UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
"The Echo of the Signifier in the Body: Drive and its Work (or Not) Today,”

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/48p260sq

Author
Maccannell, Juliet

Publication Date
2020-02-01

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/48p260sg
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/










28 Analyzing the Cultural Unconscious: Science of the Signifier

cope with the distance (physical or social) between us and them—or it. Rousseau
took an openly expressive stance on the originating impulse of language. Words
were devised to reach across a divide between oneself and others. Though words
could not actually bridge the abyss separating us, they could mediate (while also
symbolically marking) the space between us. In rhetorical or literary terms, the
original word is thus “poetic”: a metaphor, a “carrying across.™

Metaphor relates disparate things by conveying a sense of a fundamental

affinity between them. As Aristotle put it, “a good metaphor implies an intuitive
perception of the similarity in the dissimilar” (De Poetica). It is alinkage, however,
that implicitly depends on differentiating its object from other (unstated) things:
To say, “My love is like a red, red rose” is tacitly to say it is not like a weed or
an onion. The origin of language was not a simple act of generating names for
things; it was the original symbolization of likeness and difference.

Saussure’s semiology—the “science of signs in the heart of society—carried on
this Enlightenment project, whose basic premise was that language is the product
of a human society whose precondition is the existence of language—a language
that is ironically completely unknown outside of human society. Language
generates signs that respond, in the strongest sense—including emotionally—to
our experiences, especially of other human beings. Signs are formed by linking
a sound to a concept, a signifier to a signified. A signifier is articulated to
another signifier by traversing a void between them to make articulate speech.
Articulation is based on the absence of sound, that is, on the consonantal stops
that cut off the streaming of undifferentiated noise when tongue touches teeth or
lip touches lip. Closing a physical gap produces a signifying gap.

In Saussure’s account, the succession of signifiers alone generates meaning
(the combination of the signifier and the signified), since in language there are
only differences, without any positive terms. Indeed, if there is to be any sign,
it is only by virtue of being addressed to an other who responds, and it is only
their concurrence about its meaning (or the signified) that makes a sound into
asign. In fact, it is this agreement (or social contract) alone that makes the sign
into a symbol, symbolic of the social tie that establishes it. (Which is also why it
is language that socializes the infant: when addressed, the infant is called on to
respond.)

The ongoing addition of signifiers retroactively produces the impression of
“meaning” and prospectively anticipates ones that may later modify the sense
just fashioned. There is no transcendent meaning outside the process of a second
signifier’s (S,) endowing a prior one (S]) with a significance it cannot nor would
not have on its own. And because meaning is structured solely by adding yet one
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