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Borders
1.

Thank you for being here tonight. I'd like to thank especially the Holtzbrink group and the Samuel Fischer guest professorship, Freie Universität through its Peter Szondi Institute and the DAAD for inviting me to Berlin to teach a seminar on literature this winter term. 
I have titled this seminar Desire against Identity and the conference I will read this evening, and which I called Borders, may be considered an introduction to the course's main theme, which has been haunting me ever since I began writing fiction, some thirty years ago. So, it is not new to me. The new thing to me, and I assume it is new to many of you too, is the social and political situation in which we find ourselves worldwide, and which has taken a quick, grotesque and depressing turn in a country like Brazil, where I come from. 

This text was written under the bleak impression of a country that chose to yield to the call of stupidity and obscurantism, surrender to the worst kind of scum, a country that allowed itself to be governed by people who uphold the interests of militias, with the excuse of saving the economy and ridding itself of insecurity, crime and corruption, and which did so with self-deceptive conviction and shameless bad faith.
But this text was also written under the imperative of identity as a category, libertarian in principle, to which we cling while the world falls apart around us. The notion of identity has become commonplace, a convenient lifeline and a wild card for resisting oppressions and excesses which we can no longer ascribe to any one enemy class, and whose implacable and suicidal logic looms like a shadow over present-day democratic societies.
While identity politics, largely heirs of multiculturalism, as well as dynamic and transnational processes which defended differences and singularities, propose new consensuses, we find ourselves in the midst of a revival of nationalisms and racisms, which advance with the redoubled resentment of long-repressed ghosts, brazenly calling for the exclusion of others, of differences and of the contradictory, as a tactic for self-affirmation. We are a far cry from what Michel Foucault described as “the art of living”, which aspires to “create unnamable individualities, beings, relationships and qualities within oneself and with others.” (Ästhetik der Existenz: Schriften zur Lebenskunst, Suhrkamp, 2007).
Encouraged by the concept of identity, we assume that literature must represent that which has already been named, that which has been tamed and domesticated, that which we can recognize and identify with, while the object of literature is precisely the untamed and the unnamable.
A few years ago, the French philosopher Michel Serres, who died this year, was invited to be the editor in chief for a day of the leftist daily Libération, based in Paris. In his editorial, Serres wrote that people mix up identity and belonging. They are two different things. You may belong to a group or a place but that is not your identity. You may be a completely different individual from the other individuals in the same group. The difference, which will be changing all through your life, depending on the interactions you make with what is not you, with the real and the others, is your identity. It is an individual, moving and dynamic drive. When now we talk about identity, however, we're thinking about belonging. And we're assigning the individual with the features of the group. This is the basis for nationalisms, but also for all kinds of racisms.

In this confusion, the idea of borders has become indissociable from the idea of identity. The birth of modern western nations was accompanied by epic narratives which sought to restore a common mythical origin capable of converting each and every individual who shared the same land and language into blood-heirs of founding heroes. When transposed to the periphery, however, this romantic fetishism was not as successful in electing as its origin myth the figure of the native, whose blood the nation has always spilled unceremoniously.
In Brazil, these misguided ideas have confronted us ever since, with the contradictions of a farce, with lame artificiality and with the affectations of our self-deceit, a problem which, inversely, has cast doubt upon the myth of universality itself, as shown by the Brazilian literary critic Roberto Schwarz. From the destabilizing consciousness of the impossibility of finding either a civilizing universality or a natural national identity the best Brazilian literature shall emerge, in reaction to the bad fiction of such an imposture.
At the end of the 19th century, the self-deprecating opacity in the prose of Machado de Assis, which could be considered flawed according to the parameters of realist transparency, pointed to an understanding of literature as noise, diversion and dysfunction, instead of naturalness and recognition, more problem and reflection than unifying solution and consensus.
