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Approaching Abjection

No Beast is there without glimmer of infinity,
No eye so vile nor abject that brushes not
Against lightning from on high, now tendet,
now fierce.

—Victor Hugo, La Légende des siécles

Neither Subject nor Object

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolrs of
being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant
outside 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
Jet itself be seduced. Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it rejects.
A certainty protects it from the shameful—a certainty of which it is
proud holds on to it. But simultaneously, just the same, that impetus, that
spasm, that leap is drawn toward an elsewhere as temprting as it is comn-
demned. Unflaggingly, like an inescapable boomerang, a vortex of sum-
mons and repulsion places the one haunted by it licerally beside himself.

When I am beset by abjection, the twisted braid of affects and thoughts
I cail by such a name does not have, properly speaking, a definable object.



230 Individual and Nzuonal Identity

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 systematic quest of desire.
Whart is abject is not my correlative, which, providing me with someone
or something else as support, would allow me to be more or less detached
and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the object—thart of
being opposed to L If the object, however, through its opposition, settles
me .within the fragile texture of a desire for meaning, which, as a matrer
of fact, makes me ceaselessly and infinitely homologous to it, whart is
abject, 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 master, a superego, has flatiy driven it awayv. It lies
ourtside, bevond the set, and does not seem to agree to the latter’s rules of
the game. And yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not 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, not the
translarions 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 (verse au
pére—pére-version): L endure it, for [ imagine that such is the desire of the
other. A massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar
as it might have been in 2n opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as
radically separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either.
A “something” that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaning-
lessness, abour which there is nothing insignificant, which crushes me.
On the edge of nonexistence and hallucination, of a reality that, if I
acknowledge i, annihilates me. There, abject and abjection are my safe-
guards. The primers of my culture.

The Improper/Unclean

Loathing an item of food, a piece of filth, waste, or dung. The spasms and
vomiting that protect me, The repugnance, the retching rhar 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 abjectionr. When the cves see or the lips touch that skin on the surface
of milk—harmless, thin as a sheet of cigarette paper, pitiful as a nail par-
ing—I experience a gagging sensation and, still farther down, spasms in
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the stomach, rthe belly; and all the organs shrivel up the body, provoke
tears and bile, increase heartbear, 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. “I”7 want
none of that element, sign of their desire; “I” do not want to listen, =
do not assimilate it, “I” expel it. But since the food is not an “other” for
“me,” who am only in their desire, 1 expel myself, [ spit myself out, |
abject myself within the same motion through which “17 claim to estab-
lish #yself. That detail, perhaps an insignificant one, but one that they
ferret out, emphasize, evaluate, that trifle turns me inside out, gurs
sprawling; it is thus that they see that “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, 10 fall}, that which has irremediably
come a cropper, is cesspool, and death; it upsets even more violently the
one who confronts it as fragile and fallacious chance. A wound with
blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of decay, daes not sig-
nify death. In the presence of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for
instance—I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater,
withour makeup or masks, refuse and corpses show wme what | perma-
nently thrust aside in order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this
shit are what life withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of
death. There, | 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 T might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and
my entire body falls beyond the limir—cadere, cadaver. If dung signifies
the other side of the border, the place where 1 am not and which permuts
me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has
encroached upon everything. It is ne longer T who expel, “I” is expelled.
The horder has become an object. How can I be without border? That
elsewhere that I imagine beyond the present, or that T hallucinate so that
I mighr, in a present time, speak to you, conceive of you—it is now here,
jetted, abjected, into “my” world. Deprived of world, therefore, | fall in
a faint. In. that compelling, raw, insolent thing in the morgue’s full sun-
light, in that thing that no longer marches and therefore no longer signi-
fies anything, T behold the breaking down of 2 world that has erased its
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borders: fainting away. The corpse, seen without God and ourside of sci-
ence, is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject. It is
something rejected from which one does not part, 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.

Ir is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but
what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. The trai-
ror, the liar, the criminal with a good conscience, the shameless rapist, the
killer who claims he is a savior. . . . Any crime, because it draws attention
to the fragility 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 morality 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 immeoral, sinister, scheming, and shady: a terror thar dissembles,
a harred that smiles, a passion that uses the body for barrer instead of
inflaming it, a debter whe sells you up, a friend who stabs vou. . . .

