Chapter 3
What Is a Minor Literature?

So far we have dealt with little more than contents and their forms: bent
head-straightened head, triangles-lines of escape. And it is true that in the realm
of expression, the bent head connects to the photo, and the erect head to sound.
But as long as the form and the deformation or expression are not considered
for themselves, there can be no real way out, even at the level of contents. Only
expression gives us the method. The problem of expression is staked out by
Kafka not in an abstract and universal fashion but in relation to those literatures
that are considered minor, for example, the Jewish literature of Warsaw and
Prague. A minor literature doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that
which a minority constructs within a major language. But the first characteristic
of minor literature in any case is that in it language is affected with a high coeffi-
cient of deterritorialization. In this sense, Kafka marks the impasse that bars ac-
cess to writing for the Jews of Prague and turns their literature into something
impossible —the impossibility of not writing, the impossibility of writing in Ger-
man, the impossibility of writing otherwise.! The impossibility of not writing
because national consciousness, uncertain or oppressed, necessarily exists by
means of literature (“The literary struggle has its real justification at the highest
possible levels”). The impossibility of writing other than in German is for the
Prague Jews the feeling of an irreducible distance from their primitive Czech
territoriality. And the impossibility of writing in German is the deterritoraliza-
tion of the German population itself, an oppressive minority that speaks a lan-
guage cut off from the masses, like a “paper language” or an artificial language;
this is all the more true for the Jews who are simultaneously a part of this
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minority and excluded from it, like “gypsies who have stolen a German child
from its crib.” In short, Prague German is a deterritorialized language, appropri-
ate for strange and minor uses. (This can be compared in another context to what
blacks in America today are able to do with the English language.)

The second characteristic of minor literatures is that everything in them is po-
litical. In major literatures, in contrast, the individual concern (familial, marital,
and so on) joins with other no less individual concerns, the social milieu serving
as a mere environment or a background; this is so much the case that none of
these Oedipal intrigues are specifically indispensable or absolutely necessary but
all become as one in a large space. Minor literature is completely different; its
cramped space forces each individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics.
The individual concern thus becomes all the more necessary, indispensable,
magnified, because a whole other story is vibrating within it. In this way, the
family triangle connects to other triangles—commercial, economic, bureau-
cratic, juridical —that determine its values. When Kafka indicates that one of the
goals of a minor literature is the “purification of the conflict that opposes father
and son and the possibility of discussing that conflict,” it isn’t a question of an
Oedipal phantasm but of a political program. “Even though something is often
thought through calmly, one still does not reach the boundary where it connects
up with similar things, one reaches the boundary soonest in politics, indeed, one
even strives to see it before it is there, and often sees this limiting boundary
everywhere. . . . What in great literature goes on down below, constituting a
not indispensable cellar of the structure, here takes place in the full light of day,
what is there a matter of passing interest for a few, here absorbs everyone no
less than as a matter of life and death.”

The third characteristic of minor literature is that in it everything takes on
a collective value. Indeed, precisely because talent isn’t abundant in a minor
literature, there are no possibilities for an individuated enunciation that would
belong to this or that “master” and that could be separated from a collective enun-
ciation. Indeed, scarcity of talent is in fact beneficial and allows the conception
of something other than a literature of masters; what each author says individu-
ally already constitutes a common action, and what he or she says or does is
necessarily political, even if others aren't in agreement. The political domain has
contaminated every statement (énoncé). But above all else, because collective
or national consciousness is “often inactive in external life and always in the pro-
cess of break-down,” literature finds itself positively charged with the role and
function of collective, and even revolutionary, enunciation. It is literature that
produces an active solidarity in spite of skepticism; and if the writer is in the
margins or completely outside his or her fragile community, this situation allows
the writer all the more the possibility to express another possible community and
to forge the means for another consciousness and another sensibility; just as the
dog of “Investigations” calls out in his solitude to another science. The literary
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machine thus becomes the relay for a revolutionary machine-to-come, not at all
for ideological reasons but because the literary machine alone is determined to
fill the conditions of a collective enunciation that is lacking elsewhere in this
milieu: literature is the people’s concern.® It is certainly in these terms that
Kafka sees the problem. The message doesn’t refer back to an enunciating sub-
ject who would be its cause, no more than to a subject of the statement (sujet
d'énoncé) who would be its effect. Undoubtedly, for a while, Kafka thought ac-
cording to these traditional categories of the two subjects, the author and the
hero, the narrator and the character, the dreamer and the one dreamed of.* But
he will quickly reject the role of the narrator, just as he will refuse an author’s
or master’s literature, despite his admiration for Goethe. Josephine the mouse
renounces the individual act of singing in order to melt into the collective enunci-
ation of “the immense crowd of the heros of [her] people.” A movement from
the individuated animal to the pack or to a collective multiplicity —seven canine
musicians. In “The Investigations of a Dog,” the expressions of the solitary
researcher tend toward the assemblage (agencement) of a collective enunciation
of the canine species even if this collectivity is no longer or not yet given. There
isn’t a subject; there are only collective assemblages of enunciation, and litera-
ture expresses these acts insofar as they’re not imposed from without and insofar
as they exist only as diabolical powers to come or revolutionary forces to be con-
structed. Kafka's solitude opens him up to everything going on in history today.
The letter K no longer designates a narrator or a character but an assemblage
that becomes all the more machine-like, an agent that becomes all the more col-
lective because an individual is locked into it in his or her solitude (it is only
in connection to a subject that something individual would be separable from the
collective and would lead its own life).

