language.

Pronouns

A key element of Benveniste’s theory of language as discourse is his
theory of pronouns, and in particular, the theory of the I-you polarity.
Grammatically, this polarity constitutes the first and second person
pronouns, with he—she—it constituting the third person. Benveniste’s
insight is that the third person functions as the condition of possibility
of the first and second person; the third person is a ‘non-person’, a status
revealed by the neutral voice of narration, or description — the voice
of denotation. Kristeva, came to see this polarity as the key to under-
standing the dynamics of the subject—object (I = subject, you = object)
relation in language. The upshot is that, now, the I—you polarity has
meaning uniquely in relation to the present instance of discourse. As
our author explains when discussing the ‘reality’ to which I or you refers:

I signifies ‘the person who is uttering the present instance of
the discourse containing I’ This instance is unique by definition
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and has validity only in its uniqueness. ... I can only be
identified by the instance of discourse that contains it and by that
alone.

(Benveniste 1971: 218)
You, for its part, is defined in the following way:

by introducing the situation of ‘address’, we obtain a symme-
trical definition for you as the ‘individual spoken to in the
present instance of discourse containing the linguistic instance
of you’. These definitions [Benveniste adds] refer to I and you
as a category of language and are related to their position in
language.

(Benveniste 1971: 218)

More generally, Benveniste sees language as essentially a dialogue
between two or more parties, unlike a signal system where there is
no dialogue. Again, in language a message can be passed on to a
third person, in contrast to a signal system where the ‘message’ goes
no further than the receiver. Finally, human language is a form
that makes possible an infinite variety of contents, while a simple
communication system based on a signal is invariably limited to
what is programmed (e.g. the signal system of bees relates exclusively
to honey). An important implication deriving from these insights is
that human language can be used in an ironical way, or in a way
requiring the constant interpretation and reinterpretation of the
potentially multiple meanings latent in the énonciation. This means
that human language has an undeniable poetic and fictive side.
Connected to this is the further implication that, qua énonciation,
human language never repeats itself exactly, as is the case with a signal
system.

Thought and Language

While he did not ever claim that thought and language were iden-
tical, Benveniste would not accept either the position of Hjelmslev,
for whom thought was entirely separate from language. For his part,
Benveniste pointed out that in practice it is impossible to separate
thought from language for, at minimum, language must be the vehi-
cle for thought. As Benveniste says, ‘whoever tries to grasp the
proper framework of thought encounters only the categories of lan-
guage’ (Benveniste 1971: 63).
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Revising Saussure and Semiotic Systems

Although a strong advocate of the importance of Saussure for the
history of modern semiotics and linguistics, Benveniste also recog-
nised the need to modify Saussure’s theory, in particular in terms of
the relationship Saussure drew between linguistics and semiotics.
Linguistics, Saussure said in the Course in General Linguistics, would
one day be subsumed by semiotics, the discipline which studies sign-
systems. Such a prediction, Benveniste recognised, needs to be care-
fully thought through. In doing this, Benveniste notes that linguistic
systems such as Morse code, Braille or sign language for the deaf and
dumb can be translated between themselves, while semiotic systems
are characterised by their non-redundance and therefore are not
mutually translatable. As our author explains, ‘there is no “syno-
nymy” between semiotic systems; one cannot “say the same thing”
through speech and through music, which are systems each having a
different basis’ (Benveniste 1974: 53). Again, two semiotic systems
may well have the same constituent base and yet still be mutually
untranslatable — such as, to cite Benveniste, the red in the traffic code
and the red in the French tricolore. Consequently, Benveniste con-
cludes, there is no single system of signs which would transcend all
other systems; the possibility of an all-embracing semiotics which
would include linguistics is therefore greatly reduced. The reverse is
perhaps much more likely, namely that the linguistic system is the
basis of translation of all semiotic systems.

Semiotics, Semantics and Society

Further to his analysis of the difference between the semiotic and the
linguistic systems is Benveniste’s discussion of the difference between
the semiotic and the semantic dimensions of language. The semiotic
(le sémiotique) dimension is the mode of significance proper to the
sign. Fundamentally, the semiotic exists when it is recognised. It is
independent of any reference. The semantic aspect, on the other
hand, is to be understood, rather than recognised. As a result, it is
entirely referential and engendered by discourse.

Benveniste also became influential during the 1960s with his
writings about the nature of language. Like Lévi-Strauss, he pointed
out that language is constitutive of the social order, rather than the
other way round. Furthermore, it was Benveniste who showed that
language’s unique and paradoxical aspect in its social setting is its
status as a super-individual instrument which can be objectified
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(hence linguistics), and which, as an instance of discourse, is con-
stitutive of individuality. Indeed, the I-you polarity implies that the
individual and society are no longer contradictory terms; for there is
no individuality without language and no language independently of
a community of speakers. Although Benveniste recognised that it is
perfectly possible to study the history of national languages — just as it
is possible to study the history of societies — it is not possible to study
the history of language as such, or the history of society as such,
because it is only within language and society that history is possible.

For humanity, language (langue) and society are unconscious rea-
lities. ... Both are always inherited, and we cannot imagine in
the exercise of language and in the practice of society that, at this
fundamental level, there could ever have been a beginning to
either of them. Neither can be changed by human will.
(Benveniste 1971: 72)

Consequently, important changes certainly occur within social insti-
tutions, but the social bond itself does not change; similarly, the des-
ignations of language can change, but not the language system. This,
Benveniste tried to impress upon those who, like Freud in some of
his writings, would explain language and society at the level of
ontogenesis. The risk is that the ‘primitive’ form (of society, language,
culture) is made to serve as an explanation for the more advanced
form. In this sense, ‘primitive’ societies were deemed by Rousseau,
and certain anthropologists who were influenced by him, to be the
‘childhood’ of mankind, and so hold the key to a knowledge of the
foundations of Western society. Benveniste, in 1956, to his credit,
demonstrated that Freud, too, was not free of the temptation to call
upon an ontogenesis in order to explain dream, primal words and
language in general. Benveniste’s response is to point out that:

confusions seem to have arisen in Freud from his constant
recourse to ‘origins’: origins of art, of religion, of society, of
language. ... He was constantly transposing what seemed to him
to be ‘primitive’ in man into an original primitivism, for it was
indeed into the history of this world that he projected what we
could call a chronology of the human psyche.

(see Benveniste 1971: 72)

By drawing attention to the risks involved in allowing ontogenesis to
have a strong influence in social theory, Benveniste shows himself to
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be one of those who opened the way towards a structuralist (and later
post-structuralist) approach to the analysis and interpretation of social
phenomena. He showed conclusively that language has no origin
precisely because it is a system. There can, therefore, be no primitive
language. Language changes, but it does not progress. Linguistically,
every natural language without exception is complex and highly dif-
ferentiated. With Benveniste, then, the ethnocentrism of early eth-
nography is dealt a significant blow.
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PIERRE BOURDIEU (1930-2002)

Pierre Bourdieu was born in 1930 in Denguin in the south-west of
France in the Pyrenees mountains. This is significant because of the
relation of the south to Paris. French in the region there is spoken
with a southern accent, and Bourdieu often spoke of being treated
like a foreigner in Paris, an experience which enabled him to see
things from a different perspective: as an outsider, or even foreigner.

Like Jacques Derrida his direct contemporary, Bourdieu attended
the prestigious Parisian Lycée, Louis-Le-Grand in 1950-51, and
completed his agrégation in philosophy at the Ecole Normale Supér-
teure (rue d’Ulm) in 1955. As part of his military service, Bourdieu
taught in Algeria, and so experienced French colonialism at first
hand. This experience was formative, and the effort to understand it
set the philosopher on the path of anthropology and sociology. Later,
between 1959 and 1962, Bourdieu taught philosophy at the Sor-
bonne, where he worked with Raymond Aaron, who saw his
potential. In 1964, he became director of studies at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes, and the director of European Sociology. In 1981, he
was elected to the chair of Sociology at the College de France and
gave his inaugural lecture there in 1982.

Bourdien’s Oeuvre

Certain things stand out in Pierre Bourdieu’s oeuvre as a practice of
sociology: a concern to analyse inequality and class distinction at a
structural rather than at an ideological level, but without succumbing
to the (as Bourdieu puts it) ‘objectivist’ illusion of structuralism; a
refusal of scholasticism, or the purely abstract study of phenomena
independently of any context; a concern to enable science to go
beyond its reliance on the model for grasping the nature of social life,
and so come to grips with practice, or practices, and their relation to
practical knowledge; a desire to go beyond the clichés, stereotypes,
and classifications of the universally unquestioned doxa, and, as a
consequence, to make explicit the power relations inscribed in social
reality, in a social field. Finally, Bourdieu’s epistemology is char-
acterised by a refusal to be caught between the either—or issue of
singular truth or historicism, while aiming to do justice to truth and
its context (see Bourdieu 2004: 1-3; 21-31).

Always of interest to the media, Bourdieu caused a certain furore
in 1996 when he published a critique of television and journalism,
saying that television, in the pretence of being open to the world
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was in fact a form of censorship because, with its various and
strict formats, it limited what could be said and communicated (see
Bourdieu 1996).

Class

Since undertaking fieldwork in Algeria in the 1960s, Bourdieu was
committed to revealing the underlying modes of class domination in
capitalist societies as these appear in all aspects of education and art.
His abiding thesis is that the dominant class does not dominate
overtly: it does not force the dominated to conform to its will. Nor
does it dominate in capitalist society through a conspiracy where the
privileged would consciously manipulate reality in accordance with
their own self-interest. Rather, the dominant class in capitalist society
is, statistically, the beneficiary of economic, social and symbolic
power, power which is embodied in economic and cultural capital,
and which is infused throughout society’s institutions and practices
and reproduced by these very institutions and practices.

The Academic Milieu

In his book, Homo Academicus (1988), Bourdieu says that the Ecole
des Hautes Etudes in Paris remains one of the rare marginal, yet
prestigious, institutions in the French academic system, one which
fostered original thought and research. This was important for
Bourdieu early in his career, because higher education in France
tends to be structured around academically prestigious individuals and
institutions (like the Ecole Normale Supérieure — rue d’Ulm). ‘Aca-
demically prestigious’ does not necessarily mean scholarly and intel-
lectually challenging. Rather, it means that academic accolades tend
to go to those who know, whether consciously or not, how to work
the patronage system, and make best use of any inherited privileges,
or cultural capital, they might have. Academic privilege and the
institutional power that goes with it are contrasted by Bourdieu with
scholarly and intellectual renown. While the latter might entail a cer-
tain imagination, originality and critical acuity, the former requires
‘the most authentic proof of obsequium, unconditional respect for the
fundamental principles of the established order’ (Bourdieu 1988: 87).

The view of the academic milieu as ‘fair’ and ‘competitive’ and
supposedly charged with ‘pushing back the frontiers of knowledge’,
and selecting ‘the best minds’ for the task, is the kind of common-
sense orthodoxy that Bourdieu’s sociological research and reflection
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aimed to dispel. Indeed, for Bourdieu, what is self-evident, and taken
for granted, what goes without saying — our common-sense ideas, or
our imprecise unscientific language — are founded on a misrecogni-
tion (méconnaissance) of unequal power relations and a concomitant
reproduction of privilege.

Epistemology

To a large extent, Bourdieu’s underlying theoretical stance was pre-
sented in his early essay, An Outline of a Theory of Practice (Bourdieu
(1972) [1977]). There, in the context of ethnographic studies, Bour-
dieu delineates a three-tiered framework of theoretical knowledge,
where the most reflexive level will eventually be employed to classify
‘the classifiers’, to ‘objectify the objectifying subject’, and to judge
the very arbiters of taste themselves. The first element of this frame-
work is ‘primary experience’, or what Bourdieu also calls the ‘phe-
nomenological’ level. This level is known to all researchers in the
field because it is the source of their basic descriptive data about the
familiar, everyday world — either of their own society or of another.
The second level, almost as familiar, is that of the ‘model’ or of
‘objectivist’ knowledge. Here, knowledge ‘constructs the objective
relations (e.g. economic or linguistic) which structure practice and
representations of practice’. Thus at a ‘primary’ level, the researcher
might note that at every wedding, birthday or Christmas people
exchange presents. At an objectivist level, the researcher might the-
orise that, despite what common sense suggests, gift exchange is a
means of maintaining prestige and confirming a social hierarchy, and
perhaps also an instance of the way exchange as such is a mode of
social cohesion. The point Bourdieu emphasises about such knowl-
edge is that it is fundamentally the knowledge of the detached, neu-
tral observer who is engaged in developing a theory of the practice
implied in the primary data. When it comes to studying language or
gift-exchange in particular, the knowledge of the detached theorist is
significantly limited. Clearly, if language is studied only from the
position of the listener (often the position of detachment), and not
also from the position of speaker, a defective form of knowledge is
derived. Bourdieu thus argues that an adequate theory of practice
must include a theory of the actor’s position. The major defect of the
objectivist approach to practice is that it is too rigidly detached from
the subtleties of everyday activities. It therefore fails to account for
elements integral to practice — such as ‘style’, ‘tact’, ‘dexterity’,
‘savoir-faire’, and particularly, ‘improvisation’. Similarly, in constructing
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a model of practice — e.g. exchange of gifts — objectivist knowledge
cannot account for ‘misfires’, or ‘strategies’ which might undermine
the universality of the model. In other words, time is left out of the
model along with the notion of ‘strategy’. ‘Strategy’, says Bourdieu,
‘allows for individual intervention against the model! This, the
structuralist position as enunciated by Lévi-Strauss, failed to do. To be
sure, relations, and not substances, characterise social and cultural
life — as Saussure’s theory of language led researchers to see. However,
to remain at this level, as Bourdieu claims first-wave structuralism
tended to do, is to remain at the level of the model, or objectivist
knowledge.

Bourdieu proposes, then, that a theory of objectivist knowledge
will, at the same time, be a more rigorous and illuminating theory of
practice. He claims that a truly rigorous theory of practice is accom-
plished by taking up the position of the realisation of practice. A tall
order it might well be thought. Bourdieu, though, is not to be
denied. And from the position of theory in the Outline, he goes on to
produce, in the period 1979-92, four important works on education
and taste — Distinction, Homo Academicus, State of Nobility (La Noblesse
d’¢tat) and The Rules of Art — works in which a number of Bourdieu’s
key concepts are deployed. ‘Habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘cultural capital’ are
cases in point.

Habitus

Although sometimes mistaken for specific routines of everyday life,
or as a synonym for socialisation, habitus is in fact part of Bourdieu’s
theory of practice as the articulation of dispositions in social space.
The space is also a social field in that the positions in it form a system
of relations based on stakes (power) that are meaningful and desired
by those occupying the positions in social space. Habitus is a kind of
expression of the (unconscious) investment social actors have in the
power stakes so implied. Habitus is a kind of grammar of actions
which serves to differentiate one class (e.g. the dominant) from
another (e.g. the dominated) in the social field. In Distinction Bour-
dieu refers to habitus as a system of schemas for the production of
particular practices. Thus if ‘good taste’ entails that the university
professor will have a marked preference for Bach’s Well Tempered
Clavier, while ‘middle-brow’ manual and clerical workers will prefer
The Blue Danube, the validity of good taste is only undermined
when it is revealed that the professor (especially of law or medi-
cine) is himself the son of a professor who had a private art collection
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and whose wife was a good amateur musician. For, the professor is
marked as someone who has not only ‘achieved’ a certain amount
in the field of education, but also as someone who has inherited
cultural capital. This is to say that, in particular cases, the family
environment can provide a significant amount of knowledge, under-
standing and ‘taste’ which is not formally learned, but is uncon-
sciously acquired.

A specific habitus becomes evident when a range of variables
(occupation, education, income, artistic preferences, taste in food, etc.)
are shown, statistically, to correlate with each other. Thus, in con-
tradistinction to the manual worker, the professor of law will tend to
have had a private school education, prefer Bach (and more generally,
the form of art to its content), have a high income, and will prefer a
simple, if elegant, cuisine of lean meats, fresh fruit and vegetables.
This correlation is what Bourdieu says constitutes a specific (in this
case bourgeois, or dominant) set of dispositions, or a habitus. A habitus
is generative of a set of dispositions common to a class. With the
knowledge of a class habitus, it is not possible to predict exactly what
a member of the dominant, or the dominated, class will do at a par-
ticular time and in a particular situation. To do so would be to
eliminate time and agency and to reaffirm the primacy of the model
over practice, the very thing that the Outline had criticised in the
early 1970s. Bourdieu has also said that habitus has to do with a ‘sense
of one’s place’ which emerges through processes of differentiation in
social space, and that it is a system of schemas for the production of
practices, as well as a system of schemas of perception and appercep-
tion of these practices. The boundaries between one habitus and
another are always contested because they are always fluid — never
firm.

Bourdieu’s Approach as a Whole

Bourdieu worked hard to refine this key concept of his oeuvre, for it is
the basis on which he laid claim to originality as a sociologist.
Because the economistic approach of Marxism is too reductionist,
and because early structuralism was too objectivist, and because,
finally, conspiracy theories of class domination give too much weight
to primary experience — as exemplified, for instance, in specific,
everyday acts of naked self-interest — Bourdieu worked to refine his
theory of practice in order that it may be both scientific and behol-
den to practice. To be scientific here, is to account for contingency,
agency, and time.
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The success of Bourdieu’s approach is another matter. For it could
be argued that any link with theory is bound to freeze practice in its
tracks. To be sure, habitus might be a disposition, but what exactly
is the relationship between this disposition and contingent acts? Sta-
tistical regularities, Bourdieu replies; in other words: scientific
knowledge. But of what use (cultural, political, social, etc.) is this
knowledge? When it is used by groups for political purposes it risks
becoming purely ideological, a dimension of symbolic power: the
power to represent.

While it is true that Bourdieu’s notion of entering the game of
practice without being carried away by it, is suggestive, and while his
more tragic image of science as real freedom to the extent that it is
the ‘knowledge of necessity’ offers a possible basis for a deeper
understanding of the scientific, and thus sociological, enterprise,
Bourdieu’s work is still reliant on a fundamental division between
theory and practice, or between theory and reality. This division itself
needs to be reworked if Bourdieu’s work is to encompass the dyna-
mism of Freud’s.

Again, in a postscript in his monumental study, Distinction, Bour-
dieu takes to task the ‘cultivated’ disposition of the philosopher as
exemplified even in Jacques Derrida’s ‘unorthodox’ reading of Kant
on aesthetics. To oppose philosophy philosophically is merely to
reinforce the privileged status of the ‘philosophical field’, says Bour-
dieu. It is still to pay homage to a body of canonical texts which are
relatively inaccessible to the outsider. It is still to forget the ‘objective
conditions’ of philosophy, where prestige is awarded to the erudite
and denied to the neophyte. It is, moreover, characteristic of intel-
lectuals to have the habitus of the privileged, even though they tend
to be the dominated fraction of the dominant class.

All this is fine up to a point. The importance of being aware of the
social conditions of philosophy — and art — should put a break on any
sanctimonious assertion of its autonomy. Nevertheless, Bourdieu
himself was clearly trained in philosophy, just as his work also relies
on the canon of privileged texts for its inspiration. Bourdieu thus
tacitly recognises that this canon is the only one we have at the
moment, and that, for better or for worse, we are led to seek
inspiration there, even though there can be no absolute confirmation
of its truth and legitimacy. Drawing attention to the objective con-
ditions of different kinds of discourse is no doubt Bourdieu’s greatest
contribution to sociological thought. However, this sociology risks
standing still if it does not also develop new theoretical insights in
light of this contribution.

70



PIERRE BOURDIEU

References

Bourdieu, Pierre (1972 [1977]), An Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans.
Richard Nice, Cambridge, London, New York and Melbourne: Cam-
bridge University Press.

—— (1988), Homo Academicus, trans. Peter Collier, Cambridge: Polity Press.

—— (1996), Sur la télévision, Paris: Liber/Raisons d’agir.

—— (2004), Science of Science and Reflexivity, trans Richard Nice, Cambridge:
Polity Press.

See also: Derrida, Lévi-Strauss, Saussure

Bourdiew’s major writings

(2005 [2000]) The Social Structures of the Economy, trans. Chris Turner, Cam-
bridge, UK and Malden, Mass.: Polity Press.

(2004 [2001]) Science of Science and Reflexivity, trans Richard Nice, Cam-
bridge: Polity Press.

(2003 [1998]) Firing Back: Against the Tyranny of the Market, trans. Loic
Wacquant, New York: New York Press.

(2001 [1998]) Masculine Domination, trans. Richard Nice, Stanford: Stanford
University Press.

(1999 [1993]) Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society,
trans. Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, Stanford: Stanford University Press.
(1996a [1992]) Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field, trans.

Susan Emanuel, Cambridge: Polity Press.

(1996b [1989]) The State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power, trans.
Lauretta C. Clough, Stanford: Stanford University Press (trans. of La
Noblesse d’¢tat: Les Grandes Ecoles et esprit de corps, Paris: Minuit).

(1994) with Jean-Claude Passeron and Monique de Saint Martin, Academic
Discourse: Linguistic Misunderstanding and Professional Power, trans. Richard
Teese, Stanford: Stanford University Press.

(1993) The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature, ed. Randal
Johnson, Cambridge: Polity Press.

(1992) with Loic J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

(1991a [1978]) “Sport and social class” in Chandra Mukerji and Michael Schudson
(eds), Rethinking Popular Culture, Berkeley: University of California Press.

(1991b) Language and Symbolic Power, ed. John B. Thompson, Cambridge:
Polity Press.

(1991c¢ [1988]) The Political Ontology of Martin Heidegger, trans. Peter Collier,
Cambridge: Polity Press.

(1991d [1968]) with Jean-Claude Passeron and Jean-Claude Chamboredon,
The Craft of Sociology: Epistemological Preliminaries, trans. Richard Nice,
Berlin and New York: de Gruyter.

(1990a [1987]) In Other Words: Essays Toward a Reflexive Sociology, trans. M.
Adamson, Cambridge: Polity Press.

71



NOAM CHOMSKY

(1990b [1980]) The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice, Cambridge: Polity Press.

(1988 [1984]) Homo Academicus, trans. Peter Collier, Cambridge: Polity Press.

(1986 [1979]) Distinction, trans. Richard Nice, London and New York:
Routledge & Kegan Paul.

(1979a [1977]) Algeria 1960: The disenchantment of the World: the Sense of
Honour: the Kabyle House or the World Reversed: Essays, trans. Richard Teese,
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.

(1979b [1964]) with Jean-Claude Passereon, The Inheritors, trans. Richard
Nice, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

(1979¢ [1977]) Algeria 1960, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

(1977 [1970]) with Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society
and Culture, trans. Richard Nice, London: Sage.

(1972 [1977]) An Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice, Cam-
bridge, London, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press.

(1968) ‘Structuralism and theory of sociological knowledge’, Social Research,
35, 4 (Winter), 682-706.

(1962) Sociologie de I’ Algére, Paris: PUF, second edn.

Further reading

Danaher, Geoftrey; Shirato, Tony; Webb, Jen (2002), Understanding Bourdieu,
London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Robins, Derek (2000), Pierre Bourdieu, London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Robins, Derek (2005), Pierre Bourdieu 2, London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

NOAM CHOMSKY (b.1928)

If critical interest and acclaim are any indication, Noam Chomsky
would have to be seen as one of the most significant and influential
linguists of the twentieth century. Chomsky received his linguistic
training under Leonard Bloomfield, whose behaviourist empiricism
dominated American linguistics during the 1930s and 1940s, and
from Zellig Harris, whose political stances during the 1950s pleased
Chomsky more than his version of linguistic structuralism.
Chomsky’s contribution to linguistics, and thence to modern
thought, has been broadly threefold. In the first place, he moved the
emphasis of linguistics from the strictly descriptive and inductive level
(the level of the endless cataloguing of utterances from which con-
clusions about grammar could then be drawn) to the ideal level of
competence and ‘deep structure’, the level which opens up a creative
aspect in language. In short, Chomsky showed, within his technical
expertise in linguistics, that language was more than its material
execution. Second, he brought about a reconsideration of language
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learning by arguing that language competence is not acquired
inductively through a behaviourist stimulus-response conditioning,
but is the consequence of an innate cognitive capacity possessed by
humans. In other words, linguistic freedom and creativity is not
acquired, but always already exists as a governing a priori. Third, the
distinction between ‘competence’ and ‘performance’ — even when it
was poorly understood — has served as a metaphor for structural stu-
dies in other disciplines such as philosophy and sociology (cf.,
Habermas’s notion of ‘communicative competence’, and Bourdieu’s
notion of ‘habitus’ — notions which echo Chomsky’s conception of

agency).

The Liberal

It is worth noting that Chomsky has also become an outspoken, left-
liberal intellectual who vigorously opposed America’s involvement in
the Vietnam War, and who has written nearly a dozen books dealing
with international and domestic political issues of the day. After
publishing a raft of books on American and world politics, including:
American Power and the New Mandarins (1969); The Backroom Boys
(1973); Necessary Illusions: Thought Control in Democratic Societies
(1989); and Deterring Democracy (1991), Chomsky has also been pro-
ductive since September 11, 2001, with books such as Power and
Terror: Post 9/11 'lalks and Interviews (2003); Hegemony or Survival:
America’s Quest for Global Dominance (2004) and Failed States: the Abuse
of Power and the Assault on Democracy (2006).

Left-liberalism is not about changing the system (political, eco-
nomic, social), but about radically reforming it from within. Although
it is pragmatic and secular in the sense that, for it, the material world,
here and now, must be changed, and therefore one must engage
with this world as it is, left-liberalism is also critical of principles
being too readily sacrificed in the interests of consensus. In short, as a
left-liberal is unlikely to be elected to government, he or she can
afford to occupy the moral high ground. For Chomsky, and for many
liberals, the American government is truly at odds with the people.
This is simultaneously a cause for despair and for hope. It provokes
despair because the people are kept powerless by subterfuge and
propaganda; it is a cause for hope because, in fact, the majority are
opposed to the government’s mode of conduct, particularly foreign
policy, but lack the means to change it. The liberal’s task is to help
the people to see that they can turn their virtual opposition into
political capital.
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In keeping with his left-liberal principles, Chomsky, in what
seemed to many like a tremendous lapse of political judgement — he
is himself a Jew (his father was in fact a Hebrew scholar) — wrote a
Preface in 1980 to Robert Faurisson’s notorious book against the
existence of the Nazi gas chambers. Chomsky based his intervention
on the (misguided) principle that to be a consistent liberal in politics
all shades of opinion have a right to be heard, however repugnant
these might seem. In other words, the liberal sticks to principle, no
matter what!

The Man and Early Work

Noam Chomsky was born in Philadelphia in 1928. His early educa-
tion was in an ‘experimental progressive school’, and at the Central
High School, Philadelphia. At the University of Pennsylvania, he
studied mathematics and philosophy, as well as linguistics under the
influence of Zellig Harris. Although he gained his PhD degree at
the University of Pennsylvania, most of the work for it was com-
pleted at Harvard University between 1951 and 1955. Since 1955,
Chomsky has taught at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and
he has been an Institute Professor there since 1976.

Through his father — who published Hebrew: The Eternal Language
(1958) — Chomsky was introduced to historical linguistics. In fact,
the son’s first major piece of writing is his unpublished Master’s
thesis — also on Hebrew — entitled ‘Morphophonemics of modern
Hebrew’ (1951). Given Chomsky’s parallel interest in logic and
mathematics, it was no doubt to be expected that the work of logi-
cians (Goodman, Quine, Kripke, Lakat6s, Hintikka) and analytical
philosophers (Austin, Wittgenstein) would be of greater interest to
him than philosophers or linguists from the so-called Continental
tradition. Such an interest has at times given Chomsky’s writings the
sparse style imitative of the putative rigour of the natural sciences. As
he himself has put it, like physics, the intellectual interest of linguis-
tics resides less in phenomena (the products of language) and more in
the explanatory power of its principles (Chomsky 1979: 58-59).
‘Natural science’, says Chomsky, ‘as distinct from natural history, is
not concerned with the phenomena in themselves, but with the
principles and the explanations that they have some bearing on’
(Chomsky 1979: 59). Such an approach — also evident in work in
logic — entails that a certain style (use of notation), format (use of
micro-examples), and method (idealisation) are taken to be axio-
matic, and so generally to be beyond critical scrutiny. This has meant
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that although his work has been taken up elsewhere (e.g. France),
Chomsky himself has often been unable to engage in a dialogue with
linguists whose presuppositions are inherited from a different tradition.

Generative Grammar Linguistic Theory

Chomsky initially set out to explain how an ideal language-user
could generate and understand new and unique grammatical sen-
tences without ever having encountered them in practice. As a
result, he set out to show that a finite and describable set of trans-
formational rules constituted the ‘competence’ of the ideal language-
user, and that this competence could generate grammatical sentences.
‘Performance’, which is equivalent to the finite number of gramma-
tical sentences realised by actual language-users, provides evidence (a
corpus), Chomsky said, for an investigation of competence, and he
added that competence did not imply a conscious appreciation and
invocation of generative rules on the part of the language-user;
instead, it had to be seen as equivalent to the mode itself of the
speaker’s being in language. In other words, competence is the very
condition of possibility of language: competence is constitutive of the
speaker rather than the other way around.

In turning now to aspects of Chomsky’s theory of language, we
focus first of all on the notion of ‘generative’ grammar. Generative
grammar is a kind of elementary system of rules that recursively
define and give rise to sentence transformations. It is linked to the
basic ‘competence’ of an ideal speaker—hearer, a competence which
enables the production of a potentially infinite number of well-
formed sentences. ‘Generative’ evokes the mathematical term,
‘generator’. The latter gives rise to a ‘generating function’ (e.g. 2x +
3y — z) which generates an infinite set of values. For his part, Chomsky
defines a generative grammar as a set of rules which, in defining a set
(of objects), ‘may be said to generate this set’. And he continues:

[A] (generative) grammar may be said to generate a set of struc-
tural descriptions, each of which, ideally, incorporates a deep
structure, a surface structure, a semantic interpretation (of the
deep structure), and a phonetic interpretation (of the surface
structure).

(Chomsky 1972: 126)

The structure (for this is indeed what it is) of a generative grammar
may be — following Chomsky’s approach in Syntactic Structures of
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three basic types (it being remembered that a grammar explains how
sentences are generated):

1 Finite state grammar: this is linear only, so that sentences are gen-
erated by means of simple choices from left to right with each
preceding choice limiting the scope of a succeeding choice.

2 Phrase structure grammar: this corresponds to parsing (the classifica-
tion of constituent elements of the ‘surface’ structure of a sen-
tence), and is concerned with the multiple meanings possible in
the same phrase constituents: ‘old men and women’ (to take the
example given by Lyons) can mean ‘(old men) and women’, or,
‘old (men and women)’.

3 Tiansformational grammar: this 1s a way of deriving a new constituent
structure (e.g. active form into passive form) through a set of rules
based both on the horizontal string of the base phrase structure
(represented by a phrase-marker) and on the vertical ‘tree’ result-
ing when account is taken of how this string was derived.

Chomsky was able to show that both phrase structure grammar and
transformational grammar are more powerful (i.e. can do more) than
finite state grammar, and that transformational grammar is a more
powerful grammar than phrase structure grammar. Transformational
grammar 1s essentially Chomskys own contribution to a general
theory of grammar. The other two grammars — although previously
not formalised — existed in linguistics prior to Chomsky’s work. Only
a transformational grammar can derive the basic rules constitutive of
the ideal speaker—hearer of, for example, English. The logic behind
transformational grammar is that if every utterance implied a unique
rule as a condition of its acceptability, there would be too many rules
to deal with. Clearly, the number of rules is not equivalent to the
number of utterances; this is what any grammar implies. On the
other hand, Chomsky points out that if one cannot show that many
sentences — apparently different at a ‘surface’ level of phrase structure
grammar — are in fact transformations of the same rule, the grammar
becomes almost infinitely complex and contains little explanatory
power. Phrase structure grammar would thus become too complex if
it alone were charged with providing all the rules of the ideal
speaker—hearer’s sentence formation. In sum, then, a transformational
grammar is a way of reducing sentence formation to the smallest
number of rules possible. From a slightly different angle, the trans-
formational grammar, providing the rules of competence, is equiva-
lent to Chomsky’s notion of ‘deep structure’.
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Language Competence

One further facet of Chomsky’s theory of language needs to be
considered before we move to a brief assessment of his work. It
concerns his attempt to bolster his theory of generative grammar by
linking it to a notion of ‘cognitive capacity’ (see for example Chomsky
1976: Ch.1)

Because he believes that we cannot explain language acquisition
and language competence (which presupposes language creativity)
inductively, or in terms of any version of stimulus-response theory,
Chomsky resorts to the notion of an innate, specifically human, lan-
guage capacity as a way of explaining the nature of human language.
In particular, he has been much taken with the Cartesian view that
language and mind are so inextricably linked that knowledge of the
origin of language would at the same time open up a knowledge of
the human mind. For the inventor of generative grammar, therefore,
language is fundamentally part of human psychology — psychology to
be understood as a theory of the faculties of the human mind. Language
competence is thus less linguistic than psychological in origin; or,
should we not rather say that the origin of language is the psychological
subject? In these views, Chomsky has been particularly influenced by
Descartes and the seventeenth-century rationalist, scientific tradition.
Instead of giving language autonomous status — as came to be the
case with Saussure’s structuralist view of language — seventeenth-
century rationalism saw language as an expression of the psychological
subject. Apparently, Chomsky believes that only by identifying with
this tradition can justice be done to the dynamic and creative essence
of language and a relapse into some form of empiricist explanation of
it avoided. Indeed, to Chomsky’s eyes, Saussure’s incipient (or even
full-blown) empiricism makes him unacceptable to generative lin-
guistics. According to the Cartesian linguist, Saussure ended up pri-
vileging parole (speech) over langue (grammatical structure).!

How Innovative is Chomsky?

What, then, are we to make of Chomsky’s work? Let it be acknowl-
edged that any profound evaluation of generative grammar will need
to take account of Chomsky’s considerable technical expertise in
linguistics. That said, some things are clearly debatable, even to the
outsider. Thus, even though the theory of generative grammar is
undoubtedly one of the intellectual achievements of the twentieth
century, it is limited in at least the following respects.
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The first of these limitations concerns the notion of idealisation. In
this regard, we recall that ‘competence’ refers to the ‘competence of
the idealised speaker—hearer’. The problem with this does not pertain
to the fact that ‘competence’ is virtual (i.e. is never fully realised
empirically), but with the fact that this competence is identified with
a non-linguistic component, the ideal ‘speaker—hearer’, rather than
with language itself. Here, idealisation is quite compatible with
Chomsky’s rationalist view that language is an expression of some-
thing else — namely, a cognitive capacity inseparable from individual
psychology. The question arises as to what language must be for it to
be an expression of individual psychology. But is language only an
expression of something? That is, is it purely transparent? Modern
semiotics and poetics would suggest that the answer is in the negative,
for there is also poetic language: language as (relatively) opaque.

Let us suppose that Chomsky were to respond by saying that
idealisation is a methodological exigency and is not to be confused
with the way language is in itself. The difficulty here is that it is
impossible to avoid the sense that idealisation is being linked with the
principle of competence per se — competence being equivalent to an
infinite (= ideal) number of sentences. Still another problem with
idealisation is that it fails — as Kristeva has shown — to account for
language as a process of realisation. Chomsky’s level of ‘performance’
does not alter this. For performance simply focuses on utterances as
already realised; it does not account for the fact of the process of their
realisation: the level of discourse for Benveniste. As a result, Choms-
ky’s is a static, rather than a dynamic view of language.

Yet another problem raised by Chomsky’s linguistics stems from
the emphasis placed on the competence of the native speaker as the
model speaker of a language. Two issues (at least) need to be con-
sidered here. The first is whether the native speaker (the speaker of a
mother tongue) is an adequate model of how language works.
Although there may be advantages in relying on the native speaker in
assessing grammaticalness, could it not be proposed that, ideally,
speakers can acquire native competence in a number, or even many,
languages? The fact that they do not cannot necessarily be attributed
to the nature of language itself. Second, it could be suggested that an
essential aspect of language is the possibility of its being translated.
This aspect is necessarily overlooked in Chomsky’s focus on the
competence of the native speaker.

Finally, Chomsky’s rationalism seems to be a vast over-reaction to
the behaviourism and empiricism characteristic of the Anglo-American
philosophical and linguistic environment in which Chomsky was
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trained. As a result, he often comes across as the embattled rationalist
painfully trying to make some headway against the forces of empiri-
cism. However, the important theoretical debates about language and
philosophy today are clearly not limited to those that the rivalry
between rationalism and empiricism has thrown up. That Chomsky’s
theoretical writing does not seem to have registered this is a serious
limitation.

Note

1 The irony is that most critics of Saussure (e.g. Bourdieu) tend to argue
that he privileged langue over parole.
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GEORGES DUMEZIL (1898-1986)

Along with Claude Lévi-Strauss, Georges Dumézil is recognised, in
the social sciences, as one of the earliest exponents of a comparative
structuralist method. This method, based on a carefully constructed
system of classifications and analyses, allowed Dumézil to mark out,
in Indo-European ‘civilisation’, three invariant social functions:
sovereignty, war and production. More precisely, Dumézil sought to
demonstrate the nature and connectedness — without denying the
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differences — of the elements constitutive of Indo-European civiliza-
tion. This demonstration takes place through an astonishing foray
into Indo-European religion and mythology, as these are rendered
manifest in epics, legends, and histories (cf. the founding of Rome).
Amongst Dumézil’s privileged sources should be mentioned the
Indian Mahabharata, the Iranian Avesta (the sacred book of the Zor-
oastrians), the Scandinavian Edda, and, for Rome Virgil’s Aeneid.
How did Dumézil come to be the scholar of Indo-European civili-
sation? And what is it, exactly, that Durnézil calls ‘Indo-European
civilisation’?

Georges Dumézil was born in Paris in at the end of the nineteenth
century. According to his own account, he first became interested
in myth through reading Greek legends as a child. His father had
given him the well-known parallel German—French text by Niebuhr.
Also read at an early age by the future mythologist were the tales of
Perrault.

After his secondary schooling, Dumézil attended the prestigious
Parisian lycée, Louis-Le-Grand, then entered the Ecole Normale (rue
d’Ulm) in 1916. Although his studies were interrupted by the First
World War (he was demobilised in 1919), Dumézil passed his agréga-
tion in lettres, in December 1919, and was shortly afterwards named
‘professeur’ at the Lycée of Beauvais in the north of France, where he
taught until October of 1920.

Unable to tolerate the life of a secondary school teacher, Dumézil
resigned his post in order to devote himself to preparing his doctorat
d’état — Le Festin d’immortalité. Etude de mythologie comparée indo-européenne
(The Festival of Immortality. A Study of Comparative Indo-European
Mythology) — under the direction of the leading historical linguist of
the day, Antoine Meillet. He also thought to look out for a foreign
posting and was subsequently named as a reader in French at the
University of Warsaw. As living away from France at that time was
too painful, Dumézil resigned after six months returning to Paris in
the summer of 1921. Three years on a scholarship saw the comple-
tion of his thesis, defended in 1924.

Soon afterwards, the young scholar left for Turkey to take up a post
as professor of the history of religions at the University of Istanbul, a
post made possible by the secularising policies of Mustapha Kemal.
For six years (1925-31), Dumézil taught in Turkey — ‘the best years’
of his life he said in 1986. Dumézil returned to France in 1933 to
take up a post as director of studies at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes
Etudes, having spent two years at the University of Uppsala (where
he started to learn Scandinavian languages) as a reader in French.
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In 1949, Dumézil was elected to the College de France to the
chair of Indo-European civilisation, where he taught until his retire-
ment in 1968. He then spent three years teaching in the United
States, and was elected to the French Academy in 1978. He died in
October 1986.