In the dark halls of the museum that is now what remains of Ausch-
witz, [ see a heap of children’s shoes, or something like thar, something I
have already seen elsewhere, under a Christmas tree, for instance, dolls 1
believe. The abjection of Nazi crime reaches irs 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 thar the abject simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes the
subject, one can understand thaz it is experienced ar the peak of its
strength when that subject, weary of fruitless attempts to idenrify with
something on the outside, finds the impossibie within; when it finds that
the impossible constitutes its very being, thar it is 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 foss that laid the foundations of its own being. There is
nothing like the abjection of self to show that all abjection is in fact
re;ognition of the want on which any heing, meaning, language, or desire
is founded. One always passes too quickly over this word, “want,” and
t_oday psvchoanalysts are finally taking into account only its more or less
tetishized 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 want itself as logically preliminary to
being and object—rto the being of the object—then one understands that
abjection, and even more so abjection of self, is its only signified. Its sig-
nifier, then, is none but literature. Mystical Christendom rurned this
abjection of self into the ultimate proof of humility before God, witness
Elizabeth of Hungary who “though a great princess, delighted in noth-
ing so much as in abasing herself.”"

The question remains as to 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 ne
longer seen in their own right but forfeited, abject. The termination of
analysis 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. | imagine a child who has swallowed
up his parents too soon, who frightens himself on that account, “all by
himself,” and, to save himself, rejects and throws up everything that is
given to him—all gifts, all objects. He has, he could have, a sense of the
abject. Even before things for him are—hence before they are signifi-
able—he drives them out, dominared by drive as he is, and constitutes
his own territory, edged by the abject. A sacred configuration. Fear
cements his compound, conjoined to another world, thrown up, driven
ous, forfeited. What 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. What
solace does he come upon within such loathing? Perhaps a father, exist-
ing bur unsettled, loving but unsteady, merely an apparition but an
apparition that remains. Without him the holy brat would probably
have no sense of the sacred; a blank subject, he would remain, discom-
fited, at the dump for nonobjects that are always forfeired, from which,
on the contrary, fortified by abjection, he tries to extricate himself. For
he is not mad, he through whom the abject exists. Out of the daze chat
has petrified him before the untouchable, impossible, absent body of the
mother, 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 object
than the abject. 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
permeares all words of the language with nonexistence, 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 way, it means that there are lives not sustained by desire, as
desire is always for objects. Such lives are based on exclusion. They are
clearly distinguishable from those understood 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 larter is dependent upon a dialectic of negariviry.

The theory ot the unconscious, as is well known, presupposes a repres-
sion of contents (affects and presentations) that, thereby, 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 repression, Freud put for-
ward that of denial as a means of figuring out neurosis, that of rejection
(repudiation) as a means of situating psychosis. The asymmetry of the
two 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 that as “repudiation of the Name of
the Father™).

Yert, facing the ab-ject and more specifically phobia and the splitting
of the ego, one might ask if those articulations of negariviry 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 encugh to allow for a
secure differentiation between 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, between 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

Powers of Horror 235

if not conscioas 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 subjects and their speech constitute
propitious ground for a sublimating discourse {“aesthetic” or “mysti-
cal,” etc.), rather than a scientific or ratonalist one.

An Exile Who Asks, “Where?”

