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The dog believes that his master is at the door. But can he also believe that his master will come the day after tomorrow? Can someone have hope only if able to talk? —Only someone who has mastered the use of language. Situations of hoping are instances of this complicated form of life.



—Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations
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PROLOGUE

Nothing … But Words:

Words and Tears

And you have seen their fruitless longing, a longing that should have been fulfilled, but was given them [instead] for their eternal mourning.

DANTE ALIGHIERI, Purgatorio1

“Our age,” says Kierkegaard, “will remind one of the dissolution of the Greek city-state: everything goes on as usual, and yet there is no longer anyone who believes in it. The invisible spiritual bond which gave it validity no longer exists, and so the whole age is at once comic and tragic—tragic because it is perishing, comic because it goes on.”2 Beckett’s works, at once tragic and comic in just this sense, are indeed works of and for our time.

In writing about Nietzsche’s words proclaiming that “God is dead,” Heidegger reflects that, “When God dies as the metaphysical ground and orientation of all reality, […] then human beings no longer know where they are and where they are going.”3 And he urged us to find our way by listening to language, observing that we are human “only because of what is granted [Zuspruch] by language.”4 What language grants, as Derrida has argued, is the promise: “The promise is the basic element of language.”5 Indeed, as we shall learn, what language grants is the promise in the promise.

In an important reference to Beckett, Theodor Adorno also invokes the promise—that is, the promise of happiness, although he does not relate it explicitly, here, to the bearing of language as such:



Beckett’s ecce homo [dismantling the subject] is what has become of human beings. They look mutely out from his sentences as though with eyes whose tears have dried up. The spell they cast and under which they stand is broken by being reflected in them. The minimal promise of happiness which they contain, which refuses to be traded for any consolation, was to be had only at the price of a thoroughgoing articulation, to the point of worldlessness.6



Adorno had little hope for the future; but the little that he could permit himself was what he could draw, above all, from true works of art. “All that art is capable of,” however, “is to grieve for the sacrifice it makes and which it itself, in its powerlessness, is.”7 True art, for him, is the preserve of the imagination in its struggle against all the forces of repression and inhumanity. Hence he argues, with implications for an understanding of the uncanny element of comedy even in Beckett’s darkest works, that, “The more profoundly society fails to deliver the reconciliation that the bourgeois spirit promised as the enlightenment of myth, the more irresistibly humour is pulled down into the netherworld, and laughter, once the image of humanness, becomes a regression to inhumanity.”8

But of course, art alone cannot redeem the world. Nor can philosophical thought. But there is, nevertheless, a need for philosophical thought, which must assume its proper responsibility—a responsibility that, in part, calls for it to sustain the promise of reconciliation borne by the work of art:



The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption. Knowledge has no light but that shed on the world by redemption […]. Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light. To gain such perspectives without velleity or violence, entirely from felt contact with its objects—this alone is the task of thought.9



In writing this present volume of philosophical criticism on Beckett’s literary works, I am attempting, in keeping with Adorno’s persistent exhortations, to continue the articulation of this urgent undertaking. My claim is that, with just one exception, namely The Lost Ones, a horrifying evocation of the gas chambers in Auschwitz-Birkenau, even in the darkest of Beckett’s plays and stories, the light of this redemption, weak though it is, can occasionally be glimpsed.

§1

How can literature’s words bear the promise of happiness for the spirit of our time, a time of immeasurable loss and mourning? Mourning: not only over the death of God with all that means for our moral, spiritual and epistemic confidence, consolation, reassurance, and peace of mind, but also over the remoteness, still, even now, of a justice worthy of humanity. Beckett eloquently expresses this spirit of the time when, in How It Is, his narrator says: “I keep dying in a dying age.”10

