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ABSTRACT

This dissertation applies Julia Kristeva’ theory of revolution in the practice of
signifiance to religious discourse. In particular, it argues that the salient features of
signifiance are present and active in religious speech acts as well as poetic language, the
subject of Kristeva’s doctoral thesis Revolution in Poetic Language. Signifiance describes
the process in which meaning is produced in linguistic utterance, and its intentional

practice is subversive not only in terms of language but culture in general.
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INTRODUCTION

My dissertation will explore the intersection of theology, language, and culture. I
am interested in the nature of the speaking being, particularly the believer qua speaking
being. I define “believer” as a religious body, a subject engaged in language and culture
endowed, for whatever reason, with a sense of “calling” to something greater than culture
can currently offer. I am interested, then, in the believer with a revolutionary purpose,
and I am concerned with the theoretical apparatus by which that purpose can be enacted
in the modern secular world, because the believer is “always already” a subject of the
symbolic order. The believer holds a special place in the modern discourse of revolution.
Her speech acts are particularly dangerous because they reside in the gray area between
sense and nonsense, unless, of course, they are adopted by the culture at large, in which
case they are formative of “sense” in the first place.

In the chapters that follow, I will claim that the salient features of revolutionary
discourse, as understood in the sense of the Bulgarian-born French philosopher Julia
Kristeva, are present and active in religious speech acts. I will argue that theology
benefits from Kristeva’s idiosyncratic notion of revolution because the former currently
lacks a theory of language as a dynamic interplay of body and culture. The religious
body, in fact, participates in culture at the moment of enunciated speech acts, giving it the
capacity to “inscript” religious ideas and feelings into the broader cultural order in which

believers participate. Adopting Kristeva’s notion of revolution in the process of
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signifiance allows for analytical readings of religious texts and speech acts that have, as
yet, to be explored.

Modern and contemporary theological reflection on the proper standpoint of
believers toward modern society falls, broadly, into at least two camps. On the one hand,
theologians such as John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward have
espoused a reactionary stance against what they perceive as a distancing of modern
developments in thought and cultural practices from traditional, doctrinal tenets of the
church. In contrast, “liberal” or progressive theologians—including Walter
Rauschenbusch and Henry Wieman, among others—seek a more “cooperative” approach
vis-a-vis these modern trends. For the doctrinal-orthodox camp, religious language stands
as an alternative to what Milbank understands as the inherently “violent” discourse
associated with modern secularism. For progressive theologians, religious language
works with and informs modern secular cultural and linguistic practices on matters
involving morality, ethics, social justice, etc. Reading Kristeva theologically, however,
opens up a new frontier with regard to believers’ role in relation to modernity—namely
that religious bodies always already interact with and transform linguistic and cultural
practices at the moment of enunciated speech acts.

My argument will unfold in four parts. First, I will describe Kristeva’s theory of
signifiance. Second, I will claim that the salient features of her theory are present and
active in religious language as well as the “poetic language” that Kristeva privileges.
Third, I will argue that theology benefits from accounting for Kristeva’s insights into

revolutionary discourse, understood as an interaction between biological bodies and the



cultural forces that such bodies create and maintain, because theologians have yet to
entertain the ways in which religious bodies, via the medium of language, interact with
culture at the point of enunciation. Finally, I will place my observations in conversation
with modern and contemporary theologians concerned with the intersection of language,
theology, and cultural studies.

In her doctoral thesis, Revolution in Poetic Language, Kristeva develops a notion
of revolution as the effect of linguistic acts at the point of enunciation, acts that call into
question the fixity of the speaker’s status as a subject of language and culture. For
Kristeva, then, the subject should not ultimately be viewed as a unified totality across
time and space but rather as coming into being only at the point of enunciation within the
context of a given speech act. Certain kinds of utterance, especially poetry, “point up” the
subject—to adopt Kelly Oliver’s phrasing—as the provisional result of cultural and
linguistic processes. Language is revolutionary, finally, when the subject comes into
being in what Kristeva terms the “thetic break,” at which point she re-enters the realm of
the symbolic order of language and culture after delving into the inner-depths of “the
semiotic.”

