





should not be seen simply as a failure to match up to a certain theoretically
determined definition of truth as dialogic. Instead it raises questions about the
practicability of that theoretical vision of dialogue.

These complications which Sarraute’s writings introduce into the concept of
dialogue concern firstly the way the subject invariably affirms his singular identity
through the simple act of speaking; no matter how great his commitment to
dialogue, the nature of the language in which it takes place means that his
participation in it will automatically perpetuate the illusory coherence of his
linguistically-determined moi. Sarraute illustrates this inevitable reconstruction of
identity, and the way it works against the commitment to dialogue, in the
autobiographical récit Enfance (Chapter 3). What starts out as an enactment of the
constitution of the subject’s (biographical) truth through dialogue, collapses
dramatically as a singular authorial voice reestablishes itself and asserts its authority
to represent reality (here literally to make present once again the past experiences
of childhood) to an addressee who figures the reader.

In the case of Enfance, this failure to dissolve the authority of the authorial
narrator is exacerbated by the text’s autobiographical project, which is clearly
incompatible with the formal attack on the concept of the individual as an
autonomous entity. Tu ne t’aimes pas, on the other hand, is free from the obligation
to recount a single life, a project which implies a continuity of identity both
throughout the period narrated (in Sarraute’s case childhood) and between narrated
and narrating subjects. It seems to take advantage of this freedom, for it presents
a subject lacking all definition or sense of identity, a lack of cohesion embodied in
the multiplicity of voices which make it up and which, unlike in Enfance, maintain
their equal status with one another. Yet Chapter 4 argues that despite this, Tu ne
t’aimes pas demonstrates the same tendency to coherence and unity identified in
Enfance; thus if this tendency is most vividly illustrated by the autobiographical text,
it is evidently not peculiar to it but instead seems to be a function of speaking as
such.

A second element of dialogue which the theoretical discussion of Chapter 1
fails to acknowledge, but which is clearly illustrated in Sarraute’s fiction, is the way
that speaking, aside from defining the identity of its speaker, also defines its
addressee. This definition of one’s interlocutor anticipates his likely response; to the
extent that the response desired is one which understands and approves the speaker’s
intention, the attempt to bring that response about will involve the addressee’s
definition as entirely in agreement with the addressor. This definition will evidently
be stronger the less the addressee manifests a distinct identity of his own; the totally
unknown reader of the published text epitomises such an anonymous interlocutor.
Chapter 5 deals with the way Sarraute, despite the sensitivity of her fiction to this
dynamic of control as it occurs in spoken exchanges, herself enacts it in her attempt
to control the unknown reader by characterising him as identical to the author and
as such in total agreement with her from the start.

The reason for this definition of the other and of his response is also the
reason why it will necessarily fail to control him. It is because the other (in this
case the reader) cannot be known, and his interpretation of the utterance cannot be
monitored, that an identity is imposed on him; yet his unknowability and freedom
of interpretation will by definition survive this imposition. Sarraute’s awareness that
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the reader cannot be controlled by the text ultimately leads her to turn her attention
away from him and inward onto the self (Chapter 5). The reader’s distance from
the text’s attempt to define him is due to the highly mediated nature of written
communication. Yet if we take writing as paradigmatic for speech, specifically for
the way utterances exceed the intention behind them and persist as structures
independently of their enunciation, we can see how the same definition of the
addressee and request for his assent to the intended message rather than for the
independent response which would complete the speaker’s discourse, must also be
a feature of spoken dialogue. Similarly, the liberating distance of the reader from
the situation of enunciation, which is what keeps him from being controlled by the
text’s definition of him, will also be identified in spoken dialogue in the addressee’s
maintenance of his different perspective.

Chapter 6 discusses the position of the reader in relation to the text, and
assesses the nature of his independence. In fact, the alternative between seeing the
text as either controlling the reader (as Sarraute desires) or being appropriated by
him (as she fears) turns out to be a false one. Insofar as the language which gives
each partner in the dialogue his sense of identity also unites them by being common
to them, the responsibility for what the language of the text should mean, a language
which author and reader share, lies in neither one alone. Communication (spoken
or written) can only take place if language is shared, and this communality of
language means that textual meaning is irreducible to either authorial intention or
readerly interpretation. It also means that some degree of consensus is possible
between the writing and reading subjects, even while their dialogue around the
language of the text simultaneously reaffirms their sense of independence.

The thesis thus ends with a revised understanding of dialogue as proceeding
through opposition as well as cooperation, yet an opposition which is itself
transcended by the fact that both parties are united by the language they share. This
revised conception of dialogue is linked to a deeper understanding of the nature of
reading, one which goes beyond the approach taken by most reader-response
criticism, where reading is claimed to be controlled by text or reader alone.

In relation to Sarraute, I have tried to elucidate an aspect of her work which
has been neglected in much criticism, namely the way her texts not only represent
the relations of power underlying intersubjective communication but also enact them
in their attitude to the reader. In addition, by considering the way her writing seems
simultaneously to invite and to prohibit an independent dialogic response (to
acknowledge that language is a limiting structure while simultaneously claiming that
it can be a means of authentic expression), in relation to the question of what is at
stake in communication in general, I have attempted to account for that dichotomy
in her view of language. Sarraute’s writing is often associated by critics with one
of two theoretical conceptions of language which are in fact opposed: that which
sees it as a conventional form and that which considers it to be an authentic mode
of expression. This thesis aims to show, through the particularly striking way in
which Sarraute allows these contradictory views to coexist in her work, that they are
not as easily divorced from one another as often appears, but coexist to some degree

in all language use.
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ABBREVIATIONS

References to Nathalie Sarraute’s works in the text of this thesis use the following
abbreviations:

T Tropismes (1939).

Pl Portrait d’un inconnu (1948).
M Martereau (1953).

P Le Planétarium (1959).

FO Les Fruits d’or (1963).

EVM Entre la Vie et la mort (1968).
VE Vous les entendez? (1972).

DI "disent les imbéciles" (1976).
UP L’Usage de la parole (1980).
E Enfance (1983).

TTP Tu ne t'aimes pas (1989).

Th. Théatre (1978).

POPN Pour un oui ou pour un non (1982).

ES L’Ere du soupgon (1956).



INTRODUCTION

This thesis looks at the concept of dialogue, both the kind that occurs within
texts and that which exists between a text and its reader, in the context of a reading
of the novels of Nathalie Sarraute. The aspect of dialogue from which I start out
is its demonstration of the importance of the addressee’s response for the
constitution of meaning. This view of meaning as arising through interlocution
rather than through expression alone, seems to offer a solution to the predicament
of the speaking subject whose language, as a transindividual, conventional structure,
fails to express a unique personal truth. Evidence for this optimistic view of
intersubjective communication as validating the language of its participants is
provided by those theories of irony discussed in Chapter 1. Rather than confining
themselves to the standard view of irony as simply articulating the problem of
language’s expressive inadequacy (and as such either escaping this inadequacy or
being itself informed by it and thus unreliable), these theories emphasise the way the
ironic utterance also actively enlists its addressee’s help in order to constitute
dialogically a meaning its words do not articulate. This focus on the dialogic,
constructive dimension of irony may seem surprising, given irony’s common
portrayal as an instrument of criticism or even destruction, applied to another’s
discourse or to one’s own. Yet it is an emphasis which, as I hope to show, is not
only valid but fruitful. Thinking about irony and dialogue in terms of each other,
firstly, I have said, makes evident the nature of the power attributed to dialogue (that

of transcending the limits of language). In addition, the deeper understanding of



dialogue which this thesis will develop through a reading of Nathalie Sarraute’s
novels, will in turn have consequences for the dialogic quality of irony (especially
self-irony), and specifically for the attempt to enact this in the dialogue of text and
reader.

Insofar as my exploration of dialogue is developed in the context of
Sarraute’s work, what results is neither a straightforward theory of dialogue nor a
comprehensive critical analysis of her writings. Rather, the relationship between
both strands of my argument could itself be described as dialogical. On the one
hand, my reading of Sarraute is clearly guided by the notion of dialogue which I
develop in the first chapter, and which is itself heavily influenced by Lacan’s
conception of the linguistic subject and its accession to truth in the psychoanalytic
dialogue. Yet on the other, the ways in which Sarraute’s texts resist assimilation to
this view of dialogue will in fact lead to its reassessment. Thus what we have is
more a dialogue of theory and writing practice than the mere application of one to
the other. This interaction between botﬁ lines of my argument, while mutually
enriching, also, however, illustrates what I shall argue to be an equally important but
less positive feature of dialogue: the fact that it takes place across the definition by
each participant of the other in his own terms. Reading Sarraute in the light of
theoretical works on dialogue thus unavoidably involves some imposition of the
terms of one onto the other. However, this tendency is redeemed by being
reversible, as in dialogue the roles of addressor and addressee are constantly
reversed. Thus dialogue, while it remains reciprocal, is more complex than the

initial, consensual conception of it might suggest.