Comparative Mythology: Three Functions of Sovereignty,
War and Production

Dumézil always insisted on the progressive and provisional character
of his oeuvre, often comparing his numerous publications to annual
reports. As a result many of his books are elaborations of works
already published. The various volumes of Myth et épopée, for exam-
ple, have been published in three and four editions, each carefully
revised and corrected. In Dumézil’s terms, Indo-European civilisation
refers to the cultures of India, North Africa (especially Egypt and
Iran), Europe (especially Rome), and Scandinavia. And in his earliest
work, Le Festin d’immortalité published in 1924, and the result of his
doctoral research, Dumézil begins his exploration of the way elements
of different cultures within the Indo-European framework, contain
within them echoes of others. In the case of Le Festin d’immortalite,
the concern is to reconstitute the mythology of the sacred drink of Indo-
European peoples, and to show how the sacred drink of ambrosia
(the drink which permits the gods to be immortal) in the Occident
corresponds to the Indian (Sanskrit) amrita. Although Dumézil dis-
tanced himself from this and other work done before 1938, it contains
in embryo the programme of all his future research. As with his
Ouranos-Varuna: Etude de mythologie comparée indo-européenne (1934) —
where the god of Greek mythology (Uranus) is ranged with the
Indian god (Varuna) and Flamen-Brahman (1935) — where the Roman
god (Flamen) is ranged with the Indian Brahman — the comparison is
deemed by Dumézil in 1938 not to work.

After 1938, Dumézil is inspired by the idea, derived from his
research, that the three functions of sovereignty, war and production
link together the diverse origins of the cultures constitutive of the
Indo-Europeans. This tripartition becomes the focus of all of
Dumézil’s subsequent writing. The first two functions (sovereignty
and war) are treated in individual studies: in books on sovereignty —
such as Mitra-Varuna: An Essay on Tivo Indo-European Representations of
Sovereignty (1940) — in books on war — such as Aspects de la fonction
guerrier chez les indo-européens (1956) (reworked and republished as
Heur et malheur du gerrier (1969)) — in books, such as Jupiter, Mars,
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Quirinus in relation to Rome, which treat all three functions both in
terms of specific areas, and in terms of the way the three functions
occur in the context of the Indo-European mythology as a whole.
The latter theme is examined in works such as L’Idéologie tripartie des
indo-européens (1953) (incorporated into L’Idéologie des trois functions
dans les épopées des peuples indo-européens (1968)). The significant absence
from this series of studies is any work which specifically analyses the
third function: productivity, fertility and the people in general.
According to Dumézil, this function resists systemisation and is the
most difficult to treat in isolation. What follows now is a brief and
extremely schematic summary of the three functions as these are
analysed by Dumézil in relation to a number of different cultures.
Before proceeding, however, we note that Dumézil often called the
three functions a ‘tripartite’ (or ‘three-party’) ideology. By ideology
Dumézil means

a conception and an appreciation of the great forces which ani-
mate the world and society, and their relations. Often this ideology
is implicit and must be deciphered through the analysis of what is
said overtly about the gods — and above all about their actions —
about theology and, above all, about mythology.

(Dumeézil 1992: 240)

Clearly, if the three functions are an ideology, this means that their
presence is not immediately apparent. Later, ideology in Dumézil’s
writing comes closer to the unconscious structure of society. We shall
return to this.

Three Functions in Roman, Indian and Scandinavian Myths

The three functions in Roman myths are Jupiter (representing the
priestly class), Mars (representing war) and Quirinus (representing
agriculture or productivity). In India, the three functions are repre-
sented respectively in the Vedic — the oldest Indian religion — by
Mitra-Varuna, Indra and Nasatya. Similarly the three functions appear
in Scandinavian myths as Odin, Thorr and Freyr. These Scandinavian
gods bear a close resemblance to their Germanic counterparts, Thorr,
Wodan and Fricco. From the North African perspective, Iran was
historically attached to the Indian world before the Muslim conquest
(the name ‘Iran’ is derived from ‘Iran shahr’). Dumézil thus studies
Indo-Iranian myths and language prior to the Vedic religion which
produced Sanskrit, and he finds parallels between the Indian Mitra
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(equivalent to the first function: sovereignty) and the Iranian Vohu
Manah (also equivalent to the first function). Dumézil shows that in
the Vedas, Mitra is accompanied by two gods, Aryaman — protector
of the community (second function of war) — and Bhaga in charge of
repartition of the goods (the third function of production). In the
theology of Zarathustra, Aryaman is replaced by Sroasa, protector of
the Zoroastrian community (second function), and Bhaga by Asi, the
patron of the just retribution of this world in the other (third function).
For each part of the Indo-European domain, Dumézil’s work forges
links between the gods, heroes, and various mythical and theological
figures, so as to demonstrate the presence of the three functions
across what became religious, social and political boundaries. The
point for Dumézil is that the tripartite function has its origin in Indo-
Iranian culture, and that this tripartite structure progressively spread
to every part of the Indo-European ‘family’ — as Dumézil called it on
occasion. This exact division of functions has no counterpart else-
where in the world. One of the objections against Dumézil’s work
has been that one is bound to find evidence of such a structure in
Indo-European culture because it is basic to the very survival of
human society. Dumézil countered by saying that the precise form of
the tripartite division is not essential: it is quite possible to point to a
deity elsewhere in the world in which the functions overlap or are
quite different.

Dumeézil: Product of the Nineteenth Century

Despite the undoubted originality of his scholarship and its links with
the structuralist project of the 1960s, Dumeézil was, in several important
ways, a product of nineteenth-century comparative and historical linguis-
tics. Antoine Meillet, his mentor and the supervisor of his thesis, and
Michel Bréal, the first professor of comparative linguistics at the College
de France in 1864, were both keen students of the founder of historical
linguistics, Franz Bopp. Meillet’s L’Apergu d’une histoire de in langue
greque (An Overview of the History of the Greek Language) published in
1913, was a formative influence, while Michel Bréal had translated
from the German Bopp’s Grammaire comparée. Bréal had done much
more for the young Dumézil. He had published his Dictionnaire éty-
mologique du latin (Etymological Dictionary of Latin). Through Bréal’s
dictionary, Dumézil came to experience the marvels of etymology and
to develop his Indo-European passion: “There, I discovered that in Sanskrit
“father” [peére] would have been “pitar”, and mother [mére], “matar”. That
bedazzled me. It’s the origin of my Indo-European passion’ (Dumézil
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1986: 16). Thus, as we shall see shortly, although Dumézil is, meth-
odologically speaking, close to contemporary structuralism, his ‘Indo-
European passion’ — the dream of discovering the origin of, and
subsequent kinship between the three functions in Indo-European
societies — places at least part of his enterprise squarely within the
paradigm of nineteenth-century historical linguistics. On the other
hand, Saussure himself (whose importance for structuralist thought is
undoubted) also came out of the very same intellectual milieu, and
Emile Benveniste, for some time Dumézil’s opponent but later his
strongest supporter, was also Meillet’s student, and one of the inspira-
tions of the contemporary structuralist movement.

Even though fascinated by etymology and the notion of origin, the
influence on Dumézil of scholars such as Meillet and Bréal meant
that he too — while using science to do so — came to study language
as a social rather than as a natural fact. The goal was to detach the
science of language from the science of nature, it was a question of
studying the nature of social action through rites, myths and customs
(see Milner 1986: 22-24).

Although loath to become embroiled in general questions about
method, Dumézil was not, as he said, the least enamoured of the ‘a
priori’ approach often taken in the studies of language and of myth.
Indeed, Dumézil publicly expressed his repulsion at (in his view)
Durkheim’s ‘a priori’ approach both in The Elementary Forms of Reli-
gious Life and in The Rules of Sociological Method. In the former,
Dumézil says, facts are made to fit an a priori schema; they are not
the material from which schema itself arises. And within the work on
method, written early in Durkheim’s career, Dumézil mused about
how any researcher could produce a text on method before he had
actually published a piece of empirically based research. As a result,
Frazer’s The Golden Bough, as well as the writing and teaching of
Marcel Mauss, was much more important for Dumézil than anything
Durkheim wrote.

Social Facts: Structure and System

Despite his apparent leaning towards an inductive empirical approach
in the social sciences, Dumézil, at the same time, argues strongly
against the view that social facts are autonomous and meaningful in
themselves. ‘Structure’ and ‘system’, and not facts in isolation, are at
the heart of Dumézil’s approach.

For Dumézil ‘structure’ and ‘system’ are interchangeable: structure
says in Latin what system says in Greek. Coupled with Dumézil’s
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comparative method, structure becomes the key to the Dumézilian
effort to show that each religion, culture or society is an equilibrium.
The composition of intrinsically meaningful elements does not come
together by chance to form a sort of (possibly) defective whole.
Rather, the whole is always already constituted by the relations between
the elements themselves; the meaning of the whole being given by
the fact of these relations. Here Dumézil is clearly ranged with the
structuralist movement in thought. However, as opposed to Lévi-
Strauss’s search for the universals in human affairs, Dumézil made it
clear that he was much more wedded to the particular, to the ‘facts’,
as he called them. To leave the realm of facts is to ‘do poetry’, to
enter a dream-world, Dumézil claimed. Because of his emphasis on
facts, on the particular, Dumézil could not see how one could draw
out of his work any kind of broadly based philosophical system,
similar to the system of Lévi-Strauss (see Dumézil 1987: 120-22). In
addition, Dumézil consciously resisted throughout his life all efforts
to place him within a ‘school’ of thought, desiring — and very
keenly — to be his own person in intellectual or scholarly matters. To
be the member of a school, he believed, was to lose the autonomy
essential to truly original and rigorous scholarship.
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GERARD GENETTE (b.1930)

The work of Gérard Genette is of particular importance to literary
theorists and semiologists. The abiding concern in Genette’s sub-
stantial oenvre which ranges over the literary spectrum from the Greek
Classics to Proust, is to produce a general theory — based on classifi-
catory schemas — of the singularity of the literary object. Keen to
avoid a procrustean procedure of imposing categories on to literary
works from the outside, yet refusing the naivety of literary criticism’s
empiricism, Genette has endeavoured — by way of a supple ‘analytic
method’” — to produce a knowledge of the ‘mystery’ of the literary
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work without thereby destroying that mystery. Inspired by structur-
alist insights which took formal textual analysis to new heights in the
1960s, Genette has been careful to argue for the autonomy of the
literary object. Thus, he says, in the end, Proust’s great work, A La
recherche du temps perdu, taken as whole, is irreducible: it ‘illustrates
nothing but itself” (Genette 1972: 68).

Born in Paris in 1930, and a product of the Ecole Normale
Supérieure — where he gained his agrégation in Lettres classiques in
1954 — Genette is a direct contemporary of Jacques Derrida, Pierre
Bourdieu and Christian Metz. Derrida’s reflections on writing in Of
Grammatology in particular left their mark on Genette’s articles of the
1960s in literary criticism and literary theory. He was one of the first
to signal the importance of Derrida’s notion of grammatology for a
spatial view of literary works (Genette 1969: 17). In 1959—60, both
Genette and Derrida taught in a lycée and prepared students for their
entry into the Ecole Normale Supérieure. He then became, in 1963,
an assistant in French literature at the Sorbonne, then Maitre-assistant.
In 1967, he was appointed to the position of director of studies in
aesthetics and poetics at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales.

With Tzvetan Todorov and Héléne Cixous, Genette started, in
1970 at the Editions du Seuil, the very influential journal, Poétique as
well as the literary collection of the same name. It was Poétique in fact
which first published Derrida’s important essay, “White mythology:
Metaphor in the text of philosophy’ (see Derrida 1971).

Anonymity of the Writer/Author

In the collection of Genette’s early articles published in Figures I
(1966), an intimation of later themes may be observed. There is,
for instance, the critique of psychologism, rejected because of its
reductive and determinist impulse. A literary text is seen by the
theorist to be literary precisely because it cannot be reduced to an
author’s psychological disposition. Following Blanchot, Genette
agrees that the writer’s place is a place of anonymity. To write is
to hide, to wear a mask. At most the writer’s lived experience is
refracted — displaced — in the text: it is not reflected, or explored
there. The literary theorist is interested in the process of displace-
ment per se, rather than in the psychological condition (@if this
could ever be established) of the author. Genette thus joins Foucault,
Barthes and others in taking the ‘death’ of the author as his point
of departure.
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Narrative

From Figures III (1972) onwards, the issue of the presence/absence of
the author gives way to Genette’s major concerns of the 1970s and
the 1980s. These include: analyses of narrative (culminating in Nou-
veau discours du récit (1983)); the study of the imagination of language
in Mimologiques (1976), the development of a theory of genres in
Introduction a L’architexte (1979); to the formation of the notion of
‘transtextuality’ and ‘hypertextuality’ in Palimpsests (1982) and, finally,
a study of the ‘paratext’ (the title Foreword, Afterword — elements in,
but not of, the main text) in Sewuils (1987). Genette has also published
his reflections on a theme first signalled in Figures II, namely, the
nature of fiction and the condition of ‘literarity’ in Fiction and Diction.
‘What important insights thus emerge from Genette’s writing in these
two decades of sustained theorising and reflection?

Genette’s contribution to a theory of narrative and the literary (i.e.
aesthetically satisfying) object in general resides in the meticulous way
he substantially broadens the reader-cum-critic’s analytical purview.
Many aspects of narrative writing have hitherto been taken for gran-
ted. A story ‘works’ for some reason, but few have asked penetrating
questions about how and why this is so. Take narration. Genette
shows — particularly with regard to Proust — how numerous aspects
and levels constitute a narrative function: it is simply not reducible to
a single instance of story-telling. If, for the purposes of illustration,
we take the aspect of narrative ‘voice’, through Genette’s analysis we
realise that voice alone is constituted by the following elements:

1 Narrative instance: this refers to the fact that there is always an
enunciative moment or context, in which the narration takes
place. As such, the narrative instance is crucial for attributing
meaning or significance, to what is uttered by the narrating voice.
Here we are reminded of Benveniste’s insight that to understand
fully the way language works we must account for the act of stat-
ing (énonciation) as well as the statement made (énoncé). In them-
selves, narrative utterances (énoncés) are often simple and transparent
(e.g. Proust’s ‘For a long time I went to bed early’, cited by
Genette). Only when the narrative instance is taken into account
can the full weight of an utterance’s singular narrative meaning be
appreciated.

2 Narrative time: whereas place, or space, can remain indeterminate
in narrative, time cannot — if only because it is inscribed in the tense
of the verb and thus in language as a whole. In addition, the
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narrative instance will have a specific temporal relation to the
events recounted. Often narrative succeeds the events, but not
inevitably. There are ‘predictif’ narratives (prophetic, apocalyptic,
oracular) which refer to a future moment, as there are also narra-
tives which describe events as they are happening, or which make
the act of narration itself (e.g. A Thousand and One Nights) the
focus of the story. Narrative time inevitably refers to the time of
the narrative. One of the clearest examples of this is in the epis-
tolary novel where the act of writing/narrating (e.g. in Rousseau’s
La Nouvelle Héloise) is itself part of the narration. In this case, the
time of the event recounted can be the time of the narration itself.
Numerous variations on this theme are possible. For instance,
there can be a narration narrated within another narration, as in
Homer’s Odyssey. Or again, in an epistolary novel, a prior letter
which played its part in keeping the novel going can become the
event narrated in a subsequent letter. Clearly, in order that the
time of the story might coincide with the narration, both have to
be ‘in’ the same time. An intriguing possibility flowing from the
coincidence of the two times is that the end of narration becomes
an event in the story — such as when at the end of a confession,
the narrator is executed.

Since the nineteenth century, the most common form of narra-
tion has been the one in the third person and ulterior to the
events recounted. As Genette notes, a curious feature of this nar-
ration is that it is ‘intemporal’: there is no index of the time of
writing/narration.

3 Narrative levels: this refers to the relation between the act of
recounting and the event recounted. Every recounted event is
deemed to be at a level superior to the event of recounting. Bal-
zac’s short story Sarrasine exemplifies the possible variations in
narrative level. Thus the narrator in the story narrates the events
leading to his narration of the story about Sarrasine, then narrates
the story of Sarrasine’s infatuation with the young La Zambinella,
before returning to the point of his narration, as it were. A story
within a story, we might say; but for Genette it constitutes an
illustration of narrative level.

These, then, are some of the features of ‘voice’ that Genette brings to
light in his discussion of narrative. He also highlights ‘metalepse’
(narration of the movement from one narrative level to another),
‘person’ (the difference between the narrator who refers to himself as
narrator, and a narration in first person), ‘hero’ (as narrator and as
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narrated), ‘functions of the narrator’ (to tell the story; to facilitate the
internal organisation of the text; to ensure the narrative situation of
narrator and reader; to ensure the affective, moral or intellectual
status of the narrative; to give vent to an ideology), and the ‘recipient’
(narrataire) of the narration as this is marked within the narration
itself.

In addition to “Voice’, Genette also defines and discusses four other
aspects of narrative:

1 Order: the order of events in relation to the order of narration. An

event can occur prior to the point, of narration (analepse), or an

ulterior event might be evoked in advance (prolepse), or again, there

might be a discordance between the two orders (anachronie).

Duration: the rhythm at which things happen.

Frequency: the extent of repetition in a narrative.

4 Mode: the point(s) of view, including the ‘distance’ of the narrator
from what is being narrated.

[SSIN WS

To this point, we have focused on aspects of Genette’s theory of
narrative. Three terms specify the essential elements of every narra-
tive act: (1) a story (histoire); (2) the narrative discourse (récit); and (3)
the narration (the act of telling the story). Genette comments: ‘As a
narrative, the narrative discourse lives through its relation to the story
it recounts; as discourse, it lives through the narration which proffers
it" (Genette 1972: 74). Even at a general level, therefore, there is
never simply a story which is told, but also a third element (narrative
discourse) which, while not separable from the story or the act of its
telling, is nevertheless not identical with them. Looked at linguisti-
cally, the narrative (récif) corresponds to the level of the statement
made (énoncé), while narration would correspond to the act of stating
(énonciation).

Mimesis and Diegesis

In discussing the narrative discourse in Figures II, Genette refers to
the opposition between diegesis and mimesis which appears in Plato’s
Republic and Aristotle’s Poetics. Diegesis in particular occurs frequently
in Genette’s discussion of narrative. For the Greeks, diegesis is the
purely narrative aspect of fiction (an imperfect mimesis) to be dis-
tinguished from mimesis: the imitative or dramatic aspect. Diegesis,
then, is the narrative discourse without direct speech or other dra-
matic effects. Today, the distinction between mimesis and diegesis has
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been lost to the advantage of diegesis. In Genette’s work of the early
1970s, diegesis came to refer specifically to the narration of events. In
Sarrasine, Genette sees the introduction to the telling of the story of
Sarrasine and La Zambinella as ‘extradiegetic’ — that is, as not being
part of the recounting proper of the events of a story. Not only is this
a doubtful distinction (the uniqueness of Sarrasine is surely that it is a
story of two stories), but the point of the notion of diegesis seems
minimal in light of the story-narrative-narration trilogy.

Naming

In his work of the mid-1970s, Mimologiques, Genette sets about
reading Plato’s enigmatic theory of naming in the Cratylus. Unlike
the majority of critics and interpreters of Plato, Genette takes ser-
iously Plato’s mimologism — that is, the idea that names, in some
fundamental way, imitate that to which they refer. Although a struc-
turalist approach emphasises language’s conventional nature, Genette
embarks on a long and detailed study of writers of the early modern
and modern eras who have been influenced by the Platonic principle
of ‘eponymy’. ‘The function of eponymy’, says Genette, ‘is to give a
meaning to a name which is supposed not to have one, that is, to find
in it one or two hidden names hypothetically endowed with mean-
ing’ (Genette 1976: 25). The ‘meaning’ will inevitably be a form of
mimesis.

Texts and Intertexts

In Mimologiques, Genette studies the witting and unwitting inven-
tiveness of those who have speculated about the origin of language
over a period of three centuries or more, and who have, like Plato,
presupposed, according to the principle of eponymy, a mimetic rela-
tionship between a name and what is named.

Palimpsests, in the rigour and extent of its analytical purview, is
possibly Genette’s most accomplished work. In it he classifies and
analyses a vast range of ways one text is echoed within another. In
Genette’s use of the term, the palimpsest is a function; it is literature
in the second degree, a ‘transtextuality’ comprised, in part, of the
following aspects: ‘intertextuality’ — including citation, plagiarism and
allusion; ‘metatextuality’ — the way one text is united within another
without being cited, as when Hegel evokes Diderot’s Le Neveu de
Rameau in the Phenomenology of Mind; ‘architextuality’ — types of dis-
course, modes of enunciation, literary genres which transcend each
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individual text, but to which each individual text refers; and ‘hyper-
textuality’. The latter is the main focus of Genette’s study, and is
defined as: ‘every relation uniting a text B, to an anterior text A.
onto which it is grafted in a way that is not that of commentary’
(Genette 1982: 13). Text B could not exist without text A, but it
does not speak of it. An example is Joyce’s Ulysses which clearly
relates to Homer’s Odyssey. One clear outcome of Genette’s study is
that it is doubtful as to whether any text really is the singularity it is
often presented as being by literary history.

Literary Theory

As mentioned at the outset, Genette’s oeuvre is, for better or for
worse, a drive to construct a systematic and rigorous terminology for
theorising the ‘literarity of literature’. We thus have before us a project
which seeks to objectify, and thus render transcendent, every aspect
of the production and being of the literary text. Despite Genette’s
protestation that he also seeks to do justice to the mystery of the
singularity of the literary text, it is often difficult not to become
weighed down with a terminology that appears concerned above all
to leave nothing to chance — that is, to leave nothing to the inde-
terminacy at the heart of literature, and, more generally, at the heart
of the art product.
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ROMAN JAKOBSON (1896-1982)

Roman Jakobson was born in Moscow in 1896 to a well-to-do
family. A leading figure, as a young scholar, in both the Moscow and
Prague linguistic circles, he is generally regarded as one of the twen-
tieth century’s foremost linguists, and a proponent of the structuralist
approach to language, particularly because of his emphasis on seeing
the sound-pattern (Jakobson’s first and abiding area of linguistic
inquiry) of language as fundamentally relational. The relations between
sounds within specific contexts are what come to constitute meaning
and significance. Within his very diverse and prolific writings (nearly
500 articles) on poetics, phonology, Slavic languages and folktale,
language acquisition, epistemology and the history of linguistics,
Jakobson unflinchingly endeavours to elucidate ‘the different levels of
linguistic structure’ through ‘a consistent elicitation and identification
of relational invariants amid the multitude of variations’ (Jakobson
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1985: 85). A strictly relational approach is forced on the linguist
because, first, ‘every single constituent of any linguistic system is built
on an opposition of two logical contradictories: the presence of an
attribute (“markedness”) in contraposition to its absence (“unmark-
edness”)” (Jakobson 1985: 85); and, second, the ‘interplay of invar-
iants and variations proves to be an essential, innermost property of
language at each of its levels’ (Jakobson 1985: 85).

Here, we can see the extent to which Jakobson influenced Lévi-
Strauss’s anthropology. For Lévi-Strauss’s interest in language is inse-
parable from his effort to isolate ‘marked’ and ‘unmarked” oppositions,
and to analyse society as a relationship between ‘invariant’ model, and
‘variable’ history. Such influence was no doubt intensified by the
common experience of teaching with Lévi-Strauss in New York
during the Second World War at the New School of Social Research
set up at Columbia University.

Jakobson’s Intellectual Trajectory

In 1914 Jakobson entered the historico-philological faculty at the
University of Moscow, and enrolled in the language section of
the Department of Slavic and Russian. The study of language would
be the key to understanding literature and folklore as well as culture
in general. In 1915, Jakobson founded the linguistic circle of Moscow
and became influenced by Husserl, with the result that Husserl’s
phenomenology became particularly important for helping him to
think through the relationship between ‘part’ and ‘whole’ in language
and culture. The poetic word revealed one of the clearest links
between the part and the whole. Poetry comes closest to having a
structure where the part is equal to the whole.

By the end of 1920, Jakobson had left Moscow and had taken up
residence in Prague where, from its inception in 1926, he became an
influential member of the Prague linguistic circle. It was in Prague
that Jakobson became especially interested in the differences between
the phonic and prosodic structures of Russian and other Slavic lan-
guages. In 1929, under the auspices of the Prague circle, Jakobson
published his Remarques sur I’évolution phonologique du russe comparée a
celle des autres langues slaves (Remarks an the Phonological Evolution of
Russian Compared with Other Slavic Languages).

In the 1930s, Jakobson collaborated with his friend, Nikolai Tru-
betskoy in research on the sound-pattern of language. A follower of
Saussure, it was Trubetskoy who directed Jakobson towards the idea
that sounds in language function differentially: they have no intrinsic
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meaning. This set the way for Jakobson to elaborate his theory of the
‘distinctive feature’, more of which below.

During the late 1930s with the rise of Nazism and the prospect of
war, Jakobson travelled to Sweden and Denmark. In Copenhagen he
collaborated with Louis Hjelmslev and the Copenhagen linguistic
circle. His pioneering work, Kindersprache, Aphasie und allgemeine
Lautgesetze (Child Language, Aphasia and Phonological Universals) was
written in Sweden in 1940-41, just before his departure for New
York. Although victim during the 1950s of the prejudices of
McCarthyism because of his connection with communist Eastern
Europe, Jakobson eventually obtained appointments at Harvard and
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and he remained in
America until his death in Boston in 1982.

Language Function: Metaphor and Metonymy

Jakobson was one of the very first linguists of the twentieth century
to examine seriously both the acquisition of language and the ways in
which the language function could break down — as, for example, in
aphasia. Of seminal importance here is the emphasis he placed on
two basic aspects of language structure represented by the rhetorical
figures of metaphor (similarity), and metonymy (contiguity). (Metonymy,
Jakobson says, is not to be confused with synecdoche which, like the
former, is sometimes defined as the part standing for the whole.
However, with synecdoche, one has an internal relation of part to
whole (sail for ship) while with metonymy, the relation is external
(pen for writer)). To understand the way that various forms of aphasia
affect the language function, is to understand how a breakdown occurs
in the faculty of selection and substitution — the metaphoric pole — or
in combination and contextualisation — the metonymic pole. The
first implies an inability at a metalinguistic level: the second, a pro-
blem with maintaining the hierarchy of linguistic units. The relation
of similarity is lost in the first and contiguity in the second.

Shifter

Although he did not invent the term, the ‘shifter’ is another aspect of
language elaborated by Jakobson and is closely associated with the
capacity for contextualisation. The shifter is in operation in personal
pronouns (I, you, etc.), and demonstratives like ‘this’ and ‘that’, ‘here’
and ‘there’. During language acquisition, the use of shifters — terms
applicable to any specific context whatever — is one of the last abilities
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the child acquires. Shifters are specifically linked to the enunciative
function of language: their meaning cannot be grasped independently
of the context in which they are used. They constitute what Jakobson
calls a ‘duplex structure’, meaning that their meaning simultaneously
invokes the code (‘I’ is the first-person pronoun) and the message
(specifies the actual speaker). Shifters make it possible for each person
to use language individually; they thus constitute the place where
history enters language. In other words, in order to understand a
statement like, L'état, c’est moi, an account must be given of the
context and the identity of the speaker (i.e. reference must be made
to the message) as well as of the meaning of the words used at the level
of the code. As Jakobson shows (Jakobson 1971a: 130-31), the
situation can be more complex with the message referring to the code
(*“I” is a pronoun’) and the code referring to the message (““I” means
me, the speaker’). Moreover, code can refer to code (““Jerry” is the
name of the boy called Jerry’), and the message can refer to the message
(He said, ‘I am not coming’). More generally, shifters would con-
stitute the link between ‘langue’ (structure, or code) and ‘parole* (speech
act), so that language would be the constant interaction between
langue and parole.

Because of this duplex structure, Jakobson suggested that far from
being more ‘primitive’ than the denotative, descriptive aspect of lan-
guage, the use of shifters is one of the last capacities the child masters
in the process of language acquisition. In aphasia, this capacity is the
first to be lost. Looked at it from a slightly different angle, it could be
said that the shifter is an empty category — a little like the floating
signifier in the work of Mauss as interpreted by Lévi-Strauss. Through
the use of shifters, the code can be adapted to a wide range of con-
texts, thus enabling the production of a relatively heterogeneous
set of messages, and so becoming language’s more or less direct link
with history.

Such at least would be the kind of argument adduced by Jakobson
when accused of ignoring the social and historical dimensions of
language, poetry and art, and of supporting the principle of "art pour
Part. In his own defence, and in defending the Russian formalists
(with whom he was aligned in the 1920s) on this point, Jakobson
claimed in the 1930s that neither he nor the other Russian formalists
had ‘ever proclaimed the self-sufficiency of art’ (Jakobson 1980: 749).
And he went on to say that,

What we have been trying to show is that art is an integral part
of the social structure, a component that interacts with all the
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others and is itself mutable since both the domain of art and its
relationship to the other constituents of the social structure are in
constant dialectical flux. What we stand for is not the separation
of art but the autonomy of the aesthetic function.

(Jakobson 1980: 749-50)

The Poetic Function and Distinctive Features

In sum, not poetry, but the poetic function — or poeticity — contained
in the diversity of spoken and written forms was what interested
Jakobson and his colleagues at this time. ‘Poeticity’ becomes a
necessary part of the study of language when it is realised that lan-
guage and reality — or words and things, sign and referent — do not
coincide: that, in short, meaning in language is only minimally linked
to referentiality. Very importantly, Jakobson goes on to say here that
this fundamental antinomy between language and reality means that
‘without contradiction there is no mobility of concepts, no mobility
of signs, and the relationship between concept and sign becomes
automatized. Activity comes to a halt, and the awareness of reality
dies out’ (Jakobson 1980: 750).

Although, for Jakobson, as for many others, poetry tends towards
the metaphoric pole of linguistic endeavour, it was the sound pattern
of poetry — and not the role of metaphor as such — initially illustrated
in the differences between the sound patterns of Czech and Russian
poetry, which first stimulated Jakobson’s original researches in this
area. In effect, the difference between Czech and Russian poetry,
Jakobson discovered, was in the rhythm. It was from the study of
poetic rhythm that Jakobson’s ‘phonology’ developed. In particular,
by focusing on the link between sound and meaning, Jakobson con-
cluded that sound and meaning were mediated by difference — what
he came to call the ‘distinctive feature’. Or rather, because, in
Jakobson’s view, language is primarily a system of meanings, speech is
not made up of sounds, but of phonemes: ‘a set of concurrent sound
properties which are used in a given language to distinguish words of
unlike meaning’ (Jakobson 1971b: 636). As this notion of phoneme
still focuses on the intrinsic qualities of the linguistic element —
although it hints at the differential aspect — Jakobson came to use the
term ‘distinctive feature’, first presented in the work of the linguists,
Bloomtfield and Sapir. Distinctive features are ‘the simplest sense-
discriminating units such as sonority, nasality, etc’ (Jakobson and
Pormorska 1983: 25). These ‘sense-discriminating units’ which are
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only established differentially, become crucial in the constitution of
meaning. Prior to Jakobson’s work in this area, phonemes were
thought to resemble ‘atoms’ of sound which did not in themselves
call for ‘opposites’. Further analysis revealed that even if phonemes in
themselves did not call for opposites, a distinctive feature always does.
Thus the apparently minimal, but ultimately critical, difference between
phonemes constitutes the difference in meaning between ‘boor’ and
‘poor’. What distinguishes ‘boor’ from ‘poor’ is the difference
between /b/ and /p/: /b/ is partially voiced and /p/ is unvoiced.
From this example, we can see a distinctive feature constituted by the
difference between voiced and unvoiced features. The remaining
phonemes of each word become redundant. With the words ‘tome’
and ‘dome’, the distinctive feature is the aspirated /t/ as opposed to
the non-aspirated /d/. In sum, whether or not the difference between
/p/ and /b/, or between /t/ and /d/, and other phonemes which
present a similar potential ambiguity, appear in close proximity in a
text, is less important than the fact that they exist within the linguistic
universe, and that meaning depends on discriminating successtully
between them. Thus when a speaker of American English is con-
fronted with two names ‘Bitter’ and ‘Bidder’ (Jakobson 1971a: 462),
the difference between /t/ and /d/ becomes crucial for hearing the
names correctly, although when they occur in isolation from each
other, the two sounds are often pronounced in the same way.

More controversial with regard to Jakobson’s theory of distinctive
features is his claim that the same features are present in every lan-
guage, and that they constitute a category of linguistic invariables:
“The list of distinctive features that exist in the languages of the world
is supremely restricted, and the co-existence of features within one
language is restrained by implicational laws’ (Jakobson 1983: 87). On
this basis, distinctive features become one of the invariants of the
communication system as such.

Sounds

The sounds of language, too, form the basis of Jakobson’s theory of
poetics. Once again though, the term ‘sound’ is a misleading one
when dealing with Jakobson’s approach, because sound is a purely
physical entity. Jakobson rather compares speech to music which
‘imposes upon sound matter a graduated scale’ while ‘language
imposes upon it the dichotomous scale which is simply a corollary of
the purely differential role played by phonemic entities’ (Jakobson
1971a: 423).
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In his study of poetic practice Jakobson was a pioneer in pointing
to the way that oppositions of all kinds (phonemic oppositions, the
opposition between sound and vision, oppositions in pitch and
rhythm, etc.) — but especially oppositions between consonants — fig-
ured in the production of poetry. He was also one of the first to
emphasise the importance of rhythm in the poetry of the Russians
Mayakovsky and Khlebnikov. In short, few linguists before or since
have analysed poetry with such success in revealing the structures of
poetic discourse. In this, Jakobson brought together the ‘literary’ and
the ‘overall linguistic’ dimensions through a notion of structure that
united one to the other. Speaking at a conference in 1958, Jakobson
affirmed:

I believe that the poetic incompetence of some bigoted linguists
has been mistaken for all inadequacy of the linguistic science
itself. All of us here, however, definitely realize that a linguist
deaf to the poetic function of language and a literary scholar
indifferent to linguistic problems and unconversant with linguis-
tic methods are equally flagrant anachronisms.

(Jakobson 1971a: 51)

Predominance of Phenomenology

For all his innovation, however, Jakobson remained in certain ways
locked within the phenomenological framework of language which
influenced him in his early years as a linguist. As a result, he never
deviated from retaining as the most pertinent model of language the
transmission of a message from a sender to a receiver. Even if Jakob-
son repeatedly emphasised the need to consider the sender’s (active)
role in the circuit of communication, as well as that of the (passive)
receiver, it remains true that the sender and receiver — psychological,
rather than linguistic entities — constitute the indispensable givens of
the system. The main problem with such a model is that it does not
recognise that language, far from being the property of a hypothetical
sender and a hypothetical receiver, is a fundamentally social fact —
that is, it can only be understood correctly as a system, which, as such,
is the pre-condition of individuality.

Moreover, while Jakobson was instrumental in drawing attention
to the rhythm and sound of poetry, he did not see these aspects of
poetry as being in any way a challenge to the ideal communicability
and meaningfulness of the linguistic utterance. Rhythm even reinforced
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the notion of language as communication. Compared to those
such as Barthes and Kristeva, who emphasise polysemy and the
semiotic respectively, and for whom the notion of language as
uniquely a means of communication is problematic, Jakobson often
appears somewhat at odds with his psychologism. The latter
sometimes belies Jakobson’s effort to analyse linguistic phenomena
linguistically.
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JACQUES LACAN (1901-1981)

Although Jacques Lacan was to change the whole orientation of
psychoanalysis in France and elsewhere, his early education and
training were quite conventional. Born in Paris of a bourgeois
Catholic family in 1901, Lacan undertook — as was normal practice —
a medical degree at the Sorbonne before pursuing further training in
the 1920s under the celebrated psychiatrist, Gaétan de Clérambault.
From the latter, Lacan learned the art of observation; from the sur-
realists, he learned the art of a baroque self-presentation, beautifully
evoked by Elisabeth Roudinesco in her history of psychoanalysis in
France (Roudinesco 1990: 295-96).

Theory and Practice of the Unconscious: The Paranoid Critical
Method

The point to be made here is that Lacan, despite a gap of forty years,
indirectly returns, at least in part, in his work of the 1970s, to what
drove him in the 1930s. This needs explanation.

While Freud, and later, Lacan, were interested in establishing the
theoretical structure that makes known the preconditions of the
unconscious, the surrealists were interested in imitating experiences
of so-called madness and then making poetic and artistic capital out
of such experiences. The surrealists resorted to delirium to achieve
their artistic goals, while theoretical psychoanalysis dealt exclusively
with articulated discourse — to the point where the structure of
articulated discourse would become simultaneously the structure of the
subject and of language (see Roudinesco 1990: 25).

When, in 1932, Lacan presented his thesis on paranoia and its
relation to the personality through a case-study of ‘Aimée’, he had
already been touched by Salvador Dali’s ‘paranoid critical method’, a
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method based on the capacity for things to reveal — to make visible —
multiple significations, almost to the point of madness. Things —
objects — become a giant pun to which Dali’s paintings bore testimony.
Although hallucination is no doubt involved, paranoia pluralises
interpretive possibilities. The plural dimension is posed as being ‘in’
reality; it is not just a delirious relation to reality. Such a paranoid
relation, it is true, could only be assumed with difficulty by an indi-
vidual subject in a non-delirious state; for to pluralise meaning is to
challenge univocal identity and the imaginary disposition upon which
identity relies.

Lacan, in the 1970s towards the end of his teaching, will later turn
this paranoid relation into the sinthome, the enjoyment of meaning
exemplified by Joyce’s writing. The sinthome, joined to the uncon-
scious’ is ‘what is singular in each individual’ (Lacan 1987: 28). The
letter, symbolic object par excellence, now becomes, after Joyce, a
‘litter’, and the focus of a certain enjoyment. The symptom is con-
nected to the real through enjoyment. Enjoyment defies interpreta-
tion, and as such marks a gap in the Symbolic. Who, or what,
however, is the locus of enjoyment? The answer seems to be: a pre-
symbolic subject; or, as Zizek puts it, the subject prior to subjectiva-
tion. (Zizek 1989: 178). This is the subject in the real, the subject as
sinthome — as enjoyment — prior to being the subject of desire. Whe-
ther there are problems of coherence and rigour in this formulation
of things is of less importance than the fact that the symptom is
deemed to have a ‘totally contingent material element’ (Zizek 1989:
183.) We will return to the symptom as sinthome when explaining
Lacan’s theory of the four discourses.

Against the Ego and For the Unconscious and Language

To rework the theory of subjectivity and sexuality as these derive
from the Freudian corpus, Lacan re-read Freud so as to clarify and
reinvigorate a whole series of concepts — not the least of which being
the concept of the unconscious. What had most inhibited a knowl-
edge of the subversiveness and revolutionary nature of Freud’s work,
Lacan contended in the 1950s, was the primacy given to the ego in
understanding human behaviour. The theory of the ego as identical
with itself, as homogeneous, and the privileged source of individual
identity not only held sway in ego-psychology in America under the
influence of Heinze Hartmann, but spilled over into all the dis-
ciplines in the social sciences and humanities. In effect, the early
post-war period (especially in America and other English-speaking
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countries) was the era of humanism and the belief that human
intention, understanding, and consciousness were fundamental. A
certainty reigned in which the ego — for good or ill — was at the
centre of human psychical life.

With the structuralist emphasis on language as a system of differ-
ences without positive terms in mind, Lacan highlights the impor-
tance of language in Freud’s work, and links Roman Jakobson’s terms
in linguistics of ‘metaphor’ and ‘metonymy’ to Freud’s concepts,
respectively, of ‘condensation’ and ‘displacement’. Metaphor, accord-
ingly, is defined as the ‘replacement of one word by another’, while
metonymy is the ‘word-to-word connexion’ (contiguity). Lacan can
then equate the ‘presence’ of the unconscious in language with the
effects generated by metaphor and metonymy — much as Freud, in
The Interpretation of Dreams, relates the evidence of the unconscious in
the dream to the working of condensation and displacement.

Language is not simply the bearer of thoughts and information, nor
is it simply a medium of communication. ‘Defective’ communication
is also significant. Misunderstandings, confusions, poetic resonances,
and a whole host of features (such as slips of the tongue, absent-
mindedness, the forgetting of names, misreadings, etc. — features
analysed in Freud’s The Psychopathology of Everyday Life) also emerge
in and through language. These are the features through which the
effects of the unconscious may be perceived and they are the basis
upon which, Lacan, in a famous aphorism, links language and the
unconscious: ‘“The unconscious is structured like a language’. The
unconscious, then, disrupts conventional communicative discourse —
not according to chance, but according to a certain structural reg-
ularity.

Mirror Stage

Even before the structuralist approach had become generally known,
Lacan had, in 1936, developed the theory of the ‘Mirror Stage’
(Lacan 2006a: 75-81). The Mirror Stage concerns the emergence,
between the ages of six to eighteen months, of the capacity of the
infant (enfans = speechless) to recognise its own image in the mirror.
This occurs before the infant is able to speak, and before it has con-
trol over motor skills. This act of recognition is not self-evident; for
the infant has to see the image as being both itself (its own reflec-
tion), and not itself (only a reflected image). The image is not iden-
tical with the infant subject, and to become a human subject (that is,
a social being) means coming to terms with this. The childs entry
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into language is entirely dependent on this recognition. So, too, is the
formation of an ego (the centre of consciousness). Language and
symbolic (i.e. cultural) elements now become fundamental whereas,
before, it was generally held that biological (i.e. natural) factors were
the basis of human subjectivity.