Kristeva laments the “necrophilic” nature of modern linguistic theory, which
reduces language to “static thoughts, products of a leisurely cogitation removed from
historical turmoil” (Kristeva 1984b, 13). For Kristeva, all theories of language up to this
moment remove the body—its chaotic drives, its permutations, its general unruliness—
from the equation. Language is viewed only in its final spoken or written form as an

artifact of the process by which it was given birth. This process Kristeva terms



signifiance, referring to the biological and linguistic inscription of the body into the
symbolic order of language. In order to re-introduce the speaking body into theoretical
linguistics, Kristeva invokes the language of Freudian psychoanalysis, as interpreted by
Jacques Lacan.

Kristeva is in general agreement with much of Lacan’s theories of psychosexual
development, emphasizing the child’s subjective formation upon entry into the symbolic
order of language and culture. For Lacan as for Freud, the infant begins life in a state of
primary narcissism, as she has yet to acquire a distinct notion of self. Following self-
recognition in the mirror stage, prior to the full actualization of control over bodily
functions, the infant mind begins to understand herself as identical to her own self-
contained bodily apparatus, an organic “whole” consisting of disjointed parts. Thus
begins the child’s first premonitions of the “I”” function that will mark her as an
individual self throughout the course of life (Lacan 2005, 79).

In time, the child enters the Oedipal drama. Hand-in-hand with the acquisition of
language, separation from the primordial mother is requisite for the infant’s attainment of
the status of subject proper. In the pre-Oedipal situation, the infant mind imagines herself
as embodying the desire of the mother, but when the paternal figure enters the scene, she
realizes that she cannot be the mother’s desire, which resides elsewhere in the father’s
possession. For boys, this means rejecting the notion of being desire in favor of having it;
for girls, on the other hand, it means identification with the maternal figure (Dor 1998).

Either identification necessitates the assumption of the status of subject within the



symbolic order!, identifiable with natural language (la langue) but referring also to the
“customs, institutions, laws, mores, norms, practices, rituals, rules, traditions, and so on
of cultures and societies” (Johnston 2013).

Kristeva is the first to posit a pre-Oedipal, pre-linguistic “semiotic disposition” in
which the signifying process is already at work. It should be noted here—to be more
thoroughly elaborated—that Kristeva’s designation of the “semiotic” is not at all identical
to Ferdinand de Saussure’s proposed “science of semiotics.” Kristeva draws on multiple
sources, including Roland Barthes and Emile Benveniste in addition to Lacan, to
elaborate a more or less idiosyncratic analytic approach to infantile, pre-Oedipal phases
of psycho-linguistic experience. It is, indeed, this semiotic space that gives rise to the
signifying process in general. The semiotic is that element of signification which has yet
to take hold of the denotative meaning of signs and for that reason is associated with art,
music, and the intonation and rhythms of the human voice. Kristeva characterizes the
semiotic as intimately connected with bodily drives. The drives represent the “biological
source of psychological activity” and are tied to the Id. For Kristeva, it is the “repeated
shocks of drive activity,” seen as a literal “scission of matter” and tied to the idea of
expulsion, of presence and absence, and of heterogeneity, that enable the initial
functioning of the signifying apparatus (1984b, 167).

The drives, significantly, link the body to the signifying process in the motility of
the semiotic, which acts as a disruptive force vis-a-vis the symbolic order. That is to say,

the drives and their expression in the semiotic register point to the heterogeneity always

! No discussion of Lacan’s register theory is complete without examining the relationship
between the symbolic and its correlative registers, the imaginary and the real. I will, of
course, go into greater detail in the chapters that follow.
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present in the signifying process, rupturing the homogeneous “totalitarian” rule of
symbolic law. For Kristeva, though, the semiotic and the symbolic are integral and
interrelated aspects of language, and thus cultural experience. Without the one,
signification would not be possible; without the other, culture could not exist as such.
Even more importantly, without the semiotic, which is the source of all things new, the
symbolic order of language and culture would remain more or less impermeable to
change of any kind, whether in the realm of language or ideology.

