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The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
SUBJECTIVITY (3) :
Language, Structuralism, Figurative Language, Rhetoric, Psychoanalysis and Narrative
In a real sense Wittgenstein’s approach to philosophy of mind was through his philosophy of language. His later views on language, as embodied in his Philosophical Investigations, included the notion that the meaning of a sentence did not attach to the words in it but was a function of the use of words in a particular context, which in turn was rich in ‘surroundings’. All words gained their meaning in this way, as part of a practice or ‘language game’ in which words were instruments for doing various tasks. Our vocabulary of mental or psychological terms is no exception. When we speak of someone deciding or believing or intending, then we must be attributing these terms on the basis of observing their public performance or practice, not on the basis of some privileged access to intrinsically private objects or acts in their stream of consciousness.

1. Attention to how language functions, how it generates meaning, led Ferdinand de Saussure to identify binary oppositions as having a structural function in languages. Taylor: 
In our language of self-understanding, the opposition ‘inside-outside’ plays an important role. We think of our thoughts, ideas, or feelings as being ‘within’ us, while the objects in the world which these mental states bear on are ‘without’. Or else we think of our capacities or potentialities as ‘inner’, awaiting the development which will manifest them or realize them in the public world.

2. Saussure’s Structural Theory of Linguistics proposes that rather than pre-existing the language used to signify a meaning, meaning is an effect of the differences between terms in a language structure or system. In a work entitled Problems in General Linguistics, the French structural linguist and semiotician (i.e. one who studies sign systems), Émile Benveniste explored the implications of Saussure’s theory for subjectivity. These were explored further by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida. Catherine Belsey synthesises some of the conclusions which they drew, in the following passage from Critical Practice:
The obviousness of subjectivity has been challenged by the linguistic theory which has developed on the basis of the work of Saussure. As Emile Benveniste argues, it is language which provides the possibility of subjectivity because it is language which enables the speaker to posit himself or herself as ‘I’, as the subject of a sentence. It is through language that people constitute themselves as subjects. Consciousness of self is possible only through contrast, differentiation: ‘I’ cannot be conceived without the conception ‘non-I’, ‘you’, and dialogue, the fundamental condition of language, implies a reversible polarity between ‘I’ and ‘you’. ‘Language is possible only because each speaker sets himself up as a subject by referring to himself as I in his discourse’ (Benveniste 1971, p. 225). But if language is a system of differences with no positive terms, ‘I’ designates only the subject of a specific utterance. ‘And so it is literally true that the basis of subjectivity is in the exercise of language. If one really thinks about it, one will see that there is no other objective testimony to the identity of the subject except that which he himself thus gives about himself’ (ibid, p. 226).

Within ideology, of course, it seems ‘obvious’ that the individual speaker is the origin of the meaning of his or her utterance. Post-Saussurean linguistics, however, implies a more complex relationship between the individual and meaning, since it is language itself which, by differentiating between concepts, offers the possibility of meaning. In reality, it is only by adopting the position of the subject within language that the individual is able to produce meaning. As Jacques Derrida puts it,

what was it that Saussure in particular reminded us of? That ‘language [which consists only of differences] is not a function of the speaking subject’. This implies that the subject (self-identical or even conscious of self-identity, self-conscious) is inscribed in the language, that he is a ‘function’ of the language. He becomes a speaking subject only by conforming his speech … to the system of linguistic prescriptions taken as the system of differences … (Derrida 1973, pp. 145-6)

