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AUTHOR'S NOTE 

PORTIONS of Chapter Two, section 1, appeared in Structuralism 
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PREFACE 

T ms BOOK is a sequel to my Structuralist Poetics, though both 
the method and conclusions are different. Structuralist 

Poetics set out to survey comprehensively a body of critical and 
theoretical writings, to identify their most valuable proposals 
and achievements, and to introduce them to an English and 
American audience that had little interest in continental criti­
cism. Today the situation has changed. Introductions have been 
performed and quarrels have broken out. To write about crit­
ical theory at the beginning of the 1980s is no longer to intro­
duce unfamiliar questions, methods, and principles, but to in­
tervene in a lively and confusing debate. The pages that follow 
provide an account of what I have found most vital and signifi­
cant in recent theoretical writing and undertake an exposition 
of issues that often seem poorly understood. 

One of these issues is the status of theoretical debate and of 
the genre of writing to which this book belongs. English and 
American critics often assume that literary theory is the servant 
to a servant: its purpose is to assist the critic, whose task is to 
serve literature by elucidating its masterpieces. The test of crit­
ical writing is its success in enhancing our appreciation of liter­
ary works, and the test of theoretical discussion is its success in 
providing instruments to help the critic provide better inter­
pretations. "Criticism of criticism," as it is sometimes called, is 
placed at two removes from the object of concern and is thought 
useful when it helps to keep criticism on the proper track. 
This view is widespread. Wayne Booth, a man of considerable 
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achievement ~n the realm of literary theory, finds it appropri­
at~ to apolog1ze for what he does. "Who would really want to 
wnte a fong book of what current jargon might well call meta­
~eta-meta-criticism?" he asks in the preface to a long work of 
literary theory. "But I see myself as having been forced into 
deeper and deeper waters simply by trying to face the situation 
of literature and criticism at the present time" (Critical Under­
standing, p. xii). 

If critical theory is often seen as an attempt to establish the 
v~lidi~y or invalidity of particular interpretive procedures, this 
view is doubtless the legacy of the New Criticism, which not 
?nly in.stilled the ~ssumpt_ion that the purpose of literary study 
is the mterpretauon of literary works but also implied by its 
most memorable theoretical project-the effort to define and 
combat th~ i~tentional fallacy-that literary theory is the at­
t~mpt to _elimmate methodological errors so as to set interpreta­
~ion o~ its proper course. Recently, though, there has been 
i~creasmg evidence that literary theory should be conceived 
~ifferently. Whatever their effects on interpretation, works of 
literary theory are closely and vitally related to other writings 
within a ~omain ~s ~et un~~!11ed but of ten called "theory" for 
short.. This ~omam is not literary theory," since many of its 
most mterestmg works do not explicitly address literature It is 
not "philosophy" in the current sense of the term, since 

0

it in­
cludes Saussure, Marx, Freud, Erving Goffman, and Jacques 
Laca?, as well as Hegel, Nietzsche, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. 
It might be called "textual theory," if text is understood as 
"w~atev~r is _art~culated by language," but the most convenient 
de~ignati?n is simply the nickname "theory." The writings to 
~hich this term alludes do not find their justification in the 
impr~~em~nt _of i_nterpretations, and they are a puzzling mix­
ture. Beg1nmng m the days of Goethe and Macaulay and Car­
lyle and Eme~n:" wr~tes Richard Rorty, "a kind of writing has 
dev~loped which is neither the evaluation of the relative merits 
of literary prod~ctions, nor intellectual history, nor moral phi­
lo~ophy, nor epistemology, nor social prophecy, but all of these 
mmgled together in a new genre" ("Professionalized Philoso­
phy a_nd Transcendentalist Culture," pp. 763-64). 

This new. genre is certainly heterogeneous. Its individual 
works are ued to other distinctive activities and discourses: 
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Gadamer to a particular strand of German philosophy, Goff­
man to empirical sociological research, Lacan to the practice of 
psychoanalysis. "Theory" is a genre because of the way its works 
function. The practitioners of particular disciplines complain 
that works claimed by the genre are studied outside the proper 
disciplinary matrix: students of theory read Freud without en­
quiring whether later psychological research may have disputed 
his formulations; they read Derrida without having mastered 
the philosophical tradition; they read Marx without studying 
alternative descriptions of political and economic situations. As 
instances of the genre of "theory," these works exceed the dis­
ciplinary framework within which they would normally be eval­
uated and which would help to identify their solid contribu­
tions to knowledge. To put it another way, what distinguishes 
the members of this genre is their ability to function not as 
demonstrations within the parameters of a discipline but as re­
descriptions that challenge disciplinary boundaries. The works 
we allude to as "theory" are those that have had the power 
to make strange the familiar and to make readers conceive 
of their own thinking, behavior, and institutions in new ways. 
Though they may rely on familiar techniques of demonstration 
and argument, their force comes--and this is what places them 
in the genre 1 am identifying-not from the accepted proce­
dures of a particular discipline but from the persuasive novelty 
of their redescriptions. 

In the development of this genre in recent years, Hegel, 
Marx, and Freud have eclipsed Macaulay and Carlyle, though 
Emerson and Goethe from time to time play honorable roles. 
There are no obvious limits to the subjects works of theory may 
treat. Recent books whose theoretical power may bring them 
into the genre include Michael Thompson's Rubbish Theory, 
Douglas Hofstader's GOdel, Escher, Bach, and Dean MacCannell's 
The Tourist. If this domain, which takes up the most original 
thinking of what the French call ks sciences humaines, is some­
times called "critical theory," or even "literary theory," rather 
than "philosophy," this is owing to the recent historical roles of 
philosophy and literary criticism in England and America. Rich­
ard Rorty, himself an eminent analytical philosopher, writes, "I 
think that in England and America philosophy has already 
been displaced by literary criticism in its principal cultural func-
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tion-as a source for youth's self-description of its own differ­
ence from the past .... This is roughly because of the Kantian 
and anti-historicist tenor of Anglo-Saxon philosophy. The cul­
tural function of teachers of philosophy in countries where 
Hegel was not forgotten is quite different and closer to the 
position of literary critics in America" (Philosophy and the Mirror 
of Nature, p. 168). 

Literary critics, who are more accustomed to accusations of 
irrelevance and parasitism than to the admiration of youths 
clamoring for descriptions of their difference from the past, 
may well be skeptical of this claim, and doubtless Rorty would 
be less swift ~~ assert that criticis~ has displaced philosophy if 
he were a cnt1c rather than a philosopher. One might suspect, 
for example, that for descriptions of its difference from the 
pas~ youth turns to advertising and popular culture rather than 
to literary th~ry. ~here ~re, though, two indications that might 
support Rorty s claims. First, the frequency with which attacks 
on theoretic;ally-o~e~te~ criticis~ condemn graduate students 
for mecham~ally 1m1tatm~ certam models, for taking on ideas 
they are too ignorant and immature to handle, and for rushing 
to adopt a s~~rious or fa~di~h novelty, suggests that the threat 
of recent cr!ucal theory 1s hnked to its specific appeal to the 
young. ~or its opponents, theory may be dangerous precisely 
because it. threatens to play the role Rorty ascribes to it, as the 
source of intellectual youth's attempt to differentiate itself from 
the past. Second, it does seem true that recent European phi­
loso~hy-Heidegger, the Frankfurt School, Sartre, Foucault, 
Derrida, Serres, .Lyotard: Deleuze-has been imported to Eng­
land and A.menca ~y. ht~rary theorists rather than philoso­
phers. I.n this sense, It 1s literary theorists who have done most 

L to constitute the genre of "theory." 
. Moreo~er'. whether or not the claims Rorty makes for criti­
~JSm are J~sufied, t~ere are several reasons why it would not be 
mapp~opnate for hterary theory to play a central role in the 
em~rgmg genre of "theory." First, since literature takes as its 
~ubject ~I human e~perie.nce, and particularly the ordering, 
mterpretmg, and. art1culatmg of experience, it is no accident 
that the most vaned theoretical projects find instruction in lit­
~rature and. that their results are relevant to thinking about 
literature. Smee literature analyzes the relations between men 
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and women, or the most puzzling manifestations of the human 
psyche, or the effects of material conditions on individual ex­
perience, the theories that most powerfully and insightfully ex­
plore such matters will be of interest to literary critics and 
theorists. The comprehensiveness of literature makes it pos­
sible for any extraordinary or compelling theory to be drawn 
into literary theory. 

Second, because of its exploration of the limits of intelligibil­
ity, literature invites or provokes theoretical discussions that 
draw in or draw upon the most general questions of rationality, 
of self-reflexivity, and of signification. The social and political 
theorist Alvin Gouldner defines rationality as "the capacity to 
make problematic what had hitherto been treated as given; to 
bring to reflection what before had only been used; to trans­
form resource into topic; to examine critically the life we lead. 
This view of rationality situates it in the capacity to think about 
our thinking. Rationality as reflexivity about our groundings 
premises an ability to speak about our speech and the factors 
that ground it. Rationality is thus located in metacommunica­
tion" (The Dialectic of Ideology and Technology, p. 49). Given the 
ability of literary works to foreground what might previously 
have been taken for granted, including the language and cat­
egories through which we articulate our world, literary theory 
is inexorably caught up in problems of reflexivity and meta­
communication, trying to theorize the exemplary self-reflexive­
ness of literature. Literary theory thus tends to bring into its 
orbit diverse speculations on the problems of framing, com­
munication about communication, and other forms of mise en 
abyme or infinite regress. 

Third, literary theorists may be particularly receptive to new 
theoretical developments in other fields because they lack the 
particular disciplinary commitments of workers in those fields. 
Though they have commitments of their own that will produce 
resistance to certain types of unusual thinking, they are able to 
welcome theories that challenge the assumptions of orthodox 
contemporary psychology, anthropology, psychoanalysis, phi­
losophy, sociology, or historiography, and this makes theory­
or literary theory-an arena of lively debate. 

In these circumstances, the discussion of a decade's literary 
theory cannot be comprehensive---the range of theoretical writ-
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ings drawn into literary theory is too vast. In taking deconstruc­
tion as my focus, I am suggesting not only that it has been the 
leading source of energy and innovation in recent theory but 
that it bears on the most important issues of literary theory. I 
devote much space to Jacques Derrida because I have found 
that many of his writings require and sustain exposition, which 
I hope readers will find valuable. These writings are not, of 
course, literary criticism or literary theory; but I might justify 
my focus by appealing to a self-styled historian of the critical 
scene, Frank Lentricchia, who writes: 

Sometime in the early 1970s we awoke from the dogmatic slum­
ber of our phenomenological sleep to find that a new presence 
had taken absolute hold over our avant-garde critical imagination: 
Jacques Derrida. Somewhat startlingly, we learned that, despite a 
number of loose characterizations to the contrary, he brought not 
structuralism but something that would be called "post-structur­
?lism." The shift to post-structuralist direction and polemic in the 
intellectual careers of Paul de Man,j. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hart­
man, Edward Said, and Joseph Riddel-all of whom were fasci­
nated in the 1960s by strains of phenomenology-tells the whole 
story. [After the New Criticism, p. 159] 

!his is not, of course, the whole story-the straining prose 
is a symptom of the desire to make a history at all costs-but 
this mythificatio~ of Derrida as a new absolute presence sug­
gests that one n11gt11 use deconstruction to focus a number of 
pro~lems: about structuralism and post-structuralism, poetics 
an~. interpretation, readers and critical metalanguages. Though 
~ntmg about theory in the past decade, I, have neglected many 
1mpo~ta~t fig.u_res-:-Roland Barthes, for example. In his case I 
can cue m m1ugat1on an extensive discussion in another book, 
b~t ~or others_ I have no excuse and can only note that critics 
w1thm the orbit of deconstruction may suffer the same neglect 
as those without. 

Any discussion of contemporary critical theory must, how­
ever, con~ront the confusi?g and confused notion of post­
s~ructurahsm, or more specifically, the relation of deconstruc­
t1~n to ot?er ~ritical movements. The Introduction approaches 
this question m one way, Chapter One in another. Structuralist 
phenomenological, feminist, and psychoanalytic critics hav~ 
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concurred recently in emphasizing readers and reading, and 
analysis of problems that arise in these accounts of reading sets 
the stage for the discussion of deconstruction that occupies 
Chapter Two. I have not attempted a chronological or system­
atic survey of Derrida's writings but have drawn upon them in 
discussing a range of topics and their bearing on literary criti­
cism and theory. In the course of this extended exposition, I 
have risked repetition for the sake of clarity and apologize to 
readers if I have miscalculated. Chapter Three analyzes a range 
of studies from the growing store of deconstructive literary 
criticism in order to identify its major features and axes of 
variation. 

I am grateful to all those who have discussed these matters 
with me over the years or answered my questions about their 
writings. The issue of responsibility in situations of this sort is 
highly problematical, and readers will see that there can be no 
question of holding one Jacques Derrida responsible for the 
implications l draw from works he has signed. I would insist, 
however, that this book owes much to the advice of several 
Cornell colleagues, Laura Brown, Neil Hertz, Mary Jacobus, 
Richard Klein, Philip Lewis, and Mark Seltzer, but most of all 
Cynthia Chase, whose writings stimulated this work and whose 
readings corrected it. I thank the John Simon Guggenheim 
Foundation for a Fellowship during which this work was begun 
but not, alas, completed. 

JONATHAN CULLER 

Ithaca, New YorA 
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ON DECONSTRUCTION 



INTRODUCTION 

I F THE observers and belligerents of recent critical debates 
could agree on anything, it would be that contemporary 

critical theory is confusing and confused. Once upon a time it 
might have been possible to think of criticism as a single activity 
practiced with different emphases. The acrimony of recent de­
bate suggests the contrary: the field of criticism is contentiously 
constituted by apparently incompatible activities. Even to at­
tempt a list-structuralism, reader-response criticism, decon­
struction, Marxist criticism, pluralism, feminist criticism, semiot­
ics, psychoanalytic criticism, hermeneutics, antithetical criticism, 
Rtuption.slJsthtlilc .•• -is to flirt with an unsettling glimpse of 
the infinite that Kant calls the "mathematical sublime." Con­
templation of a chaos that threatens to overwhelm one!s sensi­
ble powers may produce, as Kant suggests, a certain exultation, 
but most readers are only baffled or thwarted, not filled with 
awe. 

Though it does not promise awe, this book seeks to contend 
with bafflement. Critical debate should stimulate, not stupefy, 
as it has of ten done of late. When even those well read in 
contemporary theory have difficulty determining what is im­
portant or where and how competing theories compete, one is 
challenged to attempt explanation, especially if explanation can 
also benefit the many students and teachers of literature who 
have neither the time nor the inclination to keep up with theo­
retical debate and who, without reliable guides, find themselves 
at a modern Bartholomew Fair, contemplating what seems to 
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them a "blank confusion," of differences I That have no law, no 
meaning, and no end."1 This book attempts to dispel confusion, 
to furnish meanings and ends, by discussing what is at stake in 
today's critical debates and analyzing the most interesting and 
valuable projects of recent theory. 

