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i o From History 1o Reality

what has been, is no more, and yet offers itsell as present sign
of a dead thing. Conversely, the profanation of relics is in fact

a destruction of reality itself, staning, from the intuition that -

the yeal is never anything but a meaning, revocable when history
reguites it and demands a veritable destruction of the very
toundations of dvilization *

Sinee #t refuses 1o aasume the real a5 a signified {or even

dictach the veferent from its simple assertion), it ks understand. :

ahle that history, at the privileged moment when it avempied
t: constitute itsedf a5 a genre, Le, in the nincteenth century,
should have come to ser in the “pure and simple” relation of

facts the best proof of these facts, and 1o institite narration as
aprivitegedisignifier of the real. Augusun Thierry made himsedf
the theorziician of this narrative history, drawing frs “truth”

from the very solichtude of #s parration, the ardhitecture of its
articulfations, and the abundance of its expansions (called, in
this case, “concrete deifs™)?

Thus, we rlose the paradoxical cirde: narmative structure,
elaborated m the crucible of fictions (through myths and early
epics), becomes both sign and proof of reality. Hence, it will be

undersiood that the efacement {if not the disappearance) of -
nasTation in contemporary historical science, which prefers to

speak of swructures rather than of chronologies, imphier much
more than a simple change of school: & veritable idealogiea

wransformation; historical narration is dying becanse the sign of -

Histary is henceforth not so much the real as the wxielligpible.
Information sur ley scumees socedes, 1967

*Thin is doubtless the meanimg, heyond any steictly peligious subversion,

which we st give to the aot of the Red Guurds profaning the tempin at
Comnfuring's bisthplace January 3t Jot us recall thar the cxpression cultural
reuplution s 2 very inadequate transiation of "destrgion of the foundations of

aviization”

# 1t has been sad that the historian's goal was 1o recount, not to prove; [ da
it Kawon, bt} aen cerean that in hitory. the best proot, the kind ot capabls
of prousing and convineing oif sinds, dhe kind which pereniis the east revotines
ang leaves the fowess doubis, s complete narrstion . . “—Augustin Thierey,
Réns des temfn sfrovingieon, Vol B (Parys, 1851 )

The Reality

When Flaubert, describing the room occupied by Mme Aubain,
Félicité's employer, tells us that “an old piano supported, under
a barometer, 2 pyramidal heap of beces and cantons” (A Simple
Heart,” from Three Talesy: when Michelet, recounting the death
of Chastbne Corday andireporting that, before the executionen's
arcival, she was visited in prison by an srtist who painted her
porirait, includes the detail that “after an hour and a half, there
wazs 2 gentle knock at a livde door behind her™ (Historre de France:
La Révolution}—these authors [among many others) are produc-
ing notations. which structural analvsis, coneerned with idents-
fying and systematiring the major ardeulatons of narrative,
usually and heretofore has left out. either becanse i invenwory
omits all details that are “supertlucus” {in relation w siructure}
or because these same details are treated as “filing” {catalyses),
assigned an indivect functional value insofar as, cumulatively.
they constitute some index of chavacter or atmosphere and so
can ultimately be recuperated by siructure, ‘

1t would seem, however, thut if analysis seeks 10 be exhaustive
{and what would any method be worth which did not account
fon the toeality of its objoce, L.e., in this case, of the entire surface
of the nareasive fabric?), if it seeks to encompass the absolute
detail. the indivisitle uni, the fugitive transition, in order to
assign them z place in the struciure, it inevitably encounters
notations which no function {not even the most indirect} can
justify: such notations are scanddlous (from the point of view
of structure), or, what ix even more disturbing, they seem 1o
correspond to a kind of narrative Awury, lavish to the point.of
offering many “futile” distails and ahereby increasing the cost of
narrative information. For if, in Flavbert's description, it is just
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possibie to sec in the notation of the plano an indication of its
owner’s boutgeois standing and in that of the carwons 3 sign of
disorder and a kind of Japse in status Bkely w connote the
atmosphere of the Aubain howsehold, no purpose seenms w0
justity reference to the barometer, an ohject neither incongrunus
not significant, and theretore not participating, ai firse glaoce,
iy the order of the nstable; and in Michelet's sentence, we have
the same difficulty in accouatng struciurally for all the details:
that the executioner came after the painter b all that is necessary
t» the aceount; bow long the «m:.msm fastedd, the dimension and

