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1.  The title of this conference,  Bakhtin: Through the test  of  Great  Time,  makes the 

question that I would like to raise explicitly almost inevitable: is Bakhtin not only one of 

the greatest, maybe  the greatest theorist of literature of the 20th century but also a 21st 

century thinker? I’m sure that the participants in this conference are inclined to answer 

affirmatively; Bakhtin is a classic, that is, an inexhaustible author, one who lives in the 

great time (to use his own evocative expression).

No author,  however,  belongs to the great  time once and for all.  The great  time – 

which is the time of interpretation – exists only if there are interpreters who measure up 

to the texts they are dealing with. The great time is a virtuality, a virtual condition (and 

not a matter of fact). Not even Dante and Shakespeare are ‘great’ when they are read by 

a mediocre literary critic and – to offer a concrete example that pertains to the polemic 

side of my speech – even an extraordinary writer like Conrad becomes small when a 

critic like Edward Said is dealing with him. 

   Therefore, I would like to offer a few reflections on Bakhtin’s theoretical legacy, on 

the virtualities of his thought: virtuality that we must understand and expand, not only 

because we admire Bakhtin, but because we think – if we think so – that Bakhtin has 

expressed important truths, that we cannot do without, and that we’re not willing to see 

trivialized.

I’ll obviously have to confine myself to a few points, in the time limit of this speech.

2.   Reading Bakhtin today is to claim the supremacy of theory over the impoverishment 

caused by anti-theory.  With anti-theory I  refer  to  a  very widespread attitude,  that is 

represented  today  mainly  by  cultural  studies;  and  since  cultural  studies  represent  a 
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regression to out-dated conceptions, we could call them retro-studies.

This regression isn’t inexplicable, and perhaps it shouldn’t even be surprising. Since 

I’m concentrating on the concept  of ‘virtuality’ I  would like  to underline this point: 

regression (even simply technical regression) is unthinkable in natural science. In the 

humanities, on the other hand, and particularly in the fields dealing with art, regression 

is a permanent virtuality.

The reasons for this possibility are extremely complex to give: it’s an epistemological 

problem. I’ll be able to deal with it only indirectly. Also, I don’t want to spend too much 

time criticizing the intellectual (and cultural) poverty of  cultural studies. I believe the 

best way to criticize the oversimplification of certain positions is to show what the way 

of complexity – the way of research – is.

3.   Bakhtin’s thought can naturally be examined from different points of view. I have 

chosen the point of view of intelligence and of logic.

We can say that every theory (not only every philosophy: every theory as well, since 

a  theory  is  hybrid  knowledge,  with  a  substantial  conceptual  and  philosophical 

component) expresses an  image of intelligence.  It  always expresses it  implicitly, and 

sometimes in a more explicit manner. There’s a famous essay by Robert Musil in which 

he states that intelligence goes hand in hand with its mimetic shadow, stupidity.1 Thus, a 

reflection on intelligence and on intelligence’s styles should always be accompanied by 

a  reflection  on  bêtise –  to  use  a  term that,  thanks  to  Flaubert,  has  become a  term 

indicating a crucial problem.

With  Flaubert  the  problem of  stupidity  entered  literature  –  and  virtually  entered 

philosophy, although philosophers haven’t  so far dedicated adequate attention to this 

dimension of the mind. It’s certainly not fair to confront this problem arrogantly – but I 

think that by now the problem is inescapable.2 

Well, from the very first time I read it I was very much struck with a passage of 

Bakhtin:  it  seems  to  me  that  this  passage  contains  an  insight  of  extraordinary 

importance. In his book on Rabelais, at one point, Bakhtin explains what a rigid form of 

1� R. Musil, Űber die Dummheit (1937); On Stupidity, in Precision and Soul, Chicago U.P., 1990.

2� Cfr. G. Bottiroli, In principio era la bêtise, in Soggettivazione e destino. Saggi intorno al ‘Flaubert’ di Sartre (a cura 
di G. Farina e R. Kirchmayr), Bruno Mondadori, Milano 2009; available in www.giovannibottiroli.it.
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life is: rigidity is what the carnival life tries to dissolve. To point out this rigidity, the  

fixedness of individual life, Bakhtin uses this expression: “the stupid coincidence with 

oneself”.

