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Subjectivities; for Better and for Worse

My professional activities in the areas of psychopathology and psy-

chotherapy, along with my political and cultural engagements, have led

me to place an increasing emphasis on subjectivity insofar as it is pro-

duced by individual, collective and institutional factors.

To consider subjectivity from the perspective of its production in no

way implies, I suggest, a return to traditional systems of determination

involving a material infrastructure and an ideological superstructure.

The different semiotic registers that contribute to the engendering of

subjectivity do not maintain obligatory, hierarchical relations that are

fixed once and for all. It could happen, for example, that economic

semiotization becomes dependent on collective psychological factors, as

one sees with the sensitivity of stock market indexes to fluctuations of

opinion. In fact, subjectivity is plural - polyphonic, to borrow a term

preferred by Mikhail Bakhtin. It is not constituted by a dominant,

determining factor that directs other factors according to a univocal

causality.

Three considerations lead us to enlarge the definition of subjectivity in

such a way as to bypass the classical opposition between the individual

subject and society, and thereby to revise the models of the Unconscious

that currently obtain: the irruption of subjective factors into the fore-

ground of historical events, the massive development of machinic pro-

ductions of subjectivity and, finally, the recent focus on ethologic and

ecologic factors in human subjectivity.

Over the course of history, subjective factors have always held an

important place. Now, however, since their global diffusion through the

mass media, it seems they are coming to play a dominant role. We will

retain here, in summary fashion, only two examples. The immense

movement unleashed by Chinese students evidently had political demo-

cratization as its goal. But it is equally certain that its contagious, affec-

tive burden went beyond simple ideological demands. At issue were

other factors: a whole lifestyle, a whole conception of social relations, and

a collective ethic. And, ultimately, the tanks achieved nothing. As in
Hungary or in Poland, a collective, existential mutation will have the last

word! But large movements for subjectivation do not necessarily move in

an emancipatory direction. The immense subjective revolution that has

mobilized the Iranian people for more than a decade has, as its focal

point, religious archaisms and globally conservative social attitudes -

particularly with respect to the condition of women. In a general way,

one could say that contemporary history is increasingly dominated by the

escalation of claims that are singularly subjective: linguistic quarrels

demands for autonomy, questions of nation and nationalist .... One

must admit that a certain universalist respresentation of subjectivity, as it

had been embodied by the capitalistic colonialism of the West and the

East, is now bankrupt, and we are unable to measure fully the conse-

quences of such a failure.

Must we keep the semiotic productions of the mass media, of compu-

ters, of telecommunications, robotics, etc., outside of psychological sub-

jectivity? I don't think so. In the same way as the social machines that we

classify under the general rubric of "collective apparatuses", technolog-

ical machines for information and communication operate at the heart of

human subjectivity - not only within its memories and intelligence, but

also within its sensibilities, affects, and unconscious fantasies. Taking

into account these machinic components of subjectivation brings us to

insist, in our redefinition, on the heterogeneity of the components

converging to produce subjectivity. These components contain signifying

semiological dimensions, but also a-signifying semiotic dimensions,

which escape properly linguistic axiomatics. It was a serious error on

the part of structuralist thinking to claim to bring together every-

thing concerning the psyche under the sole direction of the linguistic

signifier! Machinic transformations of subjectivity constrain us to take

into account a heterogenesis, rather than a universalizing and reductionist

homogenization, of subjectivity. So it is that "computer assistance"

leads to the production of images or, again, to the resolution of mathe-

matical problems that would have been unimaginable only a few de-

cades ago. But there, too, one must guard against all mechanistic causal

thought. The machinic production of subjectivity can work for the bet-

ter as for the worse. At best, it is creation - the invention of new universes

of reference; and at its worst, it is the mind-numbing mass mediatiza-

tion to which billions of individuals today are condemned. Technologi-

cal evolutions, combined with social experimentation in these new

areas, will perhaps be able to lead us out of the oppressive present

moment and into a "post-media" era, which would be characterized by

a reappropriation and a re-singularization of the use of the media (ac-

cess to data bases, videotheques, interactivity between protagonists,

etc.).
In this same train of thought, where subjectivity is understood as

polyphonic and heterogeneous, we find that its ethological and ecological

aspects are accounted for. Daniel Stem, in The Interpersonal World of the

Infant, explored in a remarkable fashion the pre-verbal subjective formu-

lations of the infant.1 He demonstrates that it is not at all a question of

stages, in the Freudian sense, but rather levels of subjectivation which are

sustained in a parallel formation throughout life. He thus renounces

Freudian complexes, which had been presented as structural "univer-

sals" of subjectivity, as overrated in psychogenesis. On the other hand, he

emphasizes the initially trans-subjective character of the early experien-

ces of the infant, who does not dissociate a sense of self from a sense of

other. It is a dialectic between "sharable affects" and "non-sharable

affects" that so structures emergent subjectivity. Subjectivity, that is, in its

nascent state that we continually recover in dream, delirium, creative

elation, feelings of love ....