An initial source of confusion is the instability of key terms, 
whose scope varies with the level of specificity of critical discus­
sion and the contrasts or differences at work at that level. The 
term structuralism is an instructive example. A commentator an­
alyzing an essay by Roland Barthes might distinguish its specif­
ically structuralist moves from its other procedures, thus draw­
ing upon and contributing to a highly restricted notion of struc­
turalism. A critic of broader ambitions, trying to describe the 
fundamental procedures of modern thought, might, on the 
other hand, contrast the "structuralism" of twentieth-century 
thinking with an earlier "essentialism," making us all structural­
ists today, whatever our claims. A plausible defense of each use 
of the term could be mounted, since the distinctions that are 
crucial at one level fade away at another; but if the functioning 
of structuralism aptly illustrates the structural determination of 
meaning that structuralism purports to describe, the results are 
still confusing for anyone who hopes that the term will serve as 
a convenient and reliable label. Vincent Descombes's Lt Mlmt ti 
l'autrt, a powerful account of French philosophy from 1933 to 
1978, scrupulously explores distinctions until it makes Michel 
Serres the only real structuralist (pp. 96-11 1 ), For other com­
mentators structuralism includes notjust recent French thought 
but ~II theoretically-inclined criticism: William Phillips, in a dis­
cuss10n of contemporary criticism organized for his journal, the 
Partisan Revf~w, designates by the term structuralism the panoply 
of recen~ ~nucal a~d theoretical writings that refuse to espouse 
the tra?1t10n~I pr~Ject of elucidating an author's message and 
evaluatmg has achievement ("The State of Criticism," p. 374). 
What are we to make of this shift in terminology? 

It would be easy to dismiss such broad usage as uninformed 

'Willia~ Wo~dswonh, The P_relutk (1850), Book vii, lines 722 Sc 727-28. For a 
shrew~ d1scuss10n of the _relauon of chaos and blockage to the critic's situation, 
~e _Ned He!U, '.'he Nouon of Blockage in the Literature of the Sublime." Full 
b~bl~ograph1cal information for this and subsequent references is given in the 
b1bhography. Hencefonh references will be given parenthetically in the texL 
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lumping together of what should be distinguished. When some­
one speaks of critics such as Roland Barthes, Harold Bloom, 
John Brenkman, Shoshana Felman, Stanley Fish, Geoffrey 
Hartman, Julia Kristeva, and Wolfgang Iser as structuralists all, 
one can respond by showing that they use diverse methods, 
work from opposing assumptions, announce different goals, 
and emerge from incompatible traditions. The more we know 
of critical theory the more interest we are likely to take in 
accurate discriminations, and the more we will smile with dis­
dain at the ignorance of those who, in reducing criticism to a 
simple moral scenario, abandon all pretense of discernment. 
The restaurateur who tells us that he has two kinds of wine, 
red and white, does not impress us as a connoisseur. 

To describe all theoretically-oriented critics as structuralists is 
generally a sign of ignorance, yet in this use of structuralism 
there is an implicit assertion that might be defended-defended 
at this first level of generality. The claim would be that the 
articulation of literary study upon various theoretical enter­
prises produces a change of greater moment than do the dis­
placements of one theory by another, and that the nature of 
this change is related to central aspects of structuralism. Those 
who use structuralism in this broad way do not actually argue for 
this claim; they generally contrast structuralism with a human· 
istic criticism-a generalized version of the New Criticism-that 
relies on common sense and shared values in interpreting liter· 
ary works as aesthetic achievements which speak to us about 
familiar human concerns. The most common complaints about 
structuralism seem to be, first, that it uses concepts from other 
disciplines-linguistics, philosophy, anthropology, psycho­
analysis, Marxism-to dominate literature, and, second, that it 
threatens the very raison d'etre of literary studies by forgoing 
the attempt to discover the true meaning of a work and by 
deeming all interpretations equally valid. 

The relation between these two objections to structuralism is 
not clear; they might even be thought contradictory, since one 
would expect a critic attempting to dominate literature-say, 
through psychoanalysis-to assert the priority of psychoanalytic 
interpretations. The very difficulty of reconciling these com­
plaints suggests that we need to look beyond our assumptions 
about literature and criticism to understand the forces at work 
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here and to grasp the connection between the use of various 
theoretical discourses and an undercutting of criticism's tradi­
tional interpretive project. The distinctiveness of an inclusive 
"structuralism" does not in fact lie in its cosmopolitan theoret­
ical interests. The New Criticism, with which it is often con­
trasted, was by no means antitheoretical or provincial, as the 
discussions in Rene Wellek and Austin Warren's Theory of Lit­
erature show. What distinguishes this inclusive structuralism may 
perhaps emerge in the connection, often concealed in critical 
discussion, between the deployment of theoretical categories 
and the threat to the traditional program of elucidating the 
meaning of an aesthetic object. The interpretive projects of the 
New Criticism were linked to the preservation of aesthetic au­
tonomy and the defense of literary studies against encroach­
ment by various sciences. If, in attempting to describe the liter­
ary work, "structuralist" criticism deploys various theoretical 
discourses, encouraging a kind of scientific encroachment, then 
critical attention comes to focus not on a thematic content that 
the work aesthetically presents but on tneronCfiuOris- of signi­
fication, the different sorts of structures and processes involved 
in the production of meaning. Even when structuralists engage 
in interpretation, their attempt to analyze the structure of the 
work and the forces on which it depends leads to concentration 
on the relation between the work and its enabling conditions 
and undermines, as the opponents of structuralism seem to 
sense, the traditional interpretive project. 
. This happens in two ways, apparently quite different but, 
m the eyes of structuralism's opponents, similarly misguided. 
On the one hand, a structuralism like Barthes's, Todorov's, or 
~enette's, that remains preeminently literary in its references, 
is accused of formalism: of neglecting the thematic content 
o~ a w<;>rk in o~der to .concentrate on its playful, parodic, or 
d1srupuve relation to literary forms, codes, and conventions. 
On the o.ther ha~d, cri~ics wh~ employ categories from psy­
choanalytic, Marxist, philosoph1cal, or anthropological theory 
~re accused not of formalism but of preemptive or biased read­
mg: of neglecting the distinctive themes of a work in order to 
lin~ in .it ~~nif estations of a structure or system prescribed by 
t?e1.r d1sc1phne .. Both sor~ of structuralists are engaged, for 
similar reasons, m somethmg other than traditional humanistic 
interpretation. 
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If structuralism seems an appropriate cover term for a range 
of critical activities tha.t draw upon theoretical discourses and 
neglect to pursue the "true" meaning of the works they study, 
it is doubtless because structuralism in a more narrow sense, 
with its deployment of the linguistic model, is the most decisive 
instance of this critical reorientation. The categories and meth­
ods of linguistics, whether applied directly to the language of 
literature or used as the model for a poetics, enable critics to 
focus not on the meaning of a work and its implications or 
value but on the structures that produ~e IJleanin_g. Even when 
linguistics Tse'Xpiidtiy~·~·;;ii~ted in the servic~ ~f ~interpretation, 
the fundamental orientation of the discipline, which does not 
devise new interpretations for sentences but attempts to de­
scribe the system of norms that determine the form and mean­
ing of linguistic sequences, works to focus attention on struc­
tures and to identify meaning and reference not as the source 
or truth of a work but a~_~_ffe.cts of the play of language. The 
plausibility of treating, ·Sa.y, Barthes, Bloom, Girard, Deleuze, 
Felman, and Serres as structuralists lies in the sense that their 
writings turn aside in different ways from the explication and 
appreciation of an achieved meaning to an investigation of a 
text's relation to particular structures and processes, be they 
linguistic, psychoanalytic, metaphysical, logical, sociological, or 
rhetorical. Languages and structures, rather than authorial self 
or consciousness, become the major source of explanation. 

The division of literary studies into an old but persistent New 
Criticism and a new structuralism could be defended by ar­
guments such as these, but those who make this distinction­
generally the opponents of a broad, menacing structuralism­
are not well served by it, for they find it hard to mount a 
consistent and pertinent critique at this level of generality. Their 
charges are varied and specific. Some fault structuralism for its 
scientific pretentions: its diagrams, taxonomies, or neologisms, 
and its general claim to master and account for elusive prod­
ucts of the human spirit. Others charge it with irrationalism: a 
self-indulgent love of paradox and bizarre mterpretations, a 
taste for linguistic play, and a narcissistic relation to its own 
rhetoric. To some, structuralism means rigidity: a mechanical 
extraction of certain patterns or themes, a method that makes 
every work mean the same thing. To others it seems to allow 
the work to mean anything whatsoever, either by asserting the 
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indeterminacy of meaning or by defining meaning as the ex­
perience of the reader. Some see structuralism as the destruc­
tion of criticism as a discipline; others find that it abusively 
glorifies the critic, setting critic above author and suggesting 
that mastery of a body of difficult theory is the precondition of 
any serious engagement with literature. 

Science or irrationalism, rigidity or permissiveness, destruc­
tion of criticism or inflation of criticism-the possibility of such 
contradictory charges might suggest that the primary quality of 
"structuralism" is an indeterminate radical force: it is perceived 
as extreme, as violating previous assumptions about literature 
and criticism, though there is disagreement about precisely 
how it does so. But these contradictory charges also indicate 
that the opponents of structuralism have different works in 
mind and that to clarify these issues we must move to another 
level of specificity. 

At this second level, perhaps more important in critical de­
bate than the first, the crucial distinction is not between an 
inclusive structuralism and traditional criticism but between 
structuralism and "post-structuralism," as it is often called. Der­
rida, in Lentricchia's words, brought not structuralism but post­
structuralism (see above, p. 12). By this contrast, structuralism 
becomes a series of systematic, scientific projects-semiotics, the 
successor to structuralism in this sense, is generally defined as 
the "science" of signs-and structuralism's opponents are var­
ious post-structuralist critiques of these projects or explorations 

.·of their ultimate impossibility. In simplest terms, structuralists 
take linguistics as a model and attempt to develop "grammars" 
-systematic inventories of elements and their possibilities of 
combination-that would account for the form and meaning of 
literary works; post-structuralists investigate the way in which 
this project is subverted by the workings of the texts them­
selves. Structuralists are convinced that systematic knowledge is 
possible; post-structuralists claim to know only the impossibility 
of this knowledge. 

A detailed version of this distinction, interesting for the com­
plex issues it introduces, was proposed in 1976 by J. Hillis 
Miller, champion of a version of American post-structuralism. 
"A distinctive feature of English and American literary criti­
cism today," he begins, "is its progressive naturalization, ap-
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propriation, or accommodation of recent continental criticism." 
To speak of all such criticism as "structuralism," however, is to 
neglect a major division. 

Already a clear distinction can be drawn, among critics influ­
enced by these new developments, between what might be called 
• .. Socratic, theoretical, or canny critics, on the one hand, and 
Apollonian/Dionysian, tragic, or uncanny critics, on the other. 
Socratic critics are those who are lulled by the promise of a ra­
tional ordering of literary study on the basis of solid advances in 
scientific knowledge about language. They are likely to speak of 
themselves as "scientists" and to group their collective enterprise 
under some term like "the human sciences." ... Such an enter­
prise is represented by the discipline called "semiotics," or by 
new work in the exploration and exploitation of rhetorical terms. 
Included would be aspects of the work of Gerard Genette, Roland 
Barthes, and Roman Jakobson ...• 

For the most part these critics share the Socratic penchant, what 
Nietzsche defined as "the unshakable faith that thought, using the 
thread of logic, can penetrate the deepest abysses of being." .•• 
The inheritors today of the Socratic faith would believe in the 
possibility of a structuralist-inspired criticism as a rational and 
rationalizable activity, with agreed-upon rules of procedure, given 
facts, and measurable results. This would be a discipline bringing 
literature out into the sunlight in a "happy positivism." ..• 

Opposed to these are the critics who might be called "uncanny." 
Though they have been inspired by the same climate of thought 
as the Socratic critics and though their work would also be impos· 
sible without modern linguistics, the "feel" or atmosphere of their 
writing is quite different ...• 

These critics are not tragic or Dionysian in the sense that their 
work is wildly orgiastic or irrational. No critic could be more rig­
orously sane and rational, Apollonian, in his procedure, for ex­
ample, than Paul de Man. One feature of Derrida's criticism is a 
patient and minutely philological "explication de texte." Never­
theless, the thread of logic leads in both cases into regions which 
are alogical, absurd .... Sooner or later there is the encounter 
with an "aporia" or impasse .... In fact the moment when logic 
fails in their work is the moment of their deepest penetration into 
the actual nature of literary language, or of language as such. 
["Stevens' Rock and Criticism as Cure, II," pp. 335-38] 

To distinguish structuralism from post-structuralism in these 
terms suggests a complicated relationship, for the canny and 
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the uncanny are not simple opposites. A successful uncanny 
critic may well be as shrewd as her canny counterpart, and 
though the uncanny is a violation of order, the unsettling mys­
tery of an uncanny moment in literature or in criticism is the 
manifestation of a hidden order. "The uncanny," writes Freud, 
"is that class of the frightening which leads back to what is 
known of old and long familiar"; "the frightening element can 
be shown to be something repressed which recurs" ("The Un­
canny," vol. 17, pp. 220, 241). The uncanny is not simply weird 
or bizarre but suggests deeper laws, and Miller's formulations 
certainly imply the superiority of the uncanny to the canny: 
uncanny post-structuralism arrives to waken canny structural­
ism from the dogmatic slumbers into which it was lulled by its 
"unshakable faith" in thought and "the promise of a rational 
ordering." Is deconstruction in fact an undoing of delusion? 
What is the relationship between a deconstruction and what it 
deconstructs? Is post-structuralism a refutation of structural­
ism? Observers often assume that if post-structuralism has suc­
ceeded structuralism it must have refuted it, or at least tran­
scended it: post hoc ergo ultra hoc. Miller's account moves toward 
this view, but the opposition between the canny and the uncanny 
resists it, for the uncanny is neither a refutation of nor a re­
placement for the canny. 

Nevertheless, structuralism and post-structuralism are dearly 
distinguished for Miller by the test of faith. Both canny and 
uncanny critics rigorously pursue a logical enquiry, but the 
uncanny, who have no faith in logic, are rewarded with "deep 
penetration" into the nature of language and literature, while 
the canny critics with their unshakable faith in thought are 
~eb.uffed. Without raising the novel questions this perspective 
mv1tes-does Roland Barthes have more faith in reason than 
Paul de Man?-one can note that the canny insights achieved 
by the uncanny of little faith make this story above all a parable 
of pride. Theorists swollen with scientific ambition are out­
stripp~d by patient explicators, who are alert to the perverse, 
all:°ret1cal moments of the texts they are studying. Though 
Miller's terms do not claim that either side has a monopoly on 
truth, order, or shrewdness, they enable him to divide recent 
cr~ticism into two camps on the basis of confidence in system­
atic thought: structuralists and semioticians optimistically elab-
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orate theoretical metalanguages to account for textual phenom­
ena; post-structuralists skeptically explore the paradoxes that l 
arise in the pursuit of such projects and stress that their own 
work is not science but more text. 

