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To the memory of my parents

To Carmen

i.m. Colin White and Malcolm Bowie




Y en el silencio en que zozobra, dura como
un sueño la voz, vaga y futura, y perpetua y difunta como un
eco. Jorge Cuesta




Les langues imperfaits en cela que
plusieurs, manque la suprême: penser étant écrire sans accessoires,
ni chuchotements mais tacite encore l’immortelle parole, la
diversité, sur terre, des idiomes empêche personne de proférer les
mots qui, sinon se trouveraient, par une frappe unique, elle-même
matériellement la vérité. Stephan Mallarmé




Ich albere mit meiner Nacht, wir kapern
alles, was sich hier losriß lad du mir auch
deine Finsternis auf die halben, fahrenden Augen, auch sie
soll es hören, von überallher, das unwinderlegbare Echo jeder
Vershattung. Paul Celan




No cuentes por sus líneas solamente las
horas, sino lógrelas tu mente; pues en él recordada, ves tu muerte
en tu vida retratada, cuando tú, que eres sombra, pues la santa
verdad ansí te nombra, como la sombra suya, peregrino, desde un
número en otro tu camino corres, y pasajero, te aguarda sombra el
número postrero. Reloj de sol, Francisco de Quevedo




Acknowledgements

I am greatly indebted, in first place, to the
kindness, the care reading and friendship of Professor Malcolm
Bowie. The present work owes some relevant features of its
structure and also many of its fundamental ideas to his advice and
acute commentaries and suggestions. Some crucial transformations of
the text, brought about during the forging of its final shape, were
conceived in the wake of some of his meaningful and sometimes
ironic remarks. I must thank him as well for his sense of humour,
kindness and tolerance.


This work was accomplished with the financial
and institutional support of the National Council for Science and
Technology (CONACYT) and the sponsorship of the Universidad
Autónoma Metropolitana in México.

Many of my friends and colleagues at the
University should deserve also a thankful mention. I am special in
debt to Gabriel Araujo. Many ideas of this work sprung from the
stimulating conversations in our ritual weekly breakfast, while I
was trying to answer to his disquieting objections.

I could not fail to thank my fellow students
for their attention, the acuteness of their observations and
commentaries, as well as for the anxieties they patiently endured
in my courses; they greatly, and perhaps unwittingly, contributed
to enhance my comprehension of crucial issues.

I am especially indebted to Prof. Colin White.
I owe him too much: his immense generosity, his intellectual
guidance and the patient thorough reading of the text and acute
criticism, his unrelenting lucidity and incisive intelligence.
Furthermore, I am chiefly grateful for his friendship, for an
unprecedented experience of intellectual solidarity, and for having
given to me the opportunity of a joyful, and personal grasp of the
austere discipline of writing.

This work is dedicated to the memory of my
father and my mother, which might have greatly enjoyed as he always
did – not without an ironic commentary – the accomplishment of each
of my works. To the memory of my mother’s affection and care mixed
with some touches of a moving exorbitant trust. I owe a singular
recognition to Carmen Herrera’s tolerant care and relentless,
piercing love, to her my gratitude beyond any explicit declaration,
beyond language.




Notes on Texts and Translations

All quotations of Freud’s text are taken from
the Standard Edition. The German reference is taken from the Freud
Studien-Ausgabe. For Freud’s works not included in this
edition, the quotatios correspond to the Gesammelte Werke.
The quotations in English of Zur Auffassung der Aphasie are
refered to the original Leipzig edition of 1891, and are taken from
the American edition, On Aphasia. A Critical Study,
translated and introduced by E. Stengel, New York: International
Universities Press, 1953; the pages referred to are preceded by the
initials CA. Works originally written in French, German and Spanish
are quoted from the published English editions.




Introduction

There are only fragmentary readings of Freud.
Each new exegesis, every new discourse that seeks to elucidate
certain facets of Freud’s work becomes, in turn, a singular echo, a
variation of its senses; the new interpretation enhances with
discordant resonances the broad and diffuse contours of its own
sphere of sense.

Nevertheless, never a new interpretation of
Freud is obsolete. Freud’s text seems to have foreseen even the
obsolescence of the commentaries it arouses, responding to their
potential appearance with a meaningful, symptomatic repetition or
variation of its arguments. For the interpreter, Freud’s text
appears as a hall of mirrors, which seems to reveal an unexpected
physiognomy, an unforeseen feature with each slight displacement of
the enquiring gaze, even with every slight displacement of the
point of view. Like Borges’ dreaming characters, Freud’s writings
seem to have dreamed, foretold and, in turn, interpreted their own
later versions, the distorted shadows of their future
interpretations. Each new reading of Freud’s work appears as a
symptomatic image of the original text itself. Each narrative or
theoretical reflection incited by Freudian writing appears as a
rarefied resonance of a restricted spectrum of dispersed textual
shreds. However, each new unfolding of Freud’s text creates a
previously unuttered sense that emerges from a silence, a
reiteration, an accent, a breach, and a fracture of a text.

Perhaps, it was not a hyperbole to call this
century “the age of Freud”. Not simply because, as it has often
been asserted, it enacts the enthronement and exhaustion of the
notion of subject, nor because it has bred a most impressive
variety of therapies akin to the Freudian psychoanalysis. Moreover,
the reason for this appreciation might not be the social impact of
the Freudian thought, clearly discernible in the peculiar trends of
arguments that underlie the modern sexual revolution and its
equivocal sequel: the contemporary receding of social strategies
that involve both, the crude contest to conventional prejudice, and
the rejection of conservative sexual policies. The anthropologist
Ernest Gellner has recognized, in his analysis of the
psychoanalytical movement, the complex nature of the impact of
Freudian thought in the institutional strategies of modernity:




We are dealing with nothing less than an
intellectual, moral and terminological revolution, on an enormous,
indeed a global scale. Changes in an intellectual climate
constitute something that is inherently elusive, and yet supremely
important.[1]




Gellner’s appreciations of the relevance of
psychoanalysis to contemporary culture are meaningful.
Psychoanalysis might well be thought of as a pervading climate that
extends well beyond the perceivable evidence. A broad explanation
of the genesis of this climate can be built by relating only
several disperse and evident factors: the banal open or veiled,
direct and indirect, deliberate or unaware quotations of Freud’s
words in an immense variety of social discourses; the slow
impregnation of familiar speech with echoes or distorted shades of
Freudian terms and conceptions, the invention and repetition of
countless stereotypes and clichés that stand out as authorized
explanations of everyday behaviour, the building of fictitious
taxonomies of psychical afflictions, the ordinary harassment of the
Freudian notions carried out by the media, their persevering
extortion of the common belief in the therapeutic efficacy of
psychoanalysis and of the popular faith in its interpretations. But
the intellectual climate nourished by psychoanalysis is also the
outcome of a complex, diffuse interaction of contrasting discourses
about the nature of subjectivity, and the historical social
experience of the relevance of settled, hermeneutic patterns
informed by psychoanalytic discourse.

“To begin is to be free – writes Harold Bloom –
and after Freud we are never free of Freud.”Paradoxically, this “loss of freedom”,
this “never [being] able to begin again”, imposed on the modern
sensibility by the “freedom” brought about by the Freudian
subversion of the different conceptions of subjectivity exhibits
one of the chief inner tensions in Freud’s discourse. Perhaps, our
age should be seen as a spectral symptom of Freud’s discourse, just
like Freud himself was undoubtedly a radical and multifaceted
symptom of the endeavours of Enlightenment and the cultural,
epistemological and political struggles in contemporary society.
The complex cultural evolution in this century shall remain at
least partially unfathomable without a clear understanding and
exploration of the Freudian discourse and its interpretative
force.[2]

But it is precisely Freud’s conceptual
kaleidoscope that exerts an unyielding fascination upon its reader.
The variety and dispersion of interpretations are incited by the
conflicting tensions in Freudian writing itself, which unfolds as a
permanent reflection and refraction of his own textual accents and
silences, presuppositions and reserves, monuments and wrecks. The
spectacle of this metamorphosis of the text, of its disquieting
series of mutations, expansions and repetitions, the evoked images
and visions, lured any further reading. In modernity, the vision of
sexuality that emerged from this contrasting landscape undergoes,
in the social sphere, severe transfigurations that lead, in turn,
to endless delusive conventional shapes of the subjective
processes; it engendered countless parodies and grotesque
physiognomies, and gave rise to theoretical masquerades built upon
faint resonances of the literal and metaphorical powers of the
Freudian text.

Yet Freudian discourse aroused a fundamental
anxiety regarding modern cultural and political processes, which
unleashed a fertile and original enquiry about the nature of
subjectivity, of non-rational phenomena, of the factors of the
subject’s identity, of the role of narcissism and the roots of
cruelty and domination, of the nature of destruction and the limits
of expressiveness; it drove modern thought to the recognition of
the need for a rigorous analysis of the cultural resistance against
a complex reflexive meditation on the role of subjectivity in the
genesis of contemporary knowledge and its intrinsic, inescapable
silence. This anxiety has, in turn, given rise to a large-scale
effort on the part of scholars and commentators to integrate into a
congruous unity the heterogeneous and often conflicting premises
that support the Freudian vision, and also to trace the historical
conditions of its origins and development; Moreover, Freud’s
readers seek to deepen some of his ephemeral insights and transient
illuminations, to unveil its inherent tensions, to recognize the
specific resonance of the psychoanalytic notions in literary and
philosophical discourses, as well as in aesthetic, political and
ethical facets of contemporary thought. All this effort has not
been carried out as a mere strategy for developing, clarifying and
enhancing his essential insights on psychical processes. Rather, it
reveals a deliberate striving for a definite comprehension of the
failures of reflexive consciousness, of the experience of the
limits of language, of the subject’s expressiveness, of the
wrecking of the civilizing process, of the roots of the psychical
relevance of the extreme crucial experiences: of pleasure and
pain.

This endeavour involves a bold attempt, not to
circumscribe and define an ontological stillness of the subject’s
identity, but to discern the web of diverging tensions, the
manifold fractures and hollow regions of the subject’s nature, its
finiteness, the changing scene of devastation and self-invention of
its intimacy, the transience and perseverance of desire, the
elusiveness and crudeness of social constraints, the fragility and
steadiness of memory, the bareness and lavishness of oblivion, the
opaqueness of the subject’s experience, the differences that
dissipate the unity of subjective processes and, simultaneously,
shapes the subject’s identity.

It is now a commonplace both of Freud’s
antagonists and of certain of his apologists to stress what might
be called a “weak paradox” of Freudian thought: he is either blamed
or praised for seeking a rational explanation of the irrational.
The weakness of this paradox resides in the indefinite sense of the
notion of rationality. As Freud himself remarked, rather than this
weak paradox, his conception illuminates a strong one: the notion
of the unconscious enlarges and shatters, unfolds and dissipates,
the seemingly clear, unequivocal significance of the notions of
understanding and reason created by the Enlightenment:




The psychoanalytic assumption of unconscious
mental activity appears to us, on the one hand, as a further
expansion of the primitive animism which caused us to see copies of
our own consciousness all around us, and, on the other hand, as an
extension of the corrections undertaken by Kant of our views on
external perception. Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the
fact that our perceptions are subjectively conditioned and must not
be regarded as identical with what is perceived though unknowable,
so psychoanalysis warns us not to equate perception by means of
consciousness with the unconscious mental processes which are their
object. Like the physical, the psychical is not necessarily in
reality what it appears to us to be. (SE, 14: 171: 173; Das
Unbewußte, SA, 1915, III: 130)




Overturning Kant’s notion of object, Freud
brings to light the relevance of the unstable, dynamic tensions of
inner perception, its contorted and contingent contours and,
nevertheless, its definitive role in the performance of reason,
rather as an unpronounceable memory, as the remains of an
inexpressible experience of pain, as a thought process that remains
beyond the reach of categories and language. The inherent obscurity
of an inner, irreducible “thing-in-itself” [Ding an sich] as
the essential origin of any psychical process not only imposes on
rationalism a particular strain, but obscures the notion of reason
itself, bringing to light the informing power of an intimate and
primordial, unbearable experience.