This is perhaps our greatest contribution to the understanding of literature worldwide. Especially today when, in a perverse reversal, we are startled by the sinister resurgence of the worst kind of nationalist ideology, one that opposes the emergence of identity movements, as a sort of a long repressed backlash. 
I'm an active supporter of individual and minority rights. My own life wouldn't be the same without the fierce and long battle for gay rights around the world, and I'm very grateful for that. As a closeted gay boy in the 60s and 70s, however, growing up under a dictatorship whose motto was “love it or leave it” (meaning the country), it seemed natural to me to associate identity with evil and with an imposture. Throughout the 20th century, literature has been trying to denaturalize the concept of identity. But for good or bad, it is now as if every struggle had been converted into a defense of identity, so that we no longer notice the similarity between identity, in the sense of belonging, and border, nor the reduction of complex identitification processes into the simplistic and somewhat appeasing illusion of well-defined outlines. We attempt to avoid nebulous zones and contradictions. We no longer endure facing the vulnerability of ambiguities, we no longer recognize the exception, the unmarked territory, the heart of darkness. 
Ours is a world from which contradiction is being banned. The internet, promising an open window to the world, but functioning in fact as a sort of an ideal mirror to the narcissistic beholder, may have had an important part in it. It is not by chance that we ended up clinging to the notion of identity as a lifeline.  We have been seduced to seeing the world through the lenses of identity, effacing all that which would not correspond to us, all that which would contradict us, our beliefs or our self-image. 
The very notion of a fixed identity allows us to assume that we have a hard, essential core, which is unquestionable, undisputable, beyond doubt. A core that could not be tainted by any kind of contradiction. A fixed core with which we could resist the other, the attacks of a barbaric wave of prejudices, impostures and lies whose goal is precisely to hide its own contradictions, resorting to simplistic, fake and deceptive answers to any problem.
To assume the seductive fantasy that we may be immune to contradiction means that at some point we will also have to deny the other, and the other who inhabits us.

I acknowledge that there is no possible political organization and mobilization without the resort to some kind of identity logic in order to sustain a social bond. That becomes quite clear with the war on racism, and specially with the fight against white supremacy and discrimination. Identity serves a strategy, it is a tool for social and political organization, struggle and emancipation, but it can also be converted into a crutch or a veil set upon the world, upon that which we cannot face, and this may be a problem once it comes to literature. A literature based on the concept of identity is one that formulates questions to which it already knows the answers, because identity (here defined as belonging, not as singularity, difference and exception) is also a social convention and confirmation, it can assume no risk, it is an assertion, a statement, a war cry.
Whereas, in society, identity has been an engaging force for emancipatory movements, in the best literature it has been tackled and represented as a contradictory element and it has been often denaturalized as a convention. Now the urgency of identity movements as the last resort for social and political resistance has been forcing literature to represent it as a coherent, natural element. This is what interests me most in the connection between literature and identity nowadays, and the take literature has had on the concept of identity. Its opposition to desire, although I had intuitively tinkled with it for a long time – I’d say at least since I began writing fiction – has acquired a new meaning and consciousness to me with the reading, in the last years, of two texts: Leo Bersani’s “Realism and the Fear of Desire”, a short essay, and Foucault’s fourth and last volume of his History of Sexuality, “The Confessions of the Flesh”. Some writers have taken this contradiction to a peak. These are the writers I am most interested in (from Kleist to James Baldwin; from Conrad, Proust and Machado de Assis to Georges Bataille and Junichiro Tanizaki)

While identity presents itself as undisputable, literature is, by principle, disputable, debatable, fragile. It is the realm of doubt. Literature can’t last without the freedom to doubt and to question. Literature will wither without doubt, without the other who contradicts us from within. But the concept of identity, once it becomes indistinct from belonging, has to be based on solid ground. It admits no doubt, no ambiguity, no inner contradiction. Like the border, it is an element of defense and a weapon, but it is also a construct, it is not supposed to open its flanks to the other, to its adversary. 