The issues raised by this division figure prominently in dis­
cu.ssions of litera~ theory today, but a number of problems 
ar~se when on~ tnes to map. contemporary theory according to 
this. s~heme .. First, as <:>ne might expect, one has some difficulty 
dec1dmg which theonsts belong to which camp. A recent an­
thology of post-structuralist criticism, edited by Josue Harari, a 
young critic who cannot be convicted of ignorance, is composed 
primarily of writings by thinkers who had been featured in the 
editor's earlier bibliography of structuralism: Roland Barthes, 
Gilles Deleuze, Eugenio Donato, Michel Foucault, Gerard Ge­
nette, Rene Girard, Louis Marin, Michael Riffaterre, and Michel 
Serres. Harari's articulation of the field makes Claude Uvi­
Strauss and Tzvetan Todorov the only true structuralists, since 
everyone else has become post-structuralist. Of course, radical 
transformations and conversions do occur, but when so many of 
yesterday's structuralists are today's post-structuralists, doubts 
arise about the distinction, especially since it is so dubiously 
defined. If post-structuralism is supposed to be the vigilant 
critique of prior delusions of mastery, it is difficult to find 
writings by structuralists that are sufficiently unself-conscious 
to fit this pattern. As Philip Lewis writes in the best study of 
this problem, "reading 'ilie work of pioneer structuralists such 
as Levi-Strauss and Barthes does not really show us that struc­
turalism, as it aged, gradually became aware of its own limita­
tions and problems, but rather that an acute self-critical aware­
ness was there from the start and reinforced the scientific spirit 
of the structuralist enterprise" ("Th(!_~Post-Structuralist Condi­
tion," p. 8). Enterprises now deemed ~i:)ost.:sfrl.lctiiialist,-such 
as critiques of the sign, of representation, and of the subject, 
were manifestly already under way in the structuralist writings 
of the 1960s. 

Nor are our doubts about the distinction allayed when we 
look at individual cases. Is Roland Barthes a structuralist or a 
post-structuralist? Is he a structuralist who recanted and be­
came a post-structuralist? If so, where does the change occur? 
Barthes's 1g67 semiological study of fashion, Systeme de la mode, 
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and his 1966 program for a structural analysis of narrative, 
"Introduction a l'analyse structurale des recits," are the works 
which would most clearly identify him as an orthodox structur­
alist; but writings that precede these by several years, such 
as the important preface to his 1964 collection, Essais critiques, 
prevent one from locating a radical change after 1967. And 
Barthes's best-known work in the field of criticism, S/Z, is very 
difficult to classify, not because it avoids the issues on which a 
distinction between structuralism and post-structuralism is gen­
erally based but because it seems to adopt both modes with a 
vengeance, as though unaware that they are supposed to be rad­
ically different movements. S/Z displays a powerful metalinguis­
tic drive: it seeks to break the literary work down into its con­
s(1tuents, naming and classifying in a rationalist or scientific 
spirit; it identifies and describes the various codes on which the 
classical, readable text is based and explores at length the con­
ventions of this mode of writing. It tries to elucidate the opera­
tions by which readers make sense of novels, making astute and 
pertinent contributions to a poetics of fiction. Yet at the same 
time, S/Z opens with what Barthes and others have regarded 
as a renunciation of the structuralist project: Barthes insists 
that rather than treat the text as the product or manifestation 
of an underlying system, he will explore its difference from 
itself, the way in which it outplays the codes on which it seems 
to rely. The fact that Sil owes its power and Interest to the 
combination of modes which supposedly belong to opposing 
schools suggests that we treat this opposition with caution and 
may serve to remind us that from the very beginning struc­
turalist attempts to describe the conventions of literary dis­
course were linked to an exploration of the ways in which the 
most inter.esting works foreground, parody, and violate those 
conventions. In Barthes's Essais critiques, for example, the most 
powerful impulse toward a poetics is provided by the radical 
innovations of the nouveau roman. "Post-structuralist" interests 
seem intertwined with Barthes's structuralism from the start. 

Similar problems arise when we turn to Jacques Lacan. Pro­
cl~imed a s~ructuralist in the heyday of structuralism, explicit in 
his use of Saussure and Jakobson and in his claim that the 
unconscious is structured like a language, Lacan nevertheless 
became a post-structuralist eminence, undermining through his 
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style the certainties to which he lays claim, rejecting the canny 
critic's "unshakable faith" in reason, but nevertheless presum­
ing to "penetrate the deepest abysses of being."2 The opposition 
between structuralism and post-structuralism merely compli­
cates the attempt to understand such major figures. 

Although the conflict between the rational and the irrational, 
between the attempt to establish distinctions and the attempt to, 
subvert them, or between the quest for knowledge and the 
questioning of knowledge is a powerful factor m contemporary 
critical theory, these oppositions do not, finally, provide reli­
able distinctions between critical schools. One notes, for exam­
ple, that Miller praises his uncanny critics for a canny achieve­
ment: their penetrating insight into the nature of literary 
language or textuality. Not only is the moment when logic fails 

2For an incisive discussion, see Jacques Derrida's "Le Facteur de la verite" in 
La Cartt postalt. Lacan's attraction for many critics and theorists lies in the fact 
that, beyond the complexities and uncertainties of his prose, his assertions 
pron:iise a truth, the truth of the subject, a truth that is not simply a true 
readmg of a text but the truth of the human psyche and human desire: in 
short, a penetration of the deepest abysses of being. Barbara .Johnson, in a 
subtle response that places Derrida and Lacan in a complex transferential 
relation, argues that Derrida's critique applies decisively to Lacan 11.1 ht is rtad­
the Lacan who is read as the sibylline source of truth-but that the evasiveness 
of Lacan's writing makes Derrida's critique (with its transferral of guilt from a 
certain reading of Lacan onto Lacan's text) something of a frame-up (Tiit 
Critical Difftrnact, pp. 11~-16). We find here, in the relation between a text and 
a reading of that text that .Johnson analyzes, a pattern of considerable impor­
tance and generality which leads some interpreters to speak of all readings as 
misreadings (see pp. 17~-79). For the moment we might simply note by way of 
illustration that Hillis Miller's critique of mucturalism seems to be based not so 
much on the texts of Barthes and his colleagues as on a rtading or interpreta­
tion of structuralism: specifically the systematizing presentation of structural­
ism in my Structuralist PotticJ. At the moment when Miller first draws the 
contrast between the uncanny critics and the canny critics previously described, 
he writes, in a sentence of which a portion was quoted above, "though they 
have been inspired by the same climate of thought as the Socratic critics and 
though their work would also be impossible without modern linguistics, the 
'feel' or atmosphere of their writing is quite different from that of a critic like 
Culler, with his brisk common sense and his reassuring notions of 'literary 
competence' and the acquisition of 'conventions,' his hope that all right-think­
ing people might agree on the meaning of a lyric or a novel, or at any rate 
share a 'universe of discourse' in which they could talk about it" ("Stevens' Rock 
~nd Criticism as Cure, II,'' p. 336). Whether or not this is an apt characteriza­
tion of the mode of Structuralist PotticJ, it helps to illustrate the way in which 
critiques rely on a reading of what is criticized, just as a critique of uncanny 
c.riticism might rely on Miller's own systematizing and hence cannv presenta­
tion of it. 
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in their work "the moment of their deepest penetration into 
the actual nature of literary language, or of language as such," 
but "it is also the place where Socratic procedures will ulti­
mately lead, if they are carried far enough" ("Stevens' Rock 
and Criticism as Cure, II," p. 338). Both approaches can pro­
duce the same insights. Derrida's reading of Saussure, to be 
discussed in Chapter Two, achieves insights into the nature of 
language, but they are also insights produced by Saussure's 
canny investigation of language. Derrida, it could be said, is 
pursuing with the greatest possible rigor the structuralist prin­
ciple that in the linguistic system there are only differences, 
without positive terms. Derrida reads this insight in Saussure, 
as de Man reads insights in Proust, Rilke, Nietzsche, and Rous­
seau, or as Miller finds his uncanny knowledge already elabo­
rated in Stevens, George Eliot, or Shakespeare. As Miller notes 
at the conclusion of his essay, "the most uncanny moment of 
all, however, in this developing polarity among critics today, is 
the moment when the apparent opposites reverse themselves, 
the Socratic becoming uncanny, the uncanny canny, sometimes 
all too shrewdly rational" (p. 343). This possibility of reversal, 
which we shall find to be more common than we might have 
expected, preserves a distinction between the canny and the 
uncanny, or between confident rationality and skepticism, but 
prevents it from serving as a test of critical affiliation or a basis 
of classification. 

The continual reference in critical debate to a distinction 
between structuralism and post-structuralism has several un· 
for~unate e~fects. First, the terms of the opposition assimilate 
all interest in what resists intelligibility or outplays convention 
to ~st-structur~lism, leaving us with a blind and program­
matic structuralism. By the same token, to define deconstruc­
tion and other versions of post-structuralism by contrasting 
them with the systematic projects of structuralism is to treat 
them as ~elebrations of the irrational and the unsystematic. If 
defined in opposition to "scientific" structuralism deconstruc­
tion can be labeled "Derridadaism"-a witty gest~re by which 
Geoffrey Hartman blots out Derridean argument (Saving the 
Text, P· 33). In another framework, deconstruction would have 
other contours. 
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T~ird, the opposition between structuralism and post-struc­
turalism wor_ks to suggest that the diverse writings of recent 
theory constitute a post-structuralist movement. Thus, theo­
retically-minded critics such as Harold Bloom and Rene Girard 
are treated as post-structuralists since they seem not to be struc­
turalists. Bloom is celebrated by Miller and others as a member 
of t_he "Yale School" and was the moving spirit behind its col­
le~t~on of essays, Deconstruction and Criticism, yet his work ex­
phcnly attempts that most nondeconstructive of tasks, the de­
velopment of a psychological model for describing the genesis 
?f p~ems, and he explicitly takes issue with deconstruction by 
insisting on the primacy of the will: the will of strong poets 
~ocked in batt~e with their titanic precursors. Though a skilled 
interpreter might reveal important affinities between Bloom 
and_ Derrida or de Man, Bloom strives mightily to set his work 
against theirs, insisting that the human subject is a ground or 
source rather than an effect of textuality: "the human writes, 
the. human thinks, and always following after and defending 
against another human" (A Map of Misreading, p. 60). To define 
recent criticism as post-structuralist is to obscure issues such as 
this. 

Rene Girard is associated with post-structuralism partly be­
cause of his French background and partly because of the tex­
tualism of his early account of mimetic desire. His important 
book on the novel, Dtctit, Dtsirt, and tht Novtl, analyzes desire 
as imitation of another's represented desire. But it is difficult to 
imagine a theorist more at odds with post-structuralism than 
the Girard of later years, who defines himself as a scientist 
seeking to demonstrate that culture and institutions originate 
in real, specific acts of violence against arbitrarily chosen scape­
goats. Literary works are ritual repetitions of original events 
of victimization that culture conceals but whose traces can be 
studied in its writings. In developing and extending his power­
fu~ anthropological hypothesis, Girard has become a religious 
thinker, for whom the Christian revelation, with its authentic, 
divine sacrificial victim, offers the only escape from the vio­
lence of mimetic desire. The hostility to numerous post-struc­
turalist concerns, quite marked in Girard's own account of his 
work, is obscured by a framework that urges one to deem him 
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either a structuralist or a post-structuralist.' A scrupulous dis­
cussion of criticism focusing on the difference between struc­
turalism and post-structuralism would have to conclude that 
structuralists generally resemble post-structuralists more closely 
than many post-structuralists resemble one another. 

Finally, attention to this distinction hampers one's investiga­
tion of other issues and movements. In mapping contemporary 
criticism as a struggle between New Critics, structuralists, and 
then post-structuralists, one would find it hard to do justice to 
feminist criticism, which has had a greater effect on the literary 
canon than any other critical movement and which has argu­
ably been one of the most powerful forces of renovation in 
contemporary criticism. Though numerous post-structuralists 
are feminists (and vice versa), feminist criticism is not post­
structuralist, especially if post-structuralism is defined by its 
opposition to structuralism. To discuss feminist criticism ade­
quately, one would need a different framework where the no­
tion of post-structuralism was a product rather than a given. 

In short, though the most common articulations of recent 
criticism raise a number of important problems-about the re­
lationship between literature and the theoretical languages of 
other disciplines, about the possibility and status of a systematic 
theory of language or of texts-the distinction between struc­
turalism and post-structuralism is highly unreliable, and instead 
of mounting a discussion of post-structuralism within which 
deconstruction would be identified as a major force, it seems 
preferable to try another approach, which may permit a richer 
and more pertinent array of connections. Since most contem­
porary criticism has something to say about reading, this topic 
may offer a better way of establishing a context for a discussion 
of deconstruction. 

'For discussion of Girard's work, see Philippe Lacoue-1..abanhe, "Typographie." 
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Chapter One 

READERS AND READING 

I. NEW FORTUNES 

ROLAND BARTHES opens Le Plaisir du texte by asking us to 
imagine a bizarre creature who has rid himself of the 

fear of self-contradiction, who mixes reputedly incompatible 
languages and patiently endures charges of illogicality. The 
rules of our institutions, Barthes writes, would make such a 
person an outcast. Who, after all, can live in contradiction with­
out shame? "Yet this anti-hero exists: he is the reader of texts 
at the moment when he takes his pleasure" (p. 10/3). Other 
critics and theorists have disagreed about the character of the 
reader, celebrating her freedom or his consistency, making her 
a hero rather than anti-hero, but they have concurred in cast­
ing the reader in a central role, both in theoretical discussion of 
literature and criticism and in interpretations of literary works. 
If, as Barthes claims, "the birth of the reader must be at the cost 
of the death of the author," many have been willing to pay that 
price (Image, Music, Text, p. 148). 

Even critics who find the price exorbitant and resist what 
~hey consider dangerous trends in contemporary criticism seem 
mclined to join in the study of readers and reading. Witness 
some recent titles: Wayne Booth's Critical Understanding, Walter 
Davis's The Act of Interpretation. E. D. Hirsch's The Aims of In­
terpretation, John Reichert's Making Sense of Literature, Geoffrey 
Strickland's Structuralism or Criticism: Some Thoughts on How We 
Read. These theorists for whom criticism is essentially an elu­
cidation of an author's purposes have felt compelled to provide 
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their own accounts of reading so as to challenge those that 
make the reader an anti-hero, a fall guy, an unabashed hedonist, 
a prisoner of an identity theme or of an unconscious, or a 
willful inventor of meanings. Seeking to eliminate such non­
sense with, as Reichert puts it, a criticism that "cuts through the 
plethora of competing critical languages to recover and re­
dignify the simple procedures of reading, understanding, and 
assessing," they have thrown themselves into the critical com­
petition for the rights to "the reader" (Making Sense of Literature, 
p. x). If, as Barthes says, the reader can live in contradiction 
without shame, this is doubtless a good thing, for on this dis­
puted figure converge the contradictory claims and descrip­
tions of current critical debate. "Reader and audience," writes 
Susan Suleiman, introducing a reader-centered anthology, 
"once relegated to the status of the unproblematic and the 
obvious, have acceded to a starring role" (The Reader in the Text, 
p. 3). Why should this be? 