I think – obviously, I’ve consulted specialists on this – that the Italian translation (“la 

stupida  coincidenza  con  se  stessi”)  is  a  good  translation,  and  that  it’s  faithful  to 

Bakhtin’s thought: unless I have completely misunderstood this author. Therefore, I was 

very surprised by the fact that Hélène Iswolsky, the American translator of the book, 

chose the expression “conformity to itself”.3 It seems to me that this translation is subject 

to two criticisms:

a)   Hèléne Iswolsky eliminates the adjective tupoe, which means ‘obtuse’. It seems to 

me a wrong decision because in this passage Bakhtin is talking about stupidity. How can 

we define it? In my opinion, bêtise for Bakhtin is exactly that ‘stupid coincidence with 

oneself’.

This is the bakhtinian definition of stupidity – and it’s a definition that concerns the 

problem of identity, and the dimension of logic. What does ‘coincidence’ mean? This is 

the crucial question.

b)   Furthermore, it’s worth mentioning that the notion of ‘sovpadenie’ that we find in 

the same passage, is used, as a verbal expression, in fundamental passages of the book 

on  Dostoevsky  (and  is  expressed  in  English  by  Caryl  Emerson  with  the  verb  to  

coincide):

   “A man never  coincides  (sovpadaet)  with  himself.  One cannot  apply  to  him the 

formula of identity A = A”.4

   “Racine’s hero is equal to himself; Dostoevsky’s hero never for an instant coincides 

with himself”.5

   I think it’s better to translate ‘sovpadenie’ as  coincidence, and not as  conformity. In 

any case, aside from the choice of term, what matters is the idea expressed by these 

passages. I would like to try to clarify it now. 

My thesis is as follows: for Bakhtin, identity exists in the conflict between two modes of  

3�  M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and his world (1965), translated by Hélène Iswolsky, Indiana University Pres, Bloomington, 1984, 
pp. 39-40.

4� M.Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, edited and translated by Caryl Emerson, University of Minnesota, 1984, 
p. 59.

5�Ibid., p. 51.
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identity, coincidence and non-coincidence. If this conflict dies out – and unfortunately it 

happens  to  a  large  number  of  human  beings  –  because  the  first  of  the  two  modes 

prevails, the human being relinquishes his superior possibilities. 

4.   This thesis calls for a specification. We’re talking about human beings, not any kind 

of being. 

For example, the microphone I’m using coincides with itself, and we wouldn’t call it 

‘stupid’ because  of  this  (why  should  we  insult  this  poor  microphone).  We  have  to 

broaden  our  topic.  In  reference  to  Heidegger’s  ontology,  I’ll  say  that  there’s  a 

fundamental difference between beings whose possible mode of being is coincidence 

(and coincidence only), and which Heidegger calls intrawordly beings (innerweltlich), 

and  beings  that  have  the  possibility  of  not  coinciding  with  themselves,  and  which 

Heidegger defines by the name of  Dasein. Only for these beings, that are conflicting 

beings, it makes sense to talk about intelligence and stupidity.

Another  clarification:  coincidence doesn’t  equal  “static  nature”,  or  absence  of 

transformations.  Obviously a  being that  coincides with  itself  can change  in  time.  If 

coincidence were a synonym of static nature, it would be extremely easy to not coincide 

with oneself (Postmodernism feeds upon this illusion).

   We’re entering a field of problems that Bakhtin only outlined. He didn’t elaborate 

them adequately,  one must  admit.  However,  he has the merit  of having pointed to a 

direction of research. It’s up to us to develop it but, first of all, it’s up to us to prove that  

it’s legitimate. 

   It’s  worth  noting  that  some  Bakhtin  scholars  don’t  even  realize  the  conceptual 

difficulties  we  face  if  we  want  to  give  a  precise  sense  to  the  principle  of  non-

coincidence, which is one of Bakhtin’s great intuitions – an intuition he never gave up 

on.  The price  they pay is  the  sociological  trivialization  of  Bakhtin  (it’s  one  way to 

describe it). I think Bakhtin’s theory becomes poor without a logic interpretation.

   Let’s go back to the quoted passages of the book on Dostoevsky:

“A man never coincides (sovpadaet) with himself. One cannot apply to him the formula 

of identity A = A”.

   “Racine’s hero is equal to himself; Dostoevsky’s hero never for an instant coincides 

with himself”. 