3. In narrative theory there can be made a distinction within the concept of the intradiegetic narrator, between the implied narrator of the narrative discourse as a whole, the ‘subject of the enunciation’, and the ‘subjects of the énoncé’, who are characters, with their own subordinate discourses, including the intradiegetic narrator her/himself as a character in the story he or she tells. In the case of intradiegetic narrators, then, there is a distinction between the past ‘I’ and a present ‘I’, because, as we know, stories are almost invariably told from the perspective of a point in time after all the events of the story have ended. 
4. Since events over a short period are disparate, potentially belonging to many actions or plots, and tending to no one end, the narrator desires to be placed at a distance from the events, to gain perspective (as we say in our language), only to discover that this is a double-bind situation, for once we are no longer placed in immediate relation to the object or event of narration, we cannot avoid that each of us looks on the story according to her or his point of view and that therefore we also (re)tell it according to that point of view.
5. This may lead to an attempt ‘to ensure a convergence between the subject of the énoncé and the subject of the enunciation to create a unified identity which is intelligible as the product of past experience: what the poet [or narrator] was, we are to understand, is the source of what he is’.
 All events led to the present, if not inevitably at least meaningfully, to create a coherent story. Instead, a narrative text may instead dramatize a distinction between the subject of the énoncé and the subject of the enunciation.
a. The Tragedy of King Richard the Third, written by Shakespeare around 1593 and published in quarto in 1597. Shakespeare’s historical play, situated in the fifteenth-century Wars of the Roses, represents Richard III on the eve of the decisive Battle of Bosworth, terrified by nightmarish visions in which he is visited by the ghosts of those he has murdered, reproaching him with their deaths and calling down misfortunes on him in the battle that would take place the following day: ‘Tomorrow in the battle think on me’, they say, ‘and fall thy edgeless sword: despair and die!’
b. This play relates intertextually with Javier Mariás’ Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me. In Chapter VIII, the intradiegetic narrator Victor describes how he had given up his search for the prostitute Victoria, whom he thinks might be his ex-wife Celia, and her client, and he nightmarishly imagines her murder at the hands of the client he imagines to be a doctor, his ‘hard, clumsy fingers like piano keys […] on the throat or the temples of Victoria or Celia, her poor temples, finally pushing her lifeless body out of the car on to the asphalt and the damp leaves’.
 On arriving home, the narrator Victor tells us, in a state of extreme agitation, he turns on the television and finds that one channel is broadcasting a film production of Shakespeare’s King Richard the Third, though there is no evidence that Victor recognises it for what it is.
c. Unlike Richard III, who is murderously responsible for the deaths of the victims who return in his nightmarish visions to haunt him as ghosts, Victor is not directly responsible for the death of Marta; yet he is fearfully haunted by her and burdened with the responsibility of holding the thread of the story of her life, or of how it ended. Moreover in memory he associates Marta’s death with the imagined murder of Victoria or Celia for which he does imagine himself as in some part responsible.
d. Awaking in fear from the dreams prophesying his death, Richard III soliloquises in a form of discourse which, according to Catherine Belsey, ‘permits the audience to glimpse the concept of a division in subjectivity itself’.
 The speech dramatizes a distinction between the subject of the énoncé and the subject of the enunciation:
What do I fear? Myself? There’s none else by.

Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I.
Is there a murderer here? No – yes; I am.

Then fly. What, from myself? Great reason why – 

Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself!

Alack, I love myself. Wherefore? For any good

That I myself have done unto myself?

O, no. Alas, I rather hate myself

For hateful deeds committed by myself!

I am a villain; yet I lie, I am not.

(Richard III, V, iii, 182-91)

e. Fearfully haunted by Marta and burdened, if not with guilt, nevertheless with the responsibility of holding the thread of the story of her life, Victor is tempted to falsify the memory of his evening with her by turning it into a preparation for a possible future, thereby ensuring a convergence between the subject of the énoncé (Victor, the character) and the subject of the enunciation (Victor, the narrator, or the character still in story-time but at a later stage), to create a unified identity which is intelligible as the result of past experience, thereby rendering the experience less troubling, less traumatic.
f. Victor is acutely conscious of his own motivations when he speaks of ‘seeing one’s past life as if it were a plot or a mere piece of circumstantial evidence, as if the past had been only a preparation and we only understood it as it moved away from us, as if we understood it all completely at the end’.
 Consider the significance of this in relation to Hayden White’s theory that the ‘“overall coherence” of any given “series” of historical facts is the coherence of story, but this coherence is achieved only by tailoring of the “facts” to the requirements of the story form’.
 
g. The ‘end’ of which the narrator speaks is relative, however, because his temptation is to turn the death of Marta into a preparation for a possible future, perhaps with Luisa, which he begins to anticipate. 
i. Here we should be reminded of Barbara Hardy’s theory that the primary mental act of story-telling ‘acts on future, joining it with past’. Stories about our lives, according to this view, may be told from the beginning, middle or end, because they both reminisce and anticipate; they store up possible futures while simultaneously they account for the past.
 
ii. It is also interesting to note that the (story of the) self that is constructed or woven from tailoring the past and acting on the future posits the self in a relation to another, who is Victor’s case is Marta, with respect to the past, and Luisa, with respect to the future. The first is an erotic relationship, the second is at least potentially erotic.
6. From one perspective, central among the conditions for personhood is the possession of a sense of identity, of being one self and continuously one self. Yet for Sigmund Freud, identification is a psychological process in which the subject assimilates an aspect of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, according to the model which the other provides. The personality or self is constituted by a series of identifications.