. . One reason for interest in readers and reading is the orienta­
;''1on en~ouraged by structuralism and semiotics. The attempt 
·to describe structures and codes responsible for the production 
of meaning focuses attention on the reading process and its 
con~itions of possibility. A structuralist poetics or science de 
la littlrature, Barthes writes, "will not teach us what meani11g 
must d~finitively be a~tributed to a work; it will not provide or 
even discover a meamng but will describe the logic according 
to ":hich m~ani~g~ ~~e engendered" (Critiqiu et vlritl, p. 63). 
Tak1.ng the mtelhg1b1hty of the work as its point of departure a 
poetics would try to account for the ways in which the work has 
been understood by readers, and basic concepts of this poetics, 
such as Barthes's distinction between the lisible and the scriptible, 
would ref er to reading: the lisible is that which accords with the 
c~es and ~hich we know how to read, the scriptible that which 
res1Sts readmg and can only be written. 

A structuralist pursuit of codes leads critics to treat the work 
as an intertextual construct-a product of various cultural dis­
co':1rses on which it relies for its intelligibility-and thus con­
solidates the central role of the reader as a centering role. "We 
now kno~," w~tes B~rt~~ with that assurance that comes upon 
some wnters m Pans, that the text is not a line of words 
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releasing a single 'theological' meaning (the 'message' of an 
Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety 
of writings, none of them original, blend and dash. The text is 
a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers 
of culture." But, he continues, "there is one place where this 
multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was 
hitherto said', the author. The reader is the space on which all 
the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed .... A text's (:f­
unity lies not in its origin but in its destination" (Image, Music, 
Text, pp. 146, 148). To be sure, emphasis falls on the reader as 
a function rather than as a person, as the destinataire or place 
where the codes on which the unity and intelligibility of the 
text depends are said to be inscribed. This dissolution of the 
reader into codes is a critique of the phenomenological account 
of reading; but even if the reader is conceived as the prod-
uct of codes-a product whose subjectivity, Barthes writes, is 
an assemblage of stereotypes-this would still make possible 
a differentiation of stereotypes, as in Barthes's typology of 
"pleasures of reading or readers of pleasure," which "links the 
reading neurosis to the hallucinated form of the text" and dis­
tinguishes four readers or reading pleasures: the fetishist, the 
obsessional, the paranoiac, and the hysteric (Le Plaisir du texte, 
p. gg/63). 

Discrimination of readers might be a fruitful line of research 
-or speculation-but is seldom pursued by structuralists them­
selves, who focus on the codes and conventions responsible for 
the work's lisibiliU or intelligibility. In S/Z Barthes describes 
reading as a process of relating elements of the text to five 
codes, each of which is a series of stereotyped models and "per­
spective of citations," "the wake of what has always already 
been read, seen, done, lived" (pp. 27-28120). In a later essay, 
"Analyse textuelle d'un come d'Edgar Poe," he increases the 
number of codes by dividing what he had previously called "the 
cultural code"; and doubtless further additions are necessary. 
Michael Riff aterre argues in his Semiotics of Poetry that codes of 
poetic stereotypes serve as the basis for the production of po­
etic texts and that recognizing the transformations of these 
codes is a decisive moment in reading. One must also add to 
the list a code generally neglected in S/Z but extensively studied 
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in other contributions to poetics: the code of narration, which 
enables readers to construe the text as the communication of a 
narrator to a narrative audience or narratee. 

Work on the audience of narration, an important branch of 
the poetics of reading, investigates what discriminations are 
necessary to account for narrative effects. The narratee, de­
fined by Gerald Prince as someone a narrator addresses, must 
be distinguished from the ideal reader an author might imag­
ine (who would appreciate and admire every word and device 
of the work) and from what Wolfgang Iser calls "the implied 
reader," a textual structure incorporating "those predispositions 
necessary for the literary work to exercise its effect" (Prince, 
"Introduction a l'etude du narrataire," p. 178/7; Iser, The Act 
of Reading, p. 34). Peter Rabinowitz, in a series of excellent 
discussions, distinguishes four audiences: the actual audience, 
the authorial audience (which takes the work as a fictional com­
munication from an author), the narrative audience (which 
takes the work as a communication from the narrator), and an 
ideal narrative audience (which interprets the narrator's com­
munication as the narrator appears to wish). "Thus, in John 
Barth's End of the Road the authorial audience knows that Jacob 
Horner [the narrator and principal character] has never existed; 
the narrative audience believes he has existed but does not en­
tirely accept his analyses; and the ideal narrative audience ac­
cepts uncritically what he has to say" ("Truth in Fiction: A 
Reexamination of Audiences," p. 134). 

Two thmgs should be emphasized here. First, one proposes 
these distinctions in order to account for what happens in read­
ing: Rabinowitz is particularly interested in radical disagree­
ments about Nabokov's Pale Fire, which can be traced to dis­
agreements about what the narrative audience and authorial 
audience are supposed to believe. Second, these "audiences" 
are in fact roles that readers posit and partially assume in 
reading. Someone who reads Swift's "A Modest Proposal" as a 
masterpiece of irony first postulates an audience that the nar­
rator appears to think he is addressing: an audience entertain­
ing specific assumptions, inclined to formulate certain objec­
tions, but likely to find the narrator's arguments cogent and 
compelling. The second role the reader postulates is that of 
an audience attending to a serious proposal for relieving fam-
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ine in Ireland but finding the values and assumptions of the 
proposal (and of the "ideal narrative audience") singularly 
skewed. Finally, the reader participates in an audience that 
reads the work not as a narrator's proposal but as an author's 
ingenious construction, and appreciates its power and skill. 
Actual readers will combine the roles of authorial, narrative, 
and even ideal narrative audiences in varying proportions-­
without embarrassment living in contradiction. One ought per­
haps to avoid speaking of "the implied reader" as a single role 
that the reader is called upon to play, since the reader's plea­
sure may well come, as Barthes says, from the interaction of 
contradictory engagements. 

Focus on the conventions and operations of reading leads 
critics to treat literary works as a succession of actions on the 
understanding of the reader. An interpretation of a work thus 
comes to be an account of what happens to the reader: how 
various conventions and expectations are brought in to play, 
where particular connections or hypotheses are posited, how 
expectations are defeated or confirmed. To speak of the mean­
ing of the work is to tell a story of reading. This is to some 
extent the mode of Barthes's SIZ but is more pronounced in 
works such as Stanley Fish's Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Par­
adise Lost, Wolfgang Iser's The Implied Reader, Stephen Booth's 
An Essay on Shakespeare's Sonnets, Michael Riffaterre's Semiotics of 
Poetry, and my Flaubert: The Uses of Uncertainty.• Each of these 
critical accounts describes the reader's attempt to bring to bear 
on the text the codes and conventions deemed relevant and the 
text's resistance to or compliance with particular interpretive 
operations. The structure and meaning of the work emerge 
through an account of the reader's activity. 

This use of the reader and reading is not, of course, new. 
Long before Barthes, the response of the reader was often 
essential to accounts of literary structure. In Aristotle's Poetics 
the reader's or spectator's experience of pity and terror, at 

'Though some of these works are treated briefly in this chapter, the problems 
they raise are discussed at greater length in my book The Pursuit of Sigru: 
Semiotics, literature, Deconstruction. See chapter 3 for a general account of "Semi­
otics as a Theory of Reading," chapter 4 for Riffaterre, and chapter 6 for Fish. 
Structuralist accounts of reading are discussed in pan II of my Structuralist 
Poetics and Roland Barthes's contribution is assessed in my Barthts. 
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certain moments and under certain conditions, is what makes 
possible an account of tragic plots: the types of tragic plot a~e 
correlated with differences in effects on the reader. In Renais­
sance criticism too, as Bernard Weinberg notes, the qualities of 
a poem were to be sought through a study of its effects upon 
an audience.2 

Even the New Critics of our own day, now reviled for ban­
ning talk of readers as an instance of the affective fallacy ("con­
fusion of what a poem is with what it does"), often show consid­
erable interest in what a poem does when they describe its 
dramatic structure or praise the complex balance of attitudes it 
produces. The moments when New Critics do specifically ac­
knowledge the role of. the reader suggest a connection between 
reader-oriented criticism and modernism. In "Poetry since The 
Waste Land" Cleanth Brooks argues that a basic technique of 
modernist poetry is the deployment of unanalyzed juxtaposi­
tions, where "the interconnections are left to the reader's imagi­
nation." In The Waste Land Eliot declines to develop the impli­
cations of a juxtaposition of scenes but "has thrown this burden 
upon the reader himself, demanding that he relate the two 
scenes in his own imagination." Once this modernist technique 
is identified, the critic can recognize its importance in earlier 
poems: Wordsworth's Lucy poems, Brooks notes, "reveal gaps 
in logic that the reader is forced to cross with a leap of the 
imagination-they hint at analogies that cry out to be com­
pleted-and yet which can only be completed by the reader 
himself" (A Shaping joy, p. 58). 

Criticism must acknowledge the role of the reader when lit­
erary works, in Henry James's phrase, "once more and yet once 
more glory in a gap" (Selected Literary Criticism, p. 332). But such 
acknowledgment does not basically alter the role that notions of 
reader and audience have played in descriptions of literary 
structure. When discussing many modernist works, one can 
stress the activity of the reader while treating it as the accom­
plishment of a determinate task: the reader must "work out for 

2A History of literary Criticism in the Italian Rmaissance (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1961), vol. 2, p. 8o6, quoted by Jane Tompkins in her valuable 
essay, "The Reader in History: The Changing Shape of Literary Response," p. 
207. Tompkins points out that classical and Renaissance criticism was interested 
in the impact on an audience rather than meaning for an audience. 
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himself" the relation between two images, must complete anal­
ogies that "cry out to be completed," or must piece together 
from disparate clues what must "really" have happened, bring­
ing to the surface a pattern or design that the work conceals. 
This is the general role that Roman Ingarden and Wolfgang 
Iser have assigned the reader: to fill in gaps, to render concrete 
and determinate the Unbestimmtheitsstellen or places of indeter­
minacy of a work.s 

1f the activity of the reader has recently become decisive for 
criticism, it may be because some works-those Umberto Eco 
describes in L'Opera aperta as "open works"-provoke a gen­
eral revaluation of the status of reading by inviting the reader 
or performer to play a more fundamental role as constructor 
of the work. Music provides striking examples, such as Pierre 
Boulez's Third Sonata for Piano, whose first section consists of 
ten different pieces on ten sheets of music paper that can be 
arranged in various sequences (Eco, The Role of the Reader, p. 
48). Works presented as a series of components that readers or 
performers put together in different ways often seem rather 
obvious experiments, whose primary interest may well lie in 
their impact on notions of art and of reading. By foreground­
ing reading as writing-as construction of the text-they pro­
vide a new model of reading that can describe the reading of 
other texts as well. One can maintain, for example, that to read 
Finnegans WaAe is not so much to recognize or work out for 
oneself connections inscribed in the text as to produce a text: 
through the associations followed up and the connections estab­
lished, each reader constructs a different text. In the case of 
more traditional works, this model invites one to account for 
resemblances among readers' productions by investigating the 
productive influence of textual codes and institutionalized con­
ventions. In this perspective, other accounts of reading-read­
ing as recognizing a meaning or a pattern-are not eliminated 
but become particular and limited cases of ~_'1$-'f>l'~­
tion. Although, as we shall see later, there are disadvantages to 
---.. -.J 

'See Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art and The literary Work of 
Art, and Iser's "The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach," in The 
Implied Reader, or his full-length study, The Act of Reading. For discussion see 
Henryk Markiewicz, "Places of Indeterminacy in a Literary Work," Stanley 
Fish, "Why No One's Afraid of Wolfgdng Iser," and Iscr's "Interview." 
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the view of reader as producer, theorists such as Booth, Hirsch, 
and Reichert, who combat this view of reading, in fact offer 
proposals that can be inscribed within it, as rules for particular, 
restricted sorts of rewriting. 

In this perspective where, as Barthes says, "the stakes of lit­
erary work (of literature as work) are to make the reader no 
longer the consumer but the producer of the text,'' variations 
in readers' construction are no longer regarded as accidents 
but treated as normal effects of the activity of reading (S/Z, p. 
10/4). This has implications even for critics who reject notions 
of readers constructing texts, for emphasis on the variability of 
reading and its dependence on conventional procedures makes 
it easier to raise political and ideological issues. If the reader 
always rewrites the text and if the attempt to reconstruct an 
author's intentions is only a particular, highly restricted case of 
rewriting, then a Marxist reading, for example, is not an ille­
gitimate distortion, but one species of production. This revised 
conception of the status of reading may thus subtend criticism 
that takes no interest in the avant-garde texts that provide the 
leverage for the change in perspective. 

Contemporary literature also encourages concentration on 
the reader because many of the difficulties and discontinuities 
of recent works become amenable to critical discussion only 
when the reader serves as protagonist. To analyze one of John 
Ashbery's poems is first of all to describe the reader's difficul· 
ties in making sense. In France interest in the reader seems to 
have arisen at the moment when it became impossible to dis· 
c~ss the nouv~au roman as a purely objective, nonanthropocen· 
tnc presentation of reality. The problematizing of plot and 
char~cter in works such as Robbe-Grillet's le Voyeur and Dans le 
l.abynnthe encouraged critics to locate the force and interest of 
these novels in their violent engagement with the conventional 
novelistic expectations of readers and their disruption of habit­
.ual processes of sense-making. Outside the French tradition we 

'!. find .further evidence that analysis of difficult modern works 
_~reqmres reference to readers and reading. To take just one 
exa~ple, yeron"ica Forrest-Thomson's energetic and inventive 
~oetzc Arfifice: A Theory of Twentieth-Century Poetry displays no 
mterest m the behavior of individual readers. Concerned with 
poems as artifice or artifact, and with what they mean, Forrest-
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Thomson describes two processes, "external expansion and lim­
itation" and "internal expansion and limitation," by which dif­
ficult modern poems produce effects of pastoral and parody. 
But to explain these effects and to show how formal features 
block certain kinds of thematic synthesis, one has to describe 
reading: readers, accustomed by novels to interpreting details 
by expanding them into an external world (and thus limiting 
the formal features that can be deemed functional) find this 
process checked by formal patterns-the only apparent forces 
of cohesion in many of these poems-and in exploiting these 
formal patterns they establish internal relationships that limit 
movement toward an external world and produce a critique of 
language. Such poetry works, as Barthes puts it in Essais cri­
tiques, "to unexpress the expressible" (p. 15/xvii). Its signifi­
cance lies in the reader's struggle with the disordering orders 
of language. 