Social ecology and mental ecology have found privileged sites for

exploration in the experiments of institutional psychotherapy. I am

thinking in particular of La Borde, the clinic where I have worked for a long

time, and where everything has been done so that the mentally ill can live

in a climate of activity and of responsibility on all levels (which involves

a permanent mobilization of staff). In such a context, one perceives that

the most heterogeneous dimensions contribute to the positive develop-

ment of a patient: relations to architectural space, economic relations,

co-management by the patient and care giver of the different vectors of

treatment, the seizing of all opportunities of exposure to the outside, and

the processual development of factual "singularities" -finally, everything

that can contribute to the creation of an authentic relation to the other.

To each of these components of the institution of care corresponds a

necessary practice. That is, one is not before a subjectivity that is given,

such as the en soi, but rather facing a process of assuming autonomy, or

of autopoesis, in the sense given the term by Francisco Varela.2

I will take as a final example the way family psychotherapy has taken

advantage of the ethological capacity of the psyche, particularly in the

body of thought developing around the work of Mony Elkaim, which

attempts to free itself from the grip of the systemist theories which are

currently in use in Anglo-Saxon countries and in Italy.3

The inventiveness of treatments for family therapy, as they are con-

ceived here, distance us from scientistic paradigms and draw near instead

to ethico-aesthetic paradigms. The therapist is engaged, takes risks, and

doesn't hesitate to weigh in with his or her own fantasies, and to create

an atmosphere that is, paradoxically, one of existential authenticity

which nevertheless allows for freedom of play. Another remarkable point

is the fact that during the training of family therapists, the simulated
situations become, in a way, more real than life, which demonstrates the

"creationist" character that has taken the stage of family therapy.

Whether we turn to contemporary history, to machinic semiotic pro-

duction, or to social ecology or mental ecology, we find the same ques-

tioning of individuation, of a subjectivity that is only, in sum, a

configuration of collective assemblages of enunciation. From where we are

now, the most inclusive provisional definition of subjectivity that I would

propose is: "the set of conditions that make it possible for individual

and/or collective factors to emerge as a sui-referential existential territory,

adjacent or in a determining position to an alterity that is itself subjec-

tive". In this way, in certain social and semiological contexts, subjectivity

individuates itself; a person, held as responsible for him- or herself,

positions him- or herself among relations of alterity that are governed by

the family, by local customs, by law .... Under other conditions, subjec-

tivity is collectively formed, which does not mean that it becomes, for all

that, exclusively social. In fact, the term "collective" should be under-

stood here in the sense of a multiplicity that develops beyond the individ-

ual, on the side of the socius, as well as on this side (so to speak) of the

person, that is, on the side of pre-verbal intensities that arise more from

a logic of the affects than from a well-circumscribed, comprehensive

logic.

The conditions of production evoked in my sketch of a definition thus

jointly implicate intersubjective human factors manifested in language,

and suggestive or identificatory factors arising from ethology, from ma-

chinic mechanisms such as those having recourse to computer assistance,

from different institutions, from universes of non-corporeal reference,

such as the world of music, that of the plastic arts ....

Returning to the question of the unconscious .... Freud postulated

the existence of a continent hidden from the psyche, within which the

essential workings of drives, affects, and cognitions was to be found.

Today, one cannot dissociate theories of the unconscious from psycho-

analytic, psychotherapeutic, institutional, literary (and so on) practices,

which make reference to it. The unconscious has become an institution,

a "collective assemblage" in the broadest sense. The unconscious is

imposed upon us as soon as we dream, or are delirious, or commit an acte

manqué, or a lapsus .... Undoubtedly, Freudian discoveries - which I

prefer to qualify as inventions - have increased the angles from which one

can approach the psyche today. And it is not at all in a pejorative sense

that I speak of invention! In the same way that Christians invented a new

formula for subjectivation, as did courtly chivalry, or romanticism, or

Bolshevism, various Freudian groups have generated a new way to feel,

to live, to produce hysteria, infantile neurosis, psychosis, family conduct,

a reading of myths, etc. The Freudian unconscious has itself evolved over
the course of its history: it has lost the ebullient richness and disturbing

atheism of its orgins, and has been recentered on the analysis of the self,

the adaptation of society or, in its structuralist versions, conformity to the

signifying order.

