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‘The Absence of Origin’: Beckett and
Contemporary French Philosophy

Derval Tubridy

In 1964 Ruby Cohn remarked that ‘when Beckett turned fro.m English' to
French as a writing language, his protagonists turned from a kind of Logical
Positivism to a kind of Existentialism’ (Cohn, 1964, p. 175). The landscape
of Beckett criticism has changed considerably since the 1960s, yet thelre
remains for critics a productive tension in Beckett’s work between the empit-

jcist underpinning of Anglo-American analytic philo.s.o_phy and the‘ more
phenomenologically orientated philosophy characteristic of the Emope‘an
continent. The shift that Cohn identifies in Beckett’s work runs pe.trallel with
the writer’s move away from the anxiety regarding the relationship between
language and the world that we see particu?arly in the novel Watt, t? a
greater exploration of the subject that inhabits t‘hat world, an explorat1.0n
given powerful expression in the subsequent trilogy Molloy, Malqne ‘D_aes,_
and The Unnamable. With his increasing focus on the nature of ‘sub}ectmty,
albeit a subjectivity in dissolution, Beckett interrogates the_ relatmn. between_:
the subject and the body that givesit a place within the impoverished yet

enduring world that he has made his own.

Beckett's philosophical background was informed by the writings of Re? '
Descartes, Arnold Geulincx, George Berkeley, Arthur Schopfenheu.ier, anq-_
Fritz Mauthner. Through these thinkers Beckett explored h'ls‘ attitude tg_
language and to the speaking subject. In turn, Beckett's writing has had

significant impact on the development of conterqporary t.hought, partic
larly in France, where Beckett made his home. 11.19: rel‘ationshlp betwee
contemporary French philosophy and Beckett's wntmg}s one of profoup
influence. Philosophers such as Maurice Blanchot, Gill_es Deleuze, ].ee_;
Francois Lyotard, and Alain Badiou have developed the1_r thought w1'th
a context informed by Beckett’s writing, and have wntter.l perceptive
on his prose and drama. Other philosophers have been mﬂuex.lced-
Beckett, but have not engaged directly with his writing. In Acts of thr:’ratl_!:
Jacques Derrida explains that because he feels so close to Beckett, 1nd¢
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identifies with the author, he has sought to avoid writing directly
on him:

[Beckett] is an author to whom 1 feel very close, or to whom [ would
like to feel myself very close; but also too close. Precisely because of this

proximity, it is too hard for me, too easy and too hard. (Derrida, 1992b,
p. 60)

Critics such as Steven Connot, Leslie Hill, Carla Locatelli, Simon Critchley,
and David Watson have elaborated rich and productive readings of Beckett
through the philosophies of Deleuze, Blanchot, and Derrida. This work
is continued by the criticism of Mary Bryden, Lois Oppenheim, Richard
Begam, Anthony Uhlmann, and Andrew Gibson, who have demonstrated
the importance of contemporary French philosophy, including the work
of Lyotard and Badiou, for our readings of Beckett. Recent publications
on Beckett and philosophy include Richard Lane's collection Beckeit and
Philosophy which includes essays that explore Beckett’s work in the context
of German and French thought, and Lois Oppenheim’s collection Samuel
Beckett Studies which includes a cogent and succinct overview of poststructur-
alist engagement with Beckett's work, ‘Poststructuralist Readings of Beckett’,

* by Leskie Hill.

This chapter examines the productive relationship between literature and
philosophy, tracing the key ideas that inform Beckett’'s work and the ways
in which these ideas are central to the French philosophy that developed
in Beckett's wake. Forged within a similar cultural nexus, both writer and
philosophets pursue questions of epistemology and ontology within an
exploration of the nature and function of language. Rather than providing an
overview of the philosophical terrain (one that has been excellently mapped
in Lane’s and Oppenheim’s editions) I will focus on a particular topography

by arguing that both Beckett and key French thinkers such as Deleuze,

Lyotard, Derrida, Blanchot, and Badiou seek to establish an understanding of

subjectivity that takes into consideration the somatic and contingent within
the context of writing. My analysis will concentrate primarily on readings

Watt, The Unnamable, and Company.
Beckett’s writing explores and embodies the problematics of language
mceived as a differential, abstract structure. He develops a distinctive liter-

ature which destabilizes language and conflates meaning with manifestation.