The structuralist emphasis on literary codes, the constructive 
role forced upon readers by certain experimental fictions, and 
the need to find ways to talk about the most refractory con­
temporary works have all contributed to a change in the read­
er's role, but one should not overlook an aspect of that change 
that is easily ignored. For the rhetoricians of antiquity and the 
Renaissance, and for many critics of other times, a poem is a 
composition designed to produce an effect on readers, to move 
them in certain ways; and one's judgment of a poem depends 
on one's sense of the quality and intensity of its effect. To 
describe this impact is not, though, to give what we would 
today regard as an interpretation, as Jane Tompkins points 
out ("The Reader in History," pp. 202-9)· The experiences 
or responses that modern reader-oriented critics invoke are 
generally cognitive rather than affective: not feeling shivers 
along the spine, weeping in sympathy, or being transported 
with awe, but having one's expectations proved false, struggling 
with an irresolvable ambiguity, or questioning the assumptions 
on which one had relied. In attacking the Ciffc:c!!Ye. fallacy, 
Stanley Fish insists that "in the category of response I include 
not only 'tears, prickles,' and 'other psychological symptoms"' 
that Wimsatt and Beardsley's fallacy sets aside, "but all the pre­
cise mental operations involved in reading, including the for­
mulation of complete thoughts, the performing (and regret-
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ting) of acts of judgment, the following and making of logical 
sequences" (Is There a Text in This Class?, pp. 42-43). In fact, 
Fish never mentions tears or prickles; his reader-response crit­
icism treats the reader's encounter with literature as an experi­
ence of interpretation. 

If the reader's experience is an experience of 
0

mterpretation, 
then one is better placed to make the further claim that the 

"'
1 experience is the meaning. "It is the experience of an utter­

ance," Fish writes,"-all of it and not anything that could be 
said about it, including anything I could say-that is its mean­
ing" (p. 32). ~he temporal experience of reading is not simply 
a way of commg to know a work, as someone studying Notre 
Dame cathedral inspects first one part and then another but a 
series of events that are as important as the conclusio~s the 
reader may achieve. To interpret a work you must ask what it 
~oes and to .answer that question, says Fish, you must analyze 
the developmg responses of the reader in relation to the words 

as they succeed one another in time" (p. 27). Even in his seven­
teenth-century examples Fish stresses the experience, familiar 
to the re~der of modernist literature, of being checked and 
thwarted m the quest for meaning. When the reader encoun­
ters Milto?'s line "Nor did they not perceive the evil plight," 
the expenence the syntax momentarily offers, of being sus­
pen~ed between alter~atives, is as important to the meaning of 
th~ hne as the conclusmn that they did perhaps perceive their 
phgh.t <pp. a5-a6). Nor are cor~jectures that prove mistaken to 
~ ehmmated: ."the~ have been experienced; they have existed 
m the men~a.l hfe of the reader; they mean" (p. 48). 

Other. cnt1cs are le~s forthrig~t in their appeal to what is 
present m the readers mental hfe, but reader-oriented criti­
c~sm relies heavily on notions of the reader's experience, refer­
nng to what the ?r ~ re~der finds, feels, wonders, conjectures, 
or conch~des to JUSt1fy its accounts of the meaning and struc­
ture of hterary works. A question therefore arises about the 
nat':1re of the reader and of this experience. 
. Fish answers that "th~ •. reader of whose responses I speak" 
1~ a complex figure, an mformed reader, neither an abstrac­
tion, nor an actual living reader, but a hybrid-a real reader 
~me) who .. d~ e~eryt~ing within his power to make himself 
mformed, mcludmg the attendant suppressing, in so far as 
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that is possible, of what is personal and idiosyncratic and 197oish 
in my response." "Each of us," he continues democratically, "if 
we are sufficiently responsible and self-conscious, can, in the 
course of applying the method, become the informed reader" 
(p. 49). 

This passage reveals a curious structure: a doubling of the 
notion of experience or a division within the notion. On the 
one hand, experience is a given to which one appeals; on the 
other hand, the experience one proposes to use is to be pro­
d uced by particular operations-here the acquisition of knowl­
edge and the suppression of idiosyncrasies. The relations be­
tween the knowledge, beliefs, and experiences of persons and 
those of the informed reader is somewhat unclear, but to the 
question of whether an informed Catholic or atheist could be as 
"fit" a reader of Milton as a Protestant believer, Fish answers, 
"No. There are some beliefs that cannot be momentarily sus­
pended or assumed" (p. 50). More extensive consideration of 
how readers might relate to persons can be found in Walter 
Slatoff's With Respect to Readers. Urging us to remember that 
literature reqmres the active, personal mvolvement of readers, 
Slatoff objects to 

the tendency of most aestheticians and critics to speak as though 
there were only two sorts of readers: the absolutely particular, 
individual human being with all his prejudices, idiosyncrasies, 
personal history, knowledge, needs, and anxieties, who experi­
ences the work of art in solely "personal" terms, and the ideal 
or universal reader whose response is impersonal and aesthetic. 
Most actual readers, except for the most naive, I think, transform 
themselves as they read into beings somewhere between these 
extremes. They learn, that is, to set aside many of the particular 
conditions, concerns and idiosyncrasies which help to define them 
in everyday affairs. [P. 54) 

They learn, that is to say, to have a certain kind of experience, 
to become, as they read, a reader who can have that experi­
ence. In his own case, for example, "the reading self is by no 
means an ideal or impersonal entity. He is mostly over 35 and 
under 50, has experienced war, marriage, and the responsibil­
ity of children, belongs in part to some kind of minority group, 
is male and not female, and shares most of Slatoff's general 
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ways of thinking and feeling" (p. 55). If the experience of 
literature depends upon the qualities of a reading self, one can 
ask what difference it would make to the experience of litera­
ture and thus to the meaning of literature if this self were, for 
example, female rather than male. If the meaning of a work is 
the experience of a reader, what difference does it make if the 
reader is a woman? 

This question proves an excellent way of addressing the prob­
lems raised by criticism's emphasis on the reading experience, 
first because the question of the woman reader poses con­
cretely and politically the problem of the relation of the experi­
ence of the reader when reading to other sorts of experiences, 
and second because issues often swept under the carpet by 
male stories of reading are brought into the open in the de­
bates and divisions of feminist criticism. 

Though one of the most significant and broadly-based crit­
ical movements of recent years, feminist criticism is often ig­
nored by self-styled historians of criticism and critical theory.4 

Whether or not it displays striking philosophical affiliations, 
feminist criticism addresses theoretical questions in concrete 
~nd pertinent ways. Its impact on the reading and teaching of 
literature and on the composition of the literary canon is in 
part due to its emphasis on the notion of the reader and her 
experience. It has a considerable stake in the question of the 
relation of the reading self and the experience of the reader to 
other moments of the self and other aspects of experience, for 

. ·•Fr~nk Lentricchia's Afttr tht Ntw Critici.im claims to be, among other things, "a 
historical account of what has happened here since the American New Critics 
passed ?ut of f~v?r," s~~ifically of the period 1957-77, but does not so much 
a~ me!lu?n femm1st cnuc11m. One speculates that this is because feminist criti­
cism, m its specifically political orientations, does what Lentricchia condemns 
others fo~ failing t~ ~o a!ld would thus expose, if he addressed it, the dubious­
ness of his own o:mcal ideal: a Foucauldian literary criticism that would ad­
van~e. the proletarian revolunon and provide solid historical knowledge while 
avo1dmg all t~e_pro~l~f!1S and paradoxes analyzed by deconstruction. The ex­
~mple of femm1st cnt1c1sm sugges~s that po_litically successful criticism may be 
1mmense.ly heterogeneous and ep1stemolog1cally problematical. Whatever the 
explan~non, Lentricchia's decision to ignore feminist criticism while devoting 
a~ ~nllr~ chapter to "Versions of Phenomenology" (Georges Poulet and J. 
Hdhs ~dler) ~a.si_s doubt upon hi~ claim t~ historical understanding and his 
authority to cnuc1ze other~ ~or their lack of n. For a judicious critique of other 
a~pects of A/!" the Ntw Cnt1nsm, see Andrew Parker's telling discussion, "Taking 
Sides (On Hmory): Derrida Re-Marx." 
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the arguments that are advanced about the significance being a 
woman has or could have in reading bear also on analogous 
questions about its significance in other activities. If feminist 
criticism has no single or simple answer to the question of the 
nature of the reading experience and its relation to other ex­
perience, it is because it takes it seriously and explores it in 
ways that bring out the complexity of the question and of the 
notion of "experience." We can follow these explorations at 
three levels or moments of feminist criticism. 

2. READING AS A WOMAN 

Suppose the informed reader of a work of literature is a 
woman. Might this not make a difference, for example, to "the 
reader's experience" of the opening chapter of The Mayor of 
Casterbridge, where the drunken Michael Henchard sells his 
wife and infant daughter to a sailor for five guineas at a coun­
try fair? Citing this example, Elaine Showalter quotes Irving 
Howe's celebration of Hardy's opening: 

To shake loose from one's wife; to discard that drooping rag of a 
woman, with her mute complaints and maddening passivit)i: to 
escape not by slinking abandonment but through the public sale 
of her body to a stranger, as horses are sold at a fair; and thus to 
wrest, through sheer amoral wilfulness, a second chance out of 
life-it is with this stroke, so insidiously attractive to male fantasy, 
that The Mayor of Ca.sterbridge begins . 

The male fantasy that finds this scene attractive may also be 
at work transforming Susan Henchard into a "drooping rag," 
passive and complaining-a portrait scarcely sustained by the 
text. Howe goes on to argue that in appealing to "the depths 
of common fantasy," the scene draws us into complicity with 
Henchard. Showalter comments: 

In speaking of "our common fantasies," he quietly transforms the 
novel into a male document. A woman's experience of this scene 
must be very different; indeed, there were many sensation novels 
of the 1870s and 1880s which presented the sale of women into 
marriage from the point of view of the bought wife. In Howe's 
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reading, Hardy's novel becomes a kind of sensation-fiction, play­
ing on the suppressed longings of its male audience, evoking sym­
pathy for Henchard because of his crime, not in spite of it. ["The 
Unmanning of the Mayor of Casterbridge," pp. 102-3) 

Howe is certainly not alone in assuming that "the reader" is 
male. "Much reading," writes Geoffrey Hartman in The Fate of 
Reading, "is indeed like girl-watching, a simple expense of spirit" 
(p. 248). The experience of reading seems to be that of a man 
(a heart-man?) for whom girl-watching is the model of an ex­
pense of spirit in a waste of shame.~ When we posit a woman 
reader, the result is an analogous appeal to experience: not to 
the experience of girl-watching but to the experience of being 
watched, seen as a "girl," restricted, marginalized. A recent 
anthology that stresses the continuity between women's experi­
ence and the experience of women reading is appropriately 
entitled The Authority of Experience: Essays in Feminist Criticism. 
One contributor, Maurianne Adams, explains: 

Now that the burden of trying to pretend to a totally objective and 
value-free perspective has finally been lifted from our shoulders, 
we can all admit, in the simplest possible terms, that our literary 
insights and perceptions come, in part at least, from our sensitiv­
ity to the nuances of our own lives and our observations of other 
people's lives. Every time we rethink and reassimilate )ant Eyrt, 
we bring to it a new orientation. For women critics, this orienta· 
tion is likely not to focus particular attention upon the dilemmas 
of the male, to whom male critics have already shown 1hemselves 
unders1andably sensitive, but rather on Jane herself and her par­
ticular circumstances. [''Jane Eyrt: Woman's Estate," pp. 140-41) 

"Rereading Jane Eyre," she notes, "I am led inevitably to femi­
nist issues, by which I mean the status and economics of female 
dependence in marriage, the limited options available to Jane 
as an outlet for her education and energies, her need to love 
and to be loved, to be of service and to be needed. These 

'This alerts one lo the remarkable scenario of Hanman's recent criticism. Tht 
Falt ?f R~ad~ng offers this prognostic: most reading is like girl-watching, doubl-
1~ .. perJur d, ~urderous, bloody, full of blame." The cure is a period of 
Cnlicrs111 m lht W1ldmwss! aft~r ~hich, chastened and purified, criticism can turn 
to Savmg lht Tal--savmg n, 1t turns out, from a frivolous, seductive, and 
"self-involved" deconstruction that ignores the sacred. 
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aspirations, the ambivalence expressed by the narrator toward 
them, and the conflicts among them, are all issues raised by the 
novel itself" (p. 140). 

An unusual version of this appeal to women's experience is 
an essay in the same collection by Dawn Lander that explores 
the literary commonplace that "the frontier is no place for a 
woman," that women hate the primitive conditions, the absence 
of civilization, but must stoically endure them. Lander reports 
that her own experience as a woman living in the desert made 
her question this cliche and seek out what frontier women had 
written about their lives, only to discover that her "own feel­
ings about the wilderness were duplicated in the experience of 
historic and contemporary women" ("Eve among the Indians," 
p. 197). Appealing to the authority first of her own experi­
ence and then of others' experiences, she reads the myth of 
women's hatred of the frontier as an attempt by men to make 
the frontier an escape from everything women represent to 
them. an escape from renunc1auon to a paradise of male cama­
raderie where sexuality can be an aggressive, forbidden com­
merce with nonwhite women. Here the experience of women 
provides leverage for exposing this literary topos as a self-
serving male view of the female vie~·. . . . . 

Women's experience, many femm1st cnucs claim, will lead 
them to value works differently from their male counterparts, 
who may regard the problems wome!1 characterist~~ally en­
counter as of limited interest. An emment male cnuc, com­
menting on The Bostonians, observes that "the doctrina~re de­
mand for equality of the sexes may well seem to -~ro~1s~ but 
a wry and constricted story, a tale of m_er~ eccentnclly (L10~el 
Trilling, The Opposing Self, p. 109). Thi~ 1s no dou?t what VIT­
ginia Woolf calls "the difference of view, the difference of 
standard" (Collected Essays, vol. 1, p. 204). Respondin~ to a ~ale 
critic who had patronizingly reproached her f~r trymg ~o ~g­
grandize [Charlotte] Gilman's interesting but mmo~. story of in­

carceration and madness, "The Yellow Wallpaper, by compar­
ing it with Poe's "The Pit and the Pendulum," Annette Ko~odny 
notes that while she finds it as skillfully crafted and ughtly 
composed as anything in Poe, other con_si~er.~ti~ns ~oubtles~ 
take precedence when judging whether It ~s mmor or not. 
"what may be entering into my responses 1s the fact that, as 
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a female reader, I find the story a chillingly symbolic evoca­
tion of realities which women daily encounter even in our own 
time" ("Reply to Commentaries," p. 589). Conviction that their 
experience as women is a source of authority for their re­
sponses as readers has encouraged feminist critics in their re­
valuation of celebrated and neglected works. 