The three characteristics of minor literature are the deterritorialization of lan-
guage, the connection of the individual to a political immediacy, and the collec-
tive assemblage of enunciation. We might as well say that minor no longer
designates specific literatures but the revolutionary conditions for every litera-
ture within the heart of what is called great (or established) literature. Even he
who has the misfortune of being born in the country of a great literature must
write in its language, just as a Czech Jew writes in German, or an Ouzbekian
writes in Russian. Writing like a dog digging a hole, a rat digging its burrow.
And to do that, finding his own point of underdevelopment, his own patois, his
own third world, his own desert. There has been much discussion of the ques-
tions “What is a marginal literature?” and “What is a popular literature, a
proletarian literature?” The criteria are obviously difficult to establish if one
doesn’t start with a more objective concept—that of minor literature. Only the
possibility of setting up a minor practice of major language from within allows
one to define popular literature, marginal literature, and so on.” Only in this way
can literature really become a collective machine of expression and really be

WHAT IS A MINOR LITERATURE? OJ 19

able to treat and develop its contents. Kafka emphatically declares that a minor
literature is much more able to work over its material.® Why this machine of
expression, and what is it? We know that it is in a relation of multiple deterritori-
alizations with language; it is the situation of the Jews who have dropped the
Czech language at the same time as the rural environment, but it is also the situa-
tion of the German language as a “paper language.” Well, one can go even far-
ther; one can push this movement of deterritorialization of expression even far-
ther. But there are only two ways to do this. One way is to artificially enrich
this German, to swell it up through all the resources of symbolism, of oneirism,
of esoteric sense, of a hidden signifier. This is the approach of the Prague
school, Gustav Meyrink and many others, including Max Brod.” But this attempt
implies a desperate attempt at symbolic reterritorialization, based in archetypes,
Kabbala, and alchemy, that accentuates its break from the people and will find
its political result only in Zionism and such things as the “dream of Zion.” Kafka
will quickly choose the other way, or, rather, he will invent another way. He
will opt for the German language of Prague as it is and in its very poverty. Go
always farther in the direction of deterritorialization, to the point of sobriety.
Since the language is arid, make it vibrate with a new intensity. Oppose a purely
intensive usage of language to all symbolic or even significant or simply signify-
ing usages of it. Arrive at a perfect and unformed expression, a materially in-
tense expression. (For these two possible paths, couldn’t we find the same alter-
natives, under other conditions, in Joyce and Beckett? As Irishmen, both of them
live within the genial conditions of a minor literature. That is the glory of this
sort of minor literature — to be the revolutionary force for all literature. The utili-
zation of English and of every language in Joyce. The utilization of English and
French in Beckett. But the former never stops operating by exhilaration and
overdetermination and brings about all sorts of worldwide reterritorializations.
The other proceeds by dryness and sobriety, a willed poverty, pushing deter-
ritorialization to such an extreme that nothing remains but intensities.)

How many people today live in a language that is not their own? Or no
longer, or not yet, even know ‘their own and know poorly the major language
that they are forced to serve? This is the problem of immigrants, and especially
of their children, the problem of minorities, the problem of a minor literature,
but also a problem for all of us: how to tear a minor literature away from its
own language, allowing it to challenge the language and making it follow a sober
revolutionary path? How to become a nomad and an immigrant and a gypsy in
relation to one’s own language? Kafka answers: steal the baby from its crib, walk
the tightrope.

Rich or poor, each language always implies a deterritorialization of the
mouth, the tongue, and the teeth. The mouth, tongue, and teeth find their primi-
tive territoriality in food. In giving themselves over to the articulation of sounds,
the mouth, tongue, and teeth deterritorialize. Thus, there is a certain disjunction
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between eating and speaking, and even more, despite all appearances, between
eating and writing. Undoubtedly, one can write while eating more easily than
one can speak while eating, but writing goes further in transforming words into
things capable of competing with food. Disjunction between content and expres-
sion. To speak, and above all to write, is to fast. Kafka manifests a permanent
obsession with food, and with that form of food par excellence, in other words,
the animal or meat—an obsession with the mouth and with teeth and with large,
unhealthy, or gold-capped teeth.® This is one of Kafka’s main problems with
Felice. Fasting is also a constant theme in Kafka'’s writings. His writings are a
long history of fasts. The Hunger Artist, surveyed by butchers, ends his career
next to beasts who eat their meat raw, placing the visitors before an irritating
alternative. The dogs try to take over the mouth of the investigating hound by
filling it with food so that he’ll stop asking questions, and there too there is an
irritating alternative: “[T]hey would have done better to drive me away and re-
fuse to listen to my questions. No, they did not want to do that; they did not
indeed want to listen to my questions, but it was because I asked these questions
that they did not want to drive me away.” The investigating hound oscillates be-
tween two sciences, that of food—a science of the Earth and of the bent head
(“Whence does the Earth procure this food?”)—and that of music which is a
science of the air and of the straightened head, as the seven musical dogs of the
beginning and the singing dog of the end well demonstrate. But between the two
there is something in common, since food can come from high up and the
science of food can only develop through fasting, just as the music is strangely
silent.