A few years ago, I attended a lecture in which a comparison was made between a Nigerian sculptor and the American writer James Baldwin. Whereas the sculptures, basically allegorical, would serve the lecturer as illustration for her ideas in general, well-intentioned ideas that preceded her contact with the sculptures and were confirmed by them, she could not always follow Baldwin. Although she liked his writings, they would eventually baffle her. Baldwin would contradict himself and that shocked the critic. She could not rely on him for certainties. But this is precisely why his essays from the 50's and 60's are so compelling and fascinating. He is fighting for his identity and at the same time he is doubting his belonging all the way through. Because being an American clashes with being black, and being black clashes with being gay, and so forth. His experience does not allow him to abide by any comforting convention or consensus. As a writer, he doubts, he questions. His own identity, the identity he is fighting for, becomes itself an open civil war to the reader, it comprises contradiction, and in a certain way is formed by it.  

2.

Throughout the 19th Century, with the pressures of capitalism, European societies found in realism a mirror upon which they could project their national identities, the representation of a matrix of stability to which they could cling and recognize themselves in a volatile world, a world of high-speed transformations. I quote the American literary critic Leo Bersani in his "Realism and the Fear of Desire", from 1975: “Perhaps the surest guarantee of social order is psychological coherence, and the nineteenth-century novelist, in his commitment to significant structures of character, is providing his readers with more than just an intellectual satisfaction with well-drawn patterns. […] He has opted for the readability of the human personality […] and thus sends his society a comforting message about its fundamental stability and order”.
Why fear of desire? Because it is the conveyor of incoherence and contradiction within us. Desire is the other in ourselves, in our bodies, and this since Saint Augustin wrote his "Confessions".
Amid the social chaos brought on by the advent of capitalism, realism, besides bringing to the foreground common characters and banal lives hitherto disdained by literature, gave them the comfort of a semblance of integrity, of a likely representation of well-defined contours, of characters both complex and coherent within their social and psychological identities. They were what we now call characters of “flesh and blood”, a reaction to the psychological implausibility and inconstancy of the contrived, or so-called “paper”, characters. 
So if the subject’s incoherence cast any shadow whatsoever upon romantic efforts to establish a mythic basis for national identity, it was recessive and exceptional, and was quickly repressed by realist hegemony. The paradoxical “Prince of Homburg”, Kleist’s patriotic play, is an emblematic case, which, in these times, as nationalist ideology once again rears its ugly head, acquires an unexpected relevance.
The play was written in 1810, when Napoleon’s army occupied Western Europe, and only a year before the author’s suicide. During his brief life (1777 – 1811), constantly haunted by suicidal imaginings, Kleist served as a soldier, eventually attaining the position of first-lieutenant in the Prussian army, before considering enlisting in the French army against the English and being wrongly imprisoned as a spy. 
“The Prince of Homburg” is, in principle, a patriotic drama, written with nationalist intentions and directed at the Prussian Hollenzollern dynasty as a call to arms and the liberation of German territories under Napoleonic occupation. It differs from a simple nationalist drama in that the play is also a dream (the protagonist is seen sleepwalking in the opening scene) and in that the catatonic world which it depicts (the world of the unconscious, as we would come to realize two centuries later) pits the values and laws of the nation against the desires and reckless actions of the individual in his fight for the fatherland. The message is contradictory to say the least.
The prince of Homburg is in charge of a Prussian battalion. During a battle against the Swedes, instead of awaiting orders from his superiors, he leads an assault on the enemy, an initiative comprised as much of patriotic enthusiasm as of madness, and one which is linked to the sleepwalking in the opening scene, when the prince acted unconsciously, as if he were living, and making all his decisions, in a dream.
