
Approaching Abfection

No Beast is there without glimmer of infinity'
No eye so uile nor abiect that brushes not

Against tightning from on higlt, now tender,
now fierce.

-Victor Hugo,La Légende des siècles

Neither Subject nor Object

There looms, within abiection, one of those violent, dark revolts of
being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant
o.r,ri-á. or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable,
the thinkable. It lies there, quite close, but it cannot be assimilated. It
beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire, which, nevertheless, does not
let itself be seduced. Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it rejects'
A certainty protecrs it from the shameful-a certainty of which it is

proud holi, ãn to it. But simultaneousl¡ iust the same, that impetus, that
,pur*, that leap is drawn toward an elsewhere as tempting as it is con-
¿.-".¿. Unflalgingl¡ like an inescapable boomerang, a vortex of sum-

mons and ,.pulrio., places the one haunted by it literally beside himself.
when I am beset by abjection, the twisted braid of affects and thoughts

I call by such a name does not have' properly speaking, a definable obiect'
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The abject is not an ob-ject facing me, which I name or imagine. Nor is it
an ob-jest, an otherness ceaselessly fleeing in a systemaric quest of desire.
'SØhat is abject is not my correlarive, which, providing me with someone
or something else as supporr, would allow me to be more or less detached
and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object-that of
being opposed to 1. If the object, however, through its opposition, setrles
me within the fragile texture of a desire for meaning, which, as a marrer
of fact, makes me ceaselessly and infinitely homologous to it, what is
abiect, on the contrary, the jettisoned object, is radically excluded and
draws me toward the place where meaning collapses. A certain "ego"
that merged with its masrer, a superego, has flatly driven it away. It lies
outside, beyond the set, and does not seem to agree to the latter's rules of
the game. And yet, from irs place of banishment, the ablect does nor cease
challenging its master. .Without 

a sign (for him), it beseeches a discharge,
a convulsion, a crying out. To each ego its object, to each superego its
abject. It is not the white expanse or slack boredom of repression, nor rhe
translations and transformations of desire that wrench bodies, nights,
and discourse; rather it is a brutish suffering that "I" puts up with, sub-
lime and devastated, for "I" deposits it to the father's account (uerse au
père-père-uersion): I endure it, for I imagine that such is the desire of the
other. A massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar
as it might have been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as
radically separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But nor nothing, either.
A "something" that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaning-
lessness, about which there is nothing insignificant, which crushes me.
On the edge of nonexistence and hallucination, of a reality that, if I
acknowledge it, annihilates me. There, abject and abjection are my safe-
guards. The primers of my culture.

The Improperrunclean
Loathing an item of food, a piece of filth, wasre, or dung. The spasms and
vomiting that protect me. The repugnance, the retching thar thrusts me
to the side and turns me away from defilement, sewage, and muck. The
shame of compromise, of being in the middle of treachery. The fascinated
start that leads me toward and separates me from them.

Food loathing is perhaps the most elementary and most archaic form
of abjection. When the eyes see or the lips touch that skin on the surface
of milk-harmless, thin as a sheet of cigarette paper, pitiful as a naii par-
ing-I experience a gagging sensarion and, still farther down, spasms in
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the stomach, the belly; and all the organs shrivel up the bod¡ provoke
tears and bile, increase heartbeat, cause forehead and hands to perspire'
Along with sight-clouding dizziness, nausea makes me balk at that milk
cream, separates me from the mother and father who proffer it. "1" want
none of tÈat element, sign of their desire; "I" do not want to listen, "I"
do not assimilate it, "I" expel it. But since the food is not an "other" for
"me," who am only in their desire, I expel myself, I spit myself out, I
abject myselfwithin the same motion through which "I" claim to estab-
lísi myself. That detail, perhaps an insignificant one, but one that they
ferret out, emphasize, evaluare, that trifle turns me inside out, guts
sprawling; it is thus that they see rhar "I" am in the process of becoming
an other at the expense of my own death. During that course in which
,.I" become, I give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit.
Mute protest of the symptom, shattering violence of a convulsion that, to
be sure, is inscribed in a symbolic system, but in which, without either
wanting or being able to become integrated in order to answer to it, it
reacts, it abreacts. It abjects.

The corpse (or cadaver: cadere, to fall), that which has irremediably
come a .ropp.., is cesspool, and death; it upsets even more violently the
one who .ãrrfrontt it as fragile and fallacious chance. A wound with
blood and pus, or the sickl¡ acrid smell of sweat, of deca¡ does not slg-
nify death.In rhe presence of signified death-a flat encephalograph, for
instance-I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater,
without makeup or masks, refuse and corpses sbow me what I Perma-
nently thrust aside in order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this
shit are what life withstands, hardly and with difficult¡ on the part of
death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being. My
body extricates itself, as being alive, from that border. such wastes drop
so that I might live, until, from loss ro loss, nothing remains in me and
my enrire boay fatts beyond the limit-c¿ dere, cadaver. If dung signifies
the other side of the border, the place where I am not and which permits
me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has

encroached upor, .,r.rything. It is no longer I who expel, "I" is expelled'
The border hàs become an obiect. How can I be without border? That
elsewhere that I imagine beyond the present, or that I hallucinate so that
I might, in a present time, speak to you' conceive of you-it is now here,
jet.d, abjected, inro .,my" world. Deprived of world, therefore, I fall in'a 

faint.In that compelling, raw, insolent thing in the morgue's full sun-
light, in that thing that no longer matches and therefore no longer signi-
fiãs anything, I behold the breaking down of a world that has erased its
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borders: fainting away. The corpse, seen without God and outside of sci-
ence, is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject. It is
something rejected from which one does not parr) from which one does
not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real
threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.