Ieation of the door are useless jbut 1he theme of the door, the ‘

softness of deah’s Xk Birve an indispurabde symbuolic vafues,
Even if they are not numeyous, the “usstess details” therefore
seem inevitable: every narvative. at ieast every Weitern parrative
of the ordinary 3ot nowadiays, possesses a certain number,
Insignificant notation® {takiog this word in is slong sense:
apparently detached from the naryative’s semiofic strudure) s
refated o descriplion, even i the object seems (o te centaed
enly by a single word {in reality, the “pure” word does not exist:
Flaubert's harameter i not dited in isolation: it s located, placed
in a syntagm a1 once referential and syntacticy; thus s underlined
the suigmaric character of all deseription, about which a word
i necessary: the genefal sirnctuee of narrative, at least as ot has
been occasionally analyzesd till pow, appeais as essentially pre
dirtive, schematizing to the exireme, and without tsling into
account pumersls detouns, delays, reversals, and disappoint-
menis which parrative ipsitutiosally imposes upon this schema,
we can say that, al.each srvculerion of the narrative symagm,
somenne says 10 the hero (or 10 the reader, 1t does not matter
whict: it you act in this way, if you choose this alternative, this
is what will happen fihe reported character bf these predictions
does not call weto question their praciical nature). ‘Description

* Lo this bricl sccoueg, we shall oot ghe examples of “insignifeant” notatinns,
for the insignificans car b vevesbid anly on ke bl of o inmense Sructure:
once ited a4 motion & aeiler sgnifican sorinsignifesng W requirey an slasady
snalyzed vonteal.
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is-entirely different: it bas no precdictive mark; “analogical,” its
structure is purely summatory and does not contain that trajec-
tory of cholces and alternatives which gives narration the
appearance of a huge trafficvontrol center, furnished with a
referental {and not merely discursive} temporality. This 15 an
opposition which, anthropologically, has 315 importance; when,
under the influence of von Frisch’s experiments, it was assumed
that bees had a2 langoage, it had o be realized that, while these
insects possessed a predictive sysiem of dances {in order 1o
collect their food), nothing in it approached a desersption. Thus,
description appears as # kind of characteristic of the so-called
higher languages, to the apparently paradoxical degree that it
is justified by no Baality of acdon or of communication. The
singularity of description (or of the "useless detail”) in narrative
fabric, its isolated siuation, designates a question which hias the
greatest imporwance for the structoral analysis of nareative. This
guestion is the following: Is everything in pacyative significant,
aned if net, if insignificant strewhes subsist in the narrative
syntagm, what is uliimately, so to speak, the significance of this
insignificance?

First of all, we mast reeall that Western culture, in one of its
major currents, has certdindy pot lefi destription outside mean-
ing, and has furnished &t with a hnality guite “recognized” by
the iterary institution. This current is Rhetoric, and (his finality
is that of the “beautiful”™: description has long had an aesthetic
function. Very early in antiquity, 1o the two expressly functional
genres of discourse, legal and political, was added a third, the
epideictic, a ceremonial discourse intended to excite the adms-
ration of the audience {and no longer to persuade it): this
discourse contained in germ-—whatever the ritual rules of 1%
use: eulogy or obituary--the very idea of an avstherik finalityof
languags; in the Alexandrian neo-rhetoriv of the second cemury
A.b., there was a craze for ecphrasis, the detachable se piete
{thus having its end in Rself, independent of any general
functon), whose object was 1o deseribe places, times, people, or

-works of art, a raditon which was maintained throughout the
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Middle Ages. As Curtius has emphasized, deseription i this
period is constrained by no replism; its truth s unimportant [or
even its verisimilitnde}; there is no heskation @ put Hons or
olive trees in a northern country; only the constraint of the
descriptive genre counts; plaustbility i not referential hers but
openty diseursive: i is the generic rules of discourse which lay
down the lnw,

Maoving ahead (o Flaubert, we see that the aesthetic purpose
of description is still very strong. In Aadawme Bavary, the deserip-
tion of Ronen {a real refevent if ever there was one} is suhjea
10 the pyrannical constraints of what we must call aesthetic
vepisiznifitude, as is dtested by the dorrections made in this
passage in the course of six successive rewritings. Here we see,
first of all, that the corrections do pot in any way Bsue from a
deser considerasion of thie model: Rouen, perceived by Flashert,
remains just the same, oF more precisely, if i changes somewhat
from one version 1o the pest, i s solely because he finds it
necessary (o fus an image of avoid a phooic redundance
condemuned by the Tules of le Seau stdle, or again to “arrange” a
quite contingent felicity of expression;* next we see that the
descriptive fabric, which at first glance seems 10 grant a major
importaneé {by its dimension, by the concern for its detail) 10
the object Rouen, 1530 fact only a sort of seiting meant 1o receive
the jewels of a number of rare oetaphors, the peuiral, prosaic
excipient which swatlies the precious symbolic substance, as if,
in Rouen, alt that mattered were the Sgures of rhetoric o which
the stght of the diy lends itselleas if Rouen were notable only
by its substitutions (zhe mastr like a forest of needles, the islands ke
huge motiontess Hack fish, the clouds tike arria! waves silently brraking
apminil o c3fT); 1ast, we see that the whole description is constructed
$0 &5 10 coBRect Rouen toa painting: i1 s a paimed scene which
the language dakes up "Thus, seen from above, the whole

