
SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT THE THEORY OF THE SUBJECT: 

THE DISCURSIVE POLITICS OF PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORIES 

Catherine Anne Greenfield, B.A.Hons (1st class) 

School of Humanities, Griffith University 

This thesis being submitted for 

the degree of Master of Philosophy 

Date of Submission: 
January 1983 



For instruction, conversations and support I 

wish to thank Peter Williams, Ian Hunter, Dugald 

Williamson,  avid Saunders, Anne Brown, Tom 

O'Regan, Noel King and Mick Counihan. 



ABSTRACT 

For the disciplines grouped, under the sign of 'the 

Humanities' the category of the subject has been and, for 

most, remains the more or less stable site in which the 

various investigations and reconstitutions of philosophy 

around the problems of 'truth value' and the 'meaning of 

meaning' are undertaken, and to which these adjacent 

dlsci~lines have recourse for their theoretical foundations. 

In -the- last. decade 'the critical reformulation of the 

category oi the subject through the articulation of'psycho- 

analytic theory, structuralist linguistics, and. Marxist 

theory of ideology, has shifted it from a stable foun- 

dational site of knowledges to the problematic effect and 

conditions of power and knowiedge practices. For the 

readership of jourrfals such as Screen, Cine-Tracts and 

Yale French Studies, a quite particular knowledge of 'the 

sub jectt , drawing on the work of the psychoanalyst Lacan, 
was made primary to an understanding of the production and 

consumption of texts occurring within a network of power 

relations. 

While this shift in the category of the subject will 

engage our attention it does not exhaust the work of the 

thesis. The argument of the thesis is that despite its 

multiple transformations in class'ical ' epistemologies, 

Marxist epistemologies and psychoanalytic theories, a 

'theory of the subject' maintains a philosophical anthro- 



pologism as the basis of all our enterprises. That is, it 

brings into force an imperative that all knowledge 

functions to extend our understanding of ' the human ' , and 
that it is only when referred to this domain that know- 

ledges achieve their truth-value. Emerging within a 

particular organization of knowledge around the themes of 

truth and liberation (that the value of knowledges resides 

in .their truth, that truth is essential and free and that, 

in turn, truth frees), this anthropologism returns 

questions relating to the production and consumption of 

texts (e.g., how to transform current writing and.reading 

practices) and questions relating to wider political 

strategies, to the correlates of those themes - conscious- 

ness-raising, the liberation of essences or rehearsal of 

origins, the endorsement of a general theory of repres- 

sion; in short, it returns political questions to the 

available specigications of what is seen as their fun- 

damental reference point - the subject. Theories of the 

(individual or social) subject impose on all our questions 

and analyses the same homogenizing teleology, which is 

unacceptable to a materialist critical practice which 

seeks to attend to historically shifting, institutionally 

differentiated power and knowledge relations. 

Accordingly, the thesis provides the conditions for a 

different account of the effect of 'subjectivity'. The 

argument is targeted at the Lacanian theory of the subject 

which has been read, following Althusser's essays, as 

clarifying the ideological nature of the subject by demon- 



strating the mechanism of its formation. The theory re- 

routes Freudian psychoanalysis through Saussurian 

linguistics. ,This corresponds ,with other current theories 

of the centrality of language to 'the human' (Ricoeur's 

phenomenology, Kristevan semiology). 

This thesis argues that theories of language as a 

unitary system generated from primary mechanisms in which 

the subject is founded may provide detours for, but ultim- 

ately further support this anthropological teleology. This 

teleology is challenged by a reformulation of the theories 

of language which promise to unravel the unity' of the 

subject, but fail. This reformulation is provided in the 

"rse. Foucauldian problematic's concept of disco- 

This specification of discourse removes the term from 

the philosophical dichotomy 'ideal-real' in which the 

historical material 'events' of language are treated as 

the contextual correlates of a text that is formed from 

general rules located interior to the text. Challenging 

accounts of the production of language articulated on a 

hierarchization of ' ideal ' (consciousness, general 

grammar) and 'realq sites (social moment of enunciation, 

experience of language), the concept of a discourse runs 

counter to expressivist theories of language and general 

theories of representation. 

An analysis of the discursive formations of the 

Lacanian texts and the forms of their appropriation into 

other discourses is thus relieved from the task of consid- 



ering them in terms of the fidelity of their represen- 

tations (of the psyche, malelfemale desires, apparatuses 

of cognition, etc.) to a general order of 'truth'. 

Instead, analysis can be redirected to the discursive 

relations in which these objects (psyche, desire) emerge 

and which constitute an apparatus of truth that governs 

what we are able and not able to say about consciousness, 

the unconscious, reading and writing practices, the 

formation of society and of families, and so on. An 

analysis of the Lacanian texts in terms of their discur- 

sive mechanisms and which also demonstrates their position 

in a larger discursive ensemble, has the limited aim of 

providing a different reading of the conditions of produc- 

tion and consumption of this apparatus of truth from those 

readings of psychoanalytic theory as the true, or mis- 

taken, recognition of the subject. 
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This thesis concerns a number of specifications of 

the subject, among them that circulated in what I shall 

call the 'discursive politics of psychoanalytic theories'. 

In this thesis, 'politics' is understood not as confined 

to the domain of party politics, but as variably coexten- 

sive with the diversity of social relations as they are 

formed in the mesh of historically differentiated power 

and knowledge relations. The term directs analysis.towards 

sites of struggle, and here, towards specific struggles 

over forms of knowledge of the subject and its effects. 

This area of contestation has recently shifted ground. It 

is largely due to the reworking of psychoanalytic theory 

which in the last decade has been extended into the areas 

of film study, literary theory and theories of ideology 

that the 'question of the subject' has come under investig- 

ation in other than philosophy departments and with 

increasing relevance for theoretical work concerning the 

form of political and economic calculations. 

However, if one of the effects of this reworking of 

psychoanalytic theory has been to insist on the non- 

immediacy, through the materiality of the unconscious and 

its structuring in language, of the subject's knowledge of 

itself, thus questioning the self-evidence of the subject, 

then it must also be recognized that our reading of 

ix 



psychoanalytic theory cannot be conducted as an immediate 

approach to a self-evident body of knowledge. 

This is reflected in the structure of the thesis, in 

which psychoanalytic theory is 'central but relative' and 

does not form the explicit object of critique until 

Chapter 3. It is central because around psychoanalytic 

theory there have clustered a body of arguments on the 

limits and structurings of the subject's knowledge of 

itself and its capacity to produce and reproduce other 

knowledges and power relations - i.e., political forms - 

and it is to these arguments and their concerns that the 

thesis addresses itself. It is relative because psycho- 

analyeic theory never emerges 'alone' in an absolute or 

pure form; it is relative because psychoanalysis is 

treated as neither the successful nor failed explanation 

of the subject upon which we should provide commentary, 

but in terms of the reading and writing practices in which 

psychoanalytic theory emerges. To treat psychoanalysis in 

this fashion requires consideration of not only the spec- 

ific reading and writing practices involved, but of the 

strategies and relations in which those practices were 

formed, and of the increasingly contested question of how, 

in any case, reading and writing practices are to be 

specified; i e., whether the terms of their specification 

are to be sought in aesthetic criteria, the criteria of 

the irreducibly 'human' (experience, imagination, creat- 

ivity), linguistic criteria, various epistemological 

criteria, or the criteria of some materialism. 



The argument of the thesis is that the reading of 

theory (or any text) is not the more or less straight- 

forward application of mind to the objectified products of 

another mind, but the activation of the complex, non- 

unified and shifting determinations in which specific 

reading and writing practices are formed.. Whether we are 

to look to one of the theories o'f language, to socio- 

logical accounts or elsewhere for the form of these 

'material determinations' is the work of Chapter 1. 

Chapter 2 delineates the principal strategies and 

relations involved in the formation of the reading and 

writing practices in which psychoanalytic theory emerges. 

Psychoanalytic theory gains its meanings from its place in 

a network of relations. This is not a network in the 

structuralist sense: it is organized by no internal logic. 

Its elaboration therefore cannot be given in a general 

formula but requires an amount of specification and detail 

which cannot, as with a general formula of structure, be 

subsumed under the task of providing a methodology for 

understanding psychoanalytic theory. Chapter 2 outlines a 

body of information and argument which gives the condit- 

ions for producing a critical reading of psychoanalytic 

theory - where critique is not simply the listing of 

strengths and weaknesses but the attempt to 'tell a 

different story' through active rewriting. Chapter 2 - a 

long chapter - allows us to place psychoanalytic theory in 
a different network of relations which is as important in 



its gwn right as the altered aproach it allows us to 

psychoanalytic theory. 

The point of this preface is to signal how a critique 

of psychoanalytic theory which does 'tell a different 

story' must necessarily produce a significant part of its 

argument in terms that are not those of psychoanalytic 

theory nor those of a methodology whose only value is 

determined by the effect of its presentation of psycho- 

analytic theory. Chapters 1 and 2 are therefore concerned 

with a reworking of 'the subject' whose parameters are not 

inscribed by the horizons of psychoanalytic knowledge nor 

its value circumscribed by the light it throws on these 

horizons, but which is, precisely because of this, 

invaluable in reassessing the conditions of psychoanalytic 

theory. It is subsequent to this 'wider' questioning of 

'the subject' that Chaper 3 can focus on psychoanalytic 

theory, the discontinuous but crucially intersecting 

readings that have claimed various political implications 

for this theory, and lastly, a consideration of its polit- 

icality as the concomitant not of a general epistemology, 

but of a specific technology. 



CHAPTER 1 



This introduction will be used to address several 

remarks to the question of' the available readership for a 

thesis on the theory of the subject and the discursive 

politics of psychoanalytic theories. These remarks will 

not be exhaustive. In part they serve to put on the agenda 

a few of the concerns that will occupy us throughout this 

work. But they also 'provide a means of giving some visib- 

ility to the decisions undertaken in the course of writing 

this thesis. 

I: Contestations 

To ask the question of available readership it is 

necessary to consider firstly what is meant by a 'reader- 

ship' and under what conditions, according to what pre- 

suppositions, and within which problematics we can think 

about readerships. For example, within the terms of the 

traditional literary criticism of which secondary school 

and higher education English studies. have been largely 

representative for the last half century - i.e., under the 

conditions in which most of us have learnt 'to readv - a 

'readership1 is synonymous with a 'readerv, and the reader 

is a figure without specificity. When mentioned at all, he 

falls completely in the shadow of the writer and his 

activities: It... the reader must sit down alone and 

struggle with the writer."' To the limited degree that the 

question of reading. is made visible in this criticism it 

is held that we approach literature ' I . . .  not with any 



elaborate apparatus. Principles and systems may suit other 

forms of art, but they cannot be applicable here ... 
[here] it will be this man-tolman business .., ~t 

But the literary field is not withoua its internal 

divisions. Formalist theories argue that if 'literature' 

is a term with any specificity, and if .literary studies 

are to have any authority beyond assertion, then it must 

be because of the systematicity, or the formal and linguis- 

tic properties, -of .literary texts. If .literary texts are 

understood like this rather than as the more or less 

unregulated expressions of writers' consciousnesses or as 

reflections or mediations of reality, then the-. s e e  of 

values that literary critics operate, mar&-to-man, to make 
3 

their "subjective, censorious verdict" can be replaced by 

syntactic and morphologic research to define the nature 

of, and perhaps extract the intrinsic, values from, a 

literary work. These values are -intrinsic in the sense 

that they are derived from the logico-grammatical models 

that, for the Russian formalists and to an extent for the 

Anglo-American new critics, are understood as determining 

the formal properties of language. Reading, within this 

view of language, is understood as the registration of 

these formal properties. Formalism marks the insertion of 

logico-grammatical models into the erstwhile humanist 

domain of literary studies, thereby displacing traditional 

normative grammars constructed according to pedagogic 

Strategy and the experience of language-users. By contrast 

logico-grammatical models (formal or generative grammars) 

do not systematize experiences of language 'after the 



event'; but present, within a technical logic based on 

mathematical principles, the. conditions that generake 

linguistic structure and make Lhese experiences possible. 

Thus in formalist theories language-users (both 

readers and writers) cannot be thought of as individuals 

engaged in the human business of making sense, but as 

bearers of a set of technically rather than experientially 

derived functions of language. 'Readers', in so far as 

this term means individuals possessing irreducibly human 

capabilities (consciousness, experience, feeling), cannot 

be thought as originating or foundational elements in 
4 formalist theory. Actual readers figure in relation to 

formal grammars only as the point of effectivity of the 

grammar which represents the possibility of an actual 

experience of language. Reading, in this formalist problem- 

atic, remains an essentially undifferentiated practice, a 

setting in operation of the rules from which all instances 

of language are derived. Within formalism the site of 

reading is only, it is commonly argued, ideally defined by 

the exclusive criteria of a grammar claimed to be 

universal. 

The charge of idealism is put to formalism by focus- 

sing on a domain of experience as the essential domain to 

which formal grammars must reveal their relation. And 

formalism itself, though constructing its position in part 

by breaking with traditienah grammar's relation to the 

historical experience of language-users and thus obtaining 

for formal grammars an autonomous domain of authority, 



nevertheless argues a (reversed relation of possibility 

between formal grammars and the domain of experience. A 

phenomenological critique challenges this conditional 

relation in which experience is alleged to be an effect of 

a grammar, citing the failure of formalism to account for 

the changing reception or personal experience of texts. 

Formalism, it is claimed in this critique, neither breaks 

with the traditional concept of the subject formed prior 

to language nor provides an account of the insertion of 

texts into historical contexts via the mediation of 

specific, historically placed subjects. Ricoeur asks: 

How does an autonomous system of signs, postulated 
without a speaking subject, enter into operations, 
evolve towards new states, or lend itself to usage 
and to history? Can a system exist anywhere but in 
the act of speech? Is it anything other than a 
cross-section of a living operation? Is language 
anything more than a system, that is potential but 
never completely actual, burdened by latent changes, 
apt for a subjective and intersubjective history?5 

Formalism simply ignores the question of the subject being 

posed here (except to deny it) and in doing so is said to 

be 'closed' to experience. In place of this conditional 

relation phenomenology posits an essential, .simultaneous, 

developing and interdependent relation between a subject's 

experience and formal grammars, 

The attack on formalism in the name of the experien- 

cing reader has been undertaken in recent literary theory, 
6 or reader-response criticism. This criticism, in which 

the reader has become a site of systematic investigation, 

is characterized by the phenomenological assumption of the 

simultaneity and interdependence of the subject and object 



of knowledge. To consider the text without the reader, or 

to consider the reader and the text as finished or formed 

before their 'encounter' is, in this view, to misrecognize 

both entities and to miss the work of reading which brings 

both into being. 
. . 

In short, and to repeat myself, to consider the 
utterances apart from the consciousness receiving it 
is to risk missing a great deal of what is going on. 
It is a risk which analysis in terms of 'doings and 
happenings' works to minimize. 7 

What does an analysis of doings and happenings run by a 

current phenomenology look like? 
. - 

Whatever the size of the unit [sentence, paragraph, 
novel], the focus of the method remains the reader's 
experience of it, and the mechanism of the method is 
the magic question, 'what does this - - - do? 
The method ... (1) ... refuses to answer or even ask 
the question, what is this work about; ( 2 )  it yields 
an analysis not of formal features, but of the 
developing responses of the reader in relation to 
the words as they succeed one another in time; ( 3 )  
the result will be a description of the structure of 
response which may have an oblique or even ... a 
contrasting relationship to the structure of the 
work as a thing in it~elf.~ 

This analysis does not ignore the internal features 

and relationships of a text, but it does deny their 

autonomy and the primacy of their logic. The syntacto- 

logical relationships of a sentence will not then, as in a 

formalist analysis, determine its meaning: meaning becomes 

instead the event of the dynamic unfolding of relations in 

an exchange between (amongst other things) these differen- 

tiated structures and the "mental life of the reader." lo 

This mental life is a variety of operations - "the 
formulation of complete thoughts, the performing (and 



regretti'ngl'of acts of judgement, the following and making 

of logical  sequence^";^^ it i.s the capabilities for a 

''kaleidoscope of perspectives, preintentions, recollec- 

tions";12 and it is the register of and response to ''every 

linguistic experience [which] is affecting and pressur- 

ing. "13 This life is in an endless process, better, a 

hermeneutic spiral of 'becoming' in which each experience 

adds to and shifts the amalgam of possible responses to 

the next linguistic experience. The conditions of this 

'becoming' are the phenomenological concepts of space and 

time - the space and time - of the subject moving in 

language. 

But what does this imply for a representation of the 

work of reading? In the 'ideal freedom' of its 'becoming', 

the reader is continuously present in time for the un- 

folding in time of the text: 

... when we put a book down, we forget that while we 
were reading, it was moving (pages turning, lines 
receding into tre past) and forget too that we were 

14 - 
moving with it. 

This forgetting is taken as the hallmark or principle of a 

criticism that takes the text in itself as its object - 
11 it transforms a temporal experience into a spatial one. 11 1s 

For a criticism sensitive to the reader's responses 

it is rather a question of remembering. The 'time of 

reading1 is not simply the time measured by the divisions 

on a clock-face, but the time of affective participation; 

it is time relative to empirical states of consciousness - 

to the collective phenomenon 'memory' which projects, 



recollects, is always 'becoming' as its store of past 

responses is reshaped by new encounters with linguistic 

phenomena.16 This amalgam of psychological processes caught 

up in the structures of the text is the figure ~f a reader 

given in reader-response criticism. 

The productive difficulties of this @remembering1 of 

the spiral of 'becoming' in which knowledge and knower are 

articulated are seen by ehe reader-response theorists as 

opening up literary criticism to different knowledges and 

so investigating the foundations of a critical reading 

operation. 

It is true that the moment we try to understand 
literary works in relation to readers we take on 
troubles which do not arise so long as we look only 
at the works themselves. For not only is it always 
more difficult to understand or even talk ,intellig- 
ibly about a process or an interaction than about 
an object, but a concern with readers seems to lead 
us into matters of psychology and sociology which 
we would prefer not to regard as our province.17 

In other words, if we are to attend to readers and to 

readers' responses to texts then it is incumbent on us to 

determine the precise constitution and functioning of 

readers by recourse to the disciplines of psychology, 

18 sociology and, as current articulations testify, psycho- 

analysis. In fact, it is not this directive of reader- 

response criticism but the precise constitution and 

functioning of the articulations of different knowledges 

in which the object or process 'reading' is opened up to 

representation and analysis which will occupy us. 



For I will argue here that the directive to investig- 

ate readers is a directive to ask ,questions whose answers 

have aready been determined. Whatever knowledges are 

called on to 'shed light onq the reader can only support 

and extend or be demonstrated irrelevant to a prior 

conclusion because in the logic of this argument these 

knowledges are called up an acceptance of the reader as 

an existential fact. They are harnessed to a particular 

concept of knowledge where the relation of the conscious 

subject to the object is one of experience. We are given 

the phenomenological assumption as a tool to read with, 

but in fact it is what we are always reading for: 

Herein lies the dialectical structure of reading. 
The need to decipher gives us the chance to formul- 
ate our own deciphering capacity - i.e., we bring to 
the fore an element190f our being of which we are not 
directly conscious. 

But what is the priority of this 'perpetually 

becoming reader' pulling texts into the flux of experience 

and the 'event of meaning'? In fact this 'reader' clearly 

does something other than introduce philosophical, psycho- 

logical and sociological knowledges to literary criticism; 

the figure of 'the reader' as existential and knowable in 

these disciplines is constructed by the adjacency of these 

knowledges in what could be termed the discourse of 

reader-response criticism. The 'obviousness ' 20 of this very 

human reader, its reality, is an effect of an accepted 

Organization of knowledge. 



If the field of philosophical, social and psychical 

experience posed to the text in this discourse is not 

thought of as determined by any prior ontology but as the 

effect of a specific and shifting configuration of know- 

ledges then there is no necessity for reading, formulated 

as the activation of a set of techniques, always to be 

described as an historical, formal or closed structure 

needing to be supplemented by and opened up to the domain 

of experience. That is, the phenomenological critique of - 
formalism need not be thought of as definitive. If our 

concepts of knowledge and language, or to be more precise, 

of the complex interrelations of signs which we can call 

'representations', are not thought of as mirroring the 

constitution of some universal human reader then the 

particular phenomenologi-cal form of representation - the 

mutual construction of subject and object - cannot stand 
for a general field of representation or a generally 

applicable representational form: it is a single represen- 

tational form, holding no dictate over the form of other 

possible representations. 

In the phenomenological form of representation the 

text produces the condition of its own reading in the 

following way.21 The work of the aesthetic text resists any 

given subject. It always moves, in its "turns and twists1' 

and "unwritten aspectsw" which draw the reader into play, 

towards the production of a new subjectivity - the 

condition of its reading. 



be have already questioned the primacy of this 

evolving subjectivity as the prior condition for reading 

and suggested that it may be more appropriately described 

as the effect of a certain ordering of concepts. Now we 

can ask how else we might formulate the conditions of a 

reading or, as it is the same question, the particular 

criteria for what counts as a text if this represen- 

tational form is not taken as defining a general problem 

of representation, and further, if the criteria laid down 

in formalist theory need not be posed in the dichotomy of 

structures 'closed' or 'open' to experience. This reformul- 

ation entails relegating the philosophical argument of 

idealism by not repeating the claim of formal linguistics 

concerning generative grammar's status as an a priori 

structure: we need not think of a generative grammar as 

the knowledge or structure - for recognition or 

representation. 

In order to do this we must first locate the mechan- 

ism or mechanisms that both allow a phenomenological 

critique to provide a single general description of the 

problem of representation and that transform the tech- 

nically derived representations of linguistic structures 

gathered in a grammar into representations of the know- 

ledge necessary for linguistic structures. - 
It has already been suggested that the particular 

subjectivity that reader-respon'se criticism presumes is an 

effect of an accepted organization of knowledge: likewise 

it is the effective presence of epistemological claims 



that underpin the claims of formal grammar. It follows 

that it is the activation of these epistemological claims 

in the linguistic analyses of both formal grammars and 

reader-response criticism that requires analysis as it is 

these claims, whicH, so far, have defined the field in 

which the conditions of reading have been able to be 

thought. It should be stated that this is also the case in 

Marxist accounts of literary criticism or reading. 

Briefly, this epistemological field provides for the 

organization of particular knowledges (e,g., a knowledge 

of parsing procedures) under a theory of knowledge in 

terms of a relation of consciousness in which the subject 

of knowledge (or knowledge process) corresponds to, or 

assimilates, the object of knowledge. Particular know- 

ledges are thus 'brought under the criteria of the general 

division in which the concept of knowledge is founded and 

the necessary knowledge relation in which the two distinct 

ontological realms ( thoughtv and being ' are assim- 

ilated. In other words, an epistemological relation forms 

both the 'basic concepts' from which all others are 

logically derived and the knowledge relation which all 

subsequent forms of relation must mirror. 

The epistemological base of reader-response criticism 

is clear from its explicit formulation of the subject of 

knowledge or experience as the condition for a knowledge, 

or experience, of texts. In a classical Marxist account 

textual production and consumption are the functions of 
, 

consciousness explained in terms of its origin in social 



being. ~uk6csian criticism, in which literature is located 

within the superstructure as * a more or less refracted 

expression of a particular historical form of economic 

activities or base, is an instance of this explanatory 

schema. 

In the Althusserian account of reading, which comes 

closest to displacing this epistemological discourse, 

superstructural forms (political and ideological dis- 

courses, of which literature would be an instance) are 

argued to be 'relatively autonomous', that is, they are 

not thought of as expressive of a real economic base or 

social totality recovered in a subject's consciousness but 

as having their own specific effectivity. A discourse is 

treated not as an ideal expression but as the material 

determination of a problematic (or structure) of a dis- 

course - a set of material elements organized to provide 
the horizon of concepts. In Althusser's concept of 'symp- 

23 tomatic reading, the limits of a discourse are formulated 

according to the principle that what a discourse cannot 

'know' or reproduce is its own structure or activity. The 

division between a discourse and its problematic (as that 

which determines what is to count as knowledge and thus 

the discourse) that permits this formulation, establishes 

a reader in a relation of knowledge to the problematic 

which exceeds the criteria provided by the problematic. 

Thus a zone of consciousness is maintained as the meta- 

criterion for a problematic and a knowledge, or science, 

can allegedly be formulated in advance of its problematic. 



Formal grammar transforms its work from that of the 

adequate representation of linguistic structures into an 

epistemological enterprise by posing its interests within 

a division of the linguistic field into 'the ideal' 

(competence, speaker-listener's intuition) and 'the 

actual' (performance). The demonstration that a generative 

grammar makes no appeal to the actual cognition of the 

subject" - i . e . , that a generative grammar can generate 

linguistic structure without relying on a subject's cons- 

ciousness of the relations involved (we do not need to 

know - how '2 x 2 = 4' in order to produce '4'; we.iterate 

the rule ' 2  x 2' and it is the iteration of the rule that 

produces the knowledge-effect ' 4 '  ) - is taken to mean, in 
this division into ideal and actual domains, that generat- 

ive grammar represents an ideal. realm of the possibility 

of language. This ideal realm is thus given as the condit- 

ion - for actual representations or experience of language. 

This maintains the concept of the subject's actual exper- 

ience of language and puts the grammar in a definite 

relation of possibility to it. The general division 

between mind and being is thus repeated in formal linguis- 

tics within the divisions ideallactual: within this locus 

the grammar emerges as a representation of the knowledge 

process necessary for the knowledge of being. But the 

grammar only functions as an relation if 

its condition is given as the epistemological structure 

ideallactual, that is, a structure in which an allegedly 

essential hierarchy of knowledges can be ranged. 



  his epistemological structure has a number of other 

common designations - the oppositions deep structure/sur- 
face structure (Chomsky, Greimas), competence/performance 

(Chomsky), (Saussure), structure/experience, 

and the Marxist divisions of base/superstructure. The 

notion of surface structure, performance or parole etc., 

maintains the subject at the level of perception and 

experience, while deep structure, competence or 

demarcate a separate zone for a theory of the ideal 

subject, or for the subject's determinant conditions. This 

separate zone allows the subject to be represented as 

ahistorical, a sort of ideally zero subject. Represen- 

tations of the ahistoricity of the subject make possibtle 

the unstable configuration of knowledges called structural- 

ism which depend on a strategy of supplementing ahistor- 

ical functional structures with an experiencing subject in 

a.phenomenologica1 circle of self-construction. 

By mobilizing the argument that a language can make 
25 infinite use of finite means, the categories of the ideal 

and the actual and the corresponding oppositions deep and 

surface structures, competence and performance etc., allow 

the massing of a number of different forms of represen- 

tation as derived from one general form. But here we would 

want to ask, what are the conditions of these categories 

that allow such a unification? These categories are not 

given to us in an ontology available to our immediate 

recognition: we have to look to their elaboration in 

various texts such as Chomsky's 

Syntax 



'Taking the associated examples of deep structure and 

competence, we find in Chomsky's discussion of generative 

grammar firstly, that he has difficulty in justifying the 

concepts, secondly, that most of the evidence for deep 

structure or competence is pulled from linguistic perfor- 

mance (which is treated as a self-evident and immediate 

category) , and thirdly, that the remainder comes from the 
circular procedure of calling on that which he is seeking 

to specify to specify itself, 

Like most facts of interest and importance, this 
[the speaker-hearer's competence or knowledge of the 
language] is neither presented for direct obser- 
vation nor extractable from data by inductive proced- 
ures of any known sort. Clearly, the actual data ofz6 
linguistic performance will provide much evidence ... 
It 'is important to bear in mind that when an oper- 
ational procedure [for obtaining significant 
information about linguistic intuition] is proposed, 
it must be tested for adequacy . . . by measuring it 
against the standard provided by the- tacit knowledge 
that it attempts to specify and describe. 27 

As well as its circularity, the last formulation proposes 

a standard that we can only have access to in the form of 

linguistic performance. So far the burden of proof for the 

'existence1 of competence or deep structure rests on 

linguistic performance or surface structure. Which leads 
> 

us to ask, if 'tacit knowledge' is only available to us 

through its effects then what useful sense can 'tacit' 

have?. As Wittgenstein suggests, using the example of 

the time.: 

The idea of the intangibility of that mental state 
in estimating the time is of the greatest impor- 
tance. Why is it intangible? Isn't it because we 
refuse to count what is tangible about our state a% 
part of the specific state which we are postulating? 



What "tangibles' is Chomsky failing to consider? He tells 

us that ''no adequate formalizable techniques are known for 

obtaining reliable information concerning the facts of 

[underlying] linguistic str~cture."~~ But he also tells us 

A deep structure is a generalized Phrase-marker 
underlying some well-formed surface structure. Thus 
the basic notion defined by a transformational 

Md underlies well-formed 
notion 'deep structure 

30 

The base rules and the transformational rules set 
certain conditions that must be met for a structure 
to qualify as the deep structure expressisg the 
semantic content of some well-formed sentence. 

The base and transformational rules, the techniques of 

grammatical notation, writing of Phrase-markers, normaliz- 

ation of sentences and surface structures are the adequate 

formalizable techniques that produce, not 'information 

about' deep structure, but deep structures and 

their derivation. The 'evidence for' deep structure is the - 
production of deep structure in the 'performance' of the 

,linguistic theoretician. Deep structure is not simply 

'contextualized' in the work of the linguistic theor- 

etician; it exists nowhere but in the procedures s/he 

follows. 

Now, this is perfectly good evidence for' deep struc- 

ture as that which is derived from the basic notion 

defined by a transformational grammar. It is not evidence 

for deep structure conceived as something - i.e., the 

speaker-hearer's knowledge of his language - that a trans- 

formational grammar expresses. In other words, the 

conditions of the category deep structure lie within the 



performance', or techniques, of linguistics as part of 

the notational scheme operated by that linguistics. These 

techniques, while adequately producing deep structures, 

are not evidence of the "mental reality underlying actual 

behaviourttE that this linguistic theory is concerned to 

discover. 

Without doubting the operation of 'deep structure' as 

a functioning component of generative grammar, there is no 

reason to accept deep structure as indicating an onto- 

logically different zone from, and underwriting, surface 

structure. Or similarly, to imagine that scompetence' in 

any way precedes 'performance'. And it is the production 

of the ontologically different zone of knowledge or compet- 

ence, which is allegedly generative of performance, that 

allows (at least in one form) the unification and general- 

ization of linguistic performance or, to avoid working 

within this dichotomy, of what would be better called 

linguistic practices. This unification and generalization 

of linguistic practices is brought into force in consider- 

ations of the object or process of reading at the point at 

which a subject is clafmed as the necessary knowledge 

support of language (a minimal competence) through whose 

singularity all texts must be referred. 

The preceding consideration of the status of deep 

Structure is made to indicate a line of argument that 

would break with any of the general divisions activated by 

the  repetition of an epistemological discourse that traps 

all analysis of language in an essentialism of one kind or 



another i e  r'eader-response criticism in the essential- 

ism of the subject open to- experience, formalism in the 

essentialism of a language derived from universal, - a 
rules. 1 My argument is akin to and draws on Michel 

Foucaultvs re-ordering of historical analysis and his plan 

"... to eliminate ill-considered oppositions't33 that limit 
all historical forms to the replay of a few fundamental 

differences (e.g., the 'regressive' and the 'adaptive' , 
the 'inert' ' and the 'living'). When the distinctions 

things are abandoned and language is no longer conceived 

as the exterior body to the "agile interiority of thoughtt'% 

then the history of 'things said'" or statements can begin. 

This task presupposes that the field of statements 
is not described as a 'translation' of operations or 
processes that take place elsewhere (in men's 
thought, in their consciousness or unconscious, in 
the sphere of transcendental constitutions); but 
that it is accepted, in its empirical modesty, as 
the locus of particular events, regularities, 
relationships, modifications and systematic trans- 
formations; in short, that it is treated not as the 
result or trace of something else, but as a 
practical domain that is autonomous (although depen- 
dent), and which can be described at its own level 
(although it must be articulated on something other 
than itself ?6 

When statements are no longer referred, through the 

category of performance or surface structure or exper- 

ience, to the more fundamental opening or difference of 

tacit knowledge or deep structure, then the differences, 

regularities and shifting distributions of statements are 

not treated as the ,surface vagaries of form, but are 

available to analysis as the determinate features of a 

field possessing its own historical particularity and 



which cknnot be unified, by epistemological 

claims. The history of things said is undertaken at the 

level of statements in their occurrence as an event in the 

systematic form of exteriority "that may be paradoxical 

since it refers to no adverse form of interiority." 37 That 

is, the statement is not located on one level that is the 

necessary effect of, or the expression of, another level 

(e.g., of content or intuition), but is located at a site 

which is constituted within an ensemble of discursive and 

non-discursive relations which are characterized by no 

'inside' or 'outsideq. 

At this point, and having already used the term 

'discourseq to mcrk a discontinuity between epistemology's 

account of .itself and the account we have made in terms of 

its 'discursive mechanisms', some further remarks on 'dis- 

course', 'the statement' and 'the non-discursive' as 

integral to the Foucauldian problematic's resiting of 

questions concerning 'language' are appropriate. 

The term 'discourseq" marks a break with the concept 

of the internal normativity or structure of knowledge 

practices, and that of the expressive or representative 

function of language. A discourse can be described as a 

systematic ordering of concepts. That systematic ordering 

is not secured or explained by any general order of 

discourse - be it conceived as discourse's reference to 

and representation of a pre-discursive real, or dis- 

course's enactment of invariable and universal rules or 

linguistic deep structures. In other words, discourses are 



not opdn to the explanatory, supplementary or critical 

agency of other discourses through the continuity of a 

species-genus relation of all discourses to a theory of 

discourse. They are repeated in their discontinuities and 

specificities. Any - contiguity of these discontinuous 

discourses is not of the order of a synthesizing conscious- 

ness or recognition but of a shared repetition of an 

ordering of concepts. 

In turn, the ordering of concepts does not form the 

basis, according to a horizon of ideality, of a grouping 

of sentences, or an arrangement of propositions or of 

speech acts; a discourse is not composed of linguistic 

units, logical units or performative. utterances each 

matched with a stable meaning, but of statements, and 

concepts and objects emerge - in the 'correlative space' of 

the statement. The statement is not an elementary unity: 

it cannot be defined 

... as a unit of a linguistic type (superior to the 
phenomenon of the word, inferior to the text); but ... [as] an enunciative function that involve[s] 
various units (these may sometimes be sentences, 
sometimes propositions; but they are sometimes made 
up of fragments of sentences, series or tables of 
slgns, a set of propositions or equivalent formulat- 
ions); and, instead of giving a 'meaning' to these 
units, this function relates them to a field of 
objects; instead of providing them with a subject, 
it opens up for them a number of possible subjective 
positions; instead of fixing their limits, it places 
them in a domain of coordination and coexistence; 
instead of determining their identity, it places 
them in a space in which they are used and repeated.3g 

A discursive formation or discourse can be better 

defined then as the group or family of statements that 

belong to a single formation, that share an associated 



field or domain of coexistence with other statements. The 

group of statements or discursive formation is also deter- 

mined in its relation to non-discursive formations (e.g., 

institutions, political events, economic practices and 

processes). The relation of the discursive to the non- 

discursive is not that between two discrete and homo- 

geneous levels; the non-discursive is not the interior or 

exterior of a group of statements, to be regarded as the 

motivating force behind discourse or that which is 

expressed in it. This is ' I . . .  because there is nothing 

specifically social which is constituted outside the 

discursive ."w A discursive formation is always in specific 

forms of articulation with the non-discursive formations 

which provide its horizons, yet these horizons are not the 

limits of a pre-discursive real, for those horizons are 

always discursively organized. In other words, one thing 

we are not concerned with in analyses of discursive 

formations is the question of origins and finalities. 

Lastly, in this brief outline, a relation should be 

noted between the term 'discourse' and a term that will 

figure in later sections - 'training'. 

'Training' will be used in concord with the term 

'discourseq to indicate a move away from the idea of a 

subject or a consciousness which recognizes what is know- 

ledge, to a .consideration of the operations involved when 

writers,, readers, critics, etc., repeat the discursive 

conditions of particular knowledge effects. 



The 'Foucauldian problematic provides us with a field 

in which to analyse statements - their unities, meanings, 
effects - free of the epistemological claims that organize 
these statements as a mirror of a general conception of 

knowledge and prescribe the possible forms of 'being'. In 

the Foucauldian problematic the meanings, unities and 

effects of discourses cannot be read off from an epistem- 

ology. Knowledges can never be recalled to a single, 
41 

general form of knowledge. An epistemological discourse 

is a set of statements whose effects do not flow from 

their true representation of ontological realms of thought 

and being; rather their particular effects - among them 

the division of the field of knowledge into the 'logicalq 

and the 'concrete ' , or the ' ideal ' and the 'actual ' - are 
produced by the repetition of the particular organization 

of statements called 'epistemology'. Thus, when we say "we 

know x", this statement cannot be interpreted as expres- 

sing, fundamentally, another level of operations which is 

the assimilation of one ontological realm by a different 

ontological realm. Saying 'we know x q  means we have 

repeated the specific rules or the regularized set of 

statements that have as their correlate x .  It means we 

have repeated the set of technical procedures required to 

produce the knowledge-effect 'x'. 