The agonal features of Freud’s discourse have
nourished countless and conflicting interpretations of his works.
Different currents of philosophical and psychoanalytical thought
have stemmed from different stages of development of his
conceptions, and found a support upon contradictory passages of his
work or certain nuances, stylistic inflections and conceptual
mutations disseminated in his writings. His enterprise has been
seen both as a chapter in the history of confession and as the
final subversion of the modern notion of truth, as a historical
sequel of the regime of the sacramental universe of Catholicism and
as a shattering of the convictions engendered by science. It has
been conceived as the emergence of certain “rational mysticism” and
as the natural outcome of the dark currents of mesmerism; it has
appeared as the extreme consequence of the empiricist aims of
Locke, Condillac and the postulates of Enlightenment, and as the
exacerbation of the Romantic vision of subjectivity. Freud has been
accused both of reductionism, of blind submission to the trends and
constraints of the scientific thought in the Nineteenth Century,
and of a chimerical conceptual imagination, likely to invoke the
authority of ancient myths, of privileged poetic visions and of
philosophical delusion. His thought has been characterized as
speculative, as well as pragmatic. It has been seen as a means to
legitimate a dubious therapeutic procedure and as an amazing
synthesis and development of the chief philosophical, scientific,
medical and even aesthetic conceptions of his age.




This work seeks to explore one of the most
singular features of the Freudian theoretical conceptions:
Freudianism can be thought of as a definitive chapter in the
history of philosophy of language, but a singular one. The approach
to his radical position in the history of ideas about language will
be guided by a central intuition: Freud’s conception of language is
not the progressive unveiling of previously inaccessible sense of
speech; rather, it illuminates the moment in which philosophy
abandons its dominant objects, words and sense, to dip itself in a
foreign territory: the silent history of the shattering of
language. The analysis of Freud’s notion of experience implicitly
involves the obliteration of the conventionally accepted
conceptions of truth. In turn, the debasement of this central
category of Western philosophy [truth] involved a profound review
of the notion of experience itself. What emerges from this
preliminary enquiry is the relevance of the notion of secrecy
rooted in historical, philosophical and political grounds. Secrecy
acquired, in the political, philosophical and aesthetic thought of
the Nineteenth Century, a puzzling presence both cardinal and
veiled. Freud’s cardinal notion of experience, which bore complex
implications on the temporal quality of psychical and physical
processes, is of an unusual kind: it gives rise to an unforeseeable
aesthetic conception of subjectivity.

This approach demanded a manifold reading of
the Freudian text. In the first place, from a historical point of
view: I shall present Freud’s thought as a moment in the modern
history at which heterogeneous and even conflicting conceptions of
language – medical, philosophical, anthropological and literary –
converge to reveal chiefly the limits of subjectivity and language,
which will lead to the notion of secrecy; chapter one is devoted to
a brief exploration of this aspect. In the second place, I shall
present secrecy as an aesthetic and discursive construction
involving a radical notion of experience, and giving rise to
Freud’s vision of subjectivity – a Baroque conception – founded in
the particular role of pain and allegory both in his conception of
subjectivity and in his very writing: chapters two, three and four
expound the essential elements of this discursive and aesthetic
approach. And finally, in the last two chapters – fifth and sixth –
I seek to analyse Freud’s writing as a mirror image of the notion
of subjectivity he constructs: Freudian text is shown as the
expression both of the experience of language as limit, and of the
exhaustion of the subject’s expressiveness; Freud took as a
radical, metaphorical model of the psychical shattering of language
the medical theories of aphasia, and reflected in his narrative
constructions the allegorical, finite nature of subjectivity, the
secrecy inherent in the writing act; Freud’s theoretical silences
also revealed the constitutional role of the experience of pain;
his allegories of sexuality exhibited the moulding force and the
enlivening impulse of secrecy and the delusional patterns inherent
in subjective construction of truth.




Ernest Gellner, The Psychoanalytical
Movement, London: Paladin, 1985, p. 8.1

Harold Bloom, "Introduction", in Sigmund
Freud, edited by Harold Bloom, New York: Chelsea House, 1985,
p. 2.2






Psychoanalysis and Secrecy: The Inherent
Silence




The thresholds of representation

Nineteenth Century thought exhibits a tension
that spans its different movements and currents and defines, not a
conception of the world, but a discourse regime. This tension
emerges from the confrontation between the “ontological primacy of
the natural object” – an ontological conception that had become
stronger since its appearance at the dawn of rationalism – and
language conceived as an autonomous and contingent order. Kant’s
autonomy of reason foretold, at the end of the Eighteenth Century,
an ensuing independence of language. The contingency of language
and the bursting into the philosophical scene of the imagination
invoked an essential bond between creation and language. Hölderlin
writes:




For in that the poet feels himself engaged
in his entire inner and outer life with the pure tone of his
original feeling, and looks around in his world, la latter is just
as new and unknown to him, the sum of all his experiences, his
knowledge, his observation, his thinking, art and nature as it
manifests itself in him and outside him, everything is as if for
the first time, for that very reason not understood, undetermined,
dissolved in nothing but substance in life, present to him, an it
is above all important that he treats nothing as given at this
moment, does not assume anything positive, that nature and art, as
he has got to know them and sees them, do not speak before a
language is there for him, i. e. before what is now unknown and
unnamed in his world becomes named form him precisely by having
compared it and found it to conform with his mood
[…][3]




The creative force of language corresponds also
to the equally powerful strangeness of the referred world. The
claim of the primacy of the subject’s power to name opens a breach
that subverts the sovereignty of representation. The word no longer
reflects or renders the object’s absolute presence. The
convolutions of the Nineteenth Century are rooted in deeply
layered, yet slowly uncovering ground largely made up,
paradoxically, from lost certitude: representation had irrevocably
lost its illuminating and revealing power, its immediate relation
to the world. The word had been divested from the theological
virtue of encompassing the truth of Nature. A fracture in the whole
order of things uncovered a profound, unsettling asymmetry between
the world and the subjective experience. This asymmetry manifested
itself in an assertion of irreparable loss: that of representation
as epiphany, and the fusion of the word and the world. Beda
Alleman, writing about Hölderlin’s conception of Nature in his
Empedocles remarks:




What Empedocles resented as a legitimate
nostalgia of the Mother Nature, develops into the course of Nature
eternally hostile to the Human Being; the Nature itself transforms
into a savage desert and an abyss where the Titans
dwell.[4]




The Nineteenth Century established the primacy
of the natural object and, with it, its insurmountable strangeness;
it asserted its ontological precedence over language. Romanticism
witnessed a growing conviction of the nature’s invincible
resistance to any attempt to encompass it within the borders of
universal notions and representations. The classical equilibrium
between the world and its material images was lost; the reciprocal
communication between the represented object and the sign that
represented it was shattered, paradoxically enough, by the
overwhelming power of language’s self-contained creativity. The
response to the assertion of the ontological primacy of Nature was
the proclamation of the dominion of language, of its creative,
evoking power over the fading truth of the world. The hollowness at
the core of representation is not a mere weakness of mind, or
weariness; it is the final revelation of the immense scope of
imagination.

Nevertheless, in spite of this, representation
did not vanish as a crucial notion in western culture. It remained
within it as an elusive token. Western culture remained captivated
by the image, by analogy, and fascinated by the unfair symmetry of
the mirror and its deceiving fidelity.

However, in time representation suffered
unexpected displacement: after a momentary eclipse during
Romanticism, it reappeared in the late Nineteenth Century as the
enshrining of metaphor: the word as undetermined sovereignty, as an
absolute origin. At the same time, the boundaries that separated
the ontological domain of representation – as epiphany of the world
– from the metaphor dissolved. After Romanticism, metaphor relieved
and encompassed the theological notion of representation. This
dialectic construction of metaphor gave it an unsettling breadth:
in the face of the fading Nature, metaphor confused itself with
allegory,but
emerged as the evidence of the autonomous imagination of language.
Romanticism may be conceived as having set this threshold of
representation. It is not a reaction against the Enlightenment,
against the absolute autonomy and self-determination of reason; it
is not the rejection of Kant, but its aftermath, its
misconstruction, its amplified and perturbing resonance.[5]

The ontological primacy of the natural object
implied a conviction about the nature of both time and meaning. As
a result of Kant’s enquiry, after Enlightenment the intensity of
the inherent conflict between the persistence of the natural
object, and the sensations it arouses together with their immediate
and unbounded time experience – that attests its endurance, its
sense of timelessness, its history that lies beyond historicity –
was heightened by an awareness of the paradox of representation:
the subjective origin of concepts appeared as foreign to the logic
of language and, as a consequence, the representation of time
inherent in the autonomy of language acquired an elusiveness that
pervaded the whole sphere of the meaning of language itself.
Metaphor was seen to bring to light a disquieting contrast within
the sphere of sense: a harsh distinction between two horizons of
meaning – reference and sense – but also another disquieting
feature of language: its symbolic dimension, which arises from the
assertion of its linguistic sovereignty, its uncertainty, its
ambiguousness and the undetermined potentiality of meaning that
pulsates when the word is uttered and displaces and dissolves the
boundaries of truth.

But the main outcome of the recognition of the
ontological primacy of the world is a radical turning aside of
language from representation. Then the object-in-itself withdraws
from displayed meanings, becomes foreign to them; its merely
adumbrated presence transforms itself into an evidence of the
language’s non-representational truth. From the centre of the
Enlightenment itself, tensions grew which foretold the flustering
of representational order: the exaltation of sensations and the
simultaneous decline of the normative canons of visual perception;
the emergence of a fracture between apprehending a figure and
attesting to its truth; John Ruskin wrote, in his characterization
of great art:




It includes the largest possible quantity of
Truth in the most perfect possible harmony. If it were possible for
art to give all the truths of nature it ought to do it. But this is
not possible. Choice must always be made of some facts, which can
be represented, from among others which must be passed in silence,
or even, in some respect, misrepresented.[6]




The eclipse of Enlightenment was also the time
of the devastation of testimonial signs and of the paradoxical
consecration, in the sphere of positive knowledge, of visible
proof; observation appeared as a pledge of objectivity in the
search for truth. These tensions were many and varied: the triumph
of the eye and the declining power of form; the celebration of
formalism and the distrust of sudden illumination and revealed
truth; the advent of intuition as source of meaning and the
resistance to the seductions of representation; the rejection of
realism and the ecstatic hailing of efficacy – the culminating
ascension of instrumental truth as a primordial value; the
simultaneous exultant enthronement of the reflexive capacity of
reason and its exclusion from the realm of self-cognition; the
veneration of science and the jubilant admission of obscure, widely
spread but deeply grounded myths bred by science itself; the
darkness of the assumed infinite powers of science and the
experience of the weakening of the fabric of life; the coexistence
of disbelief in the plenitude of representation and the
dissemination of utopian thought; the founding of present truth
upon nostalgia for an ancient heritage and the radical negation of
the present that incited the emergence of political fantasies the
expressions of which were to find a prominent role in the modern
expectations of collective fulfilment. Thus, Modernity emerged from
a vast constellation of contrasting but entangled images and
conceptions: the vindication of the nobility of the historical
lineage of contemporary civilization and the acceptance of the
animal ancestry of man; the confrontation between the deification
of positive knowledge and the secularization of divinity; the
sublime nature of imagination and the organic stuff of which the
mind’s faculties are made; the ultimate value of subjectivity and
the supremacy of sensation; the fusion of certitude and enigma, of
eloquence and silence, of the potentially infinite power of reason
and the finite nature of self, the denial of the divine and the
ascension of theological hermeneutics that contributed to the vain
apprehension of God’s fading presence.