The fact that my reading of Sarraute is guided to some extent by the notion
of dialogue her writing simultaneously helps to elucidate, means that the order in
which I approach her texts is not chronological, but corresponds instead to the
different stages in my examination of what is involved in dialogue. Thus my
suggestion in Chapter 2 that the fragmentation of a monologic authorial narrative
into a dialogic structure of interacting, autonomous voices within the text, will
nonetheless be unable to evacuate authorial control entirely, is developed through
readings of Enfance (Chapter 3) and Tu ne t’aimes pas (Chapter 4). Both of these
texts are written entirely in dialogue form, and so appear to take the subversion of
narrative control to an extreme, all the more so since the various voices are all
identified with the authorial subject whose monologic authority seems thereby to be
definitively abolished. Yet I shall argue that despite appearances, this authority is
never entirely forfeited. Because language gives rise to the subject, making one’s
identity a function of one’s discourse, I follow my examination of the way Sarraute
fails, in Enfance, to dissolve the singular intentionality of her authorial discourse,
by considering the implications of this for her subsequent attempt, in Tu ne t’aimes
pas, to dissolve her own singular authorial identity through that discourse.

Another point raised in Chapter 2, and which is what complicates the view
of dialogue as cooperation, is the way published writing exacerbates an alienation
of addressor from addressee inherent to all discourse. The impossibility of perfect
communication will thus mark dialogue both between individuals and, more
intensely, between the written text and its reader.' (Wolfgang Iser discusses which

of the "discernible conditions that govern interaction generally [...] will [...] apply

! The reader will be gendered as male throughout this thesis, in opposition to
Sarraute as author.



to the special text-reader relationship" [1978:163], and identifies as common to both
"an indeterminate, constitutive blank which underlies all processes of interaction"
[167].) Chapter 5 looks at the way Sarraute represents both relations between
individuals and those of a reader to an (unavoidably singular) textual subject. The
text-reader relationship is dealt with most explicitly by Sarraute in Les Fruits d’or,
Entre la Vie et la mort, and L’'Usage de la parole; for this reason, Chapter 5 focuses
primarily on these works. The closing chapter considers, in the context of theories
of reading, the possibility of a text-reader dialogue on terms other than those
Sarraute dictates. In order to relate Sarraute’s ideal of aesthetic response to the
range of possibilities identified by reader-response criticism, I take the narrator’s
response to the portrait in Portrait d’un inconnu as an illustration of that ideal. Its
particular relevance to this discussion is due to the close echoes which its image of
the relation to an artwork finds in theories of reading, most notably in those of
Wolfgang Iser and Georges Poulet.

This sequence of readings immediately raises the question of the importance
of chronology in interpreting Sarraute, for the order in which the texts are discussed
is almost exactly the reverse of that in which they were written. This might seem
to be a serious issue, especially given that on the level of form, I emphasise
Sarraute’s chronological development from the first-person narration of fictional
author-figures, through free indirect discourse, to the total dissolution of narrative
unity in the dialogues of Enfance and, even more dramatically, Tu ne t’aimes pas.
However, despite this apparent evolution, Sarraute’s attitudes toward language,

authority, and the relationship of writer and reader to the text which unites them, in



fact remain remarkably constant throughout her whole writing career.” The striking
uniformity of her outlook over the years not only compensates for the reverse
chronology of my discussion; it is clearly illustrated by it, as features discerned in
her most recent novels show themselves subsequently to be present also in some of

her earliest work.

Why choose discussions of dialogue in particular as a context in which to
read Sarraute? What makes her work seem particularly well suited to such a reading
is the fact that the level of lived experience on which she focuses is that of
instinctive reactions to other individuals; for her, the essence of human behaviour
is the tropism, and the tropism exists as a form of primal response to others.
Tropistic reality is dramatic, a series of "drames intérieurs faits d’attaques, de
triomphes, de reculs, de défaites, de caresses, de morsures, de viols, de meurtres,
d’abandons généreux ou d’humbles soumissions", all of which have in common the
fact "qu’ils ne peuvent se passer de partenaire" (ES 99-100). This other with whom
we interact is "le catalyseur par excellence, 1’excitant grace auquel ces mouvements
se déclenchent" (100); engaging with him gives us access to the reality of our
existence, opposed to the illusory nature of the public image we and he present.
Thus for Sarraute too, the truth which transcends illusory appearances is a function
of intersubjective relations; this is why in 1956 she dreams of creating in literature

a form of dialogue "qui ne serait pas autre chose que 1’aboutissement ou parfois une

2 agreeing with Pierre Boncenne'’s observation, after the publication of Enfance in
1983, that "pour l’'essentiel, vous n’avez rien changé depuis votre premier livre", she
comments: "D’ailleurs, si je voulais faire quelque chose d’'autre, je ne le pourrais pas,
parce que ¢a ne m’intéresse pas. Je n’arrive pas & sortir de cet univers qui est le
mien" (Sarraute 1983a:88).



des phases de ces drames [...] tout vibrant et gonflé par ces mouvements qui le
propulsent et le soustendent" (ES 117).

The fact that this subjective truth to which relations with others give access,
is located prior to a language inadequate to it, further encourages one to associate
Sarraute’s outlook with that which sees dialogue as transcending the limitations of
man’s expressive ability (limitations of which he is ironically aware). This is a view
which has gained currency in Sarraute criticism: Monique Wittig considers that
Sarraute’s dialogic worldview exceeds even that of Socratic irony, for in her work,
"il n’y a pas d’interlocuteur privilégié qui soutiendrait son point de vue (a la
différence du Socrate de Platon)" (1984:70). For Arnaud Rykner, her work
manifests "l’incapacité du langage a restituer intégralement et directement [le
monde]", an inability which "tient au caractére castrateur du mot, meurtrier du réel
qu’il enferme dans des cellules bien cloisonnées, des prisons sans issues" (1991:24).
The Lacanian overtones of this analysis are echoed by Sabine Raffy, who
emphasises the importance of intersubjective relations to the "castrated" subject of
language: "Le théme des ouvrages de Nathalie Sarraute, s’il en est, c’est celui d’un
sujet en proie a I’Autre, dans ce que Lacan nomme la dialectique de 1’intersubject-
ivité" (1988:185). (The ironic nature of the castrated Lacanian subject, and the way
dialogue allows him to transcend his condition, are discussed in detail in Chapter 1.)
This perception of Sarraute’s sensitivity to the "dialectic of intersubjectivity" is of
course supported by the importance she places on the act of reading, itself an
enactment of the intersubjective relations on which her texts concentrate.

Yet reading Sarraute in the context of theories of intersubjectivity shows up

the limits as well as the extent of her affinity to the view that dialogic response is



what invests language with meaning. There is a curious dichotomy in her work
between a perception of the inauthentic and conventional nature of the language in
which people express themselves, and a faith in the expressive power of her own
literary discourse (as well as in that of her fictional representatives). I shall discuss
in Chapter 4 the criteria according to which she distinguishes the authentic language
of the writer from that of others (a distinction noted by Celia Britton [1982 passim]),
and the untenability of that distinction. Her simultaneous view of language as
conventional and expressive will evidently have major consequences for what she
conceives the addressee’s role in dialogue to be, consequences evident both in her
fictional representations of authentic discourse, and more specifically in her own
textual address to the reader.

However, it is not only the initial perception of Sarraute’s texts as articulating
a dialogic view of language which changes as a result of their juxtaposition with
theories of dialogue. Because dialogue involves the reciprocal transformation of
each perspective through its engagement with the other, it is only to be expected that
the interaction set up between Sarraute and the theoretical work on dialogue
discussed in Chapter 1 will also lead to a reconsideration of what is at stake in
dialogue itself. Thus I see the way Sarraute simultaneously acknowledges and
denies the lack of any essential connection between language and the reality it
describes, as illustrating the way the conscious subject, however sensitive he may
be to the conventional nature of language, is unable to relativise his own discourse
completely, for it is the filter through which he understands himself and the world
(including what he knows about language in general). Because his very identity is

linguistic, he is bound to see his language as to some degree his own, and not



simply as a transindividual structure which contains him. Thus the addressor in
dialogue will always retain some faith that his intention is invested, however
imperfectly, in the language he has chosen to articulate it (even the intention to
articulate the meaninglessness of language implies a belief in the ability of language
to express that intention).

The way Sarraute’s faith in the expressivity of her own discourse affects her
view of dialogue, and specifically of reading, can thus tell us something about the
way participants in dialogue generally behave. In this way, I shall argue that not
only Sarraute’s attempt to control her real readers by defining an ideal reader, but
also the nature of what she sees to be the ideal response (namely affirmation),
merely magnify, without being qualitatively different from, attitudes all speakers
bring to dialogue. All utterances, I shall suggest, while they rely on their reception
by an independent other to give them value, attempt to ensure that what is
understood corresponds exactly to what was intended, by requesting the affirmative
reception they desire. This strategy results not only from a fundamental faith in the
potential of one’s own discourse to mean; it simultaneously anticipates the way the
expressive intention which informs the utterance will inevitably be alienated in the
reception of its language. Once again, this alienation, and its anticipation by
speakers who resist it in this way (seeing the problem in terms of reception alone),
is a phenomenon inherent to all linguistic communication; it is simply more explicit
in Sarraute due to her awareness of the intensely mediated nature of the text-reader
dialogue which takes place across the process of publication and dissemination.
Thus her work reminds us, by exaggerating it, of a factor which must be taken into

account in any consideration of the nature of dialogue.