Within an' epistemological framework, ' reading ' is 

necessarily formulated as logically derived from the 

Process of assimilation of, or correspondence to9 the 

concrete by a consciousness. In this framework, 'reading ' 
must be thought of as a form of recognition that is gained 



by retracing the steps of consciousness marked out in 

writing. As such, reading has the teleological function of 

recovering the form of consciousn~ss (transcendental or 

empirical subject, grammar, * structure) at work in 

the writing and the recognitions already provided for by 

this consciousness. Within this schema, true and insight- 

ful readings will finally return us the ontological 

figures that are the alleged conditions of our recog- 

nitions. Readings pursued within different epistemologies 

will yield different ontological figures. Traditional 

literary critical readings predicated on an epistemology 

in which the space of the subject is occupied by a 

transcendental consciousness will provide, implicitly or: 

explicitly, the figure of 'the creative author to whose 

perception the world is given through a self-constituted 

and unitary consciousness. 

~eader-response criticism, explicitly phenomenolog- 

ical and centred on a consciousness evolving in the 

experience and simultaneous unfolding of linguistic 

structure, will discover a unique, because historical $ 

individual as both the goal and the condition of readings. 

Here the 'time-of reading' is treated as more than the 

recurrence of the 'time of writing', but the teleology is 

nonetheless maintained by the concept of the relation of a 

consciousness to its object. 

In a Marxist literary criticism, where the place of 

the  epistemological' subject is occupied by different class 

consciousnesses, the reading of a text will be the recog- 



nition of' the historical and material conditions of which 

consciousness is held to be an effect, and these are 

formulated in the overdetermining form of an economic 

base, or its determination in the 'last instance'. 

Readings in a formalist problematic, where the know- 

ledge process is represented by a grammar, will ultimately 

yield the ideal speaker-hearer's competence or intuition - 

the condition that confirms the form of the grammar. The 

zero-subject of formal grammar is still a site which can 

be used to claim an existence for the grammar in excess of 

the techniques of the linguistics in which it operates. 

Readings pursued within different epistemologies will 

yield different ontological figures as the conditions of 

the texts whose origins these readings purportedly trace. 

Do we take this to mean that these differences are the 

result of misrecognitions or 'failed' knowledge relations 

between a consciousness and its object, in this case, the 

form of knowledge. If so, we are left with the unresol- 

vable and fruitless contentions of 'better and lesser 

minds' (or better and lesser grammars, or economic organiz- 

ation, or whatever-forms of consciousness). And in such a 

ranking of metalanguages, 'reading', at least as a plural 

if not properly differentiated practice, disappears into a 

common register in which the specificity of readings is 

marked only as their proportionate 'truth' or 'falsity'. 

It is just such a history and its over-generalizing, 

homogenizing effects that the Foucauldian problematic 

allows us to avoid, repeating. When discourses are not 



thought of as expressing or representing a knowledge 

relation (or a failed knowledge relation) between a 

subject of knowledge or knowledge process and its object , 
then 'reading' cannot be thought of as miningF a set of 

statements in order to recognize the knowledge relations 

of which the statements are held to be' a trace. Readings 

will cease to, reveal. their epistemological foundations 

when 'reading ' is no longer, formulated epistemologically. 

'Reading ' , as the repetition of a regularized distribution 
of statements, does not stand in a species-genus relation 

to 'knowing'. As a set of practices it occupies no onto- 

logical realm separate from the statements whose iteration 

it consists of. Reading does not consist of a thought 

process - for an object to be read: it is not 

accompanied by vision - "When I obey a rule, I do not 

choose, I obey the rule .q'42Reading is the quite 

technical repetition of statements at their own level and 

in their particular dispersion (their differences that 

articulate them upon other statements) that produces 

definite knowledge-effects. In other words, in the Foucaul- 

dian problematic, reading is not predicated upon a 

subject; it is not conceived as the relation between a 

subect, or reader, and a text. Therefore, a 'readership' 

is not defined as the space of a reader subject of 

knowledge (or subject of language as Signifier in the 

Psychoanalytic 'subversion'), but as a space occupied by 

availablk and discontinuous, heterogeneous discursive 

forms. The reader is the bearer of these discursive forms 

according to various and changing institutional trainings 

Conferring specific competences. 



111: Discursive Unities 

We can now say that to consider the question of the 

available readership for this thesis means to consider the 

available discursive forms that function as the thesis' 

conditions of intelligibility. The importance of this 

distinction from how a readership might otherwise be 

conceived - as the embodiment of a synthesizing gaze of 
the human, or the realization of an inexqrable telos of a 

grammar that represents intuitive knowledge - lies in its 
stipulation that the thesis is not intelligible within the 

conditions of an explicit or implicit anthropologism. That 

is, the thesis does not strive to make sense of linguis- 

tics, literary forms, pedagogies etc., by relating them to 

the domain of 'the human' as that which determines the 

true meaning of 'subsidiary' knowledges, but rather to 

intervene in the practices which conduct the production of 

truths along these lines. 

Of course, this stipulation cannot determine the 

forms of intelligibility this thesis will take in all 

future readings (although this introduction, in relation 

to which the stipulation stands as a slogan, is clearly 

designed to form a particular readership by repeating the 

conditions of intelligibility in which it has read its 

Pertinent texts and its own enterprise). This is precisely 

because there is no single general relation, for example a 

knowledge relation or a general problematic of represen- 

tatiofl, that links the conditions of production of a text 

to its conditions of consumption and from which the latter 



could be read off the former. As the reading and 

repetition of certain discourses., even if perhaps shifting 

their relations slightly, this text (and any text) is not 

the record of an 'origin' under whose shadow future 

readings fall. "Discourse must not be referred to the 

distant presence of the origin, but treated as and when it 

occurs. "43 AS a reading - an ordered set of statements 

within a determinate ensemble of discursive and non- 

discursive relations - and not an object of knowledge to 
be taken or mis-taken by the subject of knowledge,. the 

co~sumption of 'the text1 or 'book' is not a question of a 

stable unity being understood rightly or wrongly or differ- 

ently by subsequent readers. 

The book is not simply the object that one holds in 
one's hands; and it cannot remain within the little 
parallelepiped that contains it: its unity is 
variable and relative. As soon as one questions that 
unity, it loses its self-evidence; it indicates 
itself, constructs itself, only on the basis of a 
complex field of discourse. 44 

When we say 's/he has understood/misunderstood x' we 

cannot be talking about a person's correct or incorrect 

perception of an object; we are indicating shifts in that 

complex field of discourse, to be treated as and when they 

occur. 

But. to return to that stipulation, (and to determine 

from its consequences the object or objects of this thesis 

and in what sense it has objects 1 ,  what .is the postulate 

under whlch anthropologism arranges our thought? Foucault 

has described it as the empirico-transcendental doublet 

that is 'man'. 



... a' being such that knowledge will be aZFained in 
him of what renders all knowledge possible. 

All empirical knowledge, provided it concerns man, 
can serve as a possible philosophical field in which 
the foundation of knowledge, the definition of its 
limits, and, in the end, the truth of all truth "must 
be discoverable. The anthropolqgical configuration 
of modern philosophy consists in doubling over dogma- 
tism, in dividing it into two different levels each 
lending support to and limiting the other: the pre- 
critical analysis of what man is in his essence 
becomes the analytic' of everything that can, in 
general, be presented to manqs experience. 46 

The general implications of this configuration for the 

field of questions surrounding 'the text' have been drawn 

in the consideration of the epistemological relations 

inscribed in accounts of representation. Now we can 

detail some of the anthropological constraints in which 

our reading and writing practices are formed - 
constraints, because they limit us to a single field of 

questions and objects whose decision is always comprised 

in the sameness of the figure of man. 

  he anthropological configuration sets up conditions 

of intelligibility for a .text that are organized in part 

by the relations deployed -by the concept of the author or 
47 'author-functionq; in part by the relations deployed by 

the concept of the book or text; in part by the relations 

deployed in commentary; in part by the relations deployed 

in the unquestioned unities of disciplines; and in part by 

the relations established by all the themes that multiply 

the theme of continuity - tradition, spirit, influence, 
developme'nt , . origin, oeuvre. These concepts and themes 

intersect and reinforce each other: they form an ensemble 

reading and writing practices - a particular reading 
and writing apparatus, 



The criteria for the attribution of texts which 

characterize modern literary criticism (and which are 

derived from the Christian tradition of valuing a text 

according to the holiness of its author) define 'the 

author' as an historical figure in which a series of 

events converge; as a standard level of quality; as a 

stylistic uniformity; and as a field of conceptual coher- 

ence. This 'historical figure and conceptual field' 

functions, in widely disseminated practices of criticism 

and reading, as a unifying principle for organizing exper- 

ience, consciousness and writing as an expressive form. As 

Barthes details: 

... the Autkzr, when believed in, is always con- 
ceived of as the past of his own book: book and 
author stand automatically on a single line divided 
into a before and an after. The Author is thought to 

, whichis to say that he exists 
, suffers, lives for it, is in the 

same relati~n~of antecedence to his work as a father 
to his child. 

The author-subject functions as the singular and whole 

relation of intelligibility between a field of reality and 

experience and a field of language. It is at the site of 

the unifying synthesis of these unquestioned domains - 
field of subjectivity, field of reality, field of language 

- that a subject position is regularized in which to write 
and to read. 

From this position what is read and what is written 

takes the form of commentary. Commentary treats language 

as the trace of a knowing subject and of its perception of 

an object. Articulating the field of subjectivity, the 

field of reality and the field of language, commentary 



questions texts as to their fidelity to their dual origins 

- to the thought or the cons.ciousness that has stirred 

them, and to the true dimensions of the object that they 

describe. What does the text say and does it say what its 

author intended it to say? has the object been fully 

revealed in it? Commentary, even if it is full of praise 

for the text, always (in order to exist 1 finds it has 

failed; there is always a remainder left unexpressed and 

unrevealed by the text because it is the nature of 

language in this psychologistic interpretation to be just 

a trace of the real and the human. It is in order to 

complete the restoration of the thought and the object 
rt9 

which language is never 'up to' that commentary must 

continue. In commentary, the visionary rights of an author 

to the truth hidden beneath language are once again 

instated. 

The regularization of this writing and reading modal- 

ity is further accommodated in the concept of the text as - 
a self-evident unity (see p . 2 7 )  in the field of language 

conceived as a natural entity, and in the concept of the 

discipline as a set of knowledge and language organized 

this time not by the author, but generically, according to 

it object. In this account of the organization of know- 

ledge, a discipline unifies reading and writing practices 

according to the object or objects that it is their 

function to express. Any transformations or contradictions 

within the discipline or shifts in its relation to other 

knowledges do not call into question the unity of the 

discipline or the ontological status of its object, but 



are accounted for by the themes of , evolution 
and influence. Other breaks are made invisible by settling 

them in the grand flow of tradition, or the spirit of an 

age, maintaining the continuities necessary for 'the essen- 

tial' in man to be everywhere and always at work. 

So far we have given an account of how the con- 

straints of an anthropology operate in our writing and 

reading practices; but it does not tell us how these 

practices are formed. They are not - the necessary outcome 
of 'the essential' in man. The organization of these 

allegedly self-evident unities - field of subjectivity 

(author, character, reader), field of reality (world, 

objects), field of language/representation (book, commen- 

tary, discipline) - does not occur in these fields or 

sites, that is, they are not self-evident. These 'sites' 

are the discursive objects of particular trainings. The 

regularization of a reading modality according to the 

general categories of text, context, authorship and which 

positions a text as an image of the world and an expres- 

sion of an authorial or collective consciousness occurs 

neither in 'the world' organized as various sites (text, 

authorship, etc.,) of 'being', nor - in 'the text' according 

to a finite set of linguistic rules governing all possible 

subject-object relations, nor in a phenomenological - time 

of reading or realization of the text where a subject 

emerges from the negotiation of the structures of the 

text. This regularization occurs within the discursive 

Practices of modern literary criticism whose strategies 

are activated in recent and current school curricula as 



the expekted and repeated way of reading not only literary 

texts, but those of the other disciplines of the curricula 

grouped around the integrative point of the English course 

- with, it is worth noting, the effect of the aestheticiz- 
ation of otherwise didactic texts. In other words, the 

mechanisfi of reader identification with the author as 

subject and as the only enunciative modality possible is 

the result of a systematic education producing a moral 

anthropology. By the repetition of questions, exercises 

(e.g., writing character-sketches 1 and exam structures, a 

systematic reading is produced of character as moral 

character (as opposed to the object 'character' .in 18th 

century reading pracrices which is treated. as an element 

of 'scene' and in terms of its appropriateness to tech- 

nical canons and norms such as the dramatic unities 'of 

time, place and action), and of an author as a moral 

subject to be probed for a moral vision. 

The role of the name of the author is dictated by the 

practices of commentary and attribution, which are not 

formed around the 'nature' of language as the inadequate 

expression of a knowing, subject and whose business it is to 

supplement, but in trainings in an accepted hierarchiz- 

ation of texts and their strategic .and multiple 

repetition. For example, commentary on a literary text 

would consist of an organization of statements describing 

the text which privileged a set of statements on the 

author's biography, experiences, experiences writing the 

book, and the author's relation to an authorial canon - in 

Other words the mobilization of a number of texts. The 



reading of the author as moral subject also depends on the 

humanist division of language in which language is given 

an expressive inside and a mimetic or reflective outside. 

This allows an architecture of statements in which the 

text emerges as the. mediator of an expressed personal or 

moral vision of the author and a reflected history. The 

production of the reader in an identification with the 

author and character as moral subjects is made possible by 

the common moral ground for reader, author and character 

which was historically secured by the insertion of a 

particular set of practices for studying literature into 

the educational apparatus that emerged in England in the 

19th century. This apparatus, or body of discursive and 

non-discursive practices, was calculated to produce a 

popular education which would improve the 'moral stock' of 

50 the population, a "formal system of education which would 

support the framework of cultural relations appropriate to 

a fully national organism. Within this apparatus the 

study of English language and literature was "contracted 

to provide a common heritage, to act as the source of a 

common system of values, to embody universal human charac- 

teristic~."~~ Doyle tells us that: 

.;. the earliest instruction in the English language 
and literature was provided at University College, 
London from the 1820s. This - despite the new title 
- was similar to eighteenth-century Scottish 
Rhetoric and Belles Lettres. What was perhaps new, 
though, was an emphasis upon the use of literature 
as a vehicle for moral instruction, and as a liberal 
counterweight to the principles of pure utilitarian- 
ism upon which the new London foundation was based. 53 

Proceeding according to the imperative which ~ r n o l d ~  

voiced as the need to extricate the 'best self', literary 



studies linked a rhetoric of dramatic characterization to 

the techniques associated with the construction and inter- 

rogation of a moral self, which previously had been, in 

the main, attached to church ritual, though gradually 

disseminated in the forms of the diary and autobiography, 

With their linkage, a common surface was provided for the 

formation of fictional characters, the moral character of 

the author, and'of the student. 55 

Just as it can be argued that the way in which the 

author-function and commentary organize reading and 

writing practices is not determined by the formal struc- 

ture of a text or a phenomenology of enunciation, but by a 

systematic training, so it can be argued that a discipline 

is not formed and maintained through a descriptive or 

exploratory relation to a pre-discursive ontology but by 

the systematic organization of statements and their place 

within a non-discursive formation (providing, for example, 

the institutional certification of agents able to occupy 

and activate the enunciative modalities within a partic- 

ular disciplinary discourse). "Disciplines constitute a 

system of control in the production of discourse, fixing 

its limits through the action of an identity taking the 

form of a permanent reactivation of the rules."" The 

continuity of the object on which a discipline 'founds' 

itself is maintained through the regular repetition of an 

associated field of statements and the discursive objects 

that can emerge in the correlative field of those state- 

ments. Historical shifts in, for example, the discipline 

of literary studies can be understood as shifts in the 



field of statements that provide the criteria for what is 

to count as 'literature' - e.g:, the shift from its place 

within the discourses of philology and classical studies 

as an object of 'abstract' scholarship to its emergence 

within a discursive structure aligning, in the late nine- 

teenth century, the policing of the poor, the production 

of moral character, and the extension of a national 

culture in a strategy of popular education. 

The mobile princip1.e~ of the author-function, the 

practices of commentary and the structure of disciplines 

all function to unify discourses in regular general 

formations that, by placing them under the sign of an 

individual or collective consciousness or making them 

apparently complicit with a pre-discursive ordering of the 

world, obscure the "eventiality"" and the materiality of 

discourses. It is the reproduction of these discursive 

unities that this thesis seeks to avoid (while not ignor- 

ing their production in other discourses) in specifying 

reading as something other than a function of a subject's 

perception, but as rather consisting in the eventiality - 
a'nd materiality of a set of historical discursive forms. 

This is not a claim about the value of this thesis or 

the 'trvth' of its conditions of production, but a state- 

ment about the organization of this introduction. It is 

set against the context of a certain .practice of scholar- 

ship in the human sciences where introductions habitually 

expound the interests of the author, or introduce the work 

according to the lineaments of a central figure or object 



treated' in the text, or situate it in relation to a 

history of ideas or a history of? man. 

It is also a statement about the objects of analysis 

in this thesis. This thesis is concerned with the category 

of the subject in its several representations: - as it is 
theorized as the more, or less, implicit epistemological 

mechanism of readings of texts; - as it is presented in 

philosophical knowledges (transcendental, phenomenological 

and material), and in the theoretical and technf cal know- 

ledge of psychoanalysis that 'subverts' the 'subject of 

philosophy': - as the explicitly problernatized site for 

the political calculations of work concerned with the 

possibility of subjects bringing specific transformational 

practices (which would include reading practices) to bear 

on existing social relations. 

A focus of this work is provided by the Lacanian 
/ 

texts - Ecrits, 

Analysis, "The Insistence of the 

Letter in the Unconscious1', "Of Structure as an Inmixing 

of an otherness prerequisite to any subject whatever", 

"The Mirror-Phase as Formative of the function of the It', 

t I Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet", "A 

Lacanian . Psychosis : Interview by Jacques ~acan"'~ - without 
these being accorded the integrity of an oeuvre, be this 

defined by the author 'Jacques Lacan' or the discipline of 

Psychoanalysis. Here we will not treat the statements 

written and distributed under the signature 'Jacques 

Lacan' as the remarks of a 'real subject' or a subject of 



knowledge to be probed for its intentions or its mental 

rigour. The author-ef f ect 'Jacques Lacan ' marks the activ- 

ation of a part,icular set of reading practices. As for the 

discipline describing the formation of, and the production 

of, the psyche, it must be stated that this thesis is not 

'on psychoanalysis'. The Lacanian texts >are central but 

relative to an enterprise which takes for its analysis not 

the objects 'the Lacanian texts', 'psychoanalysis', 'the 

Lacanian subject1, 'the unconscious', but certain of the 

reading and writing practices in which they have emerged. 

The same may be repeated for a group of texts adjacent to 

the Lacanian project - i.e., that operate a series of 

borrowings from Lacanian theory in the areas of film, 

literary and cultural studies and social theory. These 

texts, like the Lacanian texts and like the category of 

the subject, are - the discursive of the thesis. 

What makes all these texts particularly appropriate to the 

analytics of this thesis is that they themselves are 

engaged in providing accounts of reading practices. 

That the objects 'of this thesis are discursive 

objects begins to point to the sense of the phrase 'the 

discursive politics of psychoanalytic theories ' - A few 

more remarks can be made about this. TO talk of the 

discursive politics of psychoanalytic theories is to 

delimit notions of the political to specific practices, in 

this case, discursive practices and the effects in the 

domain o'f the social" t o  which they are linked. It is to 

direct analysis to the particular organization of state- 

ments and discursive formations in which psychoanalytic 



theory is formed and which regulates what is to be known 

and spoken of, Therefore, the concept of 'discursive 

politics' marks an analysis that is concerned with the 

production of the truths by which people govern themselves 

and others. 'Discursive politics' finds its place within 

the concept of a 'micropolitics', which in turn shifts the 

concept of. politics ffom that of party politics to the 

deployment of power relations, and then analyses that 

deployment not in the familiar terms of a sovereign will 

imposing its orders and restrictions from above, but in 

terms of 'regimes of practices' that operate in no single 

or essenti.al hierarchical order but at every point in the 

social domain. 

To analyse 'regimes of practices' means to analyse 
programmes of conduct which have both prescriptive 
effects regarding what is to be done (effects of 
'jurisdiction') and codifying effects reg$~ding what 
is to be known (effects of 'veridiction'). 

To conclude and to restate one or two of the working 

strategies for the chapters to come - it ,has been made 

clear that we are not searching in recent psychoanalytic 

theories for a better understanding or a clearer formulat- 

ion of the principles that animate the individual (or 

collective) subject. 

Given this introduction, however, what - are we to do 

with the Lacanian texts? If truth is not an external 

arbiter of our practices, but produced within them, then 

an analysis of the Lacanian texts as extending and 

renewing an apparatus of truth already forming our instit-, 

utions and speech (an apparatus that will be considered at 



length in the next chapter), is not to be conducted in 

terms of judging these texts wrong or right, but must 

focus on the workings of this apparatus and its exten- 

sions. If we are not discovering a truth represented in 

these texts but considering how truths (and falsehoods) 

are made - by the practices in which these texts 

emerge, then it is not our job to ask what the texts 

'really' say, to discover their failures or the faults in 

'Lacan's' view of things. Explication and commentary have 

only limited roles here - as undertakings played out not 
against overarching unities (knowledge, reason, intuition) 

but within specific discursive formations. For example, 

the Freudian unconscious is to be explained not as the 

discovered object of a scientific exploration of a psych- 

ical region - an empirical fact waiting for science - but 
as a recognition-effect within the criteria marking the 

Freudian problematic. Beyond these criteria for recog- 

nition the Freudian unconscious is not visibleo We cannot 

pursue it beyond this problematic in the hope that a 

different glimpse of 'the unconscious' will provide the 

basis for a more searching commentary. Further comment can 

only consist in repeating the Freudian problematic: to 

repeat a discourse is to repeat a discourse; it is not to 

re-present it in a meta-discourse and with the added 

legacy of its origin or the 'never-said' that escaped the 

discourse at its birth. 

What the analysis will focus on is the work we do, 

the operations we carry out, in order to read these texts 

and in order to repeat them. This analysis is a descrip- 



tion of ' a  training and a consideration of some of its 

effects. In this respect, it is an attempt to provide not 

simply a commentary on current theories of the subject but 

to produce a critique - that is, an attempt to give a 

different account of the conditions of circulation of 

psychoanalytic theories from those which are commonly 

repeated (e .g. , that p~yci~oanalytic theories correspond to 
the existential fact of the subject; that they are respon- 

ses to the challenges the unconscious throws up in the 

form of that which escapes 'reason'; that they bear 

repeating because of the'ir contribution to our definition 

of 'the human' as the capacity to produce symbols and 

thereby weave relations beyond the material facts of our 

existence). 
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CHAPTER 2 



... the idea of 'the person', the idea of the 'self' 
(moil. - Everyone thinks it natural, precise in the 
heart of his consciousness, ,completely serviceable 
in the heart of the morality deduced from it. It is 
a matter of replacing this naive view of its history 
and of its present value with a more precise one.' 

In the preceding chapter the objects of this thesis 

were introduced as discursive ones. That is to say, the 

various ~'~ecifications of the subject (as const-itutive, as 

phenomenologically 'reconstituted', as effect, as textual 

mechanism, and as problematic category for ineerventionist 

politics), the psychoanalytic theories, and the Lacanian 
- 

texts are to be treated within the discursive formations 

that make them possible. To this the further dimensions of 

their and their may be added - in other 
words, a spec.ification of those discursive formations. 

Accordingly, this chapter will document some of the 

conditibns of emergence of the current theory of the 

subject (i.e., philosophical discourses, the discourses of 

the clinical sciences, theological debates). Again, this 

will not be an exhaustive documentation^ Such a piece of 

work is beyond the scope and resources of this thesis, 

which are primarily the close readings of a modest number 

of texts, and not those of a panoramic study* In any 

case, this 'documenting' is for the limited purpose of 

dismantling the self-evidence of the subject as an existen- 

tial fact and as a category of knowledge with which a 



reading of (the Lacanian texts may otherwise start. For it 

IS on this 'self-evidence' that the Lacanian texts are 

predicated, which is to say that the Lacanian texts take 

the subject as having an internal logic - in whatever way 
an interiority is constructed - which they then proceed to 
both problematize and explain. In other words, the subject 

(as starting point for the Lacan-ian texts) is treated as 

an entity that is self-reflexive in the sense that it 

traces its own intelligibility within itself, to its own 

origins, in accordance with its o m  ' causality, This 

subject is held to turn in upon itself in a move that 

asserts its interiority, its density, its authority and 

autonomy. With the formation of the subject, "". . . the 
visible order . ,  is . . . only a superficial glitter above 
an abyss."' It is this abyss and its invisible contents 

that psychoanalysis sets to work to bring to light. 

Howevcr, in the reading of the Lacanian texts 

Constructed in this thesis the subject enjoys no self- 

evidence to be unmade by .probing the depths of its 

internal constitution. It will be studied in the 'exterior- 

ity' (see p.19) of the discourses in which it emerges, 

which is to say that these discourses have no interior or 

centre, no necessary and separate locus in ,which are laid 
/ 

down the laws of formation of all discourses and from 

which the subject can take its form as a necessary and 

8eParate entity. This reading concerns itself with the 

self-evidence of the subject only insofar as some of these 

discourses are discourses of self-evidence. 



Let me return to the specifications of currency and 

genealogy. The currency of the "discursive objects of this 

thesis will be discussed in the following chapter, but it 

is appropriate to state here that their currency is 

precisely the point from which this analysis takes its 

impetus. For while it was established in the introduction 

how the Lacanian texts would be treated, little indication 

was given why these texts, rather than some other, had 

been chosen for analysis. The one possible rationale 

mentioned - the addition of psychoanalysis to the discip- 
lines of psychology and sociology as the resources 

available to reader-response criticism in its project of 

attending to readers by determining their precise constit- 

ution and functioning (see p.7) - was ruled out as a 

strategy for this thesis by the demonstration of the 

project's circularity and of its predication on a partic- 

ular organization of knowledges which this thesis 

challenges. 

The currency of the discursive objects of the thesis 

is of a different order from this rationale and indeed its 

adequacy as a starting pocnt for a thesis may reasonably 

be expected to be questioned - given the threshold at 

which thesis topics in the area of knowledge relations 

commonly emerge, that is, their demonstrated pertinence to 

general epistemological concerns. It may be argued that a 

starting-point would be better found by asking 'a is 
Psychoanalytic theory current? is a discourse on the 

Subject "in fashion"?', in which case an essential 

Westing human nature, or a certain 'modern mentality' 



perhaps 'attributed to an originating socio-economic 

context or perhaps to a general evolutionary movement, 

could be offered in answer. For example, the argument of 

D.H. Lawrence's attrib- 

utes the influence of psychoanalysis not to an evolution- 

ary, but something more akin to a devolutionary movement. 

"Ideas mentally derivedu4 - that is, ideas not springing 
5 from the "true, pristine unconsciousf1 which, Lawrence 

states, is spontaneously born of the fusion of the pro- 

creative male nucleus with the nucleus of the female germ 

and is thus centred beneath the navel - are like "stone[s] 
wedged in a delicate machine." In man's continuing quest 

for freedom and autonomy from his natural environment, 

". . . the mind [has become] author and director of life [a 
condition which is ] anathemagf7 f o the true ( Lawrentian 

unconscious, and sex has accordingly devolved to a mental 

object - allowing psychoanalysis' purchase on our lives. 

In this, and in other, less poetic,  instance^,^ it 

may be argued that the currency, or current value, of the 

discursive objects of this thesis is an effect of their 

expression of a domain of value that is determined else- 

where, whether in a register of eternal forms (such as 

that invoked to justify courses on, for example, Plato and 

'Aristotle), or in our attainment of some evolutionary 

point in our consciousness, or in the socio-economic 

formations of which that consciousness is held to be an 

effect. 



This argument can be located in the practice Wittgen- 

stein describes and for which he suggests an alternative 

when he says: 

There is a kind of general disease of thinking which 
always looks for (and finds) what would be called a 
mental state from which all our acts spring as from 
a reservoir. Thus one says, 'The fashion changes 
because the taste of people changes'. The taste is 
the mental reservoir. But if a tailor today designs 
a c ~ t  of dress different from that which he designed 
a year ago, can't what is called his change of taste 
have consisted, partly or wholly, in doing just this?g 

Similarly, the currency of a discursive object, its 

current value, can be formulated as in its - 
place and circulation in the fields of discourse, without 

recourse to a metaphysical reservoir of values. Discursive 

objects, or the statements in which they are formed, are 

caught up in a discursive ensemble in particular ways: 

they are repeated, borrowed, exchanged; they may, for 

example, be adapted as metaphors in one discourse, 

inscribed as absences in another, and taken as principles 

of coherence in another; in their various mobilizations 

they may link previously discontinuous knowledges and 

transform the relations between others. They have, in 

Foucault's words: 

A value that is not defined by their truth, that is 
not gauged by the presence of a secret content; but 
which characterizes their place, their capacity for 
circulation and exchange, their possibility of trans- 
formation, not only in the economy of discourse, 
but, more lgjenerally, in the administration of scarce 
resources. 

Thus the value of statements is formulated not in - 
relation to the richness of a reservoir (conceived as a 

mental state or as a 'body' of language) of possible or 



virtual statements, but according to a principle of rarity1] 

which limits analysis to what is said and what has been 

said, to statements which do not, through their plethora 

of possible meanings, express a totality, but which 

comprise through the specific forms of accumulation accor- 

ding to which they are conserved, transmitted and 

repeated, a limited system of presences. The value of a 

statement comes from the limited number of things that 

can, at any time, be said according to the particular 

system or 'stock' of statements. Its value, therefore, 

derives from its in the particular stock of state- 

ments. This principle of rarity shifts analysis of a 

discourse from the endless task of interpretation. The 

analysis of a discourse is not the production of meanings 

but the delimitation and detailing of the particular 

resources (statements) marshalled in their various 

relations. 

It is according to this formulation of mobile and 

relative value that the acknowledgement of the currency of 

certain specifications of the subject, psychoanalytic 

theories and the Lacanian texts as the starting point of 

this present analysis can be read. And from that it can be 

made clear that these discursive objects have not been 

chosen from any thought that our knowledge of social 

relations must pass through psychoanalysis' 'logic of 

desire' - or even that we must have a theory of that 

innate mystery 'desire'. Any such 'thought' is not (the 

Property of) the subject animating analysis, but itself an 

object of analysis. 



The currencies of these discursive objects will be 

detailed in the beginning of the subsequent chapter. 

First, however, we will pursue Brecht's injunction to 

'make evident the self-evident' by considering the 

genealogy of the subject - or to be more accurate, to 

consider how a 'genealogy' might differ from a history of 

philosophy of the subject, 

And this is what I would call genealogy . . . a form 
of history which can account for the constitution of 
knowledges, discourses, domains of objects, etc., 
without having to make reference t'o a subject which 
is either transcendental in relation to the field of 
events or runs in its empty sameness throughout the 
course of history. 12 

What is important about a genealogical analysis is 

that, unlike a history which instates between events a 

prescribed set of relations (causality, influence, develop- 

ment) that are the legacy of a search for origins or a 

positing of ends, and whose essential lesson is thus a 

general continuity against which specific changes are able 

to ' be recognized and assimilated into an evolutionary 

pattern (and the anthropological figure of inan assured .he 

is still the subject and centre of history), genealogy 

searches out the heterogeneous, multiple and mobile 

relations between statements, discourses, domains of 

objects, non-discursive formations, that cannot be deduced 

from any general theory of history, and cannot be used to 

affirm any but the local truths made possible by those 

relations. A genealogy does not search out a value or 

meaning in the past beyond the mobile and relative form of 
4 

value described vis-a-vis the currency of present dis- 



courses, objects etc.; to write a genealogy is to recircul- 

ate past currencies. 

One could say that genealogy directs us to the discon- 

tinuities in the accumulation of knowledges and practices, 

but it is clear this description simply marks the negative 

work to be waged against History's relentless, though not 

uniform, production of continuities: it marks "a denun- 

ciation of all the mystifications of history predicated on 

the names of progress of consciousness and the future of 

reason."'3 'Discontinuity' does not name the species of 

relations produced in genealogy as well as it does 

genealogy's break 'with the practice of applying univer- 

sally and axiomatically a number of general hnd invariant 

relations, such as seeing in all changes the triumph or 

failure of the human spirit or mind. 

For those for whom the term 'discontinuity' raises 

the spectre of an atomized, irrational world in which the 

twin figures of the Same and the Other could no longer 

stabilize identities, it should be said that to speak of 

discontinuities is not to argue for the complete absence 

of relations amongst statements and events. It is to mark 

the specificity and materiality of discursive relations 

and relations between discursive and non-discursive format- 

ions. It is not therefore a question of an absence of 

relations, but, for example, that a relation of absence 

between a statement and a discursive formation would not 

exist axiomatically, but only through a positive distance 
14 which would be measured in the space of rarity. Similar- 



ly, tb talk of discontinuities is to mark the fact that no 

formation is simply the model of another; the notion of 

model can only name a particular relation and not a 

general rule. In this way, such dualisms as the Samelother 

opposition - and indeed the continuity/discontinuity 

opposition - become irrelevant as general imperatives. 

To stake out the direction of a genealogical re- 

writing of a history of the subject is to stress from the 

outset that in the subject there is no nub of truth that 

we are slowly drawing closer to, and that the notion of 

continuity investing the modern 'common-sense' under- 

standing of the subject or self is an object for analysis 

and not its impeccable attribute. The truth of the subject 

varies., is relative to a demonstrable set of discursive 

and non-discursive techniques, and did not always exist. 

Nevertheless, in a genealogy we are not talking of 

revealing a false history or of naming the subject a 

fiction, but of determining the conditions of possibility 

of a relative and effective truth - - repeated in a statement 

such as this: 

The centrality of questions about man is easy to 
understand, for it is he who asks the questions; 
preoccupation with oneself is a familiar human trait. 15 

The 'easy' recognition that it is man who asks the ques- 

tions, that 'the human' is a nature with obvious 

properties ,such as self-interrogation - in other words, 

that the subject is a universal, natural entity - is a 

specific production within a particular philosophical 

discourse and its effective circulation. To determine the 



conditions of possibility of this statement - a 'common 

sense' statement - we can rehearse the family of state- 
ments from which this statement derives its intelligib- 

ility and the discursive strategies which give this 

discursive formation a universal applicability and general 

authority on the subject. What ' follows is not an attempt 

to do justice to a philosophical tradition but a brief 

scanning of the account of the subject that is commonly 

available and regularly repeated, and of some knowledges 

that can be said to be discontinuous with this account and 

can be used to question the basis on which this account is 

said to achieve its status as a common sense. 

The subject, as a category of knowledge established 

by the demonstration in the of the immediate self- 

consciousness of the individual which makes possible objec- 

tive knowledge about the world - that is, the subject as 

both the known object- of its own introspection and 

simultaneously the principle which makes such knowledge 

possible - is repeatedly presented as the effort of 'the 

father of modern philosophy' , Descartes. But this acknow- 
ledgement is teamed with the statement that "... the 
concept of the self has been termed one of the persistent 

Problems in philosophy . The Cartesian subject is duly 

inscribed as the outcome of a persistence with the precise 

constitution or location of the individual human being and 

as a -starting point that has been taken up and further 

refined in later philosophies. 



Descartes ' is only one of the 
if the hi - of a chain of 
constitute the reflective txadition. 
in this tradition, each e~pression of the 
reinterprets ing one. Thus one can 
of a Socrat ("Look after your soult1), an 
Augustinian e "inner" man distinct from 
the flux of things and "hinherl' truths 1, 
a Cartesian - of c&rse, a Kantian 
("the I thi t be able to accompany 
re~resentations"). The Fichtean "Self" ... and the 
"egology" that Husserl attempted to graft onto phen- 
omenology belong to this line. l7 

What distinguishes the Cartesian cogito amongst this 

chain of is that it formulates for the first time 

the auto-constitution of the subject. The ' 
sum' does not so much comprise a self-image as mark the - 
very act of constructing a self-image. It is in the 

self-knowledge of its own thinking process that the 

subject is said to come into being, as the a-critical 

point from which criticism proceeds: the Archimedean point 

around which the world turns. Descartes, with his new 

philosophy of mind, made epistemology the centre of 

philosophy. 