There is a phrase in The Unnamable (1949–1953) that expresses in sublimely condensed form what I think compelled Beckett to write: “the little murmur of unconsenting man, to murmur what it is their humanity stifles.”11 This gets at the very heart of Beckett’s commitment to writing. It expresses his imperative. Beckett is one of the greatest storytellers of the twentieth century, a keenly perceptive witness to the human condition in our time, radically transforming the storytelling art he inherited. I resolved to write this volume not only to explain my admiration for his art—an art whose time Benjamin, for reasons somewhat different from Hegel’s, once believed to be past—but also as a way to attain a deeper and richer understanding of the philosophical significance of the stories he tells. But of equal importance for me is the hermeneutics and phenomenology of language, which I shall be approaching in large measure from the perspectives that figure in the writings of Benjamin and Adorno. Drawing on their contributions, I shall situate Beckett’s storytelling in the context of modernist aesthetics, literary innovation, and the phenomenology of language; and I will show, taking us into the realm of political theology, how Beckett’s ways of using words relate to questions of faith and hope in the terrestrial fulfillment of the promise of justice essential for the sharing of happiness in ethical life.

In his “Theologico-Political Fragment” (1920–1921), Benjamin argued that the secular world “should be erected on the idea of happiness.”12 By this, he meant a universal happiness impossible without the achievement of justice. In his later 1940 reflections “On the Concept of History,” he asserted that “our image of happiness is so indissolubly bound up with the image of redemption that the former may be said to carry the latter as an abiding resonance.”13 Moreover: “The same applies to the idea of the past, which is the concern of history. The past carries within it a secret index by which it is referred to redemption.” He also said, in the “Fragment,” that this image is “thoroughly coloured by the time to which the course of our own existence has assigned us.” It is in keeping with this third proposition that we find Beckett’s themes of happiness and justice cast in the word-images of a world that must now survive without the manifest presence of God. This world into which his characters are thrown is bleak and gray, colored by a sense of loss. It is a time of mourning. And yet, there is this “secret index.” In “Commitment,” his essay on the question of a politically committed literature, Adorno recognizes in Beckett just such a “secret index.” He insists that it is always possible to detect, even in the grimmest of Beckett’s stories, at least some hints of a “minimal promise of happiness.” It is those intermittent hints, those occasional traces or echoes of a promise, omens and auguries, about which I want us to think, bearing in mind, however, that, as Jacques Rancière mischievously observed, leaving “construction” open to interpretation, “discourse on fiction is always itself a construction of fiction.”14



*



After attending recently a performance of some extremely short Beckett plays, a fragment of an imagined conversation erupted into consciousness from the depths of my mind, just as I was crossing into sleep:



“It’s not easy being human.”

“Don’t worry. You’ll get over it!”



What does my natural consciousness seem to know that I do not? What could justify such faith—if that is what those words ultimately mean? But if, in the world through which we briefly pass, one does not shut one’s eyes and turn a deaf ear, how easy is it, really, to go on? Staying close to events, what one sees is enough to make one weep. Viewing this world from a distance, as in Beckett’s theater, one might be overcome by laughter. But the laughter would likely have come only to make the unbearable bearable. A bitter laugh, never removed far enough from the misery of the world to become entirely pure or god-like.15

Beckett’s “comedies” work as “morality plays,” simultaneously generating social critique and utopian imagination; however, although they provide moments of superficial amusement, relief from the assault on our defenses, they ultimately leave us without, in Adorno’s words, any comfortably secure “place of reconciliation from which one could laugh.”16 Yet laughter in Beckett is not a cynical expression of nihilism, nor is it disdain for the world, but far rather, as Gilles Deleuze says, comparing Beckett to the painter Francis Bacon, an intensely compelling response to the ontological and existential conditions of life: “In the very act of ‘representing’ horror, mutilation, prosthesis, fall, or failure, they have erected indomitable figures, indomitable through both their insistence and their presence. They have given life a new and extremely direct power of laughter.”17 In Aesthetic Theory, what Adorno said about the connection between comedy and the sublime, no doubt with Beckett in mind, suggests how we might understand that subsequent remark by Deleuze. For Adorno: “The legacy of the sublime is unassuaged negativity, as stark and illusionless as was once promised by the semblance of the sublime. This is at the same time the legacy of the comic” (AT 199).