It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health thar causes abjection but
what disturbs identit¡ system, order. What does not respecr borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. The trai-
tor, the liar, the criminal with a good conscience, the shameless rapist, the
killer who claims he is a savior. . . . Ary crime, because it draws amenrion
to the fragiliry of the law, is abject, but premeditated crime, cunning mur-
der, hypocritical revenge are even more so because they heighten the dis-
play of such fragility. He who denies moraliry is not abject; there can be
grandeur in amorality and even in crime that flaunts its disrespect for the
law-rebellious, liberating, and suicidal crime. Abjection, on the other
hand, is immoral, sinister, scheming, and shady: a rerror that dissembles,
a hatred that smiles, a passion that uses the body for baner instead of
inflaming it, a debtor who sells you up, a friend who stabs you. . . .

In the dark halls of the museum that is now whar remains of Ausch-
wítz,I see a heap of children's shoes, or somerhing like that, something I
have already seen elsewhere, under a Christmas tree, for instance, dolls I
believe. The abjection of Nazi crime reaches its apex when death, which,
in any case, kills me, interferes with what, in my living universe, is sup-
posed to save me from death: childhood, science, among other things.

The Abjection of Self

If it be true that the abject simulraneously beseeches and pulverizes the
subject, one can understand thar it is experienced at the peak of its
strength when that subject, weary of fruitless anempts to identify with
something on the outside, finds the impossible within; when it finds that
the impossible constitutes its very being,that it ¡s none other than abject.
The abjection of self would be the culminating form of that experience of
the subject to which it is revealed that all its objects are based merely on
the inaugural /oss that laid the foundations of its own being. There is
nothing like the abjection of self to show that all abjection is in fact
recognition of. the want on which any being, meaning, language, or desire
is founded. One always passes too quickly over this word, "want," and
today psychoanalysts are finally taking into accounr only its more or less
fetishized product, the "object of want." But if one imagines (and imag-
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ine one must, for it is the working of imagination whose foundations are

being laid here) the experience of wønt itself as logically preliminary to
being and object-to the being of the object-then one understands that
abjeition, and even more so abjection of self, is its only signified. Its sig-

niiier, then, is none but literature. Mystical Christendom turned this
abjection of self into the ultimate proof of humiliry before God, witness
Elizabeth of Hungary who "rhough a great princess, delighted in noth-
ing so much as in abasing herself."l-The question remains as ro the ordeal, a secular one this time, that
abjection can constitute for someone who, in what is termed knowledge
of castration, turning away from perverse dodges, presents himself with
his own body and ego as the most precious nonobjects; they are no
longer seen in their own right but forfeited, abject. The termination of
arr"-iysis can lead us there, as we shall see. Such are the pangs and delights
of masochism.

Essentially different from "uncanniness," more violent, too, abjection
is elaborated through a failure to recognize its kin; nothing is familiar,
not even the shadow of a memory. I imagine a child who has swallowed
up his parents roo soon, who frightens himself on that account, "all by
himself,,' and, ro save himself, rejects and throws up everything that is

given to him-all gifts, all obiects. He has, he could have, a sense of the
ãb¡..,. Even before things for him s7s-þsnçç before they are signifi-
able-he drives them out, dominated by drive as he is, and constitutes
his own rerritor¡ edged by the abject. A sacred configuration. Fear
cements his compound, conjoined to another world, thrown up, driven
out, forfeited. 'llhat he has swallowed up instead of maternal love is an
emptiness, or rather a maternal hatred without a word for the words of
the father; that is what he tries to cleanse himself of, tirelessly. rüühat

solace does he come upon within such loathing? Perhaps a father, exist-
ing but unsettled' Ioving but unstead¡ merely an apparition but an
ap-parition that remains. llithout him the holy brat would probably
h"u. ,ro sense of the sacred; a blank subject, he would remain, discom-
fited, at the dump for nonobjects rhar are always forfeited, from which,
on rhe contrary, Ìortified by abjection, he tries to extricate himself. For
he is not mad, he through whom the abject exists. out of the daze that
has petrified him before the untouchable, impossible, absent body of the

-orir.r, a daze that has cut off his impulses from their objects, that is,

from their representations' out of such daze he causes' along with
loathing, one word to crop up-fear. The phobic has no other-obiect
than thã ablect. But that word, "fear"-a fluid haze, an elusive clammi-
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ness-no sooner has it cropped up than it shades off like a mirage and
permeates all words of the language with nonexisrence, with a halluci-
natory, ghostly glimmer. Thus, fear having been bracketed, discourse
will seem tenable only if it ceaselessly confronts that otherness, a burden
both repellent and repelled, a deep well of memory that is unapproach-
able and intimate: the abject.