The one by whom the abject exists is thus a deject who places (himself},
separates {himself), situates (himself), and therefore strays instead of get-
ting his bearings, desiring, belonging, or refusing. Situationist in a sense,
and nor 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 12 instead of “ Who am 27 For the space that en-
grosses the deject, the excluded, is never osne, nor homogeneous, nor
totalizable, burt essentially divisible, foldable, and catastrophic. A deviser
of territories, languages, works, the deject never stops demarcating his
universe whose fluid confines—for they are constituted of a nonobject,
the abject—constantly question his solidity and impel him ro starr afresh.
A tireless builder, the deject is in short a stray. He is on a journey, during
the night, the end of which keeps receding. He has a sense of the danger,
of the loss that the pseudo-object atrracting 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 strayving on excluded ground that be draws his jouis-
sance. The abject from which he does not cease separating is for him, in
short, a land of oblivion that is constantly remembered. Once upon blot-
ted-out time, the abject 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 filthy, the sought-after turns into the banished,
fascination into shame. Then, forgotten 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 two opposite terms but, on account
of that flash, is discharged like thunder. The time of abjection is double:
a time of oblivion and thunder, of veiled infinity and the moment 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 the strength of
its power in order to condemn, he grounds himself on its law to tear the
veil of oblivion but also to set up its objecr as inoperative. As jettisoned.
Parachured by the Other. A ternary structure, 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 into 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 jouit). 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 shattered 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 frontier, a
repulsive gift that the Other, having become alter ego, drops so that “I”
does not disappear in it but finds, in that sublime alienation, a forfeited
existence. Hence a jouissance in which the subject is swallowed up but in
which the Other, in return, keeps the subject from foundering by making
it repugnant. One thus understands why so many victims of the abject are
irs fascinated victims—if not its submissive and willing ones.

We may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because,
while refeasing a hold, it does not radically cur off the subject from what
threatens it—on the contrary, abjection acknowledges it to be in perpet-
ual danger. Bur 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 | 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,
that gesture, which enact the law for my frightened body, constitute and
bring about an effect and not vet a sign. I speak to it in vain in order to
excl;de it from what will no longer be, for myself, a world thar can be
assimilared. Obviously, I @z only like someone else: mimetic logic of the
advent of the ego, objects, and signs. But when I seek (myself), lose
(myself), or experience jouissance—then “17 is heterogenecus. Dis-
comfort, unease, dizziness stemming from an ambiguity thar, through the
violence of a revolt against, demarcates a space out of which signs and
objects arise. Thus braided, woven, ambivalent, a heterogeneous fl_ux
marks our 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. 1 experience abjection only if an Other has
sertled in place and stead of what will be “me.” Not at all an other with
whom [ 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 objects, ir is because a repres-
siont that one might call “primal” has been effected prior o 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 gener—ally
and in more imaginary fashion in the shape of abjection, notities us of the
limits of the human universe.

On such limits and ar 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 fiuid demarcations of yer unstable territories where an “I” that 1s
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ta.king shape is ceaselessly straying. We are no longer within the sphere
of the unconscious bur at the limit of primal repression that, nevertheless,
has discovered an intrinsically corporeal and already signifying brand,
svmptom, and sign: repugnance, disgust, abjection. There is an efferves-
cence of object and sign—not of desire but of intolerable significance;
they rumble 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 the Sublime

I_?t us pause a while ar this juncture. If the abject is already a wellspring
of sign for a nonobject, on the edges of primal repression, one can under-
stand its skirting the somatic symptom on the one hand and sublimation
on the other. The symptom: a language that gives up, a structure within
the body, a nonassimilable alien, 2 monster, a tumor, a cancer that the iis-
renung devices of the unconscious do not hear, for its strayed subject is hud-
dled outside the paths of desire. Sublimation, on the contrary, is nothing
else rh'fm the possibility of naming the prenominal, the preobjectal, which
arein fact only a transnominal, a transobjectal. In the symptom, the abject
permeates me, | become abject. Through sublimarion, I keep it under con-
trol. The abject is edged with the sublime. It is nor the same moment on
the journey, bur the same subject and speech bring them into being,

For the sublime has no object either. When the starry sky, a vista of
open seas or a stained glass window shedding purple beams fascinare
ni¢, there is a cluster of meaning, of colors, of words, of caresses, there
are light rouches, scents, sighs, cadences that arise, shroud me, carry me
away, and sweep me beyond the things that I see, hear, or think. The
“sublime™ object dissolves in the raptures of a bottomless memory. It is
such a memory, which, from stopping point to stopping point, rémem-
brance to remembrance, love to love, transfers that object to the reful-
gent point of the dazzlement in which I seray in order to be. As soon as 1
perceive it, as soon as I name it, the sublime triggers—it has always
already triggered—a spree of perceptions and words that expands mem-
ory boundlessly. 1 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. Nort 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
mussed. 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 abject is that pseudo-object
that is made up before bur appears only within the gaps of secondary
reptession. The abject wounld thus be the “object™ of primal repression.