The mirror, therefore, is not simply a prosthesis but rather points
to a universal and ideal relation that is constitutive of the Imaginary.
And this is ironical to the extent that in his early seminars, Lacan
locates the Imaginary purely and simply in experience, while the
Symbolic alone is the source of a priori principles (cf. Lacan 1978: 50).

Real, Imaginary, Symbolic

While language, as the privileged part of the Symbolic order, is cen-
tral to Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory, it is but one element in a trilogy
of orders constitutive of the subject in psychoanalysis. The other
orders in the trilogy are the Imaginary and the Real. While the
unconscious decentres the subject because it introduces division, at
the level of the Imaginary (that is, in the discourse of everyday life),
the effects of the unconscious are not acknowledged. At the level of
the Imaginary, the subject believes in the transparency of the Sym-
bolic; it does not recognise the lack of reality in the Symbolic. The
Imaginary is not, then, simply the place where images are produced
or where the subject engages in the pleasures of the imagination. In
effect, the Imaginary is where the subject mis-recognises (méconnait —
is ignorant of) the nature of the symbolic. The Imaginary is thus the
realm of illusion, but of a ‘necessary illusion’, as Durkheim said of
religion.

One formulation of the Real given by Lacan, is that it is always ‘in
its place’. The Real is always in its place because only what is missing
(absent) from its place can be symbolised, and therefore formalised.
The Symbolic is a substitute for what is missing from its place. The
symbol, word, etc. always entails the absence of the object or refer-
ent. This approach to the Real is elaborated in Lacan’s essay on Edgar
Allan Poe’s short story, “The Purloined Letter’ (Lacan 2006b: 6—48).

However, at the level of the formation of the individual subject as
sexed, what is missing is the mother’s phallus. The story is that the
infant’s entry into language parallel’s its separation from the mother.
Before separation, there is a plenitude based on the union of mother
and child. After separation, the mother becomes the child’s first object —
that is, its first experience of absence, or lack. For the mother, on the
other hand, the child is a substitute for the missing phallus: she feels a
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sense of fulfilment in light of her close bond with the child. Without
separation, however, the formation of language is inhibited. The
father (as the agent of the father principle) is the element which tends
to intervene in the mother—child relationship, so that in identifying
with him, the child can come to form an identity of its own. In this
scenario — whose metaphorical status should be noted — the mother’s
place (also the place of the feminine) tends to be that of the Real, the
father evokes the Symbolic, while the Imaginary can be grasped from
the child’s place. At a more precise and specific individual level, the
child’s identity is the outcome of its coming to terms with sexual
difference. First and foremost in this process of sexual differentiation
is the recognition on the part of the child that its mother does not
have a penis: she thus bears the indelible mark of difference. From
this, Lacan demonstrates that the penis has an irreducibly symbolic
status, a status he signals by speaking only of the phallus. The penis is
real, but it is the (symbolic) phallus which is a signifier; in fact, the
phallus, because of its role in signifying what is missing (or lacking),
becomes the signifier of signification.

This experience does not simply derive from a knowledge (on the
part of the child) of the mother’s real lack of a penis, but derives also
from the mother as an intimation of the child’s own potential lack in
castration. Consequently, the Symbolic, through the role of phallus as
symbol par excellence, confronts the subject with its own vulnerability
and mortality.

In the most general sense, the Symbolic is what gives the world its
meaning and its law — if not its order. Indeed, in the 1950s, Lacan
spoke about the Law as embodied in the Name-of-the-Father. Con-
sequently, the Symbolic Order, exemplified by the Name-of-the-Father,
constitutes society. Or rather, in the name of the dead father — fol-
lowing Freud’s story in Totem and ‘Iaboo — the sons give up their right
to possess their father’s women. For Lévi-Strauss, whose work was of
great interest to Lacan at the time, this is the moment of the institu-
tion of the law against incest.

Woman as Non-Existent

For some feminist writers, a patriarchal system which valorises
masculinity and therefore most males is the predominant outcome of
Lacan’s Freudian anthropology. No doubt Lacan has only reinforced
this impression in the eyes of many women with his provocative
aphorisms, ‘la femme n’existe pas’ [woman does not exist], and ‘la femme
n’est pas toute’ [woman is not all]. The first statement is meant to
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indicate that there is no stereotype that captures a female essence; in fact
there is no essence of femininity. And this is why sexuality is always a
play of masks and disguises. To say that ‘woman’ does not exist, then, is
to say that sexual difference cannot be contained in any essential sym-
bolic form: it cannot be represented. The second statement plays on
the notion that the woman does not have a penis, and is thus part of the
emergence of the symbolic: the penis becomes a phallus which
becomes the signifier of absence. Before saying with too great a haste
that this picture of woman is a negative one (one that therefore benefits
males), it has to be said that ‘man’ is no more disposed to accept this
figure of woman as castrated than many women might be. Indeed,
we need to take account of the resistance to the ‘reality’ of the myth
of castration that emerges constantly in social life. This resistance is
not marked in words or images, but precisely in the refusal to try to
symbolise the sense of loss engendered by castration. Be this as it may,
the question that still must be asked — although it cannot be answered
here — is whether this ‘story’ that the psychoanalyst tells, partly in
order to give psychoanalysis its coherence, finally spells oppression for
women as social beings. A supplementary question might be: Does
the choice have to be between a false symbolic figure of woman (as
with the phallic mother), and an inexpressible (woman as) truth?

Cybernetics

Lacan recognised, in a far-sighted paper delivered in 1955 (Lacan
1978: 339-54), that cybernetics does not do justice to the Imaginary,
even though it might allow the difference between the Imaginary and
the Symbolic to appear (see 1978: 352.) Cybernetics can put us in
touch with pure language — language as a syntax prior to semantics —
but it does not easily allow for key features of the Imaginary: identi-
fication and conviction; images in a Gestalt; a sense of unity and
fullness in an identity; intuition. Yet, there 1s a slide towards a privi-
leging of the Symbolic. By way of the Symbolic, humanity as a whole
must separate itself from its imaginary representations. Without the
Symbolic, for instance, there would be no law against incest and thus
no (primitive) society.

Mathemes

A further dimension of Lacan’s theory, especially evident in his later
seminars, such as Encore, is the attempt to give psychoanalysis a
mathematical basis. Thus if a signifier only takes on meaning in relation
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to other signifiers, it can be symbolised by an ‘x*. A pure signifier, in
other words, would be a letter in mathematical language in as far as
this signifier is purely formal. Lacan, after the work of Jacques-Alain
Miller, argues that the unconscious also was a pure signifier of this
type, and is thus able to take on any meaning whatever; that is, it is
entirely open to the context in which it is found. Such is the sense
Lacan subsequently attaches to the letter in his reading of Edgar Allan
Poe’s short story, “The Purloined Letter’. The letter (epistle) which is
stolen assumes significance according to whether it is in the posses-
sion of the king, the queen, or the minister who stole it. Because the
content of the letter is unknown (to the reader) — because it has no
essential content — it begins to resemble the letter as the material
support of language: a letter of the alphabet. In this sense, the
unconscious becomes a form of writing detached from any natural
object. As a mathematical formula, it is also teachable. For the inex-
pressible unconscious now becomes the object = x. During the 1960s
and early 1970s, Lacan’s teaching bore the influence of the mathe-
maticians, Frege, Russell, Godel and Cantor. More and more he
moved away from the rhetorical mode that had dominated his
teaching of the 1950s. In Roudinesco’s view, ‘Lacan’s recourse to
formalization and mathematics was a final attempt to save psycho-
analysis from its hypnotic roots, but also, at the other end of the
chain, from schooling, in a society where school tends to replace the
church’ (Roudinesco 1990: 561).

Four Discourses

Towards the end of the 1960s, Lacan formulated a theory of dis-
course. These are outlined clearly by Slavoj Zizek (Zizek 1999: 28-29).
Discourse, then, could be of four types: the discourses of the Master,
of the University, of the Analyst and of the Hysteric. The discourse of
the Master is focused on truth and order, backed by power, without
any messy remainders; it is characterised by a dominant signifier (S;),
far removed from the sinthome and the enjoyment of multiple meanings.
The untidy residue is also called object petit a, and the other discourses
are three different attempts to come to grips with this residue.

For the University, object petit a is the unknown, or untamed object
which has to be brought into the domain of knowledge as order and
coherence. It claims to let the facts speak for themselves, the repres-
sed truth being that the University makes a claim to be Master.

The discourse of the Hysteric is based on a question to the Master, to
whom the hysteric is in thrall: “Why am [ who you say that I am?’ In
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other words, the Master has imposed a symbolic identity onto the
hysteric, but the hysteric is not sure about this. A gap thus appears
between language and reality, or between the signifier and an
unsymbolisable existence. The hysteric wants to know how he or she
can truly conform to the wishes of the Other, and is always in doubt
about this.

For its part the discourse of the analyst is the inverse of the Master
discourse. The analyst thus attempts to occupy the place of the object
petit a (the messy surplus) and bring it into discourse. The discourse
of the Analyst is founded on what habitually escapes discourse, and
will, therefore, be concerned to bring into discourse the sinthome as
enjoyment in language. This explains Lacan’s interest in Joyce and the
connection between Lacan’s very early work on paranoia influenced
by surrealism.

Indeed, it is possible to argue, as does Zizek (1999: 29), that
the four discourses form a matrix that is still beholden to a network
of communication and that Lacan’s later foray into Joyce and mathe-
matics was an attempt to break away from this and to give a certain
autonomy to language as enjoyment and as basis of the subject’s sin-

gularity.
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CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS (B. 1908)

Claude Lévi-Strauss was born into a Belgian Jewish family in 1908.
Both his parents were artists, and so while he was learning to read
and write, the future anthropologist had a paintbrush or crayon in his
hand.

Although he completed an agrégation in philosophy at the Sor-
bonne in the early 1930s, the desire to escape from the philosophical
orthodoxies then in vogue in Paris (neo-Kantianism, Bergsonism,
phenomenology and, later, existentialism) prompted Lévi-Strauss in
1934 to accept a position as professor of anthropology at the Uni-
versity of Sao Paulo. Later, following military service in France, Lévi-
Strauss fled, to escape persecution, to the United States where, from
1941 to 1945 he taught at the New School for Social Research in New
York. In 1941, he met Roman Jakobson who was to be a formative
influence in the linguistic and structuralist turn in Lévi-Strauss’s post-
war anthropology.

Intellectual Trajectory: Exchange
and Structure

Not only did Lévi-Strauss distance himself from the French philosophy
of his day, he also distanced himself from orthodox interpretations of
Durkheim, which played up the positivistic and evolutionist aspects
of his thought. However, it was a reinterpretation of the work of
Durkheim’s disciple, Mauss, which played a major part in defining
Lévi-Strauss’s early intellectual trajectory.

In his classic work on the link between kinship and exchange —
The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949) — Lévi-Strauss describes
the following custom. In inexpensive restaurants in the south of
France, especially in the wine-growing regions, a meal normally
includes a small bottle of wine. The quality and quantity of wine
for each diner is the same: one glass of the lowest quality. Instead
of pouring wine into his or her own glass, the owner will pour
the wine into that of a neighbour. Despite the exchange, the
quantity of wine remains the same (Lévi-Strauss 1969: 59-60).
Exchange of wine becomes a means of establishing social contact,
through reciprocity. Indeed, wine is the social element of the
meal — gives it a group aspect — while food is the individual ele-
ment, intended for the nourishment of the diner. In microcosm,
then, the link between exchange and the ‘total social fact’ is revealed,
since it is not what is exchanged that is important, but the fact of
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exchange itself, a fact inseparable from the very constitution of
social life.

Two important aspects of Lévi-Strauss’s anthropology are intro-
duced here. The first is the principle that social and cultural life
cannot be uniquely explained by a version of functionalism: cul-
tural life is not explicable in terms of the intrinsic nature of the
phenomena in question. Nor can it be explained empirically by
facts deemed to speak for themselves. In short, although empirical
research constitutes an important part of his work, Lévi-Strauss is
not an empiricist. Rather, he has always maintained that he is first
and foremost a structural anthropologist. Broadly, structural
anthropology, inspired by Saussure, focuses on the way elements of
a system combine together, rather than on their intrinsic value.
‘Difference’ and ‘relation’ are the key notions here. Moreover, the
combination of these elements will give rise to oppositions and
contradictions which serve to give the social realm its dynamism.

‘Scope’ is another important aspect of Lévi-Strauss’s approach. For
while many social researchers have limited their interpretations of
social life to the specific society in which they have carried out
fieldwork, Lévi-Strauss adopts a universalist approach, theorising on
the basis of both his own and other anthropologists’ data. Of all the
general criticisms that have been levelled against Lévi-Strauss, the
one which claims that he theorises from an inadequate fieldwork
base is probably the most common in English-speaking countries.
For these are also the countries with the strongest empiricist tradition.

Generally speaking, the stakes of Lévi-Strauss’s work are high.
They amount to a demonstration that when all the data are to hand,
there is no basis upon which one could draw up a hierarchy of
societies — whether this be in terms of scientific progress, or in terms
of cultural evolution. This is because every society or culture
exhibits features that are present in a greater or lesser degree in
other societies, or in other cultures. Lévi-Strauss argues this way
because he is persuaded that the cultural dimension (in which lan-
guage is predominant), and not nature — or the ‘natural’ — is con-
stitutive of the human. Symbolic structures of kinship, language
and the exchange of goods become the key to understanding
social life, not biology. Indeed, kinship systems keep nature at bay;
they are a cultural phenomenon based on the interdiction against
incest, and as such are not a natural phenomenon. They make possi-
ble the passage from nature into culture, that is, into the sphere of the
truly human. To understand this more fully, we turn to Lévi-Strauss’s
notion of structure.
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Structure

‘Structure’ for Lévi-Strauss is not equivalent to the empirical struc-
ture (whether, by analogy, it is deemed to be skeletal or architectural)
of a particular society, as it is in Radcliffe-Brown’s work. In fact,
structure is not given in observable reality, but is always the outcome
of at least three elements, and this ternary nature gives it its dyna-
mism. Having said this, we should acknowledge that in Lévi-Strauss’s
oeuvre, there is in fact an ambivalence between the kind of structur-
alism which views structure as an abstract model derived from an
analysis of phenomena seen as a (more or less) static system of
differences — that is, the synchronic dimension is privileged — and the
notion of structure as being fundamentally ternary, containing an
inherently dynamic aspect. The third element of the ternary structure
would be always empty, ready to take on any meaning whatsoever. It
would be the element of diachrony, that is, the element of history
and contingency, the aspect which accounts for the perpetuation of
social and cultural phenomena. While Lévi-Strauss’s own explanation
of the ‘structural’ in structural analysis (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 31-54, esp.
33) tends towards focusing on the synchronic dimension, in practice
his work clearly leads towards seeing structure as being essentially
ternary and dynamic. We can confirm this point through reference to
Lévi-Strauss’s most important writings on kinship, myth, and art.

Mana: the Empty Signifier

Lévi-Strauss’s Introduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss (Lévi-Strauss
1987), published shortly after the appearance of The Elementary
Structures of Kinship, shows that while exchange in Mauss’s Essay on the
Gift is equivalent to the ‘total social fact’, Mauss failed to recognise
that exchange was also a key to understanding the phenomenon of
mana. Although Mauss had seen that exchange was a concept con-
structed by the anthropologist and that it did not have an intrinsic
content, he treated mana difterently. Like Durkheim, Mauss attrib-
uted to it the meaning it took on in indigenous societies, a meaning
that sees mana as having an intrinsic, or sacred, content.

Lévi-Strauss, on the other hand, argues that the diversity of con-
tents assumed by mana means that it has to be seen as empty, much like
an algebraic symbol (Lévi-Strauss 1987: 55 and see 55—66 for a dis-
cussion of the ‘floating’ signifier), and able to take on any number of
meanings — like the word ‘thing’ in English. In short, mana is a
‘floating’, or pure signifier with a symbolic value of zero. And it
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exists in a general sense (every culture will have examples of floating
signifiers) because there is an abundance of signifiers in relation to the
signified, since language must be thought of as having come into
being all at once (it is a system of differences, and therefore funda-
mentally relational), while knowledge (the signified) only comes into
being progressively.

The structural aspect of Lévi-Strauss’s approach here is more
implicit than explicit. It consists in the fact, first, that emphasis is not
placed on the (hypothetical) content of mana, but on its potential to
assume a multitude of meanings. It is an empty signifier, much as for
Lacan the phallus has no intrinsic meaning, but is the signifier of
signification. Second, and more importantly perhaps, mana is a third
element intervening between the signifier and the signified, the ele-
ment which would give language its dynamism and continuity. For if
there were a perfect ‘fit’ between the level of the signifier and the
level of the signified, there would be nothing more to be said, lan-
guage would come to an end. The floating signifier, therefore, is a
structural feature of language in general, an element that introduces
into it an asymmetrical, generative aspect: the aspect of contingency,
time and, in Saussure’s terms, the level of parole.

Kinship

Although the title might suggest it, no explicit reference to Saussur-
ian linguistics is to be found in The Elementary Structures of Kinship.
The reason, no doubt, is that this, the first major work in structural
anthropology, was written in New York in the 1940s, and so before
the revival of interest in Saussure’s work had taken place in Europe —
let alone America. In The Elementary Structures of Kinship, marriage
(the outcome of the universal interdiction against incest) in non-
industrialised cultures is reduced to two basic forms of exchange:
restricted exchange, and generalised exchange. The former, may be
represented as in Figure 1.

X—=YY —- X

Figure 1 Restricted exchange

Here, reciprocity requires that when an X man marries a Y woman a
Y man marries an X woman. Similarly, generalised exchange can be
represented as in Figure 2.
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C > D

Figure 2 Generalised exchange.
Source: Levéi Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship, 1969: 178.

Thus, where an A man marries a B woman, a B man marries a C
woman; where a C man marries a D woman, a D man marries an A
woman. Almost all of The Elementary Structures of Kinship is a devel-
opment of the variants of these two forms of matrimonial
exchange.

Even to the untrained observer, what is striking about both forms
of exchange is that reciprocity seems to entail a symmetrical structure
(the only difference between restricted and generalised exchange
being that the latter has twice the number of terms, thereby remain-
ing entirely symmetrical). As Lévi-Strauss later realised, the question
arises as to whether a symmetrical structure can be permanent; for
after a period of time, groups X and Y in restricted exchange would,
through marriage, merge into a single group. Similarly, even with
generalised exchange —because of the symmetrical nature of the structure —
a single group would eventually emerge. In other words, exchange,
set in motion by the interdiction against incest, would encounter an
insuperable limit, one that would place at risk the very continuation
of social relations.

For exchange to remain viable as an institution, the presence of a
third, heterogeneous element is always necessary. Such is indeed the
theme of two important articles — one published in 1945 (Lévi-Strauss
1972: 31-54), the other in 1956 (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 132—63) — which
clarify this point. In the first article, Lévi-Strauss points out that
the child is the dynamic, asymmetrical element in the kinship struc-
ture:

we must understand that the child is indispensable in validating
the dynamic and teleological character of the initial step, which
establishes kinship on the basis of and through marriage. Kinship
is not a static phenomenon; it exists only in self-perpetuation.
Here we are not thinking of the desire to perpetuate the race,
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but rather of the fact that in most kinship systems the initial dis-
equilibrium produced in one generation between the group that
gives the woman and the group that receives her can be stabilized
only by the counter-presentations in following generations.
(Lévi-Strauss 1972: 47)

In the article on dual organisations, Lévi-Strauss points out that every
apparent division into two groups in fact implies three elements pre-
cisely because of the requirements of self-perpetuation. Any truly dual
(i.e. symmetrical) structure leads to the dissolution of the groups
involved. There must, then, be a third element — whether real or
imagined — which introduces asymmetry and dynamism into the situa-
tion. Consequently, institutions having a ‘zero value' are an indis-
pensable element in any society. Like mana, these institutions ‘have no
intrinsic property other than that of establishing the necessary pre-
conditions for the existence of the social system to which they
belong; their presence — in itself devoid of significance — enables the
social system to exist as a whole’ (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 159).

Myth

The study of myth led Lévi-Strauss to refine his structuralist
approach. A clear enunciation of the principle that the elements of
myths gain their meaning from the way they are combined and not
from their intrinsic value, leads Lévi-Strauss to the position that
myths represent the mind that creates them, and not some external
reality. Myths resist history: they are eternal. Even different versions
of a myth are not to be thought of as falsifications of some true,
authentic version, but as an essential aspect of the structure of myth.
On the contrary, different versions are part of the same myth pre-
cisely because a myth is not reducible to a single uniform content,
but is a dynamic structure. Eventually, all the versions (diachronic
aspect) of a myth have to be taken into consideration so that its struc-
ture can become apparent. From another perspective, myth is always
the result of a contradiction — for instance, ‘the belief that mankind is
autochthonous’, ‘while human beings are actually born from the
union of man and woman’ (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 216). In effect, con-
tradiction, as the unassimilable aspect of human society, generates
myths. Myth derives from the asymmetry between belief and reality,
the one and the multiple, freedom and necessity, identity and differ-
ence, etc. Looked at in terms of language, myth, says Lévi-Strauss, is ‘lan-
guage functioning on an especially high level’ (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 210).
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Moreover, if langue — the synchronic element of language — is equated
with reversible time, and parole with I diachronic, or contingent, historical
aspect, myth constitute; a third level of language (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 209).
Myth is the (impossible) synthesis between diachronic and the syn-
chronic aspects of language. It is the continual attempt to reconcile
the irreconcilable:

since the purpose of myth is to provide a logical model capable
of overcoming a contradiction (an impossible achievement if, as it
happens, the contradiction is real), a theoretically infinite number of
[versions| will be generated, each slightly different from the others.

(Lévi-Strauss 1972: 229)

Myth thus becomes the third dimension of language: in it a con-
tinuous attempt is made to reconcile its other two dimensions (langue
and parole). Because complete reconciliation is impossible ‘myth
grows spiral-wise until the intellectual impulse which has produced it
is exhausted” (Lévi-Strauss 1972: 229). Myth grows, then, because,
structurally, the contradiction — the asymmetry — which gives it life,
cannot be resolved.

Art and Structure

Like myth, the facial painting of the South American Caduveo
Indians, described in Lévi-Strauss’s autobiographical work, Tristes
Tropiques (Lévi-Strauss 1974: 178-97), provide another illustration of
structure as a dynamic, ternary phenomenon. There, facial painting
designs are asymmetrical arabesques — a ternary structure geared to
generate more designs. A purely symmetrical design, as well as being
difticult to ‘fit’ to a real face, would fail to fulfil the purpose assigned
to it. This purpose is like that of a figure in European playing cards.
Each figure on a playing card must fulfil both a contingent function —
it is an element in a specific game between players — and a structural
(synchronic) function: it is an element occupying a particular place in
the pack, and this place never changes. Caduveo facial painting tries
to capture the symmetry of function (status in the group), and the
asymmetry of part played (contingency)

by the adoption of a composition that is symmetrical but set on
an oblique axis, thus avoiding the completely asymmetrical for-
mula, which would have met the demands of the role but run
counter to those of the function, and the reverse and completely
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symmetrical formula, which would have had the opposite
effect.
(Lévi-Strauss 1974: 194)

The arabesques of the facial painting bring two conceptions of
structure into sharp focus. For his part, Lévi-Strauss writes as
though his own work were more focused on the static, symmetrical,
binary notion of structure, while his actual analyses of social and
cultural phenomena suggest that it is the second, ternary view of
structure which has far greater explanatory and methodological sig-
nificance.

Lévi-Strauss’s Critics and His Achievements

Such an ambivalence with regard to the basis of his theoretical fra-
mework has led to misunderstandings. In particular, critics have been
able to claim that history is neglected in structural anthropology, a
fact that has been played up because, no doubt, of Lévi-Strauss’s
hostility to Sartre’s Existentialism, a doctrine in which almost every
act is historical (that is, contingent) (Pace 1983: 183-84 and
chapter 6). Furthermore, Lévi-Strauss’s insistence on the scientific
status of anthropology (admittedly in order to defend the possibility
of a social science detached from immediate political debates) sits
oddly with his view that science cannot entirely escape being mythi-
cal, and the view that cultures are not hermetically sealed oft from
each other, but constitute an infinite series of transformations. And so
while, for instance, science thinks of the concrete, native thought
thinks with the concrete. Again, when Lévi-Strauss says in the ‘Overture’
to The Raw and the Cooked (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 7) that the book about
myth is itself a myth, the very possibility of a detached science in the usual
Western sense is brought into question. Lévi-Strauss, however, has
often shown himself to be loath to take the consequences of this into
account.

Unlike Julia Kristeva, or those inspired by Lacan’s reading of
Freud, there is little about subjectivity in Lévi-Strauss’s oeuvre. It is as
though he believed that Durkheim’s battle to separate psychology
from anthropology and sociology were still to be won, and that any
concessions to a theory of subjectivity would be equivalent to con-
ceding to the explanatory power of psychology over anthropology. But
this battle is not still to be won. And the anthropologist’s work suffers
from the absence of any attempt to include within it a theory of the
subject.
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Nevertheless, the significance of Lévi-Strauss’s anthropology, as
mentioned earlier, cannot be limited to its analytical contents. Much
more 1is at stake. For Lévi-Strauss shows the complexity of non-
industrialised cultures which the West — often through its anthro-
pologists (cf. Lévy-Bruhl and Malinowski) — had assumed to be
equivalent to the childhood of mankind and who, through that fact,
were deemed to be more primitive and more simplistic than the West
in their thinking (primitive societies have myth; the West has science
and philosophy, etc.). Lévi-Strauss’s universalism should thus be
understood to mean that transformations of the same myth (as in the
Oedipus myth) throughout the world indicate that human beings
belong to a single humanity, but that the presence of others is essential if
we are to constitute our differences.
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CHRISTIAN METZ (1931-1993)

Born in 1931 in Béziers in the south of France, Christian Metz died
tragically at the end of 1993. Metz opened the way in the 1960s to
the establishment of film theory as a new intellectual discipline. Indeed,
articles (written between 1964 and 1968) in Metz’s Essais sur la sig-
nification au cinéma (1968) paved the way for the establishment of a
department of cinema studies at the University of Vincennes (Paris VIII).

Along with other intellectuals of his generation who were inspired
by the structuralist impulse (cf. Bourdieu, Derrida, Genette), Metz
attended the Ecole Normale Supéricure (rue d’Ulm) where he
obtained an agrégation in ‘classical letters” (French, Greek, Latin) after
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also obtaining a degree in German and a maifrise in ancient history.
Metz’s academic training culminated in a doctorat d’état in general
linguistics at the Sorbonne.

Parallel to his studies, Metz was engaged in the activities of cine-
phile and animator of ciné-clubs. Much of his knowledge of film
history, and of specific films which often serve as examples for his
theoretical work, actually come from these activities. In addition, Metz
did translations from German and English, specialising in works on
jazz. Strangely, perhaps, contact with such works on music has failed to
leave any visible mark on Metz’s film theory, music being a neglected
aspect of his (and others’) film and cinema studies.

The Film Theory Vacuum and the Structuralist Intervention

To appreciate the significance of Metz’s impact, we need to recognise
that before the mid-1960s little work had been done on analysing the
nature of film (especially as image) or the institution of cinema
(especially from the spectator’s position). In short, while there was no
shortage of film criticism, almost nothing had been done on film as a
medium. In response to this, and in accordance with the evolution of
his theoretical framework, Metz’s work follows two broad lines of
inquiry: the semiological study of film, and the psychoanalytic study
of the cinema. Consideration of these two lines of inquiry will enable
us to get an idea of Metz’s work as a whole.

Langage, langue and parole

Inspired by his background in linguistics (in light of his doctorat d’état,
Metz taught a course in general linguistics (1966—69) at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales before teaching film theory), Metz
began to investigate film in light of Saussure’s work on language —
especially in terms of the categories of (in French) langage (language in
general, or a specific, technical language), langue (so-called natural lan-
guage: French, English), and parole (the level of speech or discourse). Just
as a Saussurian approach to literary texts took the text’s opacity (its
status as a linguistic system) as its point of departure, so Metz began by
taking the film’s opacity as his point of departure. Almost immediately
it became clear that such an operation was by no means straightforward;
for while the literary analyst had both grammar and poetry as points
of departure for investigating the opacity/transparence of literary texts,
no such ready-made supports existed for the investigation of film — the
medium par excellence of transparency. Transparency in film, Metz saw, was
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intimately tied to its realism — or verisimilitude. Not that film is more
real than theatre. Just the opposite. The actors on stage might constitute
a real presence for the spectator by contrast with the celluloid image of
film, but theatre, in relation to the drama that is enacted, lacks the power
of illusion based on verisimilitude which, Metz will come to emphasise,
is the mark of film as a medium. At least this is so unless the theatre
audience were primarily interested in the presence per se of a great actor.

Realism and the Impression of Reality

By comparison with theatre, the real power of film derives from its
capacity to create an illusion of reality. ‘Because the theatre is too real,
says Metz, ‘theatrical fictions yield only a weak impression of reality’
(Metz 1974: 10). Paradoxically, perhaps, the ‘realism’ of film is only
achieved after a threshold of ‘irreality’ has been crossed. (The neologism,
‘irreality’ (rather than ‘unreality’), is used here to refer to an imagined
object, or one established by the imaginary in the psychoanalytic sense,
not to the existence or non-existence of an object. See entry on Lacan.)
This is tied to the requirement that the spectator suspend his or her
disbelief because film as a medium — as a vehicle of representation — is
an illusion in relation to the supposedly true reality beyond the
representation. Of course ‘a film is only a film ... but all the same’:
this 1s the attitude the suspension of disbelief is founded upon.

Metz’s early essays thus reflect on the notion that film in general is
a specific kind of illusion, one that is undeniably successful in sedu-
cing the spectator into suspending disbelief. Once immersed in the
film world, once having accepted the principle that film is an illusion,
or an ‘impression’ of reality, the image assumes all its seductive power.
To present film largely from the spectator’s position, as we have done
here, is, however, to move too quickly. For Metz’s early essays were
less focused on film as experienced by the spectator (this focus would
come later with a psychoanalytic study of cinema), and more on the
way film signifies. In particular, Metz was interested in the way the
film signifier, by comparison with other media — other signifiers —
succeeds in presenting a narrative (diegesis), intrigue, description, drama,
etc. The key point here concerns the way film as such presents a
narrative structure, and not the way specific films unfold and may be
interpreted in light of this unfolding. In other words, the point is not
to interpret (particular) films (in which case the film signifier
becomes incidental), but to analyse film as a structure of signification.

Film in general tends to defy analysis because being an ‘impression of
reality’ is its defining feature. At all times in his early work, Metz keeps
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in view the fact that the filmic story, or subject-matter, is always realised
through the image (the filmic signifier), and that the latter, although
an essential element of fascination, is not what a film is about.

How then is it possible for a series of images to present a story
which is, however minimally, always narrated (i.e. always presented
through a diegesis)? A documentary film can resort to a voice-over
in order to give the images presented in time an order and
coherence. Some feature films, it is true, resort to the same device;
but most do not. What is the basic syntax of the unfolding of the
feature film — the film of fiction? Like Greimas’s analysis of the
basic meaning structure of actions in literary texts, where an attempt
is made to construct a universal syntax of actions, Metz is concerned
to construct the basic structure, or syntax, of film diegesis as it is
realised in images (see Greimas entry in Lechte 1994). Neither Grei-
mas nor Metz were interested in interpreting a specific text (they are
not, to repeat, working only at the level of the signified), but set
out to achieve a much more daunting objective: a description of
the basic syntactic order of every possible text — be it of literary or of
filmic form. While it is true that some light might be thrown on
to the problem of the filmic signifier by way of a detailed analysis
of particular films, and while it might be possible to throw light
on to the structure of the filmic signifier through a knowledge of a
select number of films, Metzs interest is primarily in film in
general.

Discourse and the Subject of Enunciation

To say that a feature film — a film of fiction — unfolds by way of a
narrative structure, is to say that it is a discourse, and thus, as Ben-
veniste said, is an enunciation (énonciation) enacted by a subject of
enunciation (sujet de I’énonciation) — or by, as Metz prefers, a ‘narrating
agency’ (instance racontante). In effect, film images are always organised
in a specific way; they are never simply given in a raw, descriptive form,
although, to be sure, descriptive sequences can occur within the film
diegesis. As a discourse, then, film has to be understood in terms of
parole — or process — rather than langue — or system. On the other hand,
Metz argues that film images correspond to statements (énoncés), or
speech acts, rather than to words, precisely because, unlike words,
images are of indefinite number and are created by the film-maker/
speaker. Furthermore, film is not a language (langue) but an art of
both connotation (unlike music or architecture) and expressivity (it
uses natural objects which do not invoke a code). While ‘a concept
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signifies, a thing is expressive’, Metz points out (Metz 1974: 78.
Translation modified).

Due to its reliance on the presentation of images in time and
space, film tends to privilege the syntagmatic, or horizontal axis, over
the paradigmatic, or vertical axis. Caution leads us to ask exactly why
this is so. The answer is that although a page of graphic text might
also appear to unfold syntagmatically, a word, as Lacan said, is a knot of
(largely conventional) meanings which thus renders fragile the horizontal
flow of language. An image (to repeat) is not a word, however. It is
produced (in time and space) by the filmic discourse, a discourse that
is not only realised through the direction taken by the camera, but also
through the procedure of montage — the act of linking one image
with another through contiguity. This is not to deny the existence
of certain stereotypes (heroic cowboy) in film, nor to deny the use of
symbols to create oppositions (e.g. white versus black corresponding
to good versus evil). However, Metz, at least in his essays of the
1960s, points out that such paradigmatic features are extremely fra-
gile. Another film-maker can come along and render the stereotype
or symbol obsolete by changing the content of the signifying ele-
ments (black = good, for example).

The Syntagmatic Dimension of Cinema

Metz in any case chose to base his most rigorous construction of a
film syntax on the syntagmatic axis of signification. This construc-
tion, which he calls la grande syntagmatique (the great syntagmatic
chain), we shall now briefly summarise. The great syntagmatic chain
is divided into eight autonomous segments. These are:

1 Autonomous plan: this is not a syntagm, but a syntagmatic type. It is
equivalent to the exposure in isolation of a single episode of the
intrigue. Inserts — e.g. a ‘non-diegetic insert’ (image outside the
action of the story) — can also be equivalent to an autonomous plan.

2 Parallel syntagm: corresponds to what is often called a ‘sequence of
parallel montage’. Here, no precise relationship between syntagms
is evident. This is an a-chronological syntagm.

3 Accolade syntagm: syntagm of evocations. For example, Metz points
to the way that eroticism is evoked in Goddard’s Une femme mariée
through references to the ‘global signified’ of ‘modern love’. This
syntagm is also a-chronological.

4 Descriptive syntagm: here the relation between all the elements
presented successively is one of simultaneity. For example, a face,
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then the person to whom it belongs, then the room or office
where the person is located (Metz gives the example of a view of
the countryside, bit by bit). A descriptive syntagm is chronological.

5 Alternating syntagm: this syntagm corresponds to ‘alternating mon-
tage’, ‘parallel montage’, etc. Through alternation, the montage
presents several series of events which are then understood to be
happening simultaneously.

6 Scene: the scene properly speaking is equivalent to a continuous
flow of images without any diegetic hiatus — one of the oldest
cinematic constructions.

7 Sequence by episodes: discontinuity becomes a principle of con-
struction. A linear syntagm produces a discontinuity of facts. Metz
calls this ‘the sequence properly speaking’.

8 Ordinary sequence: disposition of ellipses in dispersed order exem-
plified by jumping moments deemed to be without interest. The
point about any sequence is that it is removed from the ‘real
conditions of perception’.

The Imaginary Signifier

By the mid-1970s, Metz had come to see that the semiotic approach
to film tended to privilege the level of the structure of film discourse
and to neglect the conditions of film reception — the position of the
spectator. Furthermore, Metz realised that to account for the
dynamics of the spectator’s position at the same time entailed
accounting for the cinema as an institution; for the cinema would
hardly exist if it were not for the spectator’s desire to ‘go to the
cinema’. This shift in focus from signification to film reception
coincided with his interest in a psychoanalytical (i.e. Freudian and
Lacanian) study of cinema.

Metz thus employs the key Lacanian concepts of the ‘imaginary’
and the ‘symbolic’ to explain the logic of the spectator’s fascination
with the image. Thus through an evocation of Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’,
Metz sees the spectator’s captivation by the image as being equivalent
to the child’s identification of itself with its image in the mirror. Most
importantly, this identification is pleasurable, a factor reinforced by
the cinema institution’s encouragement of the spectator. Clearly, the
cinema institution has a vested interest in ensuring that the spectator
experiences any individual film as a — to use Kleinian terms — ‘good
object’: the object of fantasy that often forms the basis of a pleasant
day-dream. A ‘had object’, by contrast, is what the subject/spectator
wants to avoid.
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The spectator, then, has assimilated the positive cue associated with
going to the cinema institution because he or she is part of that very
institution. This is to say that the subject’s imaginary is an integral
part of the same institution. Film, in effect, becomes integrated into
the subject’s desire. The screen becomes equivalent to a mirror which
offers an image of the subject’s own desire. Because the cinema is
structured in this way, Metz shows, discourse on the cinema is often
part of the cinema institution. Only rarely, therefore, is cinema dis-
course critical of the cinema institution.

The theorist, by contrast, attempts to take up the position of the
symbolic, but this position, as Metz recognises, is precarious, precisely
because the theorist’s own imaginary (read: desire) is also involved. In
other words, film poses in an acute form the problem of distinguish-
ing a judgement of what is good, or objective, from an expression of
what is desirable.

In a sustained psychoanalytical study of the cinematographic sig-
nifier (that is, the materiality of film, not what it signifies), Metz
attempts to compare cinema with the level of the primary process in
Freud’s theory. This brings the drive aspect into consideration: the
way the image fascinates, that way the viewing of film approximates
dream, and that way metaphor and metonymy approximate primary
process thinking based on condensation and displacement. The drive
aspect implies, first of all, that there is a pleasure in perceiving what
passes on the screen, and that, furthermore, due to the irreality of
film, the spectator’s pleasure does not derive from an object properly
speaking, but is narcissistic, that is, imaginary. The irreality of the
cinematographic signifier invites a comparison between dream and
the image in the mirror. Like dream, film has a hallucinatory quality
which at the same time calls for interpretation; like the child’s proto-
typical experience with the mirror as enunciated by Lacan, film
images also please. Unlike the mirror, of course, the spectator’s own
body is not there on the screen. Also, the spectator is quite aware that
the image is only an image. Nevertheless, argues Metz, identification
is still crucial, only now the spectator ‘identifies with himself, with
himself as a pure act of perception” (Metz 1982: 49, Metz’s emphasis).

Dream and Hallucination

In the darkness of the cinema, the spectator acts out a number of
Freudian scenarios, scenarios precisely deriving from the very nature
of the film signifier’s irreality. Scopic passion, voyeurism and fetishism
in particular come to the fore. Each of these stimulate the drives
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which, to a certain extent, do not need a real object for achievement
of satisfaction. Voyeurism evokes the primitive scene of the child
being present while its parents have intercourse. The voyeuristic
position is one of passivity, entailing a gap between eye and object.
The fetish is equivalent to a substitute for the penis in castration. It is
a way of denying the absence of the penis (= real object) and mar-
velling at the cinema as a grand technique of illusion. To the point of
delusion and hallucination? Metz almost implies as much at certain
points, so concerned is he to emphasise the fact that spectator, qua
spectator, disavows cinematic irreality.