Beyond the Unconscious
Put another wa¡ it means that there are lives not sustaine d by desire, as
desire is always for objects. Such lives are based on exclusion They are
clearly distinguishable from those undersrood as neurotic or psychotic,
articulated by negation and its modalities, transgression, denial, and
repudiation. Their dynamics challenges the theory of the unconscious,
seeing that the latter is dependent upon a dialectic of negativity.

The theory of the unconscious, as is well kn<-rwn, presupposes a repres-
sion of contenrs (affects and presentations) that, thereb¡ do not have
access to consciousness but effect within the subject modifications, either
of speech (parapraxes, etc.), or of the body (symptoms), or both (hallu-
cinations, etc.). As correlative to the notion of repressìon, Freud put for-
ward that of denial as a means of figuring our neurosis, that of reiection
lrepudiation) as a means of situating psychosis. The asymmetry of the
rwo repressions becomes more marked owing to denial's bearing on the
object whereas repudiation affects desire itself (Lacan, in perfect keeping
with Freud's thought, interprets rhar as "repudiation of the Name of
the Father").

Yet, facing the ab-ject and more specifically phobia and the splining
of the ego, one might ask if those articulations of negativity germane to
the unconscious (inherited by Freud from philosophy and psychology)
have not become inoperative. The "unconscious" contents remain here
excluded but in strange fashion: not radically enough to allow for a
secure differentiation befween subject and object, and yet clearly enough
for a defensive position to be established-one that implies a refusal but
also a sublimating elaboration. As if the fundamental opposition were
between I and Other or, in more archaic fashion, berween Inside and
Outside. As if such an opposition subsumed the one between Conscious
and Unconscious, elaborated on the basis of neuroses.

Owing to the ambiguous opposition i/Other, Inside/Outside-an
opposition that is vigorous but pervious, violent but uncertain-there
are contents, "normally" unconscious in neurotics, that become explicit
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if not conscious in "borderline" patients' speeches and behavior. Such
contents are often openly manifested through symbolic practices' with-
out by the same token being integrated into the judging consciousness
of those particular subjects. Since they make the conscious/unconscious
distinction irrelevant, borderline subiects and their speech constitute
propitious ground for a sublimating discourse ("aesthetic" or "mysti-
cal," etc.), rather than a scientific or rationalist one.

An Exile Who Asks, "\(/here?"
The one by whom the abiect exists is thus a deiectwho places (himself),
separates (himself), situates (himself), and therefore strtys instead of get-
ting his bearings, desiring, belonging, or refusing. Situationist in a sense,
and not without laughter-since laughing is a way of placing or displac-
ing abjection. Necessarily dichotomous, somewhat Manichaean' he
divides, excludes, and without, properly speaking, wishing to know his
abjections is not at all unaware of them. Often, moreover' he includes
himself among them, thus casting within himself the scalpel that carries
out his separations.

Instead of sounding himself as to his "being," he does so concerning
his place: "Where am I?" instead of "Wbo am I?" For the space that en-
grosses the deject, the excluded, is never one' nor ltomogeneoÙrs, nor
totalizable, but essentially divisible, foldable, and catastrophic. A deviser
of territories, languages, works, the deiect never stoPs demarcating his
universe whose fluid confines-for they are constituted of a nonobject,
the abject-constantly question his solidity and impel him to start afresh.
A tireless builder, the deiect is in short a stray. He is on a journe¡ during
the night, the end of which keeps receding. He has a sense of the danger,
of the loss that the pseudo-object attracting him represents for him, but
he cannot help taking the risk at the very moment he sets himself apart'
And the more he strays, the more he is saved.

Time: Forgetfulness and Thunder
For it is out of such straying on excluded ground that he draws his iouis-
sance. The abject from which he does not cease separating is for him, in
short, a land of obliuion rhat is constantly remembered. Once upon blot-
ted-out time, the abiect must have been a magnetized pole of covetous-
ness. But the ashes of oblivion now serve as a screen and reflect aversion,
repugnance. The clean and proper (in the sense of incorporated and
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incorporable) becomes filth¡ the sought-after turns into the banished,
fascination into shame. Then, forgotren time crops up suddenly and con-
denses into a flash of lightning an operation that, if it were thought out,
would involve bringing together the rwo opposite rerms but, on accounr
of that flash, is discharged like thunder. The time of abjection is double:
a time of oblivion and thunder, of veiled infinity and the momenr when
revelation bursts forth.