In this first moment of feminist criticism, the concept of a 
woman reader leads to the assertion of continuity between 
women's experience of social and familial structures and therr 
experience as readers. Criticism founded on this postulate of 
continuity takes considerable interest in the situations and psy­
chology of fem ale characters, investigaung attitudes to women 
or the "images of women" in the works of an author, a genre, 
or a period. In attending to female characters in Shakespeare, 
the editors of a critical anthology observe, feminist critics are 
"compensating for the bias in a critical tradition that has tended 
to emphasize male characters, male themes, and male fantasies" 
and drawing attention instead to the complexity of women 
characters and their place in the order of male values repre­
se~!e.d in. the plays (Lenz et al., The Woman's Part, p. 4). Such 
cnuc1sm 1s resolutely thematic-focused on woman as a theme 
in literary works-and resolute too in its appeal to the literary 
and nonliterary experience of readers. 

Feminist criticism of Shakespeare begins with an individual reader, 
usually, although not necessarily, a female reader-a student, 
teacher, act~r-who brings to the plays her own experience, con­
cerns, questions. Such readers trust their responses to Shake­
s~~re even w~en they raise questions that challenge prevailing 
cnucal assumpuons. Conclusions derived from these questions are 
then tested .rigorously against the text, its myriad contexts, and 
the explorauons of other critics. [P. 3] 

Critici~m base~ on the presumption of continuity between the 
reader.s e~penence and a woman's experience and on a con­
cer~ ~1th images of women is likely to become most force£ ul as 
a cnt1que <;>f the phallocentric assumptions that govern literary 
wor~s. !his femi~ist critique is by now a familiar genre, au­
thontauvely estabhshed by such works as Simone de Beauvoir's 
The Second Sex, which, while indicting familiar ways of thinking 
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about women, provides readings of the myths of women in 
Montherlant, Lawrence, Claudel, Breton, and Stendhal. A sim­
ilar enterprise, in which a woman reader responds critically to 
the visions embodied in the literature celebrated by her culture, 
is Kate Milieu's Sexual Politics, which analyzes the sexual visions 
or ideologies of Lawrence, Miller, Mailer, and Genet. If these 
discussions seem exaggerated or crude, as they have seemed to 
male critics who find it hard to defend the sexual politics of the 
writers they may have admired, it is because by posing the 
question of the relation between sex and power and assembling 
relevant passages from Lawrence, Miller, and Mailer, one dis­
plays in all their crudity the aggressive phallic visions of three 
"counterrevolutionary sexual politicians" (p. 233). (Genet, by 
contrast, subjects the code of male and female roles to wither­
ing scrutiny.) 

Milieu's strategy in reading as a woman is "to take an au­
thor's ideas seriously when, like the novelists covered in this 
study, they wish to be taken seriously," and to confront them 
directly. "Critics who disagree with Lawrence, for example, 
about any issue are fond of saying that his prose is awkward. 
... It strikes me as better to make a radical investigation which 
can demonstrate why Lawrence's analysis of a situation is in­
adequate, or biased, or his influence pernicious, without ever 
needing to imply that he is less than a great and original artist" 
(p. xii). 

Instead of playing down, as critics are wont to do, those 
works whose sexual vision is most elaborately developed, Millett 
pursues Lawrence's sexual religion to an apotheosis where sex­
uality is separated from sex: the priests of "The Women Who 
Rode Away" are "supernatural males, who are 'beyond sex' in a 
pious fervor of male supremacy that disdains any genital con­
tact with woman, preferring instead to deal with her by means 
of a knife." This pure or ultimate maleness is, Lawrence says, 
"something primevally male and cruel" (p. 290). Miller's sexual 
ethos is much more conventional: "his most original contribu­
tion to sexual attitudes is confined to giving the first full ex­
pression to an ancient sentiment of contempt": he has "given 
voice to certain sentiments which masculine culture had long 
experienced but always rather carefully suppressed" (pp. 309, 
313). As for Mailer, his defense of Miller against Milieu's cri-
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tique confirms Millett's analysis of Mailer himself, as "a pris­
oner. of the virili~y cult" "whose powerful intellectual compre­
~ens1on of what 1s mos.t dangerous in the masculine sensibility 
1s exc~eded. only by .his ~ttachment to the malaise" (p. 314). 
Here 1s Mader restatmg, m Miller's defense, their male ideol­
ogy: 

For he captured something in the sexuality of men as it had never 
been seen before, precisely that it was man's sense of awe before 
~oman, his dread of her position one step closer to eternity (for 
m that step were her powers) which made men detest women 
revile t~em, humiliate them, defecate symbolically on them, d~ 
everythmg to reduce them so one might dare to enter them and 
take pleas~re o~ th~m .... Men look to destroy every quality in a 
woman which will give her the powers of a male, for she is in their 
eyes alrea~y armed with the power that she brought them forth, 
and that is a power beyond measure----the earliest etchings of 
mem~ry go back to that woman between whose legs they were 
conceived, nurtured, and near strangled in the hours of birth 
[The Prisoner of Sex, p. 116) 

How does a woman read such authors? A feminist criticism 
confronts the problem of women as the consumer of male­
produced literature. 

Millett also offers, in an earlier chapter, brief discussions of 
other works: J'!"1t tht Obscurt, Tht Egoist, Villtttt, and Wilde's 
Salom.1. Analyzing these reactions to the sexual revolution of 
the mneteenth century, she establishes a feminist response that 
h~s. s~rved ~s a point of departure for debates within feminist 
c~1t1c1sm~1sagreements about whether, for example, despite 
~1s sens1uve portrait of Sue Bridehead, Hardy is ultimately 
.troubled and confused" when it comes to the sexual revolu­

t10n. ti But the possibility of quarreling with Millett to develop 
m~re subtle feminist readings should not obscure the main 
pomt. As Carolyn Heilbrun puts it, 

Mil_Iett has un~ertak~n a task which I find particularly worth­
while: the cons1derat1on of certain events or works of literature 

M:l~~· !~l~se~a:::~yl~~ ~n e~rly_ re~?~n~er[by Mary Jacobus, who argues that what 
S . b . con usion is m act "careful non-alignment"· "through 

ue s 0 sc,uruy he rro~s !he relationship be1ween characier and ide~ in such a 
way as IO eave ones mmd engaged with he · · d 
fiction" ("Sue th Ob .. r as 11 15 engage with few women in e scure, pp. 305, 3115). 
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from an unexpected, even startling point of view ..•. Her aim is 
to wrench the reader from the vantage point he has long oc­
cupie~, and force him to look at life and letters from a new coign. 
Hers 1s not meant to be the last word on any writer, but a wholly 
new word, little heard before and strange. For the first time we 
have been asked to look at literature as women; we, men, women 
and Ph.D's, have always read it as men. Who cannot point to a 
certain overemphasis in the way Millett reads Lawrence or Stalin 
or Euripides. What matter? We are rooted in our vantage point 
and require transplanting. ["Milieu's Sexual Politics: A Year Later," 
P· 391 

As Heilbrun suggests, reading as a woman is not necessarily 
what occurs when a woman reads: women can read, and have 
read, as men. Feminist readings are not produced by recording 
what happens in the mental life of a female reader as she 
encounters the words of The Mayor of Casterbridge, though they 
do rely heavily on the notion of the experience of the woman 
reader. Shoshana Felman asks, "Is it enough to be a woman in 
order to speak as a woman? Is 'speaking as a woman' deter­
mined by some biological condition or by a strategic, theoretical 
position, by anatomy or by culture?" ("Women and Madness: 
The Critical Phallacy," p. 3). The same question applies to 
"reading as a woman." 

To ask a woman to read as a woman is in fact a double or 
divided request. It appeals to the condition of being a woman 
as if it were a given and simultaneously urges that this condi­
tion be created or achieved. Reading as a woman is not simply, 
as Felman's disjunctions might seem to imply, a theoretical po­
sition, for 1t appeals to a sexual identity defined as essential and 
privileges experiences associated with that identity. Even the 
most sophisticated theorists make this appeal-to a condition or 
experience deemed more basic than the theoretical position 
it is used to justify. "As a female reader, I am haunted rather 
by another question," writes Gayatri Spivak, adducing her sex 
as the ground for a question ("Finding Feminist Readings," p. 
82). Even the most radical French theorists, who would deny 
any positive or distinctive identity to woman and see le f eminin 
as any force that disrupts the symbolic structures of Western 
thought, always have moments, in developing a theoretical po­
sition, when they speak as women, when they rely on the fact 
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that they are women. Feminist critics are fond of quoting Vir­
ginia Woolf's remark that women's "inheritance," what they are 
given, is "the difference of view, the difference of standard"; 
but the question then becomes, what is the difference? It is 
never given as such but must be produced. Difference is pro­
duced by differing. Despite the decisive and necessary appeal 
to the authority of women's experience and of a female read­
er's experience, feminist criticism is in fact concerned, as Elaine 
Showalter astutely puts it, "with the way in which the hypothesis 
of a female reader changes our apprehension of a given text, 
awakening us to the significance of its sexual codes" ("Towards 
a Feminist Poetics," p. 25, my italics). 7 

Showalter's notion of the hypothesis of a female reader marks 
the double or divided structure of "experience" in reader-ori­
ented criticism. Much male response criticism conceals this struc­
ture-in which experience is posited as a given yet def erred 
as s?mething to be achieved-by asserting that readers simply 
do 1~. fac~ have a certain experience. This structure emerges 
exphrnly ma good deal of feminist criticism which takes up the 
problem that women do not always read or have not always 
read as women: they have been alienated from an experience 
appropriate to their condition as women." With the shift to the 

1 Feminis~ c~itic.ism is, of coune, concerned with other issues as well, particu· 
lar~y the d1stmct1venes8 of women's writin14 and the achievements of women 
wrnen. The problem~ of rei1din14 a~ a woman ;md of writing H 11 wonuan ue in 
!11ilny re~pecu 8imilar, but nmremration on 1he l;itter le11ch feminist rritid8m 
mto area~ that do nol t:1?1Kern me here, such ;is the e.iahli8hment of 11 nitidsm 
l~icused. ~~ women wrners that parallels criticism focused on male writers. 
G~n~c_r~11~1s1~, says Showal~~r: who has been one of the prindpal advoc11te1 of 
t~1s actrv1t~, rs concerned With woman as the producer of textu11I meaning, 
Wit~ the. history, themes, genres, ~nd structures of liter11ture by women. Its 
sub1ects mclude the psychodyn11nucs of fem11le creativity; linguistics 11nd the 
problem. of a fem11le la~guage; the trajectory of the individual or collective 
fe~ale hterary career; hterary history; and, of course, studies of particular 
writers and w?rks" ("Towards a Feminist Poetics," p. 25). For work of this kind, 
s~e San_dra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic, and the collec­
uon edited by .Sally McConnell-Ginet, Ruth Borker, and Nelly Furman, Womtn 
and Language m L~teratur~ and Society (New York: Praeger, 1980). 

"The analogy w11h. s~1al cla~s is instructive: progressive political writing ap­
peals YJ the proletariats experience of oppression, but usually the problem for 
a poh~1cal mov~m~nt i_s precisely that the members of a class do not have the 
experience their s1tuauon would warrant. The most insidious oppression alien­
at_es a gr?up from its own interests as a group and encourages it to identit) 
wuh the mt~re.sts of the oppressors, so that political struggles must first awaken 
a group to its mterests and its "experience." 
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hypothesis of a female reader, we move to a second moment or 
level of feminist criticism's dealings with the reader. In the first 
moment, criticism appeals to experience as a given that can 
ground or justify a reading. At the second level the problem is 
precisely that women have not been reading as women. "What 
is crucial here," writes Kolodny, "is that reading is a learned 
activity which, like many other learned interpretive strategies in 
our society, is inevitably sex-coded and gender-inflected" ("Re­
ply to Commentaries," p. 588). Women "are expected to iden­
tify," writes Showalter, "with a masculine experience and per­
spective, which is presented as the human one" ("Women and 
the Literary Curriculum," p. 856). They have been constituted 
as subjects by discourses that have not identified or promoted 
the possibility of reading "as a woman." In its second moment, 
feminist criticism undertakes, through the postulate of a wom­
an reader, to bring about a new experience of reading and to 
make readers-men and women-question the literary and po­
litical assumptions on which their reading has been based. 

In feminist criticism of the first sort, women readers identify 
with the concerns of women characters; in the second case, the 
problem is precisely that women are led to identify wi~h male 
characters, against their own interests as women. judnh Fet­
terley, in a book on the woman reader and American fiction, 
argues that "the major works of America~ fiction con~tit~te a 
series of designs upon the female reader. ~ost of t~1s litera­
ture "insists on its universality at the same ume that It defines 
that universality in specifically male terms" (The Resisting Reader, 
p. xii). One of the founding works of American literature, f~r 
instance, is "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow." The figure of Rip 
Van Winkle, writes Leslie Fiedler, "presides over the birth of 
the American imagination; and it is fitting that our first success­
ful homegrown legend should memorialize, however playfully, 
the flight of the dreamer from the ~hrew" (love and D_eath 
in the American Novel, p. xx). It is fiumg because, ever smce 
then, novels seen as archetypally American-investigating or 
articulating a distinctively American e_xperience-have _rung the 
changes on this basic schema, in which th~ protagonist str~g­
gles against constricting, civilizin~, oppr~ss1ve f~rces embodied 
by woman. The typical protagonist, conunues Fiedler, the pro­
tagonist seen as embodying the universal American dream, has 
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been "a man on the run, harried into the forest and out to sea, 
down the river or into combat-anywhere to avoid 'civilization,' 
which is to say, the confrontation of a man and a woman which 
leads to the fall to sex, marriage, and responsibility." 

Confronting such plots, the woman reader, like other read­
ers, is powerfully impelled by the structure of the novel to 
identify with a hero who makes woman the enemy. In "The 
Legend of Sleepy Hollow," where Dame Van Winkle repre­
sents everything one might wish to escape and Rip the success 
of a fantasy, Fetterley argues that "what is essentially a simple 
act of identification when the reader of the story is male be­
comes a tangle of contradictions when the reader is female" 
(The Re~isting Reader, p. 9). "In such fictions the female reader 
is co-opted into participation in an experience from which she 
is explicitly excluded; she is asked to identify with a selfhood 
that defines itself in opposition to her; she is required to iden­
tify against herself" (p. xii). 