Ordinarily, in fact, language compensates for its deterritorialization by a
reterritorialization in sense. Ceasing to be the organ of one of the senses, it be-
comes an instrument of Sense. And it is sense, as a correct sense, that presides
over the designation of sounds (the thing or the state of things that the word
designates) and, as figurative sense, over the affectation of images and
metaphors (those other things that words designate under certain situations or
conditions). Thus, there is not only a spiritual reterritorialization of sense, but
also a physical one. Similarly, language exists only through the distinction and
the complementarity of a subject of enunciation, who is in connection with
sense, and a subject of the statement, who is in connection, directly or metaphor-
ically, with the designated thing. This sort of ordinary use of language can be
called extensive or representative—the reterritorializing function of language
(thus, the singing dog at the end of the “Investigations” forces the hero to aban-
don his fast, a sort of re-Oedipalization).

Now something happens: the situation of the German language in Czecho-
slovakia, as a fluid language intermixed with Czech and Yiddish, will allow
Kafka the possibility of invention. Since things are as they are (“it is as it is, it
is as it is,” a formula dear to Kafka, marker of a state of facts), he will abandon
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sense, render it no more than implict; he will retain only the skeleton of sense,
or a paper cutout.

Since articulated sound was a deterritorialized noise but one that will be reter-
ritorialized in sense-it is now sound itself that will be deterritorialized irrevoca-
bly, absolutely. The sound or the word that traverses this new deterritorializa-
tion no longer belongs to a language of sense, even though it derives from it,
nor is it an organized music or song, even though it might appear to be. We
noted Gregor’s warbling and the ways it blurred words, the whistling of the
mouse, the cough of the ape, the pianist who doesn’t play, the singer who doesn’t
sing and gives birth to her song out of her nonsinging, the musical dogs who
are musicians in the very depths of their bodies since they don’t emit any music.
Everywhere, organized music is traversed by a line of abolition—just as a lan-
guage of sense is traversed by a line of escape—in order to liberate a living and
expressive material that speaks for itself and has no need of being put into a
form.? This language torn from sense, conquering sense, bringing about an ac-
tive neutralization of sense, no longer finds its value in anything but an accenting
of the word, an inflection: “I live only here or there in a small word in whose
vowel. . . . Ilose my useless head for a moment. The first and last letters are
the beginning and end of my fishlike emotion.”'® Children are well skilled in the
exercise of repeating a word, the sense of which is only vaguely felt, in order
to make it vibrate around itself (at the beginning of The Castle, the schoolchil-
dren are speaking so fast that one cannot understand what they are saying).
Kafka tells how, as a child, he repeated one of his father’s expressions in order
to make it take flight on a line of non-sense: “end of the month, end of the
month™' The proper name, which has no sense in itself, is particularly propi-
tious for this sort of exercise. Milena, with an accent on the i, begins by evoking
“a Greek or a Roman gone astray in Bohemia, violated by Czech, cheated of its
accent,” and then, by a more delicate approximation, it evokes “a woman whom
one carries in one’s arms out of the world, out of the fire,” the accent marking
here an always possible fall or, on the contrary, “the lucky leap which you your-
self make with your burden.”"?

It seems to us that there is a certain difference, even if relative and highly
nuanced, between the two evocations of the name Milena: one still attaches itself
to an extensive, figurative scene of the fantasmatic sort; the second is already
much more intensive, marking a fall or a leap as a threshold of intensity con-
tained within the name itself. In fact, we have here what happens when sense
is actively neutralized. As Wagenbach says, “The word is master; it directly
gives birth to the image.” But how can we define this procedure? Of sense there
remains only enough to direct the lines of escape. There is no longer a designa-
tion of something by means of a proper name, nor an assignation of metaphors
by means of a figurative sense. But like images, the thing no longer forms any-
thing but a sequence of intensive states, a ladder or a circuit for intensities that
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one can make race arcund in one sense or another, from high to low, or from
low to high. The image is this very race itself; it has become becoming—the
becoming-dog of the man and the becoming-man of the dog, the becoming-ape
or the becoming-beetle of the man and vice versa. We are no longer in the situa-
tion of an ordinary, rich language where the word dog, for example, would
directly designate an animal and would apply metaphorically to other things (so
that one could say “like a dog”).'? Diaries, 1921: “Metaphors are one of the
things that makes me despair of literature.” Kafka deliberately kills all metaphor,
all symbolism, all signification, no less than all designation. Metamorphosis is
the contrary of metaphor. There is no longer any proper sense or figurative
sense, but only a distribution of states that is part of the range of the word. The
thing and other things are no longer anything but intensities overrun by deter-
ritorialized sound or words that are following their line of escape. It is no longer
a question of a resemblance between the comportment of an animal and that of
a man; it is even less a question of a simple wordplay. There is no longer man
or animal, since each deterritorializes the other, in a conjunction of flux, in a
continuum of reversible intensities, Instead, it is now a question of a becoming
that includes the maximum of difference as a difference of intensity, the crossing
of a barrier, a rising or a falling, a bending or an erecting, an accent on the word.
The animal does not speak “like” a man but pulls from the language tonalities lack-
ing in signification; the words themselves are not “like” the animals but in
their own way climb about, bark and roam around, being properly linguistic
dogs, insects, or mice."® To make the sequences vibrate, to open the word onto
unexpected internal intensities—in short, an asignifying intensive utilization of
language. Furthermore, there is no longer a subject of the enunciation, nor a
subject of the statement. It is no longer the subject of the statement who is a dog,
with the subject of the enunciation remaining “like” a man; it is no longer the
subject of enunciation who is “like” a beetle, the subject of the statement remain-
ing a man. Rather, there is a circuit of states that forms a mutual becoming, in
the heart of a necessarily multiple or collective assemblage.