4



   The problem is this: “A=A” is the principle of identity. Can we get rid of the principle 

of  identity,  which  is  a  reformulation  of  the  principle  of  non-contradiction,  without 

entering the realm of nonsense?

Through the history of philosophy there have been attempts to “overcome” the principle 

of non-contradiction: Hegel’s – and Marx’s – dialectics was one of these attempts (at 

least it has often been interpreted as such). In the course of the 20 th century dialectics has 

enjoyed a high and undeserved status, despite the attacks it has suffered. One example is  

Popper, according to whom speaking of overcoming the principle of non-contradiction is 

simply senseless. It’s a delirious position that disqualifies itself on its own. 

According to Popper, who follows a long tradition (that Kant, for example, belongs to) 

there are only two types of relations between opposites:

i) logical contradictions,  for example “I’m sitting and at  the same time I’m not 

sitting”. Evidently, a logical contradiction has nothing corresponding to it in reality:

ii) real oppositions, that is, the relation between contraries.

   The conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat is a relation between contraries. To 

speak about ‘contradictions’, to say that ‘reality is made up of contradictions’ for Popper 

and many other scholars means to speak in a confused way, inadmissible from a logical 

point  of  view.  There  are  oppositions,  contrasts  and  conflicts  in  physical  and  social 

reality, but (speaking rigorously) there are no contradictions.

5.   Bakhtin didn’t  identify with Hegel-Marxist  dialectics. That’s why he introduced 

terms like dialogue and dialogic relations. But what exactly does ‘dialogue’ mean?

Indubitably,  it  means  one  individual’s  openness  to  other  individuals;  and  also  the 

interaction between individuals in a social context. Only this? I don’t want to seem too 

strict, but I think the vocabulary of dialogism (let’s call it that) has become more and 

more vapid during the course of time. Instead of delving into the meaning of Bakhtin’s 

key-terms, scholars have settled for repeating the rallying cries that have gradually lost 

their strength. 

What  relationship is  there between dialogism (dialogic principle) and principle of 

non-coincidence? This is the problem I would like to submit to your attention. 

Besides ‘openness’ and ‘interaction’, dialogism means ‘splitting in two’. An individual 

in dialogue with himself has the possibility of splitting and transforming. I believe a 
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fourth meaning can be added to the series: dialogism means instability. 

A dialogic  individual  is  divided –  in  the  sense  in  which  psychoanalysis  refers  to  a 

‘divided subject’. There are important similarities between Bakhtin and Freud, if one 

interprets the Freudian subject in a  relational and not a mereological sense. I’ll come 

back to this later.

The question still pending – a question that, unfortunately, many readers of Bakhtin 

don’t even feel the need to ask – is this one: is an open, interactive, dialogic, unstable 

individual an objection to the logical principle of non-contradiction? Or at least to the 

more rigid and static formulation, the formula of identity “A=A”?

Our answer needs to convince not only our colleague who teaches cultural studies, who 

may settle for easy and reassuring answers; it must seem convincing to philosophers as 

well,  who don’t  appreciate  relations  between opposites  and who consider  paradoxes 

annoying obstacles to eliminate.

An analytical philosopher would almost certainly be puzzled by the passage from 

Bakhtin that we’re examining, and would ask for a clarification. He would point out, 

first of all, that the principle of non-contradiction doesn’t forbid modifications, be they 

as numerous and as rapid as they may. For example, Dostoevsky’s heroes are extremely 

changeable. But fickleness isn’t an objection to the principle of non-contradiction (for 

example, I could sit down and stand up every 3 seconds because I’m a nervous and 

unstable person; the principle of non-contradiction doesn’t prevent this; it only says that 

it’s impossible for me to be sitting and not sitting at the same time). 

And since “A = A” is only a different formulation of the principle of non-contradiction,  

changeability (even extreme changeability, such as having mood swings every minute) 

isn’t contradicted by the formula of identity. To think that it  is means conceiving the 

formula  “A = A” in  a  naïve  and pre-philosophic sense:  as  a  dogmatic  formula  that 

prevents change, becoming, and one character taking the place of another. This is not the 

case.

At this point a discomforting doubt seems to form: the passage from Bakhtin that had 

seemed so impressive is nothing more than a poetic licence (or literary licence, so to 

speak). It would be acceptable from a rhetoric point of view, but not from a logical one. 