illes Deleuze has responded to Beckett’s work on a number of occasions. His

praise for Beckett's only venture into film-making, ‘The Greatest Irish Film

cckett’s “Film”), analyzes Beckett’s engagement with Berkeley’s argument
at to be is to be perceived (esse est percipi) through a cinema characterized
*‘action, perception, and affection’ (Deleuze, 1998, p. 26). Most significant
Deleuze, however, is Beckett's use of language and the ways in which he

plicates the relation between language and reality.
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In his essay ‘He Stuttered’, Deleuze takes Beckett’s novel Watf as an
example of a literary work in which ‘“the transfer from the form of expres-
sion to the form of the content has been completed’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 26}.
Deleuze cites the mathematical permutations in Wail as an example of
Beckett’s ‘art of the inclusive disjunction’, an art which ‘no longer chooses
but rather affirms the disjointed terms in their distance and, without limifing
or excluding one disjunct by means of another, it criss-crosses and runs
through the entire gamut of possibilities’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 26). The reverse
transition from. the form of the content to the form of the expression
wheteby ‘people speak as they walk or stumble’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 26) is
completed in Walf for ‘As Watt walked, so now he talked, back to front’
(Beckett, 1981, p. 162). Deleuze argues persuasively that it is only a disequi-
libriated language like Beckett's that can incorporate such inclusive permuta-
tions, a language in which ‘disjunctions become included and inclusive and
connections become reflexive on the basis of a rolling gait that affects the
process of language and no longer the flow of discourse’ (Deleuze, 1994,
p. 26). The rolling gait with which the protagonist Watt approaches Mr
Knott’s house (Beckett, 1981, p. 28) is emulated by Beckett's wiiting 50 that

‘it is as if the entire language had begun to roll from left to right, and to
toss from back to front’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 26). In Mr Knotl's house Watt's
control over the conventional structure of language breaks down. His speech
undergoes a fundamental change as gramumar and syntax are disregarded.
The phonetic subtleties of pronunciation and enunciation are subsumed
beneath a flow of speech ‘at once so rapid and so slow’ (Beckett, 1981, p. 154).
The linguistic transformation of Watt's speech intensifies towards the end
of this novel until language itsell begins 1o vibrate and to stutter’ (Deleuze,

1994, p. 24). The formal organization of language disintegrates and since

‘syntax is constituted by means of the curves, links, bends, and deviations

of this dynamic line as it passes by positions with a double perspective on

disjunctions and on connections’, Deleuze concludes that

It is no longer the formal or superficial syntax that presides over the

equilibrium of language, but syntax in the process of becoming, a veritable
creation of a syntax that gives birth to a foreign language within language

and a grammar of disequilibrium. (Deleuze, 1994, p. 27)

In Watt, Beckett begins to subject language to the kind of stress that:
leads to a progressive and creative disorganization. He starts with a setles of
permutations, such as the 12 possibilities of Mr Knott's dinner arrangements

(Beckett, 1981, p. 86) or the wonderful passage on human sexuality:

Not that it is by any means impossible for a man to be both a man's man

and a woran's man, or for a woman to be both a woman’s worman arn
a man’s woman, almost in the same breath. For with men and womery
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3 !
with men’s men and women’s men, with men’s women and women’s
i !
women, with men's and women’s men, with men’s and women'’s women
7

all is possible, as far as can be ascertai i i
! tained i
1981, . 138) ined, in this connexion. (Beckett,

