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THE LAW OF GENRE

GENRES ARE NOT to be mixed.
I will not mix genres.
Irepeat: genres are not to be mixed. I will not mix them.
Now suppose I let these utteranceg, r 8 resonate aIl by themselves.
Suppose: 1 abandon them to their fate T set free thelr random
virtualities and tu dlence-or rather to your
audlence to vour audltory grasp, to whatever mobility they retain and
. you bestow upon them, ,tolengender effects of all kmds w1thout my
havmg to stand beh' :

I mereiy said,
not mix them.

As long as I release these utterances (which others rmght call
speech acts) in a form yet scarcely determined, given the open context
out of which T have just let them be grasped from ‘ay” language-—as
long as I do this, you may find it difficult to choose among several
interpretative options. They are legion, as I could demonstrate. They
form an open and essentially unpredictable series. But you may be
tempted by at least two types of audience, twg modes of Anterpretation,
or, if you prefer to give these ujw“éf&é"’fﬁb’i‘e of a chance, then you may
be tempted by two different genreds6f hypothesis. Which ones?

On the one hand, it could be a matter of a fragmentary discourse
whose propositions would be of the descriptive, constative, and feutral
genre. In such a case, I would have named the operation which con-
sists of “penres are not to be mixed.” 1 would have designated this

[ then repeated: genres are not to be mixed‘-:"f: will




The Law of Genre

operation in a neutral fashion without evaluating it, without recom-
mending or advising against it, certaiﬁfﬁf“ﬁt’ﬁaﬁfwbiﬁd"ing anyone to it.
Without claiming to lay down the law or to make this an act of law,
I merely would have summoned up, in a fragmentary utterance, the
sense of a practice, an act or event, as you wish: which is what sorne-
times happens when we revert to “genres are not to be mixed.” With
reference to the same case, and to a hypothesis of the same type, same
mode, same genre—or same order: when I said, “T will not mix genres,”
you may have discerned a foreshadowing description—I am not saying
a prescription—the descriptive designation telling in advance what
will transpire, predicting it in the constative mode or genre, ie. it will
happen thus, I will not mix genres, The future tense describes, then,
what will surely take place, as you yourselves can judge; but for my
part it does not constitute a commitment. 1 am not making you a
promise here, nor am I issuing myself an order or inveking the author-
ity of some law to which I am resolved to submit myself. In this case,
the future tense does not set the time of a performative speech act of
a promising or ordering type.

But anggher_),ﬁhﬁy_ggthﬁsis, another type of audience, and another
interpretation would have been no less legitimate. “Genres are not to
be m,izgggj;{’j,tgggld,.strike,..,y_ou,.as‘,L.a\g,s,h,e.lr@.ﬁ..g_r__dqx. You might have heard it
resound the elliptical but all the more authoritarian summons to a
law of “do™ or “do not” which, as everyone knows, occupies the cone
or -constitutes the value. of genre.. As soon a8 the  word—“gent
sounded, as soon as it is heard, as soon as one attempts to conceive it,
a limit is drawn. And when a Hmit is established, norms and interdic-
tions are not far behind: “DQ{’\,‘,‘IQ_Q“gg,,t..’i,,s,ays.,,f.“g_@,,.n,,r@‘,” he word “genre,”

the_,_ﬁ_gu_re,‘t‘h_e_‘_vo;i’gg,: or the 1awof genre. And this can be said 5f genre -
in all genves, be it a question of a generic or a general determination

of what one calls ‘;ﬁétqg 4 of physis’(for example, a biological genre.

in the sense of gender, or the himan genre, a genre of all that js in
general), or be it a question of a typology designated as non-natural
and’ depending on laws or orders which were once held to be opposed
to physis according to those values associated with techne, thesis, nomos
(for example, an artistic, poetic or literary genre). But the whole
enigma of genre springs perhaps most closely from within this limit
between the two genres of genre which, neither separable nor insepa-
rable, form an odd ‘coliple of one without the other in which each evenly
serves the other'g" cltationito appear in the figure of the other, simul-
taneously and indiscernibly saying “I” and. “we,” me the genre, we
genres, without it being possible to think that the T is a species,. of
the genre “we.” For who would have u$ believe that we, we two for
example, would form a genre or belong to one? T

announces iiself, one must respect a no one must not cross a
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restricted use of these two words is not a call to strict ééﬁéﬁc order,

A citation in the strict sense implies all sorts of contextual conventions,
precautions and protoedls i 'fﬁé_'iﬂiﬁ‘ac"“of"reit‘eljagtio:;‘;“oif:‘b'o'déa“’ such

29, QuOtdtion marks of other typographical devices used for writing a
citatfor, The same holds no doubt for the réc¢i

as a form, mode, or

genre of discourse, even—and 1 shall retufi':iwfémtl‘lis—uasm 1itq;:‘@§x_%t;ylpga.

And yet the law that protects the usage, in stricto
citation and récit, is threatened intimately and in ad

law that constitutes this very law, renders it possib] 5 ang
theréby renders it {inpossible ™ for reasons of ‘edges on “which we shall
run aground in just a moment—to edge through, to edge away from or
to hedge around the counter-law itself, The law and the counterlaw

serve each other, citations summoning each othe

........ o.appear, and each
re-cites—the-other in this proceeding (procés). There would be no caiss

for concern if one were ‘rigorously assured of being able to distinguish
with rigor between a citation and a non-citation, a 7écit and a non-récis
Or a repetition within the form of one or the other,

I shall not undertake to demonstrate, assuming it is still possible,
why you were unable to decide whether the sentences with which I
opened this presentation and marked this context were or, were not
repetitions of a citational Iype; or whether they were or were.not of
th‘?ﬁﬂ"ﬁﬁi&:.&i\?&f%e; ofﬂzértain}y whether they were, both of them,
together—and each time together—the one or the other,
someone has noticed that, from one repetition to the next, a change
had insinuated itself into the relationship between the two initial
utterances. The punctuation had been slightly meodified, as had the
content of the second independent clause, This barely noticeable shift
could theoretically have created a mutual independency between the
interpretative alternatives that might have tempted you to opt for one
or the other, or for one and the other of these two sentences. A paz-
ticularly rich eombinatory of possibilities would thus ensue, which, in
order not to exceed my time-limit and out of respect for the law of
genre and of the audience

stmply going to assume a certain relationship between what has_just
now happened and the origin of literature, as well as its aborigine or
-itsaiii.brtio_n_,jo quote Philipgg_Laédue-Lw
© Provisionally claiming for myself the authority of such an assump-
tion, I shall let our field of vision contract as I limi__”qus_q}‘_f to a sort
._Of species of the genre ~genre.” I shall focus on this gente of genre
MWHibh’“is‘“generéiHy supposed, and always a bit too rashly, not to be part
of nature, of physis, but rather of techné, of the arts, still more narrowly
of poetry, and most particularly of literature. But at the same time, I
take the liberty to think that, while limiting myself thus, T exclude

nothing, at least in principle and de jure—the relationships here no

nce by a counter:

T timr  er g e

For perhaps

sensu, of the words

, itions nd ;

» I shall abstain from recounting, I am«"
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longer being those of extension, from exemplary individual to species,
from species to genre as genus or from.the genre of genre to genre in- .
general rather as we shall see, these relationships are a whole ord
apart. What is at stake, in effect, is exemplarity and its whole enigma—
in other words, as the word enigma indicates, exemplarity and the
récit which works through the logic of the example.