The hero’s untimely actions will eventually ensure Prussian victory, but not without first raising suspicions that the Prussian commander had been killed during the assault. Though this suspicion is never confirmed, it weighs heavily on the decision to court-martial the prince of Homburg for insubordination. Until the end of the play, however, we don’t know whether or not the hero will be sentenced to death, in the name of the fatherland which he has led to victory. Everything is extremely ambiguous. In the last act, in a plot twist that reflects the author’s suicidal imaginings, the prince himself, having tried all he could to save his skin (and when he might finally be pardoned), paradoxically defends his death sentence in the name of the fatherland.
Goethe criticized in Kleist’s plays a certain “drama of the unseen”, which today would immediately be considered a compliment. Kleist’s use of language allows us to see this “unseen”, both on and off stage. An idiosyncratic language, distinct within the German language itself, and which in a sense foretokened the literature of Kafka.
Gilles Deleuze, the French philosopher, recognizes in the play a “war machine set against the State apparatus”. I quote him: “Goethe and Hegel, state thinkers both, see Kleist as a monster, and Kleist has lost from the start. Why is it, then, that the most uncanny modernity lies with him?”.  
Because, according to Deleuze, this war machine, once conquered by the State, is converted into machines of “thinking, loving, dying, and creating, which have at their disposal vital or revolutionary powers capable of challenging the conquering State”. And this begins with the need for becoming “a stranger in one’s own language” in order to express what that language can no longer comprehend. With the need to create an artistic, exterior, impure, perhaps poorer (or “minor”) language, which is nonetheless capable of revealing that which is unseen by the national language, proud of its hegemony but incapable of defending the democratic State against the scourge of cretinism, against opportunisms and the impostures of its worst enemies, converted into defenders of the fatherland. The need for a language of resistance, against a national language that has been reduced to the impotence of watching, open-mouthed, the perversion of meanings by fascist-inspired discourse, for example, like a body unable to defend itself against the attacks of an autoimmune disease. In other words, the need for a language capable of revealing the exception, the diversion, the foreign, the strange and the incoherent, within the nation’s own borders.
The fact is that the subject’s incoherence, at first repressed, resurfaces to haunt the borders of national identity as the modern radicalization of realist experiences unfolds through the exploration of the hidden and unfathomable aspects of the characters of Joseph Conrad, for example, who, much like Machado de Assis, represents a departure from nineteenth-century realism towards the literary modernism of the 20th Century.
The symmetry and mirroring between apparently opposite pairs (light and darkness, civilization and barbarism) is present from the first lines of “Heart of Darkness”, when the Congo River, where most of the action in Conrad’s celebrated novella takes place, superimposes itself upon the Thames, from where the narrator (and the author) speaks, exposing, and later challenging and shuffling, the simplistic connection between mere representation and what has recently been labeled “locus or place of speech”. In “Heart of Darkness”, identities correspond to relationships too intricate and complex to be reduced to the immediacy of first impressions. The identification process of opposites contradicts their recognitions, the façade of names and places.
The critic Edward Saïd, in a wonderful essay that links two apparently disparate authors – Conrad and Nietzsche –, cites the German philosopher’s definition of “originality” (to see or to reveal something that still has no name) in order to exalt the virtuosity of Conrad’s elusive language in his efforts to depict, though not always successfully, the unnamable. Marlow’s search in “Heart of Darkness” is an “intellectual adventure”, “the cohabitation of total opposites”, the inverse of the recognition of names, values and fixed identities, predetermined and appeasing. Here, progress and civilization are already constitutive elements of barbarism. The closer he gets to the heart of darkness and the “interior station” from where he must rescue a man who has gone mad, the closer the protagonist gets to the truth about himself. The more he searches for the “other” (who is out of his mind, in more ways than one), the closer he gets to himself.
