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Overview of Lecture 2: Signifying and the Feeling of Differences

The first part of the lecture is devoted to the reflection of language as an “indeterminate” object. Starting
from the fact that in English, the word “language” is rarely refered to with a definite article, Weber quotes the
German critic and philosopher Werner Hamacher to speak of a “perpetual multiplication” within language that
affects all languages: “There is no one language but a multiplicity; not a stable multiplicity but only a
perpetual multiplication of languages” (“95 Theses on Philology” 25). This multiplication, according to
Hamacher, exists both at an intralinguistic and an interlinguistic level. Perhaps the new approach to philology
is precisely not to view language as a traditional, stable object, but to focus on its inner enjoyment ( Genuf) ,
i. e., the way in which “the indefinite slowly defines itself” (43). This means, from the philologist’s point of
view, one should not only see how meaning is associated and gained through past usage, but also free the
signifier from fixed meanings for future associations.

Hamacher calls this process of the indefinite of language slowly defining itself “archiphilology”®. One way
of understanding it, Weber suggests, is to see it as a tension between “response” and “appeal”: “responding
to previous attempts at appropriation, and through such responses appealing for further responses. ” In order to
understand this distinction, however, one first has to understand the difference between “response” and
“answer, ” two neighboring words in English which have different connotations. While “response” remains
close to the etymological roots of “answer” — answere or andsware in Middle English — meaning simply a
“counter-affirmation” or “countering word, ” the modern English word “answer” has taken on a more limited
meaning of “providing a definite solution” to the initial statement or question. The word “answer” entails a
degree of certainty, and together with it, a position of “knowing. ”

Weber resorts to Saussure’s view of intra-linguistic, differential function in language, developed in the
linguist’s Course in General Linguistics, to emphasize two points. First, in the linguistic system, signifiers
signify by differentiating themselves from other signifiers that “surround” them, that is, those bear both a
resemblance and dissemblance to the signifier in question. Such is the relation between “response” and
“answer. ” Second, although the process of comparing and contrasting presupposes a certain stability of the
sign, in reality the signified is not a taken-for-granted idea, itself being a process and an action; i.e., it
needs time to become “self-identical” and “self-contained. ”

Implicit in the first point is Saussure’s concept of value in the Course in General Linguistics, which,
lesser-known than the concept of the sign, needs to be reminded here. According to Saussure, language is a

system of interdependent terms in which the value of each sign results solely from the simultaneous presence of
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others, as the following diagram shows:

signified signified signified

signifier signifier signifier

(s
(s
(s

What it means is that value should not be confused with signification. Whereas signification is defined by
the vertical arrows in the drawing below, namely, the relation between sound image and concept, value refers
to the horizontal relation in which each signifier acquires its meaning by “negotiating” with its “surround”

sound image/signifiers, through dissemblance and similarity.

Concept

Sound—image ﬁ
(@)

signified arbor
signifié

(©)

signifier
signifiant
(®)

To come back to the question of response and appeal and to understand the how language and signifying
process function both as response and appeal, we need to see how much response tries to operate as an answer,
i. e., to always want to “eliminate uncertainty. ” The task here is therefore to reinstall the play of indeterminate
multiplicity of signifiers in the process of signifying, both in relation to the past and to the future. This tension
in relation to the past and to the future is not limited to the purely formal linguistic system; it operates also in

literary texts, as Kafka’s short stories illustrate in the second part.

II

If, in the first lecture, Boccaccio’s Decameron is analyzed to show how established conventions of meaning
are resituated, reframed and displaced in the act of recounting, here, in this section, several of Kafka’s short
stories are examined to show a defensive response to a “monotheological identity paradigm” ( for instance the
Austro-Hungarian Empire) that is no longer holding itself well and is displaying symptoms of losing control.
This defensive response in turn produces a tension within the literary texts that require close reading.

The first story Weber analyses is “While Building the Wall of China” ( German: “Beim Bau der
chinesischen Mauer”). Written in 1917, Kafka’s short story was written during the definite decline and demise
of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was further diminished by the First World War. As a German-speaking
Czech Jew living mainly in Prague, Kafka’s double foreignness to the Austro-Hungarian Empire allows him to
situate the narrative outside where he actually lives, namely, far away from Europe — in China. Weber first
points out the word “building” in the title is important, since the word “Beim Bau” suggests that the
“building” of the wall is ongoing and is as unfinished as the story itself. He then points out that although there

are many interpretations possible of this story, the main issue that will occupy us here is that the story involves
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a reflection on language. The central question that the reader wants to know is whether the Chinese Wall was
completed or not. But the language that describes this fact is uncertain, since it says both that the wall “was
declared to be completed” and that “the building was not continued at the end of the thousand meters”
(Building the Great Wall 113, translation modified by Weber). We cannot therefore trust any of these
“declarations” in the story, and indeed, the story is animated by a tension between the desire for completion
(to understand the story) and the inconclusiveness of the text itself.