The emergence of silence as object: Condillac
and the symbolic expression of sensation

Silence has its own history. From the ancient
silence of God to the silence of nature, word could be conceived as
an accident of silence that emerged as a suspension of the divine
will to revelation: a sign of human corruption or of sin. The
Nineteenth Century encounters a threatening assumption: the silence
of God turned into evidence of His death. Jean Paul, in a brief
text that narrates a terrifying dream, announces the belief in a
godless universe, a belief that precedes by almost half a century,
Nietzsche’s pronouncement of the dead of God:




At this moment there sank upon the altar a
lofty noble form, having the expression of a never ending sorrow,
and all the dead cried: ‘Christ, is there no God?’ He answered
‘There is none’. Now, not only the breasts of the dead, but every
limb quivered, and one by one melted away. Christ continued— I
traversed the worlds, I ascended into the suns, and flew with the
constellations through the wilderness of the heavens – but there is
no God. I ascended as far as being throws its shadow, and gazed
into de abyss beyond and cried ‘Father, where are thou?’ but I only
heard the everlasting storm, that no power governs, and the great
rainbow of existence stood, without the sun that formed it, over
the abyss, and fell by drops into it. And, as I gazed upwards, into
the immeasurable universe for the divine eye, I saw nothing but the
bottomless eye-socket, and eternity lay upon chaos, and gnawed it
and ruminated it. Shriek on, ye discords, rend the shadows with
your cries, for He is not.[7]




Nevertheless, Jean Paul’s expression of
despairing piety is not unprecedented. It might be seen as one of
the many emerging symptoms that attested the sinking of theological
warranties of truth. It reveals the visible face of the
accumulating tensions produced by the enquiries that originated
during the Sixteenth Century concerning the foundations of
knowledge and that became evident during the last decades of the
century of Enlightenment and the beginnings of Romanticism.

Condillac, following the philosophical path of
Locke, which may be seen as a prelude to the immense critical
enterprise of Kant, after a brief discussion of his conceptual
system of sensations – defined by him as the of “modification of
the soul” – asserts:




All our sensations seem to us the exact
images of the qualities of the surrounding objects: thus, they
represent them. They are ideas. Yet, it is evident that these ideas
do not drive us to the knowledge of the true nature of beings; they
paint them as they appear to us, and this only demonstrates the
futility of all the efforts of the philosophers that strive to
plunge deep into the nature of the things.[8]




For Condillac, sensations were in themselves
representations, the impossible aim of which, are to convey the
knowledge of the object, is definitively cancelled. It will be
observed that this reflection echoes the propositions of sensualism
and constitutes an anticipation of the Ding-in- sich of Kant, and
of the boundaries within which the sphere of the faculties is
confined. In consequence, the faculties will not appear as
constituting a tight, integrated system, but as a displaced
articulation of heterogeneous layers. It expresses the intuition
not only of the pure silence of things but also of the essential
silence that pervades the word itself, rooted in an untraceable
complexity of mute sensations. In his analysis of Condillac’s text,
Derrida wrote:




Thus, there would exist a mute first
material, an irreducible core of immediate presence to which some
secondary modifications supervene, modifications which would enter
into combinations, relations, connections, and so on. And yet, this
metaphysics (we have seen in what sense it was still a
metaphysics), this sensationalist metaphysics – this characteristic
cannot be refused it – would also be, throughout a metaphysics of
the sign and a philosophy of language.[9]




The clear emergence of a primary philosophical
concern about the subject and the limits of the cognitive
faculties, brought to light the fragile, mutable and uncertain
morphology of language. Condillac’s theory of sensations
presupposes the possibility of a formal structure of language as
the agent that incites invention, and is the sole means of
achieving any valid taxonomy leading to knowledge. This formal
structure is both a project and a myth; it involves the invention
of a potential language and the speculative apprehension of its
pure and distant origin; it postulates a kind of primal logic, the
logic of instinct that, by a radical inversion, transforms itself
into logic as instinct. Condillac remarks:




We have remarked that the development of our
ideas and faculties unfolds only by the means of signs, and cannot
occur without them; that, consequently we can improve our reasoning
only by correcting our language; and that this whole art reduces to
making the language of each science well formed.Finally, we
have proven that the first languages were originally well formed,
because the metaphysics that presided over their formation was not
the science it is today, but an instinct given by
nature.[10]




As Derrida has observed, this was not stated in
a simple, clear thesis. In Condillac’s conception, the limits of
thought are fixed by an undecidable assertion defining at the same
time the possibility of calculating, defining and moulding language
to achieve its perfect final form and the perfection of the
original language rooted in pure instinct. Perfection appeared both
as an aim, as an attainable and a yet distant end and as a point of
departure, as a biological device inherent in man itself. These
cardinal notions determine the dynamic displacement of Condillac’s
conception of understanding.

The work of Condillac exhibits some of the most
important discursive tensions within the Enlightenment: the figure
of a formal scheme of language modifiable at will, as the outcome
of a voluntary act, contrasts with the conception of a vague
symbolic force, which thrives from an uncertain genealogy that
hinders the subject’s appraisal of truth and, simultaneously, makes
knowledge possible. Condillac anticipates the appearance of
instinct as a central concept for the comprehension of knowledge
throughout the Nineteenth Century. This concept fused the myths of
origin with a positivist conception that stemmed from Natural
History. Instinct was thus conceived as an original, logical
scaffolding of signs, both as material support and as manifestation
of knowledge. But this original pure and eloquent logical scheme
was to be degraded in the course of historical events. Condillac’s
thought prefigures also the violent irruption of Rousseau’s cult of
metaphor as the original and unblemished speech act that had
suffered a progressive decay throughout human
development.[11]

Language is confronted as a distinct entity, as
an instrument. Signs were seen as foreign to their own grammar,
even as malleable matter likely to engender sense out of the
capacity of its elements to combine according to specific and
definite rules. Moreover, the combinatorial power of language
appears as a mirror image of those human faculties discernible in
the light of Condillac’s metaphysical allegories. A step was taken
towards the invention of the radical conception of the autonomy of
language, towards an irreversible uprooting of language from the
sphere of subjectivity. The exile of language will, in fact, turn
out into an exclusion of the subject – as a transforming agent –
from the realm of symbols. In Condillac, language lacks identity:
there is an inner cleft between the substance and the grammar of
signs, as well as between the distortions of historical meanings
and the formal precision of signs which is due to its instinctual,
timeless origins; nevertheless, it preserves an unyielding
generating power. Language is thought to engender knowledge through
the mysterious faculty of human understanding to combine formal,
abstract tokens; the restless transformation of the notion aiming
at the phenomena of the world was then conceived as aroused from
the set of potencies of a virtual grammar of sensations. However,
this power of combining operations was envisaged neither as totally
subdued by man’s will, nor as absolutely freed from it: language
was seen by Condillac to an intrinsic “disposition” of signs to
combination. Signs were conceived as linked by inherent sympathy.
There should be an essential, analogical binding between some, and
an essential rejection of formal proximity between others. This
sympathy, although obscure in its qualities and its sources, could
be created by a singular act of naming. A name, a complex
denomination, could restore a broken congruity among signs, a
congruity that reflects the appropriate response of sensations to
the boundless silence of things.

Condillac’s conception of analogy – of sympathy
– implied a fundamental, though equivocal, notion: sympathy as a
force of attraction, as a binding force, as a gravitational
attribute of signs. Newton’s notions built upon the idea of
proximity and contact but also upon the evidence of efficient,
distant action, revealed a delicate, and yet intangible regime of
interaction between bodies as well as a web of delicate equilibrium
forces inherent in the whole universe of bodies.Condillac’s fantasies
preserved untouched or even magnified the force of Newton’s
allegories that became as contradictory and exacting as in Hume’s
thought and in the speculative imagination of Kant. Nevertheless,
the concept of a distant, “gravitational” bond between the signs
advanced by Condillac overflowed the boundaries of language and
revealed itself as a singular articulating figure that embodied
both the subject and his signs. The laws of attraction between
bodies are universal, and this universality might be extended
“figuratively” (Condillac), metaphorically, beyond the limits of
physics. Thus, it should comprehend each movement, each measurable
mass, each source of sensation, but also each contact and each
relationship between the bodies: it encompasses syntax and
affection, even to become also a principle of human action. In
fact, as we follow Condillac, the essential nature of the notion of
force confounds itself with the name of sensation. Sensations
spring from bodily efforts and resistance. This immediate
corporeality conditioned and founded – the figurative operation is
inverted – the physical nature of the sensations that, in turn,
gave rise to the material conception of spiritual worlds.[12]

The works of Condillac exhibit the development
of an “epistemological myth”: the obscure nature of force, its
position at the unattainable centre of contemporary thought around
which revolves a paradoxical notion of language and, with it, a
fragile image of self, already forged during the Enlightenment,
displayed by signs that, paradoxically, announced its imminent
collapse. Romanticism offered a first glimpse of the incurable
wounds of the fragmented self. The depths of consciousness appeared
as inhabited by an unfathomable animating geometrical, mute, and
delicately balanced force: a source of enigma and misunderstanding,
veiled in itself, but likely to define the position of self in the
universe of matter.

Condillac thus prefigures both the culmination
and the breakdown of the Enlightenment project. The historical
conception of language that turned into a progressive
acknowledgement of its autonomous regime, of the effective force of
its signs, produced, as a sequel, its formalization as a system and
the rejection of theological foundations of representation, but
also aroused the exalted vision of sensibility, the broadening of
the cleft between body and mind and the mechanization of the soul,
and the inescapable conviction of the fading presence of the world.
This image of language led to the dominance of scientific patterns
of thought as models of philosophical comprehension, as the horizon
defining its profile of argumentation and style, its rhetoric of
evidence, which founded any firm conviction. It is not surprising
that Condillac’s Traité des sensations was to become a main
text in the initial years of the positivist project to teach a
language to deaf-mutes. His words signal the dawn of the conception
that saw aberrations of language not as theological tokens but as
pathological symptoms. It also signals the definitive exile of
language from the realm of sacredness, the invention of language as
a system and the recognition of the autonomous dynamic systems of
phonology and syntax. It foretells the methodological austerity of
historical linguistics and, paradoxically, the final enthronement
of sensibility, the definitive emergence of self as an uncertain
entity, afflicted by the foreign nature of language, a self torn
apart from his own sense by dreams.