Jouissance and Affect
Jouissance, in short. For the stray considers himself as equivalent to a
Third Party. He secures the latter's judgment, he acts on rhe süengrh of
its power in order ro condemn, he grounds himself on its law to rear the
veil of oblivion but also ro ser up its object as inoperarive. As jettisoned.
Parachuted by the Other. A ternary srrucure, if you wish, held in key-
stone position by the Other, but a "structure" that is skewed, a topology
of catastrophe. For, having provided itself with an alter ego, the Other no
longer has a grip on the three apices of the triangle where subjective
homogeneity resides; and so, it jettisons the object inro an abominable
real, inaccessible except through jouissance. It follows that jouissance
alone causes the abject to exist as such. One does not know it, one does
not desire ir, one joys in it (on en iouit). Violently and painfully. A pas-
sion. And, as in jouissance where the object of desire, known as object a
(in Lacan's terminology), bursts with the shaftered mirror where the ego
gives up its image in order to contemplate itself in the Other, there is
nothing either objective or objectal to the abject. It is simply a fronrier, a
repulsive gift that the Other, having become alter ego, drops so rhat ..I"
does not disappear in it but finds, in that sublime alienarion, a forfeited
existence. Hence a jouissance in which the subject is swallowed up but in
which the Other, in rerurn, keeps the subject from foundering by making
it repugnant. one thus understands why so many victims of the abject are
its fascinated victims-if not its submissive and willing ones.'Síe may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because,
while releasing a hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what
threatens it-on the contrar¡ abjection acknowledges it to be in perpet-
ual danger. But also because abjection itself is a composite of judgment
and affect, of condemnation and yearning, of signs and drives. Abjection
preserves what existed in the archaism of preobjectal relationship, in the
immemorial violence with which a body becomes separated from
another body in order to be-maintaining that night in which the outline
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of the signified thing vanishes and where only the imponderable affect is
carried out. To be sure, if I am affected by what does not yet appear to
me as a thing, it is because laws, connections' and even structures of
meaning govern and condition me. That order, that glance, that voice,
rhar gesture, which enacr rhe law for my frightened body, consritute and
bring about an effect and not yet a sign. I speak to it in vain in order to
exclude it from what will no longer be, for myself, a world that can be

assimilated. Obviousl¡ I am only liþ.e someone else: mimetic logic of the
advent of the ego, objects, and signs. But when I seeþ (myself), /ose
(myself), or experience iouissance-then "1" is heterogeneous' Dis-
comfort, unease, dizziness stemming from an ambiguiry that, through the
violence of a revolt against, demarcates a space out of which signs and
objects arise. Thus braided, woven, ambivalent, a heterogeneous flux
marks out a territory that I can call my own because the other, having
dwelt in me as alter ego, points it out to me through loathing.

This means once more that the heterogeneous flow, which portions
the abject and sends back abjection, already dwells in a human animal
that has been highly altered. I experience abiection only if an other has
seftled in place and stead of what will be "me." Not at all an other with
whom I identify and incorporate, but an Other who precedes and pos-
Sesses me, and through such possession causes me to be. A possession
previous to my advent: a being-there of the symbolic that a father might
or might not embody. Significance is indeed inherent in the human body.

At the Limit of Primal Repression

If, on account of that Other, a sPace becomes demarcated, separating the
abject from what will be a subject and its obiects, it is because a repres-
sion that one might call "primal" has been effected prior to the springing
forth of the ego, of its objects and representations. The latter, in turn, as

they depend on another repression, the "secondary" one, arrive only a

posteriori on an enigmatic foundation that has already been marked off;
its return, in a phobic, obsessional, psychotic guise, or more generally
and in more imaginary fashion in the shape of abiection, notifies us of the
limits of the human universe.

On such limits and at the limit one could say that there is no uncon-
scious, which is elaborated when representations and affects (whether or
not tied to representations) shape a logic. Here, on the contrary' con-
sciousness has not assumed its rights and transformed into signifiers
those fluid demarcations of yet unstable territories where an "I" that is
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taking shape is ceaselessly straying. 'síe are no longer within the sphere
of the unconscious but at the limit of primal repression that, nevertheless,
has discovered an intrinsically corporeal and already signifying brand,
symptom, and sign: repugnance, disgust, abjection. There is an efferves-
cence of object and sign-not of desire but of intolerable significance;
they tumble over into non-sense or the impossible real, but they appear
even so in spite of "myself" (which is not) as abjection.

Premises of the Sign, Linings of rhe Sublime
Let us pause a while at this juncture. If the abject is already a wellspring
of sign for a nonobjecr, on rhe edges of primal repression, one can under-
stand its skirting the somatic symprom on the one hand and sublimation
on the other. The symptom: a language that gives up, a srrucrure within
the bod¡ a nonassimilable alien, a monster, a tumor, a cancer that the lis-
tening devices of the unconscious do not hear, for its strayed subject is hud-
dled outside the paths of desire. sublimation, on the conrrary, is nothing
else than the possibility of naming the prenominal, the preobjectal, which
are in fact only a transnominal, a transobjectal. In the symptom, the abject
permeates me, I become abject. Through sublimation, I keep it under con-
trol. The abject is edged wirh the sublime. It is not the same momenr on
the journe¡ but the same subject and speech bring them into being.