This movement of the semiotic body in the process of signifiance not only
exceeds and threatens the subject of language and culture; it threatens to undermine
society itself. The subject, heretofore understood as the product of a homogeneous
signifying process, is revealed to be “in process/on trial,” in the sense that its unity as a
cultural and linguistic being is called into question. At the same time, this undermining of
a fixed, unified subject not only pertains to the individual speaker in question but to the
political, cultural, and linguistic totality in which the speaker finds herself. As Oliver
writes, “Revolution in either sphere is brought about through the introduction of the
semiotic that points up the process of production, whether it is linguistic or political or
both” (1993, 96). The semiotic body, as the seat of the drives and the source of all that
exceeds symbolic systems and “social apparatuses,” inserts itself into language and
culture, potentially transforming both.

Because revolutionary discourse emerges from the process of signifiance—an
“unlimited and unbounded generating process”—it not only has access to the generative

elements associated with the semiotic body but also to the homogenizing agencies



associated with the subject of symbolic language and culture. The semiotic inscribes
itself in the symbolic, but the symbolic ultimately wins out, albeit transformed in the
process. For Kristeva, signifiance can be considered revolutionary only if process
becomes practice, meaning the symbolic is intentionally challenged by the semiotic body.
As she writes, “This instinctual operation becomes a practice—a transformation of
natural and social resistances, limitations, and stagnations—if and only if it enters into a
code of linguistic and social communication” (Kristeva 1984b, 17).

For Kristeva, certain kinds of language operate principally along this unstable
boundary between the semiotic and symbolic. Poetic language, not only for its sonorous
and musical qualities, but even more so for its transposition of meaning and de-centering
of the semantic unity of the sign, operates preeminently in a revolutionary register.
Signifiance is present in all language practices, to be sure, but Kristeva is clear that some
have the capacity to be more revolutionary than others. The stakes here are high, as the
dominant expression of modern Western society derives from a capitalist economy that
actively “represses the process pervading the body and the subject” (Kristeva 1984b, 13).
In other words, modern linguistic theories reflect the cultural and historical lens of
capitalism in their insistence on silencing the body and obfuscating the intimate relation
between body and subject. In capitalist society, the body is subsumed under its (largely
socioeconomic) role as a subjective agent, effectively obliterating or else exploiting the

semiotic body’s contribution to symbolic discourse.



Kristeva observes the revolutionary quality exemplified in poetry in religious
utterance, particularly myth and ritual. In the Prolegomenon to Revolution in Poetic
Language, she notes:

In the history of signifying systems and notably that of the

arts, religion, and rites, there emerge, in retrospect,

fragmentary phenomena which have been kept in the

background or rapidly integrated into more communal

signifying systems but point to the very process of

signifiance. (1984b, 16)
She goes on to speculate, “Under what conditions does this ‘esoterism,’ in displacing the
boundaries of socially established signifying practices, correspond to socioeconomic
change, and, ultimately, even to revolution?” It should be noted here that Kristeva never
explicitly attaches an ideological platform to her notion of “revolution.” Broadly
speaking, any speech act is implicated in the process of signifiance. Speech acts or texts
that point up the process of production are more revolutionary than those linguistic
practices which do not do so in a direct fashion, as in poetic language, meaning that, from
the perspective of theology, both reactionary and progressive enunciations on the part of
religious bodies qualify as revolutionary speech acts, regardless of ideological
persuasion. Kristeva thus hints at, though never explores fully, the capacity for
revolutionary utterance within religious language.