What this novel (serialized in 1899, published in full as a book in 1902 and acclaimed throughout the 20th century as one of the inescapable milestones of modern Western literature) introduces and insinuates in its investigation of the human soul is – beyond what at first sight might be attributed to the commonplaces of the psychology of its time or the inertia of colonial racism – the opposite of what the conventions and convictions of identity politics (both national and racial) preach: it introduces a radical process of identification as the very loss of the self’s contours, the obliteration of borders, the hallucinatory identification with the other (and, in this sense, the 1979 film “Apocalypse Now”, Coppola’s cinematographic adaption of the novel, transposed to the 1960s, with all its psychedelics, is even more pertinent). As if the physical and spiritual worlds were so jumbled together that, resorting to a conception essential to the animism of African cosmologies, the spirit might assume different forms as well as, in principle, forms which are incompatible with the spirit itself; as if the journey to the interior of the Congo were also a kind of transmigration, a journey of the spirit to this place where the subject of reason is confronted with the limits and frailties of its consciousness and self-definition, where nightmare and objective reality mix.
3.

In 1975, Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe accused Conrad of depicting the Africans as mere staffage, exotic or monstrous figures, devoid of subjectivity and subjective interest, zombies in hell, composing the scenery for the colonizing white man’s conflict of conscience.  But the representation of zombies devoid of subjective interest might well apply to Marlow’s description of the Belgians in their metropolis: “"I found myself back in the sepulchral city resenting the sight of people hurrying through the streets to filch a little money from each other (...). The bearing of commonplace individuals going about their business in the assurance of perfect safety (...) was offensive to me like the outrageous flauntings of folly in the face of danger it is unable to comprehend".

Still on the subject of Conrad and Nietzsche, Saïd says the following: “Conradian narrators as Marlow are always reminding their audience that what is being said can never capture the true essence of the action that took place. […] They are posited in a way as fundamentally unknowable. It is left to the narrative to deliver them, not in themselves, but as they are from many perspectives”. The visible in Conradian prose is the effort to name that which has no name, or rather, to reveal, through the narrative’s various points of view, the invisible, this place “where no one has ever been, the heart of darkness”. 
In 1885, the Congo became the private property of King Leopold II of Belgium, whose administration is known for one of the most horrifying experiences among the uncountable atrocities not only of colonialism in general but in the history of mankind. “The vilest scramble for loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience”, wrote Conrad after working for the Belgians in the Congo River, in 1890, as captain of the Roi des Belges steamer.
Inspired by this haunting experience, “Heart of Darkness” proposes an identification with that which we don’t want to see in ourselves. Challenging the myth of nationalisms, it proposes a destabilizing identification between opposites. We are not only the opposite of what we want to believe (the “noble cause” of the colonizing mission), but we also carry within us the reverse of our self-definition (our civility is capable of the most savage violence). We are the other. The identity we fabricate for ourselves is a façade which allows us to act according to whatever contradicts it.
Marlow seeks in the confrontation with horror the very antidote to horror and in the confrontation with madness the very antidote to madness: the paroxysm of the system as the cessation of its follies concealed by the facades of identity, a suicidal germ (or “death drive”) embedded in the principles of this “civilizing enterprise”, acting through hallucination, attacking the other within oneself, much like an autoimmune disease. In this sense, the novel still says much about our own times.
The exploration of the unplumbable aspect of the human spirit (and the identification of the opposites of which it is comprised) makes Conrad, and specially “Heart of Darkness”, a precious link in the transition of the representation of identity between the realist novels of the 19th Century and Proust.
The Proustian novel, unlike the realism of the eighteen hundreds, is the expression of an incomplete work, the vigor of a subject who constructs and dissolves himself permanently in others, in what he’s lost, in what he lacks, in what he is and at the same time isn’t, as he narrates and reminisces. 

The American critic Leo Bersani asserted that: “The defeat of realism in ‘In Search of Lost Time’ is perhaps brought about most decisively by the Proustian implication that the self and the work are essentially incomplete, that they never settle into those definitive meanings which reduce artistic performances to mere exposures of character”.
Samuel Beckett, in his celebrated early essay on Proust, addresses precisely this shattering of identity when it is subjected to time. That is the Proustian question: an identity is not fixed in time, we love that which is fleeting, that which escapes us forever, that which we cannot know.