In The Will to Power, Nietzsche opines that perhaps he knows best why man alone laughs: “he alone suffers so deeply that he had to invent laughter. The unhappiest and most melancholy animal is, as fitting, the most cheerful.”18 It is the laughter of protest and resistance, refusing to accept the unacceptable. At a certain point in Beckett’s Endgame (1955–1957), Nell says: “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness. … It’s like the funny story we have heard too often, we still find it funny but we don’t laugh any more.”19 Stanley Cavell comments on this:



As it is, we’ve heard it all, seen it all too often, heard the promises, seen the suffering repeated in the same words and gestures, and they are like any words which have been gone over so much that they are worn strange. We don’t laugh, we don’t cry; and we don’t laugh that we don’t cry, and we obviously can’t cry about it. Now that’s funny.20



The world that Beckett (1906–1989) depicts, especially in his early work and the works written soon after the Second World War, is a world of physical, moral, and spiritual devastation in which people, painfully estranged from one another, emotionally isolated and reduced to the minimum conditions necessary for survival, are hungry for meaning and desperately seeking to find refuge in the chattering of words, afraid of the silence that words empty of meaning fall into. But even when the dominant mood is dark, there is vaudeville comedy in the works for the stage and moments of wit, humor and wordplay in the stories for reading. What happiness is possible in that world—our world?

Contemplating the entirety of Beckett’s works, when all is said and done, I cannot associate him, despite the moments of comedy and laughter, with the existential absurdity of Gide, Camus, and Sartre. The predominant mood he leaves me with can be expressed only by a traumatized shudder at all the horrors this planet has borne.

Of Beckett’s works, Adorno observes that “everyone shrinks from them in horror, and yet none can deny that these eccentric novels and plays are about things everyone knows and no one wants to talk about.” “Philosophical apologists,” he says,



may find it convenient to view Beckett’s oeuvre as an anthropological sketch, but in fact it deals with an extremely concrete historical state of affairs: the dismantling of the subject. Beckett’s ecce homo is what has become of human beings. They look mutely out from his sentences as though with eyes whose tears have dried up. The spell they cast and under which they stand is broken by being reflected in them. The minimal promise of happiness [Glücksversprechen] that they contain, which refuses to be traded for any consolation, was to be had only at the price of a thoroughgoing articulation, to the point of worldlessness. All commitment to the world has to be cancelled if the idea of the committed work of art is to be fulfilled. […] Kafka’s prose and Beckett’s plays, and his genuinely colossal novel The Unnamable, have an effect in comparison to which official works of committed art [such as Sartre’s plays and novels] look like children’s games—they actually arouse the anxiety that existentialism only talks about. In dismantling illusion they explode art from the inside […].21



*



This book is the third volume in a trilogy giving thought to how language, in literature, might bear the promise of happiness.22 What in this volume I want to claim is at stake for Beckett concerns the prospect, occasionally glimpsed, occasionally worded, of a morally, spiritually transformed world, a more humane world, its haunting absence remembered in this book using the figure, or trope, of the utopian or messianic “promise of happiness.” In Beckett’s stories, as we shall see, traces of this promise are redeemed for our memory—but only by a distressed use of language, words wrought as fault and failure. But in reading How It Is, we shall find that for Beckett, as for Benjamin and Adorno, the redeeming of this promise is ultimately not possible without the conditions of justice—a justice free of theology.

In the years following the Second World War, Beckett, feeling increasingly obsessed by an indeclinable “imperative” to write, abandoned his Joycean experiments with fiction-writing, as he began to formulate in clearer terms what kind of writing he thought the second half of the twentieth century required of him. If language is ever to redeem something of its sublime promise to make the world more humane, it must first be redeemed itself. But what “economy” of writing might undertake such redeeming? The answer that Beckett gradually found compelling was inherently paradoxical: only a language of destitution; only a language manifesting the “destitution” of the most sublime.23 When the words fail to come or fail to do their work, as he knows they must, Beckett now says: “Fail again. Fail better.”24 His failures, as I shall argue, are inevitable, because the time of the traditional art of storytelling has irrevocably passed. But that untimeliness only makes the failures all the more urgent and timely. In Beckett’s later stories and works for the stage, we are confronted with the emotional demands of this impoverished, denuded language, only occasionally permitted to shift from the “banality” of words bearing disavowed truth to the lyrical eloquence of “poetic” sentiment, recalling spirit’s unbearable loss in the very expression of hope.