Theology has yet to account for the language practices of religious bodies at the
point of enunciated speech acts. My dissertation will introduce Kristeva’s notions of
signifiance and revolutionary language into the realm of religion and theology. The

believer is always already implicated in cultural and linguistic practices, and her

participation in language and culture allows for subversive inscriptions of religious
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insights and feelings into the broader symbolic order. In my dissertation, I will provide
“proof-texts” to illustrate the revolutionary nature of religious language. Anselm of
Canterbury’s “ontological proof” for the existence of God, when analyzed in light of
Kristeva’s insights into revolutionary discourse, reveals the process of signifiance at work
in the religious body, which fluctuates between semiotic heterogeneity and thetic
homogeneity. The speeches and sermons of Martin Luther King reveal the same while
also highlighting the inscription of religious ideals into the broader symbolic order of
language and culture.

Much of Revolution in Poetic Language consists of literary analysis of poems to
illustrate Kristeva’s understanding of poetry as not only participating in but highlighting
the process of signifiance. It is difficult, if not impossible, to come to an understanding of
the notion of signifiance outside of what I will call proof-texts, or analyses of religious
utterance that clearly show the concept at work. Anselsm’s ontological argument is one
of those proof-texts. Christian prayer, due to the undermining of the subject in giving
herself over to God, points up the subject-in-process in the act of signifiance. As
Schleiermacher observed, the “Christian thing” is most closely associated with a feeling
of utter dependence on God. When the practice of prayer is understood in its linguistic
dimensions, it can be viewed as challenging the status of the subject as a cultural being.
In my dissertation, I will provide an analysis of Anselm of Canterbury’s Proslogion, in
which his famous “ontological proof” for the existence of God too often overshadows the
prayerful exhortations introducing the various sections of the proof itself. Prayerful

language breaks down the symbolic subject in the motility of the semiotic, which is then



re-inscribed into the realm of the symbolic at the point at which the thetic break is
reached?. In each section of Anselm’s text, his status as subject is challenged in his
prayerful submission to God, only to re-emerge in the form of the various points of his
unfolding, rationalistic proofs. In other words, his theses (or thetic breaks) repeatedly
give way to the semiotic (the undermining of the subject in the dependence on God), and
vice versa.

The language practices related to homiletics further underscores the revolutionary
potential of religious discourse. In Chapter Three, I will analyze some sermons and
speeches of Martin Luther King, which helped to mobilize believers at the peak of racial
tensions in the United States at midcentury. The overtly poetic qualities evident in much
of King’s homiletics, such as the frequent use of anaphora, not to mention the
spontaneously and cleverly intonated delivery itself, a product of his formation in the
black church, only tell part of the story. King was most effective when he transposed
meanings, casting the tired Biblical symbolism used by white Christians to subjugate
Southern blacks in a new light. The imagery from the Book of Amos of “justice flowing
down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream” has thus become, for many
Americans, synonymous with the struggle for human rights. The progressive successes of
the “civil rights revolution”—King’s words—attest not only to the hard work of political

activism but to the overt deployment of religious language.

2 The practice of ecstatic echolalia, or speaking in tongues, encapsulates this process. The
practitioner effectively leaves the realm of denotative discourse only to “come back”™
again after allowing the divine to “speak through” her.
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Consider just a few lines from King’s sermon “The Drum Major Instinct”:

God didn’t call America to do what she’s doing in the

world now. God didn’t call America to engage in a

senseless, unjust war as the war in Vietnam. And we are

criminals in that war. We’ve committed more war crimes

almost than any nation in the world, and I'm going to

continue to say it. (1986, 265; emphasis mine)
The italicized words indicate the thesis—and thus the thetic break—of this passage. Prior
to the (denotative) statement condemning the American public for allowing Cold War
atrocities to take place, King entices his listeners using a series of (connotative)
references to an understanding of the nature of God as a lover of peace and good will.
King employs anaphora, as he often does in his most stirring sermons, a poetic device
meant to defer the full articulation of the idea being referred to, which is here revealed
subsequently in the passage’s climax. The lines beginning with “God didn’t call” can be
interpreted, then, as semiotic “moments” in the process of signifiance, leading up to the
thetic break. These moments, which occur frequently in King’s sermons, are intensified
in the audio recordings due to the intervention of listeners’ acclamations—*“Preach it!”—
punctuating his delivery.