Th{s breathless passage approaches the condition described above by Deleu
as ‘the art of the inclusive disjunction’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 26) 'l%mu hzii
exp‘lore.s the possible positions of each linguistic elemerlxt this i)assa egst'll
maintains the position of each relative to the other. It Consérves the strictui‘
of elemerllts through which sense is produced, a structure which is, as Deleuz:
explafns in The Logic of Sense, ‘a machine for the production of incorporeal
:ense (Deleuze, 1990, p. 71). In the latter part of this novel Beckett moves
owards a more complex series of permutations in which the inner struc-
ture of f:ach linguistic element is subject to recombination. These linguisti
fzontortlons strain the thin line of sense that separates the C(;rporeai frc?rlrla thg
1nc01‘.porea1. The language of Watt is, for Deleuze, ‘the nonsense of the word
devoid of sense, which is decomposed into phonetic elements’ (Deleuze
1990, p. 90). it retains the ability to separate the ‘pure “expressed” of words:
and tk}e ‘logical attribute of bodies’ (Deleuze, 1990, p. 91). Although resultin
fran the action's and passions of the body’ it differs in nature, being neithe%
action nor passmr.l {Deleuze, 1990, p. 91). Most importantly, it continues
:cfo prevept confusion between sonorous language and the physical body
. ho;llgh it does not poss?ss agy particular meaning, this nonsense is opposeci
o the absence of meaning, it is ‘that which has no sense, and that which
as Su(fh .and as it enacts the donation of sense, is opposed ’to the absence o%
?er?se ‘(Deleuze, 1990, p. 71). This sense about which Deleuze speaks is not
Prlnqple, Reservoir, Reserve’ or 'Origin’ (Deleuze, 1990, p. 72) which m e‘lc
be red1sFovered or restored. [t is something ‘to produce b;r a-new rna(:hine;l S’
Z?feriith;)n-g wi}ich ‘belongs to no height or depth, but rather to a surfa)éé
(DeIe‘r_lZ;lilggg:)er;?;;?le from the surface which is its proper dimension’
Thl‘ough the eyes of Watt's interlocutor Sam we witness the development
ofa forellgn language within language as Watt dislocates linguistic mllés and
conventions while he advances backwards through the undergrowth of Mr

i(m:tt 5 garden{, respopding to Sam'’s cry of concern with the rather discon-
. certing retort: ‘Not it is, yes' (Beckett, 1981, p. 157). This shozt phrase causes

Sam ‘more alarm, more pain, than if [he] had received, unexpectedly, at close
quarters, a chfirge of small shot in the ravine’ (Beckett, 1981, p. 157) JIt would
§eem from this and previous examples that Watt's language has det.eriorated
into nonsense. The appropriate sounds are still intact, but Watt’s disregard

gjarstltl)e basic elemepts of semantic organization would suggest that his speech
. ?;gérﬁetfula;mngless, as this response indicates, ‘ot bro, lap rulb, krad
-~ ett, 81{, P- 16‘33). HO.WEYEI‘ this is not necessazily so. While at first

att’s sounds are ‘devoid of significance’ (Beckett, 1981, p. 163) for Sam,
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as he explains how 'soon I grew used to
d as well as before, that is to say a great
p. 163). This pattern of incomprehen-
s Watt processes through eight stages

graduaily they begin to make sense,
these sounds, and then 1 understoo
part of what 1 heard’ (Beckett, 1981,
sion and understanding is repeated a
of permutation:

This further modification Watt carried through with all his }szacil dlﬁ;i
tion and sense of what was acceptable to the ear, and aes.thetic ]ut : gn thé
Nevertheless to one, stch as me, desirous above all of information,

change was not a little disconcerting. (Beckett, 1981, p. 163)

. : s
Linguistic communication as a continuous, dynargl;v ;j{iqcei; err;:ﬁeer
att in

i i between the characters of Sam an 1

Do b, et e ith an initially unintelligible phrase.
. Watt presents Sam with an ‘ ;

B O o i d to that phrase. Either way, Sam is
Sam can choose to ignore of TESPOIL : ; Samm 18
r:quired to engage with the phrase, to recognize the tfthiie::eor; 11: nl;:age
i i i f the other. This interactive ! y
recognize the radical alterity of : Lo

i i e with rather than grasp,
in which a phrase is something to engage Wil e

;)y Jean-Fralflgois Lyotard in his study The Differend. Lyotard proposes a

L 4,
of language somewhat similar to Wittgenstein's language game. For Lyotar

i i nnot
the elemental unit of an apalysis of language is the phrase, which ca

be doubted, ‘What escapes doubt 15
There is no phrase is a phrase’ (Lg'zofar . P«
ignored for ‘it is necessary to link onto a pit: ppe’ 't'
];ielzelr%ce which is a phrase), there is no possibility of not linking onto 1
! -

ithin this co

Lyotard, 1988, p. 29). Within this corX lexs
iezpond to Waitt‘s utterances, even if this response 1§ silence. But t
allows for no predetermined response.
Lyotard explains, ‘to link is necessary;
139;88, p. 29}. The importance of Lyotard’s work fo_
his recognition of the necessity of language whi
of language. While critics suc
in an impasse caused by its
within language, a reading of ;
possible to argue that the dissoluti ‘
Beckett effects in his writing does noi.: 1t
the contrary, it transforms language int \
jssi istent meaning,
which is not the transmission ofa preex nin -
of linguistic interactionl which requires the ieccf)%n;t‘l;lr;gc;f tfl:;c(;rtj;e; s pro