From a logical point of view, it would make no sense to say “A= not-A” (like Bakhtin 

says about Dostoevsky’s characters). 
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6. Our interlocutor might point out that the formula “A=A” marks a logical space, within 

which different conceptions of identity, very different form each other, can be outlined. 

For example, Hume’s model, like Dennett’s, – to cite a contemporary scholar – tends to 

dissolve the unity of the self, strengthening multiplicity. Dennett writes: “In our brains 

there is a cobbled-together collection of specialist brain circuits, which, tanks to a family 

of habits inculcated partly by culture and partly by individual self-exploration, conspire 

together to produce a more or less orderly, more or less effective, more or less well-

designed virtual machine, the Joycean machine. By yoking these independently evolved 

specialist organs together in common cause (…), this virtual machine, this software of 

the brain, performs a sort of internal political miracle: it creates a virtual captain of the 

crew,  without  elevating  any  one  of  them  to  long-term  dictatorial  power.  Who’s  in 

charge? First one coalition and then another …”.6

So the target of Dennett’s criticism is the unitary Self, that he defines in many ways, 

such as the Spectator of the Carthesian Theater, The Superior Director, The Boss in the 

Body,  The  Ghost  in  the  Machine:  he  opposes  the  Multiple  Drafts  model  to  this 

oversimplifying model. Although it emphasizes the gregarious character of the self, its 

instability,  this  conception  doesn’t  challenge  the  logical  principle  of  identity  (A=A) 

either. 

Now  our  interlocutor  might  ask  for  one  last  clarification:  what  exactly  is  the 

conception of subjectivity Bakhtin was aiming for? 

These objections and these questions, that an analytical philosopher would certainly 

bring forth, mustn’t be avoided. On the contrary, they are stimuli towards the elaboration 

of a logic of ties – we could call it that, or a conjunctive logic – that doesn’t settle for 

mere suggestiveness. Only in a conjunctive logic, or in a logic of ties, can the formula 

“A = not-A”, or better the formula “A = A and not-A” make sense. We must admit that 

until now this elaboration has been missing, and that is remains an extremely difficult 

duty. 

One point must be made clear right away: a conjunctive logic isn’t necessarily a logic 

of  synthesis,  like  Hegel’s.  Heidegger,  for  example,  pointed  to  a  different  (and  non-

synthetic) path, with the notion of ‘co-belonging’ (Zusammengehörigkeit).

I have to proceed very quickly, because time is limited. A program of research on the 

6� D. Dennett, Conscioussness Explained, 1991 (Penguin Books, 1993, p. 228).
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thinking of ties can develop in different directions: one of these is strictly logical. How 

can there be a logic that refuses to separate what must logically be separated? How can 

one state a relationship of mutual implication of opposites, if the opposites are based on 

mutual contrast and exclusion? 

Well,  if  one believes that the only possible relations between opposites are the ones 

between  contradictories  and  between  contraries  (like  Kant,  Popper  etc.  say),  then 

constructing a conjunctive logic is absolutely impossible. Logic can only be disjunctive. 

However,  the representatives of disjunctive  logic (that  has several  variants, we must 

keep  in  mind)  neglect  one  type  of  opposition:  a  bizarre  situation,  since  it  requires 

opposites do be mutually implied even though in many cases they remain in conflict 

with each other. It’s the relation that Aristotle called ‘relation between correlatives’, that 

has  been  forgotten  or  cast  away  by  tradition  (its  absence  from  the  logical  square 

confirms it). However, any logic of opposites – whether it be called dialectics or not – 

can implicitly be founded only on correlatives. 

An example that Aristotle only mentioned, and that later Hegel elaborated and made 

famous is the relationship between master and servant. There is a master only if there’s a 

relationship with a servant, and vice versa. It’s obvious, though, that this relationship 

doesn’t defy the logical principle of non-contradiction: there would be a transgression 

only if master and servant were, and at the same time weren’t, master and servant. 

With this example in mind, correlatives don’t seem too dangerous or disquieting. So 

then:  why  have  they  been  forgotten  or  cancelled  by  the  dominant  logic,  by  logic 

tradition? Why are distrust  and dislike of this type of oppositional relation so great? 