Before going about putting a certain example to the test, I shall

attempt to formulate, in a manner as elliptical, economical, and formal

as possible, what I shall call the law of the law of genre, It is precisely a
* principle of contamination, a law of impurity, a parasitical economy. In
the code of set theories, if 1 may use it at least guzatlvely, 1 would
speak of a sort of participation without belonging.-a taking part in
without being part of, without having membership in a set. The, tzait
that m _membership inevitably divides, the boundary of the set
comes to form, invagination, an internal pocket larger than the
whole; and the outcome of this division and of this abounding remains
as singular as it is limitless,

To demonstrate this, T shall hold to the leanest generalities. But I
should like to justify this initial indigence or asceticism as well as
possible. For example, I shall not enter into the passionate debate
brought forth by poetics on the theory and the history of genre-theory,
on the critical history of the concept of genre from Plato to the present.

My stance is motivated by these considerations: in the first place, we
now have at our disposal some remarkable, and, of late, handsomely
enriched works dealing either with primary texts or critical analyses. I
am thinking especially of the jeurnfll Poétique, of its issue entit]s

ither pomt “of view, T Absol
solute) has already created quite a stir in this context, and everything
that I shall risk here should perhaps resolve itself in a modest annota-
tion on the margins of this magistral work which I assume some of
you have already read. I could further justify my abstention or my
abstinence here simply by acknowledging the terminoclogical luxury
or rapture as well as the taxonomic exuberance which debates of this
kind, in a manner by no means fortuitous, have sparked: I feel com-
pletely powerless to contain this fertile proliferation—and not only
because of time-constraints. I shall put forth, instead, fwo principal
motives, hoping thereby to justify my keeping to scant preliminary
generalities at the edge of this problematic.

To what do these two motives essentially relate? In its most
recent phase—and this much is certainly clear in Genette’s propositions
—the most advanced critical axis has led to a rereading of the entire
history of genre-theory. This fere
tion—and it must be said, despite
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twovtypes of misconstruing or confusion. On the one hand, and this
will be the first motive or ground for my abstention, Plato and Aristetle
have-been..subjected..to. considerable. deformation, .as. Genette, reminds
us, insofar as they have been viewed in terms alien to their thinki
and even in terms that they themselves would have rejected;
defornmation Lids ‘ |

a classical precedent, one has deemed natural structures or typical
forms whose history is hardly natural, but rather, quite to the contrary,
complex and heterogeneous. These forms have been treated as natural
—and let us bear in mind the entire semantic scale of this difficult
word whose span is so far-ranging and open-ended that it extends as
far as the expression “natural language,” by which term everyone agrees
tactitly to oppose natural language only to a formal or artificial language
without thereby implying that this natural language is a simple physical
or biological production. Genette insists at length on this naturaliza-
tion of genres: “The history of genre-theory is strewn with these fasci-
nating outlines that inform and deform reality, a reality often
heterogenous to the literary field, and that claim to discover a natural
‘system’ wherein they construct a factitious symmetry heavily rein-
forced by fake windows” (italics added, p. 408). In its rmost efficacious
and legitimate aspect, this critical reading of the history (and) of genre-
theory is based on an opposition between nature and history, and, more
generally—as the allusion to an artificial construct indicates ¢
wherein they construct a factitious symmetry, . . .”)—on an opposition
between nature and what can be called the series of all its others.
Such an opposition seems to go without saying; placed within this
critical perspective, it is never questioned. Even if it has been tucked
away discretely in some passage that has escaped my attention, this
barely visible suspicion clearly had no effect on the general organization
of the problematic. This does not diminish the relevance or fecundity
of a reading such as Genette’s. But a place remains open for some
preliminary questions concerning his presuppositions, for some ques-
tions concerning the boundaries where it begins to take hold or take
place. The form of these boundaries will contain me, and rein me in.
These geéneral propositions w ose numbét 1§-atways-open-and-indeter-
minable for whatever critical interpretation will not be dealt with here.
What however seems to me to require more urgent attention is the
relationship of nature to history, of nature to its others, precisely when

""Let us consider the most general concept of genre, from the
minimal trait or predicate delineating it permanently through the
modulations of its types and the regimens of its history: it rends and
defends itself by mustering all its energy against a simple opposition
that arises from nature and from history, as from nature and the

ut this
s usually taken on the form of n'atura_li‘éiit‘ibﬁ_"fFéllb"ﬁiﬂé

i
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vast lineage of its others (techné, nomos, thesis, then spirit, society,
freedom, history, etc.). Between physis and its others, genos certainly
situates one of the privileged scenes of the process, and, no doubt, sheds
the greatest obscurity on it. One need not mobilize etymology to this
end and could just as well equate genos with birth, and birth in turn

in other wmds of classmum of What perm

orders and to order the manifold within a nomenclature, Genos thus
indicates the place, the now or never of the most necessary meditation
on the “fold” which is no more historical than natural in the classical
sense of these two words, and which turns phyein over to itself across
others that perhaps no longer relate to it according to that epoch-making
logic which was decisory, critical, oppositional, even dialectical, but
rather according to the trait of a contract entirely other. De jure, this
meditation acts as an absolute prerequisite without which any historical
perspectivizing will always be difficult to legitimate. For example, the
romantic era—this powerful figure indicted by Genette (since it at-
tempted to reinterpret the system of modes as a system of genres)-1s
no longer a"simple era and can no longér be inscribed as a moment or
a stage placeable within the trajectory of a “history” whose concept we
could be certain of. Romanticism, lf qomethmg of the sort can be thus
identified, is also the general  all the folds that in them- .
selves gather, couple, divide physi ell as genos through the genre,
and through all,___the ger f génre, through the mmmg of geme thdt

moment in the history and theory of literary genres. To treat it thus
would in effect implicate one as tributary—whence the strange logic—
of something that has in itself constituted a certain romantic motif,
namely, the teleologica} ordering of history Romanticism simul

——evén though we m ght it $6 dand assuming 't
ance would be of compelling interest to us—as long as we persist in
drawing atte ti hlgto ical concemb and the txuth of hlstomcal
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Nt

A second motive detains me

possible problematic of genre (as) |
genze . ther genre, i

zation, The debate, it could b

Sl £

m, evelt “though “the romantic reinterpretati
system of modes as a system of genvés 1S Tisither de fagis
the epilogue to this long history” (p. 415} T .
Genette, has aldedand abetted il : e
jecting onto.them the “privileg f naturalness, which was |
-+ . that.of three.modes . . . » {4 . Su
“makes these arch-genres int

o ideal or natural types which they
‘e are no. archfgenresr-sthat';.can;,.t_(lt.allymgsgape
Pl SeTYin generic g@!ke__ﬁ_n_z_‘;i_qn. There are -modes, for
¢xample: the récit. There aregenres,fore ample: the ;. the
relation of genres to modes is complex and, perhaps not, as Aristotle
suggests, one of simple inclusion.”
I I am inclined to poise myself on this side of Genette’s argument,
1t is not only because of his ready acceptance of the distinction between
nature and history, but also because of its implications with regard to