i i of la X
Watt Beckett interrogates this concept O ©
a I(?nis‘c beyond that unitary shared structure I .order to, as Beckflt't Wrilg )
irgl his 1937 letter to Axel Kaun, ‘get at the things {or the Nothing

behind it’ (Beckett, 1983, p- 171).
traces the disintegration of the no

d, 1988, p. 65). The phrase cannot

Beckett through Deleuze and Lyotard makes i
on of a structured discursive language tha
mply the dissolution of language. O
o a dynamic pragmatics the focus o

tion of language as a shared structure

that there is at least one phrase, I...1. .
that happens (be it by .

ntext we undesstand how Sam must
he novel
There are no tules of the game, as
how to link is contingent’ (Lyotar.d, :
1 a reading of Beckett lies in -

h as Watson and Hill situate Beckett's writing
ontinuous impulse to move bheyond language.

but the developmen

Watt’s passage through Mr Knott's house
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conventions. In Watt the separation of sounds from bodies necessary for
language is undone, On the ground floor of Mr Knott's house, language
loses its powers of designation, manifestation, and signification. On the
first floor, the distinction between the linguistic and the physical is blurred.
The moment Watt enters Mr Knott's house, his language ‘is stripped of
its sense, its phonetic elements become singularly wounding. The word no
longer expresses an attribute of the state of affairs; its fragments merge with
unbearable sonorous qualities’ (Deleuze, 1990, p. 88). Here, language as
a differential, abstracted structure is reincorporated into the physical. The
constituents of differentiation - the sentences, words, and syllables — break
free from their allocated places within the language. The line of sense which
separates proposittons from things is erased and a causal connection between
the word and the thing is established. The abstract linguistic or semiotic
machine breaks down and Watt is faced with a choice: he can either recover
meaning, or destroy the word (Deleuze, 1990, p. 88). The former involves an
alliance with structure and differentiation; existence on the surface where
sound is separated from the body and organized into propositions {Deleuze,
1990, p. 181). The latter transforms ‘the word into an action by rendering
it incapable of being decomposed and incapable of disintegrating’ (Deleuze,
1996, p. 89). It is language without articulation, without differentiation,
what Deleuze calls the language of depth. With Watt Beckett effects the
disintegration of language as an abstract differential structure and indicates a
line of development that works towards a use of language which includes the
somatic and material aspects of language, and locates the linguistic instance
‘within the particular rather than the abstract,

Watt signals Beckett’s development of what Deleuze and Guattari call a
‘minor literature’. In this novel Beckett begins to write in a minor language,
a language made foreign within itself, a language that flees from any
constant relationship of linguistic variables, A minor language makes the
major language vibrate, placing it in a state of continuous variation ‘as in
music, where the minor mode refers to dynamic combinations in a state
of perpetual disequilibrium’ (Deleuze, 1994, p. 25). This disequilibriated
language subverts the major language while subsisting within it. Wait marks
the beginning of Beckett's movement towards a literature that engages with
the material as well as the abstract nature of language. It is a literature which,
in Lyotard’s terms, incorporates the figural within the discursive, at times
privileging the graphic and sonic aspect of language over the significatory
aspect. However, this prioritization of the material over the structural aspects
of language serves to problematize issues of subjectivity and transiation

which are central to language and meaning, and fundamental to Beckett’s
work,!