Well, we can understand it if we choose other examples, and if we substitute master and 

servant with identical and not-identical. Or with A and not-A. Something scandalous for 

any form of disjunctive logic derives from it.
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7.  Are we able to make sense of Bakhtin’s passage on Dostoevskij’s heroes now? It 

seems like it to me. First of all: when he says that Dostoevskij’s hero doesn’t coincide 

with himself, Bakhtin isn’t offering a rhetoric hyperbole, but  a logical point of view. 

He’s  not  emphasizing  a  trait  of  the  characters  (changeability  or  instability),  he’s 

describing their way of being: non-coincidence.

Secondly: we must abandon a dogmatic attitude, according to which we believe that 

the principle of non-contradiction can exist only in one version, that is, the rigid one. 

This  version  holds  firm  the  disjunction  of  opposites  (total  incompatibility,  for  the 

contradictories; possibility of intermediate cases, for the contraries).

So the  formula  “A =  A and  not-A” doesn’t  defy  the  unbreakable  principle  of  non-

contradiction.  It doesn’t refuse the principle, only its rigid version. And it invites us to 

distinguish between the different versions of the supreme logical principle. But if it’s 

possible to interpret the supreme logical principle in a flexible way, then even a logic of  

flexibility becomes possible. Even a logic of non-coincidence becomes possible. Logic 

isn’t doomed to rigid concatenations. 

In the formula “A = A and not-A” the conjunction ‘and’ points to a relation between 

correlatives. In effect ‘and’ is a logical connective that can link opposites in many ways: 

it can generate an aporia, a paralysis, but it can also create a fruitful bond and introduce 

unthought-of possibilities. Without a doubt, when Hegel says that “identity is identity of 

identity and of non-identity”, ‘and’ has a different meaning than in “I’m sitting and at the  

same time I’m not sitting”.

Thirdly: we can ask ourselves what models of identity can be elaborated in the logical 

space, created by the logic of ties.
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8.  Until now I’ve taken particular care to show the legitimacy of a research inspired by 

the  principle  of  non-coincidence.  This  consideration,  however,  doesn’t  only  have  a 

defensive  function:  it  allows  us  to  enter  the  realm  of  models  of  identity  with  the 

necessary clearness.

   Now I’ll attempt to present a graphic outline of this path:

                     

Obviously, it would take a long time to explain and comment this map. I hope to be able, 

though, to offer you an intuitive representation of the problem of identity, considered 

from the starting point of modes.

9.  I’ll limit myself to an extremely brief comment of the four conceptions represented 

here. The first two are towards the side of identity as coincidence, or of the subject as 

idem:

 (a)  proprietary conception: an entity (an individual, be he real or fictional) is defined 

by a series of traits that can be more or less broad. This is Aristotle’s conception (for  
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example, man as a ‘rational animal’), and the conception of many other thinkers. It’s 

common sense.  The  number  of  traits  can remain  undetermined  –  it  depends on  the 

degree of accuracy of our description.

Excessive  accuracy can produce comic effects  (voluntary or involuntary).  It’s  what 

happens, intentionally, in James Joyce’s  Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, when 

Stephen lists his father’s traits:

A medical student, an oarsman, a tenor, an amateur actor, a shouting politician, a 
small  landlord,  a  small  investor,  a  drinker,  a  good fellow,  a  story-teller,  somebody's 
secretary, something in a distillery, a tax-gatherer, a bankrupt and at present a praiser of 
his own past". 7

This list has an obvious derisive, or  uncrowning aim (to use a term from the carnival 

conception of the world, as Bakhtin formulated it). It’s worth noticing the importance of 

the way of listing, because it changes our perception of an object, as well as the logical 

(formal-logical)  limits  of  any list  of  traits.  No matter how many of  them I  list,  the 

individual I’m talking about still coincides with himself, that is, he remains in the logical 

space of coincidence (A = A): Stephen’s father, with the still extendable multiplicity of 

his traits, is an individual who doesn’t step across his boundaries. He has nothing of the 

characters Bakhtin had in mind when he talked about non-coincidence.