.fhe distinction_between mode and genre, Genette's
efinition of modercontains this singular and inferestifig characteristic:
it'rematns, in contradistinction to genre
content has no pertinence. This is ngi th
criterion and the modal criterion, Genette says, a
genous: “each. genre defined it
coht_ent which was not prescribe
I do not believe that this reco
tent, this distinction between
my purpose is not to challeng

One might just question the p

d.by the definition of made = (p-417),
urse to the opposition of form and con-
mode and genre, need be contested, and
¢ isolated aspects of Genette’s argument.
resuppositions for the legitimacy of such

e argued, remains itself a part or. effect

<7 (p. 421). 'Sii&&enly," this ﬁafﬁralization .
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Genette, the récit (“there are modes, for example: the récit™). Of the
(possibly) exemplary text which I shall address shortly, I shall not

hasten to add that it is a “récit,” and you will soon understand why, In. "~

this text, the récit is not.only. a mode, and a mode put i

or put to. the. test because it is deemed irapossible; it is a so the na

of a the It is the nonthematizable thematic content of somethi g
of a textual form that assumes. a.point of view with respect to the

genre, even though it perhaps.does not come unde _
any genre-—and perhaps no longer even undex the headmg of hterature '

if it indeed wears. 1tse1 d

hngulsucs o, more precisely, to_an ant_. p

(p. 418), ' :
In a very singular manner, the very sho1t te:xt whlch I will discuss

presently makes the récit and the impossi

its impossible theme or content at once inaccessible, mdetermmable

interminable and inexhaustible; and it makes the word “récit,” under the

'iegis of a certain form ita._ itleless tltle thc, mentionless mention g

oF|
o

the distribution of their clabses and the presumed stablhty of thelr
clas cal no enciatures it is a text destmed at the same tm

geme For if the JUIi.dICal code has
frequentlv thrust itself upon me in order to hear this case, it.has d

convinced copmus 1whts are bound up in '111 of thle, the law itseif is
.at stake,

These are the two principal reasons why I shall keep to the liminal
edge of (the) history (and) of genre-theory. Here now, very qu1ck i
the law of abounding, o the law of p:
membezshxp, of contamination, etc., whmh I mentioned earlier. 1t will
seem meager to you, and even of staggermg abstractness. It does not
particularly concern either genres, or types, or modes or any form in
the strict sense of its concept, I therefore do not know under what title
the field or object submitted to this law should be placed. It is perhaps
the limitless field of general textuality. I can take each word of the
series (genre, type, mode, form) and decide that it will hold for all the
others (all genres of genres, types, modes, forms; all types of types,
genres, modes, forms; all forms of forms, ete.}. The trait common to
these classes of classes is precisely the identifiable recurrence of a com-
mon trait by which one recognizes, or should recognize, a _;j;_;q;nbership_” ]
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in.a class. There should be a trait upon which one could rely in order to
decide-that-a given textual event, 3 given “work,” corresponds 1o g given
class (genre, type, mode, form, etc.). And there should be a
babiiDg one to decide questions of class-membesh
this teait, Foy example—a very humblie axiom, but, by the same token,
hardly contestable—if genre exists (let us say the novel, since no

,,,,, o %]_SOV “ .

onC.o0S, {0 contest lis generic qualify); then a code shoul
an jde; iﬁaﬁié“ffé_{thé};q:_ong which is identical to“i't‘Sel'f,'"atithoi"iﬂzihgii‘
determine, to adjudicate whether a giveri text belongs o this "genre or
perhaps to that genre. Likewise Gutside of litérdture or ari, if one is
bent on classifying, one should consult a

fiable traits to determine whether this or that

distinctive(trait qua; mari is however always a priori ;
always possible that a’set—1 have. co

text, whethey i_t__-bqa written or oral-:

et

designated as such, “Viola! I belong,

of text called a defense speech or a

editorial.” The possibility ig always

text ipso facto as “literature,” even though such a possibility, always

left open and therefore eternally remarkable, situates pe;jhaggﬁig_wgggr_,y i

text the possibility of its becoming literature. But this does not interest,, ; / o
X E v

as anyone may remark, to the type
n article of the genre newspaper-
there. This does not constitute g

me at the moment, What interests me is that this re‘mark-ey T posy’ "
sible for every text, for every corpus of traces—is dbsolutely ne essary [ (k-
for,and constitutive of what we call ‘art, poetry or lit '

erature. It under-
writes the eruption of techné, which is never long in coming. T submit

this axiomatic question for your consideration: can one identify a work
of art, of whatever sort, but especially a work of discursive art, if it
does not bear the mark of a genre, if it does not signal or mention it
or make it remarkable in any way? Let me clarify two points on this
subject, First, it is possible to have severa] genyes, an intermixing of
genres or a total genre, the genre “genre” or the poetic or literary genre
as genre of genres. Second, this re-mark can take on a great number of
forms and can itself pertain to highly diverse types. It_)__l_';_e_ed_m_r_;qt be a
designation or “mention” of the type found beneath the title of certain
books (novel, récit, drama). The renia_r_k.df'b_élgng;;;lhg:_';{l‘_eed_ ot pass
through the consciousness of the author or the reader, although it often
~does so. It can also refute '_'t"‘}i'i's"i:_bné'c”iohs'ne.ss or render the_ explicit
“Mmention” mendacious, false, inadequate or ironic according to all
. sorts of overdetermined figures, Finally, this remarking-trait need be
meither 4 theme nor a thematic component of e work--although of
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genre). The clause or floodgate of genre declasses what it allows to be
classed, It tolls the knell of genealogy or of gene

also brings. forth. light of day. Putting 1o death the

that i 5, it cuts a strange figure; a formless form, it

Maybe a citation. I might have
taken it from that text which seems to me to bring itself forth as an

example, as an example of this unﬁgurablg figure of ql_qsiqp.

What I shall try to convey to you now will not be called by its
generic or modal name. T shall not say this drama, this epic, this novel,
this novella or this récit, certainly not this récit. All of these generic

La Folie " du jour ( approximately; The.Madness..of the Day). The
author’s narne: ;gur' e Blanchot. In order to speak about it, I shall call
this thing La Folie du jour, its given name which it hears legally and
which gives us the right, as of its publication date, to identify and
classify it in our copyright records at the Bibliothéque Nationale. One
could fashion a non-finite number of readings from La Folie du jour, 1
have attempted a few myself, and shail do so again elsewhere, from
another point of view. The topos. of Vview, si
. ih

] ountable and the account, impossible. The
dediictions, ¥ationalizations, and warnings that I must inevitably propose
will arise, then, from an act of unjustifiable violence. A brutal and
mercilessly depleting selectivity will obtrude upon me, upoen us, in the
: name of a law that La Folie du jour has, in its turn, already reviewed,
and with the foresight that a certain kind of police brutality is perhaps
. an inevitable accomplice to our concern for professional competence,
What will I ask of La Folie du jour? To answer, to testify, to say
what it has to say with respect to the law of mode or the law of genre,
and,mo\?@,.ﬁ?é&éél" “With '”*f):é;c,t.l_toh_the..law,,of‘__;ph cit, which, as we
have just been reminded, is 2 mode and not a genre,
On the cover, below the title, we find no mention of genre. In this

 gencricity, which it however—-"
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its content or part of its content—in any case, its decisive proceedings
and stakes. It is a Técit without a theme and ‘without a tause entering
from the out51de yet it is Wlthout mtermnty Tt is the reczt of an im-
possubie Técit whose * “production” occasions what happens or rather‘
what rémains, but whlch does not relate it, nor relate to 1t as to and
outsmle reference even if everythmg remams foreign to it

bounds. It is even less feasible for me to relate to you th
La" Folie du jour which is staked precisely on the pcsmbﬁlty and the
_ 1mp0851b1hty of relating a story, Nonetheless, in order to create the
greatest possible clarity, in the. name of daylight itself, that is to say
(as will become clear), in the name of the Taw, T'shall take the calcu-
lated risk of ﬂattenmg out. the unfoldmg or coﬂmg up of thig text, 1ts