Mesmer and the mystic rhetoric of
secrecy

Twelve years after the publication of the
Traité des sensations, in 1766, Franz-Anton Mesmer obtained
in Vienna his degree as a physician. His thesis, Dissertatio
physico-medica de planetarum influx,clearly showed that he was, like
Condillac and Hume, profoundly influenced by Newton, but however in
debt to Paracelso or to Kircher. He was no less impassioned than
Condillac in his search for a set of general laws governing bodies
and phenomena, and the universalization of the principles of
Newtonian physics. Mesmer and Condillac relied equally on a key
rhetorical procedure: analogical reduction. Perhaps there were only
two differences between them: Mesmer’s capacity for faith and
Condillac’s awareness of the secretiveness of sensations and of
language. Mesmer had not yet experienced the advent of suspicion.
Conceivably Condillac had.[13]

Mesmer assigned a privileged place to the gaze
– and observation as the main instrument for acquiring knowledge –
and reinforced a dominant characteristic of eighteenth century
reflection about nature, the hierarchy of the senses and
sensibility integrated in a system. Indeed, the nature of
sensations seemed to take roots in the autonomous constitution of
the senses; however, it totally depends on the subject’s capacity
to apprehend and compose into a whole the vast and complex sphere
of impressions:




By nature, the human being is an observer.
From birth, his primary purpose is to perceive impressions in order
to learn the use of the senses. The eye would be of little use if
Nature did not caused him to pay attention to the minute variations
of which his observation is capable. […] Most impressions are
therefore the result of his reflections on the sensations in the
sense organs.[14]




But Mesmer’s meditations encouraged a definite
fusion of the exaltations that accompanied the dramatic
apprehension of Newtonian mechanics and need for the support of
institutional policies. The outcome of this fusion was a complex
knowledge: le savoir médical. Much more explicitly than
Condillac – whose efforts were only indirectly incorporated into
this twilight zone of knowledge between Nineteenth Century medicine
and the erection of pedagogy into a distinct discipline – Mesmer
drew from this “Newtonian passion” direct conclusions about the
nature of human bodies, the physiological performance of nerves,
and adequate therapeutic procedures:




According to the familiar principles of
universal attraction, attested by observations which teach us how
the planets mutually affect one another in their orbits, how the
sun and moon cause and control the ocean tides on our globe, and in
the atmosphere, I asserted that those spheres also exert a direct
action on all the parts that go to make up animate bodies, in
particular on the nervous system, by an all-penetrating fluid. I
denoted this action by the effects of intensification and remission
of the properties of matter and organic bodies, such as gravity
cohesion, elasticity, irritability, electricity, and
others.[15]




There is a metaphorical presence of fluid as
the agent of irritability as well as of gravity and electricity. By
virtue of fluid, cohesion appears as a natural disposition of the
bodies. Fluid becomes both a fable and an explaining principle, a
narration formed by ciphered notions, patterns of thought drawn
from different conceptual spheres and disciplines: physics and
biology fused together in a surprising conception of physiology,
neurology and the anatomy of the soul. The hydraulic metaphor was
to remain as a fascinating, “magnetic” figure in the wake of the
discourse of physics. Particularly at the boundaries of biology,
physics remained as a model, as an idealized achievement of human
knowledge.

But beyond the explicit beliefs of biology,
fluid appeared as the explicit negation of the central position of
seeing. Indeed, the notion of fluid implied a dynamic interaction,
a special kind of proximity, which ruled the contact of bodies.
Nevertheless, the metaphor of the magnetic fluid provides an image
for the bond between bodies that lacks any visible substance. It
was the victory of radical transparency. As an all pervading
presence, as the substance which accomplishes the cohesive aim of
the universe, as an imperceptible, non-visible acting agent, this
volatile, spiritual fluid was to negate the power of sensibility;
this conception envisions the material evidence of the senses
subdued to the speculative profile of a universal and unfathomable
presence. Moreover, this intangible substance, the fluid, had an
additional power: it did not exert its influence over the body as a
whole, but impregnated its intimate substances. The fluid metaphor
dissolved the distinctions between inner and outer dimensions, the
visible and the invisible, the animate and the inanimate, in a
unified undifferentiated matter. The whole power of this conception
had its source in the dissolving action of the rhetoric of secrecy
projected upon the body of positivist knowledge. The most
significant outcome of the rhetoric of secrecy was the image of
knowledge as semiotics: it brought about an adequate hermeneutic of
maladies, a comprehension of affection only possible for initiates
and the ciphered significance of symptoms. But the therapeutic
consequences of this enthroning of secrecy, the fascinating imprint
of the whole universe on the still fragile conception of the
nervous system, were by far the foremost manifestation of this
epistemological myth; for the myth simultaneously founded, upon
this rhetoric of secrecy, both a delusive psychological doctrine
and a physiological mirage: a notion of personality, a canon for
the taxonomies of the pathologies of the soul, upheld by the
metaphor of fluid dynamics, which inspired the image of concealed
maps of bodily diagrams of the motion of energy.Moreover, Mesmer’s fantasies
also contributed to found a broad regime of institutional
strategies, a new dominion of seeing and controlling: education,
pedagogy.Mesmerism can be seen as the singular
point at which several currents of European thought converge: a
point of inflection, both a culmination and a beginning of an age,
as an epigraph and as an elegy, as a displacement of the patterns
of seeing and the exhalation of sublime reasoning, as the founding
of a scientific myth and a source of uncertainty, as a new domain
for faith likely to displace the old one, as the expression of an
enthusiasm for the occult accompanied by the development of a
positivist “dynamic psychology” and as a therapeutic practice built
upon the hitherto unacknowledged virtues of hypnotism. But this
convergence took place within an all-encompassing delight in
secrecy.[16][17][18]

Mesmerism was not an extravagance that intruded
in the quietness and the hopeful serenity of the Enlightenment, nor
an undermining of the certitudes of progress. Occultism was
ingrained in the sphere of Mesmerism, and was a legitimate
outgrowth of the driving forces of the Enlightenment: Newtonian
physics, rationalism, religious fervour, devotion to progress,
powerful biological models and Natural History, the tension between
observation and imaginative inventiveness, speculative discourse,
the political importance of new secret societies and sects, as well
as social conflicts generated by the collapse of ancient
institutions. Occultism sought in magnetism and in the enigmatic
nature of energy, a refuge from Enlightenment itself. It sought for
this refuge, despite sharing with science a passionate belief in
the amazing magical power of positive knowledge, in imagination as
an inherent promise of the future dominion of reason over nature
and over man, and in a further, unfulfilled, yet legitimate promise
of collective welfare. Occultism bloomed shielded by the exalted
imagination of the French Revolution, by the enthusiasm it aroused;
it appeared as the resonance of the praising of the sublime.
Philipe Muray has vividly portrayed this facet of the Nineteenth
Century:




Balsamo makes use of his hypnotizing power
as to provoke the Revolution. The mysterious Cagliostro is pushed
back of the scenery; the court of Louis XV breaks apart, the
manipulating secret societies are dragged by the nose without
noticing it; Mary Antoinette is under the spell of Mesmer, the
Bastille falls to the revolutionary movement, the sects sprout from
among the stones of the crumbled fortress, the orgy of the
concealed begins. The politics, the government of the masses by the
sorcerer, and the masses of sorcerers by the sorcerers of the
masses. The playing is reconstructed, the souls are captured, it is
the delusion and the modern times.[19]




There is a primary social driving force in this
mixture of insanity and exalted expectation: fear. “No passion –
writes Edmund Burke – so effectually robs the mind of all its
powers of acting and reasoning as fear”.Fear reveals itself in an awareness of
the uncertain significance of signs; it instigates a hermeneutic
urgency, the basis of which is the evidence of a presence without
meaning: obscurity and secrecy have become themselves evidence.
There is recognition of the exacting dilemma of truth as a sign
that defies decipherment, inaccessible, and yet as the seed of
political action and of aesthetic experience rooted in pain and
pleasure. Fear thus appears at the conjunction of memory and
promise, of scientific devotion and the delusions of immediate
experience, of the degradation of the divine and the speculative
deifying of theological principles. The history of fear entwines
itself with the history of the passion for secrecy. Fear and
obscurity coexist with concealment in the conception of nature and
of scientific enterprise: the Nineteenth Century witnessed a
relentless confrontation of the self with this obscurity. Perhaps
it was Edmund Burke who best expressed the inextricable emotion
aroused by mute but eloquent presence; names, objects, experiences,
passions, conceptions, and the inner conflicts within the
boundaries of subjectivity. In his reflection on the sublime he
writes:[20]




Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the
ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort
terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it
is the product of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable
of feeling. […] The passion caused by the great and the sublime in
nature, when those causes operate most powerfully, is Astonishment;
and astonishment is that state of soul, in which all the motions
are suspended, with some degree of horror.[21]




Thus, signs of nature exhibited an extreme
condition that was seen as the source of the experience of the
sublime and its paralysing quality. The word astonishment, which
acquired a specific resonance since Descartes, named the arrest of
the meaning of the natural sign that stems from the original
experience of pain. Horror, which accompanies pain confounding
itself with its emotions, with danger and darkness, lies deep in
the inner, regions of the stifled expression of astonishment.
Horror dwells within the expression, concealed by the overwhelming
experience of the sublime. The deep sense of horror itself lies
unexpressed but is nevertheless active in the sudden silence that
signals the advent of the experience of the sublime. Thus, secrecy
appears as a privileged sign: a significant, undeniable silence
recognizable as sign; it is the uncertain sign of hollowness, the
source of which are pain and horror, deprived from any possible
interpretation; a clear presence the meaning of which eludes any
encompassing expression, but nevertheless awakens vigorous
emotions. Fear is exalted as a powerful passion and at the twilight
of the Nineteenth Century it is driven by a semiotic impulse,
centred on secrecy and obscurity.




The intimate dissemination of anxiety:
hermeneutics and the passions of history

The historical reflection on language and its
role in the emergence and creation of knowledge, in the expression
of human affections, in the moulding of History, acquires an
intricate profile during the Modernity. According to Foucault’s
point of view.




From the nineteenth century, language began
to fold upon itself, to acquire its own particular density, to
deploy a history, an objectivity, and laws of its own. It became an
object of knowledge among others, on the same level as living
beings, wealth and value, and the history of events and
men.
[22]




This receding of language, induced by the
recognition of the autonomy of signs as system, manifests the
impact of the sudden social apparition of fear, not as a mere
individual experience, nor as a recognizable response of a
particular body to an identifiable agent, but as an object of the
speculative mind. The Terror aroused by the political significance
of the destruction of the bodies of the victims of the Revolution
not only signified the abrupt transformation of the Regime, but
also illuminated the changing boundaries and meaning of the self.
The violence of French Revolution, which shaped the new sense of
enthusiasm and the new aesthetic weight of the exorbitant, of
terror – the sublime as outlined by Kant’s meditation on judgement
–, emerged also as a complex object: that which by itself provokes
horror, and reveals the limits of language and the boundaries of
transcendental presence. This presence supports power beyond the
will of man and is perceived as a nameless machine, a device
capable of encompassing and obliterating the aims of divinity. It
exhibits the transient, indefinable, boundary signs that confirm,
paradoxically, the absolute dominion of codes over the
uninterrupted silence of God. Fear became corporeal and the primary
source of the sublime.