Deleuze refines his approach to Beckett's use of language in a later

work, “The Exhausted’, by dividing Beckett’s language into three categories
that describe the writer's development. Language I is a language of names
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i ions' 1998, p. 156). This 1anguage, for
e SYmaCtltC ?zeiztﬁi:;et(‘c]’jsei:e;f;'work, pftticulaﬂy novels }11<1e Ii\/.(olig}é
Deleuze, charac eﬂe 1 is a language of voices rathet thag 11ames, abf. %iws'
oI Languagera.tes with combinable atoms but Wlth, bler}ggl e o
B D la%8, 156). This is the language of Beckett's mi ef];zN OIdS,
(De}euz'& 19‘9;31! T%e Unna‘lmable and its concern with the exhaustlo;i o ossimé
?ﬁ?g?tﬁg:;;;t of sitence. Delenze ptogosets. thezf3 I‘it:S 2‘11112:1%; CZ fﬁontea
i em of exhaustive
e new‘fsgcnrsneéaﬁefﬁlriibgl into an “apotia”’ (Deleuze, 1998, p- 105f7r)l;a;fnhe&:
:ﬁég'c?fgl;r; of language, Language 111, is ‘no I;nglsger a ia;r;{;;u%%ee O
" i ! leuze, 1998, P .
o pon a'lar}g‘é:tg(fr; i;ﬁzg;;iigeptioﬂﬁzes the matetial’ aspect gfei?;
ovart po o et 1 voice and silence. Fchoing Olga Bernal’s char;i7 i
o e bet‘:\’ee riting as a ‘chute hors du langage' (Bernal, p}p.D 1;112&,
%ﬁ?ﬂ Oef 3:;1;1: t‘fﬁs third language as an ‘gutside of language (De N
eleuz

160). The paradox of a silence made possible.through i'iie&?t kllsiettt;
1998" v .' tes much of Beckett’'s work. Such a sﬂejnce.car e
ior O ocessaty engagement for, as Lyotard emphasizes in The Difft Onsé
notion (.)f neceSSa;Y gwhich catries the same ethical dema?ds. for resp e
e 1088, | t;f;; However, the condition of Beckett's sﬂem.:e isa s
(LY(.)taId' 19881 P-‘nce‘ in John Cage’s words, thete ‘is N0 such thmge?;mg |
an 1m]t-30551b111t‘Y si em' ty time, There is always something toj see, SO o
e fac, asgNe may to make a silence, we cann(?t ('Cage, P -a.are
R e tly1‘ es in ‘The Exhausted’, the risks of fall.mg into ap9r1d N
A e 1’? than in The Unnamable. The novel i3 FharaFteélzt(iv ee!yl
ﬂe;eftéfrlnga ggfarggx and aporia centered on the inte;:relatiogrés‘rilfmee e
pee ich i i of duty and passage.
;Eee;'h aﬂg;‘if;‘f Zif;liﬁéi‘ézie%;g;g} 5for a ?:J.ty which duplicates and
eading,

i ive' ida, 1992a, p- 79).
negates itsel, ‘a double, contradictory 1mpf:ra§;es tg?jeytigz;iag :puéﬁo e
J i i ites In
i .ve ahout which Derrida wil o
b mc:g: rabi:ii ?m impossible and a necessary passage, and two app y
a passage, . »
hgterogeneous borders’ (Derrida, 1993, p. 17)

eckett’s aporia 1s an imitjer-
e between differential structure
-l V'VhiCh e t}fsglagsesav%;;fhl??ﬁagnce impossible and .obli%la‘l:grz(;
T S fﬂ}’ce' a]nfch the unnamable has been charged IEquﬂ:‘lSB 11{‘att
oo Pi?ﬂs‘lm WlthbW silent. It requires that fin this churn of words . é gcfore,
e b P tof‘ (:i some.thing, some truth, that has 1:10t befan S?;i i o
19‘75’ s 2'7) - 11:)1 ical challenge centered on identity in which the sgv .
st € epls?e?ikaat 1 am, where [ am, whether 1 am words among o
musieizzbilrllsthe midst of s:ﬂence’ (Beckett, 1975, P. 106). Words an
or

i ble tries O reconstitute the’
form the boundaries insi

de which the unnarma : : fmmfi

1t lesson’ (Beckett 1975, p. 27)- They trace the Jines of passag _
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which the unnamable speaks.
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The aporia that Beckett explores in The Unnamable can be understood
through Derrida, who argues that it is ‘not necessarily a failure or a simple
paralysis, the sterile negativity of the impasse. It is neither stopping at it
nor overcoming it’ (Derrida, 1993, p. 32). This aporetic text takes as its
point of departure the realization that the abstract systematic structure of
language which underwrites meaning and subjectivity is no longer tenable,
The opening statement, ‘Where now? Who now? When now? Unques-
tioning. I, say 1. Unbelieving’, at once affirms the necessity and impossib-
ility of establishing the coordinates of location, identity, and time within a
language in which the value of the term depends entirely on the other terms
in the system (Beckelt, 1975, p. 7). The speaker says T, unbelieving, for the
first-person pronoun does not have any value in itself within such a system
of language. It is only in the act of enunciation that the deictic signifier
can operate, and it does so by providing a point of passage between virtual
signification and actual designation. This movement from signification to
designation disrupts the containment of language and threatens the stability
of subjectivity. It is a passage at once necessary and impossible, for in order
o posit oneself as a subject one must say T, but the very enunciation of this
deictic pierces the virtual plane of language and introduces the particular

~ contingencies of location, identity, and time which depend on the body

in space.