The same might be said of Metz’s treatment of dream and cinema as
we have just said of the treatment of the spectator as fetishist. The analogy
is made to be too complete. For whereas dream and hallucination often
lead to a confusion between reality and illusion (this is why Freud
called a dream a psychosis (see Freud 1969: 29), the distinguishing
mark of the cinematic signifier, it could be argued, lies precisely in its
being experienced as an illusion. This is the very same kind of pleasure
Lacan attributes to trompe [’oeil in painting, which, far from deceiving,
gives itself for what it is, namely, as a pure appearance, as an illusion,
in short. Many will feel that this aspect is not given nearly enough
emphasis in Metz’s analysis. So much is this the case that one writer
(Copjec 1989: 58-59) has observed that Metz has contributed to the
confusion in film theory between Foucault’s panoptical subject,
deluded by an all-too-powerful identification with what passes on the
screen (the screen being made the equivalent of a mirror) and Lacan’s
theory of the subject of the gaze for whom an illusion is always per-
ceived as an illusion (the screen is not the equivalent of a mirror).
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POST-STRUCTURALIST THOUGHT

Often associated with the work of Jacques Derrida, post-structuralist
thought examines the notion of difference in all its facets and dis-
covers that Saussure had left intact certain (metaphysical) presupposi-
tions about subjectivity and language (for example, the privileging of
speech over writing) — vestiges of the historicist framework with
which Saussure himself was dissatisfied. Post-structuralist thought
examines writing as the paradoxical source of subjectivity and culture,
whereas once it was thought to be secondary. Most importantly, post-
structuralism is an investigation as to how this is so.

A further aspect of post-structural thought involves a radical ques-
tioning of otherness (Levinas), and of the subject—object relation.

A factor in understanding the evolution of post-structuralist thought is
the influence of Heidegger, and to a lesser extent Husserl, for inspiring
the questions which it addresses, questions, for example, relating to
art, community, ancient Greek thought, language, time and history.
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JACQUES DERRIDA (1930-2004)

Son of an Algerian Jewish family, Jacques Derrida was born in 1930
in El-Biar in Algeria, where he failed his baccalaureate in 1947 and
dreamed of becoming a footballer. He came to France in October
1949. After a miserable period at the prestigious lycée, Louis-Le-Grand,
Derrida was accepted into the Ecole Normale Supérieure (rue
d’Ulm) in Paris, where he obtained an agrégation in philosophy. Der-
rida first came to the attention of a wider public at the end of 1965
when he published two long review articles on books on the history
and nature of writing, in the Parisian journal, Critigue (Derrida 1965:
23-53 and 1966: 1016—42). These pieces formed the basis of Derri-
da’s important and possibly best-known book, De la Grammatologie
(1967) (Eng trans. Of Grammatology (1976)).

Spectre

In a later book on Marx, Spectres de Marx (1993), Derrida uses
deconstructive philosophy to examine all the permutations of ‘spectre’,
as well as its accompaniments, ‘haunting’ and ‘spirit’. By analysing
‘spectre’, not only does it become possible to engage with essentially
troubling phenomena — between death and life, neither dead nor
alive — but Marx and Engels’s reference to communism as a ‘spectre’,
in the Communist Manifesto, opens the way to use spectre as an analytical
device for investigating Marx’s later works, such as Capital. For example,
the spectre of the commodity haunts every object used as use-value.
Moreover, the very existence of the commodity is spectral: it is neither
thing nor object, but it is something, not nothing. It is unreal and
real at the same time. This is what adds to its mystifying status.
Capital — the book — is thus haunted by a notion that is supposedly
pre-Capital. Contemporarily, if a spectral reality haunts Marx’s Capi-
tal, the same can be proposed for the capitalist, globalised and neo-
Liberal world of post-industrialism. To be sure, the contemporary
world is not going to notice — precisely because, for it, Marxism, like
Marx himself, is dead. Also, for this world, there is only one kind of
reality: what exists, what is concrete and empirical, what is reinforced
by an epistemology based in a correspondence theory of truth, or of
the true.

Spectres, then, both recalls Derrida’s long established capacity —
since his work on Husserl in the 1960s — to show that the present is
not identical with itself (it is both same and different). ‘Spectre’, or
the ‘spectral’, then, is not identical with itself: it both is and is not; it
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is between life and death; it exemplifies the working of différance, a
term we will later explicate in more detail, for it is crucial to Derri-
da’s philosophical arsenal. In addition Spectres continues Derrida’s
preoccupation with death and mourning that is also articulated
explicitly in texts such as: The Gift of Death (1995) and The Work of
Mourning (2001), which contains the text of Derrida’s eulogies. It is a
preoccupation that carries over into Derrida’s work on the themes of:
hospitality; donation/giving; friendship; responsibility; testimony/
witnessing; the law, justice and violence (see Derrida 1994); memory
and the archive, secrecy and religion — themes particularly developed
in works of the 1990s. These run in parallel with the more specifi-
cally deconstructive themes of: purity, identity and borders.

The Logic of Identity and its Deconstruction

A number of important tendencies underlie Derrida’s approach to
philosophy. Broadly, these include a concern to reflect upon and
undermine philosophy’s dependence on the logic of identity, which is
also a logic of purity and the maintaining of borders. It includes, too,
asking why certain questions (such as those relating to writing and lit-
erature) have not been part of philosophy’s traditional field of inquiry.
More specifically, Husserl (Derrida visited the Husserl archive in
Louvain in the 1950s) and Heidegger provide an abiding point of
engagement throughout Derrida’s career. Heidegger’s term ‘Destrik-
tion’ is the source of the Derridian, ‘deconstruction’, which initially
concerned uncovering everything that covers up being. In Derrida’s
hands, it is a strategy used to uncover the paradoxes of identity.

The logic of identity derives particularly from Aristotle and in
Bertrand Russell’s words, comprises the following key features:

(1) The law of identity: “Whatever is, is.

(2) The law of contradiction: ‘Nothing can both be and not be’

(3) The law of excluded middle: ‘Everything must either be or not be’
(Russell 1973: 40).

These ‘laws’ of thought not only presuppose logical coherence, they
also allude to something equally profound and characteristic of tra-
dition in question, namely, that there is an essential reality — an
origin — to which these laws refer. To sustain logical coherence, this
origin must be ‘simple’ (i.e. free of contradiction), homogeneous (of
the same substance, or order), present to or the same as itself (i.e.
separate and distinct from any mediation, conscious of itself without any
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gap between the origin and consciousness). Clearly these ‘laws’ imply
the exclusion on of certain features, to wit: complexity, mediation and
difference — in short, features evoking ‘impurity’, or complexity. This
process of exclusion takes place at a general, metaphysical level, one,
moreover, at which a whole system of concepts (sensible—intelligible;
ideal-real; internal-external; fiction—truth; nature—culture; speech—
writing; activity—passivity; etc.) governing the operation of thought
in the West, come to be instituted.

Through the approach called ‘deconstruction’, Derrida has begun a
fundamental investigation into the nature of the Western metaphysi-
cal tradition and its basis in the law of identity. Superficially, the
results of this investigation seem to reveal a tradition riddled with
paradox and logical aporias — such as the following one from Rous-
seau’s philosophy.

Rousseau argues at one point that the voice of nature alone should
be listened to. This nature is identical to itself, a plenitude to which
nothing can be added or subtracted. But he also draws our attention
to the fact that nature is in truth sometimes lacking — such as when a
mother cannot produce enough milk for the infant at her breast.
Lack now comes to be seen as common in nature, if it is not one of
its most significant characteristics. Thus self-sufficient nature, Derrida
shows (Derrida 1976: 145), is, according to Rousseau, also lacking.
Lack in fact endangers nature’s self-sufficiency — that is, its identity,
or, as Derrida prefers, its self-presence. Nature’s self-sufficiency can
only be maintained if the lack is supplemented. However, in keeping
with the logic of identity, if nature requires a supplement it cannot
also be self-sufficient (identical with itself); for self-sufficiency and
lack are opposites: one or other can be the basis of an identity, but
not both if contradiction is to be avoided. This example is not an
exception. The impurity of this identity, or the undermining of self-
presence, is in fact inescapable. For more generally, every apparently
‘simple’ origin has, as its very condition of possibility, a non-origin.
Human beings require the mediation of consciousness, or the mirror
of language, in order to know themselves and the world; but this
mediation or mirror (these impurities) have to be excluded from the
process of knowledge; they make knowledge possible, and yet are
not included in the knowledge process. Or if they are, as in the
philosophy of the phenomenologists, they themselves (consciousness,
subjectivity, language) become equivalent to a kind of self-identical
presence.

The process of ‘deconstruction’ does not aim to remove these
paradoxes or these contradictions; nor does it claim to be able to escape
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the exigencies of tradition and set up a system on its own account.
Rather, it recognises that it is forced to use the very concepts it sees
as unsustainable in terms of the claims made for them. In short, it,
too, must (at least provisionally) sustain these claims.

Différance

Différance is a neologism Derrida coined in 1968 in light of his
researches into the Saussurian and structuralist theory of language.
While Saussure had gone to great pains to show that language in its
most general form could be understood as a system of differences,
‘without positive terms’, Derrida noted that the full implications of
such a conception were not appreciated by either latter-day structuralists,
or Saussure himself. The idea of difference without positive terms is,
strictly speaking, unconceptualisable. Difterence becomes the proto-
type of what remains outside the scope of Western metaphysical
thought because it is the latter’s very precondition. Of course, in
everyday life people readily speak about difference and differences.
We say, for instance, that ‘x’ (having a specific quality) is different
from ‘y’ (which has another specific quality), and we usually mean
that it is possible to enumerate the qualities which make up this dif-
terence. This, however, is to give difference positive terms — implying
that it can have a phenomenal form — so it cannot be the difference
Saussure announced, one that is effectively unconceptualisable. The
first reason for Derrida’s neologism thus becomes apparent: he wants
to distinguish the conceptualisable difference of common sense from
a difference that is not brought back into the order of the same and,
through a concept, given an identity. Difterence is not an identity;
nor is it the difference between two identities. Difference is differ-
ence deferred (in French the same verb, différer, means both ‘to differ’
and ‘to defer’). Différance alerts us to a series of terms given promi-
nence in Derrida’s early work whose structure is inexorably double:
pharmakon (both poison and antidote); supplement (both surplus and
necessary addition); hymen (both inside and outside).

Writing

Another justification for Derrida’s neologism also derives from Saus-
sure’s theory of language. Writing, Saussure had said, is secondary to
the speech spoken by the members of the linguistic community.
Writing for Saussure is even a deformation of language in the sense
that it is (through grammar) taken to be a true representation of it,
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whereas, in fact, the essence of language is only contained, Saussure
claimed, in living speech, which is always changing. Derrida inter-
rogates this distinction. As with difference, he notices that both
Saussure and the structuralists (cf. Lévi-Strauss) operate with a collo-
quial notion of writing, one that attempts to evacuate all complex-
ities. Thus writing is assumed to be purely graphic, an aid to memory
perhaps, but secondary to speech; it is deemed to be fundamentally
phonetic, and so represents the sounds of language. Speech, for its
part, is assumed to be closer to thought, and thus to the emotions,
ideas and intentions of the speaker. Speech as primary and more
original thus contrasts with the secondary, representative status of
writing. As grammatologist (theorist of writing), Derrida endeavours
to show that this distinction is unsustainable. The very term, différance,
for example, has an irreducibly graphic element which cannot be
detected at the level of the voice. In addition, the claim that phonetic
writing is entirely phonetic, or that speech is entirely auditory,
becomes suspect as soon as the exclusively graphic nature of punc-
tuation becomes apparent, together with the unpresentable silences
(spaces) of speech.

One way or another, the whole of Derrida’s oeuvre is an explora-
tion of the nature of différance, of which writing, and, by extension,
technics, is an incarnation. To the extent that writing always includes
pictographic, ideographic and phonetic elements, it is not identical
with itself. Writing, then, is always impure and, as such, challenges
the notion of identity, and ultimately the notion of the origin as
‘simple’. It is neither entirely present nor absent, but is the trace
resulting from its own erasure in the drive towards transparency.
More than this, writing is in a sense more ‘original’ than the phe-
nomenal forms it supposedly evokes. Writing as trace, mark, gra-
pheme becomes the precondition of all phenomenal forms. This is
the sense implicit in the chapter in Of Grammatology entitled “The
end of the book and the beginning of writing’. Writing in the
strictest sense, this chapter shows, is virtual, not phenomenal; it is not
what is produced, but what makes production possible. It evokes the
whole field of cybernetics, theoretical mathematics and information
theory (Derrida 1976: 9).

Meditations on themes from literature, art and psychoanalysis, as
well as from the history of philosophy, are part of Derrida’s strategy to
make visible the ‘impurity’ of any identity. That is to say, Derrida
often demonstrates what he is attempting to confirm philosophically
by employing rhetorical, graphic and poetic strategies (as, for exam-
ple, in Glas, The Post Card, The Politics of Friendship, or Monolingualism
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of the Other) so that the reader might be alerted to the blurring of
boundaries between disciplines (such as philosophy and literature),
and subject-matter (as with writing/philosophy and autobiography),
so that, ‘the thing signified is no longer easily separable from the
signifier’ (Derrida in Wood and Bernasconi 1988: 88).

Art and Grammatology

Derrida’s work has inspired artists, showing that grammatology has
practical effects. A case in point is Derrida’s influence on the archi-
tectural work of Bernard Tschumi and Peter Eisenman, as exempli-
fied in Choral Works, relating to plans for the parc de la Villette in
Paris (see Derrida and Eisenman 1997). ‘Choral works’, designs for a
science park, plays, amongst other things, on the multiple meanings
of ‘Folie’.

Art and creativity also give rise to the improper. The name of the
French poet, E Ponge (which, in a well-known essay, Derrida makes
into éponge (sponge)), provides an admirable source of creative philo-
sophical and critical writing, in English, one only need think of
Wordsworth and the ‘joy’ in Joyce for a whole series of ‘improper’
associations to begin. Through pun, anagram, etymology or any number
of diacritical features (recall the ‘joy’ of Joyce), a proper name can be
connected to one or more different systems of concepts, ideas or
words (including those of other languages). Derrida has in fact also
connected the proper name to varying series of images and sounds so
that, from one point of view, the reference text appears to have a very
tangential relationship to the critical text (see the treatment of the
work of Jean Genet in Glas; or the essay, Signéponge ‘on’ the work of
Francis Ponge). Indeed, whereas the traditional literary critic might
tend to search for the truth (whether semantic, poetic or ideolo-
gical) of the literary text written by another, and then adopt a
respectful, secondary role before the ‘primacy’ of this text, Derrida
turns the ‘primary’ text into a source of new inspiration and creativ-
ity. Now the critic/reader no longer simply interprets (which was
never entirely the case anyway), but becomes a writer in his or her
own right.

The Obsession

Derrida’s philosophical oeuvre is extremely difticult to evaluate. In no
small part this is due to its technical vocabulary; but it is also due to
the fact that we are dealing with an essentially open-ended enterprise.
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For everything can be endlessly analysed — analysed to infinity: these
are almost Derrida’s exact words. Indeed, this analytic drive, espe-
cially evident in the works of the last decade of Derrida’s life, is
clearly an obsession. Conference papers and lectures expand to
become substantial books. Spectres of Marx is a case in point. Foot-
notes go on for pages and there is a blow-out on preliminaries:
Archive Fever (1996) contains introductory pages, an Exergue, a Pre-
amble and a Foreword before coming to the theses. The whole was
based on a lecture. Derrida’s determination to speak/write on any
theme, to speak on any occasion, also exemplifies this drive to ana-
lyse. One can always ask: What? One can always question. The point
is that, because of its obsessive nature, Derrida’s analytical para-
phernalia often exceeds scholarly requirements. The writing is often
inaccessible for this reason, and not only because of the difficulty of
the subject matter. This all gets caught up in Derrida’s refusal to
simplify, and to sustain complexity — to infinity? (see on this point,
Derrida and Spire 2002: 38—42).

It 1s also true, of course, that one obsessive attracts another, and that
those who have been Derrida’s strongest critics are often those who
have become obsessed with protecting the status quo with regard to
thinking, right down to ‘correct’ punctuation. Whatever the case, the
phenomenon that is, and was, Derrida, has had an impact on culture
that is almost unmatched in the current era.
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MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984)

Born in Poitiers in 1926, Michel Foucault was awarded his agrégation
at the age of 25, and in 1952 obtained a diploma in psychology.
During the 1950s, he worked in a psychiatric hospital, and in 1955
taught at the University of Uppsala in Sweden. His first major book,
Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie a I’dge classique (1972a) (Madness and
Unreason: History of Madness in the Classical Age) was published in
1961 after having been presented as a doctorat d’état, supervised by
Georges Canguilhem, in 1959. He died from an AIDS-related illness
in 1984.

Discursive Practices

In April 1970, Foucault was elected to the chair of ‘history of systems
of thought™ at the Collége de France. The résumé of his first course,
called “The will to truth’ — professed there during 1970-71 — speaks
of ‘discursive practices’, and says, inter alia:

Now these groups of regularities [in discursive practices] do not
coincide with individual works. Even if they appear through
them, even if they happen to become evident for the first time in
one of them, they extend substantially beyond them and often unite
a considerable number. But they do not necessarily coincide
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either with what we habitually call sciences or disciplines, although
their boundaries can sometimes be provisionally the same.

(Foucault 1989: 10)

Foucault’s explanation illustrates the innovative and often strikingly
individual character of his work. Thus in the passage quoted, he
alludes to the thesis presented in The Archaeology of Knowledge (that we
cannot reduce ‘discursive practices’ to the familiar categories of indi-
vidual oeuvre, or academic discipline). Rather, a discursive practice is
the regularity emerging in the very fact of its articulation: it is not
prior to this articulation. The systematicity of discursive practices is
neither of a logical nor linguistic type. The regularity of discourse is
unconscious and occurs at the level of Saussure’s parole, and not at the
level of a pre-existing langue.

Rather than study movements in thought in the manner of the
History of Ideas — where ideas are prior to the material being studied —
or the way ideologies or theories express material conditions, Fou-
cault analyses ‘regimes of practices’. Or, because the line between
saying and doing — as between seeing and speaking — is always
unstable (the division itself always changing), ‘regimes of practices’
cannot be reduced to an a-historical form of doing, or practice, any
more than saying can be reduced to the realm of theory. Put another way,
Foucault’s histories, inspired by Nietzsche’s anti-idealism, endeavour
to avoid ‘projecting “meaning” into history’ (see Nietzsche 1968: 523).
And in this regard, even the notion of cause is suspect — like the actor
behind the act. Rather, order is the writing of history itself. A new
map is drawn up: practices become modes of thought with ‘their
logic, their strategy, their evidence, their reason’.

Nevertheless, because The Order of Things (1973), like its compa-
nion piece, The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972b), is clearly ensconced
in the tradition of epistemological studies, the question arises as to
how a certain knowing subject is not already presupposed. Heidegger
even makes the difference between ontology and epistemology a key
distinction precisely because epistemology is inscribed within an a
priori, subject—object framework, and, for this reason, is designated as
giving rise to modern subjectivism. Subjectivism presupposes a sub-
ject prior to any given historical formation, which is just the opposite
of what Foucault aspires to. This is possibly one of the reasons as to
why, despite the innovative ring of ‘archaeology’, the knowledge field
was vacated by Foucault in the 1970s.

Before giving a brief review of some of Foucault’s major works, it
is important, for a fuller appreciation of Foucault’s originality, to
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clarify five interconnected, key terms. These are: the present, gen-
ealogy, epistemology, discontinuity and technology (technique).

Key Terms
The Present

Because, as Nietzsche showed, there is no intrinsically important area
or problem in history, but only areas of material interest, the historian
is always taken up by what is of interest at the present moment, at a
given conjuncture. History, therefore, is always written from the
perspective of the present; history fulfils a need of the present. The
present offers up problems to be studied historically — the rise of
structuralism in the 1960s, or the disturbances in prisons in the early
1970s, are cases in point, and gave rise, respectively, to The Order of
Things, originally published in 1966, and Discipline and Punish: The
Birth of the Prison, first published in 1975.

If the present determines the historian’s themes of interest, will
there not be a danger of the past becoming a more or less inevitable
lead up to the present? Foucault’s response is that this is a danger
exacerbated by idealism. History is only a lead up to the present if the
notion of cause is allowed to predominate over (material) effect, and
if continuity is allowed to override the discontinuities revealed at
the level of practices. In addition, however, the fact that the pre-
sent is always in a process of transformation means that the past
must be continually re-evaluated; to write a history of the past is to
see it anew, just as the analysand sees anew events of his or her indi-
vidual biography in light of the experience of psychoanalysis. The
past, in short, takes on new meanings in light of new events. This
precludes the possibility of any simple relationship of causality being
proposed between past and present. The danger of historicism recedes
when it is realised that no past era can be understood purely in its
own terms, given that history is, in a sense, always a history of the
present.

Genealogy

Closely connected to the notion of the present and the continual re-
evaluation of the past is the notion of genealogy. Genealogy is the
history written in light of current concerns. Genealogy is history
written in accordance with a commitment to the issues of the present
moment, and as such it intervenes in the present moment. Genealogy,
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in short, is ‘effective history’ (Nietzsche) written as a current inter-
vention.

Epistemology and Discontinuity

Inspired by Bachelard, Canguilhem and Cavailles — epistemologists
and philosophers of science — Foucault recognises that if history is
always genealogy and an intervention, frameworks of knowledge and
modes of understanding are themselves always changing. Epistemol-
ogy studies these as ‘discontinuities’ (there is no essential develop-
ment) in the ‘grammar’ of knowledge production, as revealed by the
practice of science, philosophy, art and literature. Epistemology is also
a way of connecting material events to thought or ideas. That a par-
ticular practice embodies an idea is not self-evident; the connection
has to be made evident within the practice of epistemology. Even in
Foucault’s later work this remains important, as the following passage
from his history of sexuality demonstrates:

Thought, ... is not, then, to be sought only in theoretical for-
mulations such as those of philosophy or science; it can and must
be analysed in every manner of speaking, doing, or behaving in
which the individual appears and acts as subject of learning, as ethical
or juridical subject, as subject conscious of himself and others.
(Foucault 1984: 334-351)

Technologies

Foucault, in his analyses of power in particular, is concerned to reveal
the unacknowledged regularity of actions which is the mark of a
technique. And, towards the end of his life, he moved on to talk
about the ‘technologies of the self’. As a technology, techniques can
be transferred across different sets of practices, as forms of bodily
discipline demonstrate. Let us now turn to a review of some of
Foucault’s most important texts.

Madness

The title of Foucault’s major thesis, Folie et déraison: Histoire de la folie
a l'age classique, defended in May 1961, is a reminder that the Classical
Age — the age of Descartes — is also the Age of Reason. For his part,
Foucault endeavours to show how Descartes, in the ‘First Meditation’,
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excludes madness from hyperbolic doubt: Descartes can doubt
everything except his own sanity. Foucault wants to find out what
madness and unreason could be in the age of Descartes, and why the
difference between them was such an issue. Or, as a much later for-
mulation would have it, he wanted to study the way the division
between madness and reason is established. Reason and madness are
thus presented as the outcome of historical processes; they do not
exist as universally objective categories. For some, such an approach
appears too relativistic. By the same token, it also provides the
opportunity to come to grips with a much more complex and subtle
approach to historical events.

More specifically, Foucault proceeds to map the way that the mad
person, who was not confined in any institution before 1600, comes
to assume, by the middle of the seventeenth century, the status of
excluded person par excellence — the position previously occupied by
the leper. In the fifteenth century mad people were wanderers, as
immortalized in Sébastian Brant’s poem, Stulifera navis (‘Ship of
Fools’, 1497) and in Hieronymous Bosch’s painting of the same name
inspired by Brant’s poem. Moreover, the theme of madness emerged
generally in literature and iconography because the mad person was
seen as a source of truth, wisdom and criticism of the existing political
situation. In the Renaissance, madness occupies a grand place: it is ‘an
experience in the field of language, an experience where man was
confronted with his moral truth, with the rules proper to his nature
and his truth’ (Foucault 1972a: 39). Madness here has its own form of
reason and is seen as a general characteristic of human beings.
Unreasonable reason, and reasonable unreason could exist side by side.

With the Classical Age (the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries),
madness is reduced to silence; or rather, it has no voice of its own but
exists confusedly in supposedly anti-social figures such as the libertine,
the homosexual, the debauched person, the dissipater or the magician.
These are the people confined in hospitals, workhouses and prisons.
Similarly, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century thought defines fury —
which includes both criminal and insane behaviour — as ‘unreason’.
Not only does the figure of madness change between the Renais-
sance and the Classical Age, but so too do society’s strategies for
dealing with it. We are still a long way from anything like a medical
conception of madness. Until the nineteenth century, madness, or
insanity, was more a police matter than a medical matter. Mad people
were not judged to be ill. Thus there is no basis, Foucault argues, for
researching the antecedents of the treatment of the mentally ill in the
history of psychiatry or, more generally, in the history of medicine.
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Rather, historical discontinuities are revealed — first, between the
Renaissance view of madness and the view of the Classical Age,
which reduced it to unreason and so to silence; and, second, between
the Classical Age and the nineteenth-century medicalisation of mad-
ness as mental illness. Discontinuity (between eras) thus predominates
in the history of madness.

Although mad people were confined from the beginning of the
seventeenth century (the formation of the Hopital général in 1656
being a key event here), and although medicine in the modern era
gradually moved into the asylum to treat the mentally ill, the asylum
had fundamentally changed by the time Tuke and Pinel came to carry
out their reforms at the end of the eighteenth century. Medicine and
internment thus came closer to each other, not because of some
great medical discovery, but because of two indirectly related fac-
tors: a greater concern for individual rights in the wake of the
French Revolution, and the transformation of the asylum into a space
of therapeutic practices, instead of being a uniquely punitive insti-
tution.

Power

As the wave of structuralist enthusiasm began to subside in the 1970s,
discourse began to figure less prominently in Foucault’s work and
‘technology’ in relation to power and the body began to take its
place. Two aspects of Foucault’s theory of power become evident in
his two major books of the 1970s. These are: power as it relates to
knowledge and the body in punishment and sexuality, and power
understood as being distinct from the philosophico-juridical frame-
work of the Enlightenment, and its emphasis on representative gov-
ernment. Briefly: power ceases to have any substantive content;
rather than being possessed and centralised, it comes to be seen as a
technology.

Discipline and Punish presents two images of the body of the con-
demned: the tortured and publicly mutilated body of the would-be
regicide, Damiens, and the disciplined body of the prisoner in his
cell, a prisoner secretly under the threat of constant surveillance. As
with the history of madness, Foucault argues that it is not possible to
separate the birth of the prison as the main form of legal punish-
ment in the nineteenth century, from the history of a range of
institutions — such as the army, the factory and the school — which
emphasised the disciplining of the body through techniques of real or
perceived surveillance. Not the good will and humanity of reformers
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and changes to the criminal law, but the emergence of a disciplinary
society and a consequent new articulation of power gave rise to the
prison.

The figure which most accurately captures the structure of the
post-eighteenth-century articulation of power is, says Foucault, Jeremy
Bentham’s Panoptican. It allows for the invisible surveillance of a
large number of people by a relatively small number. Like madness,
legal punishment has a varied and unstable history which depends not
only on perceptions of the criminal, but also on the changes engen-
dered by the emergence of institutions dealing with the formation of
a knowledge of individuals. Knowledge is thus linked to power, and
the prison becomes a tool of knowledge.

More theoretically, perhaps, the first volume of the history of
sexuality again analyses the link between power and knowledge.
There, the juridico-philosophical conception — which sees power as
essentially repressive, and thus as essentially negative and to be
avoided — is presented as belonging to the era of the Enlightenment.
Now, says Foucault, power is dispersed throughout society (it is not
possessed by anyone) and it has positive effects. The persistence of the
juridical definition of power as centralised and possessed, means that
the king’s head is still to be cut off. Just as power has no substantive
content, sex has not been repressed. Instead, historical research shows
that there has been a veritable explosion in discourses about sexuality
and sexual activity. Thus, theories claiming to explain historical
events are to be distinguished from actual events. Again, a meticulous
genealogical approach discovers that theories — rather than explaining
practices — are themselves part of practices situated in a specific his-
torical era.

Sexuality

Foucault’s last works on the history of sexuality turned to Ancient
Greece and the way that sexuality there was part of a whole network
of practices (moral, political, economic) fundamental to the production,
government and care of the self. Here, the history of subjectivity is
Foucault’s explicit concern; but the approach adopted — the meticulous
analysis of texts — recalls The Order of Things where subjectivity is the
outcome of discursive practices. The Use of Pleasure shows how plea-
sure (sexual and other), although a legitimate part of the Greek social
system, is, nevertheless, a source of tension — especially in the play of
social relations between superiors and inferiors. The greatest amount
of pleasure derives from the full realisation of one’s social position
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in sexuality; pleasure is thus not the outcome of transgression, or
illicit conduct, as it was to become in Christianity, but is realisable in
marriage.

The Greeks also linked pleasure and individual freedom to the
control over the self in one’s regulated relations with others. In The
Care of the Self, Foucault analyses the notion of self-control and out-
lines the way that the Greeks devoted much effort to developing
various systems of rules to be applied to a great variety of
conducts — not the least of these being sexual conduct. Without car-
rying out work upon the self — leading to ever greater self-control —
access to both pleasure and truth become quite limited. For a life
dominated by the care of the self, excess, rather than deviance, is the
danger; not sex outside marriage, but too much inside it, is the pro-
blem.

Foucault’s history thus presents another face of pleasure: pleasure
through regulation and self-discipline instead of through libertine, or
permissive conduct. With regard to sexuality, the Greek world is now
discontinuous with the Christian world, and another received idea is
shattered.

Subject as Enacted

Foucault’s clear aspiration, as Judith Butler and others have noted,
was to present the subject as enacted within an historical frame. No
subject would exist prior to its enactment. This is both the strength
and the possible weakness in Foucault’s stance. It is a strength because
it brings into a tight amalgam material history and a conceptual
frame. There is no concept without material (that is, historical)
incarnation. Consequently, dogmatic materialism and idealism would
both seem to be thwarted.

On the other hand, Foucault’s approach is open to the criticism
that it 1s founded on the perverse thesis, exemplified in the notion that
the Law produces the criminal, that sexual pleasures are enhanced by
being forbidden; this is even exemplified in the idea that power is
productive. As a number of commentators have remarked, under
such circumstances, the possibilities of resistance are greatly dimin-
ished; for to resist, too, would be to play into the hands of the Law,
given what counts as resistance must pass through it.

More positively, however, it is Foucault’s inauguration of the field
of bio-politics — dealing as it does with bare, physical life — which can
alert us, as Agamben shows, to the true basis of contemporary politics
based on practices of inclusion and exclusion.
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Note

1 This is part of a translation of an earlier version of what would become
the Introduction to The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2 (1984).
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SEMIOTICS

Semiotics is the theory and analysis of signs and significations. Semi-
oticians see social and cultural life in terms of signification, and
therefore in terms of the nonessential nature of objects. Jean Bau-
drillard brings home this point in his book, The System of Objects.
Through a semiotic approach, based on a Saussurian linguistic fra-
mework, social life becomes a struggle for prestige and status; or
rather, it becomes a sign of this struggle. Semiotics also studies the
way that signs signify — in conventional literary texts and legal docu-
ments, or in advertisements and bodily conduct.

Semiotics has always had two arms: one, deriving from linguistics and
Saussure’s theory of the sign, which emphasised that the relation between
signifier and signified was arbitrary, and another, deriving from phi-
losophy and Peirce’s systems of sign classification, which included an
iconic sign that could have some of the qualities of the signified.

ROLAND BARTHES (1915-1980)

Roland Barthes was born at Cherbourg in 1915. Barely a year later,
his father died in naval combat in the North Sea, so that the son was
brought up by the mother and, periodically, by his grandparents.
Before completing his later primary and secondary schooling in Paris,
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Barthes spent his childhood at Bayonne in south-west France. Between
1934 and 1947, he suffered various bouts of tuberculosis. And it was
during the periods of enforced convalescence that he read omnivor-
ously and published his first articles on André Gide. After teaching in
Romania and in Egypt, where he met A. J. Greimas, then at the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Barthes was appointed
to the Collége de France in 1977. He died in Paris in 1980, the same
year as Sartre, after having been struck by a van near the Sorbonne.

Biography and Criticism

Such elementary facts of biography have often provided the psycho-
critic with material for explaining underlying (unconscious) aspects of
the writer’s oeuvre. Barthes, however, takes them in hand and uses
them as the raw material of his own writing, and even of his style.
This is so in two books he wrote towards the end of his life: Roland
Barthes by Roland Barthes, and Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photo-
graphy. Here, the status of raw material is the key; for Barthes in no
sense becomes a conventional autobiographer. Instead, he fictionalises
his life through using the third person when (conventionally) refer-
ring to himself, as he — like Joyce — reveals the profundities of life in
the ‘bread’ of everyday experience. He writes, for example, of a
photograph of his mother in the above-cited essay on photography,
that he had found his mother’s face — that face he had loved — in the
photograph: “The photograph was very old. The corners were blun-
ted from having been pasted into an album, the sepia print had faded’
(Barthes 1993: 67). Eventually, he says, ‘I studied the little gir]l and at
last rediscovered my mother’ (Barthes 1993: 69). Godard’s disen-
chanting words then ring in his ears: ““Not a just image, just an
image” (Barthes 1993: 70). In his grief, Barthes wants a just image.

This ‘personalised’ style, characteristic of the later Barthes, con-
firmed the semiotician and literary critic as a writer in his own right.
Barthes writes ‘the novelistic without the novel’, as he himself put it.
Indeed, this is arguably the true basis of his originality, over and
above his theories of writing and signification. Thus in A Lover’s
Discourse, Barthes says that ‘we do not know who is speaking; the text
speaks that is all’ (Barthes 1978: 112). Today, a lover’s discourse can
only be one of solitude; it has no specific subject but may be invoked
by ‘thousands of subjects’. The lover’s discourse, as the equivalent of
the novelistic, becomes the discourse of the construction of a lover’s
discourse: a pure weaving of voices spelling out what one would say
and could say were the narrative to be enacted.
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Photography in Detail

Barthes’s writing on photography, as based on the last book he pub-
lished in his lifetime, is now being seen as his culminating
achievement. We shall take a moment to elaborate and interpret
the more technical aspects of Camera Lucida, recalling that it is
Sartre and phenomenology that were the basis of Barthes’s original
inspiration.

The Orthographic Moment

Barthes’s writing on photography shows, says the noted philosopher
of technology, Bernard Stiegler, that the photograph is constitutive of
the self because it is (part of) the self. It does not represent or express
the self. This is an ‘orthographic’ moment (a moment of absolutely
accurate reproduction), where part of the past is reconstituted (Stiegler
1996: 78). As analogical (and this is Barthes’s frame), the photograph
coincides materially (i.e. chemically and luminously) with what is
photographed, so that it can be simultaneously past and present. A
photograph cannot be taken after the event; it is necessarily and
essentially simultaneous with the event itself. In this way photographs
give access to a past that ‘one has not lived’, the past as the ‘already-
there’.

Not just death, but death as a virtual object, only accessible via the
photo through intuition is at issue. That is, when we say: ‘he is dead
and he is going to die’ (= effectively: he is living and he is dead), as
Barthes says of Lewis Payne (Barthes 1993: 95), the image of death is
a strictly virtual image, an image that is quite distinct, if not quite
separate, from the physical, analogical, mechanism of photography.
Although time as death cannot be denied, it can only ‘be’ virtually.
So, while there is physical evidence of life, there is no such correlate
for death. Indeed, this can be tested by asking an uninformed spec-
tator whether the person in the photo is alive or dead. This spectator
will be able confirm the life of the photographic subject but not the
death, at least not immediately.

Contingency and Phenomenology

Moreover, although inspired by phenomenology, Barthes also man-
ifests an ambivalence for the phenomenological method and termi-
nology. Thus, he refers to a paradox regarding his approach: on the one
hand, he seeks, with phenomenology, the essence of photography —
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an essence established, of course, by way of the epoché,! or bracketing
of the contingent, natural attitude — while, on the other hand what,
for him, is essential in photography is its contingency. The latter,
were it to be absolutely true, would make photography difficult, if
not impossible for phenomenology of a Husserlian kind, to deal with.
We need to ask, then: How contingent is photography for Barthes?
Although contingency is said to be primary in photography (Barthes
1993: 40), when it comes to defining the most precious element of
the photograph, he invokes the uniquely Husserlian terminology of
noema. Given the idiosyncratic nature of this term, it could hardly
have been chosen by accident. Its technical aspect and its significance
should therefore be noted as follows: correlate of a noesis, or thought
act, the noema is a thought object. And in both cases, we are dealing
with virtual objects, not real objects. The noema may or may not be
linked to a real object. The purpose of the noema is to make it
possible to avoid being ensnared in the natural attitude or the con-
tingent world. Simply put: the object of thought, or of consciousness,
is not the object of the natural world. Now, it is as the latter that
Stiegler has defined the object of photography. Orthography means
that there is a physical relation between object and inscription, object
and representation.

The Punctum

In the case of Barthes, the noema of photography is, as we know, the
‘it has been’. The question Camera Lucida raises is whether the
noema can, strictly speaking, be a contingent object, or whether it is
not rather the case that the ‘it has been’ is the object as experienced
in thought and consciousness by Roland Barthes himself. There is a
tension here, acknowledged by Barthes himself. There is also the
difference between actual and virtual, where the virtual opens out
onto subjectivity as the punctum (the subjective ‘sting’ of the image).
Ultimately, the punctum is the ‘it has been’ — it is time — and is
most intensely experienced in relation to death as the play between
actual image as stadium (the narrative aspect of the image) and virtual
image as punctum. Thus with the image of Lewis Payne, Barthes
discovers something new in the punctum. The latter has ceased to be
reducible to a detail and has become Time itself: the ‘it has been’ as
noeme becomes the punctum as time: “This new punctum, which no
longer has a form but an intensity, is Time, it is the fractured
force of the noeme (“it has been”), its pure representation’ (Barthes
1993: 148).
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A Diverse Oeuvre
Myth

Roland Barthes’s work embodies a significant diversity. It ranges
between semiotic theory, critical literary essays, the presentation of
Jules Michelet’s historical writing in terms of its obsessions, a psycho-
biographical study of Racine, which outraged certain sectors of the
French literary establishment, as well as the more ‘personalised’ works
on the pleasure of the text, love and photography.

The early Barthes aimed, in 1957, to analyse and criticise bour-
geois culture and society. Mythologies (1973) is the clearest statement
of this. There, the everyday images and messages of advertising,
entertainment, literary and popular culture and consumer goods, are
subjected to a reflexive scrutiny quite unique in its application and
results. Sometimes Barthes’s prose in Mythologies is, in its capacity to
combine a sense of delicacy and carefulness with critical acuity,
reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s. Unlike Benjamin, though, Barthes
is neither essentially a Marxist philosopher nor a religiously-inspired
cultural critic. He is, in the 1950s and 1960s, a semiotician: one who
views language modelled on Saussure’s theory of the sign as the basis
for understanding the structure of social and cultural life.

The nascent semiotician formulates a theory of myth that serves to
underpin the writings in Mythologies. Myth today, Barthes says, 1is a
message — not a concept, idea or object. More specifically, myth is
defined ‘by the way it utters its message’; it is thus a product of
‘speech’ (parole), rather than of ‘language’ (langue). With ideology,
what is said is crucial, and it hides. With myth, how it says what it
says is crucial, and it distorts. In fact, myth ‘is neither a lie nor a
confession: it is an inflexion’ (Barthes 1973: 129). Consequently, in
the example of the “Negro” soldier saluting the French flag, taken by
Barthes from the front cover of Paris-Match, the Negro becomes, for
the myth reader, ‘the very presence of French imperiality’. Barthes’s
claim is that because myth hides nothing its effectiveness is assured: its
revelatory power is the very means of distortion. It is as though myth
were the scandal occurring in the full light of day. To be a reader of
myths — as opposed to a producer of myths, or a mythologist who
deciphers them — is to accept the message entirely at face value. Or
rather, the message of the myth is that there is no distinction between
signifier (the Negro soldier saluting the French flag) and the signified
(French imperiality). In short, the message of the myth is that it does
not need to be deciphered, interpreted or demystified. As Barthes
explains, to read the picture as a (transparent) symbol is to renounce
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its reality as a picture; if the ideology of the myth is obvious, then it
does not work as myth. On the contrary for the myth to work as
myth it must seem entirely natural.

Despite this clarification of the status of myth, the difficulties in
appreciating its profundity derive from the ambitiousness of the pro-
ject of distinguishing myth from both ideology and a system of signs
calling for interpretation. While, on the one hand, the subtlety of
giving myth a sui generis status of naturalised speech has often been
missed by Barthess commentators, the issue is still to know what the
import of this might be, other than the insight that the successtul
working of myth entails its being unanalysable as myth.