Fear dwells not on the boundaries of discourse
but of language itself. The sublime does not reject discourse;
rather it is loquacious; it excites an impulse to speech, as if the
experience of having reached the limits of language, the immersion
in horror, had unleashed a driving force that engendered a
non-subjective, unending chatter, which deepened and in turn,
exacerbated the hollowness of meaning. Words displayed for the
first time the remoteness of their substance, now that they were
free from the necessity for addressing an outer presence. Words
appeared as both limitless in their capacity to represent, and void
of any essential meaningfulness. This vacuity is the root of both
horror and the sublime. It is also the root of the attraction
exerted by the despotic purity of revolutionary slogans. About the
sublime, yet menacing proclamation of Robespierre: “I am the slave
of freedom”, Claude Lefort wrote:




“I am the slave of liberty” imply something
that cannot be said. We glossed over these words too quickly when
we said that they revealed the depths of the oppression of old and
the danger of lapsing back into the darkness of the past. They open
up a new abyss for thought: the absolute assertion of liberty
merges with its negation; meaning empties into meaninglessness.
What can be said in this case is that the establishment of a free
regime implies recourse to terrible means, to the methods of
despotism, if the roots of despotism are to be extirpated. But
Robespierre’s words reveal a trace of something that cannot be
said; they burn his lips as he speaks; articulation breaks down,
and the Terror speaks amidst the ruins of human
speech.[23]




Meaninglessness, as revealed in the autonomous
voice of Terror, reveals itself as an essential feature of
language. This voice of Terror has frightened the age as intensely
as the massive and brutal, political death. Perhaps this
devastation of human speech and the sublime sense conveyed by la
Terreur has not received the attention it deserved – not even
Foucault, who has devoted some enlightening commentaries to the
notion of limits at the threshold of the Nineteenth Century, has
meditated cogently about this specific manifestation of the limits
of language. This “word”, uttered in the wake of Terror is nothing
but the sign, the locus, of the sovereignty of language allied to
the absolute authority of the realm of law. At this point at which
the absolute nature of signs meets the irrevocable sovereignty of
the law, the work of Sade arises as a sequel of the same conditions
that gave rise to the Kantian ethic revolution:




Whereas the classical conception only deals
with the laws according to the various spheres of the Good or the
various circumstances attending the Best, Kant can speak of the
moral law, and of its application to what otherwise remains totally
undetermined. The moral law is the representation of pure form and
is independent of the content or object, spheres of activity or
circumstances.[24]




The moral law refers to nothing that might be
presented to sensible intuition. It emerges as an absolute and
independent principle. Thus, it has its own time, its own
histories. It is loquacious, undecipherable; the mirror image of
subjectivity, which becomes ever denser and displays its own
imagination. Both understanding and moral behaviour are rooted in
the extreme desolation engendered by the sphere of social norms:
the autonomy of language was seen to reside in its impenetrable
opacity.

Secrecy is not a concealing strategy, but an
inherent condition of the autonomy of moral law: it is the fate of
the sign itself; it involves the surrendering of humanity to the
Terror that has become itself an inherent chapter of this history
of signs.

The awareness of the opacity of language is but
the latest stage in the fragmentary and widely dispersed experience
of the tenacity of memory. Henceforth, “history”, conceived as
positive knowledge, becomes foreign to the experience of man; it
rejects his most intimate perceptions and his imaginative invention
of the past. Perhaps, the most brutal impact of the acceptance by
society of Darwin’s hypothesis was neither the expulsion of man
from the summit of Creation, nor the infliction of an incurable
wound on the narcissism of mankind – as Freud once insinuated – but
the acceptance of a sublime notion of history: Natural
History. Natural history, as a scientific realm outlined
in the Nineteenth Century, settles the taxonomies vaguely stated
during the eighteenth century. The new awareness of the fragmentary
nature of beings and an unprecedented sense of the density of time
led to the enthronement of analysis as a privileged operation.
Natural History is an astonishing statement about an inhuman and
non-human transformation of things. The world emerged not as an
essential, fixed universe of biological morphology, but as a series
of decaying beings that had left as only testimony their own
debris. Genesis became an accidental incident, as did the vanishing
of whole species: time offers the certainty of radical destruction;
there is a full awareness of the finite condition of experience.
But this finite condition of beings exposes itself as a series of
events, as a temporal succession without any witness. Natural
history, as created in the Nineteenth Century, inaugurated the
notion of a history without a memory, a history kept beyond any
power of evocation, a history that transcended presence,
testimonies, narrations, myths and even fictions. It exhibited a
mysterious notion of time: one which required the disappearance of
identity and that concealed an inhuman truth while rejecting also
the mirage of fixed taxonomies, a fixed path of Creation. The truth
about the past was not to be found in revelation, nor derived from
the eloquence of an ancestral faith, but as empirical knowledge
brought to light by the methodical enquiry into the residues of the
men’s life. History emerged as a settled, non-subjective, dispersed
and enigmatic memory the integration of which was beyond the sphere
of collective and individual experience; history remained always as
an unperceived and latent, albeit vigorous presence.

Thus, the development of the archaeology and
its spectacular findings was not surprising. It emerged as another
strand of knowledge, an intrusion into everyday life of the widely
disseminated residual evidences of challenging origins, hidden from
the eye, the supremacy of which had been affirmed by Eighteenth
Century philosophy. It offered evidence of a truth that lay beyond
the reach of the immediate and penetrating gaze. History became the
justification of the existence of virtual signs that conceal an
elusive truth: profundity became a feature of the experience of
time; the virtual nature of signs expressed by the concept of
history enclosed both a bounded memory and an exasperated
unfulfilled promise.

If, as Foucault has proposed,




[from the Classical Age] the theory of
natural history cannot be dissociated from that of language. And
yet it is not a question of a transference of method, from one to
the other; nor of a communication of concepts; nor of the prestige
of a model which, because it has “succeeded” in one field, has been
tried out in the one next to it. Nor is it question of a more
general rationality imposing identical forms upon grammatical
thinking and upon taxinomia. Rather, it concerns a fundamental
arrangement of knowledge, which orders the knowledge of beings so
as tu make it possible to represent them in a system of
names.[25]




the fundamental relation between knowledge and
a system of names was to be strengthened by the contributions of
Natural History. Taxonomy appeared definitively bound up to the
conceptions of time inherent in the modern conception of history.
The bond between Natural History and language was to exhibit an
unusual pattern due to the violence of the encounter with the
conception of a non-subjective nature of time, the figure of a non
testimonial history, the profile of an untraceable past, restored
only as a conjectural model, as a virtual system of rules and their
successive transformations. But perhaps an even greater upheaval in
the apparently harmonious relation between language and Natural
History was to occur within the nature of language itself and the
figures that congregated about it: its nominative and ordering
power was no longer seen to stem from its monolithic contours. The
systematic combination of the elements of language exhibited, like
any other functional organism, the turbulence of life; languages
themselves became distant objects, animated by a strange kind of
vital impulse.[26]

Yet there remained undeniable links between
language and thought. The speaker was enclosed within the sphere of
a historical, living language, indifferent to his fate. The
implicit fusion of the categories of understanding – in Kantian
terms – and the names conferred on them, exhibited its fundamental
impact upon the Romantic conception of language, evinced, among
others, by Schleiermacher’s conception of understanding [Verstand]
envisaged as a permanent struggle between two essentially
autonomous spheres: language and psychology, each following
distinct historical paths, each delivered to diverging, but
nevertheless related fates.

In 1819, Schleiermacher wrote:




Just as every act of speaking is related to
both the totality of the language and the totality of the speaker’s
thoughts, so understanding a speech always involves two moments: to
understand what it is said in the context of language
[herausgenommen aus der Sprache] with its possibilities, and
to understand it as a fact in the thinking of the speaker
[Denkenden].[27]




There is a rhythmical series of movements that
displayed a distinctive set of accents, which characterizes each of
these dimensions of understanding. Thus, understanding embraced –
according to Schleiermacher – two closed spheres: the sphere of
language, which existed as a whole, preserving itself as a non
apprehensible but compelling identity, and the psychological
sphere, which presented itself as the “totality of the thoughts”.
Understanding appears at the intersection of these historical
totalities that resist to apprehension. It reveals an unsettling
impossibility. Schleiermacher himself states this limit of
apprehension:




In order to complete the grammatical side of
interpretation it would be necessary to have a complete knowledge
of the language. In order to complete its psychological side it
would be necessary to have a complete knowledge of the person.
Since in both cases such complete knowledge is impossible, it is
necessary to move back and forth between the grammatical and
psychological sides, and no rules can stipulate exactly how to do
this.[28]




The rhythmic patterns of interpretation of
language and of psychological expressions, do not lead to a
definitive ending. This uncertainty incited Schleiermacher’s need
to displace hermeneutics: he comes to apply its methods to the
realm of art. But this displacement only intensifies the
uneasiness: it removes understanding from the sphere of knowledge,
only to root it in a universe governed by the impulse of
sensations. This movement goes from truth to taste, from
timelessness to rhythmic turbulence, from the observation and
construction of evidence to faith and imagination. But the
impossibility of attaining an absolute self-identity marks the
interpretation with slight warning signs, evident when confronted
to the impossibility of establishing the self-identity of language.
The displacement of understanding [Verstehen] from the
rational sphere to the domain of art hampers its endeavour; it does
not attempt a synthetic comprehension of language, for it sees
understanding as constrained by the subject’s historical nature
that embodies the whole domain of his experience.

Throughout the Nineteenth Century the
experience of secrecy acquired an tacit but ubiquitous relevance,
an unprecedented profile. It became inextricably attached to the
notion and the experience of limits. Like the social experiences of
fear, of silence, of pain and of truth in which it is deeply
rooted, secrecy underwent profound transformations. These
transformations, which chiefly occurred in the social conceptions
of knowledge, slowly emerged from the conjunction of the Romantic
imagination and the endurance of the certainties of the
Enlightenment. The histories of silence and of secrecy that had
remained distant, even foreign to each other, became
indistinguishable: both silence and secrecy named a sense that
resided beyond the perceivable substance of language. The limits of
understanding, so strongly evinced by the Enlightenment,
illuminated the elusive, almost imperceptible limits of language.
But the exploration of the limits of language in which the Romantic
age became involved, also cast a shadow upon the notion of truth.
Secrecy dwelt at the crossroads of these two contrasting limits.
The emerging experience of secrecy exhibited a sense beyond sense.
It gave rise to the flowering of the exegesis.




This is how we must understand the revival,
so marked in the nineteenth century, of all the techniques of the
exegesis. This reappearance is due to the fact that language has
resumed the enigmatic density it possessed at the time of the
Renaissance. But now it is not a matter of rediscovering some
primary word that has been buried in it, but of disturbing the
words we speak, of denouncing the grammatical habits of our
thinking, of dissipating the myths that animate our words, of
rendering once more noisy and audible the element of silence that
all discourse carries with it while it is spoken.[29]




The exacerbated confrontation and the subtle
fusion of the limits of truth and language might have moulded
certain dominant patterns in the discourse of the Nineteenth
Century. Visible signs revealed, by their mere appearance, an
unfathomable sense beneath the surface of the signs themselves.
There was an inner boundary of language. The limit of language no
longer defined a foreign, excluded realm of sense. The limit itself
was conceived as engraved in the body of signs. Silence ceased to
be thought of as the casual collapse of language. It rather
signalled not a voluntarily concealed object or sense, but an
essential exhaustion of language, a cleavage in the substance of
language itself. In the Nineteenth Century, the subject was
constrained to face the empty voice of silence inherently embodied
in the substance, the syntax, and the material evidence of signs.
But he was also compelled to assume that this silence was not a
contingency. Moreover, it was to be seen as pervading language,
spreading out over its surface, leaving delicate, transient traces
that lay unperceived on the visible substance of discourse.

Psychoanalysis finds its place at this point of
convergence of limits. But it is not to be seen as a simple sequel
of the passion for interpretation that gave rise to the endless
series of techniques of the exegesis that dominated much
intellectual activity in the Nineteenth Century. Psychoanalyses can
be seen, paradoxically, both the exacerbation and a negation of
exegesis. Moreover, throughout the different stages of the
historical development of psychoanalysis, the force of the exegesis
progressively declines; interpretation evolves into an uncertain
search that disdains its own ground and ends. Psychoanalysis lacks
the illuminating force of faith. Unlike the exegesis,
psychoanalytic interpretation has rejected the firm confidence in
the existence of a primordial meaning, which might have guided the
whole enterprise.