Kafka’s story can be read as operating at different levels simultaneously. On the one hand as an historical
allegory of the vulnerability of global empires, and on the other as an allegory of a more general linguistic one.
How do the two function together?

In the story, much emphasis is placed on the division of labor, which is the modular construction of the
Great Wall. One is made to understand that even the completion of the Wall will not suffice to overcome the
fragmentary character of the elements with which it is working. “From whom is the Great Wall supposed to
protect us? From the people of the north. I come from Southeastern China. No northern people can threaten us
there” ( Building the Great Wall 117). We therefore listen to the command from a higher place, but the high
command does not know more than we do, even the emperor seems to be a lazy person who does not do much
(119). Little by little, the projection of a random enemy outside compromises the notion of protection: “The
wall was conceived of as a defense against the people of the north, but how can a wall that is not a continuous
structure offer protection? Indeed, not only can such a wall not protect, but the construction itself is in
perpetual danger” (113).

The second allegory is the allegory of challenging language as a coherent unity. The attempt to construct a
wall to keep out the “nomads” — the uncontrolled wanderers from the north — can be read as an allegory of
tension between the fixity of traditional meaning of language and an ongoing signifying process. In other words,
the incompletion of the construction of the Wall is similar to the inclusiveness of the meaning of the story.
“Reading can thus oscillate between essentially reproducing the propositional content of words and phrase in
the text,” writes Weber, “and indicating how such content can be read otherwise than as simply reproducing
conventional meanings . . ..” More concretely, it means the language in the story proposes something, but then
takes back, thus teasing the reader’s desire for orientation. Weber calls this type of narration “progressive-
digressive” (‘a term he borrowed from the narrator of Laurence Sterne’s Trisiram Shandy) and this silent calling
for the reader’s desire the process “appealing. ” It is precisely because it does not give a clear answer to the
meaning that it appeals to you to keep asking questions.

While the sense of incompletion in “While Building the Wall of China” is largely created by the instability
of language, occasionally the agent that makes the narration twist and turn appears in Kafka’s writing as a
concrete, visible thing. Such is the case of Odradek in the story “The Cares of a Family Man, ” in which an
inanimate object — a star-shaped spool for thread — becomes an animate being that not only lurks and laughs,
but also responds to the narrator’s questions. A more striking example is found in in a lesser-well-known story

D)

called “In Our Synagogue, ” in which a strange marten-like animal seems to do nothing in the synagogue other

than listening to our appeals: it appears only when the church attenders start to pray. More importantly, it is

2

the “two-fingers wide” “protruding ledge” ( Mauervorsprung) on which it makes the audacious leap, both
forward and backward, that is allegorical of the “progressive-digressive” narration (“In our Synagogue” 141 —
142) . What these “unsettling” narratives achieve is a questioning of the foundation ( whether it is collapsing
empire resembling the Wall that does not come full-circle or the conventional expectations of a linear-causal
unfolding of meaning) while opening it up for new constructions. They are “defensive” in that they are not

caught in the flawed self-sufficient conventions; they preemptively open the collapsing foundations in search for
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new meanings and solutions.
I

In the third part, Weber examines Holderlin’s “Remarks on Sophocles’ Antigone” to describe another kind
of the “overturning” of conventions. Hélderlin describes the “overturning” in Antigone as taking the form of
what he calls vaterlindische Umkehr — a phrase that is difficult to translate in English because Umkehr
(reversal) has affected the word Vaterland ( Fatherland) ®. Today “fatherlandic” may mean something totally
different, like colonial, imperial, nationalistic efforts aimed at hegemony, including nationalist xenophobia all
over the world. But, at the time Holderlin writes, that is to say Germany at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, during the years immediately following the French Revolution, wvaterlindische Umkehr refers to the
opposite of such hegemony; it could be seen as “an ideal combining the singularities of local social and
political existence with more general aspirations” ( Singularity, 380). Weber emphasizes that Holderlin’s
model offers an alternative to that of Kafka, for the poet stresses the limits of reversal and the relative need to
hold on to certain conventions. For Holderlin, wvaterlindische Umkehr is “the overturning of all kinds of
representation and of forms;” it is an unending process that no party comes out as the absolute winner or
absolute loser, because each “overturning” party, while striving for the better, is also at the same time
conditioned by its own historical situation, his own “cognitive limit. ” Therefore, vaterlindische Umkehr is an
aporetic enterprise in which any successful form of reversal could always potentially be cancelled by the next
one in the continuous flow of history.