7. The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan developed the theory of the Mirror Stage,
 in which the young child of between six and eighteen months, ‘as it beholds its mirror image,’ in a mirror held by its mother, or ‘sees its behaviour reflected in the imitative gestures of an adult or another child’, self-deceptively seems to discover the ‘would-be autonomy and mastery of the individual in their earliest draft forms.’
 The image enables the child to formulate the propositions, ‘I am that’ and ‘that is me’. It is a delusion because the infant is still caught in a state of motor incapacity and nursling dependence, and in the play of desires it experiences no unified selfhood.

8. Lacan’s Mirror Stage picks up Freud’s theory of narcissism, which describes the destructive and suicidal force of the ego, and articulates this rejection of reality by the child as essential to the development of the ego. ‘For Lacan, the tragic story of Narcissus does not speak of delusional self-admiration alone, for the hero is held in thrall by the peculiar potency of a reflecting surface, and is infatuated with his reflected image to the point of self-destruction.’
 According to Lacan, in an essay entitled ‘Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis’: 

It is in this erotic relation, in which the human individual fixes himself upon an image that alienates him from himself, that is to be found the energy and the form in which the organisations of the passions that he will call his ego has its origin.
 

According, to Malcolm Bowie, ‘The original act of identification is the original narcissistic declaration too; into the very constitution of the ego its destruction is already woven’.
 

9. Although these are primordial infantile issues, ‘identification in all its forms (in later life) is the repetition of an infantile narcissistic rite’.
 Infant self-love develops into narcissistic object choices, so that the primordial ego regarded as essentially alienated and the primitive sacrifice regarded as essentially suicidal are linked together. So the second phase of narcissism is one of suicidal identification with objects of desire: 

In this labour which [the subject] undertakes to reconstruct (his imaginary being) for another, he rediscovers the fundamental alienation that made him construct it like another, and which has always destined it to be taken from him by another.
 

Self-identity is, according to Lacan, split internally, formed from a duality of ‘self’ and ‘other’ that can never be bridged or unified. 

10. The child’s accession into language is a later point in her or his mental development and a further means whereby identity is attempted. As Lacan argues in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’, ‘language is not to be confused with the various psychical and somatic functions that serve it in the speaking subject – primarily because language and its structure exist prior to the moment at which each subject at a certain point in his mental development makes his entry into it’.
 ‘Man speaks, then, but it is because the symbol has made him man.’
 
11. Furthermore:

The ‘I’ with which we speak stands for our identity as subjects in language, but it is the least stable entity in language, since its meaning is purely a function of the moment of utterance. The ‘I’ can shift, and change places, because it only ever refers to whoever happens to be using it at the time.
 

12. Lacan articulates this precariousness of subjectivity, saying ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’

For Lacan the subject is constituted through language – the mirror image represents the moment when the subject is located in an order outside itself to which it will henceforth refer. The subject is the subject of speech (Lacan’s ‘parle-être’), and subject to that order. But if there is division in the image, and instability in the pronoun, there is equally loss, and difficulty, in the word.

‘For Lacan, the subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or splitting […]).’

13. Lacan designated the objective order of language, law, morality, religion, and all social existence as the Symbolic. This Symbolic Order is ‘held to constitute the identity of any human subject who enters it’. Chris Baldick’s Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms goes on to explain:

Lacan developed an opposition between the ‘Imaginary’ state enjoyed by the infant who has no distinct sense of a self [as] opposed to the world, and the Symbolic Order in which the child then becomes a separate subject within human culture. The Symbolic is the realm of distinctions and differences – between self and others, subject and object – and of absence or ‘lack’, since in it we are exiled from the completeness of the Imaginary, and can return to it only in fantasised identifications. The infant’s entry into the Symbolic is associated with the ‘splitting’ of the subject by language, which allots distint ‘subject-positions’ (‘I’ and ‘you’) for us to occupy in turn.