For the sublime has no object either. \7hen the starry sk¡ a vista of
open seas or a stained glass window shedding purple beams fascinare
me, there is a cluster of meaning, of colors, of words, of caresses, there
are light touches, scents, sighs, cadences that arise, shroud me, carry me
awa¡ and sweep me beyond the things that I see, hear, or think. The
"sublime" object dissolves in the raptures of a bomomless memory. It is
such a memory, which, from stopping point to stopping point, remem-
brance to remembrance, love to love, transfers that object to the reful-
gent point of the dazzlemenr in which I srray in order to be. As soon as I
perceive it, as soon as I name it, the sublime triggers-it has always
alread,v triggered-a spree of perceprions and words that expands mem-
ory boundlessly. I then forget the point of departure and find myself
removed to a secondary universe, set off from the one where *I, am-
delight and loss. Not at all short of but always with and through per-
ception and words, the sublime is a something added that expands us,
overstrains us, and causes us to be both bere,as dejects, and there,as oth-
ers and sparkling. A divergence, an impossible bounding. Everything
missed, joy-fascination.
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Before the Beginning: Separation

The abject might then appear as the most fragile (from a synchronic point
of view), the most archaic (from a diachronic one) sublimation of an
"object" still inseparable from drives. The abiect is that pseudo-object
that is made up before but appears only witbin the gaps of secondary
repression. The abiect would thus be the " obiect" of primal repression'

But what is primal repression? Let us call it the abiliry of the speaking
being, always already haunted by the Other, to divide, reject, repeat.
'Without oz¿ division, one separation, one subject/object having been
constituted (not yet, or no longer yet). '$7hy? Perhaps because of mater-
nal anguish, unable to be satiated within the encompassing symbolic'

The abject confronts us, on the one hand, with those fragile states
where man strays on the territories of animal. Thus, by way of abjection,
primitive societies have marked out a precise area of their culture in order
to remove it from the threatening world of animals or animalism, which
were imagined as representatives of sex and murder.

The abject confronts Lrs, on the other hand, and this time within our
personal archeolog¡ with our earliest attempts to release the hold of
maternal entity even before ex-isting outside of her, thanks to the auton-
omy of language. It is a violent, clumsy breaking awa¡ with the constant
risk of falling back under the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling.
The difficulry a mother has in acknowledging (or being acknowledged by)
the symbolic realm-in other words, the problem she has with the phal-
lus that her father or her husband stands for-is not such as to help the
future subject leave the natural mansion. The child can serve its mother as

token of her own authentication; there is, however, hardly any reason for
her to serve as go-between for it to become autonomous and authentic in
its turn. In such close combat, the symbolic light that a third parry even-
tually the father, can contribute helps the future subiect, the more so if it
happens to be endowed with a robust supply of drive energy, in pursuing
a reluctant struggle against what, having been the mother, will turn into
an abject. Repelling, reiecting; repelling itself, rejecting itself. Ab-jecting'

In this struggle, which fashions the human being, the mimesis, by
means of which he becomes homologous to another in order to become
himself, is in short logically and chronologically secondary. Even before
beíng liÞe, "I" am not but ðo seþarate, reiect, ab-'iecl. Abjection, with a

meaning broadened to take in subjective diachrony, is a precondition of
narcissism.It is coexistent with it and causes it to be permanently brittle.
The more or less beautiful image in which I behold or recognize myself
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rests upon an abjection that sunders it as soon as repression, the constant
watchman, is relaxed.

The "Chora," Receptacle of Narcissism
Let us enter, for a moment, into that Freudian aporia called primal
repression. curious primac¡ where what is repressed cannot r.áily b.
held down, and where what represses always already borrows irs
strength and authority from what is apparently very second ary: lan-
guage- Let us therefore not speak of primacy but of the instability of the
symbolic function in its most significant aspect-the prohibition placed
on the marernal body (as a defense against autoeroricism and incest
taboo). Here, drives hold sway and constitute a strange space that I shall
name, afrer Plato (Timaeus 48-53), a chora, a receptacle.

For the benefit of the ego or its detrimenr, drives, whether life drives
or death drives, serve to correlate that "not yet" ego with an "object,, in
order to establish both of them. Such " pro..rr, while dichoromous
(inside/outside, ego/not ego) and repetitive, has nevertheless something
centripetal about it: it aims to sertle the ego as cenrer of a solar system of
objects. If, by dint of coming back toward the cenrer, the drive's morion
should eventually become centrifugal, hence fasten on the other and
come inro being as sign so as to produce meaning-that is, literally
speaking, exorbitant.

But from rhat moment on, while I recognize my image as sign and
change in order to signif¡ anorher economy is instituled. Th1 sign
represses the chora and its eternal rerurn. Desire alone will henceforth be
witness to that "primal" pulsation. But desire ex-patriates the ego
toward an otber subject and accepts rhe exactness of the ego only as nar-
cissistic. Narcissism then appears as a regression to a position set back
from the other, a return to a self-contemplative, conservative, self-suffi-
cient haven. Actuall¡ such narcissism never is rhe wrinkleless image of
the Greek youth in a quiet fountain. The conflicts of drives muddie its
bed, cloud its warer, and bring forth everything that, by not becoming
integrated with a given system of signs, is abjection for it.