%A mechaminm distinguished by Valéry, in Latfatuze, commentiog ob Baue
delaive’s Hae “La sorvante gy grond cornr " "Thas hine remr t0 Baudelaate . .
And Baudelire continved. He buried the cook oan on the lawn, which goss
againil the usiam, hut goes with the rhyme” et
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landscape had the motionless look of a painting™); the writer
here fulfills Plate's dehnition of the arust a: a maker in the
thivd degree, sinee he imitates what & already the simudation of
an essence, Thus, although the description of Rouen is quite
irrelevant 1o the narrative structure of Madame Bovary {we can
attach it to no fundional sequence now o any characerial,
atmospheric, or sapientiad signified), it is not in the least scan-
dalons, it is justibed, if not by the work’s logic, at least by the
taws of literature: it “meaning” exists, itdepends on conformity
not to the modal but to the culiurai rules of representation.
All the same, the aesthetic goal of Flaubertian description s
thoroughly mixed with “realistic™ imperatives, as if the referent’s
exactitude, superior or indifferent (o any other funcien, gov-
erned and alone justified it description, or--in the case of
descriptions reduced 1o a single word—its denciation: here
atsthetic constraints ave steeped-—at least as an alibi-in refer-
ential constraints: it is Lkely that, i¥ one came to Rouen in a
diligence, the view one would have coming down the slope
leading 1o the town would not be “objectively” different from
the panorama Flaubert describes. This mixture—this interweav.
ing—of constraints has .a double advamage: on the one hand,
aesthetic function, giving a meaning to “the fragment,” halts
what we might call the vernigo of notation; for once, discourse
is no longer guided and limited by structusal imperatives of the
anecdote {functions and indices), nothing could indicate why
we shouid hajt the details of the description here and not there;
if #t were not subject 10 an aesthetic or rhetorical choice, any
“view"” would be inexhaustible by discourse: there would always
be a corner, 2 detall, an inflection of space or color to report;
on the other hand, by posinng the referenital as real, by
pretending to follow it in a submissive fashion, realistic descrip.
tion avoids being reduced to fanwasmatic activity {a precaution
which was supposed necessary 10 the “shiecuvity” of the ac.
count); classical rhetoric had in a sense institutionafized the
fantasmatic as a apecific Higure, ypolvpesis, whose Function was
o "put things before the hearer’s eves,” not in a neutral,
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constative maaner, but by imparting to representation all the
luster of desire {this was the vividly iluminated sector of
discourie, with prismatie oathines: iffagrs oratis); declaratively
renouncing the consiraints of the rhetorieal code, realism musi
seek a pew reason 10 desonbe,

The irreducible residues of funcional analysis have this in
comnmont: they denote whit 8 crdinarily called "concrete realiey”
tinsigaaficant gestures, transitory attitudes, msigniheant objects,
redundant words), The pure and simple “répresentation” of
the “read,” the naked refation of "what is™ {or has been} thas
appears as a resistance 1o meaning: this mesistanee confirms the
great mythic opposition of the rree-s-iife (the Lifelike} and the
intelirgeble; it sutfives to recall that, n the deslogy of vor time,
obsessive refervnce to the “concrete” (in what 23 rhetorically
demanded of the human scienees, of Herdture, of behavior) is
always brandished like a weapon against meaning, as if, by some
statutory exciosion, what s alhe cannot st signify—and vice
versa. Heststance of the “real™ 8o its weitten Torm, of cnursel o
structure b5 very hmited in the hotive account, construsted by
definition on & model which. For its main outlines, has ao other
constraims than those of iselligibility; bit this same “reality”
beeomes the essential reference m historical narranve. which is
supposed 1 report “what veally happened™ what does the non-
funcionatity of & dewsd) mauer then, once it denotes “what ook
place”; "conerete yeality” becomes the sufficien justification for
spraking, History (histotical discourse: Anforid rerum grturum) 3
iy Tact the modet of those parratives which consent w Bl i the
imterstives of their funciions by siructurally superfluous notas
tions, and it is logical that liervary restism should have been—
gve or ke a fow decades—contemporary with the regnum of
“nhjective” history, to which must be added the somemporary
development of technigques, of works, and institunons based on
the incessant need o authenticate the “real™ the photograph
fmmediate witniess of “what was here™), reportage, exhibitions
of ancient objects {the suvcess of the Tutankhamen show makes
this quire clear), the tourism of monuments and historical sites.
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Al this shows that the “real” = supposed e be self-sufficient,
that it is stromg enough w belie any votion of "funcrion,” that
its “sprech-act” has no need o be integrated inte a siructure
and that the having-heen-there of things is a sufhcient principle
of sprech.