The aporia about which the unnamable speaks is a duty to transgress the
borders between word and world. Yet it is an impossible duty, for in so
doing he dismantles the discrete structure upon which his subjectivity is
founded. The passage hetween the virtual and the actual is ‘the difficult
or the impracticable [...] the impossible passage, the refused, denied, or
prohibited passage’ (Detrida, 1993, p. 8). It is a passage which threatens
the subjectivity of the unnamable and which can only be refused by a
rejection of the ‘I’ which marks its point of entry. But this passage is also
a ‘nonpassage, which can in fact be something else, the event of a coming’
(Derrida, 1993, p. 8). This something else is the opening up of language to

the conditions of its emergence, It is the inclusion of the corporeal with
the linguistic; an acknowledgement of the inextricability of the visceral and
the abstract without which speech and subjectivity are impossible: ‘in the
midst of silence, its great swell rears towards me, I'm. streaming with it, it's
an image, those are words, it's a body, it's not I, I knew it wouldn't be I, I'm
not outside, I'm inside’ (Beckett, 1975, p. 128). It is only when those two

poles of aporia, silence and speech, are joined that the unnamable can speak
of location, identity, and resolution:

in the end I'll recognise it, the story of the silence that he never left, that I
should never have left, that I may never find again, that I may find again,
then it will be he, it will be I, it will be the place, the silence, the end, the
beginning [ ...]. (Beckett, 1975, p. 131)



32 Encounters with Literature in French Philosophy

i ’)l

Maurice Blanchot's influential article on Beckett Whese now/ Wh'O n{iw.
{1953) brings the questions raised by The Unnamable to the hear’F of hte% _;%re
itself. Conflating author and natrator, Blanchot focuses on the impossibl ity

of authorship arguing that

the man who wiites is already DO longer Samuel Beclkett but the nec;zs.srcy
which has displaced him, [.. .] which has made him a nam.eiess .ﬁél-g,
The Unnamable, a being without being, W1.10 can neither live not euia;
neither begin nor leave off, the empty site in which an empty :;01(: N
raised without effect, masked for better or worse by a porous and ago
izing I. (Blanchot, 2000, p. 97)

Blanchot explotes the aporetic situation presented by. Beﬁketktl’s w;g::i
through the idea of origin which, as Gary Banham explains, 'Is k‘cl eds.p.de o
the middle between words and world. This space opens and the 1v1i o
cut which is experienced through the word as creating the world speaks a
* (Banham, p. 60).

Sa}lgsef:kgig slate Aclsvei (gompany explores the origin of writing. I.t seekz to re:gl;
that point before the artifices of character and stor}f, that point bte ore; s en
the very voice which allows writing to speak. But this rnovemer_lt ;]:vz;nﬁnite
origin is an impossibility becausc, as Maurice Blanchot explores in £#¢ i
Conversation, ‘the origin itself, excluding in its unrecoverable anteriority

that is born of it, is, not being, but rather what turns away from it - the harsh

breach of the void out of which everything arises and in‘fo which eyeryt?ix;g
sinks and gives way'’ (Blanchot, 1993, p. 404). Blanchqt ] _conceptmn‘o 't ef
origin depends upon a repetition and impossibility which is charactengn(; 1(:

Beckett’s writing. It is an origin which separates birth and death only by the
harsh breach which is life, This : '
a furious Pozzo who exclaims, They give birth astride of a grave,

jeams an instant eckett,

grigin is conceiveél by Blanchot as the center which is 'the absence ofde}rliy
center, since it is there that the thrust of all unity comes to be shattereq: 1
some sense the non-centet of non-unity’ (Blanchot, 1993, p. 404). Howevel,

this non-center and non-unity does not

the light

and presence of these impossible poles, i
the harsh interrogation of the absence of origin,
poses as the cause, the reasomn,

‘harsh interrogation’ is played out in Beckett's dramatic works Play,

never be realized. Beckett's writing
pefore interminable dark.