Writing

The analysis and practice of writing which begins in Writing Degree
Zero (1953) gives a further clue about the concerns implicit in
Mythologies. These centre on the recognition that language is a rela-
tively autonomous system, and that the literary text, instead of being
the transmitter of an ideology, or the sign of a political commitment, or
again, the expression of social values, or, finally, a vehicle of com-
munication, is opaque, and not natural. For Barthes, what defines the
bourgeois era, culturally speaking, is its denial of the opacity of lan-
guage and the installation of an ideology centred on the notion that
true art is verisimilitude. By contrast, the zero degree of writing is
that form which, in its (stylistic) neutrality, ends up by drawing
attention to itself. Certainly, Nouveau Roman writing (originally
inspired by Camus) exemplifies this form; however, this neutrality of
style quickly reveals itself, Barthes suggests, as a style of neutrality.
That is, it serves, at a given historical moment (post-Second World
War Europe), as a means of showing the dominance of style in all
writing; style proves that writing is not natural, that naturalism is an
ideology. Thus if myth is the mode of naturalisation par excellence, as
Mythologies proposes, myth, in the end, does hide something: its
ultimately ideological basis.

Semiotics
Narrative and Fashion

Barthes’s influential study of narrative in 1966 (Barthes 1966: 1-27)
continues the semiotician’s mission of unmasking the codes of the
natural, evident between the lines in the works of the 1950s. Taking a
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James Bond story as the tutor text, Barthes analyses the elements
which are structurally necessary (the language, function, actions,
narration, of narrative) if narrative is to unfold as though it were not
the result of codes of convention. Characteristically, bourgeois society
denies the presence of the code; it wants ‘signs which do not look
like signs’. A structural analysis of texts, however, implies a degree of
formalisation that Barthes began to reject. Unlike theorists such as
Greimas, the reader is nearly always struck by the degree of freedom
and informality in his writing. Although linguistic notation, diagrams
and figures appear in works like The Fashion System (1983), Barthes
was unhappy with this foray into ‘scientificity’ and only published his
book on fashion (originally intended as a doctoral thesis) at the behest
of friends and colleagues. It is in The Fashion System, however, that
Barthes clarifies a number of aspects of the structural, or semiotic,
approach to the analysis of social phenomena. Semiology, it turns out,
examines collective representations rather than the reality to which
these might refer, as sociology does. A structural approach, for its
part, attempts to reduce the diversity of phenomena to a general
function. Semiology — inspired by Saussure — is always alive to the
signifying aspect of things. Indeed, it is often charged with revealing
the language (langue) of a field such as fashion. Barthes therefore
mobilises all the resources of linguistic theory — especially language as
a system of differences — in order to identify the language (langue) of
fashion in his study of fashion.

Much of The Fashion System, however, is a discourse on method
because fashion is not equivalent to any real object which can be
described and spoken about independently. Rather, fashion is implicit
in objects, or in the way that these objects are described. To facilitate
the analysis, Barthes narrows the field: his corpus will consist of the
written signs of women’s clothing fashion as these appear in two
fashion magazines between June 1958 and June 1959. The compli-
cation is that there, fashion is never directly written about, only
connoted. For the fashion system always implies that things (clothing)
are naturally, or functionally, given: thus some shoes are ‘ideal for
walking’, whereas others are made ‘for that special occasion ....
Fashion writing, then, refers to items of clothing, and not to fashion.
If fashion writing has a signified (the item), it is now clear that this is
not fashion. In fact, the language of fashion only becomes evident
when the relationship between signifier and signifier is taken into
account, and not the (arbitrary) relationship between signifier and
signified. The signifier—signified relation constitutes the clothing sign.
Barthes orients his study along a number of different axes all of which
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have to do with the nature of signification. After methodological
considerations, he looks at the structure of the clothing code in
terms of: the fashion signifier — where meaning derives from the
relationship between object (e.g. cardigan), support (e.g. collar), and
variant (open-necked) — and the fashion signified: the external con-
text of the fashion object (e.g. ‘tusser = summer’). The fashion sign,
however, is not the simple combination of signifier and signified
because fashion is always connoted and never denoted. The sign of
fashion is the fashion writing itself, which, as Barthes says, ‘is “tau-
tological”, since fashion is only ever the fashionable garment’ (Barthes
1993: 220n.16).

In the third section of The Fashion System, Barthes examines the
rhetorical system of fashion. This system captures ‘the entirety of the
clothing code’. As with the clothing code, so with the rhetorical
system, the nature of the signifier, signified and sign are examined.
The rhetoric of the signifier of the clothing code opens up a
poetic dimension, since a garment described has no demonstrably
productive value. The rhetoric of the signified concerns the world
of fashion — a kind of imaginary ‘novelistic’ world. Finally, the
rhetoric of the sign is equivalent to the rationalisations of fashion:
the transformation of the description of the fashion garment into
something necessary because it naturally fulfils its purpose (e.g.
evening wear), and naturally fulfils its purpose because it is neces-
sary.

Codes and Languages

Barthes’s S/Z, analyses Balzac’s short story ‘Sarrasine’, and is an
attempt to make explicit the narrative codes at work in a realist
text. ‘Sarrasine’, Barthes argues, is woven of codes of naturalisation, a
process similar to that seen in the rhetoric of the fashion sign. The
five codes Barthes works with here are the hermeneutic code
(presentation of an enigma); the semic code (connotative meaning);
the symbolic code; the proairetic code (the logic of actions); and the
gnomic, or cultural code which evokes a particular body of knowl-
edge. Barthes’s reading aims less to construct a highly formal system
of classification of the narrative elements, than to show that the
most plausible actions, the most convincing details or the most
intriguing enigmas, are the products of artifice, rather than an imita-
tion of reality.

After analysing Sade, Fourier and Loyola as ‘Logothetes’ and
tounders of ‘languages’ in Sade, Fourier, Loyola — an exercise recalling
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the ‘language’ (langue) of fashion — Barthes writes about pleasure and
reading in The Pleasure of the Text. The latter marks a foretaste of the
more fragmentary, personalised and semi-fictional style of the writ-
ings to come. The pleasure of the text ‘is bound up with the con-
sistency of the self, of the subject which is confident in its values of
comfort, of expansiveness, of satisfaction’ (Barthes 1985: 206.
Translation modified). This pleasure, which is typical of the read-
able text, contrasts with the text of jouissance (the text of enjoyment,
bliss, loss of self). The text of pleasure is often of a supreme delicacy
and refinement, in contrast to the often unreadable, poetic text of
Jjouissance. Barthes’s texts themselves, especially from 1973 onwards,
can be accurately described in terms of this conception of pleasure.
Thus after distilling the language (langue) of others, Barthes, as a
writer of pleasure, then came to give vent to his own, singular lan-
guage. From a point where he became a critic for fear of not being
able to write (fictions in particular), Barthes not only became a great
writer, he also blurred the distinction between criticism and (poetic)
writing.

Note

1 On this, and other terms, such as noema, see the entry on Husserl.
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UMBERTO ECO (b.1932)

Umberto Eco is known to a world-wide audience for his novels,
particularly, The Name of the Rose (1983), Foucault’s Pendulum (1989) and
The Island of the Day Before (1995), with its discussion of the paradoxes
of time. Each work, in its own way, alludes to aspects of past and
present theories of signs, as well as to a vast array of scholarly (those
of the Middle Ages in particular) and other texts (Sherlock Holmes in
The Name of the Rose, and the Corpus Hermeticum in Foucault’s
Pendulum).

Joyce and the Middle Ages

Eco was born in 1932 in Piedmont, Italy. Before becoming a semi-
otician, he studied philosophy specialising in the philosophical and
aesthetic theories of the Middle Ages. His thesis at the University of
Turin on the aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas was published in 1956
when he was 24. Three years later, Eco contributed a chapter called
‘Sviluppo dell’estetica medievale’ (“The development of Medieval
aesthetics’) to a four-volume handbook on the history of aesthetics.
In 1986, the lengthy chapter came in an English translation under the
title of Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages (1986a). This erudition, we
have noted, has been put to good effect in Eco’s fiction, but does it
have any real connection with his work in semiotics? One can answer
in the affirmative here for two reasons. First, as others have shown,
the age of Thomas Aquinas is also a chapter in the history of sign
theory. The Aristotle who so influenced the ‘Angelic Doctor’ has also
left his mark, Eco recognises, on more contemporary semiotics —
such as in the theory of metaphor (see Eco 1984: 91-103). Second, as
a medievalist, Eco became fascinated by the writings of James Joyce
where one finds liberal references to Aquinas, Aristotle, Dante,
Medieval bestiaries, and rhetoric.

His interest in Joyce has to be seen in the context of Eco’s ‘curi-
osity” and ‘wonder’ about the modern world, and about modernity as
a cultural and historical phenomenon. Joyce thus bridges a gap
between Eco’s scholarly passion for a time now past (although it may
be returning (see Eco 1986b: 59-85)), and the empirical world of the
here and now — a world of complexity and diversity: a polyphonic
and open world. The two poles of Eco’s intellectual field can be
appreciated through the knowledge that in the year that he published
his chapter on Medieval aesthetics, an article under Eco’s name
appeared entitled, ‘Lopera in movimento e la coscienza dell’epoca’
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(‘The poetics of the open work’), which considered the way modern
music (Stockhausen, Berio, Boulez), modern writing (Mallarmé,
Joyce), modern art (Calder, Pousseur) in relation to modern science
(Einstein, Bohr, Heisenberg) now produce ‘works in movement’ and
‘open works” — works whereby the addressee becomes an active ele-
ment in bringing a work to provisional completion, or where the
work itself brings openness to the fore. From this starting point, Eco
develops that theme of his intellectual trajectory which is concerned
with ‘the role of the reader’.

In a statement on reading and interpretation (Eco 1992: 67-88),
Eco stressed that the ‘anything goes’ version of post-modern criticism
is not what is implied in the notion of an open work. Rather, every
literary work can be said to propose a model reader corresponding to
real and justifiable possibilities set by the text. For Eco, to propose that
an infinite number of readings is possible for any text is a wholly empty
gesture. This does not mean, on the other hand, that an empirical
author should be able to adjudicate on the validity of interpretation
in the light of his or her intentions. It is a question of pointing to
evidence that could lead to a pertinent and coherent interpretation,
whether or not this be in spite of the empirical author. In this regard,
Eco is fond of quoting the line from Finnegans Wake which refers to
‘that ideal reader suffering from an ideal insomnia’ (FI¥ 120: 13-14).
The ideal reader is not so much a perfect reader as one who repre-
sents the range of possible readings justified in terms of the structure
of the text itself — the reader who is awake to these possibilities.

Semiotics and a Theory of Codes

The other dimension constitutive of Eco’s intellectual and scholarly
trajectory is semiotics. Since 1975, Eco has held the chair of semiotics
at the University of Bologna, and he has written in English two key
books which develop his theory of signs and signification: A Theory of
Semiotics (1976) and Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (1984).
Although A Theory of Semiotics explicitly deals with a theory of
codes and of sign production, its underlying point of departure is
Peirce’s notion of ‘unlimited semiosis’. Unlimited semiosis refers, in
Eco’s hands, to the kind of middle position in relation to the position
of the reader. Although unlimited semiosis is the result of the fact
that signs in language always refer to other signs and that a text always
offers the prospect of infinite interpretations, Eco wants to avoid the
extremes of univocal meaning on the one hand opposing infinite
meanings on the other. Unlimited semiosis rather corresponds to
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Peirce’s ‘interpretant’, where meaning is established with reference to
conditions of possibility.

In light of unlimited semiosis, how does Eco explain the nature of
a code? To speak generally, codes can be of two types: univocal,
where the relation between signifier and signified is fixed, or poly-
vocal, where the link is open-ended. Morse code, where a given set of
signals (dots and dashes) corresponds to a given set of signs (letters of
the alphabet) is an example of a univocal code. A code of this type —
where one system of elements is translated into another system — has
extremely wide application, so that the relationship between DNA
and RNA in biology can be analysed in terms of a code.

Although Eco gives a number of technical examples of this type of
code, his main interest is in language as composed of langue (where code =
grammar, syntax, system) and parole (language act). Here, code corresponds
to the structure of the language. Or, to use Hjelmslev’s terms as Eco
often does: the code correlates the expression plane of language with
the content plane. Eco uses the term ‘s-code’ to designate a code
used in this sense. Put another way: the s-code of language is
equivalent to the specific organisation of the elements of parole. Without
a code, the sounds/graphic marks have no meaning, and this in the most
radical sense of not functioning linguistically. S-codes can be either
‘denotative’ (when a statement is understood literally), or connotative
(when another code is detected — e.g. code of courtesy — within the
same statement). None of this is really foreign to Saussure’s work, but
Eco wants to introduce an understanding of an s-code which is more
dynamic than that found in Saussure’s theory, and in much of current
linguistics besides. He does this by developing what he calls, after
Quillian, a ‘Model Q’ — a model of the code which accounts for
unlimited semiosis.

First, however, Eco has to show that the meaning of a ‘sign-vehicle’
(e.g. a word or image) is independent of a supposedly real object. In
other words, it is necessary to avoid the ‘referential fallacy’. Thus the
sign-vehicle /dog/ is not equivalent to any particular dog (= real
object), but has to stand for all dogs, both living and dead. A clearer
example perhaps is the fact that /nevertheless/ does not have a
referent; rather, it is a pure product of the code.

Second, Eco recognises that codes do have a context. This context
is social and cultural life. ‘Cultural units’, then, ‘are signs that social
life has put at our disposal: images interpreting books, appropriate
responses interpreting ambiguous questions, words interpreting defi-
nitions and vice-versa’ (Eco 1979: 71). What somebody does in
response to a particular sign-vehicle (e.g., /your shout/in Australia
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results in someone buying all the drinks) gives us, Eco points out,
‘information about the cultural unit’ in question (Eco 1979: 71). As a
result of taking into account the sign’s status as a cultural unit, a
theory of codes is able to explain how signs can take on a multiplicity
of meanings, how meaning is derived from the competence of the
user of language or sign system, and how, as a result, new meanings
can be created. Langue as a code thus becomes equivalent to the
competence of the language-user. This is so even with the case in
which the speaker of language might use the code incompetently. For
‘incompetence’ (e.g. that snow is peanut butter, to cite Eco) is still
semiotically interesting. Laughter is a possible response to this
incompetence, laughter which has to be excluded from a notion of
language viewed as a semantics based on the truth-value of proposi-
tions. Indeed, laughter, lying, tragedy are fundamental to under-
standing the code viewed semiotically.

Ratio Facilis and Ratio Difficilis

The semantic field is rather involved ‘in multiple shiftings’ which
render inadequate the notion of the code as the equivalence of the
elements of two systems. In fact, says Eco, every major linguistic code
is ‘a complex network of subcodes’ (Eco 1979: 125, Eco’s emphasis). To
put it in its most succinct form: Eco’s model Q ‘is a model of lin-
guistic creativity’. As he confirms: ‘In effect the model Q supposes
that the system can be nourished by fresh information and that fur-
ther data can be inferred from incomplete data’ (Eco 1979: 124).
With model Q, therefore, the code is modified in accordance with
the changing competencies of language users, instead of being
determined by the code.

The other side of a theory of codes is a theory of sign production.
In his discussion of sign production, Eco focuses again on the tension
between elements that can be easily assimilated, or foreseen, by the
code (cf. symbols in Peirce’s terminology), and those that cannot be
easily assimilated (cf. Peirce’s notion of icon). Elements of the former
category, Eco designates as ratio facilis and those of the second, ratio
difficilis (Eco 1979: 183—84). The closer one comes to ratio difficilis,
the more the sign of the object is ‘motivated’ by the nature of the
object itself. Icons are the category of sign which bring this out most
clearly. Eco is, however, concerned to show that even the most
strongly motivated signs (e.g. image of the Virgin) have conventional
elements. And even where there appears to be a clear case of an
object, or behaviour, which seems to exist outside any conventionalised
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format (i.e. beyond the code), such instances rapidly become con-
ventionalised. The most telling illustrations of this are Gombrich’s
examples (referred to by Eco) of what passed for realism in painting
at various points in art history (e.g. the drawings of Diirer). Even a
photograph can be shown to have conventional aspects: for instance,
the development of the negative offers the possibility of a certain
conventionalisation on the part of the photographer. Again, if a
photograph is considered from the perspective of its analogical status
(how much it looks like its object), Eco reminds us that digitalisation,
as a certain form of codification, implies new possibilities of repro-
duction. In summary, the key elements of Eco’s typology of modes of
sign production are as follows:

Physical labour: effort required to produce the sign.

Recognition: object or event is recognised as expression of a sign

content, as with imprints, symptoms or clues.

3 Ostension: an object or act is shown to be the exemplar of a class
of objects or acts.

4 Replica: tends towards ratio difficilis in principle, but takes on fea-
tures of codification through stylisation. Examples are emblems,
musical types, mathematical signs.

5 Invention: the clearest case of ratio difficilis. Unforeseen by the

existing code; is the basis of a new material continuum.

N =

‘What Eco proposes via his model Q and via the invention of sign
production — and what conventional semiotics has tended to neglect
(Kristeva’s work being a notable exception) — is the need to account
for the language system’s capacity for renewal and revitalisation.
Instead of being closed and static, Eco’s argues that the sign system is
open and dynamic.

Dictionary and Encyclopaedia

A comparable motivation is evident in Eco’s discussion of signs and
signification in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. There, Eco
argues that a sign is not only something which stands for something
else (and therefore has a dictionary meaning), but must also be
interpreted. As we have noted above, the view of interpretation in
operation here is that of Peirce’s ‘interpretant’, which gives rise to
unlimited semiosis.

The key theme in Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language (taken up
again in the later Kant and the Platypus (Eco 2000: 224-79)) concerns
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the difference between the structure of the dictionary and the ency-
clopaedia. Although he does not explain it in precisely these terms,
for Eco, the dictionary, as the hierarchical ‘Porphyrian tree’ (‘that
model of definition, structured by genera, species, and difterentiae’
(Eco 1984: 46)), corresponds to a view of language as the static and
closed system of conventional linguistics. The dictionary model of
language would fail to account for unlimited semiosis. By contrast,
the encyclopaedia would correspond to a network without a centre,
to a labyrinth from which there is no exit, or to an infinite, infer-
ential model that is open to new elements. Where the dictionary
suffers from the aporia of being either meaningful but limited in its
scope, or of being unlimited in scope but incapable of providing a
specific meaning, the encyclopaedia corresponds to a ‘rhizomatic’
network of local descriptions; its structure is thus map-like, rather
than tree-like and hierarchical. In fact, to function properly as a net-
work of words allowing for the possibility of new meanings, a dic-
tionary has to be like an encyclopaedia. It is in fact ‘a disguised
encyclopaedia’, says Eco. Thus the encyclopaedia can become a
general model of language, a way of talking about it without forcing
upon it an artificial and finite globality.

Perhaps finally, then, Eco’s most enduring contribution to a theory
of semiotics is to show that language is like the encyclopaedia,
invented by the philosophes in the eighteenth century. Could it be that
Eco is showing us that the Enlightenment, at least in this respect, is
also post-modern?
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LOUIS HJELMSLEV (1899-1965)

The Danish linguist and semiotician, Louis Hjelmslev, was born in
1899 and died on 30 May 1965. Hjelmslev, who founded the Copenhagen
linguistic circle, attempted to render more rigorous and clear Saus-
sure’s general theory of language and semiotics. In particular, Hjelm-
slev is remembered as the inventor of Glossematik (glossematics)
(see below), and for having given a new rigour to the notion of
connotation.

Like Saussure, Hjelmslev starts from the position that language is a
supra-individual institution which must be studied and analysed in its
own right, rather than be viewed as the vehicle, or instrument, of
knowledge, thought, emotion — or, more generally, as a means of contact
with what is external to it. In short, the transcendental approach
(language as a means) should give way to an immanent approach (the
study of language in itself) (Hjelmslev: 1963: 4-5).! To this end,
Hjelmslev developed what he thought of as a simple and rigorous
system of concepts and terms which would both clarify, at the highest
level of generality, the nature of language, and also render more
proficient the study of its realisations.

Sign Function

For the Hjelmslev of the Prolegomena to a Theory of Language — his
best-known work — language is both a sign system and a process of
realisation (for Saussure, the comparable terminology is, respectively,
‘langue’ and ‘parole’). Like Saussure, Hjelmslev also considers language
to be a system of signs, and so it is important to be clear about the
nature of the sign. First of all, we note that no sign exists by itself in
isolation; rather, signs are always in a context in relation to other
signs. To mark this fact, Hjelmslev speaks not about a sign as such,
but about a sign function. A function he defines as ‘a dependence
that fulfils the conditions for an analysis’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 33). Just as
there is a function between a class and its components, so there is a
function between a sign and its components, ‘expression’ and ‘con-
tent’. A sign, in short, is not some mark, or gesture with intrinsic
qualities (an arrow might not always be a sign), but is what functions
as a sign in a given context. For a sign function to exist, then, there
must be — again, in Hjelmslev’s terminology — an ‘expression’ and a
‘content’. A sign function thus exists between these ‘absolutely inse-
parable’ ‘terminals’. For the terminals constituting a sign function —
the ‘sign-expression’ and the ‘sign-content’ — Hjelmslev gives the
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technical name of ‘functives’. The sign-function depends on the
mutual correlation of the functives in order to be what it is. Hjelmslev’s
point here is that a sign is not any physical or non-physical entity that
can just be assumed and taken for granted by the linguist or the
semiologist. Indeed, there is no actual realisation of a sign which would
be identical to the sign-function. Saussure’s comparable terminology
of ‘sign’, ‘signifier’ and ‘signified’ suggests that this could be so.

‘Figurae’

To construct signs, language contains various kinds of non-signs
(letters of the alphabet, for example) which make up the raw material
necessary for the formation of new signs. These not-yet-signs, as it
were, Hjelmslev calls ‘figurae’. Figurae evoke the notion of the
‘floating signifier’ that Lévi-Strauss discovered in Mauss’s work. They
suggest that language is always an open-ended totality, and not a
system as such, where the elements would constitute a self-contained
whole. It must be said, however, that, like Mauss, there is no explicit
acknowledgement of this implication in Hjelmslev’s own analysis.
Even for Hjelmslev, who is intensely absorbed with working out a
rigorous, simple, and exhaustive formalisation of language, language
must be seen to have a fundamental link to meaning, and/or to
thought. Whether it is meaning or thought that is at stake is not
quite clear; in any case, Hjelmslev prefers to say that language is
linked to ‘purport’, which is, as he puts it in one formulation, ‘the
factor that is common ... to all languages’, namely, ‘the amorphous
“thought-mass” (Hjelmslev 1963: 52) which to a certain extent is
external to language as such. As we shall see, ‘purport’ is the most
problematical factor in the whole of Hjelmslev’s theory. For the
moment, we note that purport is inseparable from language — lan-
guage would cease to have any raison d’étre without it — and yet, in
some sense, purport is external to language. ‘In itself’, Hjelmslev says,
‘purport is unformed, not in itself subjected to formation but simply
susceptible to formation’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 76). Thus, like Saussure
(Saussure 1972: 155-56), Hjelmslev says that the most distinctive
feature of language in general is its being form in relation to sub-
stance (purport). On the other hand, the situation is more compli-
cated for Hjelmslev in that for him, there is both expression-purport
and content-purport — and yet, in general, purport is ‘inaccessible to
knowledge’ in so far as knowledge is a ‘formation’ (Hjelmslev 1963:
76). To clarify this, it is necessary to explain what Hjelmslev means
by ‘expression’ and ‘content’.
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As a preliminary to understanding the full import of ‘expression’
and ‘content’, we see first of all that Hjelmslev considers language in
terms of two different, but interconnected planes: that of ‘system’ —
which corresponds to the underlying, always already realised structure
of language — and that of ‘process’, also called ‘text’, which is always
virtual. Process (text) is not, as one might expect, the realisation of
language (system); so while it is impossible to have a text without a
language, it is possible to have a language without a text (Hjelmslev
1963: 39-40). Because Hjelmslev confuses ‘virtual’, ‘real’ and ‘con-
crete’, a clearer way of putting it would be to say that language is
realised, but remains virtual, while process is concrete but is only ever
partially realised. System (grammar, syntax, vocabulary), then, makes
possible the production of an innumerable number of texts, while a
multitude of texts will only ever imply one system, or language. The
relationship between ‘expression’ and ‘content’ is thus analysed by
Hjelmslev in terms of both the axes mentioned.

Expression and Content

‘Expression” and ‘content’, we find, are also the two inseparable
functives of the sign-function. Expression can occur in a variety of
ways: through speech, writing, gesture (sign language) — each medium
itself being realisable in numerous other media (books, television,
radio, newspapers, pamphlets, telephone, Morse code, semaphore,
stone tablets, inscriptions of all kinds (on walls, floors, tombstones), film,
posters, art-works, everyday conversation and writing). In other words,
expression takes a particular form (e.g. in the words ‘I love Ron’),
and it exists in a substance (e.g. the human voice, or as marks carved
on a wall). Consequently, there is both an expression-form (the
words), and an expression-substance (the material of the words). On
the content side, too, there is both ‘form’ and ‘substance’. Content can
be defined generally as the form in which a meaning is articulated.
Hjelmslev prefers the term, ‘content’, instead of ‘meaning’, because
the same meaning can often be articulated by different contents — the
contents of a natural language. Hjelmslev illustrates this point with
the example shown in Figure 1, where the content varies in relation
to the same semantic area (area of purport).

Here we see that in Danish, trae covers all of the German Baum
and the French arbre, and partly cover the German Holz and less of
the French, bois. Similarly, skov partly translates the German Holz and
Wald, as well as most of the French, bois, and some of the French,
forét. Hjelmslev comments that this ‘incongruence within one and the
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Danish German French
Baum arbre
trae
Holz bois
skov
Wald
forét

Figure 1 Hjelmslev’s content-meaning interchange.
Source: Hjelmslev, Prolegomena, p. 57.

same zone of purport turns up everywhere’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 54).
lustrated in the example from the perspective of the system plane is
the level of the content-form of the sign-function. It is as though
language, in its different articulations, divided up the same meaning
area (purport) in ways specific to these different articulations (con-
tent). The purport is thus given form by the content-form), and the
meaning as such is the content-substance. One way of understanding
this, according to one of Hjelmslev’s interpreters, is to say that ‘both
forms [expression-form, and content-form| manifest themselves in a
“substance™ (Siertsema 1955: 17). The key term here is not ‘substance’,
but ‘manifest’ — rendered visible, revealed, perceivable, made public, etc.
Philosophically of course, substance, in the thirteenth century, was
equivalent to essence — precisely what was not manifest (Hjelmslev decries
so-called non-linguistic usage of terms, and yet it seems that it is
precisely a feature of language to evoke a number of different contexts
simultaneously). Even in connection to the more modern form of
‘substantive’, the sense is less to do with what is revealed, and more
to do with what is hidden. Not that this would necessarily be a pro-
blem for Hjelmslev’s theory if the term ‘substance’ could be con-
sistently translated as what is manifest However, when purport is also
said to be substance (Hjelmslev 1963: 52 and 80), confusion can only
result.

Variations in content-form (different meanings attached to the
same area of purport, so that languages are not directly translatable),
Hjelmslev equates with the system of content, whereas constancy in
the content-form (same idea expressed in different languages, so that
expressions are directly translatable), Hjelmslev equates with the pro-
cess of the content. Similarly, when — to take another of Hjelmslev’s
examples — speakers of different languages are trying to pronounce
‘Berlin’ the expression-purport will vary (due to accent), while the
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content-purport will remain the same. Again, the same pronunciation
(expression-purport) in different languages might be the same (gof,
Gott (‘God’ in German), godt (‘well’ in Danish)), while the content-
purport differs. Both examples come from the plane of process, accord-
ing to Hjelmslev.

Glossematics

The reason for this elaboration of the sign-function, says our author,
is to demonstrate that the sign is not simply a label for a pre-existing
thing. It also means avoiding the artificial divisions in linguistics
between ‘phonetics, morphology, syntax, lexicography and seman-
tics’. Indeed, so concerned is Hjelmslev to get the study of language
on to a new footing that he invoked the name of ‘glossematics’ (from
the Greek glossa, meaning ‘language’) to signal the innovative nature
of his approach.

Glossematics would be ‘an algebra of language operating with
unnamed entities’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 79), a science having the ‘imma-
nent algebra of language’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 80) as its object. The
reason for this new approach stems from the point made at the outset
to the effect that for too long, according to Hjelmslev, linguistics
has studied language from a transcendent point of view, meaning
that non-linguistic features have been used to explain language.
Glossematics, then, endeavours to provide a rigorous, simple and
exhaustive framework and terminology for explaining language reality
and language usage. To this end, Hjelmslev devoted his energies to
developing and refining a technical vocabulary that we shall not
go into here. From a more general, semiotic perspective, however,
Hjelmslev’s theory of ‘denotation’ and ‘connotation’ should be
explained. Denotation, as the term implies, is the area of expression
which refers to a content — for example, the sentence, ‘The cat sat on
the mat’ denotes a cat sitting on a mat. The same sentence looked at
from the perspective of connotation, might evoke the context of young
children, or again, a kind of ‘typical’ example used as an example.
More formally, connotation refers to the fact that the expression and
content taken together become another expression referring to another
content. Diagrammatically, this may be expressed as in Figure 2.

For his part, Hjelmslev says that a denotative semiotic is ‘a semiotic
none of whose planes is a semiotic’, whereas a connotative semiotic is
a semiotic ‘whose expression plane is a semiotic’ (Hjelmslev 1963: 114).
Not only this, however. For the content plane, too, can be a semiotic,
and this Hjelmslev calls a ‘metasemiotics’. Linguistics, says Hjelmslev,
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EXPRESSION CONTENT

EXPRESSION CONTENT

Figure 2 Expression and content in Eco’s thought.
Source: 1979: 55.

is an example of a metasemiotic: the study of language which is itself
an example of language. Writers such as Barthes, Todorov and Eco
have made use of the notions of denotative and connotative semio-
tics, but they have been more circumspect about the viability of the
notion of metasemiotics.

Hjelmslev’s theory of language and semiotics

It remains to give a brief assessment of Hjelmslev’s theory of language
and semiotics. Clearly, Hjelmslev’s project opens up a wide range of
issues, and the rigour introduced into semiotics reveals how easy it is
to take the notion of sign for granted, so that it becomes a simple
vehicle of meaning, regardless of the language involved. On the other
hand, Hjelmslev’s own elaboration of his theory of language often
goes against the strictures of coherence and simplicity. Similarly, while
Saussure’s notions of ‘form’ and ‘substance’ do indeed call for clarification,
it is precisely on this point that Hjelmslev, too, very nearly runs aground.
Indeed, a close reading of the Prolegomena in terms of its coherence,
leaves the reader entirely uncertain as to how ‘purport’ — the inacces-
sible amorphous mass outside the sign system — can be linked to
‘expression’ and to ‘content’ in the expressions, ‘expression-purport’
and ‘content-purport’; for in order to be implicated in either of the two
sign functives, purport has to take on a specific form, which, by
definition, it cannot have. What we have are two different purports that
are what they are in being distinguished from each other. The very
fact of its being distinguished brings purport into the semiotic sphere,
so that it ceases to be either external to language or amorphous.
There is, however, a further problem regarding purport. It is that,
even if one were to overlook Hjelmslev’s inconsistent use of the term,
the author of the Prolegomena is forced to have recourse to an extra-
linguistic or semiotic dimension to facilitate the development of an
‘immanent’ linguistics. In other words, purport is Hjelmslev’s inadvertent
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way of giving his theory a transcendental element, the very thing he
strove not to do. It is for this reason that Julia Kristeva is able to argue
that Hjelmslev’s theory remained rooted in the influential phenom-
enological framework that has dominated linguistics to this very day
(Kristeva 1984: 38—40).

More positively Hjelmslev has made progress in clarifying Saus-
sure’s distinction between langue and parole. For Saussure erred in
privileging the spoken word at the level of parole, and Hjelmslev’s use
of ‘text’, or ‘process’ adds to the rigour of the description. On the
other hand, by defining ‘system’ (Saussure’s langue) as being independent
of ‘text’, Hjelmslev seems to be saying that language is essentially a
system — for while a language without a text is ‘imaginable’; a text
without a language is not. The risk comes in reducing language as
such to a linguistic model of it, instead of recognising that the two
levels (model and usage) are inseparable from one another.

Although, as Eco acknowledges, Hjelmslev’s theory often strikes
the reader as being of ‘apparently Byzantine complexity’ (Eco 1979:
52), Hjelmslev’s determination to offer a strictly ‘immanent’ theory of
language and semiotics has provided the inspiration for others, such as
Eco, Derrida (Derrida 1976: 57-60), and Deleuze and Guattari (see
Deleuze and Guattari 1987) who have embarked upon a project of
setting out a semiotic framework that begins to destabilise the meta-
physical edifice at the heart of a transcendental theory of signs and
sign systems.

Note

1 In the French translation of Hjelmslev’s Prolegomena, ‘purport’ — a trans-
lation of the Danish word, mening — is rendered as ‘sens’ (meaning).

References

Deleuze, Gilles and Guattari, Félix (1987), A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism
and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press.

Derrida, Jacques (1976), Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Eco, Umberto (1979), A Theory of Semiotics, Bloomington: Indiana University.

Hjelmslev, Louis (1963), Prolegomena to a Theory of Language, trans. Francis J.
Whitfield, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Kristeva, Julia (1984), Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Wailer,
New York: Columbia University Press.

Saussure, E de (1972), Cours de linguistique générale, Paris: Payot.

169



CHARLES SANDERS PEIRCE

Siertsema, B. (1955), A Study of Glossematics. A Critical Survey of its Funda-
mental Concepts, The Hague and Paris: Martinus Nijhoff.

See also: Derrida, Deleuze, Eco, Kristeva, Saussure

Hjelmslev’s major writings

(1963 [1943]) Prolegomena to a Theory of Language, trans. Francis J. Whitfield,
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, revised English edn, reprinted.
(1970) Language. An Introduction, trans. Francis J. Whitfield, Madison, Uni-

versity of Wisconsin Press.

Further reading

Siertsema, B. (1955), A Study of Glossematics: Critical Survey of its Fundamental
Concepts, The Hague and Paris: Martinus Nijhoff.

CHARLES SANDERS PEIRCE (1839-1914)

Charles Sanders Peirce was born into an intellectual family in 1839
(his father, Benjamin, was a professor of mathematics at Harvard), and
in the years 1859, 1862 and 1863, respectively, he received the
degrees of BA, MA and BSc from Harvard. For more than thirty
years (1859—60, 1861-91), Peirce did mainly astronomical and geo-
detic work for the United States Coast Survey. From 1879 to 1884,
he was a part-time lecturer in logic at the Johns Hopkins University.

Such qualifications and experience do not really convey the classi-
cal erudition that comes through in Peirce’s writings. Not only did he
translate the now familiar term ‘semiotic’ from the Ancient Greek, he
was also a scholar of both Kant and Hegel whom he read in the German,
and he had a particular affinity for the philosophy of John Duns
Scotus, especially Scotus’s term, haecceity, meaning ‘thisness’ (Peirce
1931: vol 1. para 341. Hereafter, volume and paragraph will be spe-
cified.). Haecceity is also evocative of singularity.

Signs

It has often been remarked that Peirce was an original mind who, as
well as being the reputed founder of pragmatism, made significant
contributions in philosophical and mathematical logic, and, in parti-
cular, founded semiotics. Less often remarked upon is the fact that Peirce
saw his semiotic theory — his work on signs — as being inseparable
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from his work on logic. In fact, according to him, logic, in its
broadest sense, is ‘thought always taking place by means of signs’,
equivalent to a ‘general semeiotic [sic], treating not merely of truth,
but also of the general conditions of signs being signs’ (1.444%).

Briefly, signs are connected with logic because signs are the vehi-
cles for thought as the articulation of logical forms. Even more per-
tinently, Peirce shows in a paper published in 1868, when he was 29,
that: “The only thought, then, which can possibly be cognized is
thought in signs. But thought which cannot be cognized does not
exist. All thought, therefore, must necessarily be in signs’ (5.251).
Consequently, for Peirce, philosophy in general is inseparable from
the articulation and interpretation of signs. Be this as it may, our
interest here is in Peirce’s theory of signs; our focus will thus be on
Peirce the semiotician.

Although Peirce published more than ten thousand printed pages,
he never published a book-length study on any of his cherished
subjects. The result is that, with regard to his work on signs, Peirce’s
thought has to be treated as being always in process and subject to
modification and further elaboration. More than this, Peirce often
gives the impression that he found it necessary to begin again at each
new meditation on a question, as though, on each occasion, a new
audience was envisaged (hence the repetition), and as though a pre-
vious formulation on the topic was defective (hence the alterations
and elaboration). There is, in sum, no systematic and definitive Peir-
cean document on the nature of signs; only successive reworkings
which repeat as much as innovate. What, then, are the essential
aspects of this material on signs?

The Interpretant and Unlimited Semiosis

Within the domain of semiotics it has often been repeated (see Eco
1979 and Kristeva 1989) that, in the most general sense, a sign,
according to Peirce, is what represents something for someone (cf.
2.228). The simplicity of this formulation belies the fact that there is
a sign function: sign A denotes a fact (or object) B, for an inter-
pretant, C. A sign is thus never an isolated entity, but always has these
three aspects. A sign itself, Peirce says, is an instance of Firstness, its
object, an instance of Secondness, and the interpretant — the med-
iating element — an instance of Thirdness. Peirce, indeed, sought out
ternary structures wherever they might occur. Thirdness in the con-
text of sign production also gives rise to unlimited semiosis, in as far
as an interpretant (idea), which reads the sign as a sign of something
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(i.e. as the representation of a meaning or a referent), can always be
grasped by another interpretant. The interpretant is the indispensable
element needed in order to link the sign to its object (induction,
deduction and abduction (hypothesis) constitute three — again, three —
important types of interpretant). A sign, to exist as a sign, must be
interpreted (and so have an interpretant). The word, ‘S-T-O-P’ on a
red background at a traffic intersection means that one must come to
a halt at the intersection. The sign is /stop/; the object is ‘coming to a
halt’, and the interpretant is the idea joining the sign to that parti-
cular object. The sign could also indicate the presence of a main road
or a heavily populated area. A process of unlimited semiosis is set in
train through the function of the interpretant. That is, as Eco says,
the interpretant is another interpretation (Eco 1979: 68).

Icon, Index and Symbol

Like the sign function, sign-types also have a basic triadic form. The
three fundamental elements of this form are icon, index and symbol.
Put most simply, an iconic sign is one which is, in one or more
respects, the same as the object signified. In other words, the ‘sig-
nificant virtue’ of an icon is its quality. A portrait then is iconic to the
extent that the qualities of the representation are deemed to be
similar to the qualities of the subject represented. While Peirce
acknowledges that icons may contain conventional elements, Eco has
argued that a mirror-image is an ‘absolute icon’ (Eco 1984: 212). An
index, for its part, is a sign physically linked to, or affected by, its
object. Examples given by Peirce are a weathercock, a barometer, a
sundial. Demonstrative pronouns (this, that), a cry of ‘Help!” as indi-
cative of someone in need, or a knock on the door indicating that
there is someone at the door, are also examples of signs serving as
indices. Unlike the icon, an index has a ‘dynamical’ relation to what
it signifies. ‘Symbol’, as Peirce reminds us, originally meant some-
thing ‘thrown together’ making a contract or convention (2.297). In
a contemporary setting, a symbol for Peirce (who differs from Saus-
sure on this point), refers to conventional signs used, for instance, in
speaking and writing. ‘A genuine symbol’, Peirce writes, ‘is a symbol
that has a general meaning’ (2.293). Peirce’s notion of symbol hints at
Saussure’s conception of the arbitrary relationship between signifier
and signified. For a symbol’s relation to its object is of an ‘imputed’
character. With the notion of symbol, the force of the notion of
interpretant also becomes clearer. For no symbol, given its imputed,
or unmotivated relation to its object, could be a symbol without
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being interpreted. Speech utterances determine corresponding signs
(= interpretants) in the mind of the listener. Thus symbol and inter-
pretant are inseparable.