According to Proust, everything revolves around time and desire, a body subjected to time is inaccessible, can never be “itself”. Identity is an illusion, a fragile and inefficient crutch against time. Writes Beckett: “We imagine that love has as its object a person whom we can see lying down before our eyes, enclosed in a human body. Alas, it is the extension of that person to all the points in space and time which the person has occupied and will occupy.”
In that same essay, Beckett links the exceptionality of the Proustian works with a radical identification between subject and object. Each of the points occupied by the object in time and space requires a different corresponding narrator (a new subjective point of view, often sudden and involuntary). Literary truth arises from this contamination – the loss of identity as an uncrossable border between a supposedly upstanding and coherent subject, and the “other”, transforming the subject into the difference itself, into a “stranger” within himself. Literature is the exercise of total and incommensurate identification with difference itself. That is what “Heart of Darkness” shows us.
In the opening entries of a diary kept during his season in the Congo, Conrad wrote of a fortunate encounter with Roger Casement, the British consul. A typical Conradian character, combining personal, secret and obscure dimensions with the heroic and tragic nature of the revolutionary, Casement was responsible for the report which, in 1903, revealed to the Western world the extent of the crimes committed against the black population by the colonists in the Belgian Congo. He was also responsible for reporting the horror (forced labor, genocide, etc) perpetrated by an English extractive company against the indigenous peoples of the Peruvian Amazon. He was ultimately executed for treason, for his involvement with Irish revolutionaries and for attempting to coopt the Germans, during World War I, into the revolutionary cause.
In the chapter on Conrad in “The Rings of Saturn”, German writer W.G. Sebald maintains that Casement’s homosexuality “sensitized him to the continuing oppression, exploitation, enslavement and destruction, across the borders of social class and race, of those who were the furthest from the centers of power”. Sebald probably ignored the racism present in Casement’s harsh description of Brazilians and Latin-Americans (“A mixture of Jew and nigger and God knows what; altogether the nastiest human black pudding the world has yet cooked in her tropical stew pot”), written in a moment of exasperation during his unhappy experience as consul in Santos, Belém and Rio de Janeiro, in the early 20th Century. In any case, the discomfort of this “interior stranger”, in innate discordance with conventions, allowed him to recognize the other, because the other was already within him.
“Heart of Darkness” attempts to express this very condition, the representation of the unnamable. The Congo is right here. The Congo has been within us all along.
Conrad retrieves the horror of the double (barbarism and civilization are two sides of the same coin), the ambivalence of a divided, contradictory and shattered identity. Starting with Conrad all twentieth-century literature will be, under the influence of the psychoanalytical unconscious (and at least up to the reaction of multiculturalism), an effort to denaturalize identity. For both national and individual concepts of identity ascribe a problematic and contradictory part to the Other, here with a capital "O.
4.

There is no other contemporary writer who’s been more insistently, naturally and with stronger conviction compared to Proust than the Norwegian Karl Ove Knausgaard. This comparison, however, says more about our time than about the affinities and similarities between the two literary projects. Unlike Proust, time in Knausgaard’s writings reaffirms the contour and identity of things; time is the repetition, the protection and the confirmation of the subject, represented by the author’s mnemonic obsession. The apparent naturalness with which he meticulously describes moments in his life works towards the composition of a continuity, a subjective integrity of the whole. 
With the social insecurity of neoliberalism, the naturalization of identity re-emerges to protect us from the storm. We want to believe in something. We seek a safe haven in conventional representations, in the confirmation of well-defined limits, in the integrity of the subject and the home, not in the irregularity of doubt. There is, in this movement, a comprehensible and natural longing for regression and infantilization.
In a review published in the “New York Times”, on occasion of the publication of the fourth volume of “My Struggle” in the United States, American novelist Jeffrey Eugenides mentions Knausgaard's ambition to write "something exceptional" in a world saturated by fiction as one of the reasons why the author took the path opposite that of unbounded imagination (“other writers invent; Knausgaard remembers”, placing everything that ever happened to him under a magnifying glass).