Throughout the Nineteenth Century the path of
the exegesis became increasingly far from that of psychoanalysis.
Even if both exegesis and psychoanalysis rejects the existence of
fixed limits of sense, psychoanalysis took this rejection to almost
unbearable extremes. But while the exegesis holds to the conviction
of the essential nature of meaning, and devotes itself to the
patient expansion of its boundaries, the confidence of
psychoanalysis in the fundamental role of language dims. It is this
invincible confidence in meaning, which drives the exegesis to a
hasty and even peremptory confirmation of the invincible creative
power of language. However, if the exegesis cultivates and tends
indeed each new sprout of interpretation, psychoanalysis identifies
the progressive expansion of meanings as a disquieting resonance of
the inner tensions of the spirit and, in the last analysis, as a
misleading appearance of deep, inextricably confused conflicting
forces within the subject.

Yet, the exegesis arises from the subject’s
despair about meaning. It is also marked by the conviction of the
insurmountable foreignness of language. Each interpretation renews
and confirms the elusive, unfathomable nature of meaning itself; it
exhibits the supererogatory sense of interpretation, its vacuity.
Paradoxically, each new exegesis, instead of approaching the
subject’s consciousness to the sought after meaning, broadens the
cleft between consciousness and language. Language seems to move
away, to become progressively foreign to interpretation. This
experience of a fading language, brought about by endless
interpretation, in turn, seems to emerge from an irreducible,
ambiguous oblivion inherent in language. Interpretation forges an
image of a remote, challenging meaning that lies in the bottom of
language. The remoteness of meaning appears as evidence of an
essential indifference of language, an indifference that confounds
itself with oblivion. Thus, language seems to remain foreign to the
demands of memory. The boundaries of memory appear to emerge from
the inherent obstinacy of language, from its resistance, from its
indifference to the subject’s demand: that he should be capable of
saying everything, of recalling everything. Instead, memory and
language decay, become exhausted, mute. Language remains both the
site and the root of an essential, irreducible oblivion. It scribes
silence on the core of the subject’s experience. It also dissolves
any enduring trace of the singular subject’s relation to his
language. The exegesis emerges as a lasting effort to overcome the
delusive effect of the oblivion inherent in language. It arouses a
relentless desire for memory. The exegesis becomes itself a means
of restoring evocation.

Paradoxically, the Nineteenth Century saw both
the exaltation and the exhaustion of symbols. Both conditions
incited a strengthening of the fervour for interpretation, and
often became inextricably bound up to it. The prestige of
observation and detached description of phenomena accompanied the
less perceivable endurance and metamorphosis of the exegesis that
unfolded the dense matter of symbols. The imperative of
non-subjective observation as a condition of the construction of
evidence and as an instrument of proof evolved simultaneously with
the growing necessity for a transcendental, even obscure, universe
of categories, taxonomies and procedures that promised to unveil
the subject’s most intimate condition. The positivist view of
knowledge grew besides an obdurate conviction in the obscurity of
sense, the shattering of language and the experience of the
darkening of the soul.

Psychoanalysis is grounded in the serenity of
the positivist conception of the body, as well as in the
exaltations of symbols, the dark roots of hypnosis and
thermodynamics, and in the exegesis of intimate and fragmentary
narrations, in the fine passions aroused by the discovery of the
nervous tissues. Physiology shared the exultant vision of
thermodynamics, and sought to build upon its categories, the
thorough classification of the maladies of language, of the
patterns of its destruction – the studies on aphasia. But
psychoanalysis also appeared as an echo of mesmerism, as an
aftermath of the impact of the hypnotic recall of buried shreds of
the past, unattainable to consciousness; it also had its origins in
the archaeological conception of memory that subtly pervaded the
scientific approach to the nervous apparatus, nourished by symptoms
that appeared as traces of language uttered by aphasic patients,
and by the endless evolution of interpretation that enacted the
social experience of the weakening capacities of evocation.
Psychoanalysis encompasses two diverging, struggling visions: a
positive, physical, thermodynamic, material conception of the soul,
and the elusive, daunting landscape of the wreckage of language,
the thwarting of memory by the violent imposition of the
necessities of life.

Psychoanalysis conceives meaning as unlikely to
convey any certainty, any evidence about the subject’s nature; it
is this conviction that reinforces the final daring bid of
psychoanalytic interpretation: it does not seek a sense, but
strives after its own renewal. Language appears as an inner
boundary of the self. Thus, psychoanalysis is itself edified upon
inaccessible ground: secrecy. But in the light of psychoanalysis
this notion had to found a new definition: secrecy was to be seen
not as an excluded theme, an obliterated episode, a twisted account
of facts; a truth the unveiling of which has been deferred, but as
an inherent condition of language, a sense that emerges from the
experience of the limits of meaning, of the force of silence that
constrains the expressive power of speech. Paul Laurent Assoun
remarked:




What Freud was about to discover was not
concealed, or yes it was, but only in a peculiar sense. It does not
wait in the shadows to be found: it displayed itself before
everyone’s gaze, implicated in the language of every human being.
In this sense, Freud did not discovered anything, but he had showed
to every “user” the presence of that which he has pointed out to
them, reversing the unexpected movement of the unconscious, that
relies in telling, but preserving out of reach what has been told.
In this sense, more than a discovery, the unconscious manifested
itself while preserving himself in the purity of its
manifestations, without any hindrance, bringing them to the light,
and making visible that which is more visible than concealed. The
unconscious was less a secret than a manifestation that blinds
because of its own excessive clarity (an already Oedipal image).
Freud, it is evident, clearly is not discovering this image, by
turning it into a readable sign, by an inverse movement, driving
away the gaze, to make the signs readable.[30]




Assoun distinguishes some fundamental features
of Freud’s disruptive contribution both to the sphere of
interpretation and to medical discourse. According to Assoun, the
unconscious does not relate to language as the cause to its effect,
nor as the concealment to its revelation, but as the implicit to
the explicit sense of utterances. This relation relies upon an
unexpected trait of the act of speech: the perceived, apparent
wholeness of the act implies necessarily an unrecognisable, seldom
perceived, dimension of sense. The utterance keeps an essential
sense unexpressed, excluded from the explicit meanings conveyed by
the words. However, this excluded sense is manifested by the
fragmentary glitter of residual experiences, the fleeting
appearance of evocations, of slivers of unwitting gestures, which
enact forgotten representations. The ground of the self’s identity
is entirely built upon an excluded sense that remains implicit,
acting as a foreign force upon language. It transforms the meaning
of words and engraves a tangible hollowness in the core of
language.

Moreover, Assoun refuses to assign the
unconscious the attributes of secrecy. He does not hesitate to
affirm that the unconscious is the rather blinding – dazzlingly
clear – manifestation of it. However, as Edgar Allan Poe has
convincingly shown in The Purloined Letter, secrecy is best
hidden on the visible surface. Perhaps, Assoun’s main contribution
is his conception of the Freudian interpretation, not as a
procedure for disclosing a buried meaning, but for “making
readable” the senseless signs scattered over the surface of
language. To make these signs readable, the act of interpretation
must recognize and depict the processes that have turned them into
senseless expressions. Secrecy may be conceived as this rendering
undistinguishable of the potentially meaningful signs scattered
over discourse, implied in the ultimate hollowness of the act of
utterance.




Secrecy and the soul’s affliction

In 1766 Haller published his Elementa
physiologiae. In this work, the notion of “irritability” was a
cardinal element in elucidating the aim of drawing a sharp
distinction between normality and pathology, between health and
sickness. Irritability could be seen as a fundamental, primary and
undeveloped means of survival of any living being. The complete
development of this elemental resource in human beings corresponds
to the complex structure of sensation. A contemporary of Haller,
the Scottish physician John Brown, broadened this notion: he coined
a rigorous concept of “excitement” and defined it as “the property
that enables all live beings to be affected and to react”. This
excitement was the cornerstone for a taxonomical distinction that
separated the normal and the pathological states.




It has been proved that health and disease
are the same state depending upon the same cause, that is,
excitement, varying only in degree; and that the powers producing
both are the same, sometimes acting with a proper degree of force,
at other times either with too much or too little; that the whole
and sole province of a physician, in not to look for morbid states
and remedies which have no existence, but to consider the deviation
of excitement from the healthy standards, in order to remove it by
the proper means.[31]




The Nineteenth Century medicine was to engage
in a profound meditation on the boundaries between health and
sickness; a boundary which, by the virtues of observation and the
contributions of the emerging taxonomies of physiology and anatomy,
promised a radical solution to the mystery of the nature of
maladies. Freud was not an exception. Even at its later stage,
Freudian text showed an openly confessed inclination towards a
never clearly definite bond with biological thought and its
fundamental categories. Throughout all his writings, from his early
non-psychoanalytic papers to the Abriss der Psychanalyse
(1938), there is an uncanny reappearance of the signals of the
taxonomical universe of Nineteenth Century medicine; these are not
meaningless residues, resisting relics, nor historical testimonies
of a rejected theoretical construct. These shreds of the biological
discourse, these echoes of a weakened evocation aroused by the
belief in a virtually faithful and truthful scientific discourse,
are not just faint images imprinted on the psychoanalytic thought;
they are dispersed yet key pieces of the text itself. They forge a
“paratactic” pattern of argumentation – in terms of François
Roustang -,this is to say, a non formal scheme of
logical deduction that interweaves in various proportions personal
experiences, clinical observations, anecdotes, literary quotations,
according to changing and often incongruous conceptual frames and
to unclear theoretical grounds. Nevertheless, this device proves
persuasive by means of discontinuous conceptual patterns made up of
severed fragments of heterogeneous texts and the peculiar,
appropriate, display of suitable evidences. The parataxis offered
to psychoanalysis a formal narrative constructive device in order
to replace the formal argumentative strategies; a narrative device
founded upon repetition, analogy, allegory and silence, operations
which displaced arguments and displayed discontinuous reasoning;
moreover, it allowed the Freudian discourse to build itself upon a
regime of elliptic allusions, of sudden digressions, of abrupt and
unforeseen thematic appearances, of dazzling intrusions of the
narrator’s voice, often used as a refuge. However, this complex
device does not hinder the imposing force of psychoanalytic images,
not the evocative power of its metaphors. It does not obstruct the
capacity of Freudian reflection to illuminate unforeseen evidence
of human behaviour; rather, it confers upon it an unusual
elucidating quality; psychoanalysis appears as negative
enlightenment.[32]

For all this, psychoanalysis remained faithful
to Biology, accepting its progressive alienation, its foreign
procedures, and its incommensurable notional structure. Despite
these incongruities, Freud obstinately preserved its concepts,
transforming them into founding metaphors, assuming and embracing
the conceptual heritage of the medical sciences. Psychoanalysis
could not help viewing itself, in its unsettling remoteness from
medicine, as having made a definitive choice: to confine itself to
the fringes of positive science, although longing for its
legitimacy; a paradoxical legitimacy that implied a menacing
distrust of its theoretical achievements, and that, in the long
run, would also bear testimony to the accuracy of its conceptual
insights. Biology appeared, from the Freudian point of view, as
bearing an essential truth, only incidentally misguided by a
doubtful conception of mind. Freud’s personal myth of knowledge
involved – even against his declared epistemological convictions –,
at the final stages of psychoanalysis, the unrelenting call for the
harmonic alliance between biology and the psychoanalytic conception
of subjectivity. Despite his explicit denial of the faith in
transcendental truth, psychoanalysis silently aspired to pronounce
a definitive word, to reveal and consecrate decisive knowledge, to
build a cohesive body of doctrine. The psychoanalytic truth should
emerge from the final enthronement of Biology, in spite of its
dubious conceptions and its methods of constructing evidence. Freud
believed that the notion of the psychical apparatus demanded a
definite and peculiar approach, which implied a fragmented,
disjoined view of psychical phenomena, the truth of which might
appear only in the oblique light of disperse evidence and
discontinuous discourse [lückhaft Sprache].