But what is primal repression? Let us call it the ability of the speaking
being, always already haunted by the Other, to divide, reject, repeat.
Without ore division, ore separation, one subject/object having been
constituted {not yet, or no longer ver). Why? 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 us, on the other hand, and this time within onr
personal archeology, with our earlicst 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 away, with the constant
risk of falling back under the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling.
The difficulty 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 1t to become autonomous and authentic in
its turn. In such close combat, the symbolic light that a third party, even-
tually the father, can contribure helps the future subject, 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, rejecting; 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
being like, “1” am not but do separate, reject, ab-ject. 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 brirtle.
The more or less beautiful image in which T behold or recognize myself
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rests uporn an abjecrion 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 primai
repression. Curious primacy, where what is repressed cannot reaily be
held down, and where whar represses always already borrows its
strength and authority from what is apparently very secondary: lan-
guage. Let us therefore not speak of primacy but of the instability of the
symbolic function in 1ts most significant aspect—the prohibition placed
on the maternal body {(as a defense against autoeroticism and incest
taboo). Here, drives hold sway and constitute a strange space that I shall
name, after Plato (Timaens 48-53), a chora, a receptacle.

For the benefit of the ego or its detriment, 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 a process, while dichotomous
(inside/outside, ego/not ego) and repetitive, has nevertheless something
centripetal abour it: it aims to settle the ego as center of a solar systemn of
objects. If, by dint of coming back toward the center, the drive’s motion
should eventually become centrifugal, hence fasten on rhe Other and
come into being as sign so as to proeduce meaning—ihat is, literally
speaking, exorbirant.

But from that moment on, while I recognize my image as sign and
change in order to signify, another economy is instituted. The sign
represses the chorg and its eternal rerurn. Desire alone will henceforth be
witness to that “primal” pulsation. But desire ex-patriates the ego
toward an other subject and accepts the 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, conservarive, self-suffi-
cient haven. Actually, such narcissism never is the wrinkleless image of
the Greek vouth i a quier fountain. The conflicts of drives muddle its
bed, cloud its water, and bring forth everything that, by not becoming
ntegrated with a given system of signs, is abjection for it.

Abjecrion is therefore a kind of 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 thart a prohibition, which can be a superego,
hlock the desire craving an other—or that this other, as its role demands,
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not fulfill it—for desire and its signifiers to rurn back toward the “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 svmbolic means, attempts to rransfer to its
own account, which has thus been overdrawn, the resources of primal
repression. The archaic economy is brought into full light of day, signi-
fied, verbalized. Its strategies (rejecting, separating, repeating/abjecting)
hence find a symbolic existence, and the very logic of the symbolic—
arguments, demonstrations, proofs, etc.—must conform to it. It is then
that the object ceases to be circumscribed, reasoned with, thrust aside: it
appears as abject,

Two seemingly contradicrory causes bring abour the narcissistic crisis
thar provides, along with its truth, a view of the abject. Too much strict-
ness on the part of the 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” within
the Other. The abject is the violence of mourning for an “object” that has
always already been lost. The abject shatters the wall of repression and
its judgments. It rakes 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 T experi-
ence is anchored in the superego. The abject is perverse because it nei-
ther gives up nor assumes a prohibirtion, 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 despor; 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 obvicus 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.



242 Individual and National Identity

Religion, Morality, Law. Obviously always arbitrary, more or less;
unfailingly oppressive, rather more than less; laboriously prevailing,
more and more so.

Contemporary literature does not take their place. Rather, it seems to
be written out of the untenable aspects aof perverse or superego positions.
It acknowledges the impossibility of Religion, Morality, and Law—their
power play, their necessary and absurd seeming. Like perversion, 1t takes
advantage of them, gets round them, and makes sport of them. Never-
theless, it maintains a distance where the abject is concerned. The writer,
fascinated by the abject, imagines its logic, projects himself inte it, intro-
jects it, and as a consequence perverts language—stvle and content. Bur
on the other hand, as the sense of abjection is borh the abject’s judge and
accomplice, this is also true of the literature that confronts it. One might
thus say that wirh such a literature there takes place a crossing over of
the dichotomous categories of Pure and Impure, Prohibition and Sin,
Morality and Immorality.