The terms of the project undertaken here in this volume require at once some explanation, even if at this point it is only in very brief hints. As we proceed, further definition will emerge, since the meaning of words emerges in their contexts of usage. By “utopia” I shall mean here, in an initial formulation, that ideal condition of a society, a world, in which the promise of happiness is grounded in—or say is a function or consequence of—the achievement of a time of reconciliation, such that all the historical antagonisms, diremptions, and contradictions, and all the malevolence—all the things responsible for avoidable forms of misery and suffering—are overcome and forever banished. However, as Adorno has argued, this would be the achievement of a movement in the direction of a justice befitting our humanity: “The reconciled condition would not be the philosophical imperialism of annexing the foreign. Instead, its happiness would lie in the fact that the foreign, in the proximity it is granted, remains what is distant and different […].”25 This same theme, which I take to imply a certain conception of social justice, was articulated in Minima Moralia, where he said



Only by the recognition of distance in our neighbor is strangeness alleviated: accepted into consciousness. The presumption of undiminished nearnesss present from the first, however, the flat denial of strangeness, does the other supreme injustice, virtually negates him as a particular human being and therefore the humanity in him, “counts him in,” incorporates him in the inventory of property.26



This conception implies that my happiness is impossible without justice for all: “justice” broadly understood as ethical life, characterizing the right ways for human beings to live and dwell with one another. And if, as Heidegger says in “Building Dwelling Thinking,” “mortals must ever search anew for the right way of dwelling, since they are still needing to learn what it means for mortals to dwell,”27 then learning how to live with others who are “foreign,” “alien,” “strange,” and different from us must be essential to our learning the way of dwelling.

Heidegger’s words imply the need for “thinking”: without mindfulness of the immeasurable and the unnamable illuminating the nature of our passage through life, he argues, building and dwelling will be abandoned to the nihilism of meaningless activity. For Adorno, however, what building and dwelling need first and foremost is a thinking that is capable of being a force of critical resistance, heightening consciousness in regard to the conditions and causes of suffering, but overcoming the temptations of resignation and cynicism. As he says, only such thinking “has the element of the universal.” His argument concludes, defining the “happiness” with which, in our reading of Beckett, we shall be concerned:



The happiness that dawns in the eye of the thinking person is the happiness of humanity. […] Thought is happiness, even where it defines unhappiness by enunciating it. By this alone, happiness reaches into the universal unhappiness. Whoever does not let it atrophy has not capitulated to resignation.28



It might seem an unbelievably vain audacity, certainly a misreading too far-fetched, too counter-intuitive, for serious consideration, to undertake a reading of Beckett’s works intent on showing their ways of signifying, or giving expression to, this promise of happiness. After all, his works are so massively gray and grim. But for a rigorously careful reading, there are, as I hope to show, surprising traces, rewarding glimpses, although most of them appear only dialectically, by way of negation, through a syntax of pain, figures of loss and absence, and expressions of almost hopeless longing.29

Beckett never forgot the thought, the dream, of happiness. Nor therefore would he ever forget justice—justice free of theodicy, though still an end in the distance. Even the very words he uses to negate it undo the negation, for they preserve it in memory and longing. Although tempted by resignation and despair, he never completely lost touch with the utopian dream, for we find that, even when his stories and images take us into the very depths of cruelty, suffering, despair, and deadness, the representation of our existential condition as an object for self-reflection summons into consciousness the longing for a finer humanity, keeping alive the promise of happiness. No doubt with Milton’s poetic work in mind, Proust, whom Beckett read with admiration and insight, remarked that, “the true paradises are the paradises we have lost.”30 Paradoxically, it is in the mourning over what we have lost and in the nihilism of despair that the longing and the hope for happiness are most compellingly sustained. But in Beckett, this mourning is also filled with longing for a paradise that has never taken place: a future paradise to come, “à venir.” At stake for Beckett as writer, as storyteller, is—drawing, here, on the grammar of both the subjective and the objective senses of the genitive—language as the language of justice. Language holds the promise of happiness—holds it, however, in a structure of withholding. In Beckett, therefore, this promise can only be the name, and the enactment, of an absence almost lost in silence—the object of endless longing and mourning. In Watt (1945), he writes of the “nothingness” that “words enclose.”31 In Happy Days (1961), it is all about happiness, and the tone of his words can seem quite different—but they still enclose nothingness.