How does the situation of the German language in Prague—a withered
vocabulary, an incorrect syntax —contribute to such a utilization? Generally, we
might call the linguistic elements, however varied they may be, that express the
“internal tensions of a language” intensives or tensors. It is in this sense that the
linguist Vidal Sephiha terms intensive “any linguistic tool that allows a move to-
ward the limit of a notion or a surpassing of it,” marking a movement of lan-
guage toward its extremes, toward a reversible beyond or before.'® Sephiha well
shows the variety of such elements which can be all sorts of master-words,
verbs, or prepositions that assume all sorts of senses; prenominal or purely in-
tensive verbs as in Hebrew; conjunctions, exclamations, adverbs; and terms that
connote pain.*® One could equally cite the accents that are interior to words,
their discordant function. And it would seem that the language of a minor litera-
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ture particularly develops these tensors or these intensives. In the lovely pages
where he analyzes the Prague German that was influenced by Czech, Wagen-
bach cites as the characteristics of this form of German the incorrect use of
prepositions; the abuse of the pronominal; the employment of malleable verbs
(such as Giben, which is used for the series “put, sit, place, take away” and
which thereby becomes intensive); the multiplication and succession of adverbs;
the use of pain-filled connotations; the importance of the accent as a tension in-
ternal to the word; and the distribution of consonants and vowels as part of an
internal discordance. Wagenbach insists on this point: all these marks of the pov-
erty of a language show up in Kafka but have been taken over by a creative utili-
zation for the purposes of a new sobriety, a new expressivity, a new flexibility,
a new intensity.'” “Almost every word I write jars up against the next, I hear
the consonants rub leadenly against each other and the vowels sing an accom-
paniment like Negroes in a minstrel show.™® Language stops being representa-
tive in order to now move toward its extremities or its limits. The connotation
of pain accompanies this metamorphosis, as in the words that become a painful
warbling with Gregor, or in Franz's cry “single and irrevocable.” Think about
the utilization of French as a spoken language in the films of Godard. There too
is an accumulation of stereotypical adverbs and conjunctions that form the base
of all the phrases —a strange poverty that makes French a minor language within
French; a creative process that directly links the word to the image; a technique
that surges up at the end of sequences in connection with the intensity of the limit
“that’s enough, enough, he’s had enough,” and a generalized intensification,
coinciding with a panning shot where the camera pivots and sweeps around with-
out leaving the spot, making the image vibrate.

Perhaps the comparative study of images would be less interesting than the
study of the functions of language that can work in the same group across differ-
ent languages—bilingualism or even multilingualism. Because the study of the
functions in distinct languages alone can account for social factors, relations of
force, diverse centers of power, it escapes from the “informational” myth in or-
der to evaluate the hierarchic and imperative system of language as a transmis-
sion of orders, an exercise of power or of resistance to this exercise. Using the
research of Ferguson and Gumperz, Henri Gobard has proposed a tetralinguistic
model: vernacular, maternal, or territorial language, used in rural communities
or rural in its origins; a vehicular, urban, governmental, even worldwide lan-
guage, a language of businesses, commercial exchange, bureaucratic transmis-
sion, and so on, a language of the first sort of deterritorialization; referential lan-
guage, language of sense and of culture, entailing a cultural reterritorialization;
mythic language, on the horizon of cultures, caught up a spiritual or religious
reterritorialization. The spatiotemporal categories of these languages differ
sharply: vernacular language is here; vehicular language is everywhere; referen-
tial language is over there; mythic language is beyond. But above all else, the



24 [0 WHAT IS A MINOR LITERATURE?

distribution of these languages varies from one group to the next and, in a single
group, from one epoch to the next (for a long time in Europe, Latin was a vehic-
ular language before becoming referential, then mythic; English has become the
worldwide vehicular language for today’s world).'® What can be said in one lan-
guage cannot be said in another, and the totality of what can and can't be said
varies necessarily with each language and with the connections between these
languages.?® Moreover, all these factors can have ambiguous edges, changing
borders, that differ for this or that material. One language can fill a certain func-
tion for one material and another function for another material. Each function
of a language divides up in turn and carries with it multiple centers of power.
A blur of languages, and not at all a system of languages. We can understand
the indignation of integrationists who cry when Mass is said in French, since
Latin is being robbed of its mythic function. But the classicists are even more
behind the times and cry because Latin has even been robbed of its referential
cultural function. They express regret in this way for the religious or educational
forms of powers that this language exercised and that have now been replaced
by other forms. There are even more serious examples that cross over between
groups. The revival of regionalisms, with a reterritorialization through dialect
or patois, a vernacular language—how does that serve a worldwide or transna-
tional technocracy? How can that contribute to revolutionary movements, since
they are also filled with archaisms that they are trying to impart a contemporary
sense to? From Servan-Schreiber to the Breton bard to the Canadian singer. And
that’s not really how the borders divide up, since the Canadian singer can also
bring about the most reactionary, the most Oedipal of reterritorializations, oh
mama, oh my native land, my cabin, olé, olé. We would call this a blur, a
mixed-up history, a political situation, but linguists don’t know about this, don’t
want to know about this, since, as linguists, they are “apolitical,” pure scientists.
Even Chomsky compensated for his scientific apoliticism only by his courageous
struggle against the war in Vietnam,