Finally, it is necessary to explain why this thesis, which explores the dialogic
aspect of Nathalie Sarraute’s work, concentrates on her novels rather than on her
drama which will by definition take to an extreme the privileging of dialogue as a
formal principle. Looking at the increasingly dialogical quality of her narrative
writing emphasises the way this tendency develops in a form traditionally considered
(though less so since Bakhtin) to be distinct from, if not opposed to, that of drama.’
Thus Sarraute’s move into theatre, as Arnaud Rykner has pointed out, merely
underlines a dramatic quality already inherent in her novels with their "mise en
scéne des voix qui se répondent, se contredisent, s’ignorent"; for these voices, "la
parole [...] est un enjeu vital, dramatique par excellence, et c’est pourquoi le théitre
s’est toujours trouvé au coeur de I’écriture sarrautienne" (1991:110).* She further
blurs the distinction between the genres by thematising, in her first play, this move
from narration into dialogue which was already under way in the novels: Le Silence,
Rykner notes, opens with narration in crisis and dissolving into dialogue, as a
speaker abandons his description of an idyllic landscape to let his voice become
merely one of many (Th. 129; Rykner 1988:56).

If I have chosen to focus on Sarraute’s "dramatic prose" rather than on her
self-consciously "post-narrational" drama, it is because I am interested not only in
the way she represents dialogue within her texts, but also in the kind of dialogue she

attempts to establish rhrough the textual address. While drama is written to be

3 For Jean Pierrot, Sarraute’s abandonment of narrative synthesis in favour of a
total "dialogisation" of the novel form means deserting the novelistic altogether: "Aprés
avoir traversé 1le roman, auquel elle doit certainement ses réussites les plus
incontestables [...] Nathalie Sarraute a divergé sans doute définitivement vers une forme
inouie qui n’est guére définissable que par son caractére dialogué, et dans laquelle des
voix anonymes, parlant depuis un endroit lui-méme assez indéfinissable [...] continuent
a développer devant nous tout une série de choses souvent passionnantes, mais qui ne
constituent plus une histoire" (1990:467).

* Unless otherwise indicated, all italics in quoted passages belong to the texts
cited.

9



performed before a large public, novels are generally read silently, in a private one-
to-one relationship of text to reader which can be related to the kind of dialogue that
takes place between individuals (indeed, as we shall see, it is in many ways
paradigmatic for it). Moreover, the text-reader relationship in Sarraute is intimately
linked to an aspect of the dialogues within her novels which is absent from the
dialogues of drama proper. This is the unifying authorial discourse which in
dialogic prose gestures towards a renunciation of its all-embracing perspective
within the text, as well as appealing for the reader’s perspective to complement its
own from without. What I wish to do is explore what happens to this discourse on
both levels of its attempted self-relativisation, and trace the way it unavoidably

reasserts in both spheres the authority it tries to renounce.
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CHAPTER 1

COMMUNICATION AND THE LIMITS OF LANGUAGE:

IRONY AND DIALOGUE

The concept of irony has been analysed and utilised in such an enormous
variety of ways that it is virtually impossible to give a single, comprehensive
definition of it. If one of its basic qualities is that it complicates further the already
complex relationship between signification and meaning -- it opposes any tendency
to equate the two in an ideal of transparent expression, of "meaning what one says"
-- the motivation for this wilful semantic opacity remains unarticulated by the
ironist. For the theorist of irony, the question of why the ironist should desire not
only to say something he clearly doesn’t mean, but also to have the inaccuracy of
his statement recognised and approved by his addressee, is compounded by the
mystery of how this is actually fulfilled. For if the irony is successful, the addressee
instantly recognises not only the inaccuracy of the utterance’s overt signification but
also the reason why this erroneous statement, and not the truth of which it so
blatantly falls short, should be communicated. It is thus easy to see why, as
Philippe Hamon puts it, "le discours ironique, chose du monde semble-t-il la mieux
partagée, et de I’usage le plus quotidien, embarrasse le théoricien” (1982:165).

My concern, in this thesis, with the relevance of the concept of irony for
Sarraute’s novels, is chiefly related to the question of communication: I wish to

suggest that there is a relationship between the kind of dialogue enacted by irony,

11



and the way Sarraute’s texts both represent and work to transcend the difficulties
which attend our attempts to relate to one another in language. My reading of
Sarraute will thus take place on two levels, on that of the dialogues represented in
her fiction, and on that of the address her writing enacts and the response it invites
from its readers. While the question of irony in Sarraute has already been
approached (Racevskis 1977; Minogue 1987a), these discussions have tended to
focus on local instances of ironic expression in the text, and their possible
motivations. Thus in Valerie Minogue’s reading of Sarraute, "I’utilité de I’ironie
c’est [...] de suggérer sans définir" (1987a:8), and forms part of Sarraute’s ongoing
project to articulate the inner movements which precede language. For Karlis
Racevskis, her irony is a vehicle of social criticism, specifically of the "cultural
establishment"” (1977:37) which includes both the represented readers and writers of
her novels, and their real readers insofar as these reflect her fictional readers. My
emphasis, in contrast, will be on the way the ability of irony to be communicated
in spite of the blatant discrepancy between what is said and what is to be
understood, seems to offer a solution to the problems of intersubjective relations and
the expressive inadequacy of conventional language, problems which are such a
central concern of Sarraute’s writing.'

This view of the way the communicative dimension of irony transcends the
shortcomings of the ironist’s language by promoting the addressee from passive
interpreter to active co-creator of meaning, contrasts with the widespread view of

irony as simply a weapon which undermines the validity of a given discourse, that

! Racevskis does gesture to the importance of "the basic intersubjectivity of the
phenomenon [of irony]", and he claims that "an ironic style both requires and permits a
greater degree of intimacy between reader and author" (1977:44).
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of another or of the speaker himself. In the latter case, irony is seen to lead to
paradox, with the speaker aware of the limits of his knowledge, and hence defeating
them. The concept of irony as dialogic resolves this paradox, identifying the ironist
as concerned as much with his relation to other subjects, on whose response he
depends, as with his own subjective capacities and limits. Yet the value of seeing
how dialogue is central to irony goes beyond rehabilitating irony: if dialogue
highlights irony’s potential to exceed what it criticises, the way both concepts
interact also suggests an affinity at some level between intersubjective relations as
such and the oppositional nature of irony, its manifestation of an attitude (to oneself
or another) which ranges from mild criticism to overt hostility. Focusing on the
relationship between irony and dialogue can thus lead to a deeper understanding of
both concepts as each is elucidated by its relation to the other.

This chapter will explore in detail the kind of communication enacted by
irony, the dynamics of the dialogue it involves. In Chapter 2, I shall develop this
discussion to cover the specific situation of the text-reader dialogue, and the
complications introduced by the relationship of writing to speech. Both chapters
together will then provide a background against which to approach Sarraute’s
fictional treatment of the same issues of communication, the inadequacy of language,
and the relationship of the reader to the text. Rather than defining Sarraute’s work
in terms of this theoretical background, I would hope that a dialogic juxtaposition
of these two bodies of writing might also give rise to the reevaluation of that
background. Sarraute’s fictional practice raises issues relating to language, identity,
and intersubjectivity, which will have major implications for the way dialogue is

seen to operate. The way, specifically, her writing both endorses yet at a certain
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point also resists the ideal of a dialogic constitution of truth, shows up the
persistence, in dialogue, of attitudes opposed to it, and whose transformation is a
major part of the dialogic process.

If the understanding of irony which this chapter will establish, sees it as
enacting the way truth is created through the dialogic interaction of discourses, that
understanding itself emerges out of a dialogue among studies of communication
conducted in pragmatic linguistics, Romantic philosophy, and psychoanalysis. The
way these studies interact will be outlined below, in the context of the hostile
critique of irony to which they can similarly be seen as offering a dialogic response.
To facilitate an exchange between these different approaches (yet which all see
communication as essential to the constitution of meaning), I shall give their
perspectives priority over my own, attempting to summarise their positions
accurately.  (This authorial attitude corresponds to what Bakhtin, reading
Dostoevsky, calls dialogism [1984a passim]; as a mode of narration which privileges
the productive interaction of discourses, it will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 2.) In this way, the view of irony which will continue to evolve throughout
this thesis, is acknowledged from the start to be the product of interacting discourses

on which its meaningfulness depends.