Previously, the sense of the individual or person was 

founded not internally, but in relation to common organ- 

izations or a commonweal. That is, it was not an action or 

property of the single human being.that earned him the 

I status of person'; that status was dependent upon the 

recognition of institutions. Marcel Mauss ' essay, "A 

Category of the Human Mind: The Notion of Person, the 

Notion of 'Self'v' la provides a list. In the sense of the 

Pueblo Indians the 'person' is an fact 

within a clan - a name, the right to a role in the 

ceremonial, and the right to a ritual mask. Somewhat 



similakly,, within the structure of Chinese culture a 

9person's' individuality is 

... his min , his name . But at the same time it 
has remove aP from individuality all the characrter of 
a perpetual, indivisible being. The name, the 9 

is a collective noun, it is something that has come 
from elsewhere. l9 

For the Romans, within the reorganization of the 

civil state in which all the plebean members of the gentes 

acquired full civil rights, 'personq .is a fundamental 

fact. It is fundamental in the sense that it desig- 
P 

nated men invested with a specific status, and not simply 

the bearer of a persona or mask within the organization of 

a family, .clan or ceremonial. Investment with a persona, 

or the "true nature of the individual" was a matter of 

legal recognition: 'I... the slave was excluded from it. 

Servus non - habet personam. He has no personality. He does 
not own his body; he has no ancestors, no name, no 

,, no goods of his own." *O 

From the second century BC, for the Romans and 

Greeks, the @person8 figures not only as a legal fact but 

emerges within an ethical discourse. "From a primitive 

sense of accessory, 'he who saw with' - c ~ u v o l g ~  - of 

witness, the sense has shifted to that of 'the conscious- 

ness of good and evil ' . '12' A 'person' is now understood as 

a moral fact. But as moral fact, a 'person' was not the -- 
modern psychological concept of person; for example, 'a 

moral person9 was not exclusively mapped onto the form of 

an individual human subject. 



The 'notion of 'moral person' ( morale) had 
become so clear ... that from st years AD, 
and even earlier in Rome, throughout the Empire it 
was imposed on all the fictional personalities which 
we in France still call by that name: 

or legal entity: corporations, r 
tions, etc., which have become 'persons . 

It is within ~hristi-an religious discourse and prac- 

tices that 'person' emerges as more than an organizational 

fact, and as more than a man invested with a legal and 

moral status. The arguments in the church over the nature 

of the divinity, the nature of the soul 

(whether the individual soul is a substance or suppor- 
ted by a su.bstance ... whether it is one and 
indivisible or divisible and separable; whether it 
is free, the absolute source of actions, or deter- 
mined and im licated by other destinies, by a pre- 
destination) 2f 

and over the nature of the church itself, and their 

resolution in the proclamation of 'Unitas in tres 

' , made possible the 
notion of 'the person' as 'one'; as rational, indivisible, 

individual substance - a metaphysical entity. 

It is from the basis of this concept of a meta- 

physical entity - of a finite, non-material being - that 

Descartes defines the -self as 'une chose qui pensel * "It - 
is not only the mental operation which is posited but also 

a mental substance."" The self is an object, a substance 

to be known, but, crucially, it is constituted as such not 

by the recognition of the clan, church or state, but by 

its own activity of recognition - by its self-awareness. 

Descartes ... den[ies] that his knowledge of his 
existence depends upon any logically prior principle 
but that it constitutes one of those clear and 



distinct ideas to which we instinctively give 
credence : "elle para:t si hidente 'a 1 'entendement, 
qu'il ne se saurait empgcher de la croire." The 
belief in one's own existence is therefore founded 
on a type of intuitive knowleage which admits of no 
analysis whatever. 25 

This indubitable knowledge of self precedes even the 

idea of God; the approach to God is accomplished through 

attention to the self. This taking up and restructuring of 

theological discourse marks the secularization of the 

religious that was part of the demythologization of the 

~nli~htenment: "Impulse as such is as mythic as super- 

stition; to serve the god not postulated by the self is as 

idiotic as drunkenness. 11 26 

The question to be considered at this point concerns 

the relation of the Cartesian self - as a philosophical 
fact (its isolation of the subject in its constitution by 

internal reference, its introduction of subjectivism, its 

constitution of the world as object) - to the forms of the 
person as drganizational fact, legal fact, moral fact. Was 

'the subject' of modern philosophy always a potential 

within the various forms of 'the person', to be won by the 

dogged reinterpretations and questioning of philosphers? 

Was the subject, or self, or individual that people for 

the last two centuries have so easily 'known' themselves 

to be a constant promise in the human being? Certainly 

this is how a certain philosophical tradition, as a dis- 

course unified by the 'persistence' of its problems or 

questions, presents itself. 



Our 'concern is with the particular philosophical 

discourse that- .marked .the emergence of the narrative of 

such a transhistorical subject. This is a discourse that 

presents its relation to the subject as that of an expres- 

sive relation to the ultimate reality of which philosophy 

is claimed to be the study. 

This particular philosophical discourse is important 

because the history of the subject, or of theories of the 

subject, is comrnorily given philosophically. By this I mean 

that the subject is given a metaphysical history, the laws 

of which are essentially laid down in a particular trans- 

cendental 'philosophy, such that non-metaphysical accounts 

of forms of individuation chronologically prior to the 

emergence of the subject (indicated in the remarks on 'the 

person' as a shifting object relative to the organization 

of the clan, to legal discourses etc., can be taken as 

merely evidence for the achievement of this transcendental 

philosophy ('the persistence of the problem'), and 

specific philosophies can be hierarchized under it, so 

that the Fichtean 'self' reinterprets - finds the true 

meaning of - the Socratic 'Look after your soul'. This 

history relies on the assumption that philosophy expresses 

a universal form, the subject. 

More directly, this expressive relation is important 

to us because the psychoanalytic texts we will examine in 

Chapter 3 position their work on the subject as a sub- 

version of the philosophical question of the subject. In 

Part, therefore, they take up the terrain of philsophy.27 



The constitution of this terrain is relevant to the psycho- 

analytic project. 

The relation of philosophical ,knowledges to the 

subject is also important because it directs us to 

consider the relation of the discipline of philosophy to 

other knowledges. It is by reading its relation to the 

subject as expressive that a philosophical knowledge 

presumes the authority to reconstitute other knowledges by 

deflecting them towards man's subjectivity. 

Let us now consider the object on which the,alleged 

authority of the discipline of philosophy is constructed: 

the definition and status of 'ultimate reality'. 

The discipline of philosophy traces its privileged 

position in relation to other knowledges by its foundation 

in a division between knowledge and bel-ief. In taking for 

its object ultimate reality, philosophy concerns itself 

with the relationship between eternal and unchanging 

entities as the only entities about which it is possible 

to have 'knowledge', as distinct from mere 'belief' or 

1 opinion'. To apprehend the true nature of reality is also 

to know what everything is for - to understand purposes. 
Philosophy is a privileged discourse by virtue of its 

object, whose nature is such that philosophy is able to 

comment on the purpose, place and importance of all other 

discourses. This privilege of philosophy was guaranteed by 

its organization in the medieval university as the study 

to which the other seven liberal arts2' were taken as 

introductory. 



In the 18th cenfury the object of philosophy was 

transformed and it is this shift in the Western philos- 

ophical tradition that marks our concern with philosophy. 

Gramsci tells us that: 

Until classical German philosophy, philosophy was 
conceived as a receptive [implying the certainty of 
an external world which is absolutely immutable], or 
at the most an ordering activity, i.e. as knowledge 
of a mechanism that functioned objectively outside 
man. Classical German philosophy introduced the 
concept of "creativity" of thought . . . 29 
The concept of creativity constructed the-grounds on 

which philosophy argued its status as the 'first scienceq 

in the 18th century. Every other branch of enquiry, as a 

creation of the human mind, was now to be thought of as 

dependent' for its foundations upon the science of human 

nature. It is this identification of the human mind and 

human nature as that ultimate reality which could be known 

philosophically that marks the emergence of the subject as 

an auto-constitutive fact in a philosophical discourse, 

and the basis of the modern figure of 'the human' and 

t man ' . 

As has been noted, this construction of the subject 

was made possible in the Cartesian formulation. The re- 

casting of the Aristotelian-Thomistic system's amalgams of 

matter and forms into the clear distinction between two 

Substances - subject and object, mind and matter - 
Produced a field of investigation (the 'inner' world of 

the human mind) separate from the 'outer' world investig- 

ated in physics. 



However, it is with the concept of the constitutive 

subject of Kant's transcendental philosophy that phil- 

osophical discourse constructed 'ultimate reality' as 

simultaneously philosophy's internal principle, from which 

it could function as a 'meta-discourseq or, better, 

'infra-discourseq. This correspondence between the vision 

of philosophy and the object of its vision is the corner- 

stone of the critical method that Kant adopted against the 

dogmatisms of past centuries and in which he made, 

... a call to reason to undertake anew the most 
difficult of all its tasks, namely, that of self- 
knowledge, and to institute a tribunal which will 
assure to reason its lawful claims, and dismiss all 
groundless pretensions, not by despotic decrees, but 
in accordance with its own eternal and unalterable 
laws, This tribunal is no other than the - of 

reason. 30 

Kant's philosophy is that knowledge which undertakes, and 

claims to achieve, the task of becoming transparent- to 

itself. The 'eternal and unalterable laws of reason' on 

which this 'self-reflection' is made possible, are laid 

down in the primordial category of consciousness, the 

constitutive subject. While the Cartesian subject is a 

substance, the Kantian subject is a pure or empty 

category, a bare consciousness which accompanies all 

concepts. "The self . . . according to the methodical 

extirpation of all natural residues because they are 

mythological, must no longer be either body or blood, or 

soul, or even the natural I . . . 113' The Kantian 'I think' 

designates not an intuition about a substance, or how I 

appear to myself, but the synthetic unity of apperception. 

As for this category," or noumenal self, If... in as much 



as it is noumenon, nothing in it; there can be no 

change requiring dynamical determination in time, and 

therefore no causal dependence upon appearances". 33 This 

independent and free subject, outside time, is the alleged 

ultimate condition of experience. Kantian philosophy 

describes how what is given to the senses belongs to our 

experience (to what we can be aware of, or to the intellig- 

ible world) by virtue of the constitutive role of the 

subject in conceptualizing and shaping the contents of the 

sensible world. 

In an account of the constitutive subject . . . the a 
conditions of experience (be they necessary 
iversal or historically and psychologically 

variable) make possible the conceptualisation that 
underlies all contingent judgements of experience. 
The constitutive activity of the subject does not 
generate what the contingent features of experience 
are. But it does, according to the theory, lay down 
the conditions under which such features can be 
understood, under which they can come to be a part 
of experience ... The concept of a constitutive 
subject hangs together, therefore, with the concept 
of an organising activity that alone is responsible 
for the intelligibility of e~perience.~~ 

With the 'constitutive subject' the figure of 'mari' 

is properly established. "Man appeared to become fully man 

only when he settled in advance upon the forms through 

which he would encounter the things in the Man, 

as metaphysical entity, as a pure form, emerges in advance 

of and ordering his historical conditions. 

A problem emerges for this concept: if this is the 

case - if the constitutive subject is an eternal category 

and man has always had the capacity to construct his own 

experience and history (i .e., if 'man' has always existed) 

how is sense to be made of a history of enslavement to 



religious ' superstition (in contrast to Protestantism's 

enlightened code of moral conduct-) " and of man ' s previous 
subordination to the demands made by the external world 

(in comparison to the apparent autonomy won by the scien- 

tific, economic and political revolutions)? How is life 

before the 18th century, before the Enlightenment, before 

'man', to be explained? 

Kant counters this difficulty in terms of a passage 

between immaturity and maturity: 

resolution and courage to use it without the 
guidance of another. The motto of enlightenment is 
therefore : ! Have courage to use your own - 
understandi 

Man's immaturity and maturity map on to the division 

of empirical and noumenal selves that is central to the 

Kantian schema,38 It is through this division that histor- 

ical method is rewritten in Kantian philosophy. The 

noumenal self is at once the eternal subject and object of - 
philosophy - the first category of its reasoning activity 

and the object of 'the most difficult of its duties . . . 
self-knowledge'. The phenomenal self is the noumenal self 

in its empirical character, and "... to this extent it 
could be nothing more than a part of the world of sense, 

and its effects, like all other appearances, must be the 

inevitable outcome of nature. '13' The phenomenal self is 

.therefore the objec't of history, or, as Kant describes it, 

"of history proper, that - of empirical composition" .w This 



specificktion of history as an empirical undertaking makes 

sense in the light of the last, of the nine propositions 

listed in Kantts "Idea for a 'Universal History with a 

cosmopolitan Purpose", which outlines a strategy for 

supplementing this limited9 enterprise: 

A philosophical attempt to .work out a universal 
history of the world in accordance with a plan of 
nature aimed at a perfect civil union of mankind, 
must be regarded as possible and even as capable of 
furthering the purpose of nature itself. It is 
admittedly a strange and at first sight absurd 
proposition to write a according to an idea 
of how world events ,m elop if they are to 
confirm certain rational ends; it would seem that 
only a novel could result from such premises . , . it 
is a notion of what a philosophical mind, well 
acquainted with history, might be able to attempt 
from a different angle. 41 

,This proposition marks the: construction of a partic- 

ular philosophy of history or the conception of history as 

philosophy. The effect of this amalgamation is to 

constitute history as dictated in the pure form of the 

subject, to add to what is conceptualized as a simple 

fact-gathering exercise a sovereign subject and universal 

method. The effect is, as stated by Adorno, that "thinking 

as an intratemporal, motivated, progressive motion is the 

microcosmic equivalent of the macrocosmic motion of 

history that was internalized in the structure of 

think;.ng. 11  42 

In this way, a history which does not accord with the 

universal form of the human is transformed by producing in 

history an interiority and density which is man. What a 
1 ~hiloso~hic~l mind ' administers in history is the 

location of the conceptual universal of 'personality' - 



the su~ject as pure reason - as an immanence of the will 
in all empirical persons. Narrative history - once an 

'absurd proposition' and now the 'natural' form of history 

- proceeds according to the expression of a will and of a 
moral teleology, because the relation between the phen- 

omenal and noumenal self is formulated in terms of a moral 

subject fiossessed of a will able to transfer itself from 

the sensible world of phenomena to the intelligible world 

of noumena. Hence .the exhortation,. 'Sapere aude' , It is .in 
P 

this structural bi-polarity bf trancendental and empirical 

selves that accounts of the subject of knowledge or exper- 

ience are made. It is this structure khich has formed all 

subsequent accounts of character as swung between - the 

terms of ,freedom and determination; of thought and the 

limits of thought. 

The key to the transcendence of the empirical events 

documented in 'history proper' is immanent in the 

empirical self. 

In the modern era, enlightenment separated the 
notions of harmony and' fulfillment from their hypo- 
statization in the religious Beyond, and, in the 
Zorm of systematization, transferred them as 
criteria to human aspiration.43 

History becomes the narrative o f  human aspiration which, 

in the form of the system (given in the pure subject) 

remains always the same. The subject strips thought of its 

historic dimension, which it equates with superstition 

(Lee, whatever cannot be deduced from the subject), and 

constructs a history in which it is the sovereign prin- 

ciple, as well as the object. 



In! a Kantian epistemology, the constitutive subject 

orders, or functions as the principle of coherence in, the 

discourses on the subject constituted phenomenon, 

Thus, in a history of philosophy, or narrative *history, 

the constitutive subject is found even in its empirical 

absence, as that which has yet to come into being. 

Further, Kant ' s "Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of 

View" inscribes the form of the subject as the measure of 

the world : 

... because man is his own final end. - So an under- 
standing of man in terms of his species, as an 
earthly being endowed with reason, especially 
deserves to be called of the -. , even 
though man is only one aEres 1 worldew" 

The absence of the subject, as .the universal form of 
P 

. . 

knowledge, 'is made un-thinkable. An anthropological prin- 

ciple is found at the centre of all enterprises. Installed 

in the historical enterprise, it shows us that the subject 

has always been. It is as the account of a transcendent 

principle that the account of the subject becomes 'self- 

evidentq. A history of the subject is naturalized when 

subject and object of the account are one, when, to 

iterate a previous quote, the subject is 'transcendental 

in relation to the field of events or runs in its empty 

Sameness through the course of history' 

Against this idealist systematization of knowledge 

that turns on the concept of the constitutive subject, the 

most insistent challenge has been the attempt to posit, 

against the primacy of method, a modern ontology. One 

example is Heidegger's formulation of the concept of 

' Being . 



~ & i d e ~ ~ e r ' s  critique of the concept of the constit- 

utive subject takes its cue *from the naturalization of 

history in Kant's philosophy. Arguing that there can be no 

isolated acts of understanding, that meaning can never 

inhere in a noumenal form but can only be apprehended - as 

something, Heidegger states that understanding is always 

dependent upon a prior context and thus insists on the 

historicity, or ' facticity' of the subject of knowledge. 
That is, the subject is a subject only in so far as it is 

always 'thrown' into a context that exists prior to it. 

Far from constituting its own history, the subject has no 

choice but to passively accept its historicity - its place 

in the philosophical truths relative to the historical 

epoch. It is this placement, or 'thrownness' that constit- 

utes the subject's relation to Being, that is, the unity 

of the subject's background beliefs, or context. For 

Heidegger, the subject who remains aware of this whole- 

ness, despite the fragmentary nature of particular 

experiences, is the authentic subject. The authenticity of 

this subject is not of the same order as the constitutive 

subject's freedom: it is precisely what in Kantian phil- 

osophy would be its 'unfreedom', or its constitution by 

necessity. The authentic subject is not formed through its 

investment by the eternal laws of pure reason and reason's 

self -critical limits, but by an understanding of man ' s 

finitude, the limits placed on thought by being, or 

knowing the limits of knowing. 

However, Heidegger's concept of Being - the unity of 

the subject's background beliefs - rests on the Hegelian 



formulation 0% history as naturally composed of epochs, 

each of which puts into prdctice a single basic concept of 

man and world. Heidegger's philosophy therefore shifts the 

determinant of experience from the constitutive subject as 

the form of pure reason to another unity, Being, which, if 

not constituted by thought, nevertheless functions as 

meaning - for a consciousness which is fully expressed in 

the authentic subject. The notion of the authentic subject 

is a putting back into- wholeness of the historicized 

subject in the awareness of the unity in which the sub- 

ject's consciousness discovers itelf and -organizes. a unity 

not of its transcendent powers but of its immanent 

conditions. The authentic subject is a limited totality. 

Heidegger's existentialism, with Sartre's humanist 

existentialism, Husserlian phenomenology, and Ricoeur's 

more recent phenomenology which maps a 'reflective phil- 

osophy' on to the current strategies of structuralism and 

psychoanalysis, belongs to modern philosophy's attempt to 

break with the conceptual fetishism of academic phil- 

osophy, and to its rejection of Kantian dualism as the 

core of the idealism of mainstream Western philosophy 

since Descartes. Basically, the attempt rests on replacing 

the primacy of epistemology with that of ontology. 

But while the empirical subject and the objective 

conditions that form the subject are given priority by 

these later philosophies, they maintain the same terrain 

as the Kantian system. This is because the finitude of the 

subject is first laid out in the Kantian schema in the 



formal sdparation of the empirical self from the trans- 

cendental ego. Thus, "contemporary thought, believing that 

it has escaped [positivism] since the end of the 19th 

century, has merely rediscovered little by little that 

which made it possible."45 Both idealism and phenomenology- 

existentialism are philosophies of the subject rather than 

of the object, the distinction being that while the 

idealist philosophy posits man as a thinking subject, 

existentialism begins from man's total 'being-in-the- 

world' and phenomenology begins from the subject as a 

phenomenon linked not to a noumenal reality, but constitut- 

ed in the structural interrelatedness of the single 

moments or aspects of Being, 'aimed' at the subject as 

meaning - for the subject. 

In both of the latter philosophies consciousness, in 

the form of the authentic subject, is a goal to be 

attained, and not the given of pure reason that allegedly 

organizes idealist philosophy. "What was origin becomes 

task or goal.1146 In other words, the 'freedom' of the 

subject that is guaranteed by consciousness has to be won. 

In existential terminology the 'I think' has to be evolved 

from the 'I act' which is prior to and includes the 'I 

think'. Freedom consists in the subject's becoming 

conscious of the extent of its unfreedom - or its 

facticity, its finitude, its historicity or its alienation 

from its possibilities - rather than of the self-critical 
limits of reason. 'Becoming' replaces the 'progress' that 

is the triumph of Kant's pure self of untrammeled moral 

decision. In the concept of progress the constitutive 



subject kxercises its sovereign powers over the objective 

world; in the concept of becoming, the authentic subject 

finds itself in its endless ekploration of the object 

world for the traces of meaning which indicate the 

presence of the subject, even in its absence and at its 

limits (cf. the production of a reading subjectivity, 

p . 9 ) .  Ricoeur formulates this exploration as "the desire 

to, be and the effort to be which constitute us" 47 - 

describing again the phenomenological circle in which the 

subject, or Lts desire, assists at its own birth. This is 

in part a repetition of the principle of 'will' at the 

heart of the constitutive subject which effects the 

transition from phenomenal to noumenal self, but while the 

constitutive subject exercises its will as a transcendence 

of being in reason, the phenomenological or authentic 

subject tracks down its desire - its self, or the prin- 
ciple of its consciousness - in all the forms of being 

t.hat constitute its conditions as a limited totality. 

The modern (and this is why it is not so much 
the discov an evident truth as a ceaseless 
task constantly to be undertaken afresh) must 
traverse, duplicate, and reactivate in an explicit 
form the articulation of thought on everything 
within it, around it, and beneath it which is not 
thought, yet which is nevertheless not foreign to 
thought, in the sense of an irreduci insuper- 
able exteriority. In this form, the will not 
therefore be the sudden and illumin discovery 
that all thought is thought, but the constantly 
renewed interrogation as to how thought can reside 
elsewhere than here, and yet so very close to 
itself; how it can - be in the forms of non-thinking. 48 

In the modern ontologies a traditional relation 

between subject and object - thought animating being, a 

transcendental unity of apperception producing an entire 



world order - is re-articulated as a dialectic such that 
the subject is no longer first "principle. Nevertheless, 

the unity and singularity of the subject retains its 

force, and the sub ject-ob ject division is repeated; 

thought is unified in the form of the subject and being is 

unified by its singular reference point, the subject. 

Modern philosophy has not abandoned the primacy of the 

subject in concerning itself with its limits. The modern 

subject, in all those knowledges which have shared phil- 

osophy's conceptual field, is constructed according to the 

principle of its immanence in those other 'natures' 

(radical historicity, language, the instincts) which 

constitute the limits and provide the conditions of subjec- 

tivity and whose persistent advance has made what in the 

Enlightenment was a transcendent and visible truth into. a 

truth hidden 'at the heart of things' which must be 

painstakingly recovered. 

This account of the subject and its developments, of 

its historically variant and philosophically contested 

forms, has provided the contours of the category of the 

subject that has operated as the unifying theme and 

alleged mechanism of discovery of the human sciences. This 

is evident, for exmple, in the dominant aesthetic theory 

t o  which Marx responded and whose currency persists - that 
is, the 

... widely espoused theories which make art a harmon- 
ious, contemplative 'organic' unity at rest within 
itself or in an equilibrium of purely internal 



tensions: a Kantian 'free play' of the imagination 
transcending historical struggles. 49 

Philosophy is said to provide the foundations for the 

humanities. That is, it provides the form, the epistemolog- 

ical underpinning, for all those sciences that take for 

their study the representations that human beings make of 

their activities. In accounting for the subject philosophy 

formulates who is speaking as well as the ultimate 

intelligibility of the objects and practices which are 

represented, and this formulation is taken as equally 

appropriate for all those knowledges. 

what this account rests upon is a notion of phil- 

osophical vision: the idea that . philosophy is in an 

expressive relation to a universal, if historically 

mediated, form of the subject. What this notion of vision 

obscures is that a philosophy is a specific discursive 

practice. Vision, or consciousness, is the hinge of phil- 

osophies of the subject which cannot admit of 'insuperable 

exteriorities' (such as discursive practices) to the prin- 

ciple of consciousness. In Volosinov's formulation, 

"consciousness has become the for all 

philosophical constructs. It has been made the place where 

all unresolved problems, all objectively irreducible 

residues' are stored away.'lW Adorno names some of these 

'residues' when he writes: 

Philosophy rests on the texts it criticizes . . . In 
its dependence - patent or latent - on texts, 
philosophy admits its linguistic nature which the 
ideal of the method leads it to deny . . . Like 
tradition, this nature had been tabooed in recent 
philosophical history, as rhetoric. 51 



~ o t h  these statements make the general point of 

attending to the material, conditions of philosophy. When 

we say a philosophy is a specific discursive practice we 

pursue this attention. However to say that a philosophy is 

a specific discursive practice repeats neither the picture 

of language as a residue nor the concept of 'linguistic 

nature' or 'textuality' which may be read as the first 

step to treating a philosophy as a text to be supplemented 

by its proper context, or tradition. To treat a philosophy 

in this way would be to produce a hierarchy of 'inauthen- 

tic' and 'authentic' philosophies. Like the 'authentic 

subject', an 'authentic philosophy' would be defined by 

the degree of its self-reflection - its awareness of what 
constituted its 'self'. It would be a philosophy that took 

into account its own context or textuality, that could 

include the conditions of its 'relative autonomy' within 

its own instance, and therefore would require no further 

supplementation. 

To treat a philosophy as a discourse however, is not 

preparatory to constructing a hierarchy of authentic and 

inauthentic, or scientific and ideological discourses. The 

point of labouring the specificity of the concept 

'discourse1 is precisely to avoid repeating the available 

and problematic formulations of 'knowledge'. A discourse, 

unlike a knowledge in relation to belief, or a science to 

an ideology, is not constituted by its 'self-reflexivity', 

by its awareness of its own practice or its consciousness 

Of its method. A discourse is not constituted by virtue of 

a 'self' - which could be conceived as a logical or 



linguistic system - or a nature, or a consciousness. A 

discourse has no natural centre, *origin or goal on which a 

hierarchy can be built and prescriptions made as to partic- 

ular discourses' relations to other discursive and non- 

discursive ensembles. It should be said with regard to the 

argument of this thesis that a theory of discourse is not 

this disavowed centre, 

To say then that the notion of vision which is 

central to phiaosophy obscures the fact that philosophies 

are specific discursive practices is not to indict phil- 

osophy for a lack of self-reflection: it is not to say - 
look, what philosophy has missed seeing is its true self, 

that its nature is dependent on its history, or that it is 

essentially discursive, Firstly, because 'the discursive' 

does not double as a self, or essence, or homogeneous 

method, structure or system, and secondly, because phil- 

osophy misses nothing. A critique of a philosophy does not 

consist of a commentary on its 'failures'. In @hat sense 

can it be said to have 'failed'? To imagine that it does 

is to repeat Althusser's mistake of differentiating 

between a discourse and its structure (problematic) which 

a discourse can then 'miss' or 'fail to see'. The problem 

with this differentiation is the conditions that must be 

posited in order to produce it, that is, the extremely 

problematic 'subject-less discourse of science' which can - 
See the problematic and which is defined by its being free 

of the ideological subject which, Althusser argues, 

figures in every practice. (See p.12 and p.181.) This 

Subject-less discourse of science returns us to the notion 



of a sike (if not the aut-hentic, autonomous or constitut- 

ive subject from which the of practices can be 

grasped, that is, a site outside practices. 

In other words, to say that, the notion of vision 

obscures the fact that philosophy is a specific discursive 

practice is not to produce a symptomatic reading as out- 

lined in the Althusserian project: it is to do nothing 

more than mark a different reading of philosophy from the 

familiar and dominant one repeated so far. To read phil- 

osophy as the accumulation, circulation and transformation 

of a particular field of statements rather than as the 

progress of, and self-examination of, a universal and 

necessary category of consciousness is to tie the subject 

of philosophy and surrounding concepts of noumenality, 

intuition, creativity, authenticity and alienation to the 

operations of specific philosophical discourses. It is 

only in considering the discursive specificity of the 

subject of knowledge that what is presented as a universal 

subject can be given an other than circular history and 

can be described as other than a self-evident presence; 

this is possible because genealogy - the study of the 

accumulations, circulations and transformations of dis- 

courses and their non-discursive relations - is not 

governed; as history has come to be, by the notion of 

subject and the method that follows from it. 

When we state that the Cartesian subject, the constit- 

utive subject, the authentic subject and the phenomenolog- 

ical subject are the discursive objects of particular 



discursive practices, we are distinguishing their condit- 

ions of possibility from those-of a philospher - subject's 
recognition, distinguishing them, that is, from the naming 

of a universal, ultimate reality that pre-exists the tech- 

niques in which they emerge. This is to argue that a 

philosophy is not in an expressive relation to the subject 

but constitutes the subject of knowledge as the correlate 

of the family of statements that make up a particular 

philosophical discourse. The 'universal subject', whether 

formulated as transcendental or immanent to its historical 

variations, is a specific object within a determinate 

practice. It follows that if a philosophical discourse 

does not the ultimate reality on which it bases 

its 'authority', then its relations to other discourses 

and to non-discursive formations cannot be sought in the 

form of that ultimate and singular reality, the subject. 

Forms of intelligibility cannot be unified in the state- 

ment that they all possess meaning for a subject. - 

By considering philosophies as discourses which 

construct, but do not express epistemologies and ontolog- 

ies, other discourses need not be thought of as exemplify- 

ing philosophical truths, but as determinate practices 

with no relation to philosophical discourses. A 

philosophical discourse is related to other discourses not 

as their foundation or infrastructure guaranteed by its 

alleged emergence as the superior form of recognition 

within a singular division of knowledge/belief. Philosoph- 

ical discourses' relations to other discourses are of the 

Order of a shared circulation of statements, for example, 



the stat6ment that has functioned as a .principle of 

coherence for- the human sciences sand whose form we shall 

give here as the Kantian -'the - I think must be able 
to accompany all my representations. This shared repetit- 

ion of statements cannot be read back into a common vision 

of 'ultimate reality', but is maintained through various 

mechanisms, one of which is the routine practice of 

pedagogy. For instance, as we outlined previously ( p . 3 3 ) ,  

with the emergence in the 19th century of an apparatus of 

popular education according to a social policy of 

schooling calculated to improve the moral stock. of the 

population, a rhetoric of dramatic characterization was 

married to techniques of moral interrogation in the. form 

of systematic exercises, examinatidns, .and the writing of 

diaries. Through this 'literization' of the moral' a 

training in philosophical concepts as they form the basis 

of Western morality was made integral to the production of 

subjects bearing literary competences and-readerships. 

Statements about the universal form of knowledge are 

maintained through determinate, describable practices. 

They are not the expression of the indubitable point from 

which all knowledge must proceed. The account ,of the 

subject - which may be rewritten as the construction of a 
Specific 'subject, the subject of knowledge - does not 

exhaust the multiple and calculated techniques of individ- 

uation, not because the inexhaustible unity subscribed to 

the subject in philosophy is to be found in another site, 

Or configuration of sites, but because there is no such 

thing as the subject as a universal entity, but only 



subjects! relative to particular discursive and non- 

discursive practices. At this point we can repeat Paul 

Hirst's example of the legal sllbject, which exists only 

relative to legal recognition and is not an automatic 

corollary of the subject of knowledge nor necessarily a 

human subject (e.g., the legal subject may be a public 

body, a trust or publishing company). Hirst says of legal 

or economic subjects, "They are not consciousnesses but 

they are subjects, nevertheless. Subjects in the sense of 

agents . * l a  As agents, subjects are the bearers of specific 

competences and statuses - the effect of institutional 
trainings and certifications - which enable them to 

produce forms of calculation which are not reducible to 

the subjective faculties (e.g., 'intention' or 'will') 

provided for in the account of the philosophical subject. 

It is not a question of disclaiming the reality, or the 

determinate effects in the social, of the philosophical 

subject, but of stating that the philosophical subject, or 

subject of knowledge, is an effect emerging within 

Specific conditions and therefore does not represent the 

conditions of other subjects, 

Another way of saying this is that the subject as the 

effect  of discursive and non-discursive apparatuses is not 

equivalent to a notion of the subject as symptom from 

which can be read off a general set of underlying condit- 

ion~ or a causal nexus in which all other subjects are 

formed. A general theory of the subject as effect (viz., 

PsYchoanalytic theory) is as problematic as a general 

of the subject as autonomous, or as relatively 



autonomous. The subject of knowledge as an effect is not 

the expression of a more fundamental unity (such as the 

Heideggerian subject's relation to Being or the Lacanian 

subject's relation to that unity of presence and absence, 

language 1 but is a particular instrumentality, the bearer 

of specific techniques, for example, the enunciative 

modality of the knowing subject is a site from which can 

be deployed an apparatus for the attribution of statements 

out of their eventiality (see note 57, Chapter I )  to an 

origin - be it consciousness, generative grammar, or pre- 
discursive real. 

It is in an analysis that has shifted from the level 

of model to that of instrumentation that the conditions of 

possibility of a genealogy of the subject are to be found. 

The work Michel Foucault The 
7 

and The Birth of the Clinic, 

constitutes such a genealogy, and the potentialities of 

these studies is further drawn out in Jacques Donzelot's 

This genealogy of the subject is perhaps better said 

to be inscribed within a genealogy of the individual. The 

point here is of the relation between the two terms, 'the 

subjectt, and 'the individual'. Foucault's work is not a 

case of making good in the 'genealogical individual' what 

was wrong in the formulation of the philosophical subject., 

The relation between the two terms in a genealogy is 

discontinuous with their relation in a philosophy. 



In a philosophical account, or a history of the 

subject, 'the subject' functions. as a model from which we 

can derive all other forms of individual existence. In so 

far as someone is accorded the status of 'individual', 

they are also a 'subjectt. The principle of every individ- 

ual is a mechanism . (the synthetic activity of conscious- 

ness) of knowledge or experience, and the subject is 

simply the model of this mechanism in its ideal, or 

self-reflexive, form. 

In a genealogy the subject of knowledge is treated as 

one form of individuation among others, marked by its 

specific capacities, but not derived from an essential 

form of 'the individual'. An individual is the formaliz- 

ation of a number of instrumentalities, but cannot be 

thought of as a universal form because none of these 

instrumentalities derive from an epistemologically or 

ontologically prior category such as consciousness or 

Being. They are the correlate of unauthored and shifting 

practices. The subject of knowledge is simply the name for 

the formalization of a specific instrumentality, as the 

bearer of techniques of self-examination mobilized in 

various confessional and self-reflective practices. 

The unauthored and shifting practices in which the 

individual as a 'new political anatomy' emerged throughout 

the 17th and 18th centuries are described by Foucault as: 

. . . a multiplicity of often minor processes, of 
different origin and scattered location, which over- 
lap, repeat, or imitate one another, support one 
another, distinguish themselves from one another 
according to their domain of application, converge 



and gradually produce the blue-print of a general 
method. They were at work in secondary education at 
a very early date, later in*primary schools; they 
slowly invested the space of Che hospital; and, in a 
few decades, they restructured the military organ- 
ization. They sometimes circulated very rapidly from 
one point to another (between the army and the 
technical schools or secondary schools), sometimes 
slowly and discreetly (the insidious militarization 
of the large workshops 1 .  

These processes constituted an administration of 

bodies through the detailed regulation of place, time and 

movement, and it is in this regulation - the investing 

with of supervised, serialized bodies (ieee , 
bodies individuated and ordered in a series), t,hat the 

'individual ' , in the form we recognize today, was ' inven- 
ted', Some of these processes can be listed here. 

Central to the regulation of place was the principle 

of. partitioning, or elementary location, that began to 

order architectural practices. This'principle - more flex- 
ible and productive than an earlier principle of the 

general 'enclosure' of heterogeneous groups - produced 

spatial arrangements that separated bodies into a series 

of individual and systematic locations and gave them a 

corresponding visibility. A disciplinary architecture 

Provided buildings that made possible a knowledge of how 

and where to locate individuals, which were defined by 

their place in a series or system of which they were the 

interchangeable elements. The ideal example of such design 

is, as Foucault sets out, 'Bentham's panopticon: the prison 

construction in which a central tower houses the unseen 

authority to which every occupant of the single, back-lit 

cells in the perimeter structure is at all times visible. 