‘ :molutlon whose round

1€ < ! _ 113¢ tor
(in the sense of the term that is not necessarﬂy hterary) and tells

them that he cannot manage to identify with himself sufficiently, or
to remember himself well enough to gather the story and récit that are
demanded of hlm——whlch the representatives of soc1ety and the 1_ w‘
require of h}m The one who says “I” {who does not m

norms_of self~presentation he neariy lost has szght (hxs facﬂ.l,_,
szew;%g) following a traumatic % an assault. I say
‘probably” because La Folie du jour wholly : upsets in a discrete but
terribly efficient manner, all the certainties upon. which.so. much of
discourse is_constructed: the value of an event, first of all, of reality, of
ﬁcuon of appearance and so on, all this being carried away by the
dlssemmai and mad poiysemy of “day,” of the word. “day,” which, once

again I cannot dwell upon here. Having nearly fost his sight (fuue”),
having been taken in by a kind of medico-social msﬂtuggg he now
esides under wétchful eye of doctors handed over to the authority
of these speczahsts who are representatlves of the law as well, legist
doctors who demand that.he. testify—and in his own int
eems at first—about what happened to him so that _remedial 3ust1c:e
1 may be dlspensed His faithful reczt—(but let me borrow for the sake
f simplicity, and because it conforms fairly well to this context, the
English word “account”)—hence, his_faithful account of events should

“Pronounced four times in the last three pages of La Folie du jour,
he word “account” does not seem to designate a literary genre, but
her a.certain. type or mode of discourse. That is, in effect, the apped

e of it. Everythmg seems to hap}gen as 1f the accountwthe questmn
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of or rather the demand for the account, the response and the non-

response to the demand—found itself staged and figured as cne of the
themes, objects, stakes in a more bountiful text, La Folie du jour, whose-
genre would be of another order and would in any case overstep the
boundaries of the account with all of its generality and all its genericity.

The account itself would of course not cover this generic generality of
the literary corpus named La Folie du jour. Now we might already feel

inclined to consider this appearance suspect, and we might be jolted
from our certainties by an allusion that “I” will make: the one who .
says “I,” who is not by force of necessity a narrator, nor necessarily

always the same, notes that the representatives of the law, those who
demand of him an account in the name of the law, consider and treat

him, in his personal and civil identity, not only as an “educated” man— -

and an educated man, they often tell him, dugh

case, a first clue and one whose impact incites us to think that the

1equ1red account does not simply remam in an extraneous 1elat10nsh1p

th1s suspmmn Iet us welgh the p0551b1hty of the inclusion of a modal
structure within a vaster, more general corpus, whether literary or not
and whether or not related to the genre. Such an inclusion raises ques-
tions concerning edge, borderline, houndary, and abounding which do
not arise without a fold.

What sort of a fold? According to which fold and which figure
of enfoldment?

Here are the three final paragraphs; they are of unequal length,
with the last of these comprising approximately one line:

They demanded: Tell us “exactly” how things happened.--An_account? I
began: I am neither learned nor ignorant. I have known some ;;oy This is

saying too little. I related the story in its entirety, to which they listened, it

seems, with great mterest—-at least initially. But the end was a surprise foy”

i hey sazd you should proceed to the Facts.”

i should have realized that I was incapable of composing an account
of these events, 1 had Jost the sense of the story; this happens in a good
‘only made them more demanding. Then

fm the first time, that they were two and that this mfxmgement'

on their traditional method——everi though it can be explained away by the
fact that one of them was an eye doctor, the other a specialist in mental
illnesses—increasingly gave our conversation the character of an a
mterrogatwu overseen and controlled by a strict set.of rules T
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neither of them was the chief of police. But being two, due to that , they

were_three, and this third one remained firml inced,

a writer & man who speaks and reasons. mth chs
‘t

In the first of the three paragraphs that I have just cited, he
claims that something is to begin after the word “account” punctuated
by a question mark (An account? —herein implied: they want an
account, is it then an account that they want? “I began . . . ™). This
something is nothing other than the ﬁrst lme on the first page of Ta
Folie du jour These are the same wo:rds 1n the same order but thls 1s

words.. commence or, recommence a qfxas1 account that WL, ngender
anew the entire sequence comprlsmg this new pomt of depart ire, In
this way, the first words ( “I am neither learned nor ignorant”. " Y that
come after the word “account” and its question mark, that broach the
beginning of the account extorted by the law’s representatives— these
first words mark a collapse that is unthinkable, irrepresentable, un-
situable within a linear order of succession, within a spatizal or temporal
sequentiality, within an objectifiable topology or chronology. One sees,

Wlthaut seelng, one reads the crumbhng of an upper boundary or of the

order "the one regulated by common law ed1t0r1a1 convenuon positive
law;- the regime of competericy in our logo alphabetmal culture, etc.
Suddenly, this upper or initial boundary, which is commonly called the
first line of a book,is- formmg a pocket inside the corpus. It is taking the
form of an.§ r which the. trait of the Afirst. lne, ‘the
erlir while remaining the same and traverses yet also
bounds the corpus The “account” which he claims is begmnmg at the
efid, and by legdl requisifion, is none other than the one that has begun
from the beginning of La Folie du jour and in which, therefore, he gets
around to saying that he begins, etc. And it is without beginning, or
end, without content and without edge.. There is only content without
edge~~without boundary .or frame—and there is only edge w1thout
content. The inclusion (or occlusmn inocclusive invagination) is in-
terrmnabie it is an anaiys;s of the account that can only ‘tum in c1rcles

reign in the account, for thase Who want to know Wlth all the reqmred
competence, exactly how thlS happens For if “T” or “he” contmued

end ‘I;h,awt,,PlZ%Sl?_@f.??__EE?.. be,gl,l?ﬂ%ﬂg- And from the vlewpomt of dbgectlve
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space and time, the point at which he stops is absolutely unascertainable
(“T'have told them the entire story . . . ”), for there is no “entire” story '
except for the one that ts itself in this way. T
& lower edge of invagination will; if 6fié can say so, respond to this
“first” invagination of the upper edge by intersecting it. The “final
line” resumes the question posed before the I began” (An acesunt? ) -
and bespeaks a resolution or promises it, tells of the commitment made _
no longer to give an account. As if he had already given one! And vyet, -
yes (yes and no), an account has taken place. Hence the last word: A »
. : vermoré,” It has beén impossible to dé
whisther the Tecountéd event and the event of the account itself ever
took place. Impossible to decide whether there was an account, for the
one who balelv manages to say “I” and to constitute hlmself as narrator

and guamnteed decision is 1mposs1ble this 13 because there is nothing
more to be done than to commit oneself, to perform, to wager, to allow
chance its chance-—to make a decision that is essentlaﬂy edgeless,
bordering perhaps only on madness.
Yet another 1mp0531ble decision follows, one which involves the

promise “No, no account, nevermore”: Is this, promise a part of
from the account? Legally speaking, it is party to La Folie du jour but
not necessarily to the account or to the simulacrum of the account, Its
trait splits again into an internal and external edge. It repeats—without
citing—the question apparently posed above (An account?) of which
it can be said that, in this permanent. revolution of order, it follows,
doubles ‘or reiterates.it-in.advance. Thus another lip or invaginating
loop takes shape here. This time the lower edge reate pocket in

: h nto the corpus and to rise again.on this.side of the
uppe1 or initial line’s hne of invagination. This would form a double
chiasmatic invagination of edges:

A. “T am neither learned nor ignorant , . .”

B. “An account? { began”:

A’ “T am neither learned nor ignorant ., .”