Let’s return to the situation in the Hapsburg empire. The breakdown and fall
of the empire increases the crisis, accentuates everywhere movements of deter-
ritorialization, and invites all sorts of complex reterritorializations—archaic,
mythic, or symbolist. At random, we can cite the following among Kafka's con-
temporaries: Einstein and his deterritorialization of the representation of the uni-
verse (Einstein teaches in Prague, and the physicist Philipp Frank gives confer-
ences there with Kafka in attendance); the Austrian dodecaphonists and their
deterritorialization of musical representation (the cry that is Marie’s death in
Wozzeck, or Lulu’s, or the echoed si that seems to us to follow a musical path
similar in certain ways to what Kafka is doing); the expressionist cinema and
its double movement of deterritorialization and reterritorialization of the image
(Robert Wiene, who has Czech background; Fritz Lang, born in Vienna; Paul
Wegener and his utilization of Prague themes). Of course, we should mention
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Viennese psychoanalysis and Prague school linguistics.> What is the specific
situation of the Prague Jews in relation to the “four languages?” The vernacular
language for these Jews who have come from a rural milieu is Czech, but the
Czech language tends to be forgotten and repressed; as for Yiddish, it is often
disdained or viewed with suspicion—it frightens, as Kafka tells us. German is
the vehicular language of the towns, a bureaucratic language of the state, a com-
mercial language of exchange (but English has already started to become in-
dispensable for this purpose). The German language—but this time, Goethe's
German—has a cultural and referential function (as does French to a lesser de-
gree). As a mythic language, Hebrew is connected with the start of Zionism and
still possesses the quality of an active dream. For each of these languages, we
need to evaluate the degrees of territoriality, deterritorialization, and reterritori-
alization. Kafka’s own situation: he is one of the few Jewish writers in Prague
to understand and speak Czech (and this language will have a great importance
in his relationship with Milena). German plays precisely the double role of ve-
hicular and cultural language, with Goethe always on the horizon (Kafka also
knows French, Italian, and probably a bit of English). He will not learn Hebrew
until later. What is complicated is Kafka’s relation to Yiddish; he sees it less as
a sort of linguistic territoriality for the Jews than as a nomadic movement of de-
territorialization that reworks German language. What fascinates him in Yiddish
is less a language of a religious community than that of a popular theater (he
will become patron and impresario for the travelling theater of Isak Lowy).??
The manner in which Kafka, in a public meeting, presented Yiddish to a rather
hostile Jewish bourgeois audience is completely remarkable: Yiddish is a lan-
guage that frightens more than it invites disdain, “dread mingled with a certain
fundamental distaste”; it is a languagé that is lacking a grammar and that is filled
with vocables that are fleeting, mobilized, emigrating, and turned into nomads
that interiorize “relations of force.” It is a language that is grafted onto Middle-
High German and that so reworks the German language from within that one
cannot translate it into German without destroying it; one can understand Yid-
dish only by “feeling it” in the heart. In short, it is a language where minor utili-
zations will carry you away: “Then you will come to feel the true unity of Yid-
dish and so strongly that it will frighten you, yet it will no longer be fear of
Yiddish but of yourselves. Enjoy this self-confidence as much as you can!™?

Kafka does not opt for a reterritorialization through the Czech language. Nor
toward a hypercultural usage of German with all sorts of oneiric or symbolic
or mythic flights (even Hebrew-ifying ones), as was the case with the Prague
school. Nor toward an oral, popular Yiddish. Instead, using the path that Yid-
dish opens up to him, he takes it in such a way as to convert it into a unique
and solitary form of writing. Since Prague German is deterritorialized to several
degrees, he will always take it farther, to a greater degree of intensity, but in
the direction of a new sobriety, a new and unexpected modification, a pitiless
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rectification, a straightening of the head. Schizo politeness, a drunkenness
caused by water.”* He will make the German language take flight on a line of
escape. He will feed himself on abstinence; he will tear out of Prague German
all the qualities of underdevelopment that it has tried to hide; he will make it
cry with an extremely sober and rigorous cry. He will pull from it the barking
of the dog, the cough of the ape, and the bustling of the beetle. He will turn syn-
tax into a cry that will embrace the rigid syntax of this dried-up German. He
will push it toward a deterritorialization that will no longer be saved by culture
or by myth, that will be an absolute deterritorialization, even if it is slow, sticky,
coagulated. To bring language slowly and progressively to the desert. To use
syntax in order to cry, to give a syntax to the cry.