Eugenides emphasizes the “highly sympathetic honesty” of the project: “The reason these books feel so much like life is that there’s only one main character. For all his gifts, Knausgaard never leaves an indelible impression of other people. […] It’s impossible to be inside them without altering the focus of Knausgaard’s solipsism. […] His is such an interesting brain to inhabit that you never wish to relinquish the perspective any more than, in your life, you wish to stop being yourself. One of the paradoxes of Knausgaard’s work is that in dwelling so intensely on his own memories he restores – and I would almost say blesses – the reader’s own”.

In the mid-20th century, another writer who’d often been compared to Proust (for taking the Proustian sentence to its peak) also created a work based on a radical description of himself, but the result was diametrically opposite to the works of Knausgaard. Michel Leiris published “Manhood” (“L’Age d’Homme”) in 1939 – and, in his case, radicalness was more a result of his approach to strangeness and repulsion than to a total and immediate identification with the reader.
“Knausgaard has found a way to suspend the reader’s disbelief at a time when that suspension is harder to accomplish. His technique is so cunning that the reader doesn’t even notice. In fact, Knausgaard’s command of traditional novelistic procedure is the reason these books are the opposite of dull, though on the face of it they should be. Knausgaard is always spinning a tale, always drawing the reader along with some romantic entanglement, sexual disaster or emotional crisis. He feeds in atmosphere in just the right amounts; his pacing is flawless”, writes Eugenides.
Although the reviewer isn’t alone in defining Knausgaard’s work as an “experimental novel”, the cunning artifice and verisimilitude is much closer to the conventions of an ideal of classic harmony than to the risks and irregularities of experimentation proper.
Michel Leiris began his intellectual life with Surrealism, before breaking with the movement and embarking on his anthropological adventure. In “Manhood”, he wishes to “undress” himself, to reveal his wounds and flaws, to expose himself to public ridicule, to opprobrium. It is as if only by dissecting his own desire, that which lies deepest within him, that which is most secret and uncontrollable and unfathomable,  could he ever reach some truth.
All experimentation presupposes a risk, it is based on the opposite of the final result, on the opposite of the “polishing up” of artifice, cunning and dissimulation. There is, of course, a paradox here, but there is also perhaps the idea that paradoxes are literature’s subject matter and truth.
The passages in which Knausgaard recounts his life are related to a sense of naturalness with which the reader can identify, while at the same time feeling compensated by the narrative itself, as if he were reading his own life story, composed with the cunning of literary artifice. The experience leaves both author and reader feeling empowered and gratified. The supposed shamelessness encompasses experiences that are common to all, from feelings to bodily functions, like a child's description of his own shit.
On the other hand, the passages in which Leiris recounts his life are an attempt to degrade the self as an element of communion. They expose the loss of self in permanent confrontation with desire. What the author has chosen to write of his life and of his memories are exceptional moments that reveal the perverted sexuality to which he is subjugated. They are moments that no one wishes to confess to, and they expose the vulnerability of the split subject, at the mercy of a desire that both contradicts and defines him. Leiris seeks the “pleasure” of the wound (the flaw), which is also a way of rubbing shoulders with death, a death which is linked to sex in that it is both risk and key to the understanding of life.
Like the Surrealists, Leiris was influenced by psychoanalysis. In “Manhood”, however, rather than conducting a self-analysis, he attempts to undertake an anthropology of the self. Leiris was part of the famous Dakar-Djibouti expedition, from 1931 to 1933, which resulted in the “Phantom Africa” diary. He worked for many years at the Musée de l’Homme, in Paris. Like Georges Bataille, to whom “Manhood” was dedicated, Leiris uses the anthropological perspective to revisit his most intimate obsessions, mixing essayistic and confessional forms, transforming literature into a kind of sacrifice of the self. The result is astonishing, blending the subjectivity of experience and analytical objectivity, as if the self were in fact some Other.