B'. “An account? No, no account, nevermore ., .7

“IThegan . ..”

It is thus impossible to decide whether an event, account, account
of event or event of accounting took place. Impossible to settle upon
the simple borderlines of this corpus, of this ellipse unremittingly re-
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pealing itself within its own expansion, When we fall back on the poetic
consequences enfolded within this dilemma, we find that it becomes
difficult indeed to speak here with conviction about an account as a
determined mode included within a more general corpus or one simply
related, in its determination, to other modes, or, quite simply, to some-
thjng other than itself All is accnunt_and‘nothing is; the accou:jgtﬁ'ksmout-

is: and we Shali not know whether the reiatwnshlp between these two
propositions—-the strange con]unctmn of the account and the account-

T Faced with thls type of difficulty—the consequences or implica-
tions of which cannot be deploved here——one might he tempted to take
recourse in the law or the rights which govern published texts. One
might be tempted to argue as follows: all these insoluble problems of
dehmatatmn a.re raised ° on the 1ns1de of a book cia551ﬁed as a work of

has. begmmng and in end that leave no opening for 1ndeczsmn Thls
book. has_a.determinable begmmng and end, a title, an author, a pub-
lisher, its distinctive denomination is La Folze du jour. At this place,
where I am pointing, on this page, nght here, you can see its first word;
here, its final period, perfectly situable in objective space. And all the
sophisticated transgressions, all the infinitesimal subversions that may
captivate you are not possible except within this enclosure for which
these. transgressions and. subversions. moreover maintain an essential
need.in order to take place. Furthermore, on the inside of this normed
space, the word “account” does not name a literary operation or genre,
but a current mode of discourse, and it does so regardless of the for-
midable problems of structure, edge, set theory, the part and whole,
ete., that it raises in this “literary” corpus.

That is all well and good. But in its very relevance, this objection
cannot be sustained—for example, it cannot save the modal determina-
tion of the account—except by referring to extra-iterary and even
extra-linguistic juridical norms. The objection appeals to the law and.
calls to mind the fact that the subversion of La Folie du jour needs the
law in order to take place. Whereby the objection reproduces and ac-.
comphshes its stagmg ‘within La Folze du jour: the account, mandated
and. prescribed by law but aIso as we shall see, commanditg; requmng,
and producmg law 1n turn “In ‘short, the whole eritical scene of tom-
petence in which we are engaged is party to and part of La Felie du
jour, in whole. and in part, the whole is a paxt
The whole does nothing but begin. I could have begun with what
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around and to law. All the guestions which we have just addressed can
be"tiaced t0 an enormous matrix that generates the non-thematizable
thematic power of a simulated account: it is this.inexhaustible writing
which recounts without telling, and which speaks w1thout recounting.
Acgount of an accountless account an account “without edge or

without “self ” consisting of the framing edge mthout content, “without
miodal or generic boundaries—such is the law of this texitial event, of
this text that also speaks the law, its own and that of the other as reader
of this text which, speaking the law, also imposes itself as a law text,
as_ the text of the law. What is, then, the law of the genre of" th1s
£7 1t is law, it is the figure of the law which will-also'be the = ._
invisiblé center, the themeless theme of La Folie du jour, of, as I am’ -
now. entitled to say, of “An Account?” N
But this law, as law of genre, is not exclusively binding on the
genre qua category of art and literature. But, paradoxically, and just as
impossibly, the law of genre also has a controlling influence and is
bmdmg on that which draws the” genre into engendenng, generaaons
g’fy, and &egenerescence You have already witnessed its approach
often enough, with all the figures of this degenerescent self-engendering
of an account, with this figure of the law which, like the day that it is,
chaﬂenges the opposition between the law of nature and the law of
symbolic history. The remarks that have just been made on the double
chiasmatic invagination of edges should suffice to exclude any notion
hnkmg all these comphcatmns to pure form or one suggesting that they
could be formalized outside the content. The question of the literary
genre is not a formal.one: it covers the mouf of the 1aW m general of
generatmn in the natural and symbolic senses, of birth in the natu"ral
and ‘symbolic senses, of the generation dﬁerence sexual dszerence be-
tween the feminine and masculine genre/ ge:ﬂder of the hymen between
the_two, of a relationless relation between the two, of an identity and
diﬁerence between the femmme and mascuhne The word ""hymen '\‘

that is 1nscr}bed mthout however belng formalized under this name. It
should, in tHe first place, sérve €0 remind the AngIB-A‘ “Teader
that, in French, the semantic scale of gemre is much larger and more
expansive than in English, and thus always includes within its reach
the gender. Additionally, and with respect to the “hymen,” let us not
forget everything that Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy
tell us in L’Absolu littéraire (especially on p. 276) about the relation-
ship between genre (Gattung) and marriage, as we11 ‘as-aboutthe
intricate bonds of serial connections begotten by gattzeren (to mix; to
classify), "gatten (to couple), Gatté/Gattin (husband/wife);-and-so-

forth.
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Men would like to escape death, bizarre species that they are. And some cxry
, “die, die,” because they would like to escape life. “What a life! ¥l kill
myseif 1’11 surrender!” This is pmful and strange; it is in error.
But I have encountered beings' who never told life to be quiet or death
to go awaym—usualiy women, bealﬁtlful creatures. As for men, terror besleges
them. . . . (italics sdded)y 7

What has thus far transpired in these seven paragraphs? Usually
women, beautiful creatures, relates “L” As it happens, encounter, chance,
affirmation of chance do not always manage to happen. There is no
natural or symbolic law, universal law, or law of a genre/gender here.
Only_usually, usually women, (comma of apposition) beautiful crea-
tures. “Through its hlghly calculated logic, the comma’ of “apposition
lesves open the possibility of thinking that these women are not beauti-
ful and then, on the other hand, as it happens, capable of saying yes,
ves to life to death, of not saying be quiet, go away to life to death. The
comma of apposition lets us think that they are beautiful, women and
beauties, these creatures, insofar as they affirm both life and death.
Beauty, the feminine beauty of these “bemgs ~ would be bound up with
this double afﬁrmanon e