The same principles of design which married a partitioning 

of bodies with an architecture of supervision were to be 

found in the changing construction of the work place, such 

that, "spread out in a perfectly legible way over the 

whole series of individual bodies, the work force may be 

analysed in individual units"; 55 as well as in the rigor- 

ously spaced arrangement of dormitory beds (that allowed 

the policing of children's sexuality); the construction of 

toilets in which the occupant's head and sometimes feet 

remain visible, and the lay-out of classrooms which 

facilitated a pedagogics producing knowable, disciplined 

and systematically differentiated individuals: 

The organization of a serial space was one of the 
great technical mutations of elementary education. 
It made it possible to supersede the traditional 
system (a pupil working for a few minutes with the 
master, while the rest of the heterogeneous group 
remained idle and unattended). By assigning indiv- 
idual places it made possible the supervision of 
each individual and the simultaneous work of all. It 
organized a new economy of the time of apprentice- 
ship. It made the educational space function like a 
learning machine, but also as a machine for super- 
vising, hierarchizing, rewarding.% 

Coupled with and made possible by this detailed 

assignment of supervised, serialized space was an equally 

detailed economy of movement. For the soldier on parade 

and the student at his desk there developed exhaustive 

descriptions of the successive components - positions, 

directions and articulations of limbs in relation to each 

other and to any necessary apparatus - into which acts 

such as marching, rifle-handling, writing were divided. So 

that, for example, the capacity to write was the accum- 

ulated effect of a supervised training in a gymnastics of 



the entire body. Foucault quotes from La Salle's Conduite 

des 6coles chr6tiennes': 

The pupils must always 'hold their bodies erect, 
somewhat turned and free on the left side, slightly 
inclined, so that, with the elbow placed on the 
table, the chin can be rested upon the hand, unless 
this were to interfere with the view; the left leg 
must be somewhat more forward under the table than 
the right. A distance of two fingers must be left 
between the body and the table; for not only does 
one write with more alertness but nothing is more 
harmful to the health than to acquire the habit of 
pressing one's stomach against the table; the part 
of the left arm from the elbow to the hand must be 
placed on the table. The right arm must be at a 
distance from the body of about three fingers and be 
about five. fingers from the table, on which it must 
rest lightly. The teacher will place the pupi1.s in 
the posture that they should maintain when writing, 
and will correct it either by sign or otherwise, 
when they change this position'." 

The point of quoting at length from this discourse on 

pedagogy is to demonstrate the technical, calculated, 

multiple and detailed instructions activated to produce, 

in an economy of bodies, a capacity which is more commonly 

thought of as an ability assuredly learnt, but essentially 

derived from a foundational and natural competence 

(~onsciousness) to perform such a task as writing. On the 

contrary, these instructions animate only the materials 

between which the-y organize and articulate precise 

relations; torso and limbs, body and desk, hands and eyes, 

fingers and implement, implement and paper. 

The regulation of time was not simply invested in the 
/ 

form of the time-table as the general framework for an 

activity (as, for example, the legendary Napoleonic vision 

the synchronicity of classrooms across the empire), but 

in anatorno-chronological schema of behaviour like La- 



Salleqs which fused movements of bodies into rhythms with 

specified durations. The regulation of time in the 

practice of disciplinary power was accomplished at the 

level at which time penetrated trained, or exercised, 

bodies. The 'exercise' depended for its effectiveness on 

its deployment in a temporal series e time divided 

into exact periods, differentiated according to the activ- 

ities to be performed in each period, arranged i.n succes- 

sions, meticulously directed - in short, organized into 

profitable durations). The effectiveness of the exercise 

was the production of "the natural body, the bearer of 

forces and the seat of  duration'^.^ More precisely, 

Exercise is that technique by which one imposes on 
the body tasks that are both repetitive and differ- 
ent, but always graduated. By bending behaviour 
towards a terminal state, exercise makes possible a 
perpetual characterization of the individual either 
in relation to this term, in relation to other 
individuals, or in relation to a type of itinerary. 59 

This regulation of time, place and movement which 

Foucault has called the disciplines, invests bodies with a 

technology of power that makes them useful, both as indiv- 

iduals, but also at the level of groups or classes of 

individuals because the characterization of the individual 

is accomplished within the ordering of a given multip- 

licity. They are useful to the degree that the serializ- 

ation of 'successive activities, accomplished by the 

serialization of space, makes it possible to accumulate 

time and activity in the form of the individual where it 

can be re-discovered, "totalized and usable in a final 

r e s ~ l t " . ~ ~ ~ h i ~  'docile' or disciplined body is not the body 



of a slave, to be appropriated, nor the body of the 

servant, caught in a crudely" differentiated and non- 

analytical relation of general domination, but a body with 

technically determined capacities whose subjection 

increases not as it is deprived of its powers but accor- 

ding to the increase in its skills. 

The individual produced in this technology of power 

is also knowable, and has a meaning that is determined in 

a network of knowledge relations made possible by the 

operation of a power that no longer relies on the visib- 

ility of the body of authority in ceremony (the king and 

court), but on the continuous visibility to itself of the 

governed population in the form of individual bodies sub- , 

jetted to a constant surveillance of their locations, 

gestures and activities. Foucault calls this the "reversal 

of the politrcal axis of individualizationqq. This 

reversal meant that lives - the everyday lives of every- 
body - which had previously fallen beneath the threshold 

of description, were now constituted, according to their 

complete investment with the multiple-techniques of discip- 

linary power, as available objects of knowledge. The 

'individual9 is no longer defined in procedures of an 

'ascendingt individualization (ceremonies, commemorative 

accounts, ancestral genealogies), by his memorability or 

heroic deeds or his status as one who possesses power: the 

category of the individual is now occupied by the calcul- 

able, measurable body of which knowledge is gathered 

through routine practices of observation and organized in 

the techniques of an apparatus of disciplinary writing 



(registkation, filing, compilation of columns and tables) 

in which each individual constitutes a 'case' and is 

referred to a series of norms. 

The individual is no longer the wielder oz a central- 

ized power but the instrument of a dispersed technology. 

The individual is not to be thought of as an entity, but 

as the formalization of multiple and differentiated 

relations between a body and a social utility. As such it 

is the locus of a "'new micro-physics' of power",62 that 

is, the target of a complex field of relations of force 

constituted in the constant attention to the minute 

details of everyday and unextraordinary life. The power 

that enforced its jurisdiction through ceremony, the 

spectacle of the scaffold and the decree was gradually 

overtaken by a power whose tactics were not the deprival 

of life but ifs administration; whose object of calcul- 

ation was not the exercising or withholding of punishment 

of the juridical subject by death or incarceration, but 

the construction of a multiplicity of points for the 

deployment of normalizing judgement, that is, for the 

observation and regulation of the distances between bodies 

in the factory, the classroom, the parade ground, the 

hospital, the dormitory; the relations into which it was 

Possible for them to enter with other individuals, activ- 

ities, itineraries; the movements and the behaviour it was 

Possible for them to perform. This normalizing judgement, 

like the punitive power it replaced, was and is not 

shaustively realized, but its operation is none the less 

effective. Foucault concludes that "from such trifles, no 

63 doubt, thp man of modern humanism was born". 



This: administration of bodies (which is conducted at 

both the level of the body of the individual and of the 

body of the species, i.e., of the population) forms a 

technology of power which differs significantly from the 

activity of the homogeneous and repressive power that 

marked an earlier social organization and which provided 

the model of power that has dominated its analysis in 

Western societies from the Middle Ages to the present day. 

As we have indicated, this , historically prior form of 

power (operative, e.g., in a feudal system) can be 

formulated in terms of a juridico-discursive model, that 

is, that the central point of power is the enunciation of 

the law and the operation of taboos and deduction (the 

seizure of things, time, bodies and life) through the 

activation of the biriary system of the licit and the 

illicit, the permitted and the forbidden. Power, in this 

model, operates through the singular mechanism of the law 

and the enforcement of its scarce resources (these being 

the imposition of lacks and limits), and has as its only 

effect, obedience. 

The administration of individual bodies or of life - 

what Foucault has called an 'anatomo-politics' at the 

level of the disciplined individual and on: the scale of 
I 

the population, a 'bio-power' - that emerged in the 17th 
and 18th centuries comprises mechanisms of power irreduc- 

ible to the representation of law. In relation to the 

multiple practices forming the disciplines, legislative 

Power is only one point in "the moving substrate of force 

'elations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly 



engendei states of power . . . always local and ~nstable".6~ 
In other words, after about the 17th century and despite 

the still current formulation of power it became no longer 

appropriate to think of power as centralized and repres- 

sive, but as dispersed and productive. Power is not a 

strength or property of a person, institution or structure 

from which it is meted out to disobedient subjects as 

punishment; it is the name attributed to the multiplicity 

of force relations that are not imposed from above, but 

deployed throughout, immanent to, and productive of the 

formations of a social order. 

As immanent to the formations of a social order, 

power relations are immanent to the forms of intelligib- 

ility of that 'order. But we should not think of this 

immanence in terms of a base of power and a superstructure 

of knowledge. This would be to simply reverse philosophy's 

account of knowl.edge as occupying a separate and more 

fundamental field from power which, as the routinely 

absented category in philosophy, is conceived as a 

corollary of the contingent and ephemeral world of 

politics that philosophy goes beyond (to ultimate reality) 

even if, as in Plato's writings, it is in order to 

establish the foundations of politics. Power is recognized 

only as that which enslaves and incarcerates, silences and 

binds: truth, the province and object of philosophy, is by 

nature free. In philosophical discourse, power and know- 

ledge are of different orders, and if they are related, it 

is only through an intervening agency such as the law 

conceived as the repository of truths composing a natural 



order and: deviation from which, as error, activates a 

punitive power. 

Genealogical analysis directs us to the deployment of 

a different type of power relations. that are not merely 

punitive or negative but - ve, and to a formulation 

of knowledge as not the expression of a universal realm of 

truth but as the effect of certain conditions or differen- 

tial relations which we can call knowledge-relations. 

Formulated in this way 'power' and 'knowledge' are not to 

be imagined as two discrete orders or natures but as the 

correlated effects of relations between bodies, tech- 

niques, architectures, discourses and so on. Foucault 

writes : 

Relations of power are not in a position of exterior- 
ity with respect to other types of relationships 
(economic processes, knowledge relationships, sexual 
relations), but are immanent in the latter; they are 
the immediate effects of the divisions, inequal- 
ities, and disequilibriums which occur in the 
latter, and conversely they are the internal 
conditions of these differentiations; relations of 
power are not in superstructural positions , with 
merely a role of prohibition or accompaniment; they 
have a dirgctly productive role, wherever they come 
into play. 

What a genealogical analysis allows us to say then is 

that the individual is a strategic, correlative element of 

Particular power and knowledge relations. In the indiv- 

idual, power relations and knowledge relations share a 

common locus of deployment: the individual is both 

Produced in this deployment .and functions as the mobile 

and institutionally differentiated instrument of these 

Power-knowledge relations. This is the sense of Foucault ' s 



scription of the formation of the individual through the 

disciplines as the 'inventionq of a new anatomy. 

Where this double constitution of the individual is 

most clearly demonstrated is in the techniques of the 

examination and the confessional. The examination is 

placed, according to Foucault, at the heart of the proced- 

ures of discipline. I shall mention two examples here. 

The examination was made a permanent factor of the 

class-room. It combined, in a ritual of power and an 

establishment of truth, an exchange of knowledge from 

teacher to student with an extraction from the pupil of a 

knowledge destined for the teacher. The particular 

modality of power deployed in the technique of the examin- 

ation is not calculated to merely ensure the transmission 

of a knowledge that .has already been completed but to 

build up as well a specific knowledge of the individual 

under examination. The utility of this knowledge is as the 

basis for the student's continuing 'administration' or 

characterization, and for the certification that will 

determine the student's placement in otherjadjacent instit- 

utions. Further, this knowledge, compiled with other 
t casesq in the apparatus of disciplinary writing that 

' accompanied the examination ("the accumulation of docum- 

ents, their seriation, the organization of comparative 

fields making it possible to classify, to form categories, 

to determine averages, to fix norms") is productive of 

new domains of knowledge, for example, the psychology of 

' t h e  pupil'. The technology of power deployed in the 

disciplines is made the principle of a knowledge of man. 



The examination was also central to the developments 

and 'discoveries' that changed. the form of medical know- 

ledge and practice at the end of the 18th century. It was 

the shift from the hospital as a general enclosure of the 

sick and the poor, managed by religious staff, and to 

which a doctor made brief and irregular visits of inspec- 

tion, to the organization of the hospital as an 'examining 

apparatus' - that is, an apparatus with an internal 

hierarchy of doctors and nurses which placed the patient 

in a position of almost perpetual examination - that 

transformed the status of the patient from that of an 

external fact of a disease to the positive status of 'the 

sick body'. This shift marks the change from a classific- - 
atory medicine, or a medicine of the species, to the 

clinical medicine with which we are familiar today. 

This new structure is indicated - but not, of 
course, exhausted - by the minute but decisive 
change, whereby the question: 'What is the matter 
with you?', with which the eighteenth century 
dialogue between doctor and patient began (a 
dialogue possessing its own grammar and style 1, was 
replaced by that other question: 'Where does it 
hurt?', in which we recognize the operation of the 
clinic and the principle of i.ts entire discourse. 67 

The point is that while the history of medicine is given 

as the result of advances at the level of medical 

~onsciousness, clinical medicine can also, and more 

precisely, be said to be the effect of the deployment of 

techniques such as the examination, the transcription of 

symptoms, the characterization of collective facts, the 

calculation of the gaps between individuals, and their 

distribution in a given population. 



Our ' argument is that, as in the case of the medical, 

the human sciences, or sciences of the individual (of 

which medicine is an important instance), are not given 

their mandate in the subject of knowledge which philosophy 

is concerned to represent but in the multiple procedures 

of administration and surveillance of bodies and the 

capitalization of this 'observation through duration' in 

the painstaking techniques of measurement, registration, 

notation, comparison, categorization, filing. Not at the 

level of consciousness, but in the "subjection of those 

who are perceived as objects and the objectification of 

those who are subjected"68 do the human sciences find their 

origin. 

IV: The Confessional Subiect 

This laborious examination of the conditions of a 

familiar history of ideas and the construction in its 

place of a genealogy of the rules and techniques of the 

administration of bodies, populations, activities, spaces 

- in short, of power-knowledge relations - allows us to 
say this: the subject is not the self-evident outcome of 

man's sudden discovery in the 17th century of his own 

thinking process. The subject, as simultaneously the 

subject and object of knowledge, is also formed in that 

other major technique of the double constitution of the 

individual in power-knowledge relations, the confession. 

The confession is a particular type of the examination: a 

ritual of discourse unfolding within a power relationship 

in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the 



statement. The Cartesian and Kantian discourses can be 

read as formed in essentially -the same techniques of 

self-interrogation and representation of one's soul as 

those developed in the Christian pastoral and gradually 

extended over the domain of the social as a management of 

souls coextensive with the disciplinary management of 

bodies. 

Foucault argues that this extension is .facilitated by 

the passage of power from the ecclesiastical to the 

medical register,69 which occurs first within the church 

where the confession, increasingly codified, shifts from 

being an instrument of juridical forms of law - of infrac- 
tion and of penalty - to constituting a series of 

mechanisms designed to correct and to cure, in short, to 

perform a medical function. 

To expand: the technique of confession has its 

origins in the Christian ritual of penitence, or more 

specifically, the development of tariffed penitence and 

its alignment to a juridical and penal model. Initially, 

penitence had been a status entered into, usually by those 

near death, for the remission of sins, and involved no 

formal avowal. It was only when penitence was tariffed, 

I that is, when its form shifted from that of a general 

Status to that of particular satisfactions prescribed and 

imposed according to the particular sins for which they 

were atonements (in the manner that a juridical and penal 

code tariffed punishments to crimes), that the avowal 

entered the ritbal of penitence. As an enunciation of the 



penitent's 'fault' the avowal enabled the priest to 

determine the correct satisfaction required, but had no 

other positive effectivity. But between the 8th and 10th 

centuries the avowal, the nucleus of the confession, 

became an increasingly difficult task to perform and 

gradually assumed part of the function of the satisfac- 

tion, and not simply the method of its prescription. By 

the 19th century the ritual of the laic confession 

occupied the space of the satisfaction. To confess was no 

longer to facilitate an essentially juridical and penal 

system, but contained within itself the function of a 

liberation, the removal of sin and error, the healing of 

the soul. The priest had become not simply judge, but also 

doctor. A shift, not destined by any teleological determin- 

ation of the confessional form or the relation between the 

religious and the medical domains, but resulting from 

historically specific and heterogeneous conditions (e.g., 

an historical relation of exchange between the organ- 

ization of a juridical and penal code and the organization 

of a theology that allowed a borrowing from one to the 

other) had occurred in the conditions under which a 

Particular statement about oneself could emerge and in its 

effects. By the 12th and 13th centuries this changing 

function was recognized by the inscription of the confes- 

sion within a sacramental theology of penitence. 70 

The passage of .power to the medical domain proper 

centred on the church's inability to manage the phenomenon 

Possession which, in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, 

where Christianization had driven the mechanism 



of power and control - the discursive obligation, or 

confession - into the very body of-the individual. 

This inten'sification or interiorization of Christian- 

ization was produced, within the upper layers of the 
71 

Christian population in the seminaries, .colleges and 

convents, in the practices of the direction - of conscience, 

which was essentially the confession .to which had been 

added the rules of exclusivity and exhaustivity. These 

made the self-examination coextensive withrthe totality of 

existence (rather than an obligation necessitated by a 

sinful action), and, by the injunct'ion that the confession 

must be ,made to- the priest, a relation of strict 

authority. The field of intervent'ion and the object of 

knowledge of 'spiritual direction' was the 'flesh' - the 
'floating' notion of carnality detached from the material- 

ity of the body. Possession was the invasion of the flesh, 

a substitution of the body of the devil for the body of 

the possessed, a penetration which is to be distinguished 

from the exchange or pact between witch and devil. The 

effect was the body as the seat of convulsions, produced 

by the soul's resistance to the invasion of the flesh. 

Against this phenomenon of possession the church 

adopted two strategies. The first was to add to the 

direction of conscience and the practice of confession the 

rule of discretion, in an attempt to erect within the 

technology of the government of souls safeguards against 

the incitement of convulsions in the body. A rhetoric was 

on the general rules of the exclusive avowal that 



was direc'ted towards satisfying both the demand that every- 

thing be said in carefully regulated statements, and that 

the least possible be said. Thus a detailed regularization 

of discourse determining the 'good' confession (i.e., that 

interrogation be made thorough by establishing differen- 

tiated categories such as perfect and imperfect sodomy, by 

elicitation of the penitent's exact thoughts at the time 

of the action, specifications of parts of the body and 

reasons for their use, etc. ) was joined with certain 

attenuations of this coded ' exhaustivity' (e. g. , the 

addition of the grill in the confessional window, that the 

priest must be in shadow, that he must avoid looking at 

child penitents or young women, that Che detailed descrip- 

tion of sins be reserved for second and later confes- 

sions). This rhetoric of avowal of everything that 

concerned the flesh constituted a coding of sexuality, and 

is closely related to the Jesuitical method of insin- 

uation, the production and use of a relative silence 

I concerning sex' . 
The second strategy was the expulsion of the convul- 

sive as an object for ecclesiastical discourse into the 

domain of the medical, where it figures as the hysteric. 

BY this annexation of 'the flesh' and its coding in the 

anatomy of the body as the nervous system, medicine estab- 
72 lished its authority and base in the order of sexuality. 

This transferral of a discourse of sexuality or sins 

Of 'the fleshv into the medical domain accounts for the 

centrality of the medical in the new mode of power emer- 



ging in the 18th century which Foucault has described as 

bio-power: "at the juncture of th.e 'body' and the 'populat- 

ion', sex became a crucial target of a power organized 

around the management of life rather than the menace of 

death. I' 73 The concept of a 'populationv, which coincided 

with and shifted the more amorphous notion of 'the 

people', was a knowable phenomenon with a specifiable 

fertility, birth rate, death rate, state of health, life 

expectancy etc. Constituted as an economic and political 

problem to be inserted into systems of utility, the 'popul- 

ation' provided a domain in which the sexual conduct of 

individuals could be administered as a public potential - 

that is, .normalized (through its alignment with familial, 

medical, pedagogic apparatuses) rather than condemned and 

outlawed if licentious or debauched. In this management of 

sexuality (which is not the representation or expression 

of sex thought of as a natural object or condition, but 

the correlate of the discursive practices whose function 

it is to produce the truth of that fictional point of 

power-pleasure-knowledge, sex), 7 4  a juridical coding of 

illegal sexuality makes way for a medical coding of 

Perverse sexualities which then have a positive role to 

play in the production and policing of a normal sexuality 

of the couple. 

Sexuality - as a specific field of truth - was 

historically caught up in the form of the confession 

through the concept of the flesh. Medicine, psychiatry and 

a pedagogy which evolved as a disciplinary support of the 

direction of conscience, provided this confes- 



sional piactice with a scientific discursivity , combining 
techniques of free association and recollection with those 

of the questionnaire and hypnosis, and adding to it 1) the 

examination of the body within a set of decipherable 

symptoms; 2 )  the postulate of a general and diffuse causal- 

ity (whereby sex, in the 19th century, is found in the 

etiology of nearly a11 disease - the bad habits of 

childr'en, apoplexies of the elderly, nervous complaints, 

the degeneration of the race 1 ; 3 1 the principle of latency 

(that sex operates in the recesses of the body and the 

mind where it is inaccessible to observation; that it is 

not simply what the penitent wishes to hide, but what is 

hidden from the patient and which thus necessitates force, 

or the difficult confession to extract it); 4 )  the rule of 

interpretation (that sex, hidden from the confessing 

subject, could only reach its truth in the listener who 

assimilated and recorded it and whose function was no 

longer to judge, forgive or direct but inscribed within a 

hermeneutics-); 5) the imperative of medicalization (that 

sexuality was no longer accountable in terms of sin and 

transgression, but of the normal and the pathological, and 

that it operated as "a surface of repercussion for other 

ailments, but also the focus of a specific nosography, 

that of instincts, tendencies, images, pleasure, and 

conduct ... sex would derive its meaning and its necessity 
from medical interventions") . 75 The confession is theref ore 

Placed at the heart of an entire battery of listening 

techniques and inducements to speak which multiply its 

meanings and multiply the locations to which its effects 

can be referred. 



The point of rehearsing the gradual freeing of the 

form of the confession from juridical models, first within 

the church and then in its transplantation to the medical 

domain, is to indicate how the confessional practices - 
reinscribed within the discursivities of the clinical 

sciences' (biology, medicine, psychiatry, psychology) as 

well as those of demography, ethics and pedagogy - and in 
its function within a general and exhaustive deployment of 

sexuality as a maximization of collective and individual 

forces, became one of the most highly valued and most 

dispersed techniques for producing truth in our societies: 

how it became central to the procedures of individualiz- 

ation by power, and a seemingly 'natural' impulse linked 

to both forms of pleasure and the promise of the liberat- 

ion that comes with telling the truth. To know oneself was 

made preparatory and prior to all other knowledges. 

To rehearse the shifting function of the confession 

is to stress that this impulse to tell is not in fact an 

effect of our natural desires and constitution or the 

unforced outcome of the constant pressure of a latent and 

central truth within us, but the effect of a centuries-old 

and carefully policed injunction to know and to speak of 

that which has been made to stand as the repository of our 

truth, a medicalized soul, our sex. If self-reflection and 

revelation are seen as natural - if preoccupation with 

Oneself can be described as "a familiar human trait" - it 

is because the conditions for the production of these 

Power-knowledge relations have been loosed from the model 



of power which still informs our ideas of co-option and 

force. So that, as Foucault points out: 

One confesses in public and in private, to one's 
parents, one's educators, one's doctor, to those one 
loves; one admits to oneself, in pleasure and in 
pain, things it #would be impossible to tell to 
anyone else, the things people write books about. 
One confesses - or is forced to confess . . . The most 
defenseless tenderness and the bloodiest of powers 
have a similar need of confession. Western man has 
become a confessing animal. 
Whence a metamorphosis in literature: we have passed 
from a pleasure to be recounted and heard, centering 
on the heroic or marvellous narration of 'trials' of 
bravery or sainthood, to a literature ordered 
according to the infinite task of extracting from 
the depths of oneself, in between the words, a truth 
which the very form of the confession holds out. like 
a shimmering ima new of 

X a t l o n  5 
s me forgotten - 
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Out of a dispersed apparatus of practical self- 

interrogation an awareness of a singular and self - 
originating consciousness is produced. This returns us to 

our earlier remark about the Cartesian and Kantian discour- 

ses: that they - as, respectively, interrogations of the 
substantial soul and of the doctrine of the single, sub- 

stantial soul - are intelligible within the techniques of 

self-examination that made the penitent soul present to 

itself in the construction of a continuous and unified 

life history. 

These techniques and the rules for the production and 

recording of a life history are clearly set out in the 

Book of the Spiritual Exercises, in which Ignatius Loyola, 

the founder of the Jesuit order, established detailed 



instructions for the direction of conscience; 

. .. the Exercises is carefully planned so that every 
impulse excercitant shall conform to a 
dekinite psychological system ... The conscience 
likewise has to be disciplined and governed by the 
help of the mechanical rules,, and to this end 
Ignatius prescribes the use of a written system of 
control. The exercitant has from day to day to mark 
with points on a schedule the sins he has committed, 
and the comparison between the rows of dots at the 
beginning of the exercise and the rows, shortened as 
much as possible, at a later stage shows the 
progress made in the rooting out of sinful habits 
and tendenciesen 

. . 
The autobiographical construction of Descartesq phil- 

osophical system is a descriptive rewriting of the moral 

book-keeping of the Jesuit examen particulare. Consider 

Descartesq introduction to his Third Meditation: 

I SHALL now close my eyes, stop my ears, withdraw 
all my senses, I shall even efface from my thinking 
all images of corporeal things; or since that can 
hardly be done, I shall at least view them as empty 
and false. In this manner, holding converse only 
with myself and closely examining my nature, I shall 
endeavour to obtain, little by little, better and 
more fami-liar knowledge of myself. 78 

Descartes was trained at the Jesuit college of La 

Flhche, and, while his doctrine on method heralded a 

science free of ecclesiastical authority, its affinities 

with Jesuit thought are stronger than its departures .79 In 

Article 50 in Les Passions de llame Descartes encapsulates 

the heart of the Jesuit teaching of -- free will that is 

Opposed by the Jansenist doctrine of grace: "That there is 

"0 soul so feeble as not to be able, if rightly directed, 

t o  acquire an absolute power over its passions. ir 80 

In redrawing the relations between mind and body 

Descartes displaced the Aristotelian thesis that the 



proper activity of intellect - conceived as a capacity - 
was the study of the nature. of physical bodies. The 

Cartesian doctrine of the corporeal imagination of the 

embodied self rests on a definition of mind as the seat 

not only of intellectual meditation but also of volition, 

emotion, pain, pleasure, mental images and sensations - a 
concept of a total mind-body equipment (ingenium) or soul. 

Descartes can Chus reformulate the proper activity of mind 

as the study of its own contents. In. his organic localiz- 

ation of the soul ("My view is that this gland [the 

pineal] is the principal seat of the soul, and the place 

in which all our thought are formed") and his emphasis 

on mental hygiene, 

(the mind is so dependent on the temper and dispos- 
ition of the bodily organs that if any means can 
ever be found to render men wiser and more capable 
than the'y have hitherto been, I believe that it is 
in the science of medicine that the means must be 
'sought), 

Descartes places the soul under the aegis of a psycho- 

physiological, or medical, discourse. 

The domain that Kant proposes for his observations is 

similarly inscribed in a rhetoric of self-examination: "I 

have to deal with nothing save reason itself and its pure 

thinking; and to obtain complete knowledge of these, there 

is no need to go far afield, since I come upon them in my 

own self".83 But Kant's interrogation of the soul (the 

thinking I ) is of the soul conceived as a representation 

and thus breaks with the Cartesian doctrine of an 

imediate, intuitive self-knowledge synonymous with self- 

consciousness. "1 have no knowledge of myself as I am but 



merely :as I appear to myself. The consciousness of self is 

thus very far from being a knowledge of the ~ e l f " . ~ ~ n t o  

the subject, that is, between the subject as subject and 

the subject as object of knowledge, Kant introduces the 

limiting fact of the subject's appearance, its represen- 

tation, its empirical character, and, because that renders 

the transcendental sphere unknowable, its mortality. In 

other words, the self-critical limits that Kant places on 

knowledge removes the doctrine of the single, substantial 

and immortal soul from the sphere of rational enquiry: the 

existence of an immortal soul can be neither proved nor 

doubted. 

The critique of pure reason completes the annexation 

of reason from the sphere of religion. This annexation 

corresponds to Kant's argument against the ontological, 

cosmological and physico-theological proofs for God's 

existence and his insistence on the autonomy of morality 

as determined by imperative laws of reason inherent in all 

subjects. Kant's writings establish the veracity of self- 

knowledge as an activity fully removed from the confes- 

sional examination of conscience which to Kant is 

intolerable because it subjects reason to a principle 

beyond its limits - a supreme intelligence represented by 
the confessor. Self -examination is no longer performed in 

obedience to the church but as an ethical obligation to 

oneself and to the moral progress of the species. 



 he' relation between modern Western philosophy and 

the theological arguments of the Reformation is familiar 

ground. They are linked in a common domain of contested 

truths - the nature of God, the composition of the soul, 
the structure of the universe, the possibility of free 

will. What I have attempted to make visible is a quite 

different formulation of their relations by considering 

the specific productivity of the changing techniques in 

which both organized this domain of truth whose locus and 

effect was successively the flesh, the penitent, the soul, 

the thinking 1 ' the subject . The point is to reconsider 
the determinations on the philosophical discourses that 

have been so persistently read as providing us with the 

perception of the subject as the certain faculty of know- 

ledge. It is to reformulate this 'perception' (the alleged 

effect of this faculty) as rather the effect of an 

apparatus of statements whose function it is to produce an 

interior and - a ' domain of truth, whatever the spec- 

ifications of that domain. In other words, the deployment 

of confessional practices and their spread from the 

Christian pastoral to the clinical sciences demonstrates 

that it is not out of a well of consciousness that the 

subject emerges into its own light, but in determinate 

techniques which cannnot be divorced from the disciplinary 

power-knowledge relations producing the visible, calcul- 

able individual, or from the apparatus of a bio-power 

Producing and administering the . With this 

reformulation, we have the conditions to take up, in the 

place of philosophy's claim to be the foundation of the 



human sciences, another statement. This is Foucault's 

claim concerning "the fundamental place of medicine in the 

over-all architecture of the human sciences": that "it is 

closer than any of them to tlie anthropological structure 

that sustains them a11".85 In. the place of the subject of 

knowledge and the faculty of consciousness we should 

better seek the conditions of the human sciences in the 

techniques of the clinical sciences - those examinations, 
interpretative and recording procedures, comparative tech- 

niques, formation of categories, determination of 

averages, projection of norms, construction of question- 

naires, lists and files that are routinely bypassed as the 

useful but incidental tools of analysis whose real object 

is the rational and irrational working of the human mind 

as it produces the representations, accounts and meanings 

of itself, its body, its language, history, politics, 

institutions and economy. 

One final point: to say that the individual and the - 

subject are the effects of disciplinary techniques and 

their codification and dispersal through the clinical 

sciences is not to conjure up a vision of repressed 

bodies. The political formation of the individual as the 

site of power-knowledge relations does not exist on a 

continuum; with a universally existing individuality or 

humanity that, in comparison with its modern form, had 

Previously enjoyed a pastoral liberty, the communality of 

a relatively undifferentiafed society and a form of know- 

ledge uncontaminated by power. Such a picture is the 

SPecif ic production of a certain organization of discour- 



ses around a number of historical changes unified as the 

transition from 'feudal modes of.productionq to 'capital- 

ist modes of production' . An instance of this organization 
of discourses is the function of the 'Industrial 

Revolution' as given in secondary school curricula. 

Unified as the simultaneous effect of the invention of 

large-scale-machinery, 'capitalism' or 'modern society' is 

easily mobilized within a moral discourse of a machine age 

destroying an earlier moral individuality. Articulations 

of this discourse are evident in the readings produced in 

secondary schools and English departments of 'Dickens', 

'Lawrence' or 'Hardy', which teach us that traditional 

society had a moral integrity and a social identity which 

in the modern age is falling apart. 

By identifying the increase in large-scale machinery 

in the 19th century as the determining factor of capital- 

ist relations of production and ignoring developments in 

the 18th century such as the creation and disciplining of 

a labour force, the spatialization of work places and 

formation of the capacity to manage large factories, the 

formation of accounting techniques, the utilization of 

forms of credit, the formation of managing clerks - 

developments which provided a complex network of relations 

in which mechanization was involved from the outset - such 
a discourse accounts for the individual under 'capitalism' 

in terms of the compromised integrity of an idealized 

Pre-industrial pastoral individual. In attending to the 

emergence of elements of this complex and slowly forming 

network of relations a different account can be made of 



the individual, as that 'political anatomy' produced 

concurrent with, and immanent . to, the forces that are 

commonly held to threaten a philosophically or literary 

produced individuality presented to us within a history of 

ideas. 
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CHAPTER 3 



The genealogy of the individual presented in Chapter 

2 reformulates the philosophica~ determinations commonly 

given of the subject. Our work in this section is to 

consider the much wider currency of a different reformulat- 
ion of the subject of knowledge: the transformation of the 

philosophy or psychology of consciousness in psycho- 

analytic theory. 

I shall proceed by presenting a brief account of 

Freudian theory in relation to the philosophies considered 

in section I1 of Chapter 2, and then noting a number, of 

readings of this theory as documenting important lines in 

the extrq-clinical implications and enlistings of psycho- 

analytic theory. Among these readings of Freudian theory, 

and demanding considerable detail, is its Lacanian re- 

working and the articulation of this 'restatement of 

psychical realities with a materialist theory of ideology, 

Despite the discontinuities that can 'be drawn amongst 

these readings, my argument in this chapter'is that they 

are more appropriately 'treated as differentiated restate- 

ments of a common discursive field of subjectivity that 

can be relocated within the genealogy of the individual 

outlined in Chapter 2 .  

A different reading of the most recent restatement of 

this discursive field, the Lacanian texts, may then 

Proceed according to the delimitation, presented in 

1, of the conditions of reading practices and the 

Conditions in which a readership is produced. Therefore, 



what the final section of this chapter will focus on is 

the work we dog the operations we carry out, in order to 

read these texts and in order to repeat them. Such a focus 

can provide a description of a training and some of its 

plausibility effects that situate these texts not as a 

model of truth, but as an integral part of a technology 

producing a certain reality. 

I: The Decentring of Consciousness 

Freud's discovery that "men fall ill because of 

memories"' rests on a conception of the psyche that 

challenged previous formulations of mind. These, in 

contrast to the reorganization of biology in terms of the 

Darwinian doctrine of a radical natural necessity, had 

maintained a resolute idealism. As Volosknov states: 

Only the psyche, governed by perspicacious conscious- 
ness, remained as the last refuge for the concepts 
of purposiveness, harmony, and so on, that had been 
expelled from all other fields. The psychical stood 
as the realm of harmony and order in opposition to 
the natural and elemental.2 

Freud's break with this concept of a calm mental existence 

Consisted of formulating mind as a dynamic and conflictual 

economy based on the instincts and in terms of a revised 

topography of the conscious9 preconscious and unconscious. 

Previously the psychical had been almost uniformly iden- 

tified with consciousness. Where the unconscious had been 

conceptualized, for example in the work of Charcot, 

Freud's predecessor, it was as an "absolutely predeter- 

mined and stable addendum to mental life." The following 

rehearsal of Freud's reconceptualization of the importance 



and funct:ioning of the conscious and unconscious, while by 

no means comprehensive of Freud ' s, theory, demonstrates why 

psychoanalysis was so widely accepted as a break with 

prevailing philosophies and psychologies, and why it was 

characterized as the "unexpected and unwanted child of 

Western thought. '' 

Since Descartes ' reformulation of the proper activity 

of -mind as the study of its own contents (see p.107) and 

Kantqs inflection of this as the study of those contents 

as representations, consciousness had been formulated as 

consisting in a complex and continuous process of concep- 

tualiziag input i e .  , seeking an ' identity between one 

thought and another) not only from without (real percep- 

tions) but from within the organism. It is the subject's 

capacity to conceptualize input from within itself (inten- 

tions, emotions, desires, painful and pleasurable recollec- 

tions) that constitutes its capacity for self-knowledge 

and thus its status as 'subject' (auto-constitutive 

subject of knowledge). What Freud's theory of the 

Unconscious did was to isolate another domain of mental 

functioning which did not just weakly echo the activity of 

consciousness but which fundamentally relativized the 

autonomy of consciousness in its representation of the 
1 subject ' sJ internal realities. That is, it fundamentally 
questioned those internal realities as the property of a 

subject of knowledge. As Hirst and Woolley put it, Freud's 

concept of the unconscious "cannot be accommodated as a 

hidden resource of consciousness, potentially subject to 

5 its recall and dominion". 