For any theoretical examination of irony as a form of communication
between subjects, the status of those subjects and the nature of the social context
which defines them and relates them to one another will be a major issue.
Successful irony depends after all on the recognition of an ironic infention, and this

recognition depends in turn on interlocutors sharing a cultural environment. Philippe
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Hamon asks if it is even possible to imagine irony "en dehors des possibilités
matérielles sémiotiques de la référence a un sujet, sujet individuel comme sujet
collectif défini par sa participation & un ensemble de régles de prescriptions et de
proscriptions” (1982:172-73). But if the nature of the subject and its defining
context is an issue for many theorists of irony, this is not necessarily to say that it
is ignored or dissimulated by the ironic texts on which they focus, and only brought
to light when these are subjected to criticism. In Irony and Ethics in Narrative,
Gary Handwerk argues that irony itself actively poses the ontological questions
theorists have raised in relation to it: "The same dynamics at work in the Lacanian
subject or the Beckettian narrator can be traced back through hermeneutically self-
conscious novelists such as Meredith to the initial Romantic posing of this problem -
- what, or where, is the subject?" (1985:viii).

The failure to acknowledge that irony may itself raise the same questions
about the nature of identity which have become commonplace in contemporary
"poststructuralist” critical and theoretical writing, explains its loss of prestige in
recent criticism (in contrast to the importance accorded to some of the other classical
tropes with which it was traditionally associated -- most obviously, metaphor and
metonymy). Poststructuralist criticism sees the human subject as "decentred", a
view heavily influenced by the psychoanalytic work of Jacques Lacan for whom
metaphor and metonymy are the very foundations of subjectivity. This leads it to
condemn irony, an attitude exemplified by Candace Lang in Irony/Humor: Critical
Paradigms (1988). In her view, "the assumption and affirmation of the discontinuity

and inherent otherness of the self is humor: the denial of it, irony" (1988:15); irony,
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she claims, is grounded in "the notion of a unified autonomous subject, whose
conscious intent gives meaning and unity to his work" (45).

Lang’s argument is based on an understanding of irony as a trope which
opposes meaning to expression in rhetoric and, by extension, reality to appearance
in philosophy ("the fundamental problem raised (explicitly or implicitly) by the
ironic work is the expression of meaning" [6]). She finds support for this
condemnation of the implicit Platonism she sees in irony (where language is one
manifestation of the veil of phenomena concealing eternal truth), in Barthes’s
comments on irony in S/Z. More or less equating irony and parody (the ironic
"code" is "en principe une citation explicite d’autrui”, and parody "en quelque sorte
I’ironie au travail" [1970:51-52]), Barthes sees the latter (and thus both) as "menée
au nom d’un sujet qui met son imaginaire dans la distance qu’il feint de prendre vis-
a-vis du langage des autres, et se constitue par 14 d’autant plus slirement sujet du
discours" (1970:52). The potential multivalence of a discourse of quotation is
destroyed by irony’s failure to reject respect for origins and paternity, to "détrui[re]
la voix qui pourrait donner au texte son unité" (51). Only where it is mitigated by
uncertainty -- as in the case of Flaubert -- does irony redeem itself, by taking on the
nature of écriture which is "d’empécher de jamais répondre a cette question: Qui
parle?" (146).

However, this escape route which Barthes provides for Flaubert should not
necessarily be seen as opposed to the nature of irony. If Barthes and Lang condemn
irony out of hand, it is because they fail to take into account to what extent it
participates in the "plurivocity” they oppose to it. In fact, as I shall argue, the

refusal of univocity, far from being contrary to the mechanism of irony, can be seen
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to be as much an ideal of ironic discourse as of "humorous" poststructuralist
écriture. The following brief sketch of the basis of this argument will be followed
by more detailed discussion of the studies on which it draws, and of the alternative
conception of irony which these let us develop.

A more favourable assessment of irony than Lang’s or Barthes’s is provided
by Gary Handwerk in his discussion of "ethical" irony as a discourse which exploits
the necessarily interactive nature of the ironic utterance in order to "generate and
regenerate reflective community" (1985:vii).> For him, the intersubjective nature
of all ironic discourse, even the most casual instances of "verbal irony",
acknowledges that meaning is constituted rather than revealed: irony becomes
"ethical" once this quality is exploited to convey "the ironist’s awareness of how
dependent the signifying process is on the constant relocation of meaning within
verbal interactions" (viii). Handwerk’s perception of the relationship between
Romantic irony (specifically as conceived by Friedrich Schlegel) and the decentred
(specifically Lacanian) subject thus runs totally counter to the analyses of irony by
Lang or Barthes.’ 1 shall discuss Handwerk more fully later in this chapter; for
now it is enough to note his rejection of the traditional idea of Romantic irony as
expressing despair at the inadequacy of language to the self in favour of a view
which sees it as acknowledging and exploring the intersubjective nature of identity.

Given his reliance on the Lacanian view of language as imposed by the Other on the

2 That irony manifests the speaker’s awareness of the social interdependence of
individuals is claimed also by Richard Harvey Brown (1983) who sees it as revealing
individual ignorance and showing knowledge to be constituted through dialectic (thus
intersubjectively). David S. Kaufer also sees irony in the context of intersubjective
communication -- for him it is an aesthetic enactment of perspectival differences in
interpersonal situations (1983:461).

3 Lang translates Barthes’s idea of irony into Lacanian terms as follows: it is "the
subject’s futile attempt to defend an illusory ego [...] against the onslaught of
alterity, by staking out its own territory, its personal property in the realm of
discourse" (1988:60).
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subject (which it constitutes), Handwerk’s perception of irony can clearly have little
to do with the classical view of irony as a trope opposing expression to meaning or
appearance to reality. |

But if Romantic irony is thus redefined in such a way that it is no longer
seen as a trope, can it then continue to be related to verbal irony? Indeed, once the
subject’s determination by language is claimed, discrediting the opposition between
expression and meaning, what happens to the definition of verbal irony itself, in
which the speaker is usually described as saying one thing and meaning another?
Could one perhaps reconceive verbal irony too in a nontropological way which
would also allow one to retain a connection between it and irony seen as a
philosophical stance (what Handwerk calls "epistemological irony" and defines,
quoting Paul de Man, as "the systematic undoing of understanding", based on an
awareness of the limitations of human knowledge [Handwerk 1985:10; de Man
1979:301])?

A nontropological definition of verbal irony is exactly what Dan Sperber and
Deirdre Wilson offer in the context of their pragmatic theory of communication
outlined in Relevance (1986). Focusing on how utterances are wused in
communication, their discussion of irony is freed from the question of whether and
how the individual can express meaning. Like Barthes, they see irony as a kind of
implicit quotation, yet their claim that the ironic quotation conveys no unspoken
meaning, however implicit, creates a bridge between their theory and the post-
structuralist view of subjectivity and language, and so allows for fruitful comparison
with the conception of irony predicated on that subjectivity by Handwerk. By no

longer conceiving verbal irony as a trope, one dissociates it from the ideological
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presupposition that meaning exists outside language; epistemological irony in turn,
commonly considered as the translation of the trope from rhetorical into
philosophical terms, is exonerated in the same way. This rehabilitation of irony
(verbal and epistemological) defends it against poststructuralist charges of
authoritarianism and even invites a reassessment of its relevance to postmodern
thought -- a relevance demonstrated by the discussion later in this chapter of the
affinity Friedrich Schlegel’s Romantic irony bears to Lacan’s theory of the subject.

This close kinship between the ideas of the nineteenth-century German
theorist and practitioner of irony on the one hand, and Lacan’s much more recently
formulated psychoanalytic theory on the other, accounts for the more detailed
consideration of Lacan’s concept of linguistic subjectivity which closes this chapter.
While references to irony are not frequent in his work, he does speak of "I’ironie
propre du langage" (1966:258; if, for Lacan, language is ironic, then so by
implication is the subject it constitutes). He also numbers irony among the
mechanisms of the unconscious (and, interestingly, avoids defining it as a trope); it
is one of the ways in which the linguistic unconscious is given form in the
analysand’s discourse.” And of course, the whole structure of psychoanalytic praxis

is, as Lacan acknowledges, modelled on the Socratic maieutic and its dramatisation

* One analyst of irony whose ideas seem to owe much to Lacan’s theory of the
subject’s determination by language is Bertrand Rougé. For him, irony, by not meaning
what it signifies, exposes the conventional nature of sign systems, "cherche i contourner
le signifié, cette représentation que le signe impose, pour mieux contourner la clotgre
qu’ainsi il opére" (1988b:117). Though his belief in a prelapsarian immediacy of meaning
from which language cuts us off can be viewed with scepticism, his perception of human
meaning as an effect of language, and of irony as enacting that perception, illustrates
his closeness both to Lacan and to the nontropological conception of irony I am arguing
for here.

s "La périphrase, 1'hyperbate, 1l’ellipse, la suspension, 1l’anticipation, 1la
rétraction, la dénégation, la digression, l’ironie, ce sont les figures de style (figurae
sententiarum de Quintilien), comme la catachrése, la litote, l’'antonomase, 1‘’hypotypose
sont les tropes, dont les termes s’imposent & la plume comme les plus propres a étiqueter
ces mécanismes [de l’inconscient]" (Lacan 1966:521). Vaheed Ramazani also sees Lacan'’s
theory as inherently ironic: "What is Lacan’s subject if not the subject of irony itself?
Subversion, misrecognition, fading: the psychoanalytic metaphor continually points to a
gesture of rupture, evasion, negation -- the classic gesture of irony" (1989:555).
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by Plato, the search for truth through a form of dialogue in which verbal and
epistemological irony combine (1966:293; cp. 837). In addition to his relevance for
the discussion of irony, dealing with Lacan’s writings and specifically with the
question of his style, will provide an opportunity to consider the relationship, in the
ironic and psychoanalytic dialogues but also in communication generally, of speech
to writing. This will prepare the way for the discussion, in the next chapter, of how
the concept of dialogue is complicated by the nature of language (spoken as well as

written) as representation.