breach is described in Waiting for Godot by

then it’s night once more’ (Beckett, 1990, p. 83). The -

cancel out the center and unity, nor -
i i i the absence

i i origin. Instead, it describes a tension between he at :
o e of these which maintains the origin undfar

which, as soon as the oigin |

and the word for the enigma, immediately :

deposes it and speaks a mote profound enigma: the Ar;sérglg thazoezs} s?g:; 5

' . .

sinks down, is engulfed and swallowed up’ (Blanchot, . P Sort

and What Where. 1t is the demand that the story be told, t’he insisteqce th.al‘;:

there is something to tell, the search for ‘what’ and ‘where’, all of Wh;u:h will:

traces the light which gleams an instant,
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Like the words in Watt which empty themselves of signification, the words
with which this fable is told are ‘inane’ (Beckett, 1992, p. 51). Whereas the
_ speaker of The Unnamable is all words, made of words, the speaker of Company
'_'fi:E seeks the end of words in order, finally, to be alone, to be the singular ‘T

With every inane word a little nearer to the last. And how the fable too.
The fable of one with you in the dark. The fable of one fabling of one
with you in the dark. And how better in the end labour lost and silence.
And you as you always were. Alone. (Beckett, 1992, pp. 51-2)

But this solitude can only be achieved through words, and indeed, the one
who is ‘alone’ is never alone for there is still, in this last passage of Comparty,
a voice which speaks. The ‘you’ who hears ‘how words are coming to an end’
is still in the company of the one who speaks those words. The word ‘Alone’
which announces the solitude of the figure is spoken by another, thereby
introducing company. The solitude and silence which the T of Beckett's
writing always seeks is an impossibility for, as Blanchot emphasizes, the act
of writing makes an other of the ‘I ‘to write is to pass from “I" to “he”’
(Blanchot, 1993, p. 380). The narrative ‘he’ matks the intrusion of the other.
Company seeks to abolish the intrusion of the ‘he’. It tries to joln the ‘you’
of the voice with the ‘he’ of the figure through the utterance of the ‘1" in the
act of remembrance: ‘I remember’ (Beckett, 1992, p. 28). To reach the I’ is
to reach the origin of the fable, the point from which the story starts. This
point is also the stlenice which all of Beckett's narrators seek. But writing can
never abolish the multiplicity of the ‘I’ and the other, for it is only through
this distinction between the ‘I' and that which is other to the ‘I’ that the act
of narration can emerge, Once again, as Leslie Hill points out, the words of
Company are ‘attributed to another, to a voice that cannot be made present
and which disperses into a multiplicity of idiom from which unity, in the
shape of the first-person pronoun, has been removed, detached, subtracted’
(Hill, 1990, p. 160). The narrative voice of Compary is the voice which in the
very act of speaking becomes other. It ‘has no place in the work’, speaking
only from a ‘kind of void in the work’ (Blanchot, 1993, p. 385). This is the
same void from which the narrator of The Unnamable speaks, "Two holes
[...]. Or a single one, entrance and exit, where the words swarm and jostle
like ants, |...} (Beckett, 1975, p. 72), and again, ‘there must be a hole for
the votices’ (Beckett, 1975, p. 76). The origin of writing is this void, and from
it comes ‘the narrative voice, a neutral voice that speaks the work from out of
this place without a place; where the work is silent” (Blanchot, 1993, p. 385).
Alain Badiou’s work on Beckett picks up traces of Deleuze’s and Blanchot’s
thought. Echoing both philosophers, Badiou argues that the role of the voice
in Beckett's writing ‘is to track down — by way of a great deal of fables, narrative
- fictions, and concepts — the pure point of enunciation’ (Badiou, p. 52). The
. movement of Beckett’s voice is dual: it profiferates (as we have seen in Watt), or
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it exhausts itself (as we see toward the end of The Unnamable, and Comparny)
__ ‘it stammers, repeats itself, inventing nothing’ (Badiou, p. 52). For Badiou,
Beckett's writing is characterized by the substitution of ‘the question “how are
we to name what happens?” for the question “what is the meaning of what
is?” ! (Badiou, p. 55). This shift, from the kind of hermeneutic anxiety that
we find in Watt to a broader engagement with ontological questions as they
center around the dilemma of the name (which gains particular focus in The
Unnarnable), is explained by Badiou in terms of what he describes as the event.
What happens in Beckett for Badiou is & ‘supernumerary, incalculable, indis-
cernible, undecidable event — irreducible to all established protocois of being,
nameable only as something ill seen and iNl said, of which all that can be said
is missaid’ (Hill, 2004, p. 81). Resisting both presentation and representation,
the event inaugurates a process of subtraction that approaches the singularity
of the name, but is limited by unnamability: it ‘becomes possibie as a Becket-
tian process of repudiation, denial and ascesis moves towards its completion’
{Gibson, 2002, p. 100). Blanchot’s non-center or non-unity canbe understood
also in terms of Badiou’s idea of the void which, as Andrew Gibson argues, is
closely linked with the idea of infinity: ‘Badiou sees Beckett as concerned with
“the fictive place of being”. He conceives of the “place” as precisely the point
at which language arrests what is otherwise the infinite “flight” [fisite] of being
towards the void’ {(Gibson, 2005, p. 155). Badiou’s idea of the void has partic-
ular relevance to my argument about the voice In Company as a movernent
toward a union of the narrator and the act of narration, ot the teller and the
told, through which literature is possible. In ‘Being, Existence, Thought: Prose
and Concept’ Badiou describes the void as that point of union since