From my own perspective, which is guided by a shift of human and

social sciences from "scientistic" paradigms to ethico-aesthetic ones, the

question is no longer one of knowing if the Freudian unconscious or

the Lacanian unconscious offers scientific solutions to the problems of

the psyche. The models will only be considered as one among others

for the production of subjectivity, inseparable from the technical and

institutional mechanisms that support them, and from their impact on

psychiatry, on university teaching, the mass media .... In a more

general way, one will have to admit that each individual, each social

group, conveys its own system of modelling unconscious subjectivity,

that is, a certain cartography made up of reference points that are

cognitive, but also mythic, ritualistic, and symptomatological, and on the

basis of which it positions itself in relation to its affects, its anxieties, and

attempts to manage its various inhibitions and drives. Moreover, today,

our question is not only of a speculative order, but has practical implica-

tions: do the models of the unconscious that are offered us on the

"market" of psychoanalysis meet current conditions for the production of

subjectivity? Is it necessary to transform them, or to invent new ones?

What processes are set in motion in the awareness of an inhabitual shock?

How do modifications to a mode of thinking, to an aptitude for the

apprehension of a changing external world, take effect? How do repre-

sentations of the external world change as it changes? The Freudian

unconscious is inseparable from a society that is attached to its past, to its

phallocratic traditions, and its subjective variants. Contemporary uphea-

vals undoubtedly call for a modelization turned more toward the future

and to the emergence of new social and aesthetic practices in all areas. On

the one hand, the devaluation of the meaning of life provokes the fragmen-

tation of self-image: representations of self become confused and contra-

dictory while, on the other hand, the conservative forces of resistance

oppose themselves to all change, which is experienced by a secure, ossi-

fied, and dogmatic consciousness as an attempt at destabilization.

Gilles Deleuze and I have similarly refused the Conscious-Uncon-

scious dualism of Freudian issues, and all the Manicheanist oppositions

that follow on the level of oedipal triangulation, castration complex, etc.

We opted for an unconscious of superimposed, multiple strata ofsubjec-

tivations, heterogeneous strata of development with greater and lesser

consistency. An unconscious, thus, that is more "schizo", liberated from

familialist yokes, and turned more toward current praxis than toward

fixations and regressions on the past. An unconscious of flux and abstract
machines, more than an unconscious of structure and language Never

theless, we do not propose our "schizoanalytic cartographies" as scien-

tific doctrines. Just as an artist borrows elements that suit him from his

precursors and contemporaries, we invite our readers to freely take and

leave the concepts we advance. The important thing is not the final

result, but the fact that the cartographic method coexists with the process

ofsubjectivation, and that a reappropriation, an autopoesis of the means

ot production of subjectivity, are made possible.

It must be clear that we are not assimilating psychosis to a work of art

and the analyst to an artist! We are only stating that their way of assuming

their existence engages a dimension of autonomy that is of an aesthetic

order. Therein lies a crucial ethical choice: either we objectify, we reify

we scientifize" subjectivity, or else we attempt to seize it in its dimen-

sion of processual creativity. Kant emphasized that the judgement of

taste engaged subjectivity and its relation to others in a certain modality

of disinterestedness".4 But it is not enough to designate these categories

ot liberty and disinterestedness as essential dimensions of the aesthetic

unconscious; one must still account for their effective mode of insertion

into the psyche. How do certain semiotic segments acquire their auto-

nomy, putting themselves to work to generate new fields of reference? It

is on the basis of such a rupture that an existential singularization,

consecutive to the genesis of new coefficients of freedom, will become

possible. Such a detachment of a "partial object" from the field of

dominant significations corresponds at the same time to the promotion

of a mutant desire and to the consummation of a certain disinterested-

ness. Here we find the terms used by Bakhtin in his firstt theoretical essay

of 1924, where he placed in luminous relief the function of enunciative

appropriation of aesthetic form by the isolation or detachment of the

cognitive and ethical content, and the consummation of that content in the

aesthetic object, which I would qualify as a partial enunciator. Bakhtin

describes a transfer of subjectivation that operates between the author-

creator and the contemplator of a work - the "onlooker" of Marcel

Duchamp. For him, the recipient becomes, to some extent, a co-creator

m this movement. Aesthetic form doesn't arrive at this end only by means

of the functions of isolation or detachment, of a sort that renders the

expressive matter formally creative. The content of the work detaches

itself from its cognitive as much as its ethical connotations: "isolation or

detachment relates not to the material, not to the work as a thing, but to

its significance, to its content, which is freed from certain necessary

connections with the unity of nature and the unity of the ethical event of

being" (306). It is, thus, a certain segment of content that takes hold of

the author-creator, that engenders a certain mode of aesthetic utterance.