Now 1 myself, who “am neither learned nor ignorant,” “I feel a
houndless pleasure in living and shall be boundlessly content to die.”
in thzs random claim that links afﬁrmatlon usually to woren, beautlful
ones, 1t is then more than probable that as Iong as I say yes yes I am
a woman. an -
sex (or anatomic !
objectwny) the mascuhne genre is thus affected by the afﬁrmano‘
through a.random drift that cotild” always render it other A sort of
secret couphng, ould take place here formlng an odd marriage (“hy-
men’), an.odd couple, “for none of this can he regulated by objective,
natural, or civil law. The “usually” is a mark of this secret and odds;.
hymen, of this coupling that is also perhaps a zmxmg “of” genres" “The
genres pass mto each other, And we wﬂl not be barred from thmkmg

“I g then ‘can keep ainre “the chanée of bemg a,: fe mal” ; OF of
cha.nglng sex. His transsexuailty permits him, in a more. than meta-
phorical &nd transferentxal way, to engender He . can gwe birt 1, and

forth to the light of day.” In the rhetoric of La Folie du Jour “the 1dic-
matic expression “to bring forth to the light of day” (“donner le jour™)
is one of the players in an exceedingly powerful polysemic and dis-
seminal game that I shall not attempt to reproduce here. [ only retain
its standard and dominant meaning which the spirit of linguistics gives
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the time, to the point of view of La Folze du ]our and to A Primal Scene.
This is also called a “short scene?

“I” can bring forth to light, can give birth. To what? ‘Well, pre.
cisely’ 'to lavsor more exactly, to begin with, to the representatwes'bf
lan _to those who wield author1ty-—and let us also understand by this
the au@hﬂ ty of the author the nghts of authorsh1p———s1mp1y by virtue
of posseé'smg' an overseers nght the rlght to see the right to have
everything in sight. This panoptic, and this” synops1s demand nothing
else, but nothing less, Now herein lies the essential paradox: from
where and from whom do they derive this power, this right-to-sight that
permits them to have “me” at their disposal? Well, from “me,” rather,
from the subject who is subjected to them. It is the “I”-less ‘I” of the nat-
ratlve voice, the “I” “stnpped” of 1tself the one that dees not ta
it is he who b:rmgs them to hght ‘who engenders these lawmen i1
ing them 1n31ght into what regards them and what should not regard
them.

1 liked the doctors well enough. T did not feel belittled by their doubts. The
bother was that their authority grew with every hour. One isn’t initially
aware of it, but these men ‘are kings~Shéwing me my rooms they said:
Everything here belongs to us. They threw themselves upon the parings of
my mind: This is ours. They interpellated my story: Speak! and it placed
itself at their service. In hasté] 1 stripped myself of myself. I distributed
my bIood my pnvacy among them 1 oﬁered them the universe, I bmught

Water dro;a, an ink blot 1 ‘was shrmkmg into them 1 'was hald entirely in
their view and when, ﬁnaﬂy, I no'longer had anything but my perfect nullity
present and no longer had anything to see, they, too, ceased to see me, most
anmoyed, they rose, shouting: Well,: where are you‘? Where are you hlchng‘?
Hl&mg 15 prohabxted itis a mlsdeed efc.

Law, day. One believes it generally possible to oppose law to affirma-
tion, and particularly to unlimited affirmation, to the immensity of
ves, ves. Law—we often figure it as an instance of the interdictory limit,
of the binding obligation, as the negativity of a boundary not to be
crossed. Now the mightiest and most divided trait of La Folie du jour
ot of “An Account?” is the one relating birth to law, its genealogy, en-
genderment, generation or genre—and here I ask you once morze to be
especially aware of genderﬁthe one joining the very genre of the law
to the process of the double affirmation. The excessiveness of yes, yes is
no stranger to the genesis of law (nor to Genesis, as could be.easily
shown, for it also concerns an account of Genesis “in the light of seven
days” [p. 20]). The double affirmation is not foreign to the genre
genius or spirit of the law. No affirmation, and certamly 16 “doible
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affirmation without the law sighting the light of day and the daylight
becoming law. Such is the madness of the day, such is an account in
its “remarkahble” truth, in its truthless truth.

Now the- femlmne or generally af’frmatwe gender/ genre, is also

The law is in the femlnme
She is not a Woman (it is only & ﬁgure a sﬂhouette and not_a

lafigiiage (elsewhere Blanchot brought thls genre mto play for speech
[“la parole '] and for thought [“la pensee ). No, she is descnbed as a
“femaie element which does not signify a female _person. And ‘the

sentauves of the Taw to the hght oi day, cla1ms to ﬁnd the Iaw seduc

tlvemw«sexually seductlve The law appeals to hxm “The truth is that she =

appealed to me. In this milieu overpopuiated with men, she was the
only fermale element. One time she had me touch her knee: a bizarre
impression. 1 declared to her: I am not the kind of man who contfents
himself with a knee. Her response: that would be revolting!” She
pleases him and he would not like to content himself with the knee
that she “had (him) touch.” This contact with the knee (genou}, as my
student and friend Pierre-Francols Berger brought to my notice, recaﬁs
the inflectional contiguity of the I and the we, the je and the nous
of an 1/ we cor;ple of whom we shall speak aga.m in a moment,

" The law’s female element has thus always appealed to: me, I, he,
we. The law appeals: “The law appealed to me . . . In order to tempt
her, I called softly to the law: ‘Approach, so I can see you face to face’
(I wanted to take her aside for a moment). Impudent appeal; what
would I have done had she responded?”

He is perhaps subjected to law, but he neither attempts to escape
her, nor does he shrink before her: he wishes to seduce the law to
whom he gives birth (there is a hint of inces,,.am thls) and especmlly'
this is one of the most striking and singular traits of this scene——_}‘
mspn:es fear in the law. He not only troubles the representanves of the
law, the-lawmen who are the legist doctors and the ° ‘psy-” who demand
of him, but are unable to obtain, an organized account, a testimony
oriented by a sense of hlstory or his }nstory, ordained and ordered by
reason, and by the unity of an I think, or of an originally synthetic
apperception accompanying all representations. That the “I” here does
not always accompany itself is by no means borne lightly by the
}awmen in fact, he alarms thus the lawmen he radically persecutes
them, and, in his manmer, he conceals from them Wlthout aItercanon

e, declmed
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the truth they demand and without which they ave nothing. But he
not oniy alarnis thelawmen, he alarr w; one would beé tempted to
say thé law heérself, if she dld not remain here a sﬂhouette and_.__an

tells him, once more, as truth “The trith is that we can no longer be
separated. I shall follow vou everywhere, I shall dwell under your roof
(toit), we shall have the same sleep.” We see the law, whose silhouette
stands behind her representatives, frightened by “me > by “him"’ .She

2

he couple and sexual dlfference but also the contigulty
fthe hymen s.nd the * mlxmc of genres”

; I perceived the sﬂhouette of the law. Not the familiar
law who-is - strict and not terribly agreeable:’ this one was different. Far
from falling prey to her menace, I was the one who seemed to frighten her.
According to her, my glance was lightning and my hands, grounds on which
to perish. Moreover, she ridiculously attributed to me all kinds of power,
she declared herself perpetually.to be-kneeling hefore me. But she let me
demand_nothing, and when she granted me the right to" be i all p}.aces
that lace anywhere (Elsewhere Blanchet designates
the non-place and the atopical or hypertopical mobility of the narrative voice
in this way.) When she placed me above the authorities, that meant

are authorlzed to do nothmg

What game is the law, a law of this genre, playing? What is she
playing up to when she has her knee totiched? For if La Folie du jour
plays down the law, plays at Jlaw, plays with law, it is also-because the
law herself plays. The law, in its female element, is a silhouette that
plays At what? At being . . . born, at being born Tike ‘anybody and no
body. She plays upon her generatlon and displays her genre, she plays
out her nature and her history, and she makes. a plaything. of an_ac-