Abjection is therefore a kind on narcissistic crisis: it is witness to the
ephemeral aspect of the state called "narcissism" with reproachful jeal-
ousy, heaven knows why; what is more, abjection gives narcissism (the
thing and the concept) its classification as ..seeming."

Nevertheless, it is enough that a prohibition, which can be a superego,
block the desire craving an other-or that this other, as its role demanàs,

Powers of Horror 241

not fulfill it-for desire and its signifiers ro turn back toward rhe "same,"
thus clouding the waters of Narcissus. It is precisely at the moment of
narcissistic perturbation (all things considered, the permanent state of
the speaking being, if he would only hear himself speak) that secondary
repression, with its reserve of symbolic means, attempts to transfer to its
own account, which has thus been overdrawn, the resources of primal
repression. The archaic economy is brought into full light of da¡ signi-
fied, verbalized. Its strategies (rejecting, separating, repeating/abjecting)
hence find a symbolic exisrence, and the very logic of the symbolic-
ârguments, demonsrrations, proofs, etc.-musr conform to it. It is then
that the object ceases to be circumscribed, reasoned with, thrust aside: it
appears as abject.

Two seemingly contradictory causes bring about the narcissistic crisis
that provides, along with its truth, a view of the abject. Too much strict-
ness on tbe part of tbe Other, confused with the One and the Law. The
lapse of the Other, which shows through the breakdown of objects of
desire. In both instances, the abject appears in order to uphold "I" wirhin
the Other. The abject is the violence of mourning for an "object" that has
always already been lost. The abject shaters the wall of repression and
its judgments. It takes the ego back to its source on the abominable lim-
its from which, in order to be, the ego has broken away-it assigns it a
source in the non-ego, drive, and death. Abjection is a resurrection that
has gone through death (of the ego). It is an alchemy that transforms
death drive into a start of life, of new significance.

Perverse or artistic
The abject is related to perversion. The sense of abjection that I experi-
ence is anchored in the superego. The abject is perverse because it nei-
ther gives up nor assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law, but turns them
aside, misleads, corrupts, uses them, takes advantage of them, the bet-
ter to deny them. It kills in the name of life-a progressive despot; it lives
at the behest of death-an operator in genetic experimentations; it curbs
the other's suffering for its own profit-a cynic (and a psychoanalyst);
it establishes narcissistic power while pretending to reveal the abyss-
an artist who practices his art as a "business." Corruption is its most
common, most obvious appearance. That is the socialized appearance of
the abject.

An unshakable adherence to Prohibition and Law is necessary if that
perverse interspace of abjection is to be hemmed in and thrust aside.
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Religion, Moralit¡ Law. obviously always arbitrar¡ more or less;
unfailingly oppressive, rather more than less; raboriously prevailing,
more and more so.

contemporary literature does not take rheir place. Rather, ir seems ro
be writren out of the untenable aspects of perverse or superego positions.
It acknowledges the impossibility of Religion, Morarity, anJ Låw-their
power pla¡ their necessary and absurd seeming. Like perversion, it takes
advantage of rhem, gets round them, and makes spoit of them. N.ue._
theless, it mainrains a distance where the abject is concerned. The writer,
fascinated by the abject, imagines its logic, projects himself inro ir, intro-
jects it, and as a consequence perverts language-sryle and content. But
on the other hand, as rhe sense of abjection is borh the abject's judge and
accomplice, this is also rrue of the literature rhat confronts it. óne might
thus say that with such a lirerature there takes place a crossing over of
the dichotomous caregories of pure and Impure, prohibition and sin,
Moraliry and Immorality.

For the subject firmly settled in its superego, a writing of this sort is
necessarily implicated in rhe inrerspace that characterizes perversion; and
for that reason, it gives rise in rurn ro abjection. And yet, such texts call
for a softening of the superego. nØriting them implies an abiliry to imag-
ine the abject, that is, ro see oneself in its place and to thrust it aside only
by means of the displacemenrs of verbal play. It is only after his death,
eventuall¡ that the wrirer of abjection will escape his condition of wasre,
re;'ect, abjecr. Then, he will either sink into oblivion or artain the rank of
incommensurate ideal. Death would thus be the chief curaror of our
imaginary museum; it would prorecr us in the lasr resort from the abjec-
tion that conremporary literature claims to expend whire utering it. such
a protection, which gives its quietus to abjection, bur also perhaps to the
bothersome, incandescent stake of the literary phenomeno.t itr.li which,
raised to the status of the sacred, is seuereá iro- its specificity. Death
thus keeps house in our conremporary universe. By puiifying (us from)
literature, it establishes our secular religion.

As Abjection-So the Sacred
Abjection accompanies all religious srrucrurings and reappears, to be
worked out in a new guise, ar the time of their collapse. S.rr"r"l ,tr.r._
turations of abjection should be distinguished, each one determining a
specific form of the sacred.
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Ablection appears as a rite of defilement and pollution in the Pagan-
ism that accompanies societies with a dominant or surviving matrilineal
character. It takes on the form of the exclusion of a substance (nutritive
or linked to sexualiry), the execution of which coincides with the sacred
since it sets it up.