While scholars across the board—especially those interested in feminism, literary
criticism, cultural studies, and political theory—have studied Kristeva’s writings at length
and pointed to her relevance in their respective fields, there is, sadly, a lack of recognition
of her work in the discipline of religious studies, and particularly theology. To my
knowledge, there have been no sustained theological accounts of Kristeva’s most
important contributions to contemporary thought, including but not limited to, the process

of signifiance and the subject-in-process/on-trial. There have been quite a few books and
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papers published in the last three decades on Kristeva’s views on religion, including
volumes of essays (Crownfield 1992) as well as various journal articles (DiCenso 1995;
Young III 2005; Bradley 2008) and books (Beardsworth 2004a). However, as David
Koloszyc notes in his 2010 doctoral thesis, many of these studies do not originate in the
discipline of religious studies and fail to account for the multi-dimensional aspects of the
field. Furthermore, Koloszyc’s own approach is not theological in nature but draws from
the academic disciple of religious studies, as divorced from the realm of theology. There
have been several essays and books on Kristeva’s relevance for pastoral theology,
notably Carol L. Schnabl Schweitzer’s The Stranger’s Voice (2010b). Others (Tomas
2013; Koloszyc 2010; Bradley 2008) have pointed to the implications of Kristeva’s
understanding of revolution for negative theology and mysticism. But my approach,
while drawing on Koloszyc’s and others work, will be from the perspective of cultural
theory vis-a-vis theology. Thus, I hope to fill a hole in modern theological scholarship by
addressing this impasse. At the same time, I will try to provide a theoretical account of
the speaking subject, especially as framed in terms of the believing subject.

In Chapter One, I will try to bring to light the salient features of Kristeva’s notion
of revolution through the practice of signifiance, with an eye to countering common
criticisms leveled against Kristeva for not offering a recognizable theory of social
agency. In Chapter Two, I will argue that the salient features of Kristeva’s theory of
signifiance hold true for religious utterance, while critiquing other scholars’ approaches
toward the application of her theory to the revolutionary potential of religious language. I

will also offer a comparative study of poetic language and religious language through the
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lens of semanalysis (more on this later). This comparative approach includes a poetic text
by T.S. Eliot and the liturgical recitation of the Nicene Creed, in order to show that
“Kristeva’s revolution” applies in a direct and literal way to religious utterance. Chapter
Three provides two extensive analyses of proof-texts to address the practical application
of the “revolution in religious language.” The proof-texts include Anselm of Canterbury’s
prayerful discourse in his Proslogion as well as the homiletic practice of Martin Luther
King. Chapter Four includes a summary of the dissertation as a whole, followed by an
exploration of the implications of my research in the field of theology, especially as it
relates to modern theological approaches to the intersection of theology, language, and

culture.

13



CHAPTER ONE: KRISTEVA’S REVOLUTION
The Question of Agency
Julia Kristeva’s theory of revolution, like many of the terms and concepts
appearing in her writing, has spawned a wide range of competing interpretations, many of
which are concerned with its political efficacy—or lack thereof. Some have argued that
her theory is essentially reactionary, while others contend that it opens up the possibility
for progressive action (Oliver 1993). At the root of this debate is the question of agency.
Eléanor Kuykendall (1989) and Nancy Fraser (1990), along with Kristeva’s fiercest critic
Judith Butler (1989; Wunker 2005), reject her theory out of hand as apolitical, due to its
apparent failure to provide for agency, whether it be individual or collective actors
working for change in the world. Notably, Jacqueline Rose (1986) and Alice Jardine
(1986) disagree, but many scholars, even defenders of Kristeva’s project, conclude that
her theory is little more than an attempt to reconfigure the notion of revolution in the
wake of the failure of socialist movements in France and throughout the world in the late
1960s. As Nouri Gana writes, Kristeva’s “whole oeuvre reveals her continually
rediscovering the same entelechy, the same impasse of political revolution, always trying
to inventory a new language of salvaging it, always trying to displace it into other realms
of experience, be they poetic [...] or psychic” (2004, 192). For Gana, Revolution in
Poetic Language and other works “seem to me to be Kristeva’s idiosyncratic way of