?ne ~hould emphasize ~hat Fetterley is not objecting to unflat­
termg hter~ry representations of women but to the way in which 
t~~ dra~auc ~t~ucture of these stories induces women to par­
t1c1pate m a v1s1on of woman as the obstacle to freedom. Cath­
erin~ in A Farewell to Arms is an appealing character, but her 
role as clear: her death prevents Frederic Henry from coming 
t~ ~eel the bur?cns ~he fears she imposes, while consolidating 
has mvestment m an idyllic love and in his vision of himself as a 
"victim of cosmic antagonism" (p. xvi). "If we weep at the end 
of the book," Feuerley concludes, "it is not for Catherine but for 
~rederic Henry. All our tears are ultimately for men, because 
m the world of A Farewell to Ann.s male life is what counts. And 
the. me~sag~ t? women reading this classic love story and ex­
penencmg •ts ama~e of the female ideal is clear and simple: the 
~nly .~ood woman as a dead one, and even then there are ques­
~·~ns (p .. 71 ). Whether or not the message is quite this simple, 
at as cer_tamly true tha~ the reader must adopt the perspective of 
Fredenc Henry to enjoy the pathos of the ending. 

Fetterley's account of the predicament of the woman reader­
seduced and. be.t~~yed. hr de~i~~s m~le tex~is an attempt to 
~hange. read mg .. Femamst cnt1c1sm as a pohucal act whose aim 
!s not simply ~o mterpret the world but to change it by chang­
mg the consciousness of those who read and their relation to 
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what they read" (p. viii). The first act of a feminist critic is "to 
become a resisting rather than an assenting reader and, by this 
refusal to assent, to begin the process of exorcizing the male 
mind that has been implanted in us" (p. xxii). 

This is part of a broader struggle. Fetterley's account of the 
woman reader's predicament is powerfully confirmed by Dor­
othy Dinnerstein's analysis of the effects, on women as well as 
men, of human nurturing arrangements. "Woman, who intro­
duced us to the human situation and who at the beginning 
seemed to us responsible for every drawback of that situation, 
carries for all of us a pre-rational onus of ultimately culpable 
responsibility forever after" (The Mermaid and the Minotaur, p. 
234). Babies of both sexes are generally nurtured at first by the 
mother, on whom they are completely dependent. "The initial 
experience of dependence on a largely uncontrollable outside 
source of good is focused on a woman, and so is the earliest 
experience of vulnerability to disappointment and pain" (p. 
28). The result is a powerful resentment of this dependency 
and a compensatory tendency to identify with male figures, 
who are perceived as distinct and independent. "Even to the 
daughter, the mother may never come to seem so completely 
an 'I' as the father, who was an 'I' when first encountered" (p. 
107). This perception of the mother affects her perception of 
all women, including herself, and encourages her "to preserve 
her 'I' ness by thinking of men, not women, as her real fellow 
creatures"-and to become engaged as a reader in plots of 
escape from women and domination of women (p. ao7). What 
feminists ignore or deny at their peril, warns Dinnerstein, "is 
that women share men's anti-female feelings-usually in a mit­
igated form, but deeply nevertheless. This fact stems partly, to 
be sure, from causes that other writers have already quite ade­
quately spelled out: that we have been steeped in self-deroga­
tory societal stereotypes, pitted against each other for the fa­
vors of the reigning sex, and so on. But it stems largely from 
another cause, whose effects are much harder to undo: that we, 
like men, had female mothers" (p. go). Without a change in 
nurturing arrangements, fear and loathing of women will not 
disappear, but some measure of progress might come with an 
understanding of what women want: "What women want is to 
stop serving as scapegoats (their own scapegoats as well as men's 
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and children's scapegoats) for human resentment of the human 
condition. They want this so painfully, and so pervasively, and 
until quite recently it was such a hopeless thing to want, that 
they have not yet been able to say out loud that they want it" (p. 
234). 

This passage illustrates the structure at work in the second 
moment of feminist criticism and shows something of its power 
and necessity. This persuasive writing appeals to a fundamental 
desire or experience of women-what women want, what wom­
en feel-but an experience posited to displace the self-mutilat­
ing experiences Dinnerstein has described. The experience ap­
pealed to is nowhere present as indubitable evidence or point 
d'appui, but the appeal to it is not factitious: what more fun­
damental appeal could there be than to such a possibility? This 
postulate empowers an attempt to alter conditions so that wom­
en will not be led to cooperate in making women scapegoats 
for the problems of the human condition. 

The !Ilost ~mpress~ve works in this struggle are doubtless 
books hke Dmnerstem's, which analyzes our predicament in 
terms that make comprehensible a whole range of phenomena, 
from the self-estrangement of women readers to the particular 
?15t of Mailer's sexism. In literary criticism, a powerful strategy 
~ to produce ~ea.din~s that identify and situate male misread· 
mgs. Though It ~s difficult to work out in positive, indepen­
dent terms what n might mean to read as a woman, one may 
confidently propose a purely differential definition: to read 
a~ a woman is to avo.id re~ding as a man, to identify the spe· 
cafic d~f en sea and dastoruons of male readings and provide 
correctives. 

By the~ lights, ~eminist criticism is a critique of what Mary 
~llma~n, ~~ .her .. wmy and erudite Thinking about Women, calls 
phallic cnt1c1sm. Fetterley's most impressive and effective chap­

ter, for example, may well be her discussion of The Bostonians, 
where she documents the striking tendency of male critics to 
~nd ~ogether and take the part of Basil Ransom in his deter­
mmauon to win Verena away from her feminist friend Olive 
Chancellor. Treating the relation between the women ~s per­
verse and. unz:iatural, critics identify with Ransom's fear that 
female sohdanty threatens male dominance and the male char­
acter: "The whole generation is womanized; the masculine tone 
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is passing out of the world; ... The masculine character ... 
that is what I want to preserve, or rather, as I may say, to 
recover; and I must tell you that I don't in the least care what 
becomes of you ladies while I make the attempt." 

Rescuing Verena from Olive is part of this project, for which 
the critics show considerable enthusiasm. Some recognize Ran­
som's failings and James's precise delineation of them (others 
regard this complexity as an artistic error on James's part), but 
all seem to agree that when Ransom carries Verena off, this is a 
consummation devoutly to be wished. The narrator tells us in 
the concluding sentence of the book that Verena will have cause 
to shed more tears: "It is to be feared that with the union, so 
far from brilliant, into which she was about to enter, these were 
not to be the last she was destined to shed." But critics gener­
ally regard this, as one of them observes, as "a small price to 
pay for achieving a normal relationship." Faced with a threat to 
what they regard as normalcy, male critics become caught up in 
Ransom's crusade and outdo one another in finding reasons to 
disparage Olive, the character in whom James shows the great­
est interest, as well as the feminist movements James criticizes. 
The result is a male chorus. "The criticism of The Bostonians is 
remarkable for its relentless sameness, its reliance on values 
outside the novel, and its cavalier dismissal of the need for 
textual support" (The Resisting Reader, p. 113). 

The hypothesis of a female reader is an attempt to rectify 
this situation: by providing a different point of departure it 
brings into focus the identification of male critics with one char­
acter and permits the analysis of male misreadings. But what it 
does above all is to reverse the usual situation in which the 
perspective of a male critic is assumed to be sexu~lly neut~al, 
while a feminist reading is seen as a case of special pleadmg 
and an attempt to force the text into a predetermined mold. 
By confronting male readings with the elements of the text 
they neglect and showing them to be a continuation of Ran­
som's position rather than judicious commentary on the novel 
as a whole, feminist criticism puts itself in the position that 
phallic criticism usually attempts to occupy The more convinc­
ing its critique of phallic criticism, the more .femi.n~st criticism 
comes to provide the broad and comprehensive v1s1on, analyz­
ing and situating the limited and interested interpretations of 
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male critics. Indeed, at this level one can say that feminist criti­
cism is the name that should be applied to all criticism alert to 
the critical ramifications of sexual oppression, just as in politics 
"women's issues" is the name now applied to many fundamen­
tal questions of personal freedom and social justice. 

A different way of going beyond phallic criticism is Jane 
Tompkins's discussion of Uncle Tom's Cabin, a novel relegated 
to the trash heap of literary history by male critics and fellow 
travelers such as Ann Douglas, in her influential book The Fem­
inization of American Culture. "The attitude Douglas expresses 
toward the vast quantity of literature written by women in this 
country between 1820 and 1870 is the one that the male­
dominated scholarly tradition has always expressed-contempt. 
The query one hears behind every page of her indictment of 
feminization is: why can't a woman be more like a man?" ("Sen­
timental Power," p. 81 ). Though in some respects the most im­
portant book of the century, Uncle Tom's Cabin is placed in 
a genre-the sentimental novel-written by, about, and for 
women, and therefore seen as trash, or at least as unworthy 
of serious critical consideration. If one does take this book 
seriously, one ~iscovers, Tompkins argues, that it displays in 
exemplary fashion the features of a major American genre 
defined by Sacvan Bercovitch, "the American Jeremiad": "a 
n_iode of p~blic exhortation . . . designed to join social criti­
c1.sm to spmtual renewal, public to private identity, the shifting 
'signs of the times' to certain traditional metaphon, themes, 
and syi:n~ls," especially those of typological narrative (p. 93). 
Bercovnch s book, notes Tompkins, "provides a striking in­
stance of how totally academic criticism has foreclosed on sen­
timental fiction; since, even when a sentimental novel fulfills a 
man's theory to perfection, he cannot see it. For him the work 
doesn't even exi~t. Despite the fact that his study takes no note 
~f the most obvious a~d compelling instance of the jeremiad 
s1_nce the Great Awakenmg, Bercovitch's description in fact pro­
vides an excellent account of the combination of elements that 
made Stowe's novel work" (p. 93). Rewriting the Bible as the 
story of a Negro slave, "Uncle Tom's Cabin retells the culture's 
c.entral myth-the story of the crucifixion-in terms of the na­
tton 's greatest political conflict-slavery-and of its most cher-
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ished social beliefs-the sanctity of motherhood and the fam­
ily" (p. 89). 

Here the hypothesis of a woman reader helps to identify 
male exclusions that forestall serious analysis, but once that 
analysis is undertaken it becomes possible to argue 

that the popular domestic novel of the nineteenth century repre­
sents a monumental effort to reorganize culture from the wom­
an's point of view, that this body of work is remarkable for its 
intellectual complexity, ambition, and resourcefulness, and that, 
in certain cases, it offers a critique of American society far more 
devastating than any delivered by better-known critics such as 
Hawthorne and Melville .... Out of the ideological materials they 
had at their disposal, the sentimental novelists elaborated a myth 
that gave women the central position of power and authority in 
the culture; and of these efforts Uncle Tom's Cabin is the most 
dazzling exemplar. [Pp. 81-82] 

In addition to the devastating attack on slavery, reputed to 
have "changed the hearts" of many of its readers, the novel 
attempts to bring on, through the same sort of change of heart, 
a new social order. In the new society, envisioned in a chapter 
called "The Quaker Settlement," man-made institutions fade 
into irrelevance, and the home guided by the Christian woman 
becomes, not a refuge from the real order of the world, but 
the center of meaningful activity (p. 95). "The removal of the 
male from the center to the periphery of the human sphere is 
the most radical component of this millenarian scheme which 
is rooted so solidly in the most traditional values-religion, 
motherhood, home, and family. [In the details of this chapter,) 
Stowe reconceives the role of men in human history: while 
Negroes, children, mothers, and grandmothers do the world's 
primary work, men groom themselves contentedly in a corner" 
(p. 98). 

In this sort of analysis, feminist criticism does not rely on the 
experience of the woman reader as it does at the fi!st level but 
employs the hypothesis of a woman reader to provide leverage 
for displacing the dommant male critical vision and revealing 
its misprisions. "By 'feminist,"' suggests Peggy Kamuf, "one 
understands a way of reading texts that points to the masks of 
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truth with which phallocentrism hides its fictions" ("Writing 
like a Woman," p. 286). The task at this level is not to estab­
lish a woman's reading that would parallel a male reading but 
rather, through argument and an attempt to account for tex­
tual evidence, to produce a comprehensive perspective, a com­
pelling reading. The conclusions reached in feminist criticism 
of this sort are not specific to women in the sense that one can 
sympathize, comprehend, and agree only if one has had certain 
~xperiences which are women's. On the contrary, these read­
mgs demonstrate the limitations of male critical interpretations 
in ten~1s that mal~. critics would purport to accept, and the) 
seek •. h~e all amb1ttous. acts of criticism, to attain a generall) 
convmc1~g. und~r~tandmg-an understanding that is feminist 
because 1t 1s a cnt1que of male chauvinism. 

In this second moment of feminist criticism there is an ap­
peal to the potential experience of a woman reader (which 
would escape the limitations of male readings) and then the 
attem.pt to make such an experience possible by developing 
questtons and perspectives that would enable a woman to read 
as a ~~man-that is, not "as a man." Men have aligned the 
oppos1tton male/fem ale with rational/emotional serious/frivo­
lous, or reflective/spontaneous; and feminist c~iticism of the 
second mo~ent works to prove itself more rational, serious, 
and r~flecttv~ than male readings that omit and distort. But 
there. 1~ a third moment in which, instead of contesting the 
a.ssoc1at1on of the male with the rational, feminist theory inves· 
ttgates the way our notions of the rational are tied to or in 
~omplicity with the interests of the male. One of the most strik­
mg analys.es of this kind is Luce lrigaray's Speculum, de l'autre 
femme, which takes Plato's parable of the cave, with its contrast 
be~ween a maternal womb and a divine paternal logos, as the 
pom~ of departure for a demonstration that philosophical cat­
~gones have b~en ~eveloped to relegate the feminine to a posi­
tion of subordmat1on and to reduce the radical Otherness of 
woman to a specular relation: woman is either ignored or seen 
as man' · R h s opposite. at er than attempt to reproduce Irigaray's 
complex argument, one might take a single striking example 
adduced by. Dorothy Dinnerstein, Peggy Kamuf, and others: 
th~ connection between patriarchy and the privileging of the 
rational, the abstract, or the intellectual. 
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In Moses and Monotheism, Freud establishes a relation between 
three "processes of the same character": the Mosaic prohibition 
against making a sensible image of God (thus, "the compulsion 
to worship a God whom one cannot see"), the development of 
speech ("the new realm of intellectuality was opened up, in 
which ideas, memories, and inferences became decisive in con­
trast to the lower psychical activity which had direct percep­
tions by the sense-organs as its content") and, finally, the re­
placement of a matriarchal social order by a patriarchal one. 
The last involves more than a change in juridical conventions. 
"This turning from the mother to the father points in addition 
to a victory of intellectuality over sensuality-that is, an ad­
vance of civilization, since maternity is proved by the evidence 
of the senses while paternity is a hypothesis, based on an infer­
ence and a premiss. Taking sides in this way with a thought­
process in preference to a sense perception has proved to be a 
momentous step" (vol. 23, pp. 113-14). Several pages further 
on, Freud explains the common character of these processes: 

An advance in intellectuality consists in deciding against direct 
sense·perception in favour of what are known as the higher intel­
lectual processes-that is, memories, reflections, and inferences. It 
consists, for instance, in deciding that paternity is more important 
than maternity, although it cannot, like the latter, be established 
by the evidence of the senses, and that for that reason the child 
should bear his father's name and be his heir. Or it declares that 
our God is the greatest and mightiest, although he is invisible like 
a gale of wind or like the soul. [Pp. 117-18] 

Freud appears to suggest that the establishment of pat~iarchal 
power is merely an instance of the general advance of intellec­
tuality and that the preference for an invisible God is another 
effect of the same cause. But when we consider that the invisi­
ble, omnipotent God is God the Father, not to say God of the 
Patriarchs, we may well wonder whether, on the contrary, the 
promotion of the invisible over the visible and of thought and 
inference over sense perception is not a consequence or effect 
of the establishment of paternal authority: a consequence of 
the fact that the paternal relation is invisible. 