Abjection persists as exclusion or taboo (dietary or other) in monothe-
istic religions, Judaism in particular, but drifts over to more "secondary"
forms such as transgression (of the Law) within the same monotheistic
economy. It finally encounters, with Christian sin, a dialectic elabora-
tion, as it becomes integrated in the Christian !Øord as a threatening oth-
erness-but always nameable, always totalizable.

The various means of purifying the abject-the various catharses-
make up the history of religions, and end up with that catharsis par excel-
lence called art, both on the far and near side of religion. Seen from that
standpoint, the artistic experience, which is rooted in the abject it utters
and by the same token purifies, appears as the essential component of
religiosiry. That is perhaps why it is destined to survive the collapse of the
historical forms of religions.

Outside of the Sacred, the Abject Is Written
In the contemporary practice of the $üest and owing to the crisis in
Christianity, abjection elicits more archaic resonances that are culturally
prior to sin; through them it again assumes its biblical status, and beyond
it that of defilement in primitive societies. In a world in which the Other
has collapsed, the aesthetic task-a descent into the foundations of the
symbolic construct-amounts to retracing the fragile limits of the speak-
ing being, closest to its dawn, to the bortomless "primacy" constituted
by primal repression. Through that experience, which is nevertheless
managed by the Other, "subject" and "object" push each other awa¡
confront each other, collapse, and start again-inseparable, contami-
nated, condemned, at the boundary of what is assimilable, thinkable:
abject. Great modern literature unfolds over that terrain: Dostoyevsky',
Lautréamont, Proust, Artaud, Kafka, Céline.

Catharsis and Analysis
That abjectioz, which modernity has learned to repress, dodge, or fake,
appears fundamental once the analytic point of view is assumed. Lacan
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says so when he links that word to the saintliness of the analyst, a link-
age in which the only aspecr of humor thar remains is blackness.2

one must keep open the wound where he or she who enters into the
analytic advenrure is located-a wound that the professional establish-
ment, along with the cynicism of the times and of institutions, will soon
manage to close up. There is nothing initiatory in that rite, if one under-
stands by "initiation" rhe accession to a purity that the posrure of death
guaranteed (as in Plato's Phaedo) or the unadulterated treasure of the
"pure signifier" (as is the gold of truth inTbe Republic, or the pure sep-
aratism of the statesman in the statesmaa). It is rather a heterogen.ous,
corporeal, and verbal ordeal of fundamental incompleteness: a ,,gap-
ing," "less one." For the unstabilized subject who comes out of that-
like a crucified person opening up the stigmata of its desiring body to a
speech thar srrucrures only on condition that it let go-any signifying
or human phenomenon, insofar as it zs, appears in its being as abjec_
tion. For what impossible catbarszi? Freud, early in his career, used the
same word to refer to a therapeutics, the rigor of which was to come
out later.

rVith Plato and Aristotle
The analyst is thus and forever sent back to the question that already
haunted Plato when he wanted to take over where Apollonian or
Dionysiac religion left off.3 purification is something only the Logos is
capable. But is rhat to be done in the manner of the pbaedo,stoically sep-
arating oneself from a body whose substance and passions are sources of
impurity? or rather, as in the sophist, after having sorted out the worst
from the best; or after the fashion of the philebrzs by leaving the doors
wide open to impuriry provided the eyes of the mind remainlocused on
truth? In such a case, pleasure, having become pure and true through the
harmony of color and form as in the case of accurare and beautifui geo-
metric form, has nothing in common, as the philosopher says, with ,,the
pleasure of scratching" (Pbilebus 5I).

catharsis seems ro be a concern that is intrinsic to philosoph¡ insofar
as the lafter is an ethics and unable to forget plato. Even if the mixture
seems inevitable toward the end of the platonic course, it is the mind
alone, as harmonious wisdom, that insures purity: catharsis has been
transformed, where transcendental idealism is concerned, into philoso-
phy. of the cathartic incantation peculiar to mysreries, praro has k.pt
only, as we all know, the very uncertain role of poets whose frenzy would
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be useful to the state only after having been evaluated, sorted out, and
purified in its turn by wise men.