Peirce continued to analyse this fundamental division of signs
throughout his life. In light of these analyses he realised that the
purity of his basic sign forms of icon, index and symbol was proble-
matic. Any given instance of an icon (e.g. a portrait) could be seen to
have conventional elements. And if the portrait were a photograph,
both iconic and indexical features come together. Although the basic,
trichotomous sign division mentioned above is his most well-known
one, Peirce also distinguished signs in terms of two further tricho-
tomies, perhaps in an effort to add a degree of suppleness to his
classifications, but maybe, unconsciously, because he was driven to
see things in terms of ternary structures. Whatever the case, Peirce
constructed a plethora of trichotomies — to the point where, in the
case of sign divisions, he produced (as in Table 1) a basic trichotomy
of trichotomies.

With the first and third trichotomies, Peirce adds refinement to his
division of signs, making it capable of analysing an ever greater
diversity and complexity of sign production. Having this nucleus of
three trichotomies as his point of departure, Peirce went even further
towards constructing an analytical nomenclature for distinguishing
between different signs by proposing ten classes of signs. These ten
classes are made up of combinations of the founding trichotomies. To
take but one example — often favoured by Peirce — that of a weathercock:

Table 1 Summary of Peirce’s three trichotomies of signs

1 Qualisign Sinsign Legisign
[= a quality which is [‘sin’ = ‘only once’: an [= a law which is a sign.
a sign.| event which is a sign.] Every conventional sign

is a legisign. ]

2 Icon Index Symbol

[= a sign which has [= a sign which denotes [= a conventional sign.]
the quality of the an object by being

object it denotes.| affected by that object.]

3 Rheme Dicent sign Argument

[= a sign of a qualitative [= a sign of a law.]

possibility, i.e. it represents
a possible object.|[= a sign
of the actual existence of
an object.]

173



CHARLES SANDERS PEIRCE

it is a ‘Dicent Sinsign’ (a classification derived from trichotomies 1
and 3). Of such a sign, Peirce writes that it:

is any object of direct experience, in so far as it is a sign, and, as
such affords information concerning its Object. This it can only
do by being really affected by its Object; so that it is necessarily
an Index. The only information it can afford is of actual fact.
Such a sign must involve an Iconic Sinsign to embody informa-
tion and a Rhematic Indexical Sinsign to indicate the Object to
which the information refers. But the mode of combination, or
Syntax, of these two must also be significant.

(2.257)

Demonstrated here is the fact that no single, material instance of a
sign exactly corresponds to a given classification. Only through con-
tinually refining the nomenclature will analytical profundity be
attained. By this strategy, Peirce aims to do justice to the very real
complexity of sign production. In a sense, there is no Peircean theory
of signs, only an ever more supple table of sign classification.

Issues

Crucial ssues arise from Peirce’s approach to signs. One concerns the
fact that Peirce rarely moves much beyond his attempt to develop and
refine a table of sign categories. Like every table of categories it is
supposed to be exhaustive. One can wonder, however, as to whether
a (relatively) static table does justice to the very real dynamism of sign
production. Furthermore, the fact that each sign seems to have a
relative autonomy vis-d-vis other signs only heightens the sense that,
in the end, Peirce’s system is rather Newtonian in character. Unlike
Saussure, Peirce seemed to be much more taken with the physical
aspect of material signs in themselves than in signs as elements in a
system of discourse. The latter would come under Peirce’s category of
the symbol; and while the nature of the symbol is not neglected by
Peirce, his interest is clearly centred on the essentially physical iconic
and indexical signs.

While giving due recognition to Peirce’s achievement in making
sign distinctions, Eco has nevertheless been able to render suspect the
very possibility of a truly natural property so necessary for the viabi-
lity of the Peircean icon or index (Eco 1979: 191-201). According to
Eco, the iconic sign is always culturally coded without being entirely
arbitrary. And it would seem that it has to be if it is to exemplify
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Peirce’s principle of unlimited semiosis. Unlimited semiosis — perhaps
Peirce’s most original contribution to semiotics — implies that a sign
must be translatable into other signs via an interpretant. Now;, clearly,
if an icon qua sign were to be distinguished from other signs by virtue
of its having the same qualities as the object signified, the principle of
unlimited semiosis would seem to be placed in jeopardy.

For Eco, a possible way out is to recognise that as far as a sign
structure is concerned, so-called physical qualities are in fact embed-
ded in a perceptual structure and are therefore coded. Because it is
coded (i.e. because it is not identical with the perceptum) a perception
can be reproduced, or translated into other signs. Eco thus proposes
that ‘iconic signs do not possess the “same” physical properties as
their objects, but they rely on the same perceptual structure, or the
same system of relations’ (Eco 1979: 193). On the other hand, Eco
also suggests that an iconic sign is difticult to analyse precisely because
it puts the existing code in question. It is a case of ratio difficilis which
has the potential to challenge the existing code and thereby render it
more subtle.

To some extent Peirce himself anticipated the limitations that Eco
and others have detected in his writings on signs. And this not only
in the sense of a positivist scientist ready to cede his place in history
to a new generation of researchers, but also in the sense of one who
saw himself as a ‘pioneer, or rather a backwoodsman’ engaged in
clearing and opening up’ the ‘semiotic, that is, the doctrine of the
essential nature and fundamental varieties of possible semiosis’
(5.488). And as though anticipating Bakhtin’s reading of Dostoyevsky,
Peirce also argued, not only that all thinking is necessarily in signs,
but that ‘all thinking is dialogic in form’ (6.338), even if this dialogue
be only with oneself. This dynamic thread in Peirce’s theory of signs
makes him the father of a non-positivist semiotics.

Note

1 These figures refer to the volume and paragraph number of Peirce
(1931-58).
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FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913)

Before 1960, few people in academic circles or outside had heard the
name of Ferdinand de Saussure. But after 1968, European intellectual
life was a-buzz with references to the father of both linguistics and
structuralism. That Saussure was as much a catalyst as an intellectual
innovator is confirmed by the fact that the work — the Course in
General Linguistics — for which he is now famous outside linguistics
was compiled from three sets of students’ lecture notes for the years
of the Course in General Linguistics given at the University of
Geneva in 1907, 1908-9, and 1910-11. That Saussure a linguist and,
to the wider academic community and general public, an obscure
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specialist in Sanskrit and Indo-European languages, should become
the source of intellectual innovation in the social sciences and
humanities, is also cause for thought. It suggests that something quite
unique occurred in the historical epoch of the twentieth century, so
that a new model of language based on Saussure’s structural approach
emerged to become the model for theorising social and cultural life.
Saussurian theory has its basis in the history of linguistics, and its
implications extend to the whole of the social sciences. We thus need
to consider both these aspects.

Life and Intellectual Trajectory

Saussure was born in Geneva in 1857, to one of the best-known families
of the city, one famous for its scientific accomplishments. He was thus a
direct contemporary of Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939) and Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), although there is little
evidence of his ever having had contact with any of them. After an
unsatisfactory year in 1875 at the University of Geneva studying physics
and chemistry, Saussure went to the University of Leipzig in 1876 to
study languages. Then, in the wake of eighteen months studying Sanskrit
in Berlin, he published, at the age of 21, his much acclaimed mémoire
entitled, Mémoire sur le systéme primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-
européennes (Meémoire on the Primitive System of Vowels in Indo-European
Languages). Fifty years after Saussure’s death, the renowned French
linguist, Emile Benveniste, would say of this work that it presaged the
whole of Saussure’s future research on the nature of language inspired
by the theory of the arbitrary nature of the sign.

In 1880, after defending his thesis on the absolute genitive case in
Sanskrit, Saussure moved to Paris, and in 1881, at the age of 24, he was
named lecturer in Gothic and Old High German at the Ecole Pratique
des Hautes Etudes. For just over a decade Saussure taught in Paris
until he was appointed professor of Sanskrit and Indo-European lan-
guages at the University of Geneva.

Although acclaimed by his colleagues, and devoted to the study
of language, Saussure’s published output began to dwindle as the
years wore on. As he put it, he was dissatisfied with the nature of
linguistics as a discipline — with its lack of reflexiveness, as with its ter-
minology ! — and yet he was unable to write the book which would
revamp the discipline and enable him to continue his work in phi-
lology.

The work now famous, Course in General Linguistics, composed
from some of Saussure’s lecture notes along with the notes of his

177



FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

students, could be seen perhaps to be a partial fulfilment of Saussure’s
belief that language as such needed to be re-examined if linguistics
was to move on to a sounder footing.

Saussure’s Approach to Language

Within the history of linguistics, Saussure’s approach, as exemplified
in the Course, is generally thought to have opposed two influential
contemporary views of language. The first is that established in 1660
by the Port-Royal philosophers, Arnauld and Lancelot in their
Grammaire genérale et raisonnée (Eng. Tr., The Port Royal Gammar
1975), where language is seen as a mirror of thoughts and based on a
universal logic. For the Port-Royal grammarians, language is funda-
mentally rational. The second view, is that of nineteenth-century
linguistics, where the history of a particular language is deemed to
explain the current state of that language. In the latter case, Sanskrit,
the sacred language of ancient India, believed to be the oldest of
languages, was also believed to function as the connecting link
between all languages, so that, ultimately, language and its history
would become one with each other. Franz Bopp’s Neogrammarian
(as the movement was called) thesis on the conjugation system of
Sanskrit as compared with other languages (Uber das Konjugationssys-
tem der Sanskrit-sprache (The Conjugation System of the Sanskrit Lan-
guage)) inaugurated historical linguistics, and Saussure’s early teaching
and research did not contradict the Neogrammarian position on the
fundamental importance of history for understanding the nature of
language. However, the aspect of the Mémoire highlighted by Benve-
niste on the fiftieth anniversary of Saussure’s death — the role of
arbitrariness in language — makes itself felt with a vengeance in the
Course.

The historical approach to language and, to a lesser extent, the rationalist
approach, assumes that language is essentially a naming process —
attaching words to things, whether or not these are imaginary — and
that there is some kind of intrinsic link between the name and its
object. Why a particular name came to be attached to a particular object
or idea, could, it was believed, be determined historically — or even
prehistorically. The further back in history one went the closer one
was supposed to comec to a coincidence between the name and its
object. As Saussure put it, such a perspective assumes that language is
essentially a nomenclature: a collection of names for objects and
ideas.
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Key Elements of the Course

‘What, then, are the key elements of Saussure’s theory as manifest in
the Course? To begin with, Saussure shifts the focus of study from the
history of language in general, to a consideration of the present con-
figuration of a particular natural language like English or French.
Now, a history of language becomes the history of languages, without
there being an a priori link between them, as nineteenth-century lin-
guists had assumed.

To focus on the present configuration of (a) language is, auto-
matically, to focus on the relationship between the elements of that
language and not on their intrinsic value Language, Saussure says, is
always organised in a specific way. It is a system, or a structure, where
any individual element is meaningless outside the confines of that
structure. In a strong and insistent passage in the Course, Saussure
says: ‘in language [langue| there are only differences. Even more
important a difference generally implies positive terms between
which the difterence is set up; but in language, there are only differ-
ences without positive terms’ (Saussure 1976: 166 and 1993: 118). The
point is not only that value, or significance, is established through the
relation between one term and another in the language system — so
that, in the example used by Saussure, ‘t’ can be written in a variety
of ways and still be understood — but that the very terms of the
system itself are the product of difference: there are no positive
terms prior to the system. This implies that a language exists as a
kind of totality, or it does not exist at all. Saussure uses the image
of the chess game to illustrate the differential nature of language. For
in chess, not only is the present configuration of pieces on the
board all that matters to the newcomer to the game (no further
insight would be gained from knowing how the pieces came to be
arranged in this way), but any number of items could be substituted
for the pieces on the board (a button for a king, etc.) because
what constitutes the game’s viability is the differential relationship
between the pieces, and not their intrinsic value. To see language
as being like a chess game, where the position of the pieces at a
given moment is what counts, is to see it from a synchronic perspec-
tive. To give the historical approach precedence — as the nineteenth
century did — is, by contrast, to view language from a diachronic per-
spective. In the Course, Saussure privileges the synchronic over the
diachronic aspect because it provides a clearer picture of the factors
present in any state of language.
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Arbitrary Relation Between Signifier and Signified

Of equal importance for grasping the distinctiveness of Saussure’s
theory is the principle that language is a system of signs, and that
each sign is composed of two parts: a signifier (signifiant) (word, or
sound-pattern), and a signified (signifié) (concept). In contrast to the
tradition within which he was brought up, therefore Saussure does
not accept that the essential bond in language is between word and
thing. Instead, Saussure’s concept of the sign points to the relative
autonomy of language in relation to reality. Even more fundamen-
tally, however, Saussure comes to enunciate what has become for a
modern audience the most influential principle of his linguistic
theory: that the relationship between the signifier and the signified is
arbitrary. In light of this principle, the basic structure of language is
no longer assumed to be revealed by etymology and philology, but
can best be grasped by understanding how language states (that is,
specific linguistic configurations or totalities) change. The ‘nomen-
claturist’ position thus becomes an entirely inadequate basis for linguistics.

Langue and Parole

Perhaps the terms which have caused more conceptual difficulties and
drawn more criticism of Saussure’s theory than any others, are langue
(individual natural language viewed as a structure, or system), and
parole (individual speech acts, or acts of language as a process). This
conceptual couple introduces the distinction between language as it
exists as a more or less coherent structure of differences, and language
as it 1s practised by the community of speakers. While Saussure pro-
posed in the Course that a specific linguistic structure is distinct from
speech, and while he argued that the basis of language, as a social fact,
is to be grasped exclusively at the level of structure, it is also true that
nothing enters into the realm of the linguistic structure without first
becoming manifest in individual speech acts. More significantly, the
very extent of the totality of the structure could only be known with
certainty if the totality of speech acts were also known. In this sense,
the domain of the structure always remains, for Saussure, more
hypothetical than the domain of speech. However, much depends
here on whether one looks at speech from an individual, psycholo-
gical perspective, or whether one focuses on the whole community
of speakers. In the first case, to view language through the speech of
the individual qua individual is one thing; to view it through the
speech acts of the whole community is quite another. Saussure’s point

180



FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

is that language is fundamentally a social institution, and that, there-
fore, the individualist approach is inadequate for the linguist.
Language is always changing. But it does not change at the behest
of individuals; it changes over time independently of the speakers’
wills Indeed through a Saussurian optic, individuals are as much
formed by language as it is they who form language, and the question
arises as to whether such a vision might have implications for other
disciplines in the social sciences. In fact, his was the case for those
theorists working under the rubric of ‘structuralism’ in the 1960s.

Saussure and the Human Sciences

With the emergence of the Saussurian model in the human sciences,
the researcher’s attention was turned away from documenting histor-
ical events, or recording the facts of human behaviour, and towards
the notion of human action as a system of meaning. Such was the
result of emphasising, at the broader societal level, the arbitrary
nature of the sign and the corresponding idea of language as a system
of conventions. Whereas a search for intrinsic facts and their effects
had hitherto been made (as exemplified when the historian supposed
that human beings need food to survive, just as they need language to
communicate with each other — therefore events turned out this way),
now the socio-cultural system at a given moment in history, becomes
the object of study. This is a system within which the researcher is
also inscribed, much as the linguist is inscribed in language. A greater
concern to be more reflexive thus also becomes the order of the day.

For many, like the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, the sociol-
ogist Pierre Bourdieu, or the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, as for
Roland Barthes in literary criticism and semiotics, Saussurian insights
initially paved the way for a more rigorous and systematic approach
to human sciences — an approach that would genuinely attempt to
take seriously the primacy of the socio-cultural domain for human
beings. Just as Saussure had emphasised the importance of not study-
ing speech acts in isolation from the system of conventions which
gave them currency, so it was deemed inadequate to study social and
cultural facts independently of the social or cultural system which
gave them currency. Society or culture at a given state of develop-
ment, and not discrete individual human actions in the past or pre-
sent, became the focus of study. Whereas the generation before (the
generation of Sartre) had sought to discover the natural (intrinsic)
basis of human society in history — much as nineteenth-century lin-
guists had sought to reveal the natural elements of language — the
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structuralist generation’s effort was directed towards showing how
the differential relations of the elements in the system — whether the
latter be a series of texts, a kinship system, or the milieu of fashion
photography — produced a meaning, or meanings, and thus had to be
‘read’ and interpreted. In other words, the study of socio-cultural life
is seen to entail deciphering signs through focusing on their differ-
ential value, and not on their putative substantive value (often equated
with the ‘natural’), and also paying attention to the symptomatic level
of signification, as well as to the explicit level.

Structure

Structure, as inspired by Saussure’s theory of language, can thus
refer to the ‘value’ of elements in a system, or context, and not to
their mere physical, or natural existence. Now it has become clear
that the physical existence of an entity is complicated by the effects of
the linguistic and cultural milieu. Structure, then, is a reminder that
nothing social or cultural (and this includes, of course, the indivi-
dual) exists as a ‘positive’, essential element outside it in isolation
from all other elements. Such an approach reverses the one taken
in the political philosophy of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, where the biological individual is placed at the origin of
social life. And just as this philosophy saw no society as existing
prior to the individual, so it also denied the relative autonomy of
language.

Probably the main objection that can be raised against the transla-
tion of Saussure’s emphasis on structure into the study of social and
cultural life, 1s that it does not make sufficient allowance for the role
of practice and individual autonomy. Seeing human freedom as a
product of social life, rather than as the origin, or cause, of social life,
has made it seem, in the eyes of some observers, to be quite limited.
A conservative bias, denying the possibility of change, would thus be
the consequence of structure While this problem is still unresolved, it
is perhaps important to recognise the difference between the freedom
of the hypothetical individual (whose very social existence would be
equivalent to a limit on freedom), and a society of free individuals,
where freedom would be the result of social life understood as a
structure of differences. Or, rather, we could say that perhaps
researchers should begin to explore the idea that, to paraphrase
Saussure: Society is a system of freedoms without positive terms. On this
reading, there would be no essential, or substantial freedom — no
freedom incarnate in the individual in a state of nature.
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Note

1 Cf. ‘I am more and more aware of the immense amount of work
required to show the linguist what he is doing. ... The utter inadequacy of
current terminology, the need to reform it and, in order to do that, to
demonstrate what sort of object language is, continually spoil my pleasure

in philology’ (Sausssure 1964: 95, cited in Culler 1986: 24).
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SECOND-GENERATION FEMINISM

Second generation feminism questions more than the social inequal-
ities experienced by women; it also looks at the deep-seated ideolo-
gical structures which inevitably place women at a disadvantage
in relation to men. It also takes language as a point of departure in
formulating theories of female difference. Women are thus portrayed
in language difterently to men, particularly from a bodily perspective.
Often inspired by the insights of Lacanian psychoanalysis, which shows
that consciousness, or the ego, is not the centre of subjectivity, second
generation feminism challenges the gender bias in language, law and
philosophy. It argues that women should not just aim to be like men
(as 1s often the case in the battle over social equality), but should
aim to develop a new, specifically feminine, language, law and
mythology.

JUDITH BUTLER (b.1956)

Judith Butler received a PhD in philosophy from Yale in 1984, with a
thesis on Hegelian influences in France. She is the Maxine Elliot
professor in the Departments of Rhetoric and Comparative Litera-
ture at the University of California at Berkeley.

Butler’s collection of essays, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Sub-
version of Identity, written in 1989, first published in 1990, and published
with a new preface in 1999 sold over 100,000 copies world-wide and has
been translated into a number of languages. Thus — almost despite
itself, because of the critical edge — it gave feminist studies, and sub-
sequently, queer theory, a massive shot in the arm. In the book,
Butler critically engages with the key presuppositions of feminist theory
and practice as regards gender and sexuality, arguing that these are
irreducible to naturalised heterosexual categories. She sets the scene
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for this by invoking the idea of performative as the key to gender and
sexuality as constructed. Although an adept of literary theory and
philosophy, it is as feminist theorist and inaugurator of queer theory
that Butler has become well known. Her work has often been char-
acterised as post-structuralist because of its concern to oppose all
essentialist claims and to emphasise that gender relations are precisely
that: relations, which implies that gender and sexuality are indeed
constructed. In recent studies, Butler has engaged with queer theory,
political theory and ethics. Perhaps partly stunned, despite her suc-
cess, by the kind of criticism Martha Nussbaum mounted against her
(Nussbaum 1999), Butler seems wedded lately to intervening in more
public debates (on 9/11 and censorship, for example).

Critique of Kristeva — Critique of Essentialism

Rather than beginning by providing a general account of the argu-
ment in Gender Trouble, we shall focus on Butler’s critique of Julia
Kristeva’s theory of the drive-based, semiotic, for it shows in a nut-
shell Butler’s general theoretical orientation.

For Butler, the semiotic is ultimately essentialist (and this is clearly
a criticism), because of its connection to the drives — believed to be
biological —and indebted, through opposition, to the socially sanctioned
Symbolic: the Law of the Father, the sphere of the determination of
‘normal’ gender and sexuality. Kristeva thus shows herself to be ultimately
Lacanian, even if she disagrees with Lacan on the role and status of
the drives in Freudian theory. The semiotic is proposed by Kristeva as
having subversive political implications in its capacity to disrupt the
social order (language, for example), even if it cannot be the basis of a
new order (for it to be so would entail a flirtation with psychosis).
Before it can become truly subversive, the semiotic must be repressed
by the Symbolic, so that the only way that the semiotic can find
expression is ‘prior’ to meaning, as in the infant’s holophrastic utterances,
or ‘after’ meaning, as in psychosis, where words are no longer used to
signify. Butler does not give much of a hearing to poetic language or
to artistic practice in general. Problems emerge, too, in Butler’s eyes,
when the semiotic is equated with the organisation of the drives and
the maternal body. For it seems to her that Kristeva privileges hetero-
over homosexuality and, in particular, over lesbian sexuality, so that
homosexuality as judged by Kristeva, according to Butler, also risks
toppling over into psychosis. Moreover, Kristeva is seen to privilege
the maternal body and the act of birth even as these must remain
without the symbolic outlet due of the Law of the Father.
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Butler’s question is: how can one get an ontological purchase on
the semiotic when access to it is only possible via the Symbolic itself?
Surely, Butler implies, we are likely to end up, at best, without any
clear knowledge of the semiotic, and at worst with the requirement
that the drives of the semiotic be postulated as pre-Symbolic and
existing prior to language but yet can become manifest only in and
through language (the same Symbolic). Effectively, there seems to be
no real outside to the Symbolic that can be accessed. Politically,
Butler claims, ‘all manner of things “primitive” and “Oriental” are
summarily subordinated to the principle of the maternal body’,
which raises both the issue of Orientalism and multiplicity as a ‘uni-
vocal signifier’ (Butler 1999: 114).

Foucault and the Performative

In Foucault’s work, on the other hand, the notion of sex is con-
stituted through the discourse of sexuality. Quite rightly, in Butler’s
view, Foucault does not attempt to project anything beyond dis-
course. For him, there might as well not be any pre-discursive reality.
Such a position would avoid the problem Kristeva faces with the
semiotic as a challenge to, yet dependent upon, the Symbolic. Fou-
cault also meets with Butler’s approval because, unlike the purely
negative function of the Law, and thus of power, Foucault sees power
as positive, in the sense that it is a productive force that brings things
into being. It is not simply a mechanism of repression, or prohibition,
for example.

Inspired by Foucault, Butler employs the notion of performative to
emphasise that the gendered body is enacted. And she adds, in a key
passage:

That the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no
ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its
reality. This also suggests that if that reality is fabricated as an
interior essence, that very interiority is an effect and function of
decidedly public and social discourse, the public regulation of
fantasy through the surface politics of the body, the gender
border control that differentiates inner from outer, and so insti-
tutes the ‘integrity’ of the subject.

(Butler 1999: 173)

In contrast to the approach which inserts the gendered body into
pre-existing categories (such as heterosexual) linked to an ontology
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based on origins, ‘performative’ suggests that gender and subjectivity
are radically contingent and subject to change. Indeed, this approach
suggests that gender relations can be changed. And for Butler, writing
in 1989, things needed to be changed; for heterosexually gendered
bodies were hegemonic, while gay and lesbian bodies were designated
as pathological. Butler considers that despite all her theoretical
sophistication, Kristeva participates in the maintenance of hegemonic
heterosexuality. According to Butler, even though feminism had been
engaged in achieving rights for women, it had not really questioned
the hegemonic characteristics of a male who identifies with being
male and who therefore seeks out a female sexual partner, or of a
female who therefore identifies with being female and seeks out a
male partner. The Freudian principle at work here is embodied in the
notion that one cannot desire the sex with which one identifies, so
that if one identifies oneself as a woman, one cannot (normally)
desire another woman. Butler seeks, above all, to challenge this the-
oretically by saying that, through ‘subversive bodily acts’, the gender
bodily relations need not be beholden to such a framework. As
opposed to a naturalist view, which says gender relations are imposed
by nature and therefore cannot be changed in any fundamental way,
the performative principle precisely enables the subversion of fixed
notions of identity.

Austin’s Performative

In her book, Excitable Speech (1997a), Butler invokes J.L. Austin’s
idea of performative (also called a ‘speech act’) to investigate the
ways people can claim to have been injured by language. For
Austin, it is possible to ‘do’ things with words (see Austin 1980).
Thus for Austin, language is not only a medium of communica-
tion, or a tool for describing the world. Events such as promising,
marrying, giving advice, opening a meeting, naming and launching a
ship, ordering someone to do something, Austin called ‘performa-
tives’ because uttering the words of these events in the correct con-
text is to perform an act. Through the words alone the act is
performed. Thus, in contrast to the sense of the proverb, ‘words are
only words’, Austin effectively argued that words are not just words,
but can be acts. These kinds of performative utterances, Austin calls
‘illocutionary acts’. In addition, ‘perlocutionary acts’ may be defined
as using words to get (persuade, seduce, cajole) someone to do
something. Through the uttering of words alone perlocutionary acts
take place.
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Along with Foucault on sexuality and Althusser on interpellating
people as subjects through the uttering of words, Butler uses the
notion of performative as illocutionary and perlocutionary to analyse
notions, such as ‘hate speech’, ‘contagious words’ and censorship. She
finds that such events are as much or more constitutive of the subject
of the utterance than they are constituted. In other words, Butler
invokes her earlier use of performative as ‘subject formation’. To this
she adds, in her appropriation of Austin, that such subject formation
takes place within a milieu of ‘ongoing political contestation and
reformulation of the subject as well” (Butler 1997a: 160).

Power and Resistance

Generally, Butler has been concerned with the issue of resistance to
power and the place in society of gay rights and queer politics.
However, critics such as Zizek have asked whether perversion can
lead to subversion of the existing order (see Zizek 1999: 248). The
issue is not perversion as unnatural practices, but of that, for example,
of the order of the Law creating the criminal, the prohibition inciting
the transgression, as seen in Foucault’s work on power. A perverse
theory of power, then, sees power as having an ‘interest’ in resistance,
whereas a progressive view argues that resistance generated by power
undermines the existing form of power, or even power itself.

Hegel, in his theory of Lordship and Bondage, a key reference
for Butler in the Psychic Life of Power (1997b), shows a disavowal
of the body similar to that in the relation between man and
woman in patriarchal society. The misconception of feminine
autonomy here is more restricting than the notion that woman is a
symptom of man.

Through Althusserian interpellation, where ‘the subject is constituted
by being hailed’” (Butler 1997b: 95), Butler’s performative means, as we
have shown, that subjectivity is established in the act, and does not exist
as some a priori essential element. Can such absolute contingency be
sustained? This is a question arising from Butler’s approach.

Butler’s criticism of Lacan centres on the idea that resistance
depends on the symbolic structure which is to be resisted. But here
two meanings of resistance need to be specified: social-political and
psychic. Although the two domains relate and interpenetrate, they are
not reducible to each other. Butler often risks doing precisely this.
Psychic resistance to power, where issues of sexual identity might be
at stake, is often reduced to the social-political articulation of power
where one might want to resist the law that declares that no same sex
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marriages are permitted. Often, Butler gives the impression that for
her, the social-political sphere determines the nature of psychic
space.

Butler, then, favours Foucault over Lacan and rejects the Lacanian
Symbolic as the sphere which sets the coordinates of our existence in
advance. However, if, as Butler says, Foucault shows that resistance to
power is at the same time an effect of power (the perverse thesis), this
seems to be a no win, because there is no exit, situation.

Sexuality and the Masquerade

In her earlier work, Butler argues that the masquerade, where het-
erosexuality is a play of appearances, becomes central for Lacan: a
man fears becoming a woman because this reveals an unconscious
desire to be loved by another man, a desire for sameness, not differ-
ence. Thus Butler counters Lacan’s claim that female homosexuality
is a disappointed heterosexuality by claiming that female hetero-
sexuality might be a disappointed homosexuality (Butler 1999: 63).

As Butler’s critique of Kristeva shows, her key argument is that the
Symbolic sets up gender identities in advance and that, in contrast to
Lacan’s view, gender identities can be viewed as instituted within and
by a given cultural and social matrix (another name for performative)
that can be subverted.

The Production of Subjectivity, Identity and Desire

In her work, Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Butler returns to a
consideration, opened up in The Psychic Life of Power, of Foucault’s
theory of identity formation. The latter is seen to be formed
according ‘to certain requirements of the liberal state’ and its juridical
apparatus (Butler 1997b: 100). Individuals are effectively produced by
this set of arrangements and made into ‘subject of the state’ (1997b:
100). In the later work, Butler discusses Foucault on the subject of
power, as this is effected within a ‘régime of truth’ (Butler 2005: 22).
In The Psychic Life of Power, she focuses instead on his call to create
new forms of subjectivity, forms which refuse those offered by the
State and the existing power structure, and which have been imposed
on people for ‘several centuries’ (Foucault, cited by Butler, 1997b:
101). Rather than follow Foucault to the letter here, Butler notes the
change in Foucault from a position in Discipline and Punish (1977
[1975]), which argued that no resistance to power was possible, to
one in 1982 where it is possible.
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Butler not only notes this discrepancy, but also reflects upon the
possibilities such a position might, or might not, open up. And she
points out that identity, being a fundamental attachment for the sub-
ject, cannot simply be thrown off at will. Unlike Foucault, she also
wants to make a space for a psychoanalytic interpretation of the Law,
which says that there is no desire without the Law that, in fact, pro-
hibition eroticises the Law. For Foucault, in Butler’s reading, the Law
is always external to desire, and thus an impediment which must be
overcome. A certain place is thus secured for psychoanalysis as any
opposition to subjection will first have to take subjection itself as a
resource.

This suggests an attempt by Butler to refine the voluntarism of
the performative in her earlier stance in Gender Trouble. By the
time of her book, Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), which has a
clear ethical focus, Butler, although referring to Foucault in order
to pose key questions, nevertheless raises the prospect of an opa-
city in the self that remains, and which, if not inaccessible, is at
least only accessible after a great deal of reflexive labour. The point is
that although an ideological, and therefore relatively transparent,
relation to oneself is possible, the real material bases of identity,
including, if one likes, ‘a régime of truth’ (Butler 2005: 22), are
much more difficult to ascertain. Indeed, how does one refuse what
one is (the Foucauldian proposition), if it is unclear as to exactly what
one is? More pointedly: the question that Butler still needs to
answer is: How can performativity work as a principle of resistance
(to stereotypes, etc), when a certain opacity is at the heart of every

identity?

References

Austin, J.L. (1980 [1962]). How to Do Things with Words, Oxftord, New York,
Toronto and Melbourne: Oxford University Press.

Butler, Judith (2005), Giving an Account of Oneself, New York: Fordham
University Press.

(1999), Gender Tiouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New
York and London: Routledge.

—— (1997a), Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, New York and
London: Routledge.

—— (1997b), The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection, Stanford:
Stanford University Press.

Foucault, Michel (1977 [1975]), Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison,
trans. Alan Sheridan, London: Allen Lane.

190



LUCE IRIGARAY

Nussbaum, Martha (1999), ‘The Professor of Parody’, The New Republic,
2 February, accessible via ‘The New Republic Online’ at <http://www.tnr.
com/index.mhtml>.

Zizek, Slavoj (1999), The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political
Ontology, London and New York: Verso. Cambridge, Mass. and London:
MIT Press.

See also: Foucault, Lacan, Zizek

Butler’s major writings

(2005) Giving an Account of Oneself, New York: Fordham University Press.

(2004a) Undoing Gender, New York and London: Routledge.

(2004b) Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence, London and
New York: Verso.

(2003) The Judith Butler Reader, ed., Sara Salih, with Judith Butler, Malden,
Mass.: Blackwell.

(2000a) Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death, New York:
Columbia University Press.

(2000b)  Contingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the
Left (with Ernesto Laclau and Slovoj Zizek), London and New York:
Verso.

(1997a) The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection, Stanford, Cal.: Stan-
ford University Press.

(1997b) Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, New York and London:
Routledge.

(1993) Bodies That Matter: on the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, London and New
York: Routledge.

(1990 and 1999) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New
York and London: Routledge.

(1987) Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Tiventieth-Century France, New
York: Columbia University Press.

Further Reading

Bell, Vicki (1999), ‘Interview with Judith Butler’, Theory, Culture and Society,
16 (April).
Kirby, Vicki (2005), Judith Butler: Live Theory, London and New York:

Continuum.

LUCE IRIGARAY (b.1930)

Luce Irigaray was trained as a linguist and Lacanian analyst. Her early
publications explored the language of those suffering from dementia.
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In her researches, Irigaray discovered that the language of the schi-
zophrenic tends to be a private language, or an ideolect. But above
all, she proposed that what was often taken to be incomprehensible
delirium (délire) was in fact subject to rules of linguistic structure,
even if these rules were continually broken, As Irigaray has subse-
quently become involved in constructing feminine forms of symbo-
lisation and language — forms based on aspects of female experience
deemed to be outside conventional modes of expression (like the
ideolect of the schizophrenic) — we should keep this early work in
mind in considering her endeavours as one of the leading exponents
of philosophical feminism.

The Female/Feminine Lot

In 1974, Irigaray published Speculum of the Other Woman, which, in
re-examining the notion of femininity — including the mother—
daughter relationship — in Freud and psychoanalysis, sought to
develop a specifically feminine writing (écriture feminine) — a writing
that would subvert the hegemony of a male imaginary which con-
demns women to silence as women.

Although in fierce opposition to many of its aspects, Irigaray’s
philosophy of the feminine begins with the Lacanian theory of the
Real, the Symbolic and the Imaginary — the Real as the place of
the mother and death, the Symbolic as the domain of law founded
on the Name-of-the-Father, and the imaginary as the effect of the
Symbolic in consciousness and imagination. As Irigaray reads the
situation, Lacan’s symbolic order — the condition of language — is
fundamentally masculine and patriarchal; it speaks the imaginary of
men and is organised according to the law of the symbolic order
which subtends it. Anything outside the domain of the symbolic
order effectively has to be translated into its terms; in other words, its
other as symbolised is really the same as itself. Or else, the other (like
death, or the feminine) is so radically different that no symbolic
means are available for it to be communicated. This is especially
evident in the field of sexuality. And sexuality, as Freud showed,
affects almost every sphere of intellectual and cultural life. At the
moment, the supposedly neutral subject of science, or the neutral
subject in language (the third person) are, for Irigaray, both gendered
male. To put it in a nutshell: Irigaray’s critique of the institutions of
psychoanalysis, language and culture is radical in that she sees even
ostensibly egalitarian gestures as being compromised from the start;
for they will inevitably presuppose that women are on the deficit side
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of the ledger, that they ‘lack’ something (whether in social or sexual
terms) which men have and which women, in all justice, deserve too
(social status, a public life, autonomy and independence, a separate
identity).

Sexually, the egalitarian gesture which attributes to the vagina a
status equal to the penis unwittingly gives in to Freud’s notion of
penis envy. For the penis is still the benchmark. Why should it be,
Irigaray leads us to ask? When Lacan seems to go even further than
Freud in saying that the whole of the symbolic order is phallic (that
the phallus is the signifier of all signification, that the subject is a
signifier) and that it is via the symbolic order that the drama of
sexual difference of fullness (the masculine) and lack (the feminine) is
played out — Irigaray calls on women to note that this is a masculine
view of things. In effect, ‘Female sexuality has always been con-
ceptualised on the basis of masculine parameters’ (Irigaray 1988:
23). Again, a woman’s lot, Irigaray confirms ‘is that of “lack”,
“atrophy” (of the sexual organ), and “penis envy”, the penis being
the only organ of recognized value’ (Irigaray 1988: 23). Here, Freud’s
theory of castration is at issue. He is seen to argue that the presence
or absence of the penis is what is crucial to the sexual develop-
ment of both sexes. As there is no immediate access to the real
body, the presence or absence of the penis is understood by Lacan as
the presence or absence of the phallus which signifies sexual dift-
erence. For Irigaray, on the other hand, the phallus symbolises lack
in the woman as other because a woman is effectively a castrated
man.

Language

If language (for Lacan) is irreducibly phallic, the only way women
can speak or communicate at all is by appropriating the masculine
instrument. One way or another, the woman has to ‘have’ the phallus
she lacks; the deficit has to be made up. In order to speak clearly, to
communicate and to forge links with others — to be social — the
woman must speak like a man. Not to do so is to risk psychosis: a
falling back into an ideolect, and the putting asunder of the social
bond. Lacan’s version (which he calls the pere-version) of language is,
for Irigaray, repeated in most psychoanalytic theories of language and
sexuality. If women are to have an identity of their own, the phallic
version of the symbolic to which they have been subjected for so
long must be subverted. For the symbolic has been the source of
women’s oppression.
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As Irigaray presents it, then, women have a disturbing and
oppressively paradoxical status as (non) subjects; for in order to speak,
they must speak like men; in order to know their sexuality at all they
must compare it to the male version: they must ‘be’ the lack of a
penis. While men can readily invoke the symbolic order (mediation)
in knowing and loving themselves, and therefore in representing
themselves to others in the social world, women, by contrast, are in a
position of what Irigaray calls a condition of ‘dereliction’ (Irigaray
1984: 70) — that is, of not being able to know or to love themselves,
because mediation (the symbolic order) is foreign to them. “Women
lack mediation for the work of sublimation’, she says (Irigaray 1984:
70). As a result they cannot objectify themselves — or at least they
find objectification difficult. Men, on the other hand, not only
pose themselves as objects, but are able to objectify women as well.
Correlatively, women are refused access to society and culture in
direct proportion that men are of society and culture. Effectively,
women’s condition here is, for Irigaray, reminiscent of Marx’s view of
the proletariat: the proletariat, Marx said, are in society, but they are
not of society. Socially speaking, women — at least from a traditional
perspective — must be attached to a man in order to have a social
persona; a woman thus does not have her own identity. For her
part, Irigaray argues that to have an identity which is not one’s own —
to be a ‘sex which is not one’ (i.e. which is not whole because it is
lacking — is not unified in itself, but dependent) — is to be excluded
from the fullness of being: it is to be left precisely in a condition of
‘dereliction’.

Mother—Daughter

Women as women are therefore excluded from the social contract.
And an important contributing factor here is the difficulty (read:
present impossibility) of symbolising the mother—daughter relation-
ship. While psychoanalysis has made much, in talking of the entry of
the human into the realm of language, of the separation of the
child from its mother, less has been made of the fact that this child
has been understood as the son. The son, then, has to separate him-
self from the mother via the intervention of language, or the Name-
of-the-Father. The son is not only a potential father; he is also a
subject: a man. The daughter, by contrast, is only a potential mother.
Her womanhood thus has to be gleaned from the experience of
motherhood.
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The son’s first lesson, so to speak, is to be able to objectify the
mother through the symbolic order so as to comply with the inter-
diction against incest. The daughter, however, is largely bereft of
means for achieving this separation, due to her impoverished rela-
tionship to the symbolic. She thus runs a greater risk of psychosis and
melancholia — or rather, her language will tend to be dominated by
the drives, as Irigaray found in her studies of delirium. Perhaps, Iri-
garay ponders, delirium has the potential for providing the basis of a
woman’s language — of providing a way that might enable women to
communicate among themselves, just as men have communicated
among themselves.

Irigaray has worked continuously since the mid-1970s to perfect
the symbolic means equivalent to the mother—daughter relationship.
This work has led her to investigate those hitherto repressed and
excluded aspects of Western culture which have been particularly
related to the condition of the feminine in society: the divine femi-
nine, witchcraft, and sorcery — to cite some examples. As Margaret
‘Whitford has pointed out (Whitford 1991: 84-85), the logic of Irigaray’s
project here is not to valorise an incommunicable mystical state, or an
essential woman, but to overcome the deficit of woman unsymbo-
lised as woman. Not mysticism, then, but bringing woman into the
symbolic order on her own terms is the aim. Women need to be able
to represent themselves to themselves (but in a way quite different
from men) in order to constitute themselves as truly social beings
who can form positive relationships with each other.