N moc —playmg herself she takes into, _account
she recites; “and her bxrth is accountable to the account
. could even say to her, (to la €

/ we, the neuter genre, that subjects and merges itseIf ‘while cwmg bar h"'

to her who lets himself be captivated by the law and escapes her;
whom she escapes and whom she loves, She lets herself be put in mo-
tion, she lets herself be cited by him when, in the midst of her game,
she says, pursuing an idiom that her disseminal polysemy conveys to
the abyss, “I see day™:

Here is one of her'g_' es (He has just recalled that she “once had [him]
touch her knee”). She showed me a section of the space between the top of

[ 2 S S e
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the window and the ceiling: &; erey” she said. I looked at this point
with” Iritensity.” “Are'you t ? ’I"looked at it with all ‘my powst ““Wwell?”
I f&it the g !

a gutted bull. Suddenly she cried ott: “Ohl I see day!"OH"

tesfedthat this game tired me enormously, but she was insatiable for my
glory.

For the law to see the day, is her madness, is what she loves madly

like the glory, the “emblazed illustration, the day_of t} .
author who says “I, ” and who brmgs forth law to the hght of da"y He
say§ that she is 1nsaturable insatiable for his glory—he, who is, too,
author of the law to which he submits himself, he, who engenders
her, he, her mother who no longer knows how to say “I” or to keep
memory intact. I am the mother of law, behold my daughter’ 5 madness.
It is also the Madness of the Day, for day, the word “day” in ;ts dlS-
by _s 18 1aw, the law of ‘the law. My daughter’s madness is to
want to be born—Ilike anybody, wheréas she remains a nobody, a “sil-
houette,” a shadow, a profile, her face never in view. He had said to

her, to the law, in order to “tempt her”: “Approach, so I can see you

face to face”

Such would be the “remarkable truth” that clears an opemng for
the madness of day-—and that appeals, like law, like madness to the
one who says “I” or I/we. Let us be attentive to this syntax of truth.
She, the law, says: “The truth is that we can no longer be separated. I
shall follow you everywhere, I shall live under your roof . . .” He: “The
truth is that she appealed to me . . .,” she, law, but also—and this is
always the principal theme of these sentences-wshe lg vérité, truth
One cannot conceive truth mthout the madness of the law

I have let myself be commanded by the law of our encounter, by
the convention of our subject, notably the genre, the law of genre. This
law, articulated as an I/we which is more or less autonomous in its
movements, assigned us places and limits. Even though I have launched
an appeal against this law, it was she who turned my appeal into a
confirmation of her own glory. But she also desires ours insatiably. Sub-
mitting myself to the subject of our colloguium, as well as to its law, I
sifted “An Account,” La Folie du jour. I isolated a type, if not a genre,
of reading from an infinite series of trajectories or possible courses. I
have pointed out the generative principle of these courses, beginnings,
and new beginnings in every sense: but from a certain point of view.
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Elsewhere—in accordance with other subjects, other colloquia and lec-
tures, other I/we drawn together in one place—other trajectories could
have, and have, come to light.

Nonetheless, it would be folly to draw any sort of general conclu-
sion here. I could not say what exactly has happened in this scene, nor
in my discourse or my account. What was perhaps seen, in_ the blink
of time’s eye, is a madness of law--and, therefore, of order, reas
sense and meamng, of day “But often,” (said “T") “T was dying v
out saying a thing. In time, I became convinced that T was seeing the

madness of day face to face; such was the truth: light became mad,
clamty took leave of her senses; she assailed me unreasonably, wzthout
a set of rules; without a-goal. This discovery was like jaws clutching at
my life.” I am woman, and beautiful; my daughter, the law, is mad
about me. I speculate on my daughter. My daughter is mad about me;
this is law.

The law is mad, she is mad about “me.” And across the madness of
this day, I keep this in sight. There, this wi
of the genre. o

‘The law is mad. The 1aW 1s mad is madness but madness is not

for me the day madly in love with me, the silhouette of my daughter
mad about me, her mother, etc., etc. But La Folie du jour, An { account-
less) Account?, carrying and miscarrying its titles, is not at all exem-
plary of this general trait. Not at all, not wholly. This is not an example
of a general or generic whole. The whole, which begins by finishing and
never finishes beginning apart from itself, the whole that
edgeless boundary of itself, the whole greater and less than a whole and
nothing, An Account? will not have been exemplary. Rather, with re-
gard to the whole, it will have been wholly counter-exemplary.

The genre has always in all genres been able to play the role of
order’s principle: resemblance, analogy, identity and difference, taxo-
nomic classification, organization and genealogical tree, order of rea-
son, order of reasons, sense of sense, truth of truth, natural light and
sense of history. Now, the test of An Account? brought to light the
madness of genre. Madness has given birth to, thrown light on the genre
in the most dazzling, most blinding sense of the word. And in the writ-
ing of An Account?, in literature, satirically practicing all genres, im-
bibing them but never allowing herself to be saturated with a catalogue
of genres, she, madness, has started spinning Peterson’s genre-disc like
a demented sun. And she dées not only do so in literature, for in con-
cealing the boundaries that sunder mode and genre, she has also inun-
dated and divided the borders between literature and its others.
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There, that is the whole of it, it is only what “1,” so they say, here
kneeling at the edge of literature, can see. In sum, the law. The law
summoning: what “1” can sight and what “I” can say that I sight in
this site of a recitation where I/we is.

Une traduction?
par
M

Translated by Avital Ronell

NOTE

1. In this respect, the secomd footnote in L’Absolu litteraire, p. 271,
seems to me, let us say, a bit too equitable in its rigorous and honest prudence.

Second voice: can you recall the Law, the feminine element that usually
says yes, yes. To life to death. To writing to ransla zﬁg? A silhouette,
she mever shows Keér féice. She is profiled by “je ” but also by “J;> tenth
letter of the English alphabet, formerly a variant of “I” (and not just
today, but already in the century of Descartes; it was then that “I” be-
came “J”). Can you remember the “I” “j¢” “J” (“].” is I's signature), who.
claims mot to be able to constitute hzmself as n rmtor—&nd ot just
in the _lztemry sense, decrees a certain genre of legzst doctors 1D,

Doctor of Law, philosopher mietd- physmmn attending the Law?-="
First voice: I .

Thzrgl voice: Iema.nd musste J. verleumdet haben, denn ohne dass er
etwas Biises getan hditte, wurde er etnes Morgens itbersetzt.

WHY I WRITE SUCH GOOD TRANSLATOR'S NOTES

Since Derrida has himself sensitized us to the delicate issue of
writing and difference, 1 might do well to point out at the outset that
this version of “The Law of Genre” was originally intended solely for
oral delivery. It was written in the hope of creating a plausible, though
by no means conclusive, transposition of the internal rhyme and
resonance contained within Derrida’s essay. The Law, then, has not been
fully transcribed, not yet, and it may even be. destined-to--bear-the
constitutive mark of mcompletlon.