Bakhtin reminds us that in music, for example, "isolation and construc-
tedness cannot be axiologically related to the material: it is not the sound

of acoustics that is isolated and not the mathematical number of the

compositional order that is made up. What is detached and fictively

irreversible is the event of striving, the axiological tensions, which ac-

tualizes itself thanks to that without any impediment, and becomes

consummated" (307).

Creative subjectivity in poetry, in order to detach itself, to become

autonomous, and in order to be consummated, will preferably seize

upon:

1
the phonic side of a word, its musical aspect;

2
its material significations, with their nuances and variations;

3
its qualities of verbal connection or interrelation;

4
its intonational aspects, both emotional and volitional;

5
the feeling of verbal activity in the active generation of a signifying


sound that involves motor elements of articulation, gesture, mi-


micry - a feeling of movement that draws in the whole organism,


the activity and the soul of a word in their concrete unity.
Evidently, this last aspect encompasses the others.6

These ingenious analyses of Bakhtin, which I can only skim over here,

lead me to enlarge his approach with respect to partial subjectivation. It

is not only in music and poetry that we see such fragments of content

detached from the work which, in a general way, I would place in the

category of existential refrains. The polyphony of modes of subjectivation

in fact corresponds to a multiplicity of ways to "beat time". Other

rhythmics are also brought to crystallize what I will call existential

enunciations, which they incarnate and singularize. A complex refrain -

short of those of music and poetry - marks the intersection of heteroge-

neous modes of subjectivation. Time has long been considered a univer-

sal and univocal category, while in reality, we have none other than

particular and multivocal apprehensions of it. Universal time is just a

hypothetical projection of modes of temporalization which arise from

modules i of intensity-refrains - which operate simultaneously in several

registers: biologic, socio-cultural, machinic, cosmic, etc.

To illustrate this mode of production of polyphonic subjectivity where

the refrain-intersection plays a dominating role, we might consider the

example of televisual consumption. As soon as I watch television, I exist

simultaneously in a relation of perceptive fascination to the luminous

center of the apparatus which verges on hypnotism,7 and in a relation of

captivity to the narrative content of the program, associated at the same
time with a lateral vigilance with regard to surrounding events (water

boiling on the stove, a child's cry, a telephone . . .), and, behind it all, the

fantasies inhabiting my reverie, etc. This means that, in spite of the

diversity of the subjectivation components that traverse me, I am one, it

is this refrain-ing {ritoumellisation} that fixes me in front of the screen,

which is from then on constituted as a projective existential territory. Like

Bakhtin, I would say that the refrain does not rest on the elements of

form, material, or ordinary signification, but on the detachment of an

existential "motif (or leitmotif) instituted as an "attractor" in the midst

of sensible and significational chaos.