Style and a Female God

All of this has led to experimentation with different linguistic strate-
gies in Irigaray’s own writing, and in the evocation of experiences
and cultural figures which have been excluded from social and cul-
tural life because they have been so closely associated with what was
thought to be essentially feminine. Regarding style, Elizabeth Grosz
has written of Irigaray that: ‘Her writing, her “styles”, involve new
forms of discourse, new ways of speaking, a “poetry” which is
necessarily innovative and evocative of new conceptions of women
and femininity’ (Grosz 1989: 101). Exemplary experiments of style
in this sense are: Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche, Elemental Pas-
sions, and Forgetting of Air in Martin Heidegger. In these readings of
figures in the history of philosophy, Irigaray is attentive to the
repressed elements which are passed over in silence — elements of
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pertinence to feminists, such as the body, and the elements: water,
earth, fire, air.

Similarly, Irigaray has reflected on the theological tradition in order
to find in it a positive notion of the divine (the infinite) appropriate
to women. Because the God of Christianity, as the exemplar of
the masculine imaginary, excludes women’s experience as a point
of reference, Irigaray believes it is necessary to find a figure able to
exemplify the feminine imaginary. The feminine god would be one
to give form to multiplicity, difference, becoming, flows, rhythms,
and to ‘the splendor of the body’ — in other words, to those things
which cannot receive a viable image within a patriarchal religious
experience. ‘A feminine god’, Irigaray admits, ‘is yet to come’ (Irigaray
1986: 8). And no doubt this is the point: the ‘yet to come’ of the
feminine god is the god of becoming — the god of fluidity and tran-
sient boundaries, of the amorphous elements of fire, air, earth and
water. ‘How could our [women’s] God be imagined?’ Irigaray asks.
‘Or our god?’, she continues. ‘Is there a quality pertaining to us
which could reverse the order and put the predicate in subject posi-
tion’ (Irigaray 1986: 8)?

The search for a god that is distinctively feminine is a search for a
position — a reference point — that nevertheless would not replicate
the positionality of patriarchy. In current terms, such a position
would have to be one which in some sense elides all positionality.
For the logic of identity this is an untenable position. And the question
remains as to whether it is at all sustainable. Clearly, Irigaray is con-
vinced of the necessity and the viability of the project; but what if
she were wrong? Women themselves are beginning to ask this question.

Levinas and Alterity

Irigaray’s philosophical project also concerns the investigation of
ethics in light of Emmanuel Levinas’s notion of ethical obligation.
Like Irigaray in relation to women, Levinas has been concerned to
lay bare the repressed elements of the Judaic tradition within Chris-
tianity. For Levinas, the moral imperative is focused, not on the
status of the self — where the other would only have relevance for
confirming the self’s own moral worth — but on the other as an
exteriority or alterity which calls to the self, and which, in a sense,
the self becomes. In short, the other is not reducible to a repre-
sentation indebted, as all representations are, to the order of the
Same. What attracts Irigaray to Levinas, is the emphasis he places on
the material encounter in his theory of alterity. Indeed only at a
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material, corporeal level is real alterity articulated; only the truly
material encounter with the other can be surprising and astonishing.
For Irigaray, then, the feminine is the prototype of this alterity.

Difficulties

Given the care Irigaray has brought to articulate a new vision of the
feminine, it seems surprising that some basic difficulties remain, of
which three in particular call for attention. In the first place, there is a
debt to Lacanian psychoanalysis. Here — Levinas not withstanding — it
is difficult to avoid the sense that Irigaray’s work is another anti-
Oedipus project, and that, as a result, it is governed by the logic it
seeks to subvert. In effect, the Lacanian Real, Symbolic and Imagin-
ary enables Irigaray to point to the inadequacy of both ‘egalitarian
feminism’, and feminism that defines the feminine in terms of lack,
and unrepresentable otherness.

A second, and more troubling point, is the way the terms, ‘woman’
and ‘women’, ‘man’ and ‘men’ are used to designate apparently
homogeneous realities: that is, men must be men and women must
be women. Politically, this has led to the proposition that a man (e.g.
Derrida) cannot be a feminist.! It would seem, however, that the
view that men cannot be feminist can only be maintained if the very
homogeneous categories of identity (man, woman) which Irigaray
intends to subvert are maintained. That is, without the logic of
identity in dominance, women would not necessarily be women; the
feminine would not necessarily be feminist. The risk — the very grave
risk — is a possible form of racism based on an insidious mode of
classification from which no one can escape.

The third point concerns elements of the feminine (female god,
the elements of fire, air, earth, and water, female language and festi-
vals), rendered visible by Irigaray’s work. On one level, this approach
touches on the most creative aspect of her style of feminism.
Boundaries have been shaken and new ways of imagining have been
opened up. However, there is a strong impression coming through
that such imaginings require devotees if the desired political effect is
to be achieved. The question that needs to be asked now is whether
an individual could be truly feminist in Irigaray’s terms and not sub-
scribe to her version of the feminine. Irigaray felt a great joy — as a
woman — upon seeing a female Jesus in a museum on Torcello island
(Irigaray 1993: 25). But what if one were not moved, either as a
woman, or as an individual — or as both — by such a scene? An
affirmative answer would seem to render problematic the very link
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Irigaray is trying to make between an iconography of the feminine
and a sense of becoming a female subject.

A final difficulty concerns Irigaray’s championing, supported by
the Italian feminist movement, of formal rights based on sexual dif-
ference. These are advocated in Democracy Begins Between Tivo and her
‘Report on Citizenship of the Union’, co-authored with her Italian
colleague, Renzo Imbeni, and presented to the European Parliament.
Given that Irigaray initially stood for the futility of women fighting
for equal rights (as First Generation feminists had done) until women
had become subjects at a deeper psychological level (hence the stra-
tegies relating to language and style), people are now wondering how
the later work can be reconciled with the early Irigaray and whether
it really matters. The debate continues.

Note

1 For a more complete and subtle account of why this is so within the
economy of Irigaray’s philosophy as regards a figure like Derrida, see
Whitford (1991: 123-47).
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MICHELE LE DOEUFF (b. 1948)

Michele Le Doeuff is Director of Research at the Centre Nationale
de Recherche Scientifique in Paris. She became interested in philo-
sophy not through reading the great thinkers, but through identifying
with the Fool in Shakespeare’s plays. For the Fool is given to sub-
versive speech, a vocation Le Doeuff initially found to be intrinsic to
philosophy, which, unlike the Fool, exists in real life.
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The Philosophical Imaginary

In her book, Hipparchia’s Choice, Michele Le Doeuft explains that she
found it possible to begin her own philosophical project by proving ‘that
there is in philosophy an imaginary level which has not been
imported from elsewhere but is specific to philosophy and sets the
conditions of what can be constructed as rationality within it" (Le
Doeuft 1989a: 23). Such is the way that Le Doeuft describes the tra-
jectory for the book for which she has become best known outside
France, The Philosophical Imaginary (Le Doeuft 1989b). There, the author
shows, inter alia, that Kant, in the first paragraph of the section of the
Critique of Pure Reason dealing with the distinction between phenom-
ena and noumena, refers to the understanding as a ‘territory’ that the
preceding section of the book has ‘explored’. There is more than this
image of a territory, however; for Kant goes on to say that the
‘domain’ of the understanding

is an island, enclosed by nature itself within unalterable limits. It is
the land of truth — enchanting name! — surrounded by a wide
and stormy ocean, the native home of illusion, where many a fog
bank and many a swiftly melting iceberg give the deceptive
appearance of farther shores, deluding the adventurous seafarer
ever anew with empty hopes, and engaging him in enterprises
which he can never hope to abandon and yet is unable to carry
to completion.

(Kant 1970: 257)

For Le Doeuff, such images (island, fog, iceberg, stormy sea, etc.) in a
philosophical text cannot simply be interpreted metaphorically.
Rather, their effect is to close the text off from further scrutiny — to
make it self-contained, much as the understanding as an ‘island’ of
truth is self-contained.

More generally, Le Doeuft says that images in philosophy have
been explained within philosophy’s meta-discourse about itself in two
ways: either they have been seen as a mark of the resurgence of a
more primitive, or childlike form of thought; or, they have been seen
as possessing an intuitive, and self-evident clarity, as though the image
could speak directly the thought the philosopher desired to commu-
nicate. The latter quality would make images an efficacious way of
transmitting thought to an uncultivated, or an untrained interlocutor.
In Le Doeuff’s eyes, both explanations only serve to hide the real
effect of the image in philosophy. Through images, ‘every philosophy
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can engage in a straightforward dogmatization, and decree a “that’s
the way it is” without fear of counter-argument, since it is under-
stood that a good reader will by-pass such “illustrations™ (Le Doeuff
1989b: 12). Images, therefore, are a means whereby philosophy can
be unphilosophical by closing off the image from scrutiny and discussion.
For Le Doeuff, closing the image off from scrutiny is equivalent to
the closure of philosophy itself.

Le Doeuff and Feminism

Le Doeuft’s work in philosophy has often been linked to that of the
feminists, Luce Irigaray and Héléne Cixous, and, to a lesser extent,
Julia Kristeva. Unlike Irigaray and other ‘difference feminists’ who
treat the language of philosophy with great suspicion because of its
masculinist, rationalist and patriarchal status — a status which deprives
women of their own voice — Le Doeuff argues that reason and
rationality are not essentially masculine. The fact that there is a plur-
ality of rationalities alone tends to belie the notion of a hegemonic,
masculine reason. Neither, Le Doeuff adds in her influential book on
knowledge and science, is scientific method essentially masculine or male.
Nor, she contends, do women succeed in science in the so-called
female domain of cooperation, while men go for competition.
Rather cooperation is essential in science whoever practices it. Le
Doeuff is against the confusion of science or philosophy with those
who manage them (see Le Doeuft 2003).

Le Doeuft shows that there have always been women in philosophy
and in science throughout their history — although, it is true, without
the same advantages as men — so that it becomes counterproductive
to repeatedly ask why there have been few women in philosophy or
science. Le Doeuff pushes this point even further by saying that today,
in contrast to the past, ‘Nothing prevents a young woman from
studying philosophy and then producing philosophical works. And so
she asks, “What is the point, therefore, in going over and over an
outdated question and talking about what happened the day before
yesterday?” (Le Doeuft 1989a: 5). Or, Le Doeuff similarly ponders,
there is no point saying that science is inherently masculine. Francis
Bacon’s strictures on method do not essentially exclude women. Sci-
ence does not exclude women from science; men do (see Le Doeuft

2003: 162).
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The Practice of Philosophy and Science

On the other hand, the way philosophy has been practised has
undoubtedly tended to make it more difficult for women to be pro-
fessional philosophers, just as it is also true that the way women have
been characterised almost exclusively by their sex constitutes
another largely unacknowledged element (like the image) of non-
philosophy within the history of philosophy. There is a fundamental
sexism in philosophy, as there is in science; but to combat it Le
Doeuff calls upon the resources of philosophy and science themselves
(concern for openness and method, and its effort to reflect upon its
own presuppositions and empirical testing), even, it must also be
admitted, that philosophy and science dream of being their
founding principle and means of legitimation, and as philosophy
dreams of being the basis and founding principle of all other dis-
ciplines. Philosophy’s dream of its own omnipotence and autonomy is
one of its most powerful myths. When all is said and done, however,
Le Doeuff opposes the sexism of philosophy in the name of philo-
sophy and the sexism of science in the name of science. Not philo-
sophy or science per se, then, but the historical practice of philosophy
and science is what is at stake. These practices have misrecognised the
effect of images; have emphasised abstraction and universalisation at
the expense of pertinence; have refused the idea of the ‘wandering’ of
thought; have seen ‘women’ (Roussel 1845) as their other; have
been inflexible regarding style so that the place of enunciation has,
in principle, remained invisible. All these aspects of philosophical and
scientific practice have contributed to women’s alienation.

Devotees

Similarly, women have often been positioned as devotees and dis-
ciples of great male philosophers rather than — as has been the rule
for creative work — thinking on their own account. In effect, what
marks a man as a philosopher above all, is being an independent
and a creative thinker to whom others defer. Those men who have
not quite made it have often had a woman there to satisfy the
male philosophers ‘ontological lack’. Indeed, despite his success,
Sartre tended to depend on de Beauvoir in just such a way. In a
detailed treatment of the de Beauvoir — Sartre relation in Hipparchia’s
Choice, Le Doeuff analyses the use de Beauvoir makes of Sartre’s
existential philosophy (i.e. discipleship) in The Second Sex in order
that she (de Beauvoir) might, surreptitiously, turn the stick in the
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other direction. The sexism of Sartre’s philosophy is not directly
challenged by de Beauvoir. Rather, says Le Doeuff, Sartre’s cate-
gories ‘are remodelled “in the heat of the moment”’(Le Doeuff
1989a: 88). De Beauvoir takes the framework of existentialism as
given (she herself is not constructing a philosophical system) and
uses it in order to present a ‘point of view’, a perspective on the
here and now. She refers to concrete examples and cites ethno-
graphic data not in order to demonstrate a philosophical framework,
but because they exist as examples of the way people live. In addi-
tion, de Beauvoir does not take a ‘collection of “theoretical posi-
tions” from existentialism, but a set of wvalues. ‘So Simone de
Beauvoir’s choice is first and foremost one of morality’ (Le Doeuff
1989a: 90). As a result, although Le Doeuft still finds much that is
problematic in The Second Sex, she has not, unlike other feminists,
built her feminism on a complete rejection of de Beauvoir. And Le
Doeuff, in the end, finds de Beauvoir significant precisely because
the Sartrian ‘phantasmagoria’ — which rejected the idea that exter-
tority (the other) was in any way philosophically or morally
determinate — disappears when ‘de Beauvoir takes up the same phi-
losophy’. When all is said and done, as it were, Le Doeuft finds de
Beauvoir attractive because, although beginning with existentialism,
she comes to speak in her own voice. In short, she ceases to be a
devotee.

Enlightenment Allegiance and Critics

Her view of philosophy as a potentially liberating practice has led
some to see in Le Doeuft’s approach an implicit reverence for the
eighteenth-century philosophes. Feminist critics like Elizabeth Grosz
have suggested that because of this reverence and propriety in her
readings it is ‘almost as if she were to claim that if philosophy is
misogynist, this can be confined to those imaginary elements she has
been concerned to reveal’ (Grosz 1989: 212). According to Meaghan
Morris, Le Doeuft’s acceptance of philosophy as a globally positive
force as far as women are concerned might merely be ‘a salvage
operation to rescue philosophy from the more damaging charges of
feminist critics’ (Morris 1981/2: 77 cited in Grosz 1989: 212).

Why Women Should be Philosophers and Scientists

While acknowledging that the situation is complex, Le Doeuft’s
response to such a criticism is to say that, whether we like it or not,
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philosophy — and science — offers the model of autonomy and inde-
pendence of thought that women as feminists can well aspire to.
Maybe this does amount to a salvage operation of sorts; but it is one
that seeks to salvage philosophy from the closure it has been subject
to in the hands of men. If, historically, men have limited philosophy,
this does not mean that philosophy is limited in itself.

Even if one were to argue that the possibility of independence of
thought offered by philosophy is illusory, it is hard to see how one
can escape thinking philosophically in arriving at such a conclusion.
For Le Doeuff, however, the historical limitations of philosophy can
be turned to account when we recognise that, through such limita-
tions, paradoxical as it might seem, philosophy demonstrates its per-
tinence. Although this link must be thought through carefully to
avoid sounding glib, it is philosophy’s failure to be universal, and the
reality of its historical limits which makes it pertinent. In other
words, historical limits mean being tied up with issues of the day.

A similar case can be made in relation to science. Women’s lack of
access to, and subordination in, science, throughout history, does not
make science itself discriminatory. In fact, the rigorous use of science
can be brought to bear in the fight against discrimination.

A final, but nevertheless fundamental, reason as to why women
should not eschew philosophy or science is that it is, historically,
through being designated as unphilosophical and unscientific that women
have been defined as women. This has resulted in the prejudice that
the man is philosophical and scientific (i.e. not determined by his sex)
and the woman is only her sex. In her chapter, ‘Pierre Roussel’s
Chiasmus’, in The Philosophical Imaginary, Le Doeuft is able to give an
example of the lengths to which scientists have gone in order to
reduce women to their sex. As if inspired by Book V of Rousseau’s
Emile (where Rousseau says that abstract truths are not for women),
Pierre Roussel, in his treatise of 1777 on woman (Roussel 1845),
says, in effect, that women are not suited to theorising because their
first impulse, in their natural roles as wives and mothers, is to be
practical, to have an overactive imagination which does not allow
them to retain ideas, but which enables them to identify with the
suffering of others because of their own weakness. Among other
things, Le Doeuft makes two general points about a Rousselesque
image of woman. The first is that ideas which explain women’s
capacities by their sex, and, what is more, which see this sex as con-
stant over time and in space, are still prevalent today in certain areas
of biology, psychoanalysis and philosophy. The second point is that
the argument which presents such views is so specious, so ideological in
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the end, that its very existence in a supposedly philosophical envir-
onment constitutes a limit to philosophy, as images constitute a limit.

Utopia

One of the abiding images that Le Doeuff analyses in The Philosophical
Imaginary and elsewhere is Utopia. Thus in an article published in
English in 1982 (Le Doeuft 1982: 441-66), she discusses the way Utopia,
in the famous works of More, Bacon and Campanella, amounts to ‘a
defense and illustration of socialized intellectual life’ (Le Doeuff 1982:
446). True, Utopia is a reverie of a land of the good life; but because
it is also a critique of life in the here and now, it implies both a spe-
cific quality of life, and a specific means of obtaining it. Inevitably, the
good life is one produced through pedagogical reforms; it requires
philosophers to imagine it and educators to teach the uninformed majority
about its virtues. Thus, because Utopias are brought about by way of
the school, they are specific to societies based on the ideas of scholars
for the school. Where Bachelard had seen a scholarly Utopia as being
one form of Utopia, Le Doeuff argues that Utopia is essentially
scholarly, essentially a society existing for the school. This scenario is
given a contemporary twist when Le Doeuff argues that the modern cri-
tique of the power of the intellectual master — as proposed by the New
Philosophers — presupposes that an intellectualist Utopia were already
realised. These ‘ideologues’, are, says Le Doeuff, ‘actually following the
dreams of the first utopias’ (Le Doeuft 1982: 462). Through the image
of Utopia, the fantasy of the philosopher would produce a world where
the intellectual master already has absolute power. The real Utopia, then, is
announced by the fantasy that society is already for the school.
Through a style that evokes the place of enunciation, through a philo-
sophy that shows that ‘there is no thinking which does not wander’, that
does not proceed by digressions, and through a sense of engagement
that is supple and reflexive, Michele Le Doeuff has begun to give
philosophy a new face. What would give her work even greater
interest, perhaps, is if she engaged more fully with the hidden face
(the images, etc.) of the philosophy canon. For although the work of
a Pierre Roussel is no doubt significant in gauging how science has
defined ‘woman’, Roussel would hardly qualify as a philosopher: certainly
not substantively, because so many of his notions are unexamined,
nor formally, for he was an eighteenth-century doctor. Le Doeuft has
already shown the way in her commentaries on Descartes, Kant,
Rousseau and Sartre where she has opened up new terrain. The
point is to go further — much further — if philosophy is to remain open.
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POST-MARXISM

Post-Marxism questions the reductive, and anti-democratic nature of
Marxism, and of any political movement which explains changes in
history in terms of the role of a specific class, or privileged agency.
Post-Marxism accepts the inspiration deriving from Marx’s political
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involvement, but denies the Marxist emphasis on the economy as
determinate, or on the idea that there is a universal class — the
proletariat — which will usher in the era of socialism. Post-Marxists
now often argue for radical democracy. In Hannah Arendt’s work, the
theme of democracy is explored in relation to freedom, community
and human rights. Badiou, despite his mathematical leaning, still
identifies with the revolutionary tradition.

GIORGIO AGAMBEN (b.1942)

Giorgio Agamben is a philosopher of Italian origin who, since the
World Trade Centre attacks in September 2001, has challenged the
wide use of emergency measures for people control. Indeed, while en
route to give lectures at New York University in January 2004,
Agamben became personally involved when, at New York airport, he
refused to conform to the US requirement that visitors provide bio-
metric information to confirm their identity. As a result, Agamben
was unable to enter the United States and had to return to Italy.

Agamben has taught at the universities of Verona and Venice in
Italy, and has been a visiting professor at the Collége de philosophie
in Paris, as well as at a number of American universities, such as the
University of California at Irvine. His contributions to political phi-
losophy on the subjects of life (particularly bare life), sovereignty,
power, the law and the exception have now been recognised as
opening up a new era in thinking about politics. Agamben is, how-
ever, also a noted theorist of art and aesthetics, particularly in the
fields of poetry and language. Although a new ontology, based in ethics,
also underpins his thought, the emphasis here will be on Agamben’s
ideas on life, art and biopolitics.

During the 1960s, Agamben wrote a thesis on the political thought
of Simone Weil at the University of Rome and, in 1966 and 1968,
attended Martin Heidegger’s Le Thor seminars in Provence, France,
on Heraclitus and on Hegel. During the 1970s he established his
interdisciplinary orientation working on issues in the fields of lin-
guistics, philology, poetics and mediaeval history. His book, Stanzas
(1977), came out of a fellowship at the Warburg Institute in London
in 1974-75. During the 1980s, Agamben edited the Italian edition of
‘Whalter Benjamin’s works, and it is Benjamin’s essay, ‘Critique of Violence’,
which has greatly influenced Agamben’s analyses of sovereignty. Always
in touch with developments in artistic life, Agamben played the part
of Philip in Pasolini’s film, The Gospel According to St. Matthew (1964).
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Zog&, Bios and Biopolitics

A key distinction maintained as a continual source of reflection by
Agamben in his work — one stemming from Aristotle and classical
Greek political thought — is that between zoe and bios as descriptors
of life. Zoe refers to life as bare physical survival, including biological
reproduction and domestic labour (of the household: oikos), as well as
all the labour required to sustain biological life — the labour that was
largely done by slaves. Zoe is thus the level of necessity and of means,
not that of ends. The latter is the province of bios. Thus, for classical
Greek culture, to remain immured in bare life was to remain at the
animal level of necessity, rather than to achieve a fulfilling way of life
as bios: life as freedom and ends.

Bios 1s the sphere of politics proper — of the polis — the sphere of
freedom and the creation of a form of life. It is the sphere from
which slaves, women and children were excluded, as they were part
of life as zoe. They could not arise to the level of freedom. Hannah
Arendt (a key influence on Agamben) even goes so far as to equate
the social domain in its essence with necessity (with means), which
implies that purely social activity would be excluded from the polis
(see Arendt 1958: 38—49). Agamben is particularly interested today in
the mode of exclusion of such a category of activity or existence — of
zo¢ — as the being/activity of bare life.

In addition, Agamben is interested in the focus on bare life that
emerges in Foucault’s theory of ‘biopolitics’. First mentioned as early
as 1976 in the last chapter of the first volume of the Histoire de la
sexualit¢ (Foucault 1976: 183), the term was further elaborated in
lectures Foucault gave in Paris at the College de France in the aca-
demic year, 1978-79. Like the theme of governmentality, biopolitics
has become an important aspect of Foucault’s thought, even though it
was never the subject of a full-length book, and is quite difterent to
the approach Foucault later takes to the history of sexuality, where
the individual subject assumes centre stage.

For Foucault, biopolitics arises in the eighteenth century, and is
defined as ‘the way attempts were made to rationalise the problems
raised for governmental practice by phenomena proper to a col-
lection of living beings constituted as a population: health,
hygiene, natality, longevity, races’ (Foucault 1989: 109). Agamben
sees this as the emergence, in the political domain, of bare life,
after so many centuries of its being excluded. Biopolitics brings
the domain of power and government out of a strictly juridical
framework, where, in particular, Liberalism had placed it, and into
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the domain of life as the health — in the broadest sense — of popula-
tions.

Homo sacer and Sovereignty

‘Exclusion’ also needs explanation. For what is excluded is invariably
included in some way — if we are dealing with the domain of politics.
Biopolitics brings with it the echo of Roman Law, where homo sacer
is the one who cannot be sacrificed (cannot have a definite legal or moral
status), yet is the one who can be killed by anyone — because of this
entity’s bare life status. Homo sacer is thus the point of exception that
gives the law its capacity to function according to the normal case.
The law needs an outside, external element so as to constitute its
internal order. Homo sacer is thus included in the legal system only by
being excluded (in this sense it evokes the membership of set theory,
as discussed by Badiou, where belonging does not entail membership.
Homo sacer belongs to the polity without being a member).

The ‘sacer’ in homo sacer evokes the sacred, but not as sacrifice.
Sacrifice entails purification and consecration prior to the act of
killing (the sacrifice). A passage — frequently paraphrased by Agam-
ben, from Emile Beneveniste’s Indo-European Language and Society
(1973), explains exactly what is at stake: ‘A man who is called sacer is
stained with a real pollution which puts him outside human society:
contact with him must be shunned. If someone kills him, this does
not count as homicide’ (Benveniste 1973: 453).

Homo sacer, then, is the outcast who can be killed, but not sacri-
ficed. Sacrifice is a ritualised activity and thus has a quasi-legal status
as it is enacted according to forms of the law (Agamben 1998: 102).
Homo sacer is never subjected to ‘sanctioned forms of execution’
(Agamben 1998: 103) Thus, ‘sacer’, in the sense that Agamben wants
to emphasise is ‘bare life’, is ‘zoe, in the Greek sense, the fact of being
alive and nothing more, the fact of life exposed to death. According
to our author, ‘the production of bare life is the originary activity of
sovereignty’ (Agamben 1998: 83). The point is that the sacredness of
life is currently claimed to be opposed to power, whereas homo sacer
implies that sacredness is constitutive of power. A symmetry exists
between the two. Sacredness (inclusive exclusion) becomes the ori-
ginal mode of the inclusion (as that which is excluded) of bare life in
the juridical order. Life is sacred only to the extent that it is ‘taken
into the sovereign exception’ (Agamben 1998: 85).

Many questions arise about the nature of the relationship between
homo sacer, the law and sovereignty in the complicated history of
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human, and particularly European, societies, and Agamben addresses
a number of these. He considers, for example, the relationship
between religious sentiment and the sacred, the nature of the sover-
eign’s body, the connection between Roman law and modern legal
forms, the basis, in the foundation of democracy, of Habeas corpus as a
presentation of the (natural) body (Agamben 1998: 124). He also
addresses these questions in his quest to show that sovereignty and bare
life are inextricably linked, that vita is not a juridical concept in Roman
law, but is excluded. In answer to the criticism that he is on thin ice
when it comes to legal history, Agamben has claimed in an interview
that he is working with paradigms, not taking an historical or socio-
logical approach (Raulff 2004: 609).!

State of Exception

Quite pointedly (for it touches upon post 9/11 politics), a state of
exception, which is homo sacer, gives force to sovereignty: after Carl
Schmitt, whose work is also analysed in his more recent work, State
of Exception (2005), Agamben says that the one is sovereign who can
determine the state of exception. The paradox of sovereignty is that
the sovereign, like homo sacer, is both ‘outside and inside the juridical
order’ (Agamben 1998: 15). According to Schmitt, Liberalism is
unable to understand the true nature of politics because it assumes that,
on the whole, the juridical system will incorporate political events,
will anticipate them and so make legal relations the dominant form of
political relations. One should think here of constitutions setting the
ground rules of political conduct and the court system as ensuring
that constitutions are adhered to by all parties. Were such circum-
stances to be the norm, there would not be any issue of establishing
the nature of sovereignty. However, Schmitt argues, political life is
subject as much to the contingent and the unpredictable as it is to any
normality anticipated by the law. The contingent and the unpredict-
able form the basis of the state of exception. The sovereign must,
first of all, decide when a state of exception exists and, second,
decide upon strategies — including the suspension of normal legal
processes — to deal with it. These include, above all, calling a state of
emergency. There is thus a correlation between the sovereign and the
exception. The exception has no power as such (for the exception is
determined by the sovereign); however, without the exception, it
would be impossible for sovereignty to be and to maintain itself.
Following Jean-Luc Nancy, Agamben invokes the old German term
‘ban’ to describe this situation (Agamben 1998: 28-29). He who is
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banned by the law is not simply set outside the law, but is ‘abandoned
by it, that is, exposed and threatened on the threshold in which life
and law, outside and inside, become indistinguishable. It is literally
not possible to say whether the one who has been banned is outside
or inside the juridical order’ (Agamben 1998: 28-29, Agamben’s
emphasis). Thus, the law both posits the sovereign and makes the
sovereign the one who is also outside the law. This is the paradox of
sovereignty.

Violence

The issue arising for contemporary societies with their juridical sys-
tems, and in particular, for Western style liberal democracies, con-
cerns the extent to which the empty space beyond (and within) the
law is taken up by violence. For, with the law (legally) suspended, the
will of the sovereign becomes supreme. This ‘will’ can be imposed on
a situation with any means chosen by the sovereign, and these might
well include violence. Indeed, the sovereign in Hobbes is precisely
the extent to which the State of Nature ‘survives in the person of the
sovereign’ (Agamben 1998: 35), and we know that this state is one
where, famously, people live in fear of violent death (Hobbes 1962:
100). In the state of war, ‘nothing is unjust’ (Hobbes 1962: 101).

Here then is the worry behind the paradox of sovereignty: the risk that
a sovereign might resort to violence in an irresponsible way. Agamben
points, for example, to the suspension of law (including the sus-
pension of the Geneva conventions on the conduct of war) in the
‘war on terrorism’ with respect to those interned by America at Guan-
tanamo Bay in Cuba. There, prisoners have no legal identity and recall
the plight of stateless people between the wars referred to by Hannah
Arendt (see Arendt 1951: 292). Agamben also cites the arbitrary poli-
cies involving the suspension of the law being employed to deal with
asylum seekers. Increasingly, asylum seekers are purposely processed
and their claims assessed outside the boundaries of any state, in
international territory. They thus have no legal status and thus cannot
appeal to any authority if their human rights are violated. They are
non-persons.

Agamben’s further point is that the condition of the asylum seeker
seems to be the general condition on the horizon, as ever larger numbers
of people find that conditions have become impossible within the
state of origin. Increasingly, too, therefore, the political entity of the
nation-state is unequal to meeting the challenge of this new political
reality. It is unable, for example, to guarantee human rights by virtue
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of a person’s humanity, founded as the state is on essentially legal prin-
ciples.

Law can be in force without significance, as illustrated by Kafka‘s
The Trial (1968), and as demonstrated to be the normal case by
deconstruction. Moreover, the ‘force of law’, is the phrase used
when the sovereign rules by decree, the latter being said to have
the ‘force of law’. ‘Force of law’ thus implies that what would nor-
mally be outside the law (arbitrary will) is brought inside. Indeed,
decrees founded on violence (sovereign violence) mean that a zone of
indistinction is introduced between law and nature, outside and
inside.

Human Rights and Bare Life

‘What is the connection between human rights and the nation state?
Natural, or bare life is the subject of the French Declaration of 1789,
not the free self-conscious individual. Also, the Declaration sepa-
rates active rights of the citizen from passive rights acquired by
virtue of one’s humanity. Can passive rights (those acquired simply
by virtue of being human) be sustained and defended? The record
is not good when it comes to supporting refugees and stateless
people.

Refugees put sovereignty in question because they cannot be clas-
sified in terms of ‘blood and soil’, ‘nativity and nationality’ (cf. the
German ‘blood and soil’ and the juridical ius soli and ius sanguinis,
from Roman law), but only in terms of passive human rights
(Agamben 1998: 131). The problem is that human rights are linked
to the rights of the citizen. Bare life has no rights.

What is essential is that, every time refugees represent not
individual cases but — as happens more and more often today — a
mass phenomenon, both these organisations [Bureau Nansen
(1922) and the UN High Commission for Refugees (1951)] and
individual states prove themselves, despite their solemn invoca-
tions of the ‘sacred and inalienable’ rights of man, absolutely
incapable of resolving the problem and even of confronting it
adequately.

(Agamben 1998: 133)

The problem concerns the separation of the rights of man from the rights

of the citizen. Rwanda is an example where human life, as sacred,
could be killed but not sacrificed.
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As Hannah Arendt said, human rights are connected to the fate of
the nation-state, and that when the latter declines, so does the
defence of human rights. The implication is that globalisation impacts
negatively on human rights.

The Camps

A key element of politics for Agamben is that it is a big mistake to see
the Holocaust as sacrifice. Rather, the Jew becomes homo sacer (can
be killed by anyone, but not sacrificed). ‘The dimension in which the
extermination took place is neither religion nor law, but biopolitics’
(Agamben 1998: 114). The work of both Foucault and Arendt is
limited, however, to the extent that it does not include a considera-
tion of the camps.

The Nazi concentration camp is the exemplar of the space of the
state of exception, created under the Schutzhaft (protective custody),
which allowed for imprisonment without trial, and had no need for a
juridical foundation in existing institutions.

The camp is included in the political system through its own
exclusion. “Whoever entered the camp moved in a zone of indis-
tinction between outside and inside, exception and rule, licit and
illicit, in which the very concepts of subjective right and juridical
protection no longer made any sense’ (Agamben 1998: 170). Unlike
previous uses of ‘states of emergency’ based on a factual situation, the
camp is the ‘most absolute biopolitical space ever to have been rea-
lized” (Agamben 1998: 170) in order to confirm the power of the
sovereign. No act committed against the inmates of the camps could
count as a crime. How was this possible?

Without the camps, without refugees, without limit cases of life and
death — that is, without factual situations — Agamben’s thesis would have
no meaning. In other words, it is not a matter of searching for the
essence of the Western juridico-political system in the interest of a new
political philosophy, but of understanding how, in light of the
existing juridical imperatives, the most horrific political events of our
era — from Nazi concentration camps to Guantananamo — could come
about.

Auschwitz

In a separate book, which elaborates on the nature of the camps,
Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (2002) Agamben
investigates how witnessing and thus testimony are possible in relation
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to the Nazi concentration camps, particularly Auschwitz. How is
testimony possible? Agamben’s view is that it is possible and that to
deny this is, unconsciously, to accept the Nazi view that no one
would believe the survivors of the camps when they described what
happened. The camps are thus an inexpressible mystical realm. It is
also important to link the camps to law, even if many (including
Eichmann) wanted to put them beyond the law.

Using Emile Benveniste’s theory of énonciation, (enunciating act)
which sees subjectivity established in the act of language, Agamben
analyses the category of the Muselmann (Moslem), described particu-
larly poignantly in Primo Levi’s writings. The Muselmann is a person
in the last stages of survival, on the edge of death, a person whose
status consists of nothing other than being ‘bare life’. Testimony
takes place in the space between the sayable and the unsayable
which captures the position of the Muselmann. Testimony takes place
even though the subject (as in the énonciation) is constitutively frac-
tured.

In sum, Agamben argues for the possibility of ‘speaking Ausch-
witz’, or bearing witness, against the notion (asserted by the Nazis),
that the event is too monstrous ever to be ‘sayable’. Agamben is for
the idea that Auschwitz is sayable, that there can be a witness: “The
witness attests to the fact that there can be testimony because there is
an inseparable division and non-coincidence between the inhuman and
the human, the living being and the speaking being, the Muselmann
and the survivor’ (Agamben 2002: 157). Again: ‘The authority of the witness
consists in his capacity to speak solely in the name of an incapacity to speak —
that is, in his or her being a subject (Agamben 2002: 158, Agamben’s
emphasis). It is a matter of establishing a monument to the impossibility
of fixing the truth in relation to real events, or to memory. Testimony
occurs where there is an impossibility of speaking.

What we have witnessed, then, is the depth of insight that Agam-
ben’s theory has achieved in addressing the question of the camps.

Note

1 For critiques of Agamben on this issue, see Fitzpatrick (2005: 51-53) and
Van der Walt (2005: 279 n. 5). Both critiques, in their own way, dispute
the validity of the category of ‘bare life’. Both tend to make law, or
sacrifice entirely primary, so that there is no domain exterior to the law
(Fitzpatrick), or one exterior to sacrifice (Van der Walt).
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THEODOR ADORNO (1903-1969)

Adorno was born Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno in 1903. Accord-
ing to Martin Jay he may have dropped the Wiesengrund when he
joined the Institute for Social Research in New York in 1938
because of its sounding Jewish. Between 1918 and 1919, at the age of
15, Adorno studied under Siegfried Kracauer. After completing his
Gymnasium period, he attended the University of Frankfurt where
he studied philosophy, sociology, psychology and music. He
received a doctorate in philosophy in 1924. In 1925, Adorno went to
Vienna to study composition under Alban Berg, and at the same
time he began to publish articles on music, especially on the work of
Schonberg. After becoming disillusioned with the ‘irrationalism’ of
the Vienna circle, he returned to Frankfurt in 1926 and began a
Habilitationschrift on Kant and Freud, entitled ‘The concept of the
unconscious in the transcendental theory of mind’. This thesis was
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rejected, but in 1931, he completed another: Kierkegaard: The Con-
struction of the Aesthetic, which was published in 1933 on the day of
Hitler’s rise to power. Once his thesis was accepted, Adorno
joined the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research after Max Hor-
kheimer became director. To escape from Nazism, the Institute
moved to Ziirich in 1934, and Adorno moved to England.

In 1938, Adorno rejoined the Institute, which was now located in
New York, and worked on the Princeton Radio Research Project,
headed by Paul Larzarsteld. While in America he worked on a
number of different projects, including one with Thomas Mann on
Doktor Faustus. With Max Horkheimer, Adorno sounded a pessimis-
tic note about Enlightenment reason in the Dialectic of Enlightenment,
which was first published in 1947. In 1953, at the age of 50, Adorno
left the United States and returned to Frankfurt to take up a position
with the Institute, and in 1959 he became its director following
Horkheimer’s retirement. By the end of the following decade
Adorno became embroiled in a conflict with the students who occupied
the Institute’s offices. Adorno died in 1969 in Switzerland while
writing what many believe to be his most important work, Aesthetic

Theory (1997).

Music

Adorno was an accomplished musician and composer who cham-
pioned the cause of Schonberg and twentieth century music, while at
the same time giving reinterpretations of classical composers such as
Beethoven. He had a close relationship with Alban Berg, with whom
he conducted a voluminous correspondence (see Adorno and Berg
(2005)), and he wrote widely on the relationship between music and
society, although this came with difficulty in relation to popular
music.

Post-modern Thinker?

Debate on Adorno’s work has, in part, centred on the extent to
which he anticipates aspects of post-modern and post-structuralist
thought. Particular attention is often given here to Adorno’s cri-
tique of ‘identity-thinking’ in his Negative Dialectics (Adorno 1990).
While it is necessary to understand what Adorno means here, we
should also bear in mind a number of points which clearly separate
his project from those inspired by nominally French thought.

217



THEODOR ADORNO

Let us begin with science. While Julia Kristeva has said that struc-
turalist-inspired semiotics must take its cue from developments in
quantum physics, and while Jacques Derrida cited Godel directly in
formulating his philosophical notion of ‘undecidability’ (Derrida
1981: 219) — that is, while semiotics and post-structuralism in France
forged bonds between the natural and the human sciences — Adorno,
like other members of the Frankfurt School, saw modern science as
inherently positivist. As Adorno aimed to produce a dialectical
thought which did not ‘positivise” in any way, science in general was
treated with the greatest suspicion, if not contempt. Science in
Adorno’s philosophy would even be the form of thought he most
opposed given that, like positivism in general, it is seen to be abso-
lutely dependent on the logic of identity. Philosophy has allowed
itself to be terrorised by science, Adorno claims (Adorno 1990: 109).
But philosophical truth does not equal scientific truth, and philoso-
phy should not shy away from this. In sum, ‘Philosophy is neither a
science nor the “cogitative poetry” to which positivists would degrade
it in a stupid oxymoron’ (Adorno 1990: 109). Second, Adorno retains —
albeit in his works of cultural criticism rather than his philosophy —
the distinction between ‘essence’ and ‘appearance’ (a distinction
questioned by French thought of post-structuralist inspiration) in
order roundly to reject the superficial nature of appearance in
modern capitalist society. For Adorno, the world of appearance, as
for Plato before him, is a world of images and mere semblances, a
world of relativism and, most of all, of reification. On this reading,
reification and commodities in the capitalist world are almost iden-
tical; commodities take on a life of their own independently of the
conditions of their production. Commodities hide the truth of their
illusory nature. They serve to titillate ‘the reified consciousness’
which is ‘a moment in the totality of the reified world” (Adorno

1990: 95).