There is nothing that is major or revolutionary exept the minor. To hate all
languages of masters. Kafka's fascination for servants and employees (the same
thing in Proust in relation to servants, to their language). What interests him
even more is the possibility of making of his own language —assuming that it is
unique, that it is a major language or has been—a minor utilization. To be a sort
of stranger within his own language; this is the situation of Kafka’s Great Swim-
mer.?* Even when it is unique, a language remains a mixture, a schizophrenic
mélange, a Harlequin costume in which very different functions of language and
distinct centers of power are played out, blurring what can be said and what can’t
be said; one function will be played off against the other, all the degrees of ter-
ritoriality and relative deterritorialization will be played out. Even when major,
a language is open to an intensive utilization that makes it take flight along crea-
tive lines of escape which, no matter how slowly, no matter how cautiously, can
now form an absolute deterritorialization. All this inventiveness, not only lexi-
cally, since the lexical matters little, but sober syntactical invention, simply to
write like a dog (but a dog can’t write—exactly, exactly). It's what Artaud did
with French—cries, gasps; what Celine did with French, following another line,
one that was exclamatory to the highest degree. Celine’s syntactic evolution went
from Voyage to Death on the Credit Plan, then from Death on the Credit Plan
to Guignol’s Band. (After that, Celine had nothing more to talk about except his
own misfortunes; in other words, he had no longer any desire to write, only the
need to make money. And it always ends like that, language’s lines of escape:
silence, the interrupted, the interminable, or even worse. But until that point,
what a crazy creation, what a writing machine! Celine was so applauded for Voy-
age that he went even further in Death on the Credit Plan and then in the prodi-
gious Guignol’s Band where language is nothing more than intensities. He spoke
with a kind of “minor music.” Kafka, too, is a minor music, a different one, but
always made up of deterritorialized sounds, a language that moves head over
heels and away.) These are the true minor authors. An escape for language, for
music, for writing. What we call pop—pop music, pop philosophy, pop
writing—Worterflucht. To make use of the polylingualism of one’s own lan-
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guage, to make a minor or intensive use of it, to oppose the oppressed quality
of this language to its oppressive quality, to find points of nonculture or under-
development, linguistic Third World zones by which a language can escape, an
animal enters into things, an assemblage comes into play. How many styles or
genres or literary movements, even very small ones, have only one single
dream: to assume a major function in language, to offer themselves as a sort of
state language, an official language (for example, psychoanalysis today, which
would like to be a master of the signifier, of metaphor, of wordplay). Create
the opposite dream: know how to create a becoming-minor. (Is there a hope for
philosophy, which for a long time has been an official, referential genre? Let
us profit from this moment in which antiphilosophy is trying to be a language
of power.)
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CHAPER 1. CONTENT AND EXPRESSION

1. The naked or covered female neck has as much importance as the bent or straightened male
head: “the neck encircled by black velour,” “the collerette in silk lace,” “the collar of fine white silk,”
and so on.

2. Already, we can find it in a 20 December 1902 letter to a childhood friend, Oskar Pollak:
“[W]hen Shamefaced Lacky stood up from his stool his big angular head went right through the ceil-
ing, and without his particularly wanting to he had to look down on the thatched roofs” (Franz Kafka,
Letters to Friends, Family and Editors, trans. Richard and Clara Winston [New York: Schocken Books,
1977], 6). And in a diary entry for 1913: “To be pulled in through the ground-floor window of a
house by a rope tied around one’s neck” (The Diaries of Franz Kafka, trans. Joseph Kresh [New Youk:
Schocken Books, 1948], 1:191).

3. “Description of a Struggle,” in Franz Kafka, Complete Stories (New York: Schocken Books,
1971), 39. (The first part of “Description of a Struggle” continually develops this double movement
of bent head-straightened head and the connections of the latter to sounds.)

4. Multiple apparitions of the cry in Kafka's work: crying in order to be heard crying—the death
cry of a man enclosed in a room—*[I] screamed aloud, to hear only my own scream which met no
answer nor anything that could draw its force away, so that it rose up without check and could not
stop even when it ceased being audible” (“Unhappiness,” in Kafka, Complete Stories, 390-91).

5. For example, Marthe Robert doesn't simply propose a psychoanalytic Oedipal interpretation
of Kafka, she wants the portraits and the photos to serve as trompe-l'oeil images, the sense of which
can be painfully deciphered. She also wants bent heads to signify impossibles quests. (Oeuvres com-
plétes, Cercle du livre precieux, 3:380).

6. “A Report to an Academy.” in Kafka, Complete Stories, 259.

CHAPTER 2. AN EXAGGERATED OEDIPUS

1. Max Brod, Franz Kafka: A Biography (New York: Schocken Books, 1960), 20: “Kafka knew
these [Freudian] theories very well and considered them always as a very rough and ready explana-
tion which didn't do justice to detail, or rather to the real heartbeat of the conflict.” (Nonetheless,
Brod seems to think that the Oedipal experience does apply to the child and only later finds itself
reworked as a function of the experience of God; pp. 32-33). In a letter to Brod (Kafka, Letters,
November 1917, 167), Kafka says about a particular book of psychoanalysis that, “[I]t shares the
quality of other psychoanalytic works that in the first moments its thesis seems remarkably satisfy-
ing, but very soon after one feels the same old hunger.”

2. Gustave Janouch, Conversations with Kafka (London: Andre Deutsch, 1971), 68.

3. Kafka, Diaries, 24 January 1922, 210.

4. Theodore Herzl, quoted by Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, Années de jeunesse (Paris: Mercure,
1967), 69.

5. Letter to Brod, in Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, 156: “Diabolical powers, whatever their mes-
sage might be, brush up against the doors and rejoice already from the fact that they will arrive
soon.”

6. Note, for example, Kafka's enduring disdain for Zionism (as a spiritual and physical reter-
ritorialization): Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, 164-67.

7. Kafka, Diaries, 29 January 1922, trans, Martin Greenberg (New York: Schocken Books,
1949), 2:215.

8. There is another version of the same text where it is a question of a sanitarium: compare,
the ape's cough.
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CHAPTER 3. WHAT IS A MINOR LITERATURE?

1. See letter to Brod, Kafka, Letters, June 1921, 289, and commentaries in Wagenbach, Franz
Kafka, 84.

2. Kafka, Diaries, 25 December 1911, 194.

3. Ibid., 193: “[L)iterature is less a concern of literary history, than of the people.”

4. See “Wedding Preparations in the Country”, in Kafka, Complete Stories: “And so long as
you say ‘one’ instead of ‘I,” there’s nothing in it” (p. 53). And the two subjects appear several pages
later: “I don’t even need to go to the country myself, it isn’t necessary. I'll send my clothed body,”
while the narrator stays in bed like a bug or a beetle (p. 55). No doubt, this is one of the origins
of Gregor's becoming-beetle in “The Metamorphosis” (in the same way, Kafka will give up going
to meet Felice and will prefer to stay in bed). But in “The Metamorphosis,” the animal takes on all
the value of a true becoming and no longer has any of the stagnancy of a subject of enunciation.