*



In the summer of 1930, Beckett was reading Schopenhauer. Writing a letter to his friend, Thomas MacGreevy, he expressed admiration for that philosopher’s paradoxical “intellectual justification of unhappiness.”32 In his essay “On the Suffering of the World,” Schopenhauer had argued that, if only we could see others as kindred sufferers, that experience might “remind us of what are the most necessary of all things: tolerance, patience, forbearance and charity,” qualities of character which, he thought, “each of us needs and each of us therefore owes.”33 In other words, the dialectical “justification” of unhappiness, of suffering, modeled after Kant’s equally paradoxical “justification” of war, consists in the assumption of the fact that our misery causes us to become aware of what is ethically required of us to overcome it. It would accordingly be reasonable to infer, I think, that these “most necessary of all things” are what would constitute, for him, the core of happiness—insofar as happiness is at all possible. And it should be noted, before we leave this thought, that, when we reflect on the four “necessary” factors, we can only conclude that the philosopher implicitly stakes the possibility of happiness on a humane response, oriented by the claims of justice, to the misery and suffering that seemingly constitute, for Beckett, the almost unbearable fate of the human condition.

In the context of this volume, I shall take this to mean that, if only for the sake of a negative critique of the present, it should make any sense at all to contemplate the utopia of happiness, we must imagine happiness to be inseparable from the gestures of ethical life, the gestures of justice, that would represent the “perfection” of our humanity, our capacity to acknowledge the other—above all, the suffering of the other. And this means, as Beckett’s early experimental tale Dante and the Lobster (1932) poignantly reveals, responding not only to the suffering of human beings, but also to that of the other animals with which we share the planet—even the lobsters, who are very much alive when thrown into pots of boiling water. And as A. Alvarez points out, interpreting the allegorical meaning of that tale, “real agonies are [often] expressed by displacement and disguise.”34

In keeping with Schopenhauer’s dark vision, Beckett shows us much misery and suffering. But we should not hasten to infer that Beckett’s works must exclude all traces of a utopian or messianic promise. Although the persistence of hope, the affirmation of that promise in the text and texture of his stories, frequently seems like the cruelest of jokes, for the most part appearing indirectly through negative images, as the narrated events defy meaning and the needed words fail to come, it will be the task of this volume to call attention to those hauntingly hopeful word-traces, allegorical figures, metaphors and allusions, no matter how ambiguous or questionable they may be, that suddenly appear within the narration of so much unjustifiable cruelty, misery, and suffering. Just as Beckett’s character Watt searches for traces of the presence of the elusive Mr. Knott, his employer, who might, for all he knows, be the God of his faith, we shall search through Beckett’s words for traces and echoes of the promise of happiness—“happiness” understood, here, as an issue of justice, the most humane way for us to be with others: what critical social theory, drawing on Hegel and Marx, represents by the concept of “reconciliation.” Our profane redemption: a justified happiness—without the God of our fathers.



*



In 1857, Marie-Henri Beyle, Stendahl as he is commonly known, wrote in his essay “On Beauty” that, “beauty is only the promise of happiness.” “La beauté,” he declared, “n’est que la promessse de bonheur.” A century later, Theodor Adorno would reformulate in a negative dialectic the skepticism weakening that dictum, making art the subject and arguing, accordingly, that what is true in art is something nonexistent—a time of happiness (AT 131). Moreover, he argued, amending Stendahl’s assertion, that “Art is the ever broken promise of happiness” (AT 136, 311). Art will always break its promise, will always betray it, because art is only fiction, only aesthetic semblance. But at the same time that Adorno asserts that the promise to transform the world will always be broken, he nevertheless holds on to the conviction that art can still, to some extent, keep the promise, keep it alive, keep it going on, as the expression of a mimetic anticipation of the possible: what Ernst Bloch called an “anticipatory illumination,” a “Vor-Schein.” However, even when it does this, it cannot fulfill the promise if it is to remain faithful to the dialectical logic of the utopian idea it bears. Paradoxically, it can accomplish this fidelity only by not fulfilling it, not keeping it, in order to keep the happiness that it promises as a critical incitement to ever-renewed efforts, something never to be finally achieved, free of fatal compromises. This, therefore, constitutes a second reason why art will always break the promise of happiness.