14. Synthesising these Lacanian theories, Catherine Belsey writes:
The mirror-phase, in which the infant perceives itself as other, an image, exterior to its own perceiving self, necessitates a splitting between the I which is perceived and the I which does the perceiving. The entry into language necessitates a secondary division which  reinforces the first, a split between the I of discourse, the subject of the énoncé, and the I who speaks, the subject of the enunciation [see pp. 30-31 of Belsey’s study]. There is thus a contradiction between the conscious self, the self which appears in its own discourse, and the self which is only partly represented there, the self which speaks. The unconscious comes into being in the gap which is formed by this division. The unconscious is constructed in the moment of entry into the symbolic order, simultaneously with the construction of the subject. The repository of repressed and pre-linguistic signifiers, the unconscious is a constant source of potential disruption of the symbolic order. To summarise very briefly what in Lacan is a complex and elusive theory, entry into the symbolic order liberates the child into the possibility of social relationship; it also reduces its helplessness to the extent that it is now able to articulate its needs in the form of demands. But at the same time a division within the self is constructed. In offering the child the possibility of formulating its desires the symbolic order also betrays them, since it cannot by definition formulate those elements of desire which remain unconscious. Demand is always only a metonymy of desire […]. The subject is thus a site of contradiction, thrown into crisis by alterations in language and in the social formation, capable of change. And in the fact that the subject is a process lies the possibility of transformation.

15. According to psychoanalytic theory, infantile ideas to which an intolerable (perhaps incestuous) wish are attached are driven out of consciousness and out of memory by repression, but the repressed wishful impulse continues to exist in the unconscious, defamiliarized and assuming a significance the patient can neither accept nor effectively reject. In The Interpretation of Dreams (1913), Freud claims that dreams are the Royal Road to the unconscious. The perceptible intensity in dreams is the result of four forms of distortion or subversion that create what Lacan calls a rebus, a puzzle in which pictures (and words) represent words or syllables, signifying the repressed ideas to which intolerable wishes are attached. These are condensation, displacement, considerations of representability, and secondary revision.

a. In condensation, ‘composite figures and structures are formed so that as little as possible is left out’. From this arises the concept of ‘overdetermination’, ‘whereby several latent wishes converge on one manifest item, or the reverse, where one wish is represented a number of times in the same dream-sequence’. Sometimes condensation can give rise to an ambiguous word in which two thoughts come together, and in this respect it is a little like metaphor, which Lacan describes in ‘The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious’ as ‘two signifiers one of which has taken the place of the other in the signifying chain, the occulted signifier remaining present through its (metonymic) connexion with the rest of the chain’.
 

b. Displacement is achieved ‘by the elements in the manifest dream replacing elements in the latent dream-thoughts via a chain of associations for the purpose of disguise’.
 Displacement has come to be seen as depending on proximity or contiguity, and so on the figure metonymy.

16. On the interpretation of dreams and of speech, Lacan says:

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws that govern that other scene … of the unconscious, the effects that are discovered at the level of the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language: effects determined by the double play of combination and substitution in the signifier, according to the two aspects that generate the signified, metonymy and metaphor; determining effects for the institution of the subject.

17. The entire dream-work is regarded by Lacan to be structured like a language, through displacement and condensation.
 In other words, there is nothing to distinguish the operations of condensation (metaphor) and displacement (metonymy) in the dream-work from their homologous function in discourse, except ‘considerations of representability’. They are both ‘forms of writing’; only the role of the secondary dream-elaboration is to make the rebus of the dream look like a figurative painting.
 In other words, metaphor and metonymy in language are not only a means of understanding or getting a handle on concepts or on reality, as Lakoff and Johnson argue, but also the means of condensation and displacement, which are the mechanisms whereby the pleasure principle uses the functions of language. ‘Thus is constituted the “forgotten language” of the unconscious, an archaic language lurking beneath our supposedly objective discourse, just as our primal narcissism lurks beneath all our relations to others.’
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