5. See Michel Ragon, Histoire de la littérature prolétarienne en France (Paris: Albin Michel,
1974) on the difficulty of criteria and on the need to use a concept of a “secondary zone literature.”

6. Kafka, Diaries, 25 December 1911, 193: “A small nation’s memory is not smaller than the
memory of a large one and so can digest the existing material more thoroughly.”

7. See the excellent chapter “Prague at the turn of the century,” in Wagenbach, Franz Kafka,
on the situation of the German language in Czechoslavakia and on the Prague school.

8. Constancy of the theme of teeth in Kafka. A grandfather-butcher; a streetwise education at
the butcher-shop: Felice’s jaws; the refusal to eat meat except when he sleeps with Felice in Marien-
bad. See Michel Cournot's article, “Toi qui as de si grandes dents,” Nouvel Observateur, April 17,
1972. This is one of the most beautiful texts on Kafka. One can find a similar opposition between
eating and speaking in Lewis Carroll, and a comparable escape into non-sense.

9, Franz Kafka, The Trial, trans. Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken Books, 1956):
“[H]e noticed that they were talking to him, but he could not make out what they were saying, he
heard nothing but the din that filled the whole place, through which a shrill unchanging note like
that of a siren seemed to sing."

10. Kafka, Diaries 20 August 1911, 61-62.

11. Kafka, Diaries: “Without gaining a sense, the phrase ‘end of the month’ held a terrible secret
for me” especially since it was repeated every month— Kafka himself suggests that if this expression
remained shorn of sense, this was due to laziness and “weakened curiosity.” A negative explication
invoking lack or powerlessness, as taken by Wagenbach. It is well-known that Kafka makes this sort
of negative suggestion to present or to hide the objects of his passion.

12. Kafka, Letters to Milena, 58. Kafka's fascination with proper names, beginning with those
that he invented: see Kafka, Diaries, 11 February 1913 (a propos of the names in The Verdicr).

13. Kafka commentators are at their worst in their interpretations in this respect when they regu-
late everything through metaphors: thus, Marthe Robert reminds us that the Jews are like dogs or,
to take another example, that “since the artist is treated as someone starving to death Kafka makes
him into a hunger artist; or since he is treated as a parasite, Kafka makes him into an enormous in-
sect” (Oeuvres complétes, Cercle du livre precieux, 5:311). It seems to us that this is a simplistic
conception of the literary machine— Robbe-Grillet has insisted on the destruction of all metaphors
in Kafka.

14. See, for example, the letter to Pollak in Kafka, Letrers, 4 February 1902, 1-2.

15. See H. Vidal Sephiha, “Introduction 2 I'étude de l'intensif,” in Langages 18 (June 1970):
104-20. We take the term tenser from J.-F. Lyotard who uses it to indicate the connection of inten-
sity and libido.
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16. Sephiha, “Introduction,” 107 (“We can imagine that any phrase conveying a negative notion
of pain, evil, fear, violence can cast off the notion in order to retain no more than its limit-value—
that is, its intensive value™: for example, the German word sehr, which comes from the Middle High
German word, Ser meaning “painful”).

17. Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, 78-88 (especially 78, 81, 88).

18. Kafka, Diaries, 15 December 1910, 33.

19. Henri Gobard, “De la vehicularité de la langue anglaise,” Langues modernes (January 1972)
(and L'Alienation linguistique: analyse tetraglossique, [Paris: Flammarion, 1976]).

20. Michel Foucault insists on the importance of the distribution between what can be said in
a language at a certain moment and what cannot be said (even if it can be done). Georges Devereux
(cited by H. Gobard) analyzes the case of the young Mohave Indians who speak about sexuality with
great ease in their vernacular language but who are incapable of doing so in that vehicular language
that English constitutes for them; and this is so not only because the English instructor exercises a
repressive function, but also because there is a problem of languages (see Essais d'ethnopsychiatrie
générale |Paris: Gallimard, 1970], 125-26).

21. On the Prague Circle and its role in linguistics, see Change, No. 3 (1969) and 10 (1972).
(It is true that the Prague circle was only formed in 1925. But in 1920, Jakobson came to Prague
where there was already a Czech movement directed by Mathesius and connected with Anton Marty
who had taught in the German university system. From 1902 to 1905, Kafka followed the courses
given by Marty, a disciple of Brentano, and participated in Brentanoist meetings.)

22. On Kafka's connections to Lowy and Yiddish theater, see Brod, Franz Kafka, 110-16, and
Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, 163-67. In this mime theater, there must have been many bent heads and
straightened heads.

23. “An Introductory Talk on the Yiddish Language,” trans. Ernst Kaiser and Eithne Wilkins
in Franz Kafka, Dearest Father (New York: Schocken Books, 1954), 381-86.

24, A magazine editor will declare that Kafka's prose has “the air of the cleanliness of a child
who takes care of himself” (see Wagenbach, Franz Kafka, 82).

25. “The Great Swimmer” is undoubtedly one of the most Beckett-like of Kafka's texts: “T have
to well admit that I am in my own country and that, in spite of all my efforts, I don't understand
a word of the language that you are speaking.”