1. Verbal irony and the question of communication:

Irony is perhaps most fregently encountered in the form of remarks made in
the context of a conversation or, in literature, of the larger textual discourse. Dan
Sperber and Deirdre Wilson have devoted a number of studies to this kind of
occasional or verbal irony; what is of particular interest for my discussion is the
emphasis they place on irony as a form of communication rather than expression,
and the way they integrate their conclusions into a general theory of communication
(based on the concept of relevance [Sperber & Wilson 1986]). All communication,
they argue, contains an element of inference, where the addressee infers, with
reference to the context of enunciation, which specific assumptions the speaker
intended to make manifest to him by his words. The addressor’s utterance comes
with an implicit guarantee that it is relevant to its addressee, and so the addressee’s

inferential activity is governed by a search for relevance. Irony simply exploits the
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inferential dimension of communication: the obvious irrelevance of the linguistically
encoded semantic component of the utterance leads to a heightened dependence on
context in the attempt to determine how the utterance may be relevant.

Sperber and Wilson argue that the relevance of the ostensibly irrelevant
ironic utterance lies in the fact that the speaker is manifesting an attitude 7o it rather
than by means of it. The addressee’s task is thus to infer this attitude rather than
any figurative meaning the utterance might contain.® They first formulate this
distinction between speaking to convey a meaning and speaking to convey an
attitude to what one says, as one between use and mention: "USE of an expression
involves reference to what the expression refers to", whereas "MENTION of an
expression involves reference to the expression itself" (Sperber & Wilson 1981:303).
Irony is implicit (because not linguistically signalled) mention of propositions, while
parody mentions linguistic expression.

They integrate irony into their theory of communication by generalising this
distinction between use and mention into one basic to language, between description
and interpretation. They argue firstly that all utterances have a relationship of
resemblance, rather than identity, to the propositional form of the thoughts they
articulate, and so are ultimately interpretative rather than descriptive in character.
On top of this, the thoughts those utterances articulate, because they have a

propositional form, can themselves also be interpretative (of other representations

¢ sperber and Wilson reject altogether the notion of figurative meaning, and thus
the traditional definition of irony as meaning the opposite of what one says, arguing
that disambiguation -- the process of extracting a single meaning from an utterance
despite its generally multiple ambiguities -- is already complex enough when confined to
the literal meanings of an utterance. If it also had to take into account figurative
senses derived via relations of resemblance, contiguity, inversion etc., the set of
possible interpretations would become "to all intents and purposes nonenumerable"
(1981:299) .
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with a similar propositional form, like thoughts or utterances), or descriptive (of
states of affairs).

In irony, then, the speaker’s thought, interpreted by his utterance, is itself an
interpretation of an attributed thought, and achieves relevance in relation to the
speaker’s (implicitly derogatory) attitude to that thought. It is just one type of
"echoic interpretation" (1986:238) in which anything from outright acceptance and
approval to outright rejection and disapproval of the echoed idea can be conveyed.
Extending their definition of irony from "mention" to "interpretation" lets Sperber
and Wilson integrate it into the range of kinds of interpretation, and so into their
general typology of communication.” However, the definition of irony as mention
remains valid: in its requirement of linguistic as well as logical identity between the
original and its representation, it is simply the most veiled and thus subtle form of
echoic interpretation. More importantly, when a propositional form resembles the
original to the point of identity (identity being the limit-case of resemblance), and
all the more when, as is common in ironic discourse, that original is created by the
utterance at the moment of its ironisation rather than having an independent prior
existence, representation shades into self-representation. In this way, Sperber and
Wilson’s theory lets us relate the generally "other-directed” verbal irony they discuss
to the phenomenon of self-irony. Directed to the present, speaking self, this form
of irony enacts the recognition of the self’s own limited understanding and so

indicates a point of overlap between the irony of utterances and the more

7 Wayne C. Booth too sees irony as exemplifying the interpretative character of
communication in general: "Irony is an extraordinarily good road into the whole art of
interpretation. Though ironic statements are only a small part of all that men say to
each other [...] they bring to light the hidden complexities that are mastered whenever
men succeed in understanding each other in any mode, even the most flat and literal"
(Booth 1974:44) .
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philosophical orientation of what, after Handwerk, I have called epistemological
irony.

Another pragmatic theorist, Alain Berrendonner, has actually made this
connection between irony as mention and self-irony. The simultaneity, in all ironic
discourse, of the utterance and the ironic gloss, means for him that irony, even when
other-directed, automatically also throws the speaker’s own discourse into question.
"Faire de I’ironie, ce n’est pas s’inscrire en faux de maniére mimétique contre 1’acte
de parole antérieur ou virtuel, en tout cas extérieur, d’un autre"; rather it is to
"s’inscrire en faux contre sa propre énonciation, tout en 1’accomplissant”
(Berrendonner 1981:216). The contradiction is operated by the enunciation itself,
which is double: both a function of the énoncé (and as such contradicted), and
symptomatic of an attitude to the énoncé (thus enacting the contradiction). The
divergence, in irony, of énonciation from énoncé,® the simultaneity of affirmation
and negation, undermines the authority of the speaker as it is constituted through his
discourse, and so enacts the denial of any necessary identity between language and
authority.

In this view, then, ironic language cannot but expose the conventional nature
of all language, its lack of any essential link to the intentional act of enunciation and
so to the truth to be expressed. For Bertrand Rougé:

L’ironiste réintroduit une distance perdue et comme originelle dans les

systémes de signe. La ou I’habitude a figé les trajectoires interprétatives,

jusqu’a suggérer un rapport de signification quasi immédiat entre le mot et
ce qu’il signifie, ou entre ’image et ce qu’elle représente, I’ironie restaure

® Bertrand Rougé’s opposition, after Jankélévitch, of gramma to pneuma seems to be
a highly Platonised version of that between énoncé and énonciation: "L'ironie est un
signe qui cherche a se défaire de sa gangue de grammaticalité pour révéler sa nature
essentiellement pneumatique, mais qui, pour ce faire, n’a d’autre solution que de passer
par cette grammaticalité méme" (1988b:118).
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la distance, le recul et I’incertitude, elle insuffle du médiat dans le pseudo-
immédiat. (Rougé 1988a:35)

In fact, Sperber and Wilson’s theory of communication, and their broader definition
of irony as interpretation, accommodates the epistemological consequences of their
earlier and more restrictive view of irony as mention, a view in which the ironic
utterance can be seen as displaying self-difference and expressive inadequacy in the
very act of enunciation. Not only is the ironic proposition an interpretation of a
posited other, "straight" proposition, the fact that their communication theory sees
all verbal expression as interpretation means that it in turn must undergo a second,
this time involuntary interpretation in its translation from logical proposition into
language. Sperber and Wilson fail to make any connection between both levels of
interpretation, and so overlook the irony of this situation. Yet such a connection
seems unavoidable, especially when the original which is interpreted is merely
posited and has no real existence. For in this case, the identity between represented
and original utterance suggests that the relevance of the remark doesn’t lie simply
in its expressed attitude to an idea perceived to be held by somebody (since this
proposition doesn’t exist prior to its ironisation). Equally relevant is the fact that
the utterance chooses to enact an interpretation of something which it must create
in order that that interpretative act may take place. In irony which creates its object,
interpretation is removed from any external reality, and announces itself as existing
in a referential vacuum. Thus while Sperber and Wilson neglect the possibility that
all irony may potentially be ironising the language which embodies it, there is place
in their theory for this idea that irony in general "represents a stage of consciousness

in which the problematical nature of language itself has become recognized. It
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points to the potential foolishness of all linguistic characterizations of reality as
much as to the absurdity of the beliefs it parodies” (White 1973:37).