Literature emerges, then, as a form of circular reflection, a result of a desire that is also the object of the author’s investigation. He interrogates himself on his sexual and aesthetic preferences, on the sacrifice present in bullfights, religious rituals and certain figures and images present in Antiquity. And the sacrifice, which is related to the wound and to the flaw, is also a way of getting closer to truth.
Leiris wanted to transform literature into an anthropology of the self, for there is no pleasure without the consciousness of pleasure. It is the opposite of a project which consists in “suspending the reader’s disbelief” (and consciousness), to better win him over. Leiris wanted disbelief to work in favor of the reader, of his consciousness and of his pleasure. It is a different type of identification, more reflexive, more adult and more problematic: in his own image, he wanted the reader to be attentive to the whims of desire. Perhaps this is the biggest difference between a modern literary project, so outdated like Leiris’, and a contemporary literature that tries to make conventions as natural, as transparent and as comfortable as the reader wishes them to be, in his attempt to escape the insecurity of the present.
5.

In contrast, the incompatibility with the conventions of its time is precisely what imparts strength and originality to the short essay by Giorgio Agamben, published in 2015, about the power of “adventure”, this medieval anachronism which has been debased and despised by modernity.
The semantic duplicity of the term “troubadour” (both a knight and a poet, one who searches but also composes) points to a coincidence between experience and text: the knight’s adventure is the same as the poet’s. The double meaning of “adventure” (event and tale) corroborates this indetermination. Experience and representation converge and conflate, are indissociable.
In the medieval adventure, the subject does not precede the text, which would merely represent him.
What Agamben is saying is that what we call identity is a result of a complex process of interactions and projections with others, with the unexpected, with what we are not or do not wish to be. Just as no one thinks alone (thought is a collective adventure), we are not whatever it is we are without others, without that which is beyond our borders and our horizons. And this not only as nationals but as  individuals. This process, which accompanies us from the moment of our birth to the moment of our death, we have named experience. Literature is part of it.
Percival, the legendary knight in the quest for the Holy Grail, is only named at the end of the story of his adventure, of his journey. The hero's identity is born from a literary act. Literature has less to do with who you are than with what you do, what you write. The hero becomes who he is through literature. The text is his experience. Language creates the occasion and the event in which both elements that are indissociable from adventure – experience and narrative –  might finally manifest themselves. Speech creates the locus. Not the other way round. Literature is not a direct, propositional discourse. It is a complex and dynamic creative process, not simply the representation or illustration of what preceded it, of what already had a name.
Literature opens up to a world we still don't know, a world we still don't see or don't want to see. This is its adventure, the radical politics of literature: its unsettling potential for rebelliousness, singularity and emancipation, which seems to have become harder and harder to understand, while we reduce the comprehension of it to the expression of what we attribute comfortably to the author's identity. If we really want to see the other, we must begin by acknowledging him in us.
Identity is fine as a means for social bonding and organization, there is no possible social organization without the notion of identity, but the bottom line here is: what do we expect from literature? Empathy, identification, comfort, confirmation? Do we want literature to correspond to the demands of our time? Or do we expect it to contradict them and our expectations? Do we see it, literature, as a simple retrospective device, which would only represent and illustrate what had already been negotiated and accepted, endorsed by social consensuses? Or do we take it also as a form of knowledge, as a social action in the present and, in this case, understand it as a prospective tool, capable of directing its flashlight towards the heart of darkness, towards the unknown, that which is not yet visible or understood, that which might precisely elude us and contradict what we think we are and what we wish we were?
Literature can give us more than empathy, comfort and identification. It can give us the opposite of all that, the unseen, the hidden part. It can widen our senses and our understanding of the world. So why would we cling to a crutch, to a veil, if we can go for the adventure? 