CHAPTER 4. THE COMPONENTS OF EXPRESSION

1. Kafka, Diaries, 15 December 1910, 33,

2. Gustave Janouch, Conversations, 143 (and p. 158: “Form is not the expression of the content
but only its power of attraction”).

3, Letter to Brod, Kafka, Lerters, 13 July 1912, 80.

4. We are making use here of an unpublished study by Claire Parnet on The Vampire and Let-
ters where the Kafka-Dracula connection is specifically analyzed. See also all the texts that Elias
Canetti cites in The Other Trial: Kafka’s Letters to Felice (New York: Schocken Books, 1974); but
in spite of these texts, Canetti doesn’t seem to notice this vampirish activity and speaks instead about
Kafka's shame over his body, his humiliation, his distress, and his need for protection.

5. See the admirable text in Kafka, Letters to Milena, 228-31. Dictating or typing machines
fascinated Kafka in every possible way —bureaucratically, commercially, erotically. Felice worked
in a business that sold “parlographs” and she became the firm's manager. Kafka was seized by a fever
of advice and propositions about ways to get parlographs into hotels, post offices, trains, ships, and
zeppelins and to combine them with typewriters, with “praxinoscopes,” with the telephone. Kafka
was obviously enchanted and thought that in this way he could console Felice who wanted to cry:
“I sacrifice my nights to your business. Answer me in detail.” Kafka, Letters to Felice, 166-68. With

NOTES O 95

a great commercial and technical elan, Kafka wants to introduce the series of diabolical inventions
into the nice series of beneficial inventions.

6. Kafka, Lerters to Felice, 17 November, 1912, 47,

7. Kafka, Diaries, 19 January 1911, 43.

8. “Devilish in my innocence”: see Kafka, Diaries, 65. And in “The Judgment,” the father says,
“An innocent child, yes, that you were, truly, but still more truly have you been a devilish human
being! —And therefore take note: I sentence you now to death by drowning!”

9. Proust’s letters are above all else topographies of social, psychical, physical and geographic
obstacles; and the obstacles are much larger the closer the correspondent is to them. This is obvious
in the letters to Madame Strauss, which, like the letters to Milena, have a certain Angel of Death
quality to them. In Proust’s letters to young men, there are even more topographical obstacles relat-
ing to space and time, means, states of the soul, conditions, changes. For example, in a letter to
a young man, where it seems that Proust no longer wants him to come to Cabourg, “You are free
to decide what you want, and if you decide to come, don't write, but telegraph me right away when
you arrive and, if possible take a train that arrives around 6 in the evening, or at least toward the
end of the afternoon or after dinner but not too late and not before two in the afternoon, since 1 would
like to see you before you've seen anyone. But I'll explain all of that if you come.”

10. On the prison, see Kafka Diaries, 19 January 1911, 43,

11. Bachelard, Lautreamont (Paris: Editions Corti, 1956); for discussion of pure action, speed,
and attack as characteristics of Lautreamont and the slowness of Kafka understood as a wearing
down of “the will to live," see Bachelard's first chapter.

12. Kafka often contrasts two types of voyage, an extensive and organized one, and one that is
intense, in pieces, a sinking or fragmentation. This second voyage takes place in a single place, in
“one's bedroom,” and is all the more intense for that: “Now you lie against this, now against that
wall, so that the window keeps moving around you . . . I must just take my walks and that must
be sufficient, but in compensation there is no place in all the world where I could not take my walks.”
(Kafka, Diaries, 19 July 1910, 27-28.) An intensive America, a map of intensities.

13. Kafka, Diaries, 9 February 1915, 2:115.

14. Kafka, Diaries, 8 August 1917, 2:179.

15. Kafka, Letrers to Felice, 17 November 1912, 47.

16. The anger of Kafka when he is treated as a writer of intimacy: hence, from the start of his
letters to Felice, his violent reaction against readers or critics who speak above all else of his interior
life. In France, indeed, the initial success of Kafka was based on this misunderstanding—a Kafka
who is simultaneously intimate and symbolical, allegorical and absurd. This is discussed in Marthe
Robert's excellent study on the conditions of the reading of Kafka in France, “Citoyen de I'utopie”
in Les Critiques de notre temps et Kafka (Paris:Garnier 1973). We can say that Kafka studies really
began when German and Czech critics noted the importance of his belonging to a strong bureaucracy
(insurance company, social security) and his attraction to the socialist and anarchist movements in
Prague (something he often hid from Max Brod). Wagenbach's two books translated into French,
Kafka par lui-méme (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1968) and Franz Kafka, Années de jeunesse, are essen-
tial references for all these questions.

Another aspect is the role of the comic and the joyful in Kafka. But this is the same thing: the
politics of the statement (énoncé) and the joy of desire. Even if Kafka is sick or dying, even if he
brandishes guilt as his own private circus, to repel whatever bores him. It is not coincidental that
every interpreter fascinated by neurosis insists simultaneously on a tragic or anguished side of Kafka
and on an apolitical side. Kafka’s gaiety, or the gaiety of what he wrote, is no less important than
its political reality and its political scope. The best part of Max Brod's book on Kafka is when Brod
tells how listeners laughed at the reading of the first chapter of The Trial “quite immoderately” (p.
178). We don't see any other criteria for genius than the following: the politics that runs through




	img001
	img004
	img013
	img008
	img009
	img010
	img011
	img012