But how is the promise kept—kept, for example, in the art of literature? And what can we learn about the hermeneutical phenomenology of language from Beckett’s stories and plays? How might language bear and impart intimations of the promise of happiness? In our reading of Beckett’s works, we shall examine his word-constructions and inventions, narrative metaphors, allegorical figures and allusions, taking note of where and how this hopeful promise is manifest, where and how it appears.

In defending the free play of the imagination that figures in the language of surrealism, Georges Bataille argued, appropriating Kant, that the fiction surrealism has produced can expose readers to a novel experience of freedom, since words no longer bound to practical usefulness “set themselves free and so unleash the image of free existence.”35 He is right to call attention to the connections between aesthetic play, freedom, and utopian happiness. Adorno, however, accuses surrealism of frivolously “betraying” the promise of happiness, sacrificing “to the [mere] appearance of happiness transmitted by any integral form, concern for its truth.”36 But what is happiness? What is at stake in the claim that, in the realm of life as in art, happiness—happiness here on earth—can be no more than a promise of paradise? What is the justice that brings happiness? Why must earthbound justice free itself from the divine dispensations of justice in theodicy? And how does the very existence of language—language as such—bear and sustain, in its challenge to theodicy, that promise of happiness? Finally, taking Adorno’s argument about art into the language of literature, I want to ask: How does that promise figure, how and where is it carried and imparted, in the storytelling language of literature? I would like these questions to serve as an indication of what, in the pages to follow, we shall be taking up for thought.

I now want to venture a connection between Adorno’s claim about art and something that Wittgenstein remarked about language in a Cambridge “Lecture on Ethics”: “I am tempted to say,” he observed, “that the right expression in language for the miracle of the existence of the world, though it is not any proposition in language, is the very existence of language itself.”37 Bringing Adorno’s and Wittgenstein’s thoughts together, the principal claim I wish to explore in reading Beckett is: that language, as such, is the bearer, or metaphor, if only in the form of ciphers and traces, of the utopian or messianic promise of happiness. This promise, I want to say, is a structural feature of all language: an “arche-writing,”38 if you will, that remains in effect but without determinate content, open accordingly to all communicative engagements. Thus, how it is engaged and set in motion—how, and in what institutional forms, it is made determinate—will be different in different political cultures and correspondingly different formations of language. Here, of course, our attention will be concentrated on how Beckett’s distinctive appropriation of this structure operates in the writing of his fictional stories. Language may be full of promise, but its signifying power has irrevocably exposed us to nothingness.



*


Another way of rendering my principal claim here is to say: language bears a utopian or messianic promise that, like a transcendental condition, grounds the concealed inception of another history. But language does not merely “bear” this promise, does not merely “announce” it: Creatively, proleptically, struggling against the nihilism that perpetually haunts it, it founds the utopian, or messianic time of faith and hope. At stake, as will soon enough be evident, is a promise that I propose to interpret here as a question of justice—but justice in a sense more broadly conceived than is customary, namely, as concerned with the humanity of our relations with one another.

In “How to Avoid Speaking,” a text engaging with theological questions provoked by his readings of Levinas, Benjamin, and others, Derrida wrote:


The experience of negative theology perhaps holds to a promise, that of the other […], not of this or that promise but of that which […] inscribes us by its trace in language—before language.39


However, he warns, the “promise” which is at stake “will always have escaped the demand of presence,” for it is that which “renders possible every present discourse.”40 What I want accordingly to argue is that the promise through which we are, as it were, “inscribed” is the utopian or messianic promise of happiness: a promise that indeed belongs to a past that has never yet been present; a promise, moreover, that in its appeal to our humanity, implies a new order of justice. (It should be
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