Hélderlin shows a particular interest in Sophocles’ Theban tragedies, in particular Oedipus tyrannos and
Antigone, because the two plays demonstrate how “limitless unification purges itself through limitless
separation” ( Stngularity 12). To put it differently, Sophocles’ plays, especially Antigone, serve as good
examples to show how the tension around “fatherlandic reversal” can be sustained instead of deciding hastily on
the heroes and villains. Holderlin thus sees in Antigone something that would be repudiated by his
contemporaries, namely a form of reason ( Vernunfiform) that “is political, and namely republican. ”

At the time when Hélderlin was writing, republican sympathies were dangerous, sufficient to cost one
one’s liberty or even one’s life, yet Holderlin argues that Sophocles’ political framework, although “barely”
workable in Hélderlin’s own historical situation, is still valid, and even useful. How so? What Holderlin calls
the “republican” form of reason here refers more specifically to the maintaining of the equilibrium between
Creon and Antigone. Unlike many commentators, Holderlin does not write off Creon and extol Antigone; what
he appreciates in Sophocles is precisely the maintaining of the tension between the interests of the general,
represented by Creon’s interdiction of burying Polynices, Thebe’s traitor, and of the singular, incarnated by
Antigone’s defiance to Creon’s decree and her feelings for her brother. Both Antigone and Creon suffer
disgrace, but they suffer in very different ways: Antigone for not obeying Creon’s edict and by consequence the
civil law, and Creon for his inflexibility and incapability of understanding the vulnerability and mortality of the
living. Creon’s fault was that he treated “too equally” the living and the dead, since forbidding a sister to
mourn the death of an irreplaceable brother, is a sign of not understanding the difference between a living
being, with moral and political deeds, and a dead body, which, without burial, would be reduced to the
finitude of other living animals.

Toward the end of “Remarks on ( Sophocles’) Antigone,” Hélderlin concludes that respect for the tradition
is still needed. Sophocles’ play offers a good example of the fatherlandic modes of imagining, by exposing the

general and the singular at once (zugleich) , while pointing toward the unequal (ungleich) . This “republican”
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mode opens onto an unending space of knowledge, which, “like the spirit of states and of the world, ” can only
be grasped only from a “skewed” (linkische) point of view, or an “adroitly gauche” manner. What Hélderlin
means here is that our understanding of the spirit of the time is always limited; the true knowledge depends
more on what cannot be fully understood, than on the traditional sense of knowledge. That part that cannot be
entirely known, or known in an “adroitly gauche” (linkische) way, can, however, often be felt, and it is
precisely the poet’s role to “retain and to feel” what remained unsaid, that “unfathomable relation of
difference. ” This brings us back to the image of the wall never completely come into a full circle. The
signified, being always already itself a signifier, can never conclude the circle of pointing: “It points to itself,
and yet always at once (zu gleich), simultaneously towards the ungleich: toward that which is not the same
itself. ” Human beings, Weber suggests, are not only cognitive beings, but also sentient beings; true meaning

2

is never simply signified through words, but left to be perceived “skewedly, ” or be felt in that two-finger, in-

between space that is also the “object” of philology.

[ Notes]

2

(D The prefix “archi-” in the word “archiphilologie” means “earlier, original, ” “first, ” “chief,” as well as “building” or
“assemblage” as contained in the word “architecture.” Hamacher’s concept of “ Archiphilologie,” while emphasizing the
multiplicity and constructiveness of language itself, also points out its non-ontological nature, that is, language can expand its
own free play indefinitely without being limited by the concerns for meaning, addressee and purpose.

(2 Vaterlindische Umkehr can be translated as “patriotic reversal, ” but also “the return toward one’s own nation. ” Paul de Man

was the first to explore the complexity of this term in a lecture he delivered at Brandeis university in 1959. See Paul de Man,

“Holderlin and the Romantic Tradition. ” Diacritics 40.1(2012) : 115.
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