Freud's formulation of the previously unrecognized 

dimensions of the unconscious were made in the course of 

work on symptom-formation in psychic disorders, on dreams 

and on parapraxes i . .  , forgetting, slips of the tongue, 
misreading, slips of the pen, bungled actions., mislaying - 

failures of those acts usually successfully performed by 

the subject). The work on dreams and parapraxes (in - The 

1 was particularly impor- 

tant in establishing the role of the unconscious because 

it demonstrated that the insistence of unconscious mental 

processes was not simply an aberration from consciousness 

to ,be found in the mentally ill, but a constitutive 

function in normal mental activity. Parapraxes and dreams, 

like psycho-neurotic symptoms, were shown to be not the 

in-significant absences of consciousness, but the site of 

specific meanings invisible prior to the theory of the 

unconscious because they mark the compromise-formations 

resulting from the conflicting energy flows within a 

dynamic psychical economy. The study of parapraxes and 

dreams not only organized a new domain of meaning ("before 

Freud these marginal phenomena of everyday life had never 

been seen as connected or brought together under one 

headingH ) but demanded that the meaning of ' conscious- 
ness' be altered. If parapraxes and dreams respectively 

occur and can be recalled in waking thought, and if they 

are not non-sense, the absence of consciousness or a 

Pathological aberration but can be shown to have a deter- 

minate meaning, though one which is not given to conscious- 

ness, then consciousness must be rethought as intimately 



bound up with a body of criteria whose logic is not that 

of conceptualization. 

Freud's initial project was to provide a clear physio- 

logical basis to mental functioning; however, unable to 
7 estabish such a connection, he utilized the concept of 

'instinct' which he defined as "lying on the frontier 

between the mental and the physical".' Before the subject 

consc-iously and willingly posits itself it has, according 

to Freud, been placed in being already at the instinctual 

level'. The anteriority of instinct in relation to awaren- 

ess and volition signifies the anteriority of the ontic 

plane to the reflective plane, the priority of - I - am to - I 
think. However this is not to impute a simple mind-body 

dualism or a naive biologism. What it entails is that 

consciousness, as foundational and transparent of the 

subject's essence, is displaced by a necessary exegesis of 

meaning, which must be conducted according to an inter- 

pretative system based on the relations inhering between 

the somatic and the psychical, and within a non-unified 

and dynamic psychical apparatus. 

To understand these relations which inform psycho- 

analytic technique, Freud's use of the concept 'instinct' 

must be made clear. 'Instinct' or 'drive' (a "dynamic 

process consisting in a pressure . which directs the 

9 organism towards an aim") whilst positing certain phyl- 

ogenetic elements of behaviour (see p. I29 ) is, for Freud, 

a relatively undetermined motive force or energy. Similar- 

ly, the - aim of the instinct (the discharge of unpliasur- 



able ,pressure or tension) and the associated with 

the achievement of its aim are variable and contingent: 

"... in itself an instinct is'without, quality, and, so far 
as mental life is concerned, is only to be regarded as a 

measure of the demand made upon ' the mind for work. "lo The 

source of an instinct is to be found in organic phenomena 

with a build up of energy or 'endosomatic excitations'; 

while the aim and object are established in the psychical 

apparatus which performs the work of transforming that 

quantity of energy by attaching it to signs - either 

perceptual-identities or thought-identities. This qualific- 

ation of quantities of energy i .  assigning qualities 

to energy) sets up associative links, within the psych- 

ical', between various somatic excitations and, to varying 

degree, stabilizes this energy. (The variation is in 

accord with the different processes and topographies of 

the psychical apparatus, to which we will return shortly.) 

Freud's theory rests therefore on the notion of a 

psychical ;epresentative of a physiological force, where 

the relation between these two is non-transparent, 

( 1  neither parallelistic nor causal"." That is, the psych- 

ical representative cannot be 'read off' as the direct 

expression of an instinct as 'in itself an instinct is 

without qualityq; the psychical is governed by its own 

mechanisms and specific laws. Nevertheless, psychical 

energy remains in the service of somatic forces as the 

apparatus of their 'cathexis ' or discharge. To understand 

the relation between psyche and soma Laplanche and 

Pontalis employ an analogy with the relation between a 



mandatdr and his delegate: 

. . . though in principle he is nothing more than the 
proxy of his mandator, the'delegate in such cases 
enters in practice into a new system of relation- 
ships which is liable to change his perspective and 
cause him to depart from the directives he has been 
given. l2 

So far we have spoken of the division and the 

relatively undetermined but inexorable relations between 

the psyche and the soma as 'the condition for Freud's 

theory of mind. Wl'thin the domain of the psychical the 

relations and divisions cohere between the unconscious, 

the conscious and the preconscious. The contents of the 

preconscious are knowledges and memories which are not 

given to immediate consciousness but, being separated from 

the unconscious by a censorship function which divides the 

psyche into the unconscious and the preconcious-conscious, 

are in principle accessible to the conscious and could 

pass over into it. 

The unconscious is that domain constituted as 

separate from the preconscious-conscious by an initial 

repression. Repression occurs when the particular psych- 

ical representative to which an instinct has cathected 

e ,  the object or image of the object associated with 

the pleasurable discharge of endosomatic energy at a 

Particular stage of development) is denied entry to the 

preconscious-conscious because the satisfaction of the 

instinct by that object would result in real harm to the 

bi~-~s~cholo~ical organism. The desire, stemming from endo- 

Somatic excitations and their registration in the psyche, 

is denied entry by the defence mechanisms of the pre- 



conscious-conscious, whose motive is to preserve the equil- 

ibrium of the organism by blocking the satisfaction of 

this particularly cathected instinct which, though pleasur- 

able in itself would, according to the contents of the 

conscious derived from the conditions of the external 

world, provoke 'unp1,easure because of the requirements of 

reality. The defence mechanisms guard the organism from 

being governed by its (e-g., the 

infant's unity with the mother) when they would conflict 

with the requirements of reality, or the - real 

of the conscious organism (e.g., the father's prohibitive 

presence). In order to preserve the equilibkium and integ- 

rity of the organism the force of the desire in the 

unconscious must be balanced by an equal force opposing it 

from the preconscious-conscious: this is established 

through an a.nti-cathexis, or counter-cathexis , in which 
the energy previously cathected to a particular unpleasur- 

able idea (say the father's presence) is withdrawn by the 

preconscious system and cathected to an idea, set of ideas 

or attitudes which takes the' place in the conscious that 

would otherwise become occupied by the unconscious desire. 

It is in this way that the psychical apparatus is regul- 

ated by the interaction of the and the 

, reality principle. 

Now it is this interaction that is at work in the 

formation of psycho-neurotic symptoms, dreams and para- 

Praxes. It is in these formations that the conflict of the 

principles governing the psychical system and the conflict 

of the associated agencies (ego, id, super-ego) are acces- 



sible to the psychoanalytic technique as the appearance of 

the unconscious in the conscious, But the unconscious can 

never appear directly in the conscious because of the 

censorship function or defence mechanisms regulated by the 

reality principle and which operate as a bar between the 

two domains. The only way that the unconscious wish can be 

actualized is by the transference of its intensity or 

energy, via the mechanisms of the primary process (the 

mental functioning specific to the unconscious), to an 

idea,already present in the preconscious. This is possible 

because 'the energy cathected from the source .of the 

instincts into a psychical representative relegated to the 

unconscious remains relatively 'free': the unconscious 

'idea' - an image stemming from the child's imaginary 

perceptions - is primarily the bearer of a quantity of 

intensity of energy rather than its qualification. However 

when an idea is permanently cathected by an instinct and 

relegated to the unconscious, 'fixation'occurs. Transfer- 

ence cannot proceed and the repeated blocking of the 

actualization of desire or discharge of tension that would 

otherwise occur in transference results in the formation 

of neuroses. Thus the job of analysis is to establish or 

facilitate a transference by retracing the path of the 

cathexis. 

Transference proceeds according to the mechanisms of 

the primary process which in dreams accounts for the 

-.. constant sliding of meaning. The mechanisms 
which are in operation here, according to Freud, are 
dis lacement, on the one hand, whereby an often 
*insignificant idea comes to be invested 
with all the psychical value, depth of meaning and 



intensity originally attributed to another one; and, 
on the other hand, condensation, a process which 
enables all the meanings in several chains of assoc- 
iation to converge on a single idea standing at 
their point of intersection.13 

A further mechanism of the primary process - called the 
considerations of representability - ties effects of 

meaning in a relation of substitutability for the primal 

scene, which is modified according to the mechanisms of 

condensation, displacement and elaboration. In the primal 

scene, the child witnesses the sexual relation of its 

mother and father, which sets in place the Oedipal 

complex. (That the 'primal scene' has an established place 

in a mechanism of the primary process, i.e., that it is 

held to be a cominon factor in childhood development, is 

accounted 'for by Freud's inclusion within' the contents of 

the unconscious not only what is repressed in the course 

of an individual's history, but .phylogenetic contents, 

i.e., pre-individual schemata that inform the subject's 

infantile sexual experience. This inclusion derives of 

course from the concept of 'instinct': however 'relatively 

undetermined' the aim and object of an instinct may be, 

the notion of instinct retains in some residual measure 

the sense of a behaviour pertaining to all individual 

members of a single species. This universalism is perhaps 

clear a'nd unremarkable - we all eat: what is to be 

remarked upon is the formulation of a 'universal behav- 

iour' as the relative condition for the fundamental 

Psychical formations that orient us as subjects, But this 

shall occupy us later. ) 



Through these mechanisms of the primary process uncon- 

scious wishes are recathected. to the contents of the 

preconscious that are known, in relation to their function 

in dreams, as 'the day's residues', These are particularly 

serviceabLe as objects of transference because 

By selecting these residues the dream deceives the 
censorship. Under the cover of their insignificant 
aspect, repressed contents are able to find expres- 
sion. 14 

This recathexis of unconscious material is further 

modified by a secondary revision - alternately termed 

'elaboration' or 'considerations of intelligibility'. This 

operation of the secondary process (the mental functioning 

of the preconscious-conscious) is directed at establishing 

thought-identities in place of the perceptual-identities 

of the primary process. Perceptual-identities are formed 

when the considerations of representability direct dis- 

placement and condensation towards pictorial substitutes 

as these allow the most immediate discharge of energy and 

satisfaction of the instinct. In contrast the secondary 

process is directed towards the postponement of satis- 

faction, the stabilization and binding of energy, the 

neutralization of the instincts to the degree that they 

have taken a form at variance with the requirements of 

reality. Secondary revision works on the results of dis- 
15 placement, condensation and considerations of represen- 

tability in order to fashion a comprehensible dream, 

rather than one which just bears the marks of the force of 

the unconscious wishes it masks. '!Thinking must concern 

itself with the connecting paths between ideas, without 

being led astray by the intensities of those ideas." l6 



Now , our general point was to consider Freud's re- 

working of the 'unconscious' and the 'conscious'. Concep- 

tualization, as in' the instance of secondary revision 

which "is to be seen at work especially when the subject 

is getting near to a waking state, and - a fortiori when he 
17 comes to recount his dream", modifies or qualifies a 

quantity of cathected instinctual energy, or unconscious 

desire: it inhibits the regulatory power of the pleasure 

principle. As such, consciousness, the continual and 

complex process of conceptualization, is talked of as 

'mastering' the instinctual. But in fact the consc,ious is 

governed by the unconscious precisely in its relation of 

'mastfery' of the unconscious. For that mastery takes the 

form of censorship and censorship, though it directs and 

decreases the motility of the cathected instinctual energy 

which forms the desire, by doing so ultimately provides 

the unconscious desire with a path to fulfilment (the 

dream). Conceptualization, in this representation, is an 

effect of the need to regulate the entry of unconscious 

forces into the conscious, the need to mediate between 

instinct and environment, and this censorship is set in 

18 play by a wish or desire. Consciousness and its economy 

rides on the back of the unconscious. So Freud can 

conclude : 

It is essential to abandon the overvaluation of the 
property of being conscious before it becomes 
possible to form any correct view of the origin of 
what is mental ... the unconscious must be assumed 
to be the general basis of psychical life. The 
unconscious is the larger sphere, which includes 
within it the smaller sphere of the conscious. Every- 
thing conscious has an unconscious preliminary 
stage; whereas what is unconscious may remain at 



that stage and nevertheless claim to be regarded as 
having the full value of a psychical process. The 
unconscious is the true psychical reality; in its 
innermost nature it is as much unknown to us a s  E 

7- Incom- 
as IS 

communlcatlons o F o G  - - 

By demonstrating that the unconscious is the 'true 

psychical reality' Freud's theory replaces the conscious 

subject, as principle of its own intelligibility and of 

the intelligibility of the products of consciousness, with 

a psychical apparatus whose mechanisms transform relations 

of force - ultimately instinctual in origin - into effects 
of meaning. That meaning is an effect of relations of 

force is the sense in which psychoanalysis can claim its 

status as a certain kind of materialism, 20 for, within 

psychoanalytic theory, "the term 'material ' . . . stress [es ] 
an essential aspect of the products originating in the 

unconscious - namely, their alien -quality as far as the 
conscious subject is ~oncerned".~~ 

A subject's speech or thought no longer functions as 

the subject's immediate proof of itself or expresses 

unproblematically that subject's intentions or memories 

but, as a collectibn of effects o f  meaning, will be 

deciphered in a psychoanalytic reading through the logic 

of desire as expressing relations of force according to 

the mechanisms of the primary and secondary processes. 

Crucially, psychoanalytic theory places between the 

knowing subject and its representations of itself a logic 

alien to the philosophically conceived knowledge-process, 

This logic displaces or rather decentres consciousness as 



the primary or sole condition of our self-knowledge or 

self-representations - our basis as subjects. It decentres 

the subject of knowledge in favour of the subject' of 

desire. To quote Lacan, 'I. . . desidero is the Freudian 

cogito". 22 

This de'centring has been treated as a new and more 

complete recognition of ' the subject ' deriving from a new 
recognition of its conditTons. That is, the theorization 

of the unconscious as a condition bearing on men's repres- 

entations of themselves and their world, more fundamental 

than consciousness, has been almost uniformly accepted as 

opening up a hitherto unexplored or misunderstood domain 

of knowledge. It is within this general acceptance of 

psychoanalytic theory as explanatory or expressive of a 

new domain of psychical reality that the theory has had 

divergent currencies. In the next two sections we can list 

some of these. 

One early reading of the potential. of psychoanalytic 

theory was in terms of its alleged structural analogy with 

dialectical materialism. With its introduction of a bio- 

logical base for consciousness and an insistence on the 

dynamic or historical character of the psyche, psycho- 

analysis constitutes a discourse which has been hailed as 

breaking with 'homo psychologicus as Marxism had broken 

23 with ' homo oeconomicus ' : it stresses, contrary to phil- 

Osophical, psychological and political representations of 



the harmonious functioning of the components within the 

whole, the antagonisms which threaten the whole with 

dissolution. As such it was recognized, for example by 

Wilhelm Reich, as an important supplement to revolutionary 

politics. In 1929 Reich was arguing the value of psycho- 

analytic theory within the Austrian Communist Party, 

stating in his- 

which was published in that year that, 

although "only a socialist .economy c'an provide a 
basis for the free development of intellect and 
sexualityq', none the less, psychoanalysis can and 
must play a revolutionary role in the spher.e of 
child education "as a psychological basis for social- 
ist education." 24 

And, as Andrew Collier points out in "Lacan, psycho- 

analysis and the left", in the early years of state 

Freud's colleague Sando Ferenczi became the first 
ever professor of psychoanalysis under the short- 
lived communist government of Hungary in 1919 ; 
Trotsky and some other leading Bolshviks [sic] defen- 
ded psychoanalysis in Russia. 

The early attempts at a Freudo-Marxist synthesis were 

discredited with the rapid spread of psychoanalysis within 

the U.S.A. and its integration into the medical institut- 

ion. By the 1940s the Soviet and the national communist 

Parties1 position on psychoanalysis had been determined as 

a denunciation of a reactionary ideology which, by re- 

adjusting people to the realities of life under 
1 
capitalismq, shored up a bourgeois society. The official 

reading of psychoanalysis was that it individualized and 

idealized what Marx had argued to be properly social and 

material relations: "Society does not consist of individ- 



uals, 'but expresses the sum of interrelations, the 

relations within which these individuals stand.ltZ6 It accom- 

plished this by rehabilitating "the units of political 

analysis . . . [in] their archaic dichotomous form - the 

irreducible One and his equally irreducible opposite 

number, the Many". 27 

Non-Marxist, predominantly American, commentaries on 

the extra-clinical implications of psychoanalytic theory 

found its value to lie in the conditions it provides for 

just such a 'rehabilitation' or renewed justification of a 

mode of political analysis in which the 'individual' and 

societ,y' are opposed such that political events and 

calculations are reduced to their alleged philosophical 

'foundations ' . The reinstatement of these 'archaic dichot- 
omous forms' is produced in readings of 'Freud' as falling 

firmly within 4 philosophical tradition. An exemplary 

reading of this type is Philipp Rieff's Freud: The Mind of 

the Moralist which explicitly instates the alleged condit- 

ions for the regular absence of significant political 

analysis. Freudianism, argues Rieff , gives us something 

that, unlike political knowledges, we cannot doubt; 

... where we now discount Marxism as idealism and 
ideology, as well as in its larger claims to being a 
universal science of society, we cannot do the same 
with *,Freudianism; even when we deny that it provides 
a master key to all social and ethical behaviour, we 
cannot disavow the magnitude of Freud's insight into 
what he termed 'human concerns'. 28 

And, through its theoretical insights and therapeutic 

Stratagems, 



Freudianism closes off the long-established quarrel 
of Western man with his own spirit. It marks the 
archaism of the classical legacy of political man, 
for the new man must live,beyond reason - reason 
having proved no adequate guide to his safe conduct 
through the meaningless experience of life . . . 
Finally, psychoanalysis marks the exhaustion of the 
liberal legacy represented historically in economic 
man, for now men must live with the knowledge that 
their dreams are by function optimistic and cannot 
be fulfilled. Aware at last that he is chronically 
ill, psychological man may nevertheless end the 
ancient quest of his predecessors for a healing 
doctrine. His experience with the latest one, 
Freud's, may finally teach him that every cure must 
expose him to new illness.2g 

The value of psychoanalysis is presented as instructing us 

in a modest but significant freedom: a freedom from the 

misguided optimisms and by nature inappropriate stratagems 

of all political forms and calculations. Reading Freud 

within the Stoic tradition, Rieff produces a quite 

explicit formulation of psychoanalysis' relations to 

politics. Psychoanalysis' currency as an expression of a 

foundational, though hard won existential truth - that is, 
that man is chronically ill - revivifies a cultural pessim- 
ism and its blanket interpretation of what it conceives a,s 

'the political'. 

An important instance of this articulation is .found 

in H.D. Lasswell's formulations of a psychodynamic person- 

ality theory for political science, which are presented 

in texts such as World Politics and Personal Insecurity 

(1963) and (19301, This 

Ps~~hoanalytically informed political science produces, 

for example, analyses of the appeal values of Marxist 

S~mbolism which rest on the proposition that ; 



... ' the whole of political science ... may be 
conceived . . . as the study of the extremely intric- 
ate ways in which 'private motives', arising in 
private lives and elaborated frequently into wholly 
unrealistic fantasies and reveries, become more or 
less unconsciously and irrationally displaced onto 
'public causes' and political and military crusades, 
and then adorned (after the fact) with sanctifying 
and moralistic rationalizations ... 30 

Such an analysis provides us with the popular critique of 

Marxism as the product of a racially insecure Jew external- 

izing his psychological weaknesses on to the en~ironment:~' 

Marx and Engels brought together an imposing system- 
atic body of material to justify the treatment of 
the existing order as threatened with imminent doom ... This picture of the reigning social order 
facilitates the projection by each individual of the 
weak, devalued aspects of the self upon the environ- 
ment. Schematically this projecting process may be 
stated so: 'I am weak but I want to be strong; the 
environment is really weak since it is ephemeral; it 
will be reformed to realize my wishes.' This lingual 
sequence does not unroll itself as a consecutive 
conscious process; but the psychoanalytic procedure 
is capable of revealing this structure ... 32 

Lasswell's work presents itself as functioning in the 

service of a representative democracy conceived as 'preven- 

tative politics', which presumably denotes a function 

analogous to psychical censorship which must regulate, at 

the best, unrealistic desires and, at the worst, dangerous 

instincts. This work is mentioned here because Lasswell ' s 

texts are widely used in behaviouralist political science 

departments and political biography courses. Its method of 

substituting for its alleged political object a psycho- 

analytic domain of criteria is therefore well circulated. 

This substitution proceeds on the assumption that polit- 

ical science and psychoanalysis are expressions of two 

facets of the same reality - 'the subject' or 'the human', 

- and on the principle that psychoanalysis theorizes the 



'truel'or £oundational psychical reality. 

This assumption of the status and function of psycho- 

analytic theory is the same as that in works such as 

Reuben Fine ' s which 

are perhaps more familiar in that they systematically omit 

mention of the politicality of psychoanalysis (the power- 

knowledge relations in which it is formed and which it 

reproduces 1 .  In this history Fine underlines the dominant 

currency of psychoanalysis as a fundamentally humanist 

theory, where 'humanism' is, in Andrew Collier's words, 

"the theory that interposes autonomous human subjects 

between the history that makes us and the history that we 

make . " 3 3  Fine reaffirms psychoanalysis as the unifying 

inheritor of the universal truth of 'the human' stating, 

"psychoanalysis is in a position to integrate everything 

that is known about mankind into one unified science. The 

barriers between the disciplines must fall. There is only 

one science of mankind." 34 Similarly, Ricoeur, whose 

project includes the re-equipping of a Catholic theology 

with an 'up to date' theory of subjectivity, writes, "what 

is at stake is the possibility of a philosophical anthro- 

which can take up the dialectic between conscious- 

ness and unconsciousness". 35 

As mentioned earlier, by the 1940s the official 

communist position on psychoanalysis was that it was incom- 

patible with dialectical materialism. There have been two 

major Marxist critiques of this position. Both rest on the 

argument that the implications of Freud's theory have been 



misrecognized, but both present quite distinct accounts of 

its 'correctly read' potential. - 

~hronologicall~, the first of the two critiques 

issued from the work of the Frankfurt Institute for Social 

Research, established in Germany in 1923, although it was 

not until after Max Horkheimer's appointment as Director 

in 1930 that the Institute began to incorporate work on 

psychoanalytic theory into its programme. The analyses of 

the Frankfurt School are still current in the journal 

Telos, and its position is usefully rehearsed there in R.  

Jacoby's "Negative Psychoanalysis and Marxism: Towards an 

Objective Theory of Subjectivity" . 36 

~ a c d b ~  argues that " . . . vulgar mechanical Marxism" 37 
can perceive psychoanalysis only in terms of the psycho- 

logism that is indeed its function within bourgeois 

society because of that Marxism's own sociologism - that 
is, "the reduction of individual concepts -to a dessicated 

notion of history and society". 38 Vulgar Marxism ' s mistake 
is allegedly to mis+recognize psychologism as the real 

theoretical implication of Freud's work and thus deny 

psychoanalysis any other role. By contrast, the critical 

social theory of the Frankfurt School argues that both 

psychologism and sociologism (which have led 'the bour- 

geois' to accept psychoanalysis and 'the socialist' to 

reject it) are misrecognitions and the result of popular- 

izations of psychoanalytic theory and its incorporation 

institutionalized medical practice. ''Both flatten-out 

a society-individual antagonism" 39 of which critical social 



theory 'recognizes Freud's psychoanalytic theory to be a 

true expression. Thus, "the weak link in Marxism was the 
40 

strong link in bourgeois society: sub jectivitytl. Without 

an adequate theory of subjectivity Western Marxism is 

unable to account for or struggle against the "perpetuat- 

ion of an obsolete social system: to be analyzed is why a 

revolutionary subject does not act or appearqq. 41 

From this, critical social theory argues for the 

necessity of a philosophical subjective dimension to revol- 

utionary theory and strategy, and for the importance of 

psychoanalytic theory in contributing to the critique of 

ideology, which is conceived as a manipulation attribut- 

able not to ' 'Beautiful Liesq but to the inversion of real 

circumstances 'as in a camera obscura' that must result 

from the historical life-process of men. Historical 

materialism explains this inversion in terms of the alien- 

ation and reification of men's productive capacities under 

the economic authority of class-society. Psychoanalytic 

theory is held to supplement this explanation of the 

historical life-process by attending to "the full, mediat- -- 
ions of the blind economic authority as it determined the 

institutional and personal relations within society. 'I 42 

The pivotal point of these mediations is embodied in 

the father as simultaneously a psychical representative of 

sexual instincts for the child and as a wage-earner - that 

is, a reflection of economic authority which is an inver- 

sion of essential human needs and capacities - and hence a 

dehumanized subject. The unconscious wishes of the child 



are thus harnessed to a figure of dehumanized authority, 

and its character established "thrsugh the repetitions of 

this cathexis (achieved in the Oedipal complex) that the 

initial satisfying cathexis facilitates. This 'character' 

enables the child and later adult to passively submit to 

conditions, within the family and class-society as a whole, 

which would otherwise provoke revolt. While these condit- 

ions .may be 'for what they are' (repressive 

of the individual's human needs and nature) they are 

perceived (according to the perceptual-identities sought 

in the primary process) in terms of the intensities of the 

desires . of which, through the displacements of the 

internal censorship-function, they are the masked fulfil- 

ment. Thus the experience of repression is bound, though 

distorted, to the force of unconscious desires. As Fromm 

puts it: 

Psychoanalysis can show that man's ideologies are 
the products of certain wishes, instinctual drives, 
interests, and needs, which themselves, in large 
measure, unconsciously find expression as rational- 
isations, i.e., as ideologies.43 

The elaboration of 'the critique of ideology in terms 

of a psychical censorship-function (of which the 'super- 

ego' is the major agency) has connections with Lasswell's 

use of psychoanalytic theory in the service of 'preven- 

tative politics'. For Lasswell, censorship is seen at the 

service of reason 'and reality, as the mechanism by which 

man's pre-social instincts are sublimated to allow the 

institution and maintenance of' a harmonious social 

Contract based on rational decision. For the Frankfurl: 

censorship is at the service of the irrational and 



the unjust, as the mechanism which manipulates the natural 

instincts of man to a complicity with a dehumanizing 

social system." For the ~rankfukt School psychoanalysis, 

by explaining the censorship function, explains the 

absence of interventionist politics and, what emerges as 

the same thing, the absence of a true subjectivity. The 

first step towards the conditions necessary for a true' 

subjectivity is the elucidation of the present alienation 

of individuals from these conditions. Jacoby says: 

Today there is 'no' subjectivity . . . Before the 
individual can exist, before it can become an indiv- 
idual, it must recognize to what extent it does not 
yet exist. It must shed the illusion of the indiv- 
idual before becoming one. Subjectivity must be 
brought to objectivity so it can be realizede4= 
... psychoanalysis refracted through Marxism ... 
turns negative, a study of remnants; it explores a 
subject whose~subjectivity has been administered out 
of existence. 

The remnants it studies compose the individual 'charac- 

ter', a form of dehumanization which is "a precipitation 

of the intersection of the individual psyche and 

and whose locus is the family in its authoritarian mode in 
48 class society. 

That a non-Marxist psychologistic political science 

concerned to maintain a 'preventative politics' is, on the 

point of the individual's insertion in particular polit- 

ical formations, only differentiated by a simple inversion 

from a critical social theory concerned with 'interven- 

tionist politics' would presumably be claimed by the 

latter as a validation of its concept of ideology as a 

distortion of real conditions through the psychical 

apparatus theorized by psychoanalysis. However, the two 



argument's are not related as a myth or ideology is to a 

philosophical truth, but in the,common practice of reading 

psychoanalytic theory as expressive of human nature and 

psychical reality. The distinction between the two is that 

Lasswell understands human nature as a universal while the 

Frankfurt School differentiates between an essential human 

nature and its alienated form under the commodity relat- 

ions of capitalist society. (Though the basis for the 

argued historical variations of a 'human nature' given in 

the Frankfurt's School's formula~ion of a 'historical 

materialist psychology' is problematic: see note 4 4 , )  

The Frankfurt School produces this differentiation by 

articulating psychoanalytic theory with the concept of a 

true, unrepressed human nature which takes the form, in 

political considerations, of a currently absent revolution- 

ary subject. It also puts the theory at the service of a 

political 'ontology' derived from this humanism: thus a 

social system which does not provide the conditions for 

the realization of this liberated human essence is 

'obsoleteq (p.140). Although unspoken in Jacoby's refer- 

ence, what this obsolescence stands in relation to is 

nothing but the 'consciousness' of the Frankfurt School. 

The perpetuation of this 'obsolete social system' is thus 

accomplished by the reproduction of a false consciousness 

as the psychically mediated distortion of our true selves 

(creative capacities and sexual instincts) and the repres- 

sion of any true apprehension of our current socio- 

Political conditions which has its foundation in that 

distortion. 



Psychoanalytic theory does not of its own produce the 

notion of ' false consciousness ' ,- except perhaps in relat- 
ion to psychoanalytic 'truth' whi.ch is contained in the 

tracing and explanation of the mechanisms by which cons- 

ciousness - is a modification and distortion (or ' falsif ic- 
ation') of unconscious desires; the theory does not 

differentiate between a true or false human nature because 

it proposes that process of modification as constitutive 

of 'the human'. Even if 'the true and the false' are 

thought in terms of 'the normal and the pathological', 

Freud is at pains to stress the radical similarity of the 

constitution of these conditions. It is when psycho- 

analytic theory is coupled with the Marxist humanism of 

the Frankfurt. School in its ideology-critique that it 

functions to formul-ate the mechanisms of ideology as false 

consciousness. 

111: Currency of Psychoanalysis as 
explanation of linguistic reality 

The second Marxist critique of 'the  eft's' dismissal 

of psychoanalysis as psychologistic also used ~reud's 

theory to supplement a theory of ideology but, unlike the 

Frankfurt School, did not formulate ideology as 'false 

consciousnessq nor put its critique of ideology at the 

Service of a liberatory politics. This articulation of 

Psychoanalytic theory and a structuralist, anti-humanist 

Marxism was initiated in Louis ~lthusser 's article, "Freud 

and Lacan" (La Nouvelle Critique 1964, New Left Review 

lg69), in which he produced a reading of psychoanalytic 

theory which laid the grounds for it becoming "Of partic- 



ular concern for all investigations into ideology1'. 49 Its 

value as an explication of the central mechanism of ideol- 

ogy was further established in Althusser's "Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investig- 

ation " . 50 

This reading of the work of Jacques Lacan, who had 

begun his work in the '30's "under the influence of 

Husserlian phenomenology and Heideggerian exi~tentialism",~ 

into the domain of Marxist critique of ideology, became 

the basis for a body of work revising .and developing 

theories of cultural production (especially film theory) 

in terms of its ideological function and conditions. 

Initially this work circulated mainly within France in 

publications such as Tel Quel and Cahiers du Cinema, but 

in the '70's gained a minor but significant currency in 

English speaking institutions via the translations and 

pursual 05 these reworkings in the journal Screen and in 

the work of some university centres and departments such 

as sections of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies at Birmingham University. In the United States the 

work emerged mainly in the journals Yale French Studies, 

the shortlived Yale Italian Studies, camera obscura, Semio- 

rext$(e), and in Canada, ~ind-Tracts. Althusserls reading 

of Lacan .also provided an articulation of psychoanalytic 

theory that made possible a reappraisal of an earlier 

feminism's (e.g., the work of Greer and Figes)" outright 

dismissal of psychoanalysis on the grounds of the bio- 

logical determinism by which psychoanalysis allegedly 

Secured woman's oppression as her natural condition. 



Juliet ,Mitchell ' s (19751, by 

reproducing an Althusserian reading of the social format- 

ion (see p. 153 ) and thereby' arguing a domain for the 

Lacanian theory of the cultural acquisition of sexual 

identity that was 'relatively autonomous' from the econ- 

omic organization of women's oppression, 

opened the way programmatically within a section of 
the Women's Movement for an inclusion of the categor- 
ies of Freudian psychoanalysis in the investigation 
of the functioning of sexual ideology.% 

Other work within this articulation of feminism- 

psychoanalysis includes Kristeva's formulation of the 

bases for a Marxist-feminist aesthetic and political 

pra~tice,~" and Irigaray's reworking of psychoanalytic 

theory in opposition to its inherent phallocentrism. 55 

The above paragraph groups together a large number of 

theoretical writings with quite diverse concerns, objects 

and strategies. Their value is by no means determined 

solely by their particular articulations of psychoanalytic 

theory nor by their adherence to the Althusserian problem- 

atic. But insofar as they can support this common classif- 

ication it is by the intersection of those concerns, 

objects and strategies within the overlapping theories of 

subjectivity, language and ideology, all of which are 

immanently and productively related in the reading of 

psychoanalytic theory produced in Althusser's "Freud and 

Lacan" and "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses". 

An examination of the argument presented in these essays 

as a theoretical condition56 for this diverse body of work 

can demonstrate this latest currency of psychoanalytic 

theory. 



Like, the Frankfurt School Althusser presents the 

history of psychoanalysis in terms of a "fantastic ideolog- 

ical exploitation whose object and victim psycho-analysis 
57 has been". But while the Frankfurt School located the 

'true value' of psychoanalytic theory in its supplemen- 

tation of the 'necessary' philosophical subjective 

dimension of its social theory, Althusser reads its value 

as inhering in its status as a science. That psychoanal- 

ysis is a science in its own right - a point which is 
often disputed - is claimed by Lacan and endorsed by 

Althusser on the grounds that it has "a theory and a 

technique (method) that makes possible the knowledge and 

transformation of its object in a specific practice", 58 

and, beyond these structural criteria, has produced a new 

and distinct object, the unconscious. The specificity of 

the unconscious to its theory is important to the differ- 

ence between the Frankfurt School and 'Althusser's anti- 

humanist Marxism. Althusser diagnoses the misrecognitions 

of psychoanalysis and its 'fall9 into ideology as the 

incorporations of the unconscious into a biology, 

psychology and sociology that simply extend the domain of 

their objects. In so far as the Frankfurt School treats 

the unconscious as the expression of a further dimension 

' o f  their philosophical concept of human nature its work 

represents a similar 'misrecognition' of psychoanalytic 

theory under the rubric of a humanist social theory whose 

ultimate reliance on the concept of an essential subject 

Althusser takes as a central object of critique. 59 



SO the first condition for a scientific reading of 

Freudian theory is a rejection+of the ideological consump- 

tion of psychoanalysis. This consists not simply of a 

rejection of the various forms of ttbio-psycho-sociological 
60 revisionism", but also of the related emphasis on 'the 

cure' which is found in the ego-psychology, Gestalt- 

psychology and analysis of defences that have predominated 

in American psychoanalytic practices. Althusser tells us, 

As in every authentically constituted science, the 
practice is not the absolute of the science but a 
theoretically subordinate moment ... analytical 
practice ( the cure 1 . . does not contain the secrets 
of psycho-analysis. 

These secrets, it is argued, are only accessible through 

the of psychoanalysis. (This insistence bears 

consequences which will become pertinent in our appraisal 

of 'the Althusserian project.) 

The second condition is a work of epistemological 

elucidation made necessary by the imputation of Freud's 

own misrecognition of the unconscious. This misrecognition 

- where recognition is not the activity of an autonomous 
consciousness but determined by the available problematic 

(see p.12) - is a function of Freud having to borrow 

conceptual terminology from other knowledges to specify 

his new object. This terminology was a legacy of the 

philosophy, thermodynamic physics, political economy and 

biology current at the time. Thus the unconscious was 

thought by Freud as the registration of the biological 

Organism's natural instincts through the principles of a 

thermodynamic physics, and situated as the foundational 



condition of the traditional philosophically conceived 

knowledge-process within a dynamic and conflictual psych- 

ical economy. Freudian theory does not therefore dismantle 

the philosophical subject but finds its allegedly more 

fundamental condition in the field of natural instincts. 

What is problematized is only the facilitations of those 

instincts, and the origins of the contents of the know- 

ledge-process, through a consideration of the structures 

of the psychical apparatus. 

Therefore, to formulate the unconscious what 

is required, writes Althusser , is an elucidation .of "the 
true relation between these [Freud's] 

concepts and their thought content"." For Althusser , this 
is precisely what Lacan produces in a symptomatic reading 

of 'Freud', by formulating the underpinning linguistic 

theory that is present in the form of 'symptoms' in 

Freud's writings (e.g., the form of the parapraxes and the 

insistence on the contents of the unconscious consisting 

of signs and registrations, and in the pre-conscious, of 

word-presentations) but hidden by the problematics 

(biology etc.) in which Freud worked. 