The Nineteenth Century enthroned a positive
notion of symptom. Emerging from the fusion of a consecrated regime
of observation and the positivist belief in the visibility of
perturbations, symptom invoked a peculiar visual semiotic, certain
speculative hermeneutics, determined only by the powers of
observation. This hermeneutic, singular approach, claimed to be
free from any convention, rooted only in instinct and biological
necessity. The overdetermined signs of the symptom were not seen to
convey meaning as an outcome of linguistic convention, but to
reveal the concealed truth of the malady; symptoms were
commensurable to the emanations of the obscure soil out of which,
the perturbed nature of the being awaited the gift of a name.
Symptom demanded an accurate expression that would describe the
mute, arid tokens of the body, and bestow the fully illuminated
identity of disease on them. The disorder of nature offered an
enigmatic effigy of the body, an effigy that was to be completely
unveiled by the rationality of diagnosis. Each symptom was the
visible announcement of a whole set of obtruding disorders, of the
perceivable derangement of the biological concord. However,
symptoms preserved their essential muteness. To the medical eye,
they remained as an organized web of silent or even concealed or
imperceptible, menacing signs. Symptom exhibited the body as a
rugged, unevenly illuminated geological formation, a chiaroscuro
that offered a detailed, though opaque profile of its diseases.
Symptom appeared as having an intrinsic relation to figure,
interpretation and observation. The discernible although opaque,
defiant signs, which characterized a specific malady, spread over
the surface of the body, seemed to compose a regular, uniform,
exact universe.

The dazzling logic of their repetition, the
sharpness of their regular, emerging contours, the stillness of
their physiognomy, all these features exacted a precise language.
So did a fixed order of designation, a uniform and repetitive
chronology, and a neat comprehensive, thorough and compelling
taxonomy, a faithful depiction of the essential nature of the
malady. Condillac’s utopia of a formal language seemed to culminate
in a fixed “grammar” of designations, in a rigid grid of
descriptions and classifications of the perturbations of the body,
in the intimate relation between the eye and the word that
expressed the truth of abnormality, between the signs of the body
and the essence of the malady:




Overall these endeavours on the part of
clinical thought to define its methods and scientific norms hovers
the great myth of a pure Gaze that would be pure Language: a
speaking eye.[33]




Symptom was seen to appear on the visible body
as an expressive outburst that exhibited the timeless geometry of
pain, strictly determined by an inner bodily condition. However,
the relation between the symptom and the decaying organic substrate
from which it emanates remained unclear; it was subject to a
speculative transcendental reflection about the link between cause
and effect. With the notion of symptom, the speculative thought,
which forged representation as one of its cardinal issues, reached
its limits. The impossibility of harmony between language and
object was clearly exhibited; the quest for an expressive rigour of
the taxonomy and the comprehension of the essence of the malady
through classification was revealed to be a vain one. Symptom, as a
visible token, demanded a more ambitious conception, which would
envision it as a pure, pregnant sign in itself. Foucault
remarked:




The observing gaze manifests its virtues
only in a double silence: the relative silence of theories,
imaginings, and whatever serves as an obstacle to the sensible
immediate; and the absolute silence of all languages that is
anterior to that of the visible.[34]




These two orders of silence stressed the
enigmatic need for an expectant, but unperturbed gaze acknowledging
the elusive nature of the deviant behaviour of the body. The
“double silence” that surrounds the gaze revealed itself as a
fundamental attribute of clinical observation.

To remain faithful to its object, the eye
demands a deliberate oblivion of language, the calculated muteness,
an undeniable rejection of its own inherited universe of words. The
gaze appears to apprehend a primordial vision. The moment of the
gleam of the gaze is that of a radical, vigorously sought after
suspension of language. This moment of the fulfilment of the
observation transforms itself into the renewal of the experience of
the primal instant in which the incarnation of the creation myth
occurs. The notion of symptom carried the theological weight of the
man’s original encounter with nature. The silent language of the
gaze blooms on the fringes of language, foreign to the dense mass
of inherited concepts, to reveal the limits of meaning, its
failure, its dumbness, its vacuity, its useless effort while facing
the emerging signals of a wounded nature.

The exaltations of the gaze evidenced the force
of secrecy that pervaded the intrinsic silence of words. Gaze was
seen to expose an original speechless language, which claimed to
have been able to seize the essence of an absolute, irrevocable
evidence of disease; it claimed to hold the key to the apprehension
of the declining, vital force of the living being. Gaze seemed to
strengthen the breeding power of secrecy only to expand its own
pure, receptive capacity, to exhibit its full, silent power of
recognition and its faculty of comprehension.

Another crucial event contributed to enhance
the captivating force exerted on the scientific mind of the
Nineteenth Century by the compelling precision of the disciplined
apprehension of the gaze: the invention of the “physiology of
reason” that followed upon by the discovery of the thermodynamic
regulation of the brain: the soul was subdued by the medical
vision. This capture was to reveal an uneasy condition of
knowledge: the formal language of reason informed by the passion
for taxonomy brought about the description of the nervous system
and its related domains. Reason sought to explore its own material
ground, to reveal its own physical limits, to plunge into its own
soulless, spiritless dynamics. The soul disease had finally exposed
its tangible root, a visible abode. There was a perceptible, yet
hidden anchorage for its distorted functions.

Nervous maladies, especially aphasia, were
thoroughly described and classified: a map of the soul disease was
drawn according to the faithful and detailed grid of conjectured
trajectories of excitation, of named territories of illness; a
whole conception of the anxious muteness of the aphasic seemed to
recognize its own imaginary territory in the sharply defined
regions of the tissues of the brain. The measurable destruction of
tissues accounted for the attested, numerous manifestations of
muteness.

The metaphysical conception of mind yielded to
the arduous testimony of thermodynamics. Positivist thought had
achieved the surrender of language to itself. The taxonomical
powers of the naming faculty subdued the image of language as a
spiritual force. The weakening of the belief in linguistic
transcendence provoked a more intimate anxiety: as language
revealed itself as a physiological emanation, as a material echo of
an effusion of energy, a firm shelter against fear also crumbled.
The experience of the absolute limit of the human nature emerged
from the description of language diseases in terms of energy.

The biological conception of mental faculties,
implied by Condillac’s theory of sensations, was to encompass the
entire biological domain. Gall took it to a definitive turning
point, and later, the localisationist theory of language centres
strengthened the speculative implications of this conception of
mind: first Brouillard (1825) and then Broca (1861) established a
definite strict correspondence between language and neurological
stimulation; language became a part of the physical world. It
emerged as a purely thermodynamic process, an endless chain of
physiological processes of charging and discharging energy.

Silence appeared obliquely: as an illness. The
distortions of language behaviour, aphasia, and the malady of
muteness, among other diseases of language revealed brain damage. A
new neurological topography emerged from underneath the landscape
of a typology of silence. The works of Helmholtz and Fechner, the
onerous mystique of energy processes promoted by Ostwald, Herbart
and Mach, all of them laid bare a new and daunting paradox: the
promise of knowledge paralleled the sense of strangeness provoked
by the reduction of meaning to the silence of matter.Ernst Mach, in his
influential book about sensations wrote:[35]




I can follow the course of a physical
process as it propagates itself through a sensitive nerve to the
central organ; I can thence trace it by various paths to the
muscles, whose contraction produces new physical changes in the
environment. In so doing I am precluded from thinking of any
sensation felt by the man or animal under observation, what I am
investigating is a purely physical object. Very much is lacking, it
is true, to the complete comprehension of the details of this
process and the assurance that everything depends on the “motion of
molecules” can neither console me not deceive me with respect to my
ignorance.[36]




However, the new “material” typology of
silence, of meaningless processes that engender meaning, strictly
obeyed the rules and the delusions of Nineteenth Century science.
According to these rules, a landscape of energy displacements
underlay the subject’s utterance. The exclusion of the immediate
realm of the senses and the privilege accorded upon physical
process involved a singular, almost secret set of names, a foreign
taxonomy of measurable but concealed processes, the presence of
which was only to be testified to by a few initiates. Foucault
describes the imperative rule of medical thought:




Description, in clinical medicine, does not
mean placing the hidden or the invisible within the reach of those
who have no direct access to them; what it means is to give speech
to that which everyone sees without seeing, a speech that can be
understood only by those initiated into true
speech.[37]




The description of aphasia and muteness did not
acquire a deep, obscure sense: it was a simple matter of drawing
the correspondence between wounds on the folding surface of the
brain tissue and the observed barriers of language; it was a
description of the disintegration of the cohesive structures of
language. The different patterns of language degradation gave rise
to the recognition, description and naming of the destroyed brain
areas.

As biology seemed to empty language from its
own aura, to exhaust its idealistic resonances, to dissipate the
mirage of deepness that veiled the physiological processes that
burst upon the consciousness transformed into meaning and
representation, it took advantage of the new domains of the gaze;
it laid down the rules for a new hermeneutic: an exploring eye, a
permanently unfixed gaze, the domain of which was to be the whole
realm of acts of language.

Moving from depth to surface, the secret
transformed its meanings into mute signs, evinced the metamorphosis
of the unfathomable essence of language, ciphered into a cloud of
almost imperceptible marks. This restless displacement of the
mystery, fathomed as the translation of revelation into reading,
could be conceived as a central, yet obscure feature of Freud’s
enterprise: to bring to light the radical metamorphosis of the
silence that had remained active but concealed at the very core of
language. As we have already remarked, Freud’s notion of symptom
did not seek to unveil the presence of an obscure, buried agent of
a psychical malady, but to render the complex and disperse
manifestations of the perturbed soul into meaningful signs. Freud
sought to build symptoms out of apparently undecipherable, slight
and unrelated, traces.

The transformation of blinding evidence into
readable signs, the challenge of the luminosity of matter, is the
operation that transfigures secrecy into symptom and thus allows
the discernment of meaningful silence. However, there is an
interval between the former state of blindness and the sudden
recognition of signs on the surface of acts, of language itself.
This hiatus insinuates a silent, unformulated hermeneutic strategy.
It is the overlapping of signs over signs, signs over language,
signs that emerge from the dissipation of language, from silence:
inaudible tokens converted into visible, readable signs. A
supplementary force operates the metamorphosis of silent evidence
into a sign over deep layers made of signs.

This uncertain hermeneutic, involving the new
conditions imposed upon the deciphering of the visible signs,
entailed the abolition of the semiotic density of the visible
physiological surfaces. This vision nourished the psychoanalytic
discourse. One additional piece contributed to this loquacity of
the visible fractures of speech: the analogy between hysteria and
aphasia. Hysteria appeared as the immediate manifestation of the
subject’s non-articulable narration of his own past experiences, as
a sudden arrest of evocation, a distressing desertion of memory, as
an unwilling abasement of speech, as a sort of mute display of the
language of the body that revealed itself in the opacities of the
flesh, which was evinced by the distressing power of silent and
unrecoverable but devastating words.