This understanding of verbal irony as implicitly criticising naive faith in
language by identifying as an indirect focus of irony the act of expression in
general, extends the ramifications of the ironic utterance beyond its (real or posited)
object and onto the level of a whole discourse or, in literary terms, of the whole text
in which the local ironies are situated. How can an "epistemologically ironic"
author articulate the ironisation of his whole text, extending the linguistic scepticism
implicit in verbal irony to the text’s own existence in language?'® One of the most
common ways in which authors have their works solicit their own ironisation is by
inscribing within them objects which reflect -- or, in Sperber and Wilson’s sense,
interpret -- the nature of the works themselves: books within books, plays within
plays etc. (This is of course a major feature of Nathalie Sarraute’s work, and one
of the most striking senses in which her writing can be called ironic: Les Fruits d’or
presents a book within a book, Entre la Vie et la mort the writing of a novel which
doubles the narration and subject-matter of the real novel -- as when the "pantin
articulé" witnessed by the writer at the start is written into his novel at the end

[EVM 7, 168]. In her drama too, Le Mensonge features a play within a play.) By

> This elaboration of the use-mention distinction to address the quotational nature
of all discourse, thereby undermining the perception of language as unproblematically
referential, in fact gestures towards a school of thought with which pragmatic
linguistics otherwise seems to have little in common. Jacques Derrida defines writing
(and so language generally) as citational in its basic iterability: "Cette
citationnalité, cette duplication ou duplicité, cette itérabilité de la marque n’est pas
un accident ou une anomalie, ¢’est ce (normal/anormal) sans quoi une marque ne pourrait
méme plus avoir de fonctionnement dit ‘normal’" (1972:381). This fundamental scepticism
as to the possibility of an utterance whose language would be simply used and not at all
mentioned, was, as Ian Maclean points out, one of the major points of contention between
Derrida and speech-act theorist John Searle, in the exchange to which the essay just
quoted gave rise: "Searle takes the distinction between ‘use’ and ‘mention’ to be
obvious; Derrida pushes hard at the distinction until he has found an undecidable
frontier case and begins his analysis from there" (1985:13).

10 This authorial articulation of the irony of language cannot of course master it,
but merely acknowledge its existence. The way the irony of the text exceeds the author’s
"epistemological irony", no matter how self-annihilating it makes itself, will be a major
factor in my reading of Sarraute.
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inviting their audience to complete the irony through recognising or inferring the
relevance of the embedded work to the work which contains it, such texts seem
designed to ensure that the authorial perspective will be complemented by another.
It seems as though this combination of perspectives should permit the dialogic
completion of the work, as the reader articulates that ironisation of the text which
its author can call for but evidently not articulate himself (for to do so would be to

transcend it, reasserting in the process the very authority he wishes to deny).

2. Self and other in Romantic irony:

The way self-reflexivity lets a text become the object of its own irony was
of course widely exploited by the German Romantics, in their attempts to represent
in artistic form the mind’s reflective activity. What is less often noted is their
attention to the intersubjective quality of irony. Gary Handwerk has observed in the
writings of Friedrich Schlegel how this principal ironic thinker among the German
Romantics relates the inherently social nature of irony, the way it implicates its
addressee in its self-articulation, to the better-known Romantic concern with ironic
self-reflexivity as it concerns the nature of subjectivity. This emphasis on
communication distances Schlegel from the irony of the infinitely self-negating
subject, abhorred by Hegel and Kierkegaard who saw it as the essence of German

Romantic (and principally Schlegelian) thought.'"  Such "abyssal" irony,

1! wWalter Benjamin in 1919 (see bibl. 1974) was one of the first (and remains one
of few) to contest this view of the German Romantics. Handwerk’s reading of Schlegel
relies heavily on Benjamin’s reconstruction of Schlegel’s epistemology from his
fragments.
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represented today in the writings of Paul De Man, is dismissed by Handwerk as
"from Schlegel’s perspective preliminary" (1985:14)."> Instead, Handwerk sees in
Romantic art and philosophy a view of identity as intersubjective, a function of
dialogue. The individual as it exists in language and in isolation is incomplete; self-
definition is seen by the Romantics (specifically those concerned with the Schlegel
brothers’ journal Athenaeum)” as a social activity, and comes into being in
dialogue. Irony, on this basis, by enacting the individual’s appeal to the other for
self-completion, can, according to Handwerk, "continue and foster an awareness of
the nature and dynamics of consensus, a procedure by which relative but adequate
social, if not ontological, verities might be established" (14).

How did the Romantics conceive of the incomplete subject and of the role
of ironic self-reflexivity in relation to it? Concerned with the relation of the ego to
a transcendental Absolute which grounds it and which is intuited in rare moments
of revelation, they were faced with art’s incapacity to recover that Absolute. Any
attembt to reconnect this transcendental realm to that of finite consciousness must
be limited to consciousness and so will suffer under the mind’s imposition of order
on chaos, an action which in fact simply cuts it off entirely from the (chaotic)
Absolute. The artist’s attention thus shifts to the inevitable reappearance in the
artwork of his own subjective limitations. This is the point at which Kierkegaard
wrote off the Romantics, accusing them of a narcissistic slide into infinite negativity,

and it is at this point that Handwerk detects the beginnings, in Schlegel and Novalis

12 In Handwerk's view, De Man, by focusing on the polarisation between language’s
representational and figural roles, excludes its communicative dimension -- for him,
v"intersubjective feeling is immediately hierarchical, converted into a quantitative
relation that abolishes difference" (Handwerk 1985:14).

13 These included, aside from the Schlegel brothers, Caroline Michaélis, Dorothea
Mendelssohn-Veit, Novalis, Schleiermacher, Tieck, and Schelling. For an account of the
Athenaeum group and its philosophy see Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy (1978:16-17 and passim) .
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at least, of an alternative philosophical development which would result in self-
elevation rather than self-loss. This development entails the engagement with irony
as a social phenomenon which provides the ultimate step in the subject’s enactment
of its relation to the Absolute.

To understand this use of irony it must not be seen as simply representing
the necessary inadequacy of language as an object to the spiritual essence it should
convey, the inadequacy of expression to meaning (this would be the philosophical
equivalent of the rhetorical understanding of irony as a trope opposing meaning to
expression).' Such a view creates the paradox whereby ironic self-representation
is defined as intending to show the limits of representation and thus the subject’s
own illusion, while "at the same time the ironic subject seems to be fully adequate
to its dilemma, absolute in regard to its own finite flounderings" (Handwerk
1985:46). In this view of irony, the creative ego, by fixing its materialised empirical
self in the work, takes on a Godlike role, thus repressing rather than enacting its
relation to the Absolute and rendering any real self-transformation impossible.

Schlegel’s understanding of irony differs from this by reason of a new
perception of subjectivity, one based on the epistemological presuppositions of
German Romantic thought (as influenced by Fichte and outlined in Walter
Benjamin’s 1919 essay on the concept of art criticism in German Romanticism
[Benjamin 1974]). For the early Romantics, the basis of all epistemology was not

logic but reflection as the immediate recognition of thought, the "thought of

4  In an early fragment Schlegel stresses the importance of communication over
expression in literary writing: "Man muB [etwas] wirklich mitteilen, mit [jemandem]
teilen kénnen, nicht blof sich &ufern, allein; sonst wire es treffender, zu schweigen"
[one must really communicate something, be able to share it with someone, and not just
express oneself; otherwise it would be better to stay silent] (Schlegel 1958:I1 158; all
translations from German are mine).
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thought". But if the Schlegelian subject is rooted in reflection, that reflection exists
in a constant state of relation: thought, as reflective, relates in the first instance to
itself, and beyond that to the world. Though reflection is immediate, the infinity of
other relations within which it exists is only mediately accessible to the subject.
Before looking at how Schlegel puts irony in the service of this
fundamentally reflexive subject, we should consider the implications of such
reflexive subjectivity for intersubjective relations. The infinitely relative nature of
reflection makes a subject-object relation impossible for Romantic epistemology.
Within the infinity of relations, reflection creates only its own form, but not its
object.”” The impossibility of constituting subject and object is due to the fact that
once the duality of the reflective self ("thought of thought") is exceeded and a third
element introduced, the new complex, "thought of thought of thought", makes it
impossible to determine whether the reflective self is subject or object. The
limitations of consciousness (for which reflection [thought of thought] is immediate
but for which its existence in infinite relation is only mediately perceptible) mean
that the intensification of reflection causes a dissolution of form. In fact for
Schlegel (so Benjamin), this dissolution, recreated as we shall see by irony,
coincides with the revelation of the Real. Absolute reflection in its totality of
relations is absolute Reality; conscious thought can only know this reality indirectly.
All things are located in the Real and are accessible to the thinking subject

through reflection within that infinite system of relations. But because the Real is

15 The activity of intelligence is a form, for Fichte, and in reflection becomes the
content of a new form (see J.G. Fichte, Sammtliche Werke, 1845-46, p.67; cited in
Benjamin 1974:21). While Fichte would eventually excise the endless quality of
reflection from his idea of self-consciousness, by coming to see reflection as creating
its own object (a previously posited Ich), Schlegel and Novalis rejected this paradoxical
use of thought to limit reflection’s capacity for endlessness (a move which contradicted
Fichte’'s own awareness of the inseparability of thought from reflection; see Benjamin
1974:28-32).
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a medium in which thought is carried out, it can only be filled by thinking beings
which, we have seen, think themselves (i.e. recognise themselves) before they can
think anything else. This is again why object-relations do not exist: not only can
the thinking self not constitute itself as subject in relation to an object, but
everything, thinking itself, is as much a subject as it is.'