The value of Lacan's rereading of Freud is that it 

does not simply decentre the philosophical subject to the 

subject of desire (which can ultimately be traced to the 

domain of instincts), but, by articulating it on the field 

of language, dissolves it into a locus of effects, (In 

fact, it is through the reworking of the concept of desire 

On the basis of a structural analogy with language that 



the subject is shown to be an effect. 1 While Freud demon- 

strated the subject as, in essence, alienated from itself, 

Lacan rewrote the subject as, in essence, alienation: that 

is, the subject is a site within language defined by the 

techniques of displacement that constitute language, 

rather than being defined by a distortion of its 'true' 

nature (the alienation or 'normalization' of its 

instincts 1 .  As such, Lacanian . theory completed what Freud 

had begun - the shift of the subject from its place as a 
foundational condition in the field of ~onsciousness. 

While Freud had argued a systemic schema of investigation 
. . 

of the underlying cbnditions of a subject's thoughts, 

Lacan transposed the investigation to the field of speech 

and the subject's constitution within that field.. It was 

this achievement that made Lacan ' s account of the subject 
available to the ~lthusserian formulation of ideology, 

The Althusserian formulation rejects the concept of 

63 ideology as 'false consciousness'. The concept of false 

~onsciousness rests on a theory of knowledge as a relation 

of consciousness in which a subject corresponds to, or 

experiences, an object. False consciousness is thus attrib- 

uted to a subject/object disunity. This is said to be 

caused either by a defect in the subject of ,knowledge such 

that the subject falsely recognizes the real which is, in 

Principle, knowable. For example, when a Freudian theory 

of consciousness is used to clarify the workings of 

ideology it uncovers the disruptive insistence of the 

la conscious in the cognitive capacities of the subject; 

external perceptions can be traced to the distorted 



content bf internal perceptions which have been suppres- 

sed. Or, false consciousness may. be said to flow from the 

object of knowledge, which produces its own misrecognition 

in the subject by possessing or generating an 'appearance' 

which leaves its 'essence1 impenetrable to the subject ' s 
recognition. In both these cases false consciousness is 

explained in terms of the failure of two philosphically 

conceived domains (subject and object of knowledge) to 

correspond. 

However, in (pre-Althusserian) Marxist analyses false 

consciousness is explained as -a distorted expression in 

consciousness of the material relations between a social 

subject and an object, where that object is social 

reality, The social subject does not occupy a philosophic- 

al space from which the world is present to its pre-given 

consciousness, but a determinate place in real social 

relations ascribed by those relations, that is, by the 

mode of production. 'The social or, more specifically, 

class subject s consciousness is an of its 

place in those real social relations which is necessarily 

distorted because of the contradictions that exist in 

those relations. It is distorted because, being an expres- 

sion of the subject's location within those contra- 

dictions, consciousness can either represent only a 

Partial 'view' of the whole system of production, and is 

therefore false because it fails to grasp that that 'view' 

Only exists within the relations of the social totality, 

OT it represents its particular conditions - as the social 

and thus falsely unifies e .  , unifies only 



ideally), under one class position, the real contra- 

dictions that continue to comprise the social totality. 

While this second account of false consc~iousness does 

not rest on an assumption of the pre-ordained nature of 

the subject and object of knowledge but introduces a 
64 

notion of history - of historical materialism - it 

maintains the concept of knowledge as the experience of a 

subject. The subject's consciousness is an effect of its 

experience of its position in the real (which is the 

totality of relations saturated by the commodity form of 

production), such that its ideology can be 'read off' from 

its class position. 

Althusser critiques this concept of knowledge by re- 

defining con,sciousness - which had been thought as a pure 

expression of the subject's experience of its relation to 

its real conditions of existence e of its experience 

of its place in the social totality) - as consisting of 

representations (material ideas) which are determined by a 

specific problematic, that is, a set of material elements 

organized to provide the horizon of concepts. These repres- 

entations are not an effect of a given subject's exper- 

ience of the real but are what secure the subject in a 

determinate relation to its real conditions of existence: 

they have effects . These representations constitute an - 
ideology because they secure the subject in an imaginary 

relation to its real conditions of existence,65 that is, a 

relation closed off ' to the totality of the real condit- 

ions of existence.. This 'imaginary' relation is - not a 



false' : relation because it does not have an origin in 

'Beautiful Lies' or a subject's. imagination or phantasies, 

but designates a structure and' its effects which do not 

simply mask but are constitutive of all social practices. 
66 

As Hirst puts it, "Ideology ... is not illusion, it is not 
falsity, because how can something which has effects be 

false?" 67 Ideology is a representation of the 'Imaginary', 

which is a stage in the formation of the concrete individ- 

ual as a subject of knowledge - that is, one who believes 
slhe can directly experience or know the real. 

Althusser describes this formation of the subject, 
68 the structure of all ideology, as the hailing or interpel- 

lation of concrete individuals as concrete subjects, and 

discusses the manifestation of this interpellation as the 

insertion of subjects into 'Ideological State Appar- 

atuses'. These apparatuses are the real material institut- 

ions and practices in which are embodied the objective 

systematized representations of social relations, and are 

theorized within Althusser's re-working of the Marxist 

notion of 'society'. Traditionally, the social whole had 

been formulated as composed of a real, determinant infra- 

structure or economic base which was expressed in the 

superstructural instances of law, state and ideology. 

Althusser critiques this expressive relation of base to 

superstructure and the economism it produces by raising 

the question of the reproduction of the relations of 

Production (class relations) which previously had been 

considered as issuing from the mode of production itself. 

He then argues that the reproduction of the relations of 



production are in fact secured by the legal-political and 

ideological superstructure; that is, that these super- 

structural forms have an effectivity in their own right, 

or a relative autonomy from, and determinate effect on, 

the base, although in the last instance they are deter- 

mined by the economic. The Ideological State Apparatuses 

are diverse realities, 

- the religious ISA (the system of the different 
Churches), 

- the educational ISA (the system of the different 
public and private 'Schools'), 

- the family ISA, 
- the legal ISA, 
- the political ISA (the political system, including 
the different Parties), 

- the trade-union ISA, 
- the communications ISA (press, radio and television, 
etc. 1, 

- the cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports, etc.), 69 

but are united by their common function: the reproduction 

of the relations of production, that is, of capitalist 

relations of exploitation. The theorization of the ISA's 

marks off Althusser ' s theory of ideology from ~ukgcs ' 
historicist con~eption'~ and from the humanism of the 

Frankfurt School ' s ideology-critique. It secures a spec- 

ific effectivity for ideologies, and demonstrates that 

they are legitimate sites of political struggle and not 

simply the epiphenomena of battles fought at a more 

'fundamental ' level. In other words, it marks Althusser ' s 
insistence that ideology has a material existence, that 

is, that the ideology of a subject 

is material in that his ideas are his material - -  
actions inserted - into maxri-prctices governed b~ 



the 
fhe - 

-- 

However, as well as arguing the function of inter- 

pellation as the insertion of subjects into specific 

ideologies, Althusser presents interpellation as the 

mechanism of ideology in general. "The existence of ideol- 

ogy and the hailing or interpellation of individuals as 

subjects are one and the same thing." 72 Althusser describes 

the process of interpellation in terms of the positioning 

of individuals in a mirror-structure or 'Imaginary' - 

Lacanian terms - in which an individual's recognition (his 
form of consciousness) takes on the effect of subjectivity 

by recognizing itself in the hailing by, or in the reflec- 

tion of, an autonomous, omniscient Subject which is 

imaginary because it only exists (as - Subject) in the 

recognition of the subject. The effect 05 subjectivity can 

be described in terms of the ambiguity of the term: that 

it indicates both a state of subject-ion and an apparent 

Subject-hood or autonomy. Good subjects subject them- 

selves. Althusser concludes, 

the individual is 

actions of his subjec- 

What should be noted here is that by borrowing the 

Lacanian concept of the Imaginary to make his account of 

interpellation, Althusser articulates the Lacanian account 

of the subject with his theory of ideology at the point of 



that :theory's formulation of the constitution of the 

subject as the pivot of - all ideologies. It is this artic- 

ulation - the Lacanian account's productivity for a 

theory of ideology - that has been taken up and 
extended in adjacent work (pp.145). 

Now-the Althusserian account of the constitution of 

the subject by interpellation is schematic. However, even 

as it stands, the Althusserian account differs from the 

Lacanian account. It has been arguedn that Althusser's is 

a misreading of Lacanian theory and the adjacent work we 

have indicated has often proceeded by supplementing the 

Althusserian theory of ideology with correct Lacanian 

readings. Whether we treat Althusser's account of the 

formation of the subject as a misreading or not, the - 
demonstrable differences between the two accounts raise 

some important questions about the terrain of investig- 

ation of both. To indicate these differences, an outline 

of the Lacaqian account is necessary, 

The Lacanian account of the formation of the subject, 

which is said , to occur in language, begins at a point 

Prior to the subject's actual articulation in language. It 

describes an anticipated moment .of entry, a coming into 

being of an (apparent) fixed point of utterance (subject 

.!@ subject) from a point of (apparent) absence of 

language ( subject infans : 'infans' = without 

language). The account begins ('begins' in the sense of 

t he  yet-to-be subject Is chronology) not at the point of 

t h e  child's physical birth - the conventional moment in 



genesis stories of a subject's irruption into 'Being' - 

but by describing a neo-natal, state whose features have 

yet to be transformed into that immediacy. By this defer- 

ral 'Being', as an epistemological concept structuring 

man's experience, functions not as a premise which insists 

unaccountably in the social, but as a formation falling 
7 

within the theory's jurisdiction. 

For about the first year after its birth the 'infans' 

is not simply 'child' but tle-corps-morcel~' - that is, 

the 'body in pieces'. This corresponds with Lacan's formul- 

ation real specific - of birth in a 

phenomenon he finds recognized by embryologists as a stage 

of body development called 'foetalization'. 

During this period the infant is marked by its anatom- . 
ical incompleteness, "a certain dehiscence at the heart of 

the organism, a primordial Discord betrayed by the signs 

of uneasiness and motor unco-ordination" . 76 As st ill 

foetus, with its body in fragments, the infant remains 

undifferentiated to itself; it cannot see itself; it 'is' 

an entity only for others. It lacks a space and an image 

of its own from which to initiate a relation between 

itself as individuated organism and its reality. So though 

already born into a social milieu, the infant remains 

exterior to the temporal, spatial, social dialectic. It 

Suffers a double insufficiency of identity and social 

Situation, 

This lack is overcome by the advent of the mirror 

Stage - a "startling ~pectacle"~ - when, held up to a 



mirror, the infant assumes its specular image. Or when, 

without this aid, it takes the image of its mother or 

another child or person to be its own, anticipating from 

the total body form of the other the maturation of its own 

powers. Through the apparatus of the mirror/vision the 

infant's body is returned to it unitary and localized in 

time and space for the first time, and the infant - or 
what we can now call the specular I - takes itself to - be 

that image or body. As Jacqueline Rose puts it, "the 

subject sees itself ,as a whole .only by being placed 

elsewhere".78 By doing so, it has acceded to that state of 

immediacy or being-for-.itself deferred by its 'premature1 

birth. 

This state of immediacy, presence, or plenitude is 

also described as a dual relationship between mother and 

child, in which the object of the child's desire is to - be 

the desired object of the mother. The child's desire is to 

be everything for the mother, to be the complement of her 

lack, that is, to bethe phallus. - 

At this stage of 'primary narcissism', the subject as 

specular I, while able "to postulate objects of permanence 

and identity in the world", 79 is not a subject in its own 

right. It has confused itself with the object of desire of 

the (mlother, and as that object (the mother's phallus) is 

lacking, the infans, in relation to the mother and father 

(he who has the object of the mother's desire) is a lack, - 
a space between the parents. Irigaray formulates this in 

terms of the infans' designation as an 'it' in the dial- 



ogue of the parents which proceeds in terms of 'you' and 

'1/rne1'O - that is, as a being as yet without a name or 

identity, despite the infans' belief that it has found its 

identity in the other, 

In other words, in relation to the relationship of 

the mother and father, to the family and, by extension, in 

relation to the general order of 'Culture' which could be 

described as an order formed by the organizing and admin- 

istering of identities, the identity lived in the state of 

immediacy engendered by the mirror-phase is a fiction. The 

infant taking the image of itself or another to - be its 

self is a mistaking. - The image is not immediate to it but 

distanced, inverted (the mirror) and belonging to another 

(mother, another child). 

Yet it is only in relation to the field of Culture 

or, as Lacan names it, the 'Symbolic' - the domain of the 

symbol, whose condition is that it is different from that 

which it represents - that the Imaginary can be said to be 
a fiction. For the mirror-phase has a truth in that it has 

effects: the child's identification with its image (albeit 

a misrecognition) establishes the form or trajectory of 

the Ideal-I or ego. "This form . . . the Ideal-I . . . 
situates the agency of the ego, before its social determin- 

ation, in a fictional direction, which will always remain 

81 irreducible for the individual". Thus the misrecogni tion 

insists in the later development of the subject, as a real 

event in its proper domain and time - that is, in the 

Imaginary - and which has effects in the Symbolic even 



though 'the misrecognition can only be rejoined there 

"asymptotically". The misrecognition cannot be fully 

regained in the ~~mbolic" because of the subject's "discor- 

dance with his own reality",* which is an effect of the 

which the subject subject 

(subject of sense as opposed to subject of existence or 

ego1 is actually produced. Lemaire concisely summarizes 

Lacan's concept: 

The (from the German = split) is the 
divi being revealed in analysis between 
the self, the innermost part of the psyche, and the 
subject ,of conscious discourse, behaviour and 
culture . 

This splitting marks the child's entry into the Symbolic. 

Prior to this it is regi.stered there only through its 

parents: only the parents can represent the infans. The 

infans imagines it represents itself, but in fact mis- 

represents itself as the other. That this is a misrepresen- - 
tation, and an effective misrepresentation is determined 

by the Imaginary's relative autonomy from, determinate 

effect on, but ultimate determination by, the Symbolic. 

The Imaginary is situated as a relatively autonomous stage 

within a symbolic matrix. In its autonomy the Imaginary 

produces in the subject gua ego a recognition of the ego's 

autonomy, presence, immediacy, auto-genesis; relative to 

the Symbolic, whatever is produced in the Imaginary is a 

misrecognition. It is in its relation to the Symbolic that 

the Imaginary provides the precondition for the alienation 

of the subject, which, it should be emphasized, is the 

condition of existence of the subject: the subject is 

"alienateEd] ... - in the primary identification that forms 

the ego idpal". 



~ h k  splitting of the subjectB7 that results in the 

formation of the social I dates from the deflection of the 

specular I into the dimension of the Symbolic - the 

topography proper to language. It stands therefore as the 

moment of entry into language structured as mediate and as 

that which "should be articulatedwa8 (we shall return to 

this later): it is the moment "that decisively tips the 

whole of human knowledge into mediatization" .m This def lec- 

tion of the maturation of the child occurs through the 

cultural mediation of the Oedipal conflict, which defines 

the end of the mirror phase. This conflict is a crystalliz- 

ation of the ambiguity of the infans position relative to 

the Imaginary and to the ~yrnbolic. The initial stage of 

child-mother fusion laid down in the Imaginary is the 

precondition for the Oedipal drama. Into this one-to-one 

relation, the father, possessor of the phallus (not a 

biological organ, but "in the evanescence of its erection 

- the - excellence - -  of the impossible - iden- 

t i t y " )  , introduces a third term. His intervention sunders 

the mother-child union: as the true possessor of the 

phallus the father deprives the mother of her Imaginary 

phallus (the infans) and deprives the infans of the object 

of its desire (to be the phallus). "His attitude . . . could - 
be translated as a .double commandment: thou shalt not 

sleep with thy mother and, to the mother: thou shalt not 

reappropriate thy These interdictions mark the 

child's encounter with the force of heterogeneity, its 

introduction to the Law (in its cultural form of the 

Prohibition of incest) and to the power mobilized by 



representation (because these interdictions are only eff ec- 

tive if the father has the signifier, and can represent 

himself in the field of desire). In other words, the 

father's power resides in his occupying the site of the 

Symbolic Father, The Symbolic Father need not be the 

child's biological father because "The - father - is present 

only his law which is - -9 - - --- and only in so far 

as his - -  is recognized the mother does it take on - 7 ---- 
the value of Law."92 - -- 

If the father is not recognized by the mother as 

having this function, then the child will remain subject- 

ed to the mother, that is, will continue to - be or to 

identify with the phallus. But a successful resolution of 

the Oedipal drama results in the child's identification 

with the father, as he who - has the phallus. Through this 

identification the child passes from the register of 

'being' to that of 'having', from Imaginary to Symbolic, 

from an inability to represent, name or correctly identify 

itself - precisely, an inability to grasp the function of 

naming - to having a substitute or representative of 

itself by which it is able to enter the circuit of 

linguistic'and therefore social exchange. 

But this liberation of the infans from its complete 

subjection to the mother, which is the birth of the 

subject in its own right or its 'humanization', and its 

simultaneous taking up of a place in the family and in 

culture, is only won by the child at the cost of losing 

its initial imaginary plenitude as the object of the 

mother's desire, that is, at the cost of a splitting or 



separation from the lived experience of - its desire, a 

separation which Lacan names a symbolic castration because 

its desire took the form of being the phallus. 

When the Symbolic Father issues his interdictions and 

introduces a third term into the mother-child relation, he 

reveals the lack (castration) of the mother and thereby 

symbolically castrates the child, who has been the phallus 

to the mother. (That it is a castration should in 

no way be read as a dilution of its traumatic effect: the 

subject is only in the domain of the symbol.) The child is 

forced to assume his 'lack of being', and it is in this 
. . 

way that the child accepts the Law in the form of limit- 

ation. In other words, the child's shift .from the register 

of 'beingq to 6having' is also to the register of 'not 

having': the child as subject is s/he who - has or does not - 
have - the phallus. 

By identifying with the Symbolic Father - that is, by 
assuming that which 'stands forq the Father (presented 

variously as the 'Name of the Fatherq, the 'paternal 

metaphor or his insignia, the phallus) - the child is able 
to name its desire and so to demand it. But as its desire - 
has been established as a desire for union with the mother 

or, in other words, for the phallus, the child, by assum- 

ing the capacity to name its desire, loses the object of 

its desire through the price of symbolic castration that 

it must pay for that capacity. Thus the subject can only 

demand .its desire at the cost of alienating its satisfac- 

tion, of seeing its object slip away in its naming. This 



irreducibility of desire to demand is also its eternaliz- 

ation. The phallus, as the object of the child's desire, 

is pushed into the unconscious which is "neither being, 

nor non-being, but the ~nrealized".~~ Lacan also writes, 

"In my reference to the unconscious, I am dealing with the 

relation . . . to the phallus, in as much as it is 
in the real. that might be attained in the sexual --- 
It is the fundamental non-realization or non-satisfaction 

of desire, the lack of the desired object, that maintains 

desire, and with it, maintains or 'infinitizes' the sub- 

ject in a continua1 return from its alienation. in the 

field of the other which is the condition of its 

appearance. 

In the terms of desire, the alienation in the field 

of the other can be understood as constituted in the 

Imaginary in as .much as the desire that the infans takes 

to be its own is actually the subjection of the infans to 

95 the desire, alienated in demand, of the (m1Othe-r. The 

infans far from being the subject and controller of its 
-9 

desire, exists as an object and a meaning for the other. 

It is only insofar as the desire of the child is separated 

from that of the other through, for instance, the split- 

ting accomplished by the Oedipal complex (the assumption 

of the paternal metaphor and the loss of the desired 

object), that the subject is instituted in the gap opened 

Up between the mother's desire and the child's existence 

as object of that desire. It is thus the subject's relat- 

ion of lack to the object of that desire (which it has 

taken for its own) that sustains it in difference, that 

is, as subject. 



As ,a result of the conditions of its formation the 

subject exists as a dialectic. an the one hand, "it is 

Other that he desires'' 96 and while this alienating but 

constitutive direction is followed the subject, in as much 

as it - is meaning (desire for recognition of the Other) or 

object (desire for desire of the Other) for the Other, 

'fades' as subject. This is the sense of the Lacanian 

formulation that in intersub jective relations ". . . desire 
ultimately seeks the annihilation of the other as an 

97. independent subject (or of oneself 1". But because of the 

cultural mediatization that splits the subject off from 

the lasting achievement of the object of its desire, the 

subject reappears as that lack which it is, or which 

defines it as a site. Lacan describes this dialectic by 

saying that "when the subject appears somewhere as 

meaning, he is manifested elsewhere as 'fading', as 

disappearan~e".~~ And, "There is no subject without, some- 

where, [disappearance] of the subject, and it is 

in this alienation, .in this fundamental division, that the 

dialectic of the subject is establi~hed."~~ 

This is a statement of the essential division of the 

subject, This division is synonymous with the formation of 

the subject in the splitting that makes the subject appear 

as lack -, that is, as 'wanting', or desiring. 

The subject is therefore not to be looked for in 'the 

Real' because the Real, as defined by Lacan is "The lack 

of the la~k~'.'~~ The subject is, on the contrary, formed by 

being forced to assume its 'lack of beingq according to 



the fundamental humanizing fact of the prohibition of the 

Imaginary plenitude, experienced in the subject ' s captat- 
ion in the other, by the Law that separates Culture from 

Nature. Far from existing in the Real, ". . . the structure 
of the subject [is] discontinuity in the realq1, lo' and 

exists in that which is defined by, and articulated on, a 

principle of discontinuity or division - the unconscious. 

The unconscidus "is situated at that point, where, 

between cause and that which it affects, 'there is always 

something wrong.q1102 This 'something wrong' is what marks 

and makes the subject. The subject is 'wounded' at its 

inception but this castration, of which it lives in ignor- 

ance, is the price of its humanity and the lack that 

allows its withdrawal from the Real to the domain of 

knowledge (true and false) that the Imaginary and the 

Symbolic represent. The price of humanity, or subjectiv- 

ity, is therefore its essence: "all discourse has its 

effect through the unconsciousqv. 103 

It should be clear that, for Lacan, the unconscious 

is not an individual, intrapsychic entity but trans- 

individual : 

The unconscious is that part of the concrete dis- 
course [of the subject], in so far as it is trans- 
individual, that is not at the disposal of the 
sub jec't in re-establishing the continuity of his 
conscious discourse. l* 

It is not at the disposal of the subject because the 

division of the subject is not to be located within the 

Subject (as if it were an entity with a divided interior) : 

the subject as a locus of effects is formed - in the 



division designated by the term 'unconscious'. Though the 

unconscious is at times inscribed within the genesis of 

the subject as the lack of being instituted in the sym- 

bolic castration or primary repression of the lived exper- 

ience of the child's desire, this 'genesis' is anchored as 

a moment in a structure pre-existing the subject by the 

fact that the structure of the unconscious has for its 

form the structure of that which presides from the start 

at the formation of that fictional lived experience, that 

is, the signifier. 

In order to pursue Lacan's theory in terms of this 

structural differentiation of the unconscious from a field 

of instincts, which marks it off from Freudian theory, it 

is necessary to consider the signifier as the locus of the 

play of presence and absence in which the subject appears 

and fades, and in doing so, pursues its slender but 

stubborn existence. 

Lacan views the unconscious as an object that was 

recognized by Freud, but better formulated by Saussurean 

linguistics; that is, that Freud's formulation of the 

unconscious as the field of instincts can be seen from the 

light of linguistics as a mis-recognition through the - 
Operation of the signifier, The attention to the signifier 

is introduced in the Lacanian emphasis on the analysand's 

Speech as the proper object of analysis and on the correct 

analytic technique (or reading practice) appropriate to 

this object. A Lacanian analysis distinguishes itself from 



the work of the American and British schools of psycho- 

analysis and their characteristic analysis of defences 

which, it is argued, mis-take their proper text - the 

subject's speech - and the mechanisms vital to the 

readings of that text. Lacan characte,rizes this mistake in 

the following way: 

if the psychoanalyst is not aware that this is how 
the function of speech operates . . . he will come to 
analyse the subject 's behaviour in order to find in 
it what the subject is not saying. 105 

The reading or analysis thus produced functions as a 

formulaic gloss of the patient's speech which can serve as 

premise for the normalizing cure. 

In Lacanian terms this psychoanalysis has not "proper- 

ly subverted"lo6 the question of the subject. That is, it 

has not redirected that question through the signifier. 

This is the "trick of the Freudian conver~ion"'~~that Lacan 

restores as central to psychoanalysis by asking, 

Is the place that I occupy as the subject of a 
signfier concentric or excentric, in relation to the 
place I occupy as subject of the signified? - that 
is the question. 
It is not a question of knowing whether I speak of 
myself in a way that conforms to what I am, but 
rather of knowing whether I am the same as that of 
which I speak. 108 

In the Lacanian problematic it is not that the speech 

expresses the subject, but that the subject is immanent to 

its speech. This is not an immanence to speech as immed- 

iate phenomena, a gesture of the subject. It is through 

the agency of the signifier that the relation between 

Subject (site of an analysis) and speech (text) is made. 



And ittis through its presentation of the signifier as the 

condition of representation that the Lacanian problematic 

claims its truth-value. The principle of the Lacanian 

reading's immanence to its text, the guarantee of that 

reading's authority, is the knowledge of the signifier. It 

is through the agency of the signifier that Lacan subverts 

the philosophical figure of the subject. 

The concept of the signifier is presented in the 

Lacanian texts as it is ' generated in. the Saussurean 

notation or algorithm of signifierlsignified, but with 

certain transformations that are conditional for Lacan's 

account of the sub jeet . 
Saussurean or structuralist linguistics orders speech 

acts into (the system of language) and parole (the 

individual acts of realization or manifestation of that 

system). Together, langue and parole make up the st'ructure 

of language. The elements of that structure are signs, and 

the 'Saussurean revolution' consists in-detaching the sign 

from its referent in the natural world (which includes the 

subject as a pre-constituted universal), so that the 

meaning of the sign is not bestowed on it as its content 

from the real world of natural objects. Instead, its 

meaning inheres only in the relations between it and all 

Other signs that make up the structure of language, The 

meaning of the sign is no longer essential, but relat- 

ional. Further, Saussure splits the sign internally into 

Signifier (sound-image) ,and" signified (concept). The 

linguistic signifier has no internal or natural link with 

the signified: the sign is constituted in the social 



fixing, of the appearance of a relation .of equivalence 

between signifier and signified.. 

However, it is at this point of the social fixing of 

meaning - via the constitution of ehe sign and its relat- 
ions with other signs, that is, its place in a 

chain - that the limits of the value of structuralist 

theory for generating a theory of subjectivity capabl'e of 

subverting the philosophical subject become apparent. As 

Tony Bennett has pointed out in Formalism and Marxism, 

because structuralism in its attendance to speech acts 

rests on an anthropological conception of man the communic- 

ator, it .rests on a problematic of the exchange of 

messages. This problematic concentrates on the space 

between subjects, on the problems of understanding how 

messages are formed and read in that space; but it 

brackets out the subjects sending or receiving messages as 

essentially unproblematic and already constituted. (This 

is analogous to Freudian theory problematizing the facilit- 

ations of desires or instincts through the structures of 

the psychical apparatus, while maintaining the subject as 

an entity by simply shifting it from the level of cons- 

ciousness to the allegedly more fundamental level of 

desire.) So the subject is retained in structuralist 

theory, in parenthesis, and it re-emerges covertly at the 

level of parole, that is, at the site of the individual 

acts of realization or manifestation of the system of 

language, at the site of the putting into place or speak- 

ing of language, of its 'historical moment ' . That putting 
i n t o  place of meaning rests on the constitution of the 



sign, the social fixing of the signifier to the signified 

and so this social fixing is a in fact governed by the 

implicit retention of the subject. 

This retention of a pre-constituted subject complete- 

ly undercuts the force of Saussure's separation of the 

sign from its referent. Via the subject, the sign is once 

more tied to its referent as in a natural order. This 

relation between sign and referent also determines the 

relation internal to the sign, of signifier to signified 

such that it is no longer arbitrary (as Saussure stipul- 

ated) but mirrors the necessary and eternal relations that 

link the philosophic orders of a natural world and a 

language that, is its idealized reflection. 

What this underlying necessity of the internal and 

external relations of the sign means is that structuralist 

theory can give no account of change in meanings other 

than by appealing to the intervention of autonomous and 

wilful subjects. The point of demonstrating this crucial 

limit in structuralist theory is that it marks the point 

at which an articulation is made between a structuralist 

theory of linguistics and Lacanian psychoanalysis, Lacan 

addresses himself precisely to the problem of the constit- 

ution of the subject - the blind spot of structuralism - 
by drawing out the full implications of the Saussurean 

concept of the sign. 

S First, Lacan rewrites the sign as g (signifier/signif- 

ied), putting the stress on the signifier as the primary 

term, the unit of signification, and accentuating the bar 



that separates signifier and signified to insist on the 

arbitrariness of their relation.. What this arbitrariness 

means is that the signifier, in crossing the bar (i.e,, in 

articulating with other signifiers in signifying chains to 

form the 'anchoring points' that we recognize as signif- 

ied~), is destined by no ready-made signified or concept 

and obeys no rule or structure of signification other than 

its own structure: in Lacanvs words, "the structure of the 

signifier" is nothing other than "that -- it should - be artic- 
109 ulated". The signifier has no proper meaning, no proper 

content which bears on its trajectory. In other words, the 

signifier is just material; it has no sense. Nothing more 

can be said of it than that it forms in signifying chains, 

which Lacan describes as "rings of a necklace that is a 

ring in another necklace made of rings".110 When Lacan uses 

the term 'material', as Derrida points out, 

'Material' does not imply the empirical materiality 
of the Derce~tible . . . sienifier . . . but that which 
retains,* fi;st, a certaln ("that 
materiality is odd ... in ma - irst of 
which is not to admit  arti it ion. Cut a letter in 
small pieces, and it remiins the letter that it is - 
and this in a completely different sense than 
Gestalttheorie would account for with the dormant 
vitalism iniorming its notion of the whole"), and 
second, a certain locality.111 

This locality itself is non-empirical and non-ideal 

because. i,t gives rise to what is not where it is: the 

signifier has no self-identical place. The signifier can 

be found only where it is not; it can only offer itself to 

recognition, indirectly, at the point of the signified. 

But the signified is nothing but a moment in the signify- 

ing chain when one signifier occults or masks another. The 



signiffed is like a real illusion, an apparent institution 

of sense that can always be returned to the non-sense of 

the signifier- Meaning is always open to re-interpretation 

as an effect of the non-sense of the signifier. 

Now, Lacan says that s'Since Freud the unconscious has 

been a chain of signifiers",l12 that is, structured like a 

language. This is allegedly why Freud could recognize the 

mechanisms of displacement and condensation at work in the 

unconscious: Lacan presents them as analogous to the mech- 

anisms of metonymy and metaphor at work in language. It is 

on the basis of this structural analogy of the unconscious 

and language that Lacan undertakes his redefinition of the 

subject. "Once the structure of language has been recog- 

nized in the unconscious,1q he asks, "what sort of subject 

can we donceive for it?tq113 Well, once the unconscious has 

been recognized as a chain of signifiers, then the subject 

can be recognized as the effect of those anchoring points 

or esignifieds that the signifying chain forms. In other 

words, the concept of the subjecz as a stable and unified 

and inherently meaningful point from which we organize a 

world of signifiers is actually an effect of signifiers, 

an effect of the non-meaningful material process of 

language. 

This material process of language is elaborated 

S through the topography introduced by the algorithm -g and 

consists of two linguistic techniques conceived as active, 

internal principles of language. As has already been 

Suggested, these are the principles of metaphor and 



metonymy which form the two sides of "the effective field 

constituted by the signifier, so that meaning can emerge 

theret'."* In metonymy, the part 'is taken for the whole: the 

signified is not present as an instance of speech and, 

except for its presence in the structure of language as a 

whole, it can be said to 'lack'. In other words, in 

metonymy, the bar between signifier and signified remains 

uncrossed. The connection between them lies "nowhere but 

in the signifierq' ,- it is a 'word-to-word' connection. 

In metaphor, where one word stands 'for' another in 

the structure of representation, one signifier is occulted 

or masked in the substitution of it with another signif- 

ier. It is this substitution of one signifier for another 

that is the condition of the passage across the bar from 

signifier to signified - the symptomatic1" passage that is 
the emergence of signification. The occulted or repressed 

signifier is said to fall to the rank of the signified 

(the substitutive signif ier "refers the signif ier that it 

has usurped elsewhere") 117 and is the action in which an 

identity is constructed or represented. Specifically, the 

identity of the subject is secured in the function of the 

paternal metaphor, which operates in the moment of the 

subject's splitting and its assumption of the Symbolic 

Father's , insignia, the phallus. Lacan elaborates the 

Paternal metaphor according to the 

formula of the metaphor, or of -- - substitution: 



in which the capital Ss are signifiers, x the unknown 
signification and s the signified inaced by the 
metaphor, which consists of the substitution in the 
signifying chain of S for S'. The elision of S', 
represented here by the bar through it, is the condition 
of the success of the metaphor. This applies equally to 
the metaphor of the Name-of-the-Father, that is, the 
metaphor that substitutes this Name in the place first 
symbolized by the operation of the absence of the mother. 

Name-of-the Father Desire of the Mother 
Signified to the subject 

The subject's identity is thereby procured in the locus of 

the algorithm as the signified induced by the articulation 

of signifiers, the representation of an absence that has 

been repressed in the form of a presence (the object of 

desire). 

To restate this complex definition: lest the subject 

be still mistaken as an essence'waiting prior to language 

to be properly, if woundingly, represented by the symbol 

of desire the phallus - that is, waiting to be properly 
installed a's meaning - it is imperative to recall that the 
function of metaphor (the structure of representation) is 

always underlain by that of metonymy, with its correspon- 

dent introduction -of the function of lack. That is, the 

repressed signifier (signified) is only maintained by 

virtue of its word-to-word or metonymic connection, its 

place in the structure of language. 

The creative spark of the metaphor does not spring 
from the presentation of two images, that is, of two 
signifierr; equally actualized. It flashes between 
two signifiers one of which has taken the place of 
the other in the signifying chain, the occulted 
signifier remaining present through its (metonymic) 
connexion with the rest of the chain. 119 



Thus metaphor, whose 'flashing' or crossing of the bar is 

l'provisionally confus[ed] . . .. with the place of the 
120 subject", is given its foundation in metonymy. The tech- 

nique of constitutive re-presentation of the place of the 

subject can be recalled to the metonymic structure, 

the connexion between signifier and signifier that 
permits the elision in which the signifier installs 
the lack-of-being in the object relation, using the 
value of 'reference back' possessed by signification 
in order to invest it with the desire aimed at the 
very lack it supports. 121 

In other words, the structure of re-presentation 

represents nothing more fundamental than its own condit- 

ions - the sliding of signifiers (the structure of 

langyage is 'that is should , be articulated' 1 or the 

metonymic ohain Lacan designates as desire. It is this 

redirection of Lacanian psychoanalysis away from the 

consideration of the psychic representation of somatic 

contents to the study of the means of representation as 

what is at stake in the effect known as 'subjectivity' 

that makes the goal of analysis not the uncovering of 

fundamental meanings but "the introduction of the subject 
123 

to the language of his desire",122 which "is a metonymy". - 
And while analysis "has the effect of bringing out an 

irreducible signifier 11D4 - the phallus - this is not to 
institute in the place of the subject a primary meaning, 

but a primary signifier. That it is called primary is to 

indicate that it is pure non-sense; as we noted earlier 

the phallus is 'the signifier par excellence of the impos- 

Zible identityq. In so far as psychoanalysis traces "to 

what signifier - to what irreducible, traumatic, non- 



125 
meaning ! -  he is, as a subject , sub jected9', it discovers 

that the subject is non-sense, - not the nonsense of a 

consciousness pegged back to the instinctual - but that 

non-being or lack where meaning fl-ashes but whose truth is 

the discovery of its non-being. It is this complex dialec- 

tic between sense and non-sense, being and non-being, 

presence and absence that provide the basis for Lacan's 

descriptions of the subject : q q  ' I ' am in the place from 

which a voice is heard clamouring 'the universe is a 

defect in the purity of Non-Being' 

Lacanvs account of the formation of the subject makes 

clear that the subject does not pre-exist or in any way 

exceed the material conditions of its sociality - 

language. While Freudian theory retains a domain for the 

insistence of the essential subject of instincts which 

must be brought under the control of cultural conditions 

(the problematic regulation of the pleasure principle by 

the reality principle) Lacan's theorization of desire as 

distinct from both need and demand as that which is set in - 
chain by the signifier is, as Wilden points out, 

an important and radical restatement in a structural 
terminology of the essentially genetic view of the 
subordination of the pleasure principle to the 
reality principle, since reality for the subject is 
literally re-presented by the signifier.127 

A central ambiguity in Freudian theory, the genesis of the 

reality principle, 128 is resolved by reformulating the 

subject from a natural entity to be brought under the 

reality of social conditions, to a locus of effects which 



have riever existed apart from those social conditions - 
the' networks of the signifier, It is this which makes the 

Lacanian subject appropriate 'to Althusserqs materialist 

theory of ideology. 