Aristotelian catharsis is closer to sacred incantation. It is the one that
has bequeathed its name to the common, aesthetic concept of catharsis.
Through the mimesis of passions-ranging from enthusiasm to suffer-
ing-in "language with pleasurable accessories," the most imponant of
which beíng rhytbm and song (see the Poetics), the soul reaches orgy
anð purity at the same time. !7hat is involved is a purification of body
and soul by means of a heterogeneous and complex circuit, going from
"bile" to "firer" from "manly warmth" to the "enthusiasm" of the
"mind." Rhythm and song hence arouse the impure, the other of mind,
the passionate-corporeal-sexual-virile, but they harmonize it, arrange it
differently from the wise man's knowledge. They thus soothe frenzied
outbursts (Plato, in the Laws, allowed such use of rhythm and meter
only to the mother rocking her child), by contributing an external rule,
a poetic one, which fills the gap, inherited from Plato, berween body and
soul. To Platonic deatb, which owned, so to speak, the state of purit¡
Aristotle opposed the act of poetic purification-in itself an impure
process that protects from the abject only by dint of being immersed in
it. The abject, mimed through sound and meaning,is repeated. Getting
rid of it is out of the question-the final Platonic lesson has been under-
stood: one does not get rid of the impure; one can, however, bring it into
being a second time, and differently from the original impurity. It is a
repetition through rhythm and song, therefore through what is not yet,
or no longer is "meaning," but arranges, defers, differentiates and orga-
nizes, harmonizes pathos, bile, warmth, and enthusiasm. Benveniste
translates "rhythm" by "trace" and "concatenation" (encbaînement).
Prometheus is "rhythmical," and we call him "bound" (enchaîné). An
attachment on the near and far side of language. Aristotle seems to say
that there is a discourse of sex and that is not the discourse of knowl-
edge-it is the only possible catharsis. That discourse is audible, and
through the speech that it mimics it repeats on another register what the
latter does not say.

Philosophical Sadness and the Spoken Disaster of
the Analyst
Poetic catharsis, which for more than two thousand years behaved as an
underage sister of philosophy, face to face and incompatible with it, takes
us away from purity, hence from Kantian ethics, which has long gov-
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erned modern codes and remains more faithful to a certain Platonic sro-
icism. By means of the "universalizing of maximsr" as is well known, the
Kant of the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Ethics or of the
Metaþbysicøl Principles of Virtue advocated an "ethical gymnastics" in
order to give us, by means of consciousness, control over our defilements
and, through that very consciousness, making us free and joyous.

More skeptical and, from a certain point of vieq more Aristotelian,
Hegel, on the contrary, rejects a "calculation" that claims to eliminate
defilement, for the latter seems fundamental to him. Probably echoing
the Greek polis, he conceives of no other ethics than that of the øcr. Also
distrustful, however, of those fine aestheticizing souls who find purity in
the elaboration of empty forms, he obviously does not hold ro the
mimetic and orgiastic catharsis of Aristotle. It is in the historical act that
Hegel sees fundamental impurity being expended; as a marrer of fact, the
laner is a sexual impurity whose historical achievement consists in mar-
riage. But-and this is where transcendental idealism, too, sadly comes
to an end-here it is that desire (Lust), thus normalized in order to escape
abject concupiscence (Begierde), sinks into a banality that is sadness and
silence. How come? Hegel does not condemn impuriry because it is exte-
rior to ideal consciousness; more profoundly-but also more craftily-he
thinks that it can and should get rid of itself through the historico-social
act. If he thereby differs from Kant, he nevertheless shares his condem-
nation of (sexual) impuriry. He agrees with his aim to keep consciousness
apart from defilement, which, nevertheless, dialectically constitutes it.
Reabsorbed into the trajectory of the Idea, what can defilement become
if not the negative side of consciousness-that is, lack of communicarion
and speech? In other words, defilement as reabsorbed in marriage
becomes sadness. In so doing, it has not strayed too far from its logic,
according to which it is a border of discourse-a silence.a

It is obvious that the analyst, from the abyss of his silence, brushes
against the ghost of the sadness Hegel saw in sexual normalization. Such
sadness is the more obvious to him as his ethics is rigorous-founded, as
it must be in the '$(/est, on the remains of transcendental idealism. But one
can also argue that the Freudian stance, which is dualistic and dissolving,
unsettles those foundations. In that sense, it causes the sad, analytic
silence to hover above a strange, foreign discourse, which, srictly speak-
ing, shatters verbal communication (made up of a knowledge and a truth
that are nevertheless heard) by means of a device that mimics terror,
enthusiasm, or orgy, and is more closely related to rhythm and song than
it is to the World. There is mimesis (some say identification) in the ana-
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lytic passage through castrarion. And yet it is necessary that the analyst's
interpretative speech (and not only his literary or theoretical bilingual-
ism) be affected by it in order to be analytical. As counterpoise to a purity
that found its bearings in disillusioned sadness, it is the "poetic" unset-
tlement of analytic utterance that testifies to its closeness to, cohabitation
with, and "knowledge" of abiection.

I am thinking, in short, of the completely mimetic identification
(transference and countertransference) of the analyst with respect to
analysands. That identification allows for securing in their place what,
when parcelled out, makes them suffering and barren. It allows one to
regress back to the affects that can be heard in the breaks in discourse' to
provide rhythm, too, to concatenate (is that what "to become conscious"
means?) the gaps of a speech saddened because it turned its back on its
abject meaning. If there is analytic jouissance it is there, in the thoroughly
poetic mimesis that runs through the architecture of speech and extends
from coenesthetic image to logical and phantasmatic articulations.
Without, for that matter, biologizing language and while breaking away
from identification by means of interpretation, analytic speech is one that
becomes "incarnate" in the full sense of the term. On that condition onl¡
ir is ..carhar¡lç"-¡¡1s¿¡ing thereby that it is the equivalent, for the ana-
lyst as well as for the analysand, not of purification but of rebirth with
and against abjection.
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