working through the demise of socialist revolution, her way, in other words [...] of
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mourning revolution in its lost political sense: rediscovering and reinventing it anew in
poetic and psychic locales.”

For writers like Gana, Kristeva’s early involvement with the Tel Quel group
soured her enthusiasm for direct political action, though her subsequent theorization of
revolution in the process of signifiance points to a new way of conceiving revolution by
locating it within realms of human experience not otherwise known as hotbeds of
political resistance, namely poetry and psychology. However, as this chapter will show,
Kristeva’s theory of revolution need not be considered a displacement of social activism
into other “locales” but an extension of the very notion of revolt. Signifiance, a process
involving not only language but culture and human biology, is not limited to literary
forms like poetry any more than language itself is the exclusive right of the novelist,
playwright, or public speaker. All linguistic practice, every utterance—from the sonnets
of Shakespeare to the mundane chatter of a supermarket cashier and a gabby shopper—
participates in signifiance. Poetic language only exemplifies or “points up” the process,
meaning that while all language is potentially revolutionary, certain linguistic practices
have the potential to be more revolutionary than others.

Kristeva privileges poetic language, particularly when it is deployed in the context
of capitalist societies, because it points up its own production in the process of
signifiance (1984b, 15). Literary production is implicated in capitalist production because
the texts are themselves products of economic systems. As Kristeva’s most prolific

English translator notes, literature “is an object that our culture consumes; it is viewed as
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a finished product and the process of its productivity is usually ignored” (Roudiez 1984,
7). When this process is taken into account, however,

one realizes that what makes a work interesting or

significant does not depend on its having been accepted in

(or rejected from) the “literary” corpus; that latter judgment

is both ethical and esthetic, hence a function of dominant

ideology (in the Marxian sense of the phrase).
Instead, for Kristeva, it is the “textual presence” itself that makes literature, and
particularly poetry, interesting, because poetic language exposes its own productivity,
standing as it does at the juncture of biology and society. Poetic language, lying at the
interstices of the pre-linguistic body and the full-fledged subject of language and culture,
thus participates in capitalist economies while undermining them from within, at the site
of linguistic utterance.

For Kristeva, revolution is a property of the signifying process that structures
human experience through the medium of language. Culture, considered as an extension
of the same process, acts as a nexus for revolutionary discourses. It is for this reason that
traditional theories of political agency begin to fall apart, at least from the perspective of
Kristeva’s idiosyncratic understanding of revolution. Social change is thus the result not
necessarily of activism, community organizing, and political advocacy on the part of
individuals, constituencies, and coalitions—although Kristeva never actually rules out the
efficacy of such strategies—but as an effect of the process that she terms signifiance, or
the dynamic interplay of the semiotic body and the symbolic subject of language and

culture. While this chapter will go into more detail concerning this interplay, it suffices to

say here that Kristeva adopts the psychoanalytic subject as the platform on which this
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process plays out. It is a mistake, however, to view the subject as a cultural agent;
Kristeva’s theory of signifiance makes it clear that subjectivity is always “in-process/on-
trial.” Constantly challenged by the primordial disposition of the semiotic body, the
speaking subject is in a state of flux, and revolution ultimately springs from this
oscillation between culture and biology at the moment of enunciated speech acts.
Kristeva’s notion of revolution, then, essentially brackets the question of agency, but this
does not entail that the effects of such revolutionary discourses are any less “real.”

Criticism relying on the question of agency often fails to articulate