However, it can and has been argued that it is not 

the Lacanian subject that is used by Althusser in his 

account of interpellation, but simply the formation or 

identifications of the Imaginary. Heath writes, 

Althusser 'acknowledges Lacanian psychoanalysis, a 
major factor in this work, but retains only the 
mirror-phase and the specularity of the imaginary - 
the imaginary of the individual - subject in ideol- 
ogy, the subject as the category of that ideological 
imaginary. 129 

The recognition that the Imaginary subject's auto-genesis 

and autonomy is a 'fiction' - that the Imaginary generates 
ideological effects - is only possible from the perspec- 
tive of the subject's place within social relations. For 

Althusser, that the subject exists within social relations 

is established by the fact of its support, the 'concrete 

individual', whose existence in the real (social relat- 

ions ) is a given. It is only the entry into the Imaginary, 

or ideology, that requires theorization. Once this is 

accomplished there is no remainder of 'the individual' 

existing immediately in the real (despite its being appar- 

ently prior to the subject as its support) because, at the 

same time, "the individual is always-already a subject" 

In what Althusser dismisses as a device of argument (the 

Paradoxical unity-disunity of subject and individual), 

social relations - the real - are at once given, and yet 
only re-cognized ideologically. This marks a difference 



with the Lacanian texts, where the subject has no unity 

with 'the individual', and thus the specular subject's 

accession to the social at the ,site of the Symbolic must 

also be theorized, 

Accordingly, while in "Freud and Lacan" Althusser 

establishes the significance of the Symbolic, in "Ideology 

and Ideological State Apparatuses" only the concept of the 

Imaginary is (explicitly) ' retained. As Heath points out 

the effect of this is to maintain the .individual-subject 

unity in Althusser's theory at the level of the ego or 

consciousness, What is not elaborated in Heath's article 

is that Althusser is not so much abandoning the Symbolic 

order but representing that site in the formation of the 

Ideological State Apparatuses according to his observation 

in "Freud and Lacan" that, 

the Law of culture [the Symbolic Order] which is 
first introduced as language and whose first form is 
language, is not exhausted by language; its content 
is the real kinship structures .and the determinate 
ideological formations in which the persons in- 
scribed in these structures live their functions. 131 

Althusser elaborates the formal' structure of the Symbolic 

in terms of Ideological State Apparatuses because he is 

locating ideol.ogy within a social totality., To retain the 

Symbolic as a formal level, governed by the radically 

arbitrary signifier, would be to disregard its determinate 

place within that totality. MacCabe addresses this, arguing 

that, 

Althusser's positioning of the drama of the subject 
in the policeman's call for identity can be read as 
an effort to call into question the Lacanian concept 
of the signifier in so far as Lacan deduces the 
divided subject from the very fact of language 



itself and where the actual sites of language use 
(the family, the school, the workplace) are merely 
unimportant variations with no effectivity inscribed 
in the theory, 

But Althusser can only bring the universalism of the 

Lacanian concept of language into question by recalling it 

to another totality. While for Lacan the Symbolic is 

co-extensive with the social, for Althusser the Ideolog- 

ical State Apparatuses are an instance within the social 

totality and determined in the last instance by the 

economic real; hence the concrete individual, with needs 

that can be inserted into economic calculations,. is the 

first and last support of the ideological subject. In 

order to stave off a formalism, language (or the material 

representations that form ideology) 9 while given a 

relative autonomy, is tied to its perceived $unction of 

repredenting something outside itself - the economic real. 

As Hirst has arg;ed, the central problem with the 

Althusserian theory of ideology is that, despite advancing 

a materialist analysis beyond the notion of false cons- 

ciousness, it formulates ideology in terms of represen- 

tation. Althusser's insi'stence on the relative autonomy of 
C-_. 

the representations that comprise ideologies is a recog- 

nition of the effectivity of the means of representation, 

but this is undercut by the recalling of an end or origin 

(the last instance) as that which these representations 

allegedly function to reproduce. The question is, once the 

Productivity of the means of representation has been 

acknowledged, from what site can this 'auto-existing ' last 
of which the means of representation are ultimate- 



ly ezfects, be brought into play? Althusser has argued 

against the subject as an origin of knowledge from which 

such an object of representation could be posited. 

Instead, the condition of this knowledge is the absence of 

the subject; that is, it is from the site of science, 
133 

defined as a subject-less discourse, that ideology can be 

recognized as ideology in its closure from the totality 

and its determination in the last instance by the economic 

real. It is from science's openness (rendered in an epi- 

stemological break) to the social totality that ideology 

can be tied, as effect, to what it ultimately re-presents; 

the commodity form of production in a class society. 

Now Althusser's stipulation of science as a subject- 

less discourse (because the subject is the alleged 

condition and effect of ideology) demands that science be 

a theoretically 'pure' knowledge. If "there is no practice 

except by and- in an ideology " , - that is, if all practice 
is defined by its subject - then theory must be conceived 
as separate from practice. (See the designation of 

practice as a theoretically-subordinate moment, pe148.) 

But the concept of science as a theoretical discourse 

that has broken with the ideological closure inherent in 

Practice returns us to the problems of Reading Capital 

(see p.12, and the question of the status of a critique 

which operates in terms of 'openness' or 'closure', p.10). 

Science emerges as a discourse in advance of its material 

conditions (which cannot be separated from its practice) 

Or problematic. This division reinstates, against 



~lthusserrs materialist rewriting of consciousness, an 

autonomous subject of vision: science is elevated to a 

position in an idealist epistemology. 

Althusser maintains, in the last instance, the site 

of an epistemological subject that is able to theoretic- 

ally express the economic. As Hirst points out, '"Represen- 

tation'", the field in which Althusser formulates 

'Ideology', "is a category which entails the classic 

sub ject/ob ject structure of knowledgeqq. 135 The unifying 

conditions and premises of Althusser's theory of ideology 

- the Lacanian account of the formulation of the subject 
as a locus of effects produced in language organi'zed under 

the singular term of the signifier, . and the 'relative 

autonomy' of the ideological, that is, its position in a 

social totality, and the corresponding epistemological 

position from which that totality is articulated - all 
work against the Althusserian theory's capacity to account 

for specific 'ideological' social felations (i.e., without 

restating them in a functionalist relation to an economic 

base) . 

I do not want to argue that the Althusserian theory 

' o f  ideology can be 'made good' by a correct reading of the 

Lacanian texts. The point of noting the discontinuities 

the two is not to demonstrate by what measure 

Althusser falls short of the Lacanian insight into the 

of the subject, but rather to demonstrate the 

'esistance of Lacanian theory to attempts to rework it 

Within the framework of a materialist account of ideology. 



If the telling critique of Althusserian theory is 

that it poses ideology in a problematic of representation, 

Lacanian theory occupies the same problematic. Despite the 

fact that the Lacanian theory of language formulates 

signification as the condition of all representation (that 

is, ties representation to linguistic techniques rather 

than realist contents), by unifying linguistic techniques 

under the singular form of the signifier it in effect 

produces a theory of representation the rival of any 

realism. While Lacan claims the materiality of the signif- 

ier as a central tenet of his theory, the signifier 

occupies the space in the theory of a fetishized object - 
that is, the alleged universal condition for all meaning 

and for the psychoanalytic truth that articulates all 

meaning and the position of the subject as the mis- 

cognition of the materiality of the signifier. What effect 

does theorizing a universal condition of representation 

have? It has been read as an enabling basis for the 

explanation of the reproduction of ideological formations, 

in much the same way as it provides an explanation of the 

phenomenon of repetition which is central to the psycho- 

analytic economy. (The repetition compulsion "is seen, in 

the final analysis, as the expression of the most general 
1% character of the instincts, namely, their conservatism" 

or, for Lacan, an expression of the insistence of the 

chain of signifiers which belongs properly to the struc- 

ture of the signifier itself - 'that it should be 

articulated' . ) 



~ u t ,  because repetition is formulated in terms of the 

retreat and return of an origin characteristic, Foucault 
137 argues, of modern thought, a psychoanalytically informed 

critique of ideology cannot pursue the specific institut- 

ional reproductions of power-knowledge relations but is 

condemned to the restatement of an origin. Admittedly, 

this origin is no longer conceived as the subject but as 

the conditions in which 'man' is always already artic- 

ulated - for example, in Lacanian theory, the structure of 
language. But these conditions no more provide the 

starting point for a materialist analysis than does the 

figure of the constitutive subject, as they are treated as 

the origin - ,  for the subject. Consequently, it is always 

within the terms of its implications for subjectivity that 

language will be interrogated. 

There is an alternative to this formulation of repet- 

ition which is at the heart of a general theory of the 

subject. It is the sense in which 'repetition' is used in 

Chapter I, which we can indicate here by recalling Wittgen- 

stein's stipulation that when a rule is followed (certain 

steps repeated) it is followed 'blindly'. Wittgenstein's 

remarks on repetition are concerned to demonstrate that 

repetition, or recognition of 'the same' is not tantamount 

. . to the' recognition or consciousness of an , but 
inscribed within the institutionally differing techniques 

of learning to apply the criteria 'the same'. 

When we hear the diatonic scale we are inclined to 
say that after every seven notes the same note 
recurs, and, asked why we call it the same note 
again one might answer "Well, it's a c again". But 
this isn't the explanation I want, for I should ask 



"What made one call it a c again?" And the answer to 
this would seem to be "Well, don't you hear that 
it's the same note only an. octave higher?" - Here, 
too, we could imagine that a man had been taught our 
use of the word "the same" when applied to colours, 
lengths, directions, etc., and that we now played 
the diatonic scale for him and asked him whether 
he'd say that he heard the same notes again and 
again at certain intervals, and we could easily 
imagine several answers, in particular for instance, 
this, that he heard the same note alternately after 
every four or three notes (he calls the tonic, the 
dominant, and the octave the same note).'% 

Similarly, finding a primary signifier, or the structure 

of the signifier, over and over again, in a subject's 

speech is not finding the fundamental conditions or origin 

of that speech - it is not uncovering the conditions for 
its reproduction; it is applying a set of techniques to 

produce t b  signifier' at all levels of a text. The 

Lacanian texts and their "insight that language operates 

on a continuous misconstruction of its constitution; which 

misconstruction is the appearance of the sub jectq' 139 do not 

represent an origin, or universal condition: they are not 

the mandate for anything but the repetition of a certain 

psychoanalytic discourse and its iteration of a particular 

philosophical concept of 'the origin' in the form of a 

linguistics. To accept their claim to present a general 

theory of representation/signification would involve re- 

asserting as foundational an epistemological subject able 

to articulate 'language' presented as an object or fact 

with a definable nature, even if this ontology is in the 

minimalized form of a singular technique. 

Such a reading of Lacanian theory proceeds by re jet- 

ting a division between psychoanalytic theory and the 

'theoretically subordinate moment' of psychoanalytic 



practice, and considering it instead as a specific dis- 

course whose descriptions of 'the subject can be taken as 

no more significant contribution to a knowledge of the 

subject than the particular subject positions made avail- 

able within the discourse. These subject positions, some 

of which shall be enumerated in Section V, are unified 

under the position of a subject of knowledge as the 

analyst/linguist - he who 'knows the way it is with the 

Word'. It may be countered that Lacan takes pains to tie 

the analyst's capacities to a particular training. But 

this does not diminish the objection that the subject- 

position of the analyst in the Lacanian texts belies their 

account of the subject of the signifier as displacing the 

subject of knowledge. This is attested to by the extravag- 

ance of the claims presented from this position: 

The slightest alteration in the relation between man 
and the signifier, in this case in the procedures of 
exegesis, changes the whole course of history by 
modifying the moorings that anchor his being.lw 

The psychoanalytical training, as explanatory of the 

(paranoic) structure of human knowledge, is presented as 

foundational of all others. (Thus the projects for an 

'interdisciplinarityq with psychoanalysis as its base: see 

p . 1 3 8 . )  The fact that the knowledge (of the signifier) 

which is the alleged condition of all others is presented 

as the effect of a training is simply in keeping with the 

theory's relocation of an ontology from the domain of 

entities to that of techniques. But attention to tech- 

niques does not, in itself, constitute a materialist 

analysis. 



When we describe Lacanian theory as presenting the 

signifier as a fetishized technique, it is to indicate 

that it is presented as a technique which results in 

effects that are ( see pp. 83 1. When the Lacan- 

ian theory rewrites the subject as effect, it instates it 

as symptom from which can be read off a general set of 

underlying conditions. The subversion of the philosophical 

subject through the 'defiles of the signifier' maintains 

the subject as a ,unitary locus of effects: the scope of 

its achievement is to substitute one constituting prin- 

ciple (the signifier) for another (consciousness), It 

shifts what. was conceived as interior or essential to the 

subject (consciousness 1 to the level of misrecognition, 

and institutes the signifier as its properly recognized 

condition - interiorized within the new space defined by 

the algorithm. Psychoanalysis thus repeats the familiar 

philosophical division between knowledge and belief, or 

mis-knowledge (see p.641, situating this division within 

language. 

Our critique of Lacanian theory centres on , that 

theory's presentation of a general theory of language as 

the condition of its reformulation of the subject of 

knowledge. Our argument against a general theory of 

language, in whatever form it might take, has been dealt 

with at length in Chapter I, and cannot be dissociated 

from an argument with a general theory of the subject. 

Hence the Lacanian strategy of using one to subvert the 

other is misdirected from the outset. A general theory of 

language presupposes a general theory of the subject, and 



a general theory of the subject maintains an account of 

the organization of knowledge. in terms of a philosophy of 

consciousness which is problematic in the extreme if we 

are seeking to specify, and specifically rework, the 

multiple and shifting material conditions in which we 

produce and consume knowledges and their effects. 

Together, these remarks can be taken to conclude that 

the Lacanian theorization of the unconscious - and the 

Freudian formulation of which it is a reworking - -- does not 

that break wigh the 
P -- or - of - 

consciousness which has been the alleged condition of its 

incorporation into the ideology-critique of the Frankfurt 

School and the Althusserian reformulation of ideology as a 

system of material representations, but rather, has func- 

tioned as' a shifting restatement of that philosophy. 

The point here is not to instate readings such as 

Lasswell 's or Rieff ' s as 'closer to the mark' because they 
situate psychoanalysis within a philosophical tradition. 

These readings proceed on the assumption that this contin- 

uity occurs because the 'philosophical tradition' does, in 

fact, represent the boundaries of all knowledge practices. 

In any case, more important than these differences between 

the 'Right' and the 'Left', at least for our present 

Considerations, is their common reading of psychoanalytic 

theory as of psychical, ideological or linguis- 

tic reality - each functioning as the essential condition 
of the domain of 'the human'. This class of readings, 

whose widespread currency I have attempted to demonstrate 

by detailing the different sites and different political 



positi'ons in which it is produced (viz., the discontinuous 

but crucially intersecting readings presented in Sections 

I, 11, 111) ,I4' presents psychoanalytic theory as a site for 

the epistemological subject; that is, it treats psycho- 

analytic theory as an explanation of the subject/ideology/ 

linguistic basis of sociality. It treats psychoanalytic 

theory as establishing a relation of knowledge between a 

subject and the domain of 'the human' - a relation of 
knowledge which will provide either our openness to the 

totality of the social formation, or, in Rieffts terms, 

the freedom of the Stoics (see p.136). Knowing more about 

ourselves - even if this is now defined as knowing about 
our constitutive subjection to the unconscious or the 

signifier, that our meaning is tied to a fundamental 

relation of force - will enlighten and liberate. 

Debate over the politicality of psychoanalysis has 

reemerged in the last decade largely due to work, such as 

that of the Screen project, which demonstrated the 

tactical usefulness of the Lacanian theory of desire 

(e.g., for challenging auteurfcharacter based readings of 

film texts) and of ,a psychoanalytically informed account 

of power as representation, as well as some of its 

problems, Where this debate has taken for its criteria the 

adequacy of psychoanalysis' representation of the mechan- 

isms and conditions of the subject's ideological nature 

(its constitutive alienation from foundational conditions, 

be they man's 'creative instinctst or the 'structure of 

languageQ), it can only present the politicality of psycho- 

analytic theory in terms of a truth - a picture of how 



thing~'arel~~ - to be taken up by a political position which 
can then claim to operate, thanks to this truth, free of 

its ideological blinkers. Most attempts to account for the 

political effectivity of psychoanalytic theory have been 

structured by a reading of psychoanalysis as telling us 

'how things are', specifically, the truth of the subject. 

My contention is that these accounts are misdirected. 

The politicality of psychoanalytic theory cannot be sought 

in what it can, or cannot, tell us about the 'human 

situation', but in the discursive technology it provides 

for shaping it. 

IV: 

We can produce a different account of psychoanalytic 

theory by returning to the statement that the theorization 

of the unconscious does not present a break from the 

philosophy of consciousness. 

As well as a reading such as Rieff's which places 

Freudian theory firmly within the Stoic tradition, there 

is a statement of psychoanalysis' iteration of philosoph- 

ical discourse which is not interested in validating 

psychoanalytic theory via an observation of its continuity 

with tradition, but in incorporating it within its mater- 

ialist critique of a philosophy of consciousness. This is 

Volosinov ' s , initially 

published in 1927. 

Volosino.vls reading of Freudian theory can be use- 

fully contrasted to the ~lthusserian/~acanian reading. 



Althusser nominates as the accomplishment of Lacanian 

theory its elucidation of "the* true relat- 

ion between these concepts [which Freud was forced to - 
borrow from current knowledges] and their thought 

content". lW This formulation instates a subject of know- 

ledge or, in Althusserian terms, the (no less problematic) 

subject-less discourse of science, able to wrest the 

'thought content' from concepts. 

But what Volosinov attends to is not Freud's 'thought 

content' but precisely the concepts or constructs in which 

Freudian theory emerged. 1; is on these criteria that he 

constructs his critique: 

Freudianism transferred into its constructs all the 

oTF-categorization of mental phenomena - origin- - 
ating with J-C. Tetens - into Will (desires, 
drives)., Feeling (emotions, affects) and Mind 
(sensations, presentations, thoughts). 145 

Volosinov's argument is that as theory cannot be separated 

from the material constructs in which it emerges, Freud's 

presentation of the unconscious is no more than a restate- 

ment of the domain of consciousness: 

In the unconscious, too, we find desires, feelings, 
presentations. But these elements of ~svchical life. 
Liter all, exist only for consciousn;?~~ . . . [~reud- 
ianism] not only t r a n s G  elements ot the conscious 
to the unconscibus, it fully intact in the 
unconscious the s~eci rences a n d l z i z  

_Lr 

distinctions -o"f - a elements . . . T t  us turn 
attention to n e  operation of the censorship. Freud 
considers the censckshi~ a 'mechanism' that b~erates 
completely unconsciousiy . . . Yet, how delicately 
this "unconscious mechanism' detects all the logical 
subtleties of thoughts and a11 the moral nuances of 
feelings!. The censorship exhibits enormous ideol- 
ogical erudition and refinement; it makes purely 
logical, ethical, and aesthetic selections among 
experiences. Can this possibly be compatible with 
its unconscious, mechanical structure? 146 



B ~ '  demonstrating that Freud fails to effectively 

differentiate the conscious and-the unconscious, Volosinov 

is not attempting to bolster the dominion of consciousness 

by pointing to its all-encompassing character. He is in 

sympathy with Freudianism's efforts to challenge the accep- 

ted truth of a harmonious psyche. What he questions is 

Freud's success in breaking with a 'perspicacious cons- 

ciousness' by recalling the psyche to the post-Darwinian 

domain of 'nature': 

. . . did Freud really succeed in detecting Nature in 
our psyche? Are the conflicts of the 'ego', lid', 
and 'superego', the 'death instinct' and 'Eros' 
really the conflicts of elemental forces? Or are' 
they perhaps only conflicts of motives in the indiv- 
idual human consciousness ? 147 

Freud's 'conscious' and 'unconscious' are ever at 
odds; between them prevail mutual hostility and 
incomprehension and the endeavour to deceive one 
another. Surely interrelations of this sort are only 
possible between two ideas, two ideological trends, 
two antagonistic persons, and not between two 
natural, material forces! Is it conceivable, for 
instance, that two natural forces engage in mutual. 
deception or mutual nonrecogniti~n?~~~ 

Further, the tactic of presenting 'nature' as the condit- 

ion of consciousness is undermined: 

What we call the 'human psyche' and 'consciousness' 
reflects the dialectics of history to a much greater 
degree than the dialectics of nature. The nature 
that is present in them is nature already in econ- 
omic and social refraction.lk9 

Rather t,han recalling cons~ciousness to the foundational 

conditions of Nature located in the psyche in the form of 

the unconscious as the mechanical, elemental domain alien 

to consciousness, Volosinov formulates consciousness as 
11 that commentary which every adult human being brings to - 
bear on every instance of his behavi~ur",'~~ and proposes 



that ehe data of introspection which psychoanalysis brings 

to both consciousness and the unconscious151 be recognized 

as the data of speech. Volosinov then differentiates 

between 'inner' and 'outer' speech, which loosely corres- 

pond to the 'verbal reactions' recognized by psycho- 

analysts as 'the unconscious' and 'consciousness', but 

which do not repeat either the relations or the conditions 

of these psychoanalytic domains. That is, inner speech is 

not treated as the interiorized condition of outer speech, 

as the unconscious is of consciousness. "Inner speech is 

the same kind of product and expression of social inter- 

course as is outward speech.."" Its relation to outer 

speech is not co~itained in a natural hierarchy expressed 

in psychoanalytic knowledge, but is the socially produced 

and unstable set of relations between an unofficial and an 

official discourse.153 For Volosinov, the unconscious is 

simply an unofficial consciousness which, in turn, is not 

posed as an interiorized domain, discrete from social 

relations, or as the expression of the 'psyche': both are, 

as a series of utterances, "the product of the interaction - -- 
between speakers and the product of the broader context of 

the whole complex social situation in which. the utterance 

emerges". 154 

Taking their lead from Volosinov's emphasis on utter- 

ances as the data of analysis, the translator and editors 

of the 1976 edition of Freudianism have presented it as an 

1 anticipation' of the Lacanian reading of Freudian theory- 

This coopts the Volosinov text to what it critiques: as 

one editor writes, 'I. . . Jacques Lacan . . . revers[es] the 



priorf ty of Volosinovq s enquiry, in looking at the social 

domain as a linguistic entitgit, rather than at language as 

a social phenomenon". '" But far from being defused as "an 
156 

admittedly 'popular' study" ---  in need of Lacan's structur- 

alist insight, Volosinov I s critique of Freudianism can be 

turned - to Lacanian theory. 

Volosinovts point that "the Freudian unconscious does 

not fundamentally differ from consciousness; it is only 

another form of consciousness, only an ideologically 
151 different expression of itq', holds good for the Lacanian 

unconscious which, being 'structured like a languagev, can 

be recognized in the very form of the signifier. The 

signifier, which we are asked to accept as the condition 

of consciousness, exists only - for consciousness. We have 

considered how a general theory of language based on the 

fact of the signifier presupposes a subject of knowledge 

in the place of the analyst. This is also demonstrable at 

the site of the subject whose genesis the analyst artic- 

ulates. 

The human being's subjection to the signifier, its 

entry into social relations, depends on the infans' captat- 

ion in the Other by its recognition of itself where it is 

not - a recognition which lays in place the fictional 

trajectory of future cognition and thus the infans' subjec- 

tivity. For this allegedly constitutive re-cognition of 

the ~ther/otherness/the signifier to occur, a structure of 

cognition or a cognitive capacity must already insist in 

the infans. As Hirst puts it: 



Recbgnition, the crucial moment of the constitution 
(activation) of the subject, presupposes a point of 
cognition prior to the recognition. Something must 
recognise that which it is to be.1~ 

The constitutive subject, albeit whittled down to a single 

point of (mis) cognition, persists; 

As long as the constitution of the subject is formul- 

ated as the re-presentation of the signifier, or as the 

psychical representatives of the soma in the Freudian 

unconscious, it can do no more than repeat the problematic 

of representation and the subject /ob ject structure of know- 

ledge. Psychoanalysis ' only challenge to the philosophy of 
consciousness is to stress the priority of the object in 

the knowledge process - a challenge analogous with Heideg- 
ger's existentialism, Sartre's humanist existentialism and 

Husserlian phenomenology in their attempt to replace the 

primacy of epistemology with that of an ontology. Lacanian 

theory iterates concepts central to these phenomenologies, 

often explicitly, at other times reworked through linguis- 

tics. (Anthony Wilden provides detailed commentary on 

these borrowings in The Language Of The Self, and it is 

instructive to read Lacan's formulation of 'the gaze' in 

The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis adjacent 

to Sartre's section on 'The Look' in 

ness Part 3, Chapter I. ) 
-3 

But, as was argued in Chapter 2 (p.731, such a 

challenge is contained within the philosophy of conscious- 

ness. The traditional relation between subject and object 

of idealist philosophy - thought animating being, a trans- 
cendental unity of apperception producing an entire world 



order - is rearticulated in these modern ontologies as a 

dialectic such that the subject is no longer first prin- 

ciple. The specificity of Lacanian theory is to replace 

Heidegger's 'Beingq with the signifier as that which 

places the subject, and constitutes the subject as a 

place. The signifier, as both the prenciple of the impos- 

sibility identity and repetition, whose articulation 

is such that an identity coalesces out of the repeated 

signification of the impossible identity, constitutes the 

subject not as limit, as does the historicist ontology of 

Being, but - as absence. The Lacanian subject is defined by 

its relation to its object as is any philosophical 

subject: its only difference is that its relation is to a 

'lost object' ." The reflexive knowledge of the Cartesian 

cogito - ' thought thinking itself - is overthrown, but the 
redirection of the subject's knowledge of itself through 

the defiles of the signifier does not deconstruct the 

subject as the insistent point of all investigations. As 

Foucault points out, .'mant, the empirico-transcendental 

doublet of philosophical anthropologism - "a being such 

that  nowl ledge will be attained in him of what renders all 

knowledge possible" 160 - will not be 'undone' by the dis- 

covery of the unconscious: 

As a matter of fact, the unconscious, and the forms 
of the unthought in general, have not been the 
reward granted to a positive knowledge of man. Man 
and the unthought are, at the archaeological level, 
contemporaries. 161 

The unconscious is a restatement of what secures 'manq in 

the field of knowledge. 



From this wider perspective we can repeat Volosinov's 

more'specific claim that consciousness and the unconscious 

are common; the exploration of the unconscious will not 

displace the problematic of consciousness but bind our 

formulation of knowledge-relations more closely to it. 

Thus, Lacan's explanation of the social domain as a 

linguistic entity to which the unconscious is analogous 

restates this problematic. It is Volosinov's treatment of 

language as a social phenomenon that points the way 

towards a materialist analysis. 

Volosinov's treatment of language includes a consider- 

ation of elements that are discredited in the editor's 

preface: "It is a somewhat tenuous presentation, an 
162 admittedly 'popular' study . . . I f .  These elements exactly 

coincide with the point at which the Althusserian reading 

of Lacanian theory displaces questions concerning psycho- 

analytic practice to the wake of the theory. Volosinov 

demands that attention be paid to "the extremely complex 

social, interrelationship between doctor and patient" ,'63 and - 
not simply in the interpersonal and, finally, intra- 

subjective terms of the transference. 

The doctor ... endeavours to wrest confessions from 
the patient and to compel him to take the 'correct' 
point of view on his illness and its symptoms. 
Intertwining with all this are other factors . . . And 
it is in the midst of this complex and very special 
social atmosphere that the verbal utterances are 
made - the patient's narratives and his statements 
in conversation with the doctor - utterances that 
Freud places squarely at the basis of his theory. 
Can we acknowledge these utterances as the 
expression of the patient's individual psyche? ... 
Elsewhere we have attempted to show that any product 
of the activity of human discourse - from the 
simplest utterance in everyday life to elaborate 
works of literary art - derives shape and meaning in 



ali its most essentidl aspects not from the subjec- 
tive experiences of the speaker but from the social 
situation in which the utterance appears.16" 

In considering the analytic session as a site of confes- 

sional practices Volosinov is .arguing the need for a 

sociolinguistics against a linguistics. His analysis 

proceeds at the level of the utterance - that is, of the 
dialogic relations of speech to speech - in which the 

histori.ca1, social situation "enters -- into the utterance - as 

an essential constitutive - .& of - the structure - -  of its 

imp~rt"."~ This attention to the utterance can be con- 

Btrasted with Saussure's presentation of language as an 

ahistorical system (la - 1 within which meaning is 

produced from the arbitrary relations between signif iers , 
but, while Saussurean linguistics demands critique, the 

relation Volosinov's sociolinguistics establishes between 

language and its historical, social conditions is also 

problematic. "Volosinov . . . views the use ,of the word as 
part of a primarily class-based struggle for the terms in 

which reality is to be signified.fq166 The problem here is 

not the location of 'the word' in struggle, but that the 

word's function in struggle is to reflect the conditions 

of that struggle - "the - unity of the real conditions of --- - 
life that generate a community of value - - 

If, as its editors say, Freudianism's attempts at 

anchoring psychoanalytic theory in its constitutive prac- 

tices (e.g., confession) are tenuous, it is not because of 

the direction it pursues, but because of the shortfall of 

a sociolinguistics - its (sociological) premise of the 

unity of the social real which utterances must represent, 



The direction that Volosinov's reading of Freudian theory 

marks out - a) that psychoanalysis does not describe a 

break with a philosophy of consciousness and b) that to 

analyse this continuity we must consider the practices in 

which the consciousness is produced - is resumed in the 

work of Foucault, Donzelot, and of Ca~te1.l~~ 

In Chapters 1 and 2 the Foucauldian problematic 

(which Donzelot and Caste1 extend) was presented in some 

detail. Without repeating this in full, we can place 

psychoanalytic theory' within this problematic and so 

produce a reading which trea,ts psychoanalytic theory not 

as a model of truth but as a specific though widespread 

technology for producing a particular form of truth. 

The Foucauldian specification of discourse (see 

p.191, critiques both the concept of a unity of 'language' 

(the object of linguistics) and that of a unity of the 

social real (the object of sociology), and so displaces 

the problematic alternatives of a linguistics or a 

sociology of language. In their place it provides the 

conditions for an analysis that has broken with the prob- 

lematic of representation. Statements - the constitutive 

parts of discursive formations - represent neither the 

formal principles of the object 'language', nor the condit- 

ions of a 'social real'. Statements are productive, 

Following Foucault, we can read psychoanalytic theory 

as a regularized series of statements which do not 

represent a more complete recognition of ' the subject ' 
deriving from a new recognition of its conditions, but 



which the objects of those recognitions, which in 

turn are nothing more than the iteration of the statements 

in which those objects - the subject, the unconscious, the 
signifier - emerge. Just as an awareness of a singular and 
self-originating consciousness is produced out of a dis- 

persed apparatus of practical self-interrogation, so the 

unconscious does not exist apart from the discursive and 

non-discursive techniques of psychoanalysis, which, in 

large part, were developed in the scientization of confes- 

sional practices whose passage from the ecclesiastical to 

the medical domain we traced at length in Chapter 2. 

In other words, -the discourse of psychoanalysis is 

not or of subjectivity, forms 

of sexuality, psychical structures or energies, or of the 

conditions of human knowledge, of interpersonal/social 

relations, or structures oE power: it is productive of 

these domains and objects and is thus part of what 

Foucault has described as the deployment of sexuality. 

The deployment of sexuality is Foucault's designation 

of an historical formation organized around the speculat- 

ive element of 'sex' (see note 'be, Chapter 2 )  which became 

a crucial target of the form of power emerging in the 17th 

and 18th centuries around principles of the administration 

of bodies and life - a maximization of collective and 

individual forces - rather than their incarceration or 

termination. The deployment of sexuality, without complete- 

ly supplanting the deployment of alliance ("a system of 

marriage, of- fixation and development of kinship ties, of 

transmission of names and possessions") helped to reduce 



its importance. The configuration of ,power (and knowledge ) 

relations was thereby significantly altered: 

The deployment of alliance is built around a system 
of rules defining the permitted and the forbidden, 
the licit and the illicit, whereas the deployment of 
sexuality operates according to mobile, poly- 
morphous, and contingent techniques of power.170 

Sexuality - as a specific field of truth - was 

historically caught up in the form of the confession 

through the concept ' the flesh' that formed the point 

of investigation of the confessional technology of the 

Christian pastoral. A coding of sexuality, the production 

and use of a relative silence concerning 'sex', 17' was 

constituted in the dual rules of the exhaustivity demanded 

of the confession - a rhetoric of avowal of everything 
that concerned the flesh - and of its discretion. The rule 
of discretion was an attempt to manage the phenomenon of 

possession; to erect within the technology of the govern- 

ment of souls safeguards against the incitement of convul- 

sions in the body. When this attempt failed, the second 

strategy of the expulsion of the convulsive as an object 

for ecclesiastical discourse was employed. The convulsive 

passed into the domain of the medical as the hysteric. By 

this annexation of 'the flesh' and its coding in the 

anatomy of the body as the nervous system, medicine estab- 

lished its authority and base in the order of sexuality. 

The basic technology of psychoanalysis emerged within 

the medical administration of sexuality, where the confes- 

sional practices in which 'sex' was produced were given a 

scientific discursivity (e.g., combining techniques of 



free association and recollection with those of the ques- 

tionnaire and hypnosis, see p.103). This technology took 

the form of a hermeneutics governed by the principles of 

latency (that sex operates in the recesses of the body and 

mind where it is inaccessible to observation and to the 

subject) and of a general and diffuse causality (that sex 

is to be found in the aetiology of all disorders), driven 

by the imperative of medicalization (that sexuality was 

the fdcus of a specific nosography) and which probed the 

interface of the psyche and the soma - a work reminiscent 
of the church's interrogation of the relation between the 

penitent's soul and his flesh. 

For psychoanalysls , this interface is the uncons- 

cious, a domain consti'tuted in and suspended between the 

speech or confessionql capacities1" of the analysand and 

the expertise of the analyst, neither of which capacities 

correspond to an innate 'desire to tellf or .to an innate 

cognition, but are the effect of institutional trainings. 

As Donzelot remarks of the psychoanalytic apparatus: 

What is new - and specifically effective is the estab- 
lishing of a process of circularit between the two 
practices 07 expertise - d s s i o n  . .FT= 
;ircular dir~kacement 1 of x e  a ~riori iudement of 

J U 

an expertise] eliminatis-worries'- a=manipulation, 
since - every formulation of a social j~d~ment is 
associated with its possible calling back into 
question through the subject ' s participation. The 
individual's resistance to norms ... is thus no 
longer anything but an internal resistance to a 
process whose outcome can be a greater wellbeing for 
him and for it. The resistance to norms becomes a - 
resistance to - negative n8 
blockage in of one's own welfare. The 
strength of relational technology lies precisely in 
the fact that it does not --- - neither 
new social norms nor o On the - 
contrary, it -s them s f l o a t  in relation to one -- 
another u n t i l v f i n d t h T i r  - equilzrium. 173 



,Donzelot ' s documents the 

successful circulation and institutionalization of the 

psychoanalytic technology within France from the 1940 s, 

which he designates as the chief component of the 'psy- 

complex' that is "central to the working of diverse modern 
174 educational, welfare and supervisory practicest'. Psycho- 

analysis is thus accounted for in terms of the constitut- 

ion and placement of 'the individual' in specific power- 

knowledge relations which operate a series of relays 

within the domain of the social, the most important ,of 

which, in terms of the production of social subjectiv- 

ities , is . that between the school and the family and the 
courts. 