Since antiquity, the “real” has been on History's side; but thas
was 1o help it oppose the “litelike,” the “plausible,” 1o oppose

the very order of narrative (of imitaton or "postry™y. All classical

culture lived for centuries on the notion that reality could in no
way contaminate verisimilitude: first of all, because verisimilitude
is never anything but opmable: it is entively subject 1o {public}
opinion; as Nicole said: "One must not consider things as they
are in themselves, nor as they are known o be by one who
speaks or writes, but only in relation to what is known of them
by those who read or hear™; then, because History was thought
i be general, not particular (whenee the propensity, in classical
texts, to funcuonalize all details, to produce strang suructures
and 10 justify no netation by the mere guarantee of “reabity™);
finaliv, because, in verisimilitude, the contrary s never mpos-
sible, since notation rests on a majority, bui not an zhsolute,
opinion:. The motto implicit on the threshold of all classical
discourse (subject w the andent idea of verisimiltiude) is: Esto
{Let there be, suppose . . ) “Real,” fragmented, interstitial notation,
the kind we are dealing with here, rettounces this implicit
introduction, and it is free of any such postulation that occurs
in the structural fabric. Hence, there is a break between the
ancient mode of versimilitude and modern realism; but hence,
o0, & pew verisimilitnde is born, which is precisely realism {by
which we mean any discourse which recepts “speech-aces” jus-
tified by their referent albne),

Semiotically, the “concrete dewatl” is constituted by the direct
collusion of a referent and a signiher; the signihed » expelled
from the sign, and with it, of course, the possibility of developing
a form of the signified, L., narrative structure iself, (Realistie
jiterature s narrative, of course, but that s because its realism
is only fragmentary. errazic, confined to "details,” and because
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the most reallstic narvative imaginable develops slong unrealistic
tines.) This ts what we might call the referential Whaion.* The
truth of this lusion iz this: eliminated from the vealist speech.
act as a sigpificd of deaoaton. the "real” veturns 10 - 2 &
signthied of connotation; for just when these derails ave reputed
1w danote the reui directly, wlf thae they do-—without saying so—
is sigmify it Flacherts barometer, Michelet's fintle dovr finally
say nothing boe this: we are the real; 1 15 the vategory of “the:
real” {and nol s cosuingent contents} which is then signified;
in ather words, the very absence of the signified, 10 the advaneage:
of the referent alone, becomes the very signifier of realism: the
reality effect is produced, the basis of that unavowed verisimilitade:
which forens the aesthetic of allithe standard works of modernity.

This new verisimititude is very different from the old oue, for
it is neither a respect for the “haws of the genre”™ nor even their
musk, bur proceeds From the imention o degrade vhe sign's.
wipartite nature in order 10 make notation the pure encounter
of an object and its expression, The disimegration of the sign—
which seens indeed to be modernity’s grand affwir—ix of course
present in the realistic enterprise, but in a somewhat regressive
manner, since it scours i the name of a referential plenitude,
whereas the goal today is to empty the sign and infinitely w
postpone its object so as to challenge, in a radical fashion, the
age-nld aesthetic of “representation.”

LCommunration, 1068

* Ag iflusion dearly usrated by the program Thiers asisgmed o the bistorsn:
"Te b siigiply trae, 1o Be what things are and pothing more than thay, and:
pothing exeipt thas”

Writing the Event

To describe the event implies that the cvent has been written.
How can an.event be writien? What can it mean to say “Writing
the event”: The event of May ‘68 seems to have been written
in three fashions, three writings, whose polygraphic conjunction
forms, perhaps, its historical originality.

1. Speech

Every national shock produces 2 sudden flowering of wnitien
commentary (press, books). This is not what | want to speak of
here, The spoken words of May 68 had original aspects, which
must be emphasized,

1. Radiophonicspeech (thar of the “peripheral” stations) clung
to the event, as it was occisrring, in a breathless, deamatic
fashion, imposing the notion that knowledge of present reality
is no tonger the business of print but of the spoken word. "Hot”
history, history in the course of being made, is an auditive
history,* and hearing becomes again what &t was in the Middle
Ages: not only the first of the senses (ahead of touch and sighe),
but the sense which enablishes knowledge (as, for Luther, it
established the Christian faith). Nor isthis all. The {reporter’s)
informative woard was so closely invelved with the cvent, with
the very opacity of #ts present, 2s 1o become 1ts immediate and
cozsubstantial meaning. s way of acceding to an instantaneots
intelligibility; this means that in terms of Western culture, where
ncthing can be perceived without meaning, 8 was the event

= Ome regalls mreets flled with motionless poaple sceing nothing, jooking at

nothing, their eyes down, bot their sars glued o tramistor radisw, thuos
reproenting a new buman anatomy.
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