The void ‘in itself’ is what cannot be ill said. This is its definition. The
void cannot but be said. In it, the saying and the said coincide, which
prohibits ill saying. Such a coincidence finds its reason in the fact that
the void itself is nothing but its own name. {(Badiou, p. 99)

Badiou's readings of Beckett depart from those of his precutsors in that he
swaps meaning for truth, shifting the focus from epistemology to ethics. In
this he heralds a new way of thinking about the engagement of philosophy
and literature, which is characterized by what Gibson describes as a ‘thought
of intermittency’ most fully explored by Badiou and the writings of Jacques
Ranciére and Francoise Proust (Gibson, 2005, p. 137). A new direction for a
new century.

Note

1. See Jean-Francois Lyotard's Discouts, figure. In this important work, Lyotard argues -
for the co-existence of line and letter, of the plastic and the textual. This holding -
together of heterogeneous plastic and graphic spaces without privileging either, -
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L i y] e 3
w{ﬁg?;dbzfﬁst‘;};: ﬁlgurzél . Thelﬁgural is not alternative to the textual, for it moves
ual and visual space. Just as the letter, whif ing i
eality, cannot function without the li ine ot be redied b o
, car . . ine, so the line cannot be reduced to
cqrporeahty, since it contains the potential for arbitrary signification, by derrg]lfrce
ating one space in relation to another (Lyotard, 1985), l ]
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Part 11

Encounters with Literature in
Anglo-American Philosophy

Introduction

From the early twentieth century, philosophy in Britain and America came
to be dominated by the analytic tradition, to the extent that ‘analytic philo-
sophy’ and 'Anglo-American philosophy’ practically became synonyms. The
analytic tradition has consistently tended to focus on linguistic philosophy,
which it approaches using methods of analysis derived from logic. Those
who practise analytic philosophy apply an almost mathematical exactitude
in unpacking the propositions of everyday language. Its earliest advoc-
ates included Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), G.E. Moore (1873-1958), and
Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947), W.V.O. Quine (1908-2000), H.P.
Grice (1913-88), P.F. Strawson (1919-), and Saui Kripke (1940-), amongst
many others, have featured amongst the leading contemporary practitioners
of Anglo-American philosophy. Yet despite the foundational importance
of figures such as Gottlob Frege (1848-1925) and Ludwig Wittgenstein
{1889-1951) — German and Austrian, respectively — analytic philosophy has
nevertheless increasingly been contrasted with ‘Continental’ philosophy, on
a shaky assumption that the former is a largely Anglophone enterptise.
With its scrutiny of language in terms of logical forms and structures,
its emphasis on ordinary language (which some have opposed to literary
language)}, and its eagerness to resolve all linguistic ambiguity using ever
more rigorous logical precision, analytic philosophy might not appear to
have a great deal in common with the way most people go about reading
literature today. Interestingly enough, though, both analytic philosophy and
English Hterature rose to prominence as academic disciplines at roughly the
same time. The Cambridge of Mcore, Wittgenstein, and Russell was also the
Cambridge of F.R. Leavis. Tellingly, Leavis was particularly adamant that
the study of great Hterature should be kept free from the theoretical, math-
ematical, and logical models that his colleagues in the Cambridge philo-
sophy department brought to their study of language. Arguably, this was
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