The most simple cases of refrains for the delimitation of existential

territory can be found in the ethology of several species of birds, where

specific song sequences serve different purposes: the seduction of a

sexual partner, the distancing of intruders, and the announcement of the

arrival of predators.8 In each case, a precise functional space must be

defined. In archaic societies, it is on the basis of rhythms, songs, dances,

masks, inscriptions on the body, on the ground, on totems, rituals and

mythic references that other kinds of collective existential territories are

circumscribed.9 These kinds of refrains are found in Greek antiquity,

with "nomes" which constitute, in some way, "acoustic indicators", and

flags and seals for professional corporations. But we are all familiar with

such crossings of the thresholds of subjective states by the activity of a

subjective, catalyzing, temporal module that plunges us into sadness, or

else into a state of gaiety and animation. With our concept of the refrain,

we aim not only at such massive effects, but at hypercomplex problema-

tics. Take, for example, the entry into the incorporeal worlds of music or

mathematics. These are not cases, we suggest, of universes of reference

"in general", but of singular universes, historically marked at the inter-

section of diverse lines ofvirtuality. In this type of register, time ceases to

be subjected: it is acted, oriented, polarized, the object of qualitative

mutations. Analysis is no longer the interpretation of symptoms accord-

ing to a pre-existent, latent content, but the invention of new catalytic

centers susceptible of bifurcating experience. A singularity, a rupture in

sense, a cut, fragmentation, the detachment of semiotic content - for

example, in a dadaist or surrealist fashion - can be at the origin of mutant

centers of subjectivation. Just as chemistry had to begin by purifying

complex mixtures in order to extract homogeneous atomic and molecu-

lar matter, and then to create from them an infinite array of chemical

entities that had not existed previously, the "extraction" and "separ-

ation" of aesthetic subjectivites or partial objects, in the psychoanalytic

sense, facilitates an immense complexification of subjectivity, of new and

unprecedented existential harmonies, polyphonies, rhythms and orches-

tration.
In this way, the primacy of the machinically-generated information

flow has led to a generalized dissolution of ancient territorialities. In the

early phases of industrialized societies, the "demonic" continued to

appear everywhere, but henceforth mystery became an increasingly rare

commodity. It is sufficient here to evoke the desperate quest of a Witkie-

wicz to seize an ultimate "mysteriousness of existence" that seemed

literally to slip between his fingers.10

In these conditions, it falls especially to the poetic function to recon-

struct universes of subjectivation that are artificially rarified and re-sin-

gularized. However, it is not for that function to transmit messages, to

invest in images as support for identification, or in formal patterns as

props for modelization procedures, but to catalyze the existential opera-

tors capable of acquiring consistency and persistency within the current

mass-media chaos.

This poetico-existential catalysis, found in action amid its scriptural,

vocal, musical or plastic discursivities, engages quasi-synchronically the

enunciative recrystallization of the creator, the interpreter, and the con-

sumer of the work of art. Its efficiency resides essentially in its capacity

to promote active or processual ruptures within semiotically structured

significational and denotational fabric, from which it produces new

universes of reference.

When it is effectively released into a given enunciative zone - situated,

that is to say, from a historical and geopolitical point of view - such a

poetic function is thus instituted as a mutant center of auto-referentia-

tion and auto-valorization. This is why it must always be considered from

two perspectives: as a molecular rupture, an imperceptible bifurcation,

capable of overturning the framework of dominant redundancies, the

organization of the "already classified" or, if one prefers, the order of the

classical, and secondly as it selects certain segments of these very lines of

redundancy, in order to confer upon them the existential, a-signifying

function that I have just evoked, to render them "refrains", to make of

them virulent fragments of partial enunciation which work to "shift"

subjectivation. The quality of the base material is unimportant here, as it

is with repetitive music or Buto dance which, as Marcel Duchamp has it,

are completely turned toward the "onlooker". Of primordial importance,

however, is the mutant, rhythmic trajectory of a temporalization that is

capable of holding together the heterogeneous components of a new

existential structure.

Beyond the poetic function lies the question of the mechanisms of

subjectivation, and, more precisely, what characterizes these mechanisms

so that they move out of seriality - in Sartre's sense!l - and into processes

of singularization, which restore to existence what one might call its auto-

essentialization. We are entering an epoch where, the antagonisms of the
cold war having receded, there appear even more distinctly the major

threats that our productivist societies have imposed upon the human

species, whose survival on this planet is threatened not only by environ-

mental deterioration, but also by the degeneration of social solidarities

and modes of psychic life that will literally have to be reinvented. The

remaking of politics must pass through aesthetic dimensions that are

implicated in the three ecologies of the environment, the socius, and the

psyche. A response to the poisoning of the atmosphere, and global

warming due to the greenhouse effect, is inconceivable without a muta-

tion of mentalities, without the advancement of a new art of living.

International cooperation in this area is inconceivable without finding

solutions for the problems of famine in the world, and hyper-inflation in

the Third World. We cannot conceive of a restructuring of the mass

media toward a collective reappropriation of their use, that is not conse-

quent upon a re-singularization of subjectivity, a new way of conceiving

political and economic democracy, in the area of cultural differences. We

cannot hope for an amelioration in the living conditions of the human

species without considerable effort to advance the condition of women.

The division of labor, its modes of valorization and its purposes must be

rethought. Production for the sake of production, obsession with the

growth rate, whether it be on the capitalist market or in socialist econ-

omies, leads to monstrous absurdities. The only acceptable end result of

human activity is the production of subjectivity such that its relation to

the world is sustained and enriched. The mechanisms of the production

of subjectivity can be on the scale of the megalopolis as well as on that of

the language games of a poet. To apprehend the inner workings of this

production, its fundamental ruptures of the meanings of existence,

poetry, today, has perhaps more to teach us than the economic and

human sciences put together.
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