The belief that all real entities exist for consciousness in the medium of
reflection which mediates their reality, ultimately obliges the Romantics to endow
even lifeless objects, as experienced by a conscious subject, with reflexive ability."”
If, however, one restricts oneself to an understanding of thought as constituted
symbolically and as communicable (specifically in language, my area of concern
here), the Schlegelian Absolute as the medium in which thought is carried out can
be redefined as the medium of symbolic forms and so as a specifically human
universe. What we can take from Schlegel’s concept of subjectivity is his

conviction that there is no such thing as the isolated or stable subject; instead, the

16 wgedes Erkanntwerden eines denkenden Wesens setzt dessen Selbsterkenntnis voraus"
[every becoming-recognised of a thinking being presupposes its self-recognition]
(Benjamin 1974:55). "Wo keine Selbsterkenntnis ist, da ist gar kein Erkennen, wo
Selbsterkenntnis ist, ist die Subjekt-Objekt-Korrelation aufgehoben, wenn man will: ein
Subjekt ohne Objekt-Korrelat gegeben" [where there is no self-recognition, there is no
recognition at all; where there is self-recognition, the subject-object correlation is
completely dissolved (aufgehoben), as it were: a subject is given without object-
correlate] (56).

17 wplles, was im Absolutum ist, alles Wirkliche denkt [...] Fir die Romantiker gibt
es vom Standpunkt des Absoluten aus kein Nicht-Ich, keine Natur im Sinne eines Wesens,
das nicht selbst wird" [everything in the Absolute, everything real, thinks [...] For the
Romantics there is from the point of view of the Absolute no non-I, no nature in the
sense of a being which does not become a self] (Benjamin 1974:55). Lacan, whose Symbolic
order, we shall see, bears a striking affinity to Schlegel’s medium of reflection, turns
this assimilation of inanimate objects to thinking beings right around, attributing to
the linguistically constituted moi the object-quality of a lectern, based on the fact
that "ce pupitre n’est pas moins que le moi tributaire du signifiant" (1966:421). "lLa
différence est-elle donc si grande entre le pupitre et nous quant & la conscience? [...]
A étre placé avec l’un de nous entre deux glaces paralleéles, il sera vu se refléter
indéfiniment, ce qui veut dire qu’il sera beaucoup plus semblable & celui qui regarde
qu’‘on n’y pense, puisqu’d voir se répéter de la méme fagon son image, celui-ci aussi se
voit bien par les yeux d’un autre quand il se regarde, puisque sans cet autre gqu'’est son
image, il ne se verrait pas se voir" (423-24; my emphasis;.
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self exists in a constant state of relationship, inseparable from other self-

consciousnesses (themselves also relative).'®

Self-reflexivity and intersubjectivity thus merge for Schlegel, making
abundantly clear why irony should be the vehicle for his worldview. I shall end my
examination of his ideas by looking briefly at the way irony’s affinity vﬁth the truth
of the subject lets it enact this truth in art. First, though, the striking compatibility
of much of his work with contemporary ideas on subjectivity should be underlined.

The Schlegelian subject’s location in a medium of symbolic forms where its
position is always relative to that of all other subjects, invites comparison with
Lacan’s conception of the subject as "ce que le signifiant représente, et il ne saurait
rien représenter que pour un autre signifiant, a quoi dés lors se réduit le sujet qui
écoute”" (1966:835). If the psychoanalyst must "faire de son étre ’axe de tant de
vies" it is because of a dialectic which "I’engage avec ces vies dans un mouvement
symbolique" (321). In fact, Romantic epistemology, especially in Benjamin’s
articulation of it, anticipates Lacanian psychoanalytic theory in several important
ways. We can compare the mystical nature of the Romantic Absolute to the (for
consciousness) mysterious quality of the unconscious: Schlegel’s representation of
"total subjectivity" in terms of a transcendent Absolute which cannot be
appropriated, becomes internalised by Freud within the subject with the discovery

of the ubiquitous but never wholly accessible unconscious. Lacan’s interpretation

18 There are clear connections here to the ideas of Mikhail Bakhtin, whose theory
of dialogue is of course relevant to this whole discussion (his work will be discussed
in the next chapter, in the context of the novel form). Though Michael Holquist opposes
Bakhtin’s ideas to those of Romanticism (1990:22), he sums up his philosophy in terms
which suggest close links to that of Schlegel: "Existence is sobytie sobytiya, the event
of co-being; it is a vast web of interconnections each and all of which are linked as
participants in an event whose totality is so immense that no single one of us can ever
know it" (41).
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of Freudian theory in linguistic terms, his reconception of the unconscious as
structured by the suprapersonal Symbolic order and like a language, emphasises the
kinship of psychoanalytic theory with Schlegelian Romanticism. While only the
subject can articulate the unconscious, the fact that that unconscious both comes
from without and only articulates itself without (in address) means that his
articulation of it exceeds him and is transindividual (see Lacan 1966:258).

Seeing the Symbolic order as a "medium of reflection" allows us to trace the
ancestry of the post-Freudian psyche back at least to the plight of the Romantic
subject. For Schlegel (unlike Kant), the perceiving self is a false source of
recognition and can attain full subjectivity only through the mediated discovery (via
reflection) of its infinite relations. Similarly, Lacan’s subject must transcend the
false consciousness of the ego (the product of the mirror-stage), and become
conscious of the irreducible relativity of his position in the Symbolic order which
mediates the Real to him."” Schlegel’s belief that, unlike perception, thought can
grasp the nature of identity, further encourages us to draw a parallel between the
medium of reflection and Lacan’s Symbolic order: "We cannot look at ourselves,
the self always disappears from us in the process. We can certainly think ourselves,
however. Then to our astonishment we appear to ourselves as infinite, whereas in

daily life we feel so thoroughly finite".?

1 In a late lecture, Schlegel formulates the ego-subject distinction in terms
strikingly close to Lacan: "Wo der Gedanke des Ichs nicht eins ist mit dem Begriffe der
Welt, kann man sagen, daR dies reine Denken des Gedankens des Ichs nur zu einem ewigen
Sich-Selbst-Abspiegeln, zu einer unendlichen Reihe von Spiegelbildern fihrt, die immer
nur dasselbe und nichts Neues enthalten" [where the thought of the self is not one with
the concept of the world, one can say that this pure thinking of the thought of the self
leads only to an eternal mirroring of the self, to an endless series of mirror-images
which contain nothing new but only ever the same old thing] (F. Schlegel, Philosophische
Vorlesungen 1I, 1846, p.38; cited in Benjamin 1974:35; my emphasis).

20 nanschauen kénnen wir uns nicht, das Ich verschwindet uns dabei immer. Denken
kénnen wir uns aber freilich. Wir erscheinen uns dann zu unserm Erstaunen unendlich, da
wir uns doch im gewdhnlichen Leben so durchaus endlich fdhlen" (F. Schlegel,
Philosophische Vorlesungen 11, 1846, p.13; cited in Benjamin 1974:32). Benjamin notes
that in his later Windischmann lectures, Schlegel shifts from a view of the origin of
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There is even justification for taking language as the archetype of Schlegel’s
medium of reflection. Benjamin points out that for Schlegel, language in fact gives
us an intuition of the Absolute System (1974:47). Hence the importance of the
concept of Witz (wit/joke) in early Romantic terminology, an importance it would
retain for Freud and Lacan. Witz for Schlegel was the explosion of a mind which
was tied up (Schlegel 1958:I1 158). As such it was the very "principle and organ
of universal philosophy", providing us, through its nature as "combinatory thought",
with "échappées de vue into infinity" (200). This combinatory quality is evidence
that language is a system with its own secret internal relationships ("geheime
Ordensverbindungen" [364]), that words often understand themselves better than
their users do ("dal die Worte sich selbst oft besser verstehen, als diejenigen, von
denen sie gebraucht werden" [364]). In the same way, according to Lacan (in a
lesson he attributes to Freud), the Witz, by surprising the subject, illustrates how "le
signifiant joue et gagne [...] avant que le sujet s’en avise"; what it illuminates by its
flash is "la division du sujet avec lui-méme" (Lacan 1966:840). The only major
difference between the role of language in Schlegel and Lacan appears to be that
while for Schlegel it reveals the Absolute System (the Real, in his view), for Lacan
it reveals the ordering principle of the unconscious, which in turn governs the
individual. For Lacan, in other words, the closest we can ever get to the Real is the
(ironic) awareness of our definition by language, its mediator.