Whether intendéd to éngage a live audience or the reflective con-
sciousness silently withdrawn from life, the text before you, regardless
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of the type of reading it invites, solemnly holds itself in abevence. It is
neither itself nor its other: unable to make authoritative claims for its
autonomy-—for instituting its own name—it is also prohibited by an
implicit limit from drawing too closely to its origin, to the ever en-
gendering Urtext, Perhaps this hybrid form of non-identity might best
be spoken about as the peculiar frame of mind or mood attending trans-
lation, one that inevitably arises from a certain will to violence and
forgetfulness. Some might wish to call this a will to power, but a power,
as you know, forcefully divested of mastery. To speak of power here is
thus to ask that it be viewed in light of a series of essential displace-
ments. Surely every translator of Derrida labors under a negative sign,
for it is possible—and this possibility both inspires and exacerbates our
entire enterprise—that we do not yet know quite how to translate
Derrida. Indeed, the works of Derrida seem to be designed with the hid-
den intentionality of accomplishing, in a prefigurative manner, an ironic
subversion of the very act that seeks to house them in another lanugage.
And yet it must be said in all fairness that these works also seem to
stand in perpetual anticipation of passing into the other language, at
times even calling out explicitly to the translator. These calls, emanating
as they do from within the mother text, issue a challenge; it is as if
they wanted to ward off the future, and to protect themseives from
the renovating acts of division and revision. But at the same time, the
same calls imperiously demand the very pexrformance of their “becoming-
translation” (this is a citation—almost a citation). Ceaselessly testing
the limits of his “own” language, Derrida necessarily, and, we can say,
self-consciously, pushes the possibilities of translation to its lmits, [t
therefore comes as no surprise that Derrida has devoted a good part of
his lectures at Yale this Fall precisely to this impossible vet mandated
activity called translation.

Now, for some reason, translation inevitably seeks to enter into an
alliance with a certain language of desire, Spoken of and judged largely
in terms of fidelity, the second text (which is, of course, in a sense,
the first text since it is only after the “second” text has been produced
that the first acquires its aura of originality) strives to remain in close
proximity to the “original” of which it is the origin, etc. And the in-
dwelling order of the double hind is well known, While earnestly at-
tempting to demonstrate faithfulness to the (m)other. tongue, one is
secretly exchanging and renewing vows of constancy with the other
language-—which wins one the dubious distinction of double dissimula-
tion. To bring this double hind to light, to break the illusion of the
translation’s separability or inseparability from its source—in short, to
make palpable the tensions binding this specular couple, I have asked
Derrida to let these two texts approach each other, if only asymptotically,
by facing each other. This “face-off” aims to regenerate a major facet
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of the argument which Derrida advances in his discussion of La Folie
du jour.

‘What do they tell us about themselves? The truth is that you can
no longer separate these texts, And vet, I have already intimated that this
pair is separated by an immense gulf of linguistic displacement, a will-
full act of forgetfulness and, to complete the account, it has been
deeply seared by a supplement of pain and violence which J.D. seems
to know more intimately than I. Exiled even from the assured despair
of Kafka’'s commentators, the disrepair of this pair, eternally coupled
and divided over an abysmal boundary at once linking and sundering
our languages (which are neither one nor two)—the ineluctable disre-
pair of this pair is perhaps, finally, the only text that you will have read.

But let me simply now recite, in a somewhat telegrammatic form,
a few of the infidelities that have accrued to this translation. Those of
vou who are familiar with the French version will have noted that I have
often had to sacrifice poetic resonance to philosophical clarity, al-
though I cannot assert with conviction that these two aspects of the
same discourse can be thus distinguished. In his discussion of the
genre’s participatory but non-belonging remark, Derrida would have
liked to retain the “part” that you perceive in the word appartenir (to
belong); “partake of” would have provided at least a partial solution
here, but I found it to pose too many obstacles to the flow of his argn-
ment. The word “mention,” on the other hand, properly belongs to cur
language and, in this context, hails from speech act theory which
draws a disiinction between mention and use. Curlously enough, this
word seems to have found a more stable holding in the French, and 1
have substituted it with “designation” as in “genre-designation.” The
word bord lends the French version a certain continuity which I have
had to disrupt by splintering it into several possible English equiva-
lents: thus you will read “edge,” “boundary,” “border,” “borderline”
where Derrida has written bord. With the word récit, I have had to
enter another area of linguistic turbulence, for English does not con-
tain a term that would correspond exactly to the French, although
“story,” “narration” and “account” all capture the basic drift of the
word. In keeping with the text, its acute sense of nuance and unfold-
ing, I have decided to retain the récit until the time came to cross over
to “account.” Another moment of concentrated labor was occasioned
by the law's wanting to “naitre comme personne,” for this phrase re-
leases any number of possible interpretations: it lets us hear naitre (to
be born) as w'étre (not to be), personne as a perscen and its opposite,
namely, nobody. The law thus simultaneously wants to be born, wants
to be, or does not want to be, like anybody, unlike anybody, a nobody,
and so forth. Finally, let me simply draw your attention to another
of these restless problems that refuses to be wrestled down te a solu-
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tion, whose solution may in fact amount to its dissolution. In French,
as I have tried to indicate in the body of the translation itself (for a
translator’s note should probably be banished from its conventional
place, it should speak in the text, and in the absence of any defense
speech), the word “genre” enjoys a suppleness and freedom of se-
mantic movement that is vigorously constrained in the English. French
can be considered far more maternal than English in the way it em-
braces, for instance, the shifting moods and (pardon the expression )
modes of this word. In his mother tongue, Derrida’s genre always ap-
pears to be abundantly housed and nurtured despite its duplicitous
guises. The very same genre would be expelled, and rather swiftly (the
italics already suggest a form of expulsion or at least of uneasy ac-
comodation ), from the English habitat as a deviant type, a loose and
even transsexual figure. We recognize in it only the disfigured figure
of a lost son. A genderless language, English by definition does not
take well to the business of mixing with genders—it does not especially
care to mix genres, certainly not with genres, nor with genus or other
step-types (cf. le genre humain). Thus, for example, the rich am-
biguities in which the Law (la loi, elle) indulges, spirals down to the
law, “she,” thereby losing its “itness” in the process—and Derrida,
together with Blanchot, insists on the double designation of the law as
a female element and as a silhouette approximating neutrality.

Two final words before this text folds. First, the reader may wish
to consult a book which has recently appeared and which contains an
essay by Derrida. To a certain extent that essay treats the “same” ma-
terial as this one, but from a different point of view: Deconstruction
and Criticism (Harold Bloom, et al., The Seabury Press: New York,
1979%. Second, by way of indicating the disseminal process to which
this text has been submitted, I should like now to coimplicate those
who have contributed to the production of this translation. Their con-
tributions range from a single word to the type of rephrasing that takes
place when one stands Before the Law (this is a translation-—maybe a
translation—of Vor dem Gesetz, but it is perhaps only a prejudice that
we live in one language).

Michel Beaujour, David Bisset, Jacques Dexrida, Maurice Hamidi, Alfred
MacAdam, Barbara MacAdam, Evelyn Ronell, Marc Selva, Roland Simon,
William Strong, Allen Thiher, Samuel Weber, the eds., ete.

A translation? No, no translation, nevermore. A.R.