Though it emerges as a differentiation within the 

medical apparatus for the deployment of sexuality, psycho- 

analysis is introduced (at least in France) as a system- 

atic and integral practice in the social domain through 

the problem of scholastic maladjustment. (Accordingly, and 

for the sake of brevity at this stage in the thesis, we 

shall consider here the relay between the family and the 

school.) The psychoanalytic technology, mobilized at the 

site of the school by organizations such as the Centre- 

m~dico-psycho-p~dagogique, locates in the individu~l 

student a specific interior - a domain of 'unconscious 

mental representations' which are used to articulate the 

techniques and demands of the school with the relational 

conditions operative in the family, Donzelot tables a 

I graphic' example of the production of the unconscious - 

the of the family: -- 



Take a child eight to twelve years old suffering 
from scholastic maladjustment. Give him a piece of 
paper, a black pencil, and some colored pencils. Ask 
him to draw his family .,.. You are already aware 
that in the case of a normal family, the figures are 
generally distributed in two horizontal rows, the 
higher ones (the parents) and the lower ones (the 
children), and that they are drawn symmetrically 
with their colors serving to mark their distinctive 
attributes, their serious or light polarity. Thus, 
if the child positions all the members of the family 
on a single line, you can already suspect that the 
family is poorly structured. If he leaves out this 
or that member, you have .the sign of a relational 
difficulty with the person in question, which the 
child wants to resolve by symbolically rubbing him 
out . . . 175 

The analyst is a technician whose job it is to produce 

images according to quite specific criteria. These images, 

attributed to the -subject through his participatory 

'confession', are then mobilized as the conditions, con- 

stitutive of the individual's subjectivity, for inter- 

vention into the agency 05 the family as the point at 

which something has 'gone wrong' (Lacan's definition of 

the Freudian unconscious) with that subjectivity. An inter- 

vention without force, without blame, and which directs 

the family on how to take charge of itself: an inter- 

vention called up by the 'wanting-ness' of the subject and 

its sexuality, by the desires of the family, and which 

consists of conducting the reality of one social agency 

into the values of another. Psychoanalysis "permits an 

intervention which manipulates the gap between the 

family's performance and social norms by re-adjusting the 

objectives and outlook of family  member^".^" 

Donzelot argues that it is this technology of the 

conversion into one another of the social norms within 

which the agency of the school forms individuals ("decid- 



ing dn their qualification so as to orient them socio- 

professionally")1n and the old moral values and behaviours 

that the traditional family imposed on its members ("accor- 

ding to rules that combined genealogical determination and 

the strategies of alliance") that accounts for "the 

enormous diffusion of psychoanalysis". '" 

By linking familial behaviour to the new social norms 

that were challenging the family system as the essential 

form of social organization, psychoanalysis, by allying 

itself with the "tactical of the old powers --- 
of family, of its external p o w e r ~ " , ~ ~ ~  was able to produce 

the family in a new mode with a new relation to the social 

domain. This mode is precisely that of the unconscious - 
that is, of interior and constitutive dysfunction. Just as 

it interiorizes its techniques as the unconscious or 

psyche of the individual, psychoanalysis provides the tech- 

que s for an interiorization of the family in which 

recentred itself on the refinement of internal ways 
of adjusting the parent-child and man-woman relation- 
ships. It was a question of rediscovering, on this 
private terrain, a specific power of the family, a 
vital hold on its members, a capacity for qualifying 
its children that it was in the process of losing on 
the public terrain ... la 

It is in the forms of the family's qualifications of its 

members - the unbalances likely, if not inevitable, in a 
complex set of relations no longer simply inscribed in a 

set of moral values but also set on the knife-edge of the 

normal and the pathological - that psychoanalysis locates 
the dysfunctions that are then transferred, via their 

disturbance of the school's production of disciplined and 



useful ,individuals, throughout the social domain. Psycho- 

analysis, whose function is , relational normalization, 

operates on this condition of dysfunction within the 

family, which it instates there via the relays it operates 

between the family and the school, the family and the 

juvenile and divorce courts. The family is transformed 

from the natural space of moral behaviours directing the 

individual ' s circulation in society to "a horizon for 

individuals to ~onquer";'~ the 'failures' of the family in 

an organization of the social domain in which the area of 

the 'extrafamilial' has outstripped that of the 'intra- 

familial' are thus managed. At the same time, malfunctions 

in the public terrain are able to be returned to their 

alleged private conditions: 

Its [psychoanalysis'] usefulness to institutions was 
discerned in its ability to justify and renovate the 
two major frames of reference of a social order that 
functioned on the basis of a maximum avoidance of 
political issues: the social norm as a 
ciple and the - its G m e Z  Zn rivi - 
eges, as a val - -  . 183 

?- 

Castel's work emphasizes this effectivity of the 

psychoanalytic technology in. his concept of 'psych- 

analysme', one of whose meanings is "what psychoanalysis 

costs usff.'* At the point at which the family has suffered 

failures in its maintenance of a domains of the 'non- 

political', analysis operates "as a positive force of 

185 social and political neutralisation". 

caste1 locates this effectivity, which - organizing 
certain power-knowledge relations - is political, in the 

internal apparatus of psychoanalysis (what we have called, 



in qrder to encompass psychoanalytic discourse and the 

non-discursive techniques and relations it mobilizes, the 

psychoanalytic technology). He thus demonstrates the redun- 

dancy of the arguments which would tie the ..effects of 

psychoanalysis to the different points of application of 

its politically 'neutral' theory, or to the political 

persuasion of its 'usersg. Colin Gordon usefully summar- 

izes the bases on which Caste1 analyses the political 

effectivity of psychoanalysis: 

The of is defined by three inter- 
depe th relation between psycho- 
analysis and its uses is never one of simple*e&ter- 
iority; (2) the pure analytical relation (between 
analyst and analysand) has immediate and specific 
social effects, which are never socially neutral: 
the convention which governs this relation has the 
effect of necessarily invalidating/disqualifying the 
impact of power in social relations; it operates as 
a principle of mis-knowledge (me'connaissance), or, 
in other terms, induces a blindness to power; (3) 
the interconnection of these first two theses "makes 
it possible to understand, from the interior of its 
apparatus, the privileged place occupied today by 
psychoanalysis within dominant ideologies and 
instruments of social power". 

The principle of mis-knowledge and the 'blindness to 

power' that it induces reiterates the power-knowledge 

relations of the confession and its 'liberatory' establish- 

ment of truth, The promise of the subject's liberation and 

health by the recovery of a truth interior to, though 

hidden from, the subject, .makes the psychoanalytic tech- 

nology a mechanism excellence of a form of power 

calculated on the maximization of usefulness of docile 

bodies. Far from the unconscious marking the 'unknownness' 

of the subject (see Freud quote p.1321, psychoanalysis - 

constituting and placing 'the individualq as a strategic, 

correlative element of particular power-knowledge relat- 



ions: - is a differentiated extension of the disciplinary 

apparatus producing the visible, calculable individual. 

Inducing the subject to speak a 'common (psychoanalytic) 

sense', on its own behalf and in the service of lifting a 

repression, the subject's 'self' management is combined 

with an accumulation of knowledge destined for the psycho- 

analytic technology: 

the subject contributes willy-nilly to the 
analytical edifice by furnishing the analyst both 
with the material for a - case , a contribution 
to the professional literature, with the general 
means for development of the analyst's theoretical 
and practical knowledge. 187 

, 
The psychoanalytic technology mobilizes a productive and 

regulatory power whose relation to the knowledges psycho- 

analysis articulates is one of immanence. This is the 

point at which the politicality of psychoanalysis is 

located: the point at which the psychoanalytic technology 

produces an institutionally mobile and politically 

'docileq qualification of the formation of 'the indiv- 

idual' as a political anatomy - that is, an instrument of 
power-knowledge relations which aestheticize (generalize, 

unify) the specific material conditions of political 

struggles. 

?his admittedly brief presentation of a relatively 

recent body of work relocates psychoanalytic theory from a 

model of the general and timeless figure of the subject to 

a specific historically formed technology producing a 

particular and current knowledge about our pleasures, 

reading and writing practices, families and general social 



relations, which has determinate effects in the social. In 

marking this shift, which is not merely the attention to 

'how a theory is put into practice', but situates the 

political dimensions of the theory or the practice at the 

site of its emergence as a discourse, the point is to 

signal a different currency from a repeated statement of 

the benefits, for analyses of the production and consump- 

tion of ideologies, of decentring the subject. As Colin 

Gordon concludes, citing Castel, 

In 'de-centring' the subject, psychoanalysis has 
displaced the subject's functions, that is, carried 
them elsewhere and further. It has literally trans- 
ported into the most 'personal' domain, the uncon- 
scious, the movement of dispossessing the subject of 
the problematic of power which humanism had orches- 
trated on the level of conscious subjectivity: this 
is the fundamental operation which it reiterates on 
all levels ... 188 

A different currency is produced for psychoanalytic theory 

than as the 'subversion of the subject' by constituting it 

not as representing a knowledge that a reader comes to 

'understand', but as a set of discursive techniques and 

relations in which a particular readership, a particular 

'subjectivity' is produced. The psychoanalytic discourse 

constitutes the agents which read and repeat it as bearing 

specific capacities: it is a training in the reproduction 

of the power-knowledge relations organized in psycho- 

analytic discourse that produce a specific historical and 

political anatomy - the psychoanalytic subject. 



This training in the reproduction of the power- 

knowledge relations organized in psychoanalytic discourse 

- what a reading of 'Lacan' is if it is not an apprehen- 
sion of a truth the Lacanian texts express - can be 

specified in order for my argument not to fall foul of the 

accusation that I am simply pointing to what Lacan, in any 

case, claims : "my seminar [from which the texts are taken] 

. . . was aimed at . the training of psych~analysts".~~~ B Y 

specifying some of the techniques that constitute this 

training we can demonstrate however, that it is not simply 

the analyst that is being produced (a knowledge) but also 

the object of that knowledge - the analysand, the psycho- 
analytic subject which is allegedly what secures the 

pertinence of the knowledge. 

Clearly, this specification could be an enormous 

task: I plan simply to make an argument, to draw up the 

lines of such an analysis which is not in the (impossible) 

business of proving the Lacanian texts wrong, but of 

examining the techniques in which their plausibility as a 

general theory emerges. 

In a number of the commentaries on the Lacanian texts 

the practice of reading those texts is presented in terms 

of remarks on the difficulty of Lacan's language or style 

- his 'dizzying' moves between poetic forms, mathematical 

formulae, and philosophical constructs. Readers are 



described as 'outraged' by "the apparent randomness of 

this procedure". 190 

The question is, what does 'difficulty' stand for 

here? We can work from a clas'sification of 'difficulty' 

.presented by George Steiner: 

Contingent difficulties aim to be looked up; modal 
difficulties challenge the inevitable parochialism 
of honest empathy; tactical difficulties endeavour 
to deepen our apprehension by dislocating and 
goading to new life the supine energies of word and 
grammar. Each of these three classes of difficulty 
is it part of the contract of ultimate or prepon- 
derant intelligibility between poet and reader, 
between text and meaning ... Ontological diffic- 
ulties confront us with blank questions about the 
nature of human speech, about the status of signific- 
ance, about the necessity and purpose of the 
construct which we have, with more or less rough and 
ready consensus, come to perceive as a poem.19' 
... ontological difficulty seems to point to a hypo- 
stasis of language, such as we find, precisely, in 
the philosophy of Heidegger. It is not so much the 
poet who speaks, but language itself: - die Sprache 
s richt. The authentic, immensely rare, poem is one 
c h  'the Being of language' finds unimpeded 
lodging, in which the poet is not a ersona a 
subjectivity 'ruling over language', but \;en- an 
ness to', a supreme listener to, the genius of 
speech. The result of such openness is not so much a 
text, but an 'act', an eventuation of Being and 
literal 'coming into Being1.'% 

Steiner's account of ontological difficulty precisely 

formulates this characterization of reading the Lacanian 

texts: that the difficulty in following them is that they 

mime or gesture the truth they offer which is the Being of 

language: that the reader must submit to moves which, 

allegedly, "is the way an analysis unfolds ... how one 
learns language". lg3 

The 'immensely rare' poem of which Steiner speaks - 

where 'the being of language' finds unimpeded lodging - 



can bb taken as the properly realized psychoanalytic 

subject, namely, the analyst,-who "is specially inhabited 

by the word and 'is more made [by language] than others "'." 
And the psychoanalytic subject par excellence, Lacan, 

writes, "I am not a poet, but a poem. A poem that is being 

written, even if it looks like a subject."'" 

In other words, the difficulty of the Lacanian texts, 

in this presentation, lies in the complexity of their 

object: to read 'Lacan' is to grasp the dimensions of the 

(existential) psychoanalytic subject, or - what inhabits 
it - 'language'. 

It is from any such account of a phenomenological 

encounter with a mediated or directly gesturing ontolog- 

ical domain that I want to dissociate the work of reading 

the Lacanian texts. Reading the Lacanian texts involves 

securing relations between an array of statements whose 

currency is drawn from a number of discontinuous discur- 

sive formations. The difficulty in reading the Lacanian 

texts lies not in the complexity of their object, but in 

the range of knowledges and the mechanisms used to produce 

their object - 'a being such that knowledge will be 

attained in him of what renders all knowledge possible'. 

If we are to endorse any of Steiner's classification 

(given its problematic formulation of knowledge relations 

as a 'contract' between poet and reader), it would be that 

of 'contingent difficulties': a productive way of reading 

the Lacanian texts is with a dictionary of psychoanalysis, 

and preferably reference sources in phenomenology, the 



classics, literature, mathematics, optics, anthropology, 

physiology, psychology, sociology, communication theory, 

linguistics, poetics ... The Lacanian texts articulate a 
number of different discourses, borrowing statements of 

principle, specific examples, statements of position 

against which Lacanian theory defines itself. Their inter- 

section is in the figure of the subject as a unitary locus 

of effects. Our question is to what does the subject owe 

its status as a locus? How is this common inter- 

section secured? What writing and reading techniques are 

activated to unify the range of instances in which 'the 

subjectq is presented in the text: for example, the 

subject who knows the way it is with the function of 

speechlwith the Word 

the supposed knowing subject (le sujet suppos; savoirl 

the subject who believes 

the subject who sees (the optical subject) 

the subject who 'hath ears to hearq 

the subject who desires 

the subject who lacks 

the subject who is in pieces (le-corps-morcel6) 

the subject who is whole (the Other - at a certain point) 
the subject who is (being) 

tht subject who has 

the subject who is specifically excluded in all of the 

above (the subject who does not know, does not have) 

the subject who reads poetry, etc. 

If we are not dealing with a natural entity to be 

differentiated by its functions - and Lacan is not - how 



does , the subject emerge as a common object for all these 

knowledges, and make plausible the claim that the texts 

present a general theory Qhich "can be held to have 

relevance in our attempts to understand signifying 

practicew? " 

There are two major strategies in which the marker 

'the subject' is animated in a process whereby the subject 

positions organized in each discourse are made to antic- 

ipate, found, motivate, coincide, dialectically support 

and interpret each other, such that they coalesce to form 

'the psychoanalytic subject'. The first is a formalization 

of the grounds of psychoanalysis which establishes a mtf- 

ied universal domain in which all discourses allegedly 

emerge; the second is an which 

localizes this unified domain so that we read all these 

discourses, under the aegis of the formal structure of 

language, the site of the subject. 

Psychoanalysis gives'itself a unified transhistorical 

field, a common surface for the emergence of knowledges, 

in its 'presentation of language. Language is identified 

with the universal character of a signifying milieu in 

which everyone's perceptions, actions, lives, exist: 

... language ... has the universal character of a 
language (langue) that would be understood in all 
other languages (langues), but, at the same time, 
since it is the language that seizes desire at the 
very moment in which it is humanized by making 
itself recognized, it is absolutely particular to 
the subject . 197 

This is the case whatever is signified: 



~ v e n  if it communicates nothing, the discourse 
represents the existence of communication; even if 
it denies the evidence, 'it affirms that speech 
constitutes truth; even *if it is intended to 
deceive, the discourse speculates on faith in 
testimony. 198 

In these formulations, language is autonomous and 

ahistoric, a formal, self-evident fact because it is 

anterior to any of the knowledges in which it may be 

particularized, or - made evident. This repeats the articul- 

ation of language in the structural anthropology of ~6vi- 

Strauss where language is synonymous with 'meaningt as an 

instantaneous and originary event: 

Whatever the moment or circumstance of its appear- 
ance in some stage of animal life, language cmPcP. 
only have come into being instantaneously. Things 
could not have come to be meaningful little by 
little ... this radical change has no counterpart 
within the domain sf knowledge, which is developed 
slowly and progressively. In other words, at the 
moment when the entire universe, at once, became 
meaningful, it was not known any better for this, 
even if it is true that the appearance of language 
must have precipitated the rhythm of the development 
of knowledge. 1% 

This essential division between meaning and knowledge is 

imported into Lacan's concept of the Symbolic order (as 

the distinction between the symbolic function and the 

historical signifieds it induces), which is primarily 

derived from ~6vi-~trauss' anthropology. It is repeated in 

Lacan's . call for a formalization df psychdanalysis along 

the lines of "true science whose claims have been 

inscribed in a tradition beginning with Platots ~heaet- 

e t u ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  - that is, for its grounding in the ultimate 
.c, 

reality of the symbolic function as distinct from the 

inessential ephemera of positivist experiment and irnrned- 



iate: empirical detail. Similarly, the formal, self-evident 

nature of language is presented in its mathematicization; 

the location of "the laws of number - that is to say, the 
laws of the most refined of all as immanent to 

the Symbolic order. 

By rehearsing these discourses the Lacanian texts 

mobilize an account of a set of unified conditions of 

representation which positions the reader of these texts 

not in relation to their eventiality . -  that is, the 

particular statements and specific formations of the texts 

- but in relation to meaning-in-general, of which the 

Lacanian texts are specific forms. The 'Lacanian texts' 

challenge to their reader is that of understanding the 

activity of reading - where this is conceived- as grasping 
anew his/her relation as a subject to meaning. A specific 

instance of this positioning of the reader is the Lacanian 

project's presentation of itself as the return to the 

literality of Freud's 'letter', that is, to the truth of 

psychoanalysis. By endorsing the concept of a return to an 

unread' i e  , incorrectly read) but available set of 

texts - of the adequation of a problematic to the truth - 
the Lacanian problematic repeats a formation that main- 

tains - text and reading as distinct objects. This 'return 

to Freud' provides the Lacanian subversion of philosophy 

with its historical credentials - that is, the break with 
a philosophy of consciousness is posed as something which 

already exists to be recovered - while maintaining the 

actual site of the alleged break as 'masked' by the 

concepts Freud was forced to borrow from the knowledges 



his theory was subverting. The division between - text and 

marks the Lacanian problematic's continuity with 

other theories of reading that provide the criteria for 

adequate or inadequate representations of texts (see 

p.23). As with the presentation of the 'fact' of language 

this 'truth' of psychoanalysis elides the actual reading 

of the Lacanian texts to the site of the 'good reader' who 

can recognize their truth - "whoever hath ears to hear". 202 

But the 'good reader', the reader for whom psycho- 

analytic theory is plausible, is not a subject with a 

certain perception (or gullibility), who stumbles onto the 

Lacanian texts by chance. The 'good reader' is a site 

constructed within the texts for agents, bearing institut- 

ionally produced reading practices that psychoanalytic 

theory iterates, to occupy. From this position, the 'fact1 

of language, which is the 'truth1 of psychoanalysis, is 

visible. 

What are the conditions of visibility of this fact? 

They are not the good reader for the good reader is 

coterminous with this fact. We must ask, what are the 

conditions of visibility or plausibility of the 'fact' of 

language - and of its perception and of their division, and - 
similarly of the division between texts and readings, 

between language and knowledge, between and 

langues, between the anteriority of language and the 

subject as an effect of this anteriority. It is on these 

divisions that psychoanalysis rests its claim as a know- 

ledge able to designate belief or mis-knowledge, and erect 

a hierarchy of discourses in which linguistics, structural 



anthropology, mathematics and poetics (i.e., where psycho- 

analysis locates the symbolic function amongst 'first 

principles') designate a truth mis-taken by psychology, 

sociology or the 'commonsense' filtered down from a 

philosophy of the subject. We shall consider and question 

two instances of the presentation of the formal structure 

of language as a foundational truth - that is, as an 

object - for (anterior to, divided off from) a recognition. 

The first is the 'elucidation' of language via an 

explanation of poetic function. The recognition of the 

effects and conditions of metonymy ("the properly signi'fy- 

ing function . . . depicted in lang~age")~" is given in the 
Lacanian ~exts by citing a familiar training ("we learned 

this name in some grammar of our childhood") 2w and inter- 

preting a line of poetry. The example 'thirty sails1 is 

given: the principle 'part standing for whole' explained 

and the oscillating presence/absence of the missing word 

'shipt commented on. From this instance metonymy is estab- 

lished as "one side ... of the effective field constituted 
by the signifierU2&- or as a property of language. In this 

claim the signifiers are effectively taken to stand, not 

for another occulted signifier which will signify some 

designated 'whole', but for (the structure of) P 

But couldn't the reader object to this slippage from 

the limited sphere of action of metonymy to the universal 

domain of an ontological entity: say, 'that's just 

poetry', and ask how metonymy, a poetic device, stands as 

a property of a universal entity, language? Why should its 

function be recognized as extending beyond the poetic 



training in which it is produced? For example, another 

account of why 'wheels' means 'car' could be that the 

relation is produced according to the recognition tech- 

niques of a slang - and we need not claim for this 

shifting and informal training that occurs at specific 

historical and institutional junctures the authority of a 

function of the 'structure of language'. 

What gives 'the poetic' jurisdiction over an account 

like that given for slang? It is certainly not the 

'rights' of jurisdiction of a discourse - that one 

represents the conditions of representation and another 

falls on the side of an inessential effect of represen- 

tation: it is a question of its materiality, of its 

strategic repetition. The presentation of poetic devices 

is made coterminous in the Lacanian texts with a discourse 

that presents language as an epistemological object to be 

specified in terms of its universal function, first prin- 

ciples, base units. 

Consider this "reminder of first principles'1206 in "The 

Function of Language in Psychoanalysis": - 

what defines any element whatever of a language as 
belonging to Language, is that, for all the users of 
this language, this element is distinguished as such 
in any given set made up of homologous elements. The 
result is that the particular effects of this 
element of Language are intimately linked to the 
existence of the set or whole, anterior to any 
possible liaison with any particular experience of 
the subject. Considering this last liaison to be 
exterior to any reference to the first, consists 
simply in denying in this element the function 
proper to Language . . . 207 

What is being defined is not an element i e  how it is - 
differentiated from a mass), but under what conditions an 



element belongs to Language. And that condition of possib- 

ility is, when it is distinguished in any given set made 

up of homologous elements. Now, a set made up of 'homolog- 

ous elements' or k set of elements having the same 

relation' introduces the concept of structure: a reading 

can then be - an element is recognized as belonging to 

Language when it is seen in a structure. 

Then, we are given that this has a result, which is 

that the particular effects of this element are intimately 

linked to the existence of the set or whole, anterior to 

any pas-sible liaison with any particular experience of the 

subject. The 'first principle' of Language as structure is 

established. But hasn't this result taken the form of a 

proof? - the repetition of a statement? That is, the fact 
that an element .of Language belongs to a structure has 

been given at the outset as the condition of possibility 

of the element's belonging to Language. 

In other words, the 'first principles' of 'language' 

that guarantee it as the condition of possibility of all 

discourses cannot be demonstrated in the Lacanian texts as 

other than a repetition of the particular discourse of 

Saussurean linguistics (or, at other times, of foundat- 

ional mathematics). It is this specific repetition that 

provides some of the conditions of visibility for the 

'fact' of language. Others, and the conditions of plausib- 

ilty of the perception of this fact (the plausibility of 

the 'good reader', or the subject position organized in 

the Lacanian texts), are given in the repetition of state- 



ments :with a wider institutional currency: statements of 

language as an epistemological object specified in terms 

of its relation to intersubjectivity, the community, 

culture. These repetitions form the second strategy 

mobilized in the Lacanian texts which I have termed the 

anthropomorphization of 'language'. Some examples follow. 

The Lacanian texts, to establish the materiality of 

language, at times present it as body: 

The Word is in fact a gift of Language, and Language 
is not immaterial. It is a subtle body, but body it 
is. Words are trapped in all the corporeal images 
which captivate the subject; they can make the 
hysteric pregnant, be identified with the object of 

, represent the flood of urine of urethral 
or the retained faeces of avaricious 

Sometimes, securing its resonance'with , it is psycho- 
11 209 lra logized: "the Imaginary intentions of the discourse ; 

Word which has given up trying to'make itself re~ognized"?~ 

More frequently , the anthropomorphization of language 

(assigning it attributes commonly read as designating 'the 

human')., and to which the former techniques contribute, is 

the ascription to it, over and beyond its formal struc- 

ture, of a certain nature or 'Being' displaced by shifting 

the site of speech (with that term's connotations of 

. performance and immediacy) from man to language - a dis- 
placement achieved by the presentation of the 'fact' of 

the anteriority of language to the subject. This ascrip- 

tion of 'Being' is concomitant with the account of the 

'existential' effects of language. It is the Being of 

language that invests our lives with their reality and 

directs their course: 



The form in which language is expressed itself 
defines subjectivity . Language says : 'You will go 
here, and when you see this, you will turn off 
there1. In other words, it refers itself to the 
discourse of the other. As such it is enveloped in 
the highest function of speech, in as much as speech 
commits its author by investing the person to whom 
it is addressed with a new reality, as for example, 
when by a 'You are my wife', a subject marks himself 
with the seal of wedl0ck.~11 

What makes plausible -the junction psychoanalysis 

secures between language as a formal abstract structure 

(which is its passport of universal authority) and 'every- 

day' subjectivity is instanciated in the fact that the 

key-signifier, the primary signifier to which the.subject 

is (constitutively) subjected i.s presented as the p h a i l ~ ~  

- a passage of identity, as Wilden never clearly 

explained. In the central accounts of the constitution of 

the subject in language, the signifier - is the phallus, 

specifying it as an object belonging to the domain of 'the 

.humanf. Certainly the phallus is not the penis, but it 

does not have to be - the signifier becomes present and 

then fades along the metonymic chain of desire. To borrow 

from Lacan, "How is it that nobody has ever thought of 

connecting this with . . . the effect of an erection?"213 

(This is not too crude a transposition. At that point, 

Lacan is writing of the anamorphic function of the gaze, 

which shares with the signifier the essential function of 

lack that underlies- what the subject finds knowable or 

visible. 1 

This 'humanizing' of the identity of the signifier is 

central in the accounts of the constitution of the 

subject. To start with, by deferring the subject's birth 



through the presentation of the embryologist's concept of 

a real specific prematurity of birth, psychoanalysis 

claims the formation of the subject's 'being' - in other 

accounts simultaneous with its birth - as falling within 
its jurisdiction. The infans' achievement of 'Being' - as 

fiction - is thus made to coincide with the entry into the 
Imaginary which, though located within the symbolic 

matrix, is only 'relatively determined' by the structure 

of language. The subject passes from this Imaginary state 

of 'being' when he accedes - the moment of his humaniz- 
ation - to the Being of language in his entry into the 

Symbolic order. But the subject accedes to language only 

by language being specifically anthropomorphized. The 

Oedipus narrative, however much it is disclaimed as 

actually depicting the essential constitutive moment, is a 

significant support of the account of the generation of 

subjectivity. At some point in the account the signifier 

is necessarily the Symbolic Father and the phallus, in 

order that a mathematical description of sociality (the 

dual relation of the 'marks' that denote difference and 

permit combination, and the introduction of a ternary term 

lifting everything to a second degree of difference) be 

transcribed to a personalized account of intersubjectivity 

and its arrangement in a Culture that imposes on Nature a 

particular coding of sexual activity. (A similar personal- 

ization occurs in Irigaray's account of the infans, which 

positions it in relation to the mother's and father's - 
dialogue, and, in the Lacanian mirror-phase, while we are 

told that the image of the motor-coordinated body from 

which the infans anticipates its own maturity may be the 



child's own reflection, at certain retellings it is 

precisely the image of the mother's body.) 

In the 'paternal metaphor', which is the successful 

resolution of the Oedipal complex, metaphor, a formal 

mechanism of language, ts joined to a biography and 

interiorized in a life history of 'the child' (but also of 

the species). Metaphor produces not simply a poetic trope 

but a human identity. Again, language resonates with the 

concepts of and the 'flesh of the Word': the bestow- 

ing of the proper name begets the human being. Metaphor 

and metonymy sustain the subject in its everyday exis- 

tence; they are not simply linguistic devices, impinging 

on the sphere of 'life' 'metaphorically' - where 'metaphor- 

ically' might designate a surface effect. To restate this, 

metaphor and metonymy are presented in the Lacanian texts 

as the - real articulators of power and knowledge: the 

metaphor - is a symptom and metonymy - is desire - indeed, 

"man defies his very destiny when he derides the 

signifierM. 214 

A thumbnail sketch of the marrying of metaphor- 

metonymy with a biography is provided by recounting 

Lacan's exemplification of these mechanisms with the "well 

known ,line of Victor Hugo: His sheaf was neither miserly - - 
nor spiteful ...",215 in which we meet 'Booz' and learn the - 
essentials of his character, physiology and history. When 

we are told that "it is between the signifier in the form 

of the proper name of a man and the signifier that 

metaphorically abolishes him that the poetic spark is - 



216 produced", we are witnessing the shift worked by metaphor 

from signifier to person: why has the signifier abolished 

'him' and not simply 'a personal pronoun' - another 

signifier? If this seems overly pedantic, it is simply 

following the Lacanian presentation of metaphor, such that 

'metaphorically abolishes' is not to be read as producing 

an appearance of abolition, but designates the mechanism 

which effects it. Language does not produce metaphors of 

repression: repression occurs - in metaphor. 

But the linkage of formal functions of language to 

biographies is more significantly located in the space of 

'the child'. The Lacanian account of the constitution of 

the subject in language takes the particular form of how a 

child acquires speech or enters language once and for all 

- according to the trajectory of the biographic genre 

which traces a subject from birth to childhood to be- 

coming, or not, a support of the social order, The 

activation of biographic reading and writing practices is 

a central point in the plausibility of the Lacanian texts' 

account of the subject as a unitary locus of effects. 

Because the account works on the child, or more precisely, 

on the infans (without language and therefore undifferen- 

tiated from its surroundings), the question of identity 

which the child acquires when it enters into language is 

organized along the axes of non-identity/identity. The 

category acts as a blank and unitary space that is 

decisively written on at a later stage; a blank space that 

is just a play of signifiers and an uncoordinated body 

which only later forms a decisive anchoring-point or 



identity through the insistence of one signifier above all 

others, the phallus. This is a device in the Lacanian 

texts that organizes the story into a convincing account 

of opposites - absence/presence, non-sense/sense, mater- 

iallmeaning, non-identity/identity, undifferentiated need/ 

sexed desire. It is this organization that allows the 

interiorization, or assignment of a unitary locus to, the 

division of essence and appearance accommodated in the 

Lacanian account of the formal structure of language. 

Without the mobilization of these familiar reading 

and writing practices, which enable the Lacanian texts to 

draw on a readership with a wide institutional currency, 

language would not be 'seen' to have the effect of constit- 

uting the familiar individual (if divided) subject. 

Without the blank unitary space of 'the child' in which 

language, repeating its own originary event, creates a 

certain threshold of subjectivity, one could propose a 

different account of the organization of the site of the 

subject - for example, in terms of a number of differen- 
tiated 'presences', different senses, discontinuous 

identities according to the shifting and institutionally 

differentiated discursive and non-discursive practices in 

which identities and meanings are secured and through 

which a 'body' is deployed. In such an account there would 

be no place for a category of a foundational material on 

the side of non-sense, non-identity,. the 'raw material8 of 

subjectivity; material is always discursively organized 

in heterogeneous relations. 



In the same way that the 'fact' of language is 

produced by the repetition of certain discursive format- 

ions, so is the 'subject as an effect of language' 

produced by the regulated intersection of those discursive 

formations and the iteration of discursive formations 

presenting what we are trained to read as an everyday, 

common sense representation of subjectivity - the subjec- 
tivity we are all familiar with from reading biographies 

in novels or newspapers or on television, and producing 

our own for teachers, families and employers. 

The conditions of plausibility of the Lacanian texts 

- the conditions in which the figure of the psychoanalytic 
subject is plausible (i.e., the conditions in which we can 

recognize', read or repeat the criteria of the psycho- 

analytic subject) - are a set of discursive techniques 

which, as well as effecting new intersections between 

linguistics and other knowledges, activate already estab- 

lished readerships or reading practices in which are 

deployed the relations orgahized in, for example, biograph- 

ical narratives and the 'common sense1 filtered down from 

a philosophy of the subject (e.g., that human beings have 

a certain capacity for knowledge of essential truths). 

These relations form a machinery of interrogation, identif- 

ication and repetition for reading a text as a common 

surface where the reader's character, the characters 

presented in the text, and the character of the author may 

communicate, In the Lacanian texts - through the formaliz- 
ation of language as a separate identity from the subject 

- this machinery can be supplemented by the 'character' of 



language. It is only from language, or the subject 

position which can perceive the truth of language (or the 

good reader/the analyst/the properly realized psycho- 

analytic subject inhabited by language) that a man's 

biography or history, or the category of 'common sense' or 

the 'everyday' can be interrogated in the Lacanian texts. 

Biographies and 'common sense' are thus never questioned' 

as to their material, institutional conditions, but as the 

'fictions' or appearances of which psychoanalysis, "inhab- 

it[ing] fiction as the master of the house, as the law of 

the house and as the economy of fiction",217 must show the 

constitutive truth. 

The psychoanalytic subject - the subject presented as 
a unitary locus of effects - is not formed 'in language'. 
Like other subjectivities, it is formed in an ensemble of 

discursive and non-discursive techniques. It is with 

reference to these material relations - for example, the 
didactic apparatuses we find in the classroom and the 

cinema for producing and consuming 'subjectivity' - that 

forms of intervention in a particular subjectivity must be 

calculated, and not on the Lacanian claim that: 

the slightest alteration in the relation between man 
and the signifier ... changes the whole course of 
histor by modifying the moorings that anchor his 
being. 718 
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up, opens language out into significances beyond the 
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CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, we can repeat three points. 

Firstly, psychoanalytic theory, Freudian or Lacanian, 

does not constitute a break with the category of the 

subject as it is articulated in a philosophy of conscious- 

ness. A subversion of the subject as a problematic 

universalization and homogenization of knowledge relations 

cannot be undertaken on the grounds of another general 

condition (viz., the instincts, the unconscious, language 

presented as a formal system). 

Secondly, this refusal of the claim that psycho- 

analytic theory can provide the basis of a materialist 

reading practice by demonstrating the subject as effect is 

not to reinstate the subject as a foundational category, 

but to take up a different direction for a critique of the 

subject. Rather than nominating the subject of knowledge 

(that is, one who believes s/he can directly experience or 

know the real) a fiction, or aligned in a fictional 

trajectory, the subject can be formulated as a discursive- 

ly organized category extensively circulated through 

institutionally regulated trainings in reading and writing 

(and listening, speaking, view,ing) practices - for 

example, the seminal literary trainings, underpinned by a 

usually unacknowledged philosophical discourse, which form 

the integrative point of other knowledges in school curric- 

ula. As such, the subject is a specification of the 



historical formation of 'the individual' as a strategic 

correlative element of particular, shifting and institut- 

ionally differentiated power-knowledge relations. 

Thirdly, if the subject is not posed as either the 

self-evident origin of knowledge relations, or an origin 

which has to be made visible; nor the point to which all 

knowledge relations are directed, then analysis can 

specify and specifically rework the multiple and shifting 

material conditions in which knowledge is produced and 

consumed. 

To sum up, the problem of the subject is not to be 

inscribed in an eternal horizon of philosophical concerns. 

The category- of the subject is an historical or genealog- 

ical category, and the value of analyses such as 
% 

Foucault ' s , and what takes them beyond the critical 

function of psychoanalysis, is their demonstration of 

thi,s. While psychoanalysis directs its questions to the 

subject as an epistemological category, a Foucauldian 

analysis questions the subject as an historically produced 

category for which psychoanalysis, amongst other know- 

ledges, has been a crucial support. It then becomes a 

matter of which questions we ask, and in what order. We 

can either continue to ask, "How do we know?" and deflect 

all our subsequent questions through the machinery of the 

subject. Or we can begin to ask a much more dispersed set 

of questions about particular, historically produced know- 

ledges, such as how they were made possible, what effects 



they had, and by what relations they were linked and 

separated - relations, for example, of the order of exper- 
imental verification, logical validation, simple repetit- 

ion, analogical confirmation, general principle, trans- 

ferable model, higher authority, and so on, none of them 

defined summarily before the fact, by the scant resources 

or poverty of detail of a subject. 

The point then is not to institute a criticism which 

is content to demonstrate the fallacy of the subject in 

every text, but a more productive, though limited, inter- 

vention in the reading and writing practices in which the 

subject is produced as the plausible focal point of know- 

ledge relations, whose autonomy is infringed by power 

relations. conceived as .discrete from those relations of 

knowledge. Such an intervention would be calculated to 

dismantle the 'self-evidence' of the subject and to 

produce quite specific readerships in which a text is not 

produced and consumed as continuous with a single and 

original determination (such as an author's consciousness, 

unconscious, or the place in which the author and reader 

are fixed in an ahistorical and universally authoritative 

'language'), but as the correlative of the shifting and 

divergent determinants that any one text may have, via the 

specific and discontinuous techniques of reading and 

writing which are deployed and activated in changing 

institutional ensembles. 

Hopefully, this thesis, by iterating and assembling a 

number of formulations on the criteria of a materialist 



analysis, contributes to the production of a different 

readership for psychoanalytic theory than one which finds 

it an adequate/inadequate representation of subjectivity 

or the domain of 'the humanq and of all the practices 

currently grouped within that domain of reference. 
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