Given the nature of identity as both reflexive and intersubjective, that irony

should be its privileged vehicle makes sense. Seen against this ontological

being as a "thought-act" to seeing it as emerging from pure desire or love.
Unfortunately, Benjamin doesn’t pursue this development; rather he dismisses Schlegel'’s
train of thought at this time as "verschwommen" [vague] (39 n.74).
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background, how does Romantic irony work? In literature, prose, specifically the
novel, is for Schlegel the principal ironic form, for as the medium of reflection of
all poetic forms it is the artistic incarnation of the status of language as the medium
of reflection in which all individual utterances partake. Like the reflexivity of
subjectivity, the reflexivity of artistic irony is both formal and operates in an infinity
of relations. Form in art ("form", given the formal nature of symbolic thought,
operates at the level of language as well as of structure) enacts for Schlegel the self-
limitation of reflection; thus for him the novel manifests the highest degree of poetic
reflection, since its lack of imposed formal limitations requires it to impose its own
reflexive limits. The ironic work’s dissolution of that form from within itself
(dissolution of form, as we saw, coinciding for the subject with the revelation of the
Real as the totality of relations) aims at the integration of the limited work as an
instance in the medium of art, into the infinity of relations of the Absolute of
artforms.

The intersubjectivity of irony enacts the intersubjectivity of being, by
implicating the reader in this absolutisation of the artwork. The Schlegelian ironist
with his finite consciousness understands his incomplete nature in relation to the
Absolute in terms of his existence-in-relation with other subjects, the impossibility
of whose objectification enacts the impossibility of appropriating that Absolute.
Every shared experience will thus be a microcosm of the Absolute. To achieve this
microcosmic totality through art, the artist must not simply represent himself in the
ironic work (for this would imply that he himself had transcended his limited
knowledge). The work itself must also manifest through formal irony its

dependence on the reading subject. For Schlegel, this ideal of dialogue was
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embodied in Socrates: his method of argument through dialogue, his dismantling,
through negative ironic questioning, of the conceptual frameworks and certitudes of
his interlocutors, testified to his total participation in the finitude and ignorance of

human nature.?!

In the same way, the writing subject must acknowledge his own
permanent Dialogzustand ("state of dialogue" [Jochen Horisch’s term, quoted in
Handwerk 1985:53]), and make his dependence on the reader evident in his text.
Thus the thoroughly ironic text will ultimately suspend itself, as every utterance is
suspended, in the anticipation of a response.

Given the impossibility of simple object-relations, the artwork cannot be the
mere passive object of the critical gaze, but is instead for Schlegel a centre of
reflection within the totality of artforms, with self-imposed formal (structural and
linguistic) limitations. This leads him to claim that the work itself will actively
participate in the dissolution of its form which restores it to the totality of art, by
registering the reader’s recognition of it as formally self-limited reflection. Formal
irony thus becomes the text’s way of actively appealing to the reader to make that
recognition which it can then share. This certainly seems to be a somewhat mystical
formalism, with the work recognising itself as self-limited reflection through

communion with the reader in a transcendentally-determined medium. Yet much of

its occult quality disappears if we substitute for the transcendental realm of

21 gchlegel doesn’t see Socrates’ negative viewpoint as confined to one side of the
dialogue, transcendent in relation to its "object" (the words of the interlocutor);
rather Plato’'s representation of Socrates’ philosophy of human ignorance had to be in
dialogue in order to represent a fundamental duality of thought which "in the alternating
current of speech and counter-speech or rather of thought and counter-thought, moves in
a living manner" ("im wechselnden Strome der Rede und Gegenrede oder vielmehr des Denkens
und Gegendenkens sich lebendig fortbewegt"; Schlegel 1958:X 353; cited in Behler
1972:64). Dialogue, by refusing a position of authority, acknowledges in formal terms
the limited nature of any expression of knowledge. Hence, for Schlegel, Plato’s attempt
"to represent artificially in conversations this ever onward-striving movement of his
mind toward complete knowledge and recognition of the Highest, this eternal becoming,
shaping and development of his ideas" ("diesen immer weiter strebenden Gang seines
Geistes nach vollendetem Wissen und Erkenntnis des Hochsten, dieses ewige Werden, Bilden
und Entwickeln seiner Ideen [...] in Gesprachen kinstlich darzustellen"; 1958:XI 120;
cited in Behler 1972:98).
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communion which attempts to account for what is inaccessible to the conscious
Romantic subject, the idea of a shared linguistic unconscious which is similarly
inaccessible to (and so also "transcends" in some way) consciousness, and which is
located within language rather than beyond or beneath it. The coexistence in
language of reader and text means that the reader can recognise the formal
limitations of the text, a recognition which the text as limited form "demands" by
the way its language exceeds its intentional limits (in the "unconscious" of its
language). The text’s demand thus subtends the writing subject’s demand to be read
ironically, the latter reinforcing the former and merging with it in language’s
conscious and unconscious aspects, in what it acknowledges and what its endless
relativity lets it include without acknowledging. The distinction between the text’s
irony and the author’s irony, or between the work’s conscious and unconscious
irony, is a major one and, as my reading of Nathalie Sarraute will aim to show,
remains valid even when the conscious authorial irony appears to endorse fully and
indeed demand the subversion of the work’s intentionality by its linguistic
unconscious (represented by the reader as a linguistic subject). The way Schlegel’s
theory lets us postulate the existence of a textual consciousness and unconscious
justifies Benjamin’s comment that "he captured the laws of the mind in the artwork
itself, instead of making the artwork the mere by-product of subjectivity",”’ a
comment which, as we shall now see more closely, is equally if not even more

relevant to Lacan.

22 vwEr hat die Gesetze des Geistes in das Kunstwerk selbst gebannt, anstatt dieses
zum blofen Nebenprodukt der Subjektivitat zu machen" (1974:71).
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3. Lacan: the subject, irony, and fiction:

The affinity of Lacan’s theory of the subject to Schlegel’s epistemology is
clear. To justify fully calling it an ironic theory, in the absence of any detailed
discussion of irony by Lacan (but see pp.19-20), demands that we engage more
closely with it. In fact, as I shall argue, Lacan’s importance for the discussion of
irony is double: not only can the conception of subjectivity he articulates be called
ironic; the articulation itself takes account in striking fashion of the aspects of
language ironists have long been at pains to expose -- its conventionality and its
nature as a transindividual medium which determines its speaker.

How does Lacanian theory accommodate the questions which have been of
concern to us: identity and linguistic communication, and their relation to irony and
the act of reading? His "return to Freud" emphasises the way Freudian analysis
focuses on the analysand’s use of language in a dialogue situation; in this way, he
argues, it reveals how the subject constantly speaks his unconscious desire, but in
a transindividual articulation which exceeds him: "L’inconscient, a partir de Freud,
est une chaine de signifiants qui quelque part (sur une autre scéne, écrit-il) se répéte
et insiste pour interférer dans les coupures que lui offre le discours effectif et la
cogitation qu’il informe" (Lacan 1966:799). Lacan seces the functioning of the
unconscious as governed by key linguistic processes, the psychic activities of
condensation and displacement being founded along the axes of metaphor and
metonymy which structure language in paradigmatic and syntagmatic terms (505-11;

689).2 This means that the subject’s integrity is located within the symbolic

23  He acknowledges his debt to Roman Jakobson (1956) for this view of linguistic
structure.
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structure, but his linguistic identity is veiled from him through language’s signifying
function: once the individual assumes conscious control of his discourse, his
subjectivity can only be spoken between the lines.

How is desire as the essence of subjectivity conveyed in language? The
closeness of the language-desire relationship is illustrated by Lacan’s elaboration,
in the essay "Subversion du sujet et dialectique du désir", of the graphe du désir.
It is based on the point de capiton, which is the graphic representation of the retro-
active working of signification, of the way "le signifiant arréte le glissement
autrement indéfini de la signification" (805).** Desire in fact grounds the subject’s
accession to the symbolic register. This happens in the Oedipus complex with "the
assumption of a desire which is originally another’s and which in its displacements,
is perpetually other than itself" (Mehlman 1972b:45 n.11). The father’s intervention
breaks open the infant’s dualistic relation with the mother first into a triad (an echo
of Schlegel’s "thought of thought of thought") and through it into the endless
network of relations of the Symbolic order.”

The subject represents himself in discourse as sujet de I'énoncé by means of

the linguistic place-holders which, condensed into one imaginary representation,

22 This establishment of signification happens on the level not of the sign but of
the utterance as a whole, the sentence which "ne boucle sa signification qu’avec son
dernier terme, chaque terme étant anticipé dans la construction de tous les autres, et
inversement scellant leur sens par son effet rétroactif" (805).

25 For reasons of space, I assume familiarity with Lacan'’'s version of the Oedipal
complex. Its key aspect is the way the father’s intervention inaugurates symbolisation
in the child by the child’s attribution to him of the primordial signifier of desire, the
phallus. The repression, by the Law of the Father, of the original phallic signifier in
the subject institutes the unconscious in a metaphorical substitution of one signifier
for another: the replacement signifier (the Law) causes the implied one (the phallus) to
move under the bar which separates signifier from signified and act as a signified.
Naming thus begins with the repression of the desire to be in favour of the desire to
have (the phallus); the child’s continued existence in language prolongs this engagement
with substitute objects. Language thus both creates and maintains the unconscious: the
subject as it exists in language is split right from its origin, with the unconscious a
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