   (b)   mereological conception: an individual is defined by the sum of his parts (that are 

more or less numerous according to our will to number them). It’s Hume’s conception, 

for instance; it’s also Dennett’s. It seems to me that also the conception of the modular 

mind (Fodor) and of the cooperative mind (Marvin Minsky) answers to the mereological 

principle.  Even  this  conception  fits  common  sense.  It’s  true  that  it  allows  extreme 

versions, in which multiplicity threatens to dissolve the unity or, to put it differently, in 

which unity is only the name of a multiplicity. However, once again, we remain within 

the logical space of “A = A”. 

What we see is a multiplication of the self. The effect of this multiplication isn’t a 

greater complexity of flexibility; on the contrary, the effect is of greater rigidity. 

According to my terminology, multiple personality isn’t properly a divided subject: or 

we could say that it’s a  mereologically divided subject. What’s important to me is that 

mereological ‘divisions’ and modal divisions not be confused. 

7� J. Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Penguin, 1971, p. 241
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A few observations before we move on to the logical space of non-coincidence:

(i) The best known Freudian model of the psyche, that is, the second topic (Id, Ego, 

Super-ego) is still, at a close look, a mereological model. Not completely – one could 

reasonably object –, because the Super-Ego (or the Ego Ideal) is created through the 

identification with an  alter that normally are the parents. From this point of view, the 

importance of the discovery of the unconscious is  limited.

In a while, I’ll try to show you that there’s also a more complex model in Freud, 

besides the model that divides the psyche in zones (or systems): a relational model. 

(ii) Focusing on the mereological model can help us better understand many cultural 

phenomena that are dwelled upon nowadays. For example, many cases of hybridation. 

Think of the ‘man/machine’ hybridation, for example, and of certain topics that enter the 

field of post-human.

Do these hybridations belong to the mereological space, perhaps? I think we most ask 

ourselves this.

(iii) In the end, a general observation. Obviously I don’t identify with the models I’ve 

described until now. I don’t, however, mean to say they’re entirely false; rather that these  

models are too poor, and that we should use better one.

The proprietary model and the mereological one can appear (and result) adequate when 

dealing with simple characters – and, in any case, with characters whose identity has 

been elaborated in the mode of coincidence.  Or they can appear partially suitable to 

complex characters, that in a certain measure – but in a certain measure only – are made 

accessible by proprietary descriptions.

10.   Now I’ll try to point to the way of identity as non-coincidence: the hypothesis is 

that a subject cannot exist – and cannot be thought – if not in relation to at least another 

subject. Thus, the otherness of the alter is constitutive of the idem.

Several authors belong to this logical space. Among them Heidegger, with the notion 

of  Mit-Dasein, that is: Being-there isn’t an isolated self, that can enter in relationships 

with other selves, as well as not. No, every individual is originally (from the beginning) 

in relation to others. From here stems the criticism of the naïve notion of ‘interiority’. A 

subject that is first encapsulated within his own interiority and then opens up to others 
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doesn’t exist. The individual is always-already open to others. 

I’ll refer to the psycho-analysis of Freud and Lacan, however, who seem to me to 

have  elaborated  the  most  complex  conception,  with  a  few fundamental  distinctions. 

After having anticipated it  in  previous writings,  Freud turns unequivocally toward a 

relational model in the 1921 work “Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego”. 

Here identity means ‘identification’, better yet: it pinpoints the whole of identification 

processes. 

And identification is a relation: a relation in which the  idem subject is modified in a 

decisive way and to a great extent. This can happen in many ways, but now I’ll underline 

only two points:

- a subject capable of many identifications (and thus of metamorphosis) is a  flexible  

subject. The subject’s flexibility finds its condition of possibility in the sphere of the 

drives. Remember that for Freud the drive is a plastic force. 

Thus, for Freud, man isn’t  a ‘proprietary’ being,  he isn’t (adequately) defined by his 

characteristics. The similarity with Heidegger seems unquestionable to me, since for 

Heidegger only the intraworldy being is defined by his traits (Eigenschaften), while the 

Being-there is defined by modes of being (Weisen zu sein).

- Freud distinguishes different types of identification. A fundamental distinction is the 

one between processes that modify the ego and processes that modify the ego-ideal (o 

contribute to the formation of the ego-ideal). The subject is thus articulated in systems, 

through their different identifications. 