Writing silence

The late Nineteenth Century experienced
unforeseeable manifestations of silence: a conscious and even lucid
rejection of the possibility of writing, the cessation of
literature, the exaltation of silence as the final, manifest
destiny of the poetic voice. Keats wrote:




A Poet is the most unpoetical of any thing
in existence; because he has no Identity – he is continually in for
– and filling some other Body – the Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men
and Women who are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about
them an unchangeable attribute – the poet has none; no identity –
he is certainly the most unpoetical of all God’s Creatures. It then
he has no self, and if I am a Poet, where is the Wonder that I
should say I would right write no more?[38]




Furthermore, the modern origins of literature
foreshadowed, from the twilight of Romanticism, its outcome, both
the suspension of the public consecration of literature and its
rapturous enshrining. As early as 1823, De Quincey wrote:




Oh mighty poet! Thy works are not as those
other men, simply and merely great work of art, but are also like
the phenomena of nature, like the sun and the sea, the stars and
the flowers, like frost and snow, rain and dew, hail-storm and
thunder […][39]




Later, in 1895, Mallarmé would take the
exaltation of the disappearance of the poet, clearly anticipated by
Keats, to its highest point. We can read in his Crise de
vers:




The pure work implies the disappearance of
the poet speaking, who yields the initiative to words, through the
clash of their ordered inequalities; they light each other up
through reciprocal reflections like a virtual swooping of fire
across precious stones, replacing the primacy of the perceptible
rhythm of respiration or the classical lyric breath, or the
personal feeling driving the sentences.[40]




Writing affirms its own evanescent identity; it
exposed in an unprecedented way, through the echoes of its harsh
symbolism, the violence and distressing social decay of the
certitudes, allowing itself to fully display its negative action.
Language appeared through literature as a pure negative regime; the
words did not carry an implicit statement on the plenitude of
meaning, but displayed themselves as a material limit, a sovereign
force foreign to the reach and will of the subject. Speech
exhibited itself as a force able to dissipate the illusions of
meaning and to uproot any truth foreign to that implied by the pure
act of writing. As Romantic hermeneutics, as historical philology,
as the Fichtean ego, the dominant conception of literature
throughout the Nineteenth Century progressively pushed the writer
into an unfulfilled and even shattered will to identity. Writing
was conceived as the expression of a pure desire, grounded in a
complex web of the conflicting powers of language. The longing for
a literary identity, which in Romanticism often turned back towards
ancient models, had to face the paradoxical triumph of the
expressiveness of the poetic I built upon the mounting dignity of a
shattered self. The paradox of the self paralleled that of the
simultaneous triumph and wreck of symbolism as the privileged means
of achieving the social transcendence of the utterance lured by
solipsism. Keats had written:




Well – I compare human life to a large
Mansion of Many Apartments two of which I can only describe, the
doors of the rest being as yet shut upon me – The first we step
into we call the infant or thoughtless Chamber in which we remain
as long as we do not think – We remain there a long while, and
notwithstanding the doors of the second Chamber remain wide open,
showing a bright appearance, we care not to hasten to it; but are
at length imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of the thinking
principle – within us – we no sooner get into the second Chamber,
which I shall call the Chamber of Maiden-Thought, than we become
intoxicated with the light and the atmosphere, we see nothing but
pleasant wonders, and think of delaying there for ever in delight:
However among the effects this breathing is father of is that
tremendous one of sharpening one’s vision into the heart and nature
of Man, of convincing ones nerves that the World is full of Misery
and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and – whereby. This Chamber of
Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken’d and at the same time on
all the sides of it many doors are set open – but – all leading to
dark passages. We see not the balance of good and evil. We are in a
Mist – We are now in that state – We feel the ‘burden of the
Mystery’. To this point was Wordsworth come, as far as I can
conceive when he wrote ‘Tintern Abbey’ and it seems to me that his
Genius is explorative of those dark Passages.[41]




In the final years of the Nineteenth Century,
the sequel of Romanticism was clearly perceptible: perhaps for the
first time, writing exhibited the word as a material, autonomous,
foreign but disquieting resonance. Since Romanticism, the identity
of literature is to be sought not in the unheard eloquence of
meaningful constructions, but in a negative devotion of poetic
voice to writing, to a writing bound to abandon itself to the
turbulence of the poetic matter, to the folding back of language
upon itself, to the darkening of its own contours.

Criticism, conceived as a deep reflection on
the limits of language and a meditation on the ultimate foundations
of expression, appeared then as an inherent disquieting facet of
the poetic expression. Criticism revealed itself as the tragic fate
invoked by the subject’s awareness of the expressive limits of
language, and, paradoxically, as the manifestation of his
conviction regarding its purifying aim. This reflective movement
became indeed the intrinsic, definitive trait of writing:
!everything that establishes at the same time the literature as
self criticism and this criticism as literature”.This double movement, this
intrusion of criticism into literature and the abrupt metamorphosis
of criticism as inherent in literature, this negative folding back
of the imaginative force of language upon language itself, was
implied by the reflexive, distorting action exerted by poetic
writing. The negative alliance of criticism and literature was
conceived as the writer’s expression not of a simple, passing need
for self-illumination – the transient self’s passion for the
self-confining within the own language, nor, on the contrary, the
exorbitant, fleeting transfiguration of the poet’s temper, a
momentary intruding of discordant obscurity into the self’s inner,
meditative voice. Also, this movement was not the intrusion in the
text of the equivocal serenity of a confessional appetite whose
imperative voice enacted the poetic impulse, what Keats named
!egotistical sublime”.[42]

Rather, each of these conflicting facets of
writing, yet intimately bound together (literature experienced as
self-criticism, and criticism conceived as an intrinsic power of
writing), revealed a profoundly disquieting quality of literature.
Romanticism disclosed the necessary, relentless confrontation of
forces in writing. However, these two dominating forces – criticism
and literature – shared a common distrust of meaning. Since
Romanticism, literature had ceased to be the ideal identity that
embraced, in a single, synthetic, unperturbed expression, the
conflicting exigencies of expression, art and criticism; despite
their alliance, both criticism and literature, rejected any
possible synthesis of their antagonistic aims. If literature
evolved as an ambiguous experience it was perhaps because it could
only heighten to an obscure dignity the equivocal nature of
language itself. Thus, literature emerged from the self’s
disquieting awareness of the boundaries of language, of the
struggle between diverging, even contradictory, disrupting
qualities of meaning. Inevitably, the poetry of the post-Romantic
period was bound to become aware of its own implicit, negative,
unfathomable ground, the pervading inconsistency of meaning which,
paradoxically, upholds the self-engendering impulse of literature,
the relentless self-unfolding of poetic writing, the all-embracing
aim of its symbolic action. Consequently, a cleft was perceived in
poetic utterance between its uncertain, non-apprehensible grounds
and the precarious glitter of its words; the silence became
tangible, ingrained in the weave of poetic words.

On the other hand, if criticism was to be
considered not as a genre, but as an essential force in literature,
the inextricable yet insuperable duality of poetry – the agonal
entanglement of both criticism and literature – should inform also
its reflexive utterance; moreover, this duality of poetry, its
expansive cleft in the midst of utterance, should inform language
itself. Romanticism exhibited, in this inaugural moment of the
modern concept of literature, with its essential impossibility of
achieving a definite identity, the pervading vacuity of language.
Furthermore, it settled the impossibility, later exalted by
symbolism, of conceiving language as pure meaningful matter; it
made it possible to conceive writing as the purification of
language from the contamination of representation. After the
dimming of Romanticism, literature made of its own impossibility
not only an obsessive, disquieting motive, it often turned this
obsession into a mystical force, into a search for redemption in
the essential hermetic nature of language.

Therefore, the modern existence of literature
might be seen as entirely built upon the paradoxical conception of
language as both meaningful matter, and as the absolute limit of
expression. Literature emerges as the enigmatic expression of this
exile of language from meaning.

The enigma remains latent in literature as its
impossibility to say its own truth. It is fully embraced in the
silence of literature about the truth of its own limits. Silence in
literature has been usually portrayed as the scandal of the wilful
though sombre retreat from writing, rather than as an extraneous,
non-apprehensible body thrust into literature itself: Rimbaud,
Hölderlin, enact despair or madness, disenchantment or a glaring,
bewildered wandering. Their rejection of literature is surrounded
by the aura of the exorbitant. Their silence is conceived as an
exceptional deed, yet delusive and obscure. In modernity, the
unuttered source of the awareness of the negative horizon of
language, of the absolute, intrinsic limits of the writing act,
mixes itself inextricably with the secret, inexpressible urgency
involved in the deliberate” rejection of writing. Steiner’s
reflection of the modern silence of poetry is revealing:




The election of silence by the most
articulate is, I believe, historically recent. The strategic myth
of the philosopher who chooses silence because of the ineffable
purity of his vision of because the unreadiness of his audience,
has antique precedents. It contributes to the motif of Empedocles
on Aetna and to the gnomic aloofness of Heraclitus. But the poet’s
choice of silence, the writer relinquishing his articulate
enactment of identity in mid-course, is something new. It occurs,
as an experience obviously singular but formidable in general
implications, in two of the principal masters, molders, heraldic
presences if you will of the modern spirit: Hölderlin and
Rimbaud.[43]




Silence appears as a meaningful choice. The
!election” of silence —if we can so call the madness of Hölderlin
or even the revulsion that seems to have incited Rimbaud’s
rejection of literature— has frequently outweighed the violence of
their veiled, though intimate, recognition of the boundaries of
expression. It frantically displays the traces of the apocalyptic
rotting of language, which might be clearly perceived in Rimbaud’s
exacting rhythm of metaphors and his obstinate naming of limits. !I
am master of silence” [Je suis le maître du silence], writes
Rimbaud in Les Illuminations, and later:




Seen enough. The vision met itself in every
kind of air. Had enough. Noises of cities in the evening, in the
sunlight and forever. Known enough. The haltings of life – Oh!
Noises and Visions! Departure into new affection and
sound?[44]




Rimbaud’s writing is full of signals of
silence, of the negative gesture stemming from a self-reflexive
movement of language, pointing towards its own extinction.
Metaphors crowd in Rimbaud’s evocation of limits, plagued by the
obsession of silence:




Let me roll in my wounds, through the heavy
air and the sea, in my pains, through the silence of water and the
harmful air; in the tortures which jeer at me, through their
fiendish and billowy silence.[45]




Finiteness appears as a dense set of metaphors
of pain imprinted in the body: tortures, blessures,
supplice; the alliance of writing, flesh, silence and pain, is
simultaneously sheltered and eclipsed by visible signs of limits,
of decay, of death. The transience of being, its finiteness,
appears not only as a fatal condition of existence, but also as the
concealed evidence of the obscure fate of civilization: "C’est
cette époque-ci qui a sombré”, states Rimbaud. This allowed only
one kind of writing: that conformed as a constellation of signs, a
route of expressive metaphorical stresses, of written debris of the
infliction of suffering: secrecy is the mysterious signal at the
end of expression; it evolves as a sudden and unutterable
perception of the exalted, lavish, decaying meanings of
language.

Literature announces, in the late Nineteenth
Century, the decay of the plenitude of consciousness in modernity.
Hofmannsthal, with astounding insight, through the words of his
character, Lord Chandos, an imaginary disciple of Bacon, reveals
the intense affliction involved in the loss of the meanings of
language. Lord Chandos writes in his letter:




In brief this is my case: I have completely
lost the ability, when discussing relatively elevated or general
topics, to utter words normally used by everyone with unhesitating
fluency. I felt an inexplicable uneasiness in even pronounc
[...]
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