Appearance and Essence

Moreover, by contrast with post-1968 French thought, ideology
still plays an important part in Adorno’s analyses of social condi-
tions, even if, as he shows in Prisms (Adorno 1981: 30-34), the ana-
lysis of ideology can no longer rely on the ‘transcendent’ method,
where the critic claims to be detached from the milieu being ana-
lysed. The difference between essence and appearance entails the
ideological effect of reification. For behind the reified appearances,
lies the truth of the ‘phantasmagoria’ of commodity production.
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This truth is that human beings, despite what they might think, are
unfree; they have restrictive forms of thought and action imposed
upon them by the existing social conditions of capitalist produc-
tion; they live in ‘the open-air prison which the world is becom-
ing’ (Adorno 1981: 34). People adapt to these conditions rather
than oppose them. Consequently, the freedom that Simmel talks
about in the same context is a myth. ‘In a state of unfreedom’, says
Adorno, ‘no one, of course, has a liberated consciousness’ (Adorno
1990: 95).

Finally, Adorno places far more weight on the role of conscious-
ness than is the case with comparable French thinkers such as
Lacan or Foucault. Although he spent time developing ways of
escaping a reductive view of the individual as ‘socialised’, and
although his position here is in other respects complex, Adorno’s
view of the unconscious is extremely simple. First of all, the uncon-
scious (like Freud’s work in general) receives little elaboration in
Adorno’s philosophy. On one of the rare occasions in which he
actually refers explicitly to the unconscious in Negative Dialectics, he
says:

When the doctrine of the unconscious reduces the individual to
a small number of recurring constants and conflicts it does reveal
a misanthropic disinterest in the concretely unfolded ego; and yet
it reminds the ego of the shakiness of its definitions compared
with those of the id, and thus of its tenuous and ephemeral
nature.

(Adorno 1990: 352)

Even if ‘shakiness’, ‘tenuous’, and ‘ephemeral’ suggest a movement
away from the primacy of consciousness, there is little evidence
that the unconscious poses a real obstacle to philosophy or to
thought.

Identity /nonidentity

In other words, Adorno still seems to be far more beholden to a logic
of identity than some of his more recent readers suggest. On the
other hand, it is also true that his aspirations are in the direction of a
thought that is not wholly and solely indebted to the logic of identity.
Thus when he begins to rethink the nature of philosophy in Negative
Dialectics, Adorno makes two key points: first, that philosophy ‘lives
on’ after the Marxist attempt to discredit it for being too idealist had
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failed; and, second, that philosophy needs a sense of its own impo-
tence before the materiality of the world in order that it might
remain creative and open to the new. The materiality of the world is
philosophy’s inexpressible side. The essential character of philosophy
thus consists in being only too well aware of the limitedness of the
concepts with which it works. ‘Disenchantment of the concept is the
antidote of philosophy’ (Adorno 1990: 13). In effect, a truly creative
philosophy — which, for Adorno is philosophy — seeks out those
things which are a challenge to thought itself. These things can be
generally designated by the terms ‘heterogeneity’, or more pointedly,
by ‘nonidentity’.

Negative Dialectics

Unlike Hegel’s system in which the heterogeneous element would be
reclaimed dialectically through the principle of the ‘negation of the
negation’, Adorno announces the principle of ‘negative dialectics’, a
principle which refuses any kind of affirmation, or positivity, a principle
of thorough-going negativity. Thus negative dialectics is nonidentity.
This key element in Adorno’s thought has a number of synonyms in
addition to the ones we have given above — for instance: ‘contra-
diction’, ‘dissonance’, ‘freedom’, ‘the divergent’ and ‘the inexpres-
sible’. Despite the importance of nonidentity, Adorno also says that
no thought can in fact express nonidentity: for ‘to think is to iden-
tify’. Identity thinking can only think contradiction as pure, that is, as
another identity. Where, and how, then, does nonidentity thinking
actually leave its mark on thought? In short, what is the material basis
of negative dialectics in thought?

To begin with, the material aspect is not philosophy as poetry, or as
art. For philosophy as art is equivalent of the erasure of philosophy.
Nor is philosophy permitted, according to Adorno, to give in to an
aesthetic impulse. This does not of course preclude experimenting in
the presentation of new concepts, a process which may lead to
poetry, just as the most avant-garde art might be an immanent con-
ceptualisation. Nevertheless, philosophy must ‘void its aestheticism’.
‘Its affinity to art does not entitle it to borrow from art, and here
Adorno continues the point in a tone for which he has become
notorious ‘... least of all by virtue of the intuitions which barbarians
take for the prerogatives of art’ (Adorno 1990: 15). All that philoso-
phy can do in such circumstances is continue as philosophy. To give
up in light of the impossibility of expressing nonidentity would imply
that philosophy had misunderstood the heterogeneous, dissonant
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nature of nonidentity; in other words, to give up ‘this sense is to
misunderstand that nonidentity is impure — not even a pure contra-
diction. Thoughts intended to think the inexpressible by abandoning
thought falsify the inexpressible’ (Adorno 1990: 110). Nonidentity is
possibly philosophy’s hidden, negative telos. It was thus Marx’s mis-
take to think of the end of philosophy in precisely these terms.

The other sense in which philosophy might come to an end is
if it took the form (as in Hegel) of Absolute knowledge. Then
every problem confronting philosophy — especially its relationship with
the material world — would be resolved through the affirmative
principle of the negation which produces an affirmation.

By a surprising series of reversals, Adorno turns philosophy’s potential
limitations into a philosophical gesture whose implications are per-
haps now only beginning to be appreciated. ‘In principle’, Adorno
confirms, ‘philosophy can always go astray, which is the sole reason
why it can go forward’ (Adorno: 1990: 14). Philosophy, therefore, is
a negative dialectics in the strongest sense; it is itself the very non-
identity it seeks to conceptualise. In this, the role of language becomes
crucial because language is equivalent to the presentation of philoso-
phy’s ‘unfreedom’ as equivalent, to the impossibility of conceptualising
nonidentity. Were language to cease to be important in philosophy,
the latter would ‘resemble science’.

Adorno’s declarative statements in Negative Dialectics need to be
read in conjunction with his work in aesthetics and literary criticism.
In this regard, Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life, written
during the Second World War in an aphoristic style counters, like
Kierkegaard (on whom Adorno also wrote), Hegel’s dialectical theory
which ‘abhorring anything isolated, cannot admit aphorisms as such’
(Adorno 1985: 155). In his reflections on a diversity of topics,
Adorno seeks — practically, we may assume — to make a philosophical
statement, one that takes up the place of the heterogeneity of human
experience.

Art and Society

Similarly, Adorno’s attraction to avant-garde music and art, particu-
larly the music of Schénberg, Webern, and Berg, was strongly moti-
vated by a desire to see avant-garde works defy the homogenising
effects of the commercialisation (read: reification) of art, where art
objects would be reduced to exchange-value. Subjectivity is reduced
to the status of a ‘mere object’ by exchange-value. There is thus a
desire in Adorno to preserve the sanctity, as it were, of subjectivity
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embodied in the art object, against the onslaught of the market
where value is equated with price. Through a paratactic style (juxta-
position of statement with the link between them being made expli-
cit), and other devices, Adorno’s presentation of his theory of
aesthetics in Aesthetic Theory participates in an effort to by-pass the
reduction of art and thought to the culture industry. One way it does
this is at the level of presentation itself. Although still awaiting final
revision at the time of Adono’s death in 1969, the manuscript, and
subsequent new translation into English, does not have the usual
formal separation into chapters, but has the appearance of a seamless
text, with the transition from one theme to another taking place
without being signalled. Paragraphs often continue for pages and
topics are not dealt with sequentially or systematically — which would
emphasise logical progression — but follow Adorno’s principle of
‘constellation’, where elements only adhere tangentially to a central
theme. The work itself, therefore, defies the easy acceptance required
by commodification.

At least two important principles emerge in Aesthetic Theory in
relation to a theory of the artwork. The first is the principle of ten-
sion between the autonomy of the artwork and its being a fait social
(see, for example, Adorno 1997: 225). Thus, the ‘serious’ artwork
must be recognised as being unique and a source of resistance to the
existing state of society, to the point where resistance keeps it alive
(Adorno 1997: 226), and yet it cannot be thought or experienced
outside its social context.

The second principle is that every artwork, including the most
radical, contains a conservative element to the extent that it is a
vehicle for helping to ‘secure the spheres of the spirit and culture’
(Adorno 1997: 234). Spirit becomes the point of opposition to the
totalising tendencies of society. While avant-garde strategy is a point
of reference, it is clear that Adorno’s key reference points are Classical
and Romantic rather than hypermodern or post-modern.

High and Low Art and Culture

Some (e.g. Lyotard) came to see Adorno’s approach as a last-ditch
attempt to maintain a boundary between high art and popular culture
just at a time when the logic and social basis of such a boundary was
becoming untenable in the name of the very political values (e.g.
opposition to conventional Marxism) to which Adorno himself sub-
scribed.

222



THEODOR ADORNO

Furthermore, in light of Bataille’s work, it is clear that exchange-
value can be subverted as much by the very ‘low’ elements (obscenity)
in social life, as by the highest and most spiritually charged products
of the avant-garde. Both can entail the distancing necessary to coun-
ter the ephemeral immediacy of consumer pleasure. Perhaps the ‘low’
even more than the ‘high’; for ultimately ‘high’ art depends on the
judgement of criticism as to its nature and quality; it is thereby
incorporated into the play of concepts. In other words, avant-garde
art and philosophy become interdependent and all the more so — if an
analogy with Negative Dialectics holds — to the extent that the art
object becomes inseparable from its materiality (nonidentity). Grasp-
ing the force and significance of avant-garde art requires the use of
concepts which can never do a work justice; for the materiality of
the work constitutes its uniqueness, and this defies conceptualisa-
tion. As Peter Osborne has remarked, ‘It is out of this critique of
identity-thinking that Adorno’s basic conception of aesthetic experi-
ence, as the experience of the “non-identical”, arises’ (Osborne
1991: 28).

Overall, Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory struggles to reach an accom-
modation between avant-garde art that risks being ‘normalised’” and
reified in capitalist society, and the essentially radical autonomy of art
objects which qua art objects are singularly out of harmony with the
social conditions (including criticism) which enable them to speak at
all. There is another aspect to the question, however, one that per-
haps Adorno forgets. It is that the conceptualising facility itself could
become impoverished through a continual rejection of its worth and
efficacy. While the detail of art which defies the system because it
defies conceptualisation is no doubt fundamental, conceptualisation
might well be also. In other words, what Adorno does not readily
acknowledge is that a certain degree of identity philosophy is as
essential as material nonidentity.
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HANNAH ARENDT (1906-1975)

Hannah Arendt was an intensely controversial political theorist who
showed great courage and intelligence. She was passionately con-
cerned to analyse the nature of politics and society in the ‘modern
age’ in light of key events in the ‘modern world’” — the world of space
travel, the theory of uncertainty, the world of the Holocaust and
Stalinist death camps. By ‘modern age’ Arendt means the era of great
geographic and scientific discovery — beginning with Columbus and
Copernicus — and the period of the twentieth century, which
brought the modern age to a close. At the beginning of her great
work, The Human Condition, Arendt writes that, ‘politically, the
modern world, in which we live today, was born with the first
atomic explosions’ (Arendt 1958: 6). While Arendt hardly remained
true in her political writings to her claim to focus more on the modern
age than on the modern world, it is true that her most systematic and
revered works — The Origins of Totalitarianism, The Human Condition
and On Revolution — all include important historical references to the
period, 1600-1900, as well as to Classical Greece and Rome. As we
shall see, two themes in particular are present in Arendt’s oeuvre to an
almost obsessive degree: those of freedom and necessity, and the relation-
ship of the exception to the norm. The profound twist Arendt manages
to give to these time-honoured themes makes her work compelling
reading in a post-modern age where all idealisms (all considerations
of ends) have been put on notice.

Life and Career

Hannah Arendt was born in 1906 in Hanover. At the age of three,
her parents returned to the quiet Baltic town of their childhood,
Konigsberg (where Kant was also born). When Hannah was seven,
her father died of a syphilitic condition apparently contracted
before his marriage. In the same year, 1913, her paternal grand-
father, who had been like a second father to her, also died. Through
her mother, Hannah became familiar with the political developments
of the day, including the fortunes of the Sparticist faction of the Social
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Democratic Party and its leaders, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl
Liebknecht — both murdered after the Spartacist inspired workers’
uprising of 1919.

In 1924, Arendt went to the University of Marburg to study
philosophy under Martin Heidegger, with whom she had an affair.
Heidegger’s influence in Arendt’s work can be seen not only in
her valorisation of the Greeks, but also in the etymological method
she often employs to establish the exact meaning of key concepts —
like ‘labour’, for example. After the break-up of her relationship
with Heidegger in 1925, Arendt became a student of the Existenz
philosopher, Karl Jaspers. Under Jaspers’s supervision, Arendt, in
1929, completed her doctorate, ‘The Concept of Love in Augus-
tine’. In the same year, she married Gunther Stern in Paris, and later,
in 1932, began writing a biography of a nineteenth-century Jewish
woman, and well-known Berlin figure, Rahel Varnhagen. With the
rise of Nazism in 1933, Arendt and her husband were forced to flee
to Paris, where they had met up with Walter Benjamin and other
German Jewish emigrés. With the fall of France in 1940, Arendt
managed to escape to America and to establish herself in New York
where she taught (mainly at the New School for Social Research)
and wrote until her death in 1975.

Totalitarianism

Arendt’s first important book after the publication of her thesis — the
one which made her famous and established her reputation as an
important scholar and intellectual — was The Origins of Totalitarianism,
published in 1951. Clearly inspired by the terrible events of the
Holocaust, only the last third of the first edition directly analyses the
rise of Nazism and Stalinism. The first two-thirds of the work outline
what Arendt sees as the historical precedents to the totalitarian mode
of political behaviour, especially as these apply to the Jewish people as
an historical pariah caste. In the second section of the book, Arendt
analyses the way that imperialism introduced an administrative struc-
ture in which efficiency alone — independently of the ends to be
achieved — became the most important element — more important,
certainly, than the lives and welfare of the colonised peoples. The
horrific mix of racism and administrative massacre come together in
aspects of imperialism.
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Stateless People: the ‘Calamity of the Rightless’

Stateless people, Arendt shows, posed insuperable problems for the
nation-state in the period between the wars. Once deprived of citi-
zenship, and thus of a legal identity, stateless people become potential
victims of arbitrary police action, action which is outside the rule of
the law. Order, rather than law becomes the goal. Here, Arendt begins
to show that an essential feature of what she will define as totalitar-
lanism is its concerted effort to deprive its victims of every semblance
of identity, both civil and psychological. Thus more important than
glorifying the rights of people within a legally constituted state,
Arendt suggests, is the fight to save people from being legal anoma-
lies, together with the fight against the wielding of arbitrary power
that this often solicits. In effect, although the law is not good in itself,
to be deprived of it is such an unspeakable indignity that the status of
a criminal is often preferable because it does constitute a legal status,
however minimal. The loss of human rights as a stateless person is
thus equivalent to the loss of legality — ‘of all rights’ (Arendt 1951: 292).

Another consequence of the deprivation of a civil status is less the
loss of freedom and the right to think, than the loss of the right to action
and to opinion, and this, because action and opinion are essentially
public engagements requiring the recognition of fellow human beings
as the condition sine qua non of their realisation. This point fore-
shadows the long discussion and analysis of action as essentially poli-
tical in Arendt’s next book, The Human Condition (1958).

In sum, what Arendt calls the ‘calamity of the rightless’, entails not
just a loss of specific human rights (the right to liberty, to equality, to
happiness, to life, etc.) — for these have meaning only within a spe-
cific community willing to guarantee them; but the loss of law per se,
of community per se (Arendt 1951: 294). Thus abstract human rights,
Arendt acknowledges with Edmund Burke, rights deemed to exist
independently of any community, are in fact no rights at all.

With the Holocaust and the Stalinist death camps as quintes-
sential instances of the totalitarian form of politics, Arendt thus
points to the way that whole communities of people — but particu-
larly the Jews — were systematically deprived of their human rights;
were systematically deprived of their humanity, in short. Of course,
the question that is there, woven into the fabric of all that she is
saying is: What was it that happened? The unbridgeable gap
between the horror of genocide and its representation is indeed at
issue. The horror of genocide is no doubt made all the more
acute by the fact that the observers who come after it, and the victims
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who survived it might be forced to concede that it was the result
of a totally evil human project. An intimation almost as dark as
the evil itself now descends: the two genocides in question might
just be understandable as the ultimate in evildoing, powered by a
kind of heroism, however perverted, but heroism, nevertheless: the
heroism of those who will not stop at the worst excesses, and who
undeniably mark themselves out in some way as a result. Thus, not
only can we not remember the victims, but we cannot forget Hitler.

How Totalitarianism Works

Arendt tries to meet this enormous difficulty head-on. And so,
rather than making judgements about Nazism or Stalinism, she
begins to analyse, systematically, the way that totalitarianism works.
Totalitarianism is not, then, equivalent to despotism, where the ruler
tries to force the community to conform to his own image: in that
case, the despot is the one who makes everyone else into a real or
potential enemy. Totalitarianism does not have enemies, it has vic-
tims: totally innocent people who, like the Jews, are often perfectly
integrated community members. Only the innocent, Arendt points
out, can have their juridical status expunged so completely; the
true enemy of the state is always someone with at least a semblance of
a legal status. Again, the totalitarian regime perpetrates terror against
a ‘completely subdued population’; but most of all, it murders the
moral and psychological person, so that death becomes anon-
ymous. The totalitarian state is like a ‘secret society in broad day-
light’, Arendt says; it uses the state and the secret police in its
normal operations; it is not founded on anything but the myth
that it produces of itself. The totalitarian state is essentially foun-
ded on propaganda and is quite impervious to material reality.
Through propaganda the very difference between crime and virtue,
persecutor and persecuted, reality and fantasy is erased. The Jews,
Arendt points out, were forced into complicity with those in charge
of the death camps.

The Banality of Evil

Numerous commentators have remarked that the coup de grace of The
Origins of Totalitarianism is not to be found in that work, but rather in
articles on the trial of Adolf Eichmann, that Arendt wrote for the
New Yorker in February and March 1963, subsequently published as
Eichmann in Jerusalem. What struck Arendt most at the trial was the
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difference between the image of Eichmann the monster, and Jew-
hater, and the real, innocuous individual, a man without spirit and
without emotion, a mere cog in the Nazi machine and too limited in
imagination to be anything but absolutely content with his unex-
ceptional status. Eichmann’s demeanour and the facts about what he
had done in sending vast numbers of Jews to their deaths confirmed
for Arendt that Nazi genocide resulted from the most banal, most
systematic, efficient, and bureaucratically inspired motives: ‘the ban-
ality of evil’, is Arendts famous phrase. In light of her effort to
demystify totalitarianism, Eichmann became indispensable; for he was
the embodiment of the shallowness and ordinariness of the Nazi
enterprise. The latter could now clearly be seen as the outcome of
unquestioning obedience, regardless of the ends to be achieved
regardless of the cost in human life. Whether Eichmann, and the
regime in general aimed to improve the rail services or exterminate
millions of human beings made no difference; the point was to devise
the most efficient and effective means for achieving the end and to
follow orders. The real horror of totalitarianism, then, is in the ban-
ality and utter servility of its agents, not in any deep psychological
explanation, or in any vertiginous political will. This is the real basis
of its truly abject status.

Freedom and Necessity in Politics Today

If Arendt’s study of totalitarianism is derived from the need to come
to terms with the most terrible events of the twentieth century, her
book, The Human Condition, seeks to develop a theory of politics very
much alive in Classical Greece, but since lost in the modern age. The
motivating factor for her inquiry is the perception that politics as the
sphere of freedom — of action — among equals no longer exists in a
general sense in the modern world, since the social sphere (or what is
equivalent to the household (oikia) in Classical Greece — the sphere of
necessity (housekeeping)) and the satisfaction of needs has all but
completely dominated what is nevertheless still called political life.
For Arendt, this is equivalent to the banalisation of politics (the
evocation of totalitarianism is no doubt not accidental), where
utilitarianism reigns and action, having ceased to be creative and an
end in itself, has become a mere means to action. Conformity and
necessity have squeezed the political dimension out of human life,
and an essential aspect of the human condition is thereby stunted:
the aspect of creativity. Schematically, Arendt in fact makes a
general distinction between the vifa activa — which is comprised of
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labour, work and action — and the wvita contempletiva, the realm of
thought, or more precisely, the realm of the contemplation of the
eternal. While the main focus of Arendt’s analysis here is on the vita
activa, she argues that there is complete equality between the two
realms.

Both labour and work in the wvita activa — the one concerned
directly with necessity and the satisfaction of immediate biological
needs, the other concerned with utility and the world of durable
objects — are activities of means; they are not essentially ends in
themselves. A person’s life should not only consist of labour and
work — the tragedy of modern democratic societies being that so
many lives are indeed so limited. The realm of action is where indi-
viduals act in complete equality with others — freedom only being
realisable in association with others. In general, the social has come to
dominate what was once the dichotomy between the private realm
of necessity and the public, political realm of politics. And the
most influential political thinkers such as Locke and Marx only con-
firm the importance of necessity. Marx’s position is acutely para-
doxical here. For while on the one hand he extols labour power
(and not work) as the creator of all wealth and the ‘essence’ of
man, he also says that with the communist society and the ‘with-
ering away of the state’, no one will be forced to labour out of
necessity, each having the freedom to be a hunter in the morning and
a critic at night, without anyone being essentially a hunter or a critic.
This conception of labour approaches what Arendt is alluding to with
the realm of politics as pure creativity, the realm of the beautiful
deed.

The human condition (which is never fixed) can have the realm of
freedom restored to it, now, in the modern world, says Arendt,
because developments in technology have rendered the ‘social ques-
tion’ (about needs and how to satisfy them) redundant.

Revolution

Arendt returns to the ‘social question’ in her study of the French and
American revolutions in her book, On Revolution (1963). There, she
argues that while the first, Girondist, part of the French Revolution
emphasised human rights and so was an important event in political
history, the Jacobin terror of 1793 reduced the potential freedom of the
Revolution to a concern with necessity. The urgency of solving the ‘social
question’ and ameliorating suffering led to a disregard for ‘the Rights
of Man’ inaugurated by 1789. The Revolution thus turned decidedly
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inward, and failed to realise its universalist potential. The American
Revolution, by contrast, saw a flurry of constitution-making after
independence from Britain had been won. Through this gesture the
Americans placed rights and freedom above the ‘social question’ and
(although this is rarely acknowledged) they thereby presented a more
progressive revolution to the world. For Arendt, the Americans thus came
closer than the French to instituting the realm of politics and freedom.
Perhaps, predictably, Arendt’s distinction between action and labour
and work, has often been sharply criticised. In particular, critics have not
failed to ask how Arendt can claim (as she does) that action which
contributes to ameliorating social conditions, or which is based on a
choice of helping others, can be considered a lesser form of life.

Avrendt’s Influence: Bare Life and a Way of Life, or Zoé€ and Bios

Both Julia Kristeva and Giorgio Agamben have been inspired by
Arendt’s thought. For Kristeva, Arendt shows that it is crucial, in
moving from a state of ‘bare life’, or zoe, to life as active and creative —
as a way of life, or bios — that there be a narrativisation of life to bring
it into the sphere of culture, as it were (see Kristeva 2001). Event and
act coincide in Aristotle, and from this Arendt derives the necessity to
tell the story of one’s life: bios takes precedence over zoe. The neces-
sity to tell is a kind of destiny of man in the public sphere. The man — the
hero — assumes his destiny in the public sphere through acts — memorable
acts, as Kristeva notes. And for Arendt, the telos of the act is the act
itself. Potentially (for more is needed than just action), the act is an
event in the public sphere. As an act, it is a potential nullity; or better: it
is nullius — an act that belongs to no one, that cannot be attributed to
anyone.

But the act that cannot be attributed to anyone is also typical of the
instrumental act that remains in the dark, in the oikos. This is the act
that has not been disclosed as such which, for Arendt, perhaps should
never be disclosed, its disclosure being the equivalent of the emer-
gence of the social, the sphere of decidedly unmemorable acts, which
are all too often remembered. The social is the bastard form of the
act: the private which should remain in the shadows but which
does not do so — which now even refuses to so — to the detri-
ment of the nobility, and thus heroic quality, of all truly public acts.
Acts (also events) also disclose the who and bring it into unconceal-
ment. This mode of the unconcealment in the act of the who —
which is not the what — is freedom. The emergence of the social as a
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force is the emergence of what should remain hidden: it is, in a word,
necessity.

For his part, Agamben shows that Arendt’s appropriation of the
Greek distinction between zoe and bios, reminds us of the extent to
which zoe, as bare life, goes to the heart of the problem of sover-
eignty, in that sovereignty is concerned with inclusion and exclusion
from the polity, and zoe is the excluded element that is included in
order that the Law can be constituted. Even more: for Agamben,
Arendt’s theses about the fragility of human rights, has opened the
way for deepening insights today into the dilemma of asylum seekers
and refugees, people for whom basic human rights often do not apply
due to statelessness (see Agamben 1998: 126-35).

Through Kristeva and Agamben, we thus see that the richness of
Arendt’s political thought is still to be tapped in its full profundity.
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ALAIN BADIOU (b. 1937)

Alain Badiou was born in Rabat, Morocco. With a father an agrégé,
like himself, in philosophy, and a mother agrégée in French, Badiou
is also a product of the Ecole Normale Supérieure (ENS) (rue d’Ulm).
It was at the Ecole in the 1950s that he came under the influence of
Louis Althusser. From Althusser, Badiou came to appreciate that
philosophy has no object and is not a discourse about the whole, or
totality, but is a specific discourse amongst others. Badiou’s other
‘masters’ (the term is Badiou’s) are: Jean-Paul Sartre, from whom he
learnt the importance of existence as the domain of choice and
decision-making, and Jacques Lacan who, in Badiou’s eyes, demon-
strated that the subject is axiomatic (a product of truth, not of inter-
pretation). In the 1960s at the Ecole, Badiou was in fact a member of
the famous Lacanian study group based around the journal, Cahiers
pour I’Analyse, and published articles there on mathematical topics.
He taught at the University of Paris VIII (Vincennes-Saint Denis)
from 1969 until 1999, when he returned to ENS as the Chaire of the
philosophy department. He continues to teach a popular seminar at
the College International de Philosophie.

Always the political activist (influenced by his parents) much of
Badiou’s life has been shaped by his dedication to the consequences
of the May 1968 revolt in Paris. Not only the student revolt of May

233



ALAIN BADIOU

1968, but also the Algerian war and the 1960s general strike in Bel-
gium shaped Badiou’s political orientation. Arriving in Paris in 1956,
Badiou experienced at first hand the violent methods used by the
French police to quell the demonstrations against the war. Later,
Badiou was sent to Belgium as a journalist to cover the strike and talk
with miners and others, experiencing at first hand the plight of the
workers. Since those days, he has refused to give up, like so many
others, on the struggle to change society, and argues that the central
maxim of philosophy is that equality should prevail. Just what Badiou
means by equality is another matter.

Knowledge and Truth

Badiou’s central proposition is that knowledge does not give access to
truth. Truth is a ‘hole’ in knowledge, even if being and knowledge
go together. Truth here is the truth of the event as that which
changes the basic parameters of how the world is known and under-
stood. In addition, the approach Badiou uses to reveal his notions of
being, truth and event are as much, or even more, mathematical than
philosophical.

The collection of his essays, Infinite Thought (2003a), sets out, in
schematic form, a number of the key themes of Badiou’s philoso-
phical stance, a stance that re-joins Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophie engagée:
a philosophy of commitment, or more literally: a philosophy engaged
with the world. For Badiou, the flaw in contemporary philosophy, in
its tripartite orientations of Hermeneutics, Analytical and Post-
modern philosophy, is that the ‘axioms’ it follows — truth is impos-
sible; language is the site of philosophical thinking — are inadequate
for dealing with philosophy’s historical mission to be concerned with
the universal, revolt, logic and risk. A concern for truth is implicit
within this mission. Without it, philosophy cannot meaningfully
intervene in world affairs and so contribute to changing the world, a
world ‘subordinated to the merchandising of money and information’
(Badiou 2003a: 48). In eftect, Badiou is worried about the actual poli-
tical impotence of contemporary philosophy in its three orientations,
and, at the same time, about it failing in its mission to be universally
transmissible (2003a: 51). Moreover, in light of the speed at which
things happen in the contemporary world (also highlighted by Vir-
ilio), philosophy must act as a force for retardation: philosophical
thought is leisurely; revolt today must as a consequence be leisurely.

In contrast to the human sciences, which are primarily concerned
with statistical averages, philosophy is concerned with singularity. It is
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also concerned with rationality — not the rationality of the past, but
with a revised rationality that is concerned with consolidating intel-
lectual strength to counter fundamentalist passions. The violence of
the contemporary world and, more broadly, what happens in it,
means that philosophy must also be a philosophy of the event. Phi-
losophy must be able to confront and intervene in world events as
‘the singularity of what happens’. Truth, as something new, is to be
distinguished from knowledge, which is the knowledge of being.
Justice and equality are not the result of true definitions, nor are they
empirically demonstrable; they are rather part of thought itself — are a
way of thinking.

The Multiple, the Event, Fidelity, Mathematics

In his overall trajectory, Badiou agrees with Lacanian psychoanalysis,
which argues that truth and knowledge are quite distinct and that
truth is founded on the void (Badiou 2003a: 86). However, Badiou’s
view of this void is mathematical. The presentation of it can no
longer be left to the province of intuition. Badiou’s fullest elaboration
of the mathematics of set theory that underpins is given in his
magnum opus, L'Etre et événement (1988).

Badiou’s fundamental theses are also oriented towards mathematics
in another, more general way. Going back to Plato, Badiou observes
that Plato relates mathematics favourably to philosophy because it
breaks with doxa (opinion). Even if mathematics here means geo-
metry and arithmetic, and refers to a set of objects, it is more
insightful than the Romantic conception, as found in Hegel, which
evaluates mathematics in terms of the way it presents its main con-
cept, namely, the infinite. Because of this, Hegel sees mathematics as
philosophy’s rival. He thus had to prove that the Romantic, philoso-
phical concept of the infinite was superior to the mathematical one.
So, whereas Plato sees mathematics as an ally of philosophy, Hegel
sees the need to assert the superiority of the philosophical concept of
the infinite over that of mathematics because the latter has no concept.
In the Romantic view, then, mathematics must rely upon philosophy
to provide the concepts of what it is doing; in itself, it is conceptually
blind.

Romanticism separates philosophy from mathematics because,
effectively, it could claim that philosophy ultimately dealt with the
same thing (the infinite) as mathematics, but dealt with it more pro-
foundly. To Romantic philosophy, mathematics would be naive,
while, in Badiou’s view, it is necessary to break with Romanticism so
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that mathematics can claim its rights as a type of thinking. Badiou
thus works, as he says to ‘re-entangle’ mathematics and philosophy
primarily for the reasons given above concerning the ontological
status of infinite multiplicities. Not only does Badiou want to turn
the tables on Romantic philosophy a la Hegel and ‘re-entangle’
mathematics and philosophy, he wants to suggest, on the question of
Being, that mathematics might have priority, that ‘mathematics is
ontology’ (Badiou 2004: 38, emphasis added).

As Badiou sees Deleuze as the other philosopher for whom mul-
tiplicities are fundamental, he proposed to Deleuze that set theory
maybe a better way of getting at notions like: ‘fold’, ‘interval’, ‘enla-
cement’, ‘serration’, ‘fractal’ or ‘chaos’ (Badiou 2000: 46). However,
the author of The Fold was not persuaded, thus indicating a certain
allegiance to the Romantic tradition. Badiou’s philosophical differ-
ence with Deleuze centres on the latter’s privileging, without argu-
ment, a set of key terms that then form the basis of a ‘norm’:
movement, life, time, affirmation, multiplicity, difference.

Trained as a mathematician, Badiou realises that being, as a ‘mul-
tiple multiplicity’ (without unity), can only be presented as a kind of
unity by mathematics — or, more bluntly, can only be presented at
all by mathematics. The latter thus becomes the site of the ela-
boration of Badiou’s ontology. Consequently, mathematics has a
higher mission than to be the handmaiden of applied science. It, and
not traditional philosophy, truly addresses being because the abso-
lute de-substantialisation of being, that much of post-modern
thought has striven for, is essentially mathematical. And the mode
of mathematics that Badiou considers to be fundamental in the
task of presenting being as a kind of unity, is set theory. Mathe-
matics also addresses the void — for the primordial opposition of
unity and void (or One (Being) and Nothingness (which also has a
being) cannot be sidestepped). However, to avoid the elemental
unity simply sliding back into the unity of the time-honoured
One, the ‘unity’ of the non-unity of multiplicities must be composed
of further multiplicities, so that a single concept of multiplicity is
avoided.

Set theory becomes appropriate for engaging with the multiple
because there is no ‘set of all sets’; therefore no element in the theory
implies an initial a priori global unity. Moreover, there is no defini-
tion of a set in set theory, but rather a relation of belonging ‘as well as
a series of variables and logical operators, and nine axioms stating
how they may be used together’ (Badiou 2003a: 15).
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The void, or nothingness, is the other dimension upon which
Badiou’s thought is focused. Here, the question concerns the status of
the void in relation to being. Is there a being of nothingness, for
instance? Can nothingness, for the mathematician, count for ‘some-
thing’? The answer is that both nothing and something constitute a
situation (multiple of the multiple), but are not presented in it. In set
theory, the void corresponds to the ‘null set’, the empty set that must
be posited in order that sets in general can be presented. It is the
‘primitive name of being’ (Badiou 2004: 57) Against Heidegger,
Badiou proposes that mathematics becomes the thinking of being qua

being, not philosophy.

The Set, Event and Being

In Etre et événement (1988), Badiou addresses in detail the difference
between ‘belonging’ (€) and ‘inclusion’ (C) in relation to the void. A
sub-set can belong to a set, but only the set itself can be included (see
Badiou 1988: 95). Everything that is included belongs, but not
everything that belongs to a set is included in it. Only the void is
included in the void (Badiou 1988: 103). This evokes Agamben’s
discussion of the exception in politics (Homo sacer), which belongs to
politics but is not included (see entry on Agamben in this volume).
The void is, Badiou concludes, the being of the multiple (Badiou
1988: 109). Singular multiples of a situation are presented in it, but
are not represented. They belong to the situation, but are not
included. Normal multiples are both represented and included. To
change a situation radically, the aim is to have what belongs to it
(singularity) included in it. As an example, we could say that early
twentieth-century, avant-garde, music (Schoenberg) initially belonged
to music, but was not included in it, whereas, latterly, this music is
now included in music. The singular multiplicity is what Badiou calls
an event, the key term in his philosophy (Badiou 1988: 195). In
relation to this, ‘fidelity’, for Badiou, enables the discernment of
singular multiples in a situation. It is the belief, if one likes, that at
the beginning of the twentieth century Schoenberg’s music, as atonal,
was music.

Being and the void become being and the event, and Badiou is
concerned, theoretically and philosophically, with the gap between
them — between something and nothing. This compares to the gap in
Heidegger’s ontology between being and beings. Because he wants to
avoid any hint of substantialisation, Badiou chooses the term, ‘situa-
tion’ to convey the nature of the multiple within which an event
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arises. Situation accommodates anything that is, regardless of its mode
of being. A situation, then, is a ‘multiple multiplicity’. The aim is to
arrive at the most elementary point of thought in relation to Being as
de-substantialised, or de-essentialised. This point is that of the ‘mul-
tiple multiplicity’, which is even less substantial than ‘formlessness’
because matter as such has to be stripped away in order to get at the
elemental point of thought: its ‘real’, as Badiou says, thus invoking
Lacan.

An event challenges being (and therefore challenges mathematical
and philosophical thought). And this challenge can occur at any time
but not in just any place; an event will generally be located close to
the edge of whatever qualifies as the ‘void’ or as what is indis-
tinguishable in the situation. The material of an event is a site. As
Badiou says: ‘an event is nothing other than a set, or a multiple,
whose form is that of a site’ (Badiou 2004: 100). An event is also an
unfounded multiple. It has no foundation outside itself (unlike
being). Truth also has this quality. Again, unlike being, an event is
not One. It has no determinable or perceptible unity. Truth is a
multiplicity and is also something which disappears in its appearance.

Truth

A truth then can be of four types: scientific, artistic, political and
amorous (Badiou 2004: 110). It is always a novelty, like the event.
The axiom of truth is: “this took place, which I can neither calculate
nor demonstrate” (Badiou 2004: 112). It is in no sense an a priori,
static thing, but is an act, something which brings something into
being. Truth operates in a situation (as a multiplicity), within
experience, not outside it. It is immanent in experience. Truth is not
therefore given, nor is it a given point of departure, but has its origin
in the very disappearance of givenness. And to this, Badiou adds: ‘I
call “event” this originary disappearance supplementing the situation
for the duration of a lightening flash’ (Badiou 2004: 122). Events can
range from the French Revolution and atonal music to love. Love is
an event because it is totally contingent; it cannot be anticipated or
predicted. Genius, too, is an event and as such gives rise to truth.

To all this, Badiou adds the supplementary requirement of faith: an
event (truth) entails faith that it has occurred in order that it be
thought, for it is outside all regular and existing laws. Faith is the
basis of a new way of being and acting in a situation. In relation to
this, the subject is the bearer of faith, a bearer whose existence
does not precede the event, but who is constituted — or is induced —
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by it. The subject is not psychological, reflexive nor transcendental.
Thus, the subject in a love situation did not exist prior to the event
of love. Such a subject has no ‘natural’ pre-existence (Badiou 2003b:
64). “The lovers enter as such into the composition of a subject of love,
which exceeds both of them’ (Badiou 2003b: 64, Badiou’s emphasis).

Love, then, is one of the four domains of truth (science, politics
and art, as well as love). These are four domains of subjectivation
within which a genuine subject may appear because it is constituted
by the domain itself. In each domain, the truth of the event gives rise
to a subject, as we have seen already in the case of love: politics,
giving rise to a revolution, gives rise to its subject; science, giving rise
to totally new discoveries, similarly gives rise to its subject; art, in
bringing forth that which is original and unanticipated, also gives rise
to the subject of art. This notion subjectivation linked to the event
may be contrasted with the abstract, formal, empty space for a subject
supported by Zizek’s psychoanalytic approach. For Badiou, by contrast,
nothing, the void, the empty space pre-exists a subject; it is not
equivalent to a subject.

From another angle, truth and the event are mathematical follow-
ing Cantor’s non-denumerable, transfinite numbers, which constitute
the infinite. Thus truth is the realm of the infinite; it is not a finitude,
as knowledge often proposes. Consequently, the event, too, partici-
pates in the infinite. With knowledge, a particular entity or phe-
nomenal form is presented as truth. This cannot be; for truth as the
infinite is universal not particular. Another implication drawn from
this by Badiou is that truth has nothing to do with hermeneutics or
interpretation. The latter is always concerned with finitude, never
with the infinite. Meaning (finitude) and truth are thus at odds with
each other, even in psychoanalysis, in relation to which Badiou still
maintains his view that analysis is about truth more than it is about
interpretation. As Marx, said, interpretation changes nothing.

An Original Thought with Difficulties

Badiou’s philosophy is certainly original in its use of mathematics and
the idea of truth and the event as separate from knowledge and being.
In addition, the idea of subjectivation that Badiou works with, cou-
pled with the notion of faith provides a refreshing counter to
cynicism and nihilism. On the other hand, difficulties arise when
it comes to evaluating events that have taken place and forms of
subjectivation that have come into being. These would include:
Nazism, Stalinism, and aspects of the Chinese Cultural Revolution,
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or even art as pure narcissism. These may well be events, but what
is the truth they convey? Partly, at least, that it would have been
better had they not taken place. In effect, Badiou spends so much
time using sophisticated mathematical axioms demonstrating what
an event is and how it is imbued with truth — always a term to
capture attention — that what is happening — today, as well as in the
past — very much takes second place. Thus another dimension to
Badiou’s philosophy is required: a strategy for evaluating events and
their related forms of subjectivation, in order that we can, as well
as grasp the nature of an event, also stand against certain events.
The extent to which such evaluation would also involve inter-
pretation (not in the realm of truth for Badiou) remains an open
question.
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