For the subject firmiy settled in its superego, a writing of this sort is
necessarily implicated in the interspace thar characterizes perversion; and
for that reason, it gives rise in turn to abjection. And vet, such texts call
for a sefrening of the superego. Writing them implies an ability to imag-
ine the abject, that is, to see oneself in its place and ro thrust it aside only
by means of the displacements of verbal play. It is only after his death,
eventually, thar the writer of abjection will escape his condirion of waste,
reject, abject. Then, he wiil cither sink into oblivion or attain the rank of
incommensurate ideal. Death would thus be the chief curaror of our
umaginary museum; it would protect us in the last resort from the abjec-
tion that contemporary literature claims to expend while uttering it. Such
a protecrion, which gives its quietus to abjection, but also perhaps to the
bothersome, incandescent stake of the literary phenomenon itself, which,
raised to the status of the sacred, is severed from its specificity. Death
thus leeeps house in our contemporary universe. By purifying (us from)
literature, it establishes our secular religion.

As Abjection—So the Sacred

Abjecrion accompanies all religious structurings and reappears, ro be
warked out in a new guise, at the time of their collapse. Several struc-
rurations of abjection should be distinguished, each cne determining a
specific form of the sacred,
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Abjection appears as a rite of defilement and pollution in the pagan-
ism rthar accompanies societies with 2 dominant or surviving mamlm;‘al
character. It takes on the form of the exclusion of a substance {nutritive
or linked to sexuality), the execution of which coincides with the sacred
since 1t sets 1t up. ‘

Abjection persists as exclusion or taboo (dietary or other) in monothe’:
istic religions, Judaism in particular, but drifes over to more “seconda_ry_
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 Word as a threatening oth-
erness—bur 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 arr, 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
religic;sity. That is perhaps why it is destined to survive the collapse of the
historical forms of religions.

Qurtside of the Sacred, the Abject Is Written

In the contemporary practice of the West and cwing o the crisis in
Christianiry, abjection elicits more archaic resonances thar are culturally
prior to sin; through them it again assumes its biblical status, and beyond
it that of defilement in primitive socieries. In a world in which the O‘ther
has collapsed, the aesthetic task—a descent into the foundations of the
symbolic construct—amounts to retracing the fragile limits of the s.peak-
iﬁg being, closest to its dawn, to the botromless “prima§y"’ constituted
by primal repression. Through that experience, which is nevertheless
managed by the Other, “subject” and “object”™ push each other away,
confront each other, collapse, and start again—inseparable, contami-
nated, condemned, at the boundary of what is assimilable, thinkable:
abject. Grear modern literature unfolds over that terrain: Dostovevsky,
Lautréamont, Proust, Artaud, Kafka, Céline.

Catharsis and Analysis

That abjection, 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 aspect of humor that remains is blackness.?

One must keep open the wound where he or she who enters into the
analyric adventure is located—a wound thar 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” the accession to a purity that the posture of death
guaranteed (as in Plato’s Phaedo) or the unadulterated treasure of the
“pure signifier” (as is the gold of truth in The Republic, or the pure sep-
aratism of the statesman in rhe Statessan). It is rather a heterogeneous,
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 stigmara of its desiring body to a
speech that structures only on condizion that ir let go—any signifying
or human phenomenon, insofar as ir is, appears in its being as abjec-
tion. For what impossible catharsis? Freud, early in his career, used the
same word to refer to a therapeutics, the rigor of which was to come
out larer,

With 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.? Purification is something only the Logos is
capable. But is that to be done in the manner of the Phaedo, 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 Philebus by leaving the doors
wide open to impurity, provided the eves of the mind remain focused on
rruth? In such a case, pleasure, having become pure and true through the
harmony of color and form as in the case of accurate and beautiful geo-
metric form, has nothing in common, as the philosopher says, with “the
pleasure of scratching™ (Philebus 51).