I’ll  use  some  very  well-known  literary  examples  to  explain  this  difference.  The 

romantic heroines Emma Bovary identifies with contribute to the modification of her 

ego (or better, of her ideal ego, a narcissistic formation not to be confused with the ego-

ideal). The protagonists of the books Emma reads passionately belong to a dimension of 

similarity (what Lacan defines by the ‘o’ of other written in small letters). Anyone who 

has doubts about this can take the famous passage that says:

   “Alors elle se rappela les héroïnes des livres qu’elle avait lus, et la légion lyrique de 
ces femmes adultères se mit à chanter dans sa mémoire avec des voix de soeurs qui la 
charmaient”.8

The  heroes  of  chivalric  novels  that  Don  Quixote  reads,  or  the  protagonists  of  the 

8� G. Flaubert, Madame Bovary (1857), edition de C. Gothot-Mersch, Garnier, 1990, p. 167.
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adventures Jim reads (in Conrad’s “Lord Jim”) belong to an Other, with a capital “O”, 

and they act within the zone of the ego-ideal :

   “On the lower deck in the babel of two hundred voices he would forget himself, and 
beforehand live in his mind the sea-life of light literature. He saw himself saving people 
from sinking ships, cutting away masts in a hurricane, swimming through a surf with a 
line; or as a lonely castaway, barefooted and half naked, walking on uncovered reefs in 
search of shellfish to stave off  starvation.  He confronted savages  on tropical shores, 
quelled mutinies on the high seas, and in a smell boat upon the ocean kept up the hearts 
of despairing men – always an example of devotion to duty, and as unflinching as a hero 
in a book”.9

   Notice that the identification zone concerns the ego-ideal, as the term duty explicitly 

indicates, but the mode of identification is confusive.

In short,  what does  modal conception of  identity mean? I  would like to speak at 

length  about  this,  since  it’s  the  direction  of  research  that  I’m  most  interested  in; 

unfortunately  there  isn’t  enough  time.  The  main  point,  anyhow,  is  this:  Freud 

distinguished the different  zones transformed by identification; with Lacan a decisive 

development concerns the modes. Lacan’s theory of registers (imaginary, symbolic, real) 

is a modal conception.

In my interpretation of Lacan, I try to develop a modal point of view, I stress the 

difference between each register’s possible versions, particularly the Symbolic one. The 

difference, that remains implicit in Lacan, between two styles of thought – confusive and 

distinctive – seems essential to me. 

A ‘good’ identification is distinctive (I want  to stress the quotes around the word 

good,  to  avoid  banal  misunderstandings):  that  is,  idem is  attracted  by  a  model,  it 

identifies with this model, but it doesn’t let itself be completely (or almost completely) 

absorbed by it.  It  keeps a  distance  that  expresses  an  interpretative  force,  a  personal 

ability to elaborate. 

Let’s  consider  the  aforementioned  examples  once  more:  all  the  identifications  I 

mentioned (Mme Bovary etc.) are confusive. The model has acted on the heroine (or on 

the hero) with an excessive force of captation: it has robbed her of herself. It has made it  

fall into another identity, like a rock that falls to the bottom of a well. Or the way one is  

swallowed by quicksand. 

Certainly there are differences of degree: but every confusive identification is a form 

9� J. Conrad, Lord Jim (1900), ed, by Th. C, Moser, Norton, 1996, p. 9.
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of madness (even though the pathological manifestations can be very different).

Well: the subject that coincides with another subject to the point of letting himself be 

absorbed is  a  subject  that  doesn’t  coincide  with  himself,  but  with  an  alter!  And if 

coincidence as a mode of identity is a form of bêtise, we must conclude that the bêtise 

has two forms: the first is the one of the individual who doesn’t know how to go beyond 

himself  (who lacks  overtaking strength);  the  second is  the  individual  who has  gone 

beyond his boundaries, but has fallen into another identity.

Thus,  in  Flaubert  there isn’t  only  the  bêtise of  Charles  Bovary,  or  of  other rigid 

characters, but also Emma’s bêtise. Mrs Bovary has a fascinating confusive personality; 

but – begrudgingly, since it’s impossible not to love this character – we must admit that 

Emma, too, is bête.

At least a little bit.

11.  I dealt with one of Bakhtin’s expressions, “the stupid coincidence with oneself”, and 

I  tried  to  clarify  its  meaning.  I  succeeded  only  partially,  evidently.  The  attempt  at 

clarifying led us to increasingly difficult and complex problems. 

I believe we can’t give up pondering these problems.
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