Catharsis scems to be a concern thart is ingrinsic to phiiosophy, insofar
as the larzer 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 harmonions wisdom, that insures purity: catharsis has been
transtormed, where transcendental idealism is concerned, into philoseo-
phy. Of the cathartic incantation peculiar to mysteries, Plato has kept
only, as we all know, the very uncercain 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.

Aristorelian carharsis is closer to sacred incantation. It is the one that
has bequeathed its name to the common, aesthetic concept of cathar_sis.
Through the mimesis of passions—ranging from enthusias..m to suffer-
ing—in “language with pleasurable accessories,” the most important of
which being rhythm and song (see the Poetics}, the soul reaches orgy
and purity at the same time. What is involved is a purification of body
and soul by means of a heterogeneous and complex circuit, going from
“bile” to :‘fire,” from “manly warmth” to the “enthusiasm™ of the
“mind.” Rhythm and song hence arouse the impure, the other of minc.l,
the passionare-corporezl-sexual-virile, but they harmonize it, arrange it
differently from the wise man’s knowledge. They thus soecthe frenzied
outbursts (Plato, in the Laws, allowed such use of rhythm and meter
only to the mother rocking her child), by contributing an exrernal rule,
a pg)etic one, which fills the gap, inherited from Plato, between body gnd
soul. To Platonic death, which owned, so to speak, the state of purity,
Aristotle opposed the act of poeric purification—in itself an impu_re
process that protects from the abjecr only by dint of being immerseq 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 ipto
being a second time, and differently from the original impur.ity. Itisa
repetition through rhythm and song, therefore through what is not yer,
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” (enchainement).
Prometheus is “rhythmical,” and we call him “bound” (enchainé). An
attachment on the near and far side of language. Aristotle seems to say
thar 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
larrer 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 sto-
tcism. By means of the “universalizing of maxims,” as is well known, the
Kant of the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Ethics or of the
Metaphysical 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 vs free and jovous.

More skeptical and, from a certain point of view, more Aristotelian,
Hegel, on the contrary, rejects 2 “calculation” that claims ro eliminate
defilement, for the latter seems fundamental to him. Probably echoing
the Greek pelis, he conceives of no other ethics than that of the act. Also
distrusttul, however, of those fine aestheticizing souls who find puriry in
the elaboration ot empry forms, he obviously does not hold to the
mumetic and orgiastic catharsis of Ariscotle. It is in the kistorical act that
Hegel sees fundamental impurity being expended; as a matrer of facrt, the
latrer is a sexual impurnty whose historical achievement consists in mar-
riage. Bur—and this is where transcendental idealism, too, sadly comes
to an end—here it is that desire {Lust), thus normalized in arder to escape
abject concupiscence {Begierde), sinks into a banality that is sadness and
silence. How come? Hegel does not condemn impurity because it is exte-
rior to ideal consciousness; more profoundly—bur also mere 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) impurity. He agrees with his aim ro keep conscicusness
apart from defilement, which, nevertheless, dialectically constitutes ir.
Reabsorbed into the trajectory of the Idea, what can defilement hecome
if not the negative side of consciousness—that is, lack of communication
and speech? In other words, defilement as reabsorbed in marriage
becomes sadness. In so doing, it has not strayed too far frem irs logic,
according to which ir is a border of discourse—a silence.*

It is obvicus that the analyst, from the abyss of his silence, brushes
against the ghost of the sadness Hegel saw in sexval normalizarion. Such
sadness is the more obvicus to him as his ethics is rigorous—founded, as
1t must be in the West, on the remains of transcendental idealism. Bur 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, strictly 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 1s te the World. There is mimesis {some say identification} in the ana-
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Iytic passage through castration. And yer it is necessary that the analyst’s
interpretative speech (and not only his literary or theoretical bilingual-
ism) be affected by it in order o 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 abjection.

[ am thinking, in short, of the completely mimeric identification
(transference and counterrransference} of the analyst with respect to
analysands. That identification allows for securing in their place what,
when parceiled 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
hecomes “incarnate” in the full sense of the term. On that condition only,
it is “cathartic”—meaning 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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