If one wished to argue that the promotion of the intelligible 
over the sensible, meaning over form, and the invisible over the 
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visible was an elevation of the paternal principle and paternal 
power over the maternal, one could draw support from the 
character of Freud's arguments elsewhere, since he shows that 
numerous enterprises are determined by unconscious interests 
of a sexual character. Dorothy Dinnerstein's discussions would 
also support the view that the intangibility and uncertainty of 
the paternal relation have considerable consequences. She notes 
t~at fath~rs, because of their lack of direct physical connection 
with b.ab1es, .have a powerful urge to assen a relation, giving 
the. chil~}h.e~r ~ame. to establish genealogical links, engaging in 
van~us m1uat10n ntes through which they symbolically and 
passionately affirm that it is they who have themselves created 
human bei~gs, as compared with the mere flesh spawned by 
woman. Thmk also of the anxious concern that men have so 
widely shown for immortality through heirs, and their efforts 
to control the sexual life of women to make sure that the chil­
dren they sponsor really do come from their own seed: the 
~enuousness o~ their physical tie to the young clearly pains men 
m a way that 1t could not pain bulls or stallions" (The Mermaid 
and the Minotaur, p. 80). 

. Me~·s powe~f ul "impulse t~ affirm and tighten by cultural 
m.venu~ns th.~1r unsatisfactorily loose mammalian connection 
with chd~ren leads them to value highly cultural inventions of 
a symbohc nature (pp. 80-81 ). One might predict an incli­
~at10n to. v?lue w~at are generally termed metaphorical rela­
t .ons-relauo.ns of resemblance between separate items that 
can be subsututed for one another, such as obtain between 
th~ father and the m~niature replica with the same name, the 
c.hd~-over metonym1cal, maternal relationships based on con­
ugmty. 

l~deed, if one tried to imagine the literary criticism of a 
patriarchal culture, one might predict several likely concerns: 
( •) that the role of the author would be conceived as a paternal 
on~ ~nd any maternal functions deemed valuable would be 
assimilated to paternity;!• (2) that much would be invested in 

h "See hGilbert an~ Gubar •. The Madwoman in the Attic, pp. 3--g2. Feminist critics 
~;.e s ~wn cons1dera_b~e mterest in Harold Bloom's model of poetic creation 
Thi~useJ.t ~akes ex_ph~n th~ sexual connotations of authorship and authority. 
t: h oef: ipa scen":no, m which one becomes a poet by struggling with a poetic 
at er 0~ possession of the muse, indicates the problematical situation of a 

woman w 0 would be a poet. What relation can she have to the tradition? 
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paternal authors, to whose credit everything in their textual 
progeny would redound; (3) that there would be great concern 
about which meanings were legitimate and which illegitimate 
(since the paternal author's role in the generation of meanings 
can only be inferred); and that criticism would expend great 
efforts to develop principles for, on the one hand, determining 
which meanings were truly the author's own progeny, and on 
the other hand, controlling intercourse with texts so as to pre­
vent the proliferation of illegitimate interpretations. Numerous 
aspects of criticism, including the preference for metaphor 
over metonymy, the conception of the author, and the concern 
to distinguish legitimate from illegitimate meanings, can be 
seen as part of the promotion of the paternal. Phallogocentrism 
unites an interest in patriarchal authority, unity of meaning, 
and certainty of origin. 

The task of feminist criticism in this third moment is to in­
vestigate whether the procedures, assumptions, and goals of 
current criticism are in complicity with the preservation of male 
authority, and to explore alternatives. It is not a question of 
rejecting the rational in favor of the irrational, of concentrating 
of metonymical relations to the exclusion of the metaphorical, 
or on the signifier to the exclusion of the signified, but of 
attempting to develop critical modes in which the concepts that 
are products of male authority are inscribed within a larger 
textual system. Feminists will try various strategies-in recent 
French writing "woman" has come to stand for any radical 
force that subverts the concepts, assumptions, and structures of 
traditional male discourse .10 One might suspect, however, that 
attempts to produce a new feminine language will prove less 
effective at this stage than critiques of phallocentric criticism, 
which are by no means limited to the strategies of feminist 
criticism's second moment. There, feminist readings identify 
male bias by ·using concepts and categories that male critics 
purpon to accept. In this third moment or mode, many of 

11'The articles in Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron's New French Femi­
nisms provide an excellent conspectus of r~c~nt strat~gies. See also the discus­
sions in Yale French Studies 62 (1981), "Femm1st Readmgs: French Texts/Amer­
ican Contexts." The relation between feminism and deconstruction is a com­
plicated question. For some brief indications, see Chapter Tw~, section 4, belo~. 
Derrida's Eptrons, on NietzSChe and the concept of woman, IS a relevant but m 
many ways unsatisfying document in this case. 
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these concepts and theoretical categories-notions of realism, 
of rationality, of mastery, of explanation-are themselves shown 
to belong to phallocentric criticism. 

Consider, for instance, Shoshana Felman's discussion of the 
text and readings of Balzac's short story "Adieu," a tale of a 
woman's madness, its origin in an episode of the Napoleonic 
wars •. and her former lover's attempt to cure it. Feminist per­
spectives of the first and second moment bring out what was 
previously ignored or taken for granted, as male critics set 
aside women and madness to praise the "realism" of Balzac's 
description of war. Felman shows that critics' dealings with the 
text repeat the male protagonist's dealings with his former mis­
tress, Stephanie. "It is quite striking to observe to what extent 
the logic of the unsuspecting 'realistic' critic can reproduce, one 
after the other, all of Philippe's delusions" ("Women and Mad­
ness: The Critical Phallacy," p. 10). 

. Philippe thinks. he can cure Stephanie by making her recog­
nize and name him. To restore her reason is to obliterate her 
o~herness, which h~ find~ so unacceptable that he is willing to 
kill both her and himself 1f he should fail in his cure. She must 
recognize him and recognize herself as "his Stephanie" again. 
Wh~n. she finally ~oes so, as a result of Philippe's elaborate 
realistic reconstruction of the scene of wartime suffering where 
she lost her reason, she dies. The drama played out in the story 
reflect~ back ?n the attempt by male critics to make the story a 
r~cogm.z.~bl~ .ms~~nce of. reali~m, and thus questions their no­
tions of. realism or reality, of reason, and of interpretive mas· 
tery, ~s.mstances of a male passion analogous to Philippe's. "On 
the cnt1cal as well as ~n the lit~ra~y stage, the same attempt is 
played out to appropriate the s1gmfier and to reduce its differ· 
e~tial repetition; we see. t.he same endeavor to do away with 
difference, the same policing of identities, the same design of 
~astery, of sense-control . ... Along with the illusions of Phi­
lippe, the realistic critic thus repeats, in turn, his allegorical act 
of murder, _his obliteration of the Other: the critic also, in his 
own ~ay, kills the woman, while killing, at the same time, the 
question.of the text and the text as question" (p. 10) . 

. Balzac s story helps to identify notions critics have employed 
with the male stratagems of its protagonist and thus to make 
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possible a feminist reading that situates these concepts and de­
scribes their limitations. Insofar as the structure and details of 
Balzac's story provide a critical description of its male critics, 
exploration and exploitation of its textuality is a feminist way of 
reading, but a way of reading that poses rather than solves the 
question of how to get around or to go beyond the concepts 
and categories of male criticism. Felman concludes, "from this 
confrontation in which Balzac's text itself seems to be an ironic 
reading of its own future reading, the question arises: how 
should we read?" (p. 10). 

This is also the question posed in feminist criticism's second 
moment-how should we read? what kind of reading experi­
ence can we imagine or produce? what would it be to read "as a 
woman"? Felman's critical mode thus leads back to the second 
level at which political choices are debated and where notions 
of what one wants animate critical practice. In this sense, the 
third level, which questions the framework of choice and the 
affiliations of critical and theoretical categories, is not more 
radical than the second; nor does it escape the question of 
"experience." 

From these varied writings, a general structure emerges. In 
the first moment or mode, where woman's experience is treated 
as a firm ground for interpretation, one swiftly discovers that 
this experience is not the sequence of thoughts present to the 
reader's consciousness as she moves through the text but a 
reading or interpretation of "woman's experience"-her own 
and others'-which can be set in a vital and productive relation 
to the text. In the second mode, the problem is how to make it 
possible to read as a woman: the possibility of this fundamental 
experience induces an attempt to produce it. In the third mode, 
the appeal to experience is veiled but still there, as a reference 
to maternal rather than paternal relations or to woman's situa­
tion and experience of marginality, which may give rise to an 
altered mode of reading. The appeal to the experience of the 
reader provides leverage for displacing or undoing the system 
of concepts or procedures of male criticism, but "experience" 
always has this divided, duplicitous character: it has always al­
ready occurred and yet is still to be produced-an indispens­
able point of reference, yet never simply there. 
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Peggy Kamuf provides a vivid way of understanding this 
situation of deferral if we transpose what she says about writing 
as a woman to reading as a woman: 

-"a woman [reading] as a woman"--the repetition of the "iden­
tical" term splits that identity, making room for a slight shift, 
spacing out the differential meaning which has always been at 
work in the single term. And the repetition has no reason to stop 
there, no finite number of times it can be repeated until it doses 
itself off logically, with the original identity recuperated in a final 
term. Likewise, one can find only arbitrary beginnings for the 
series, and no term which is not already a repetition: ". . . a 
woman [reading] as a woman [reading] as a ... " ["Writing like a 
Woman," p. 298] 

For a woman to read as a woman is not to repeat an identity or 
an experience that is given but to play a role she constructs 
with reference to her identity as a woman, which is also a con­
struct, so that the series can continue: a woman reading as a 
woman reading as a woman. The noncoincidence reveals an 
interval, a division within woman or within any reading subject 
and the "experience" of that subject. 

3· STORIES OF READING 

The division that emerges in the reader and reader's experi­
ence in feminist criticism also structures accounts of reading in 
male rea~er-response c.riticism. Norman Holland argues that 
the meamng of a work 1s the reader's experience of it and that 
each reader experiences it in terms of his or her own distinctive 
'~identity theme." He reports, however, that in order to bring to 
bght the sort of experience that interested him "Over and over 
a.gain, I would ask, 'How do you feel about' characters, events, 
situations, or phrasings," so as to elicit "free associations to the 
stories" (5 Readers Reading, p. 44). He hopes to recover what 
~e calls the response to the work, but the experience he seeks 
IS po~erfully sh~ped, if not produced, by these tendentious 
quesuons. What IS the relation between the experience readers 
are ~uppos~d to ha~e had. and the responses they give to Hol­
land s quenes? David Bleich, an eminent practitioner of what 
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he terms "subjective criticism," shares Holland's conviction that 
the meaning of the work is the distinctive experience of each 
reader, but he explains that he must train his students to pro­
duce their "response statements," instructing them in what to 
mclude and what to leave out. 

A response statement aims to record the perception of a read­
ing experience and its natural, spontaneous consequences, among 
which are feelings, or affects, and peremptory memories and 
thoughts, or free associations. While other forms of mentation 
may be considered "natural and spontaneous," they would not be 
so in this context. Recording a response requires the relaxation of 
cultivated analytical habits, especially the habit of automatic objec­
tification of the work of literature .... Normally, the act of objec­
tification inhibits awareness of response. [Subjective Criticism, p. 
147] 

The appeal to a natural response is coupled with attempts to 
eliminate aspects of available responses, such as the "automatic 
objectification" that forms part of the students' experiences. 
The concept of experience is divided between what the stu­
dents have already had and the possibility which their teacher 
hopes to make accessible. 

In Surprised by Sin and Self-Consuming Artifacts, Stanley Fish 
claimed to report what readers actually experience when read­
ing and argued that critics reach different conclusions be­
cause their erroneous theories (or, as Bleich might say, "menta­
tion") lead them to forget, distort, or misconstrue their actual 
experience of the work. Many were skeptical of this claim, sug­
gesting that Fish was merely reporting his own experience, and 
at times Fish has conceded the point that he "was not revealing 
what readers had always done but trying to persuade them to a 
set of community assumptions so that when they read they 
would do what I did" (ls There a Text in This Class?, p. 15). Yet 
the situation is not so simple. There are good reasons to sus­
pect that his so-called experience of reading is more complex 
than the stories he tells. For one thing, Fish's reader never 
learns anything from his experience. Time after time he is 
discomfited to see the second half of a sentence take away what 
the first half had seemed to assert. Time after time he is bewil­
dered to see the self-consuming artifact he is reading consume 
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itself. What distinguishes Fish's reader is this propensity to fall 
into the same traps over and over again. Each time it is possible 
to interpret the end of a line of verse as completing a thought, 
he does so, only to find, in numerous cases, that the beginning 
of the next line brings a change of sense. One would expect 
any real reader, especially one striving to be informed, to no­
tice that premature guesses often prove wrong and to anticipate 
this possibility as he reads. Stanley E. Fish, after all, not only 
notices this possibility but writes books about it. We can confi­
dently suppose that as Fish reads he is on the lookout for such 
cases and is pleased rather than dismayed when they occur. 
The conclusion seems inescapable: what Fish reports is not 
Stanley Fish reading but Stanley Fish imagining reading as a 
Fishian reader. Or perhaps we ought to say, since a Fishian 
reader is a reader who resolutely holds himself to a particular 
role, that his accounts of the reading experience are reports of 
Fish reading as a Fishian reader reading as a Fishian reader. 

Would Fish have fared otherwise if he had tried to transcribe 
his own experience? If the first problem in his account is the 
gap between his reported experiences and his presumed ex­
perience, the second problem is what sort of thing "his own ex­
perience" might be. What is Fish's experience when he reads 
these lines in Lycidas? 

He must not float upon his wat'ry bier 
Unwept ..• 

He remarks that "I 'saw' what my interpretive principles per­
mitted or directed me to see" (Is There a Text in This Class?, p. 
163). His principles direct him to see, and thus lead him to 
expect, line endings which interrupt sentences so as to en­
courage readers to premature conclusions. He expects that se­
quences such as "He must not float upon his wat'ry bier" may 
not prove complete, and here "Unwept" confirms his view of 
poetic structure. Yet his experience must also involve, by virtue 
of this expectation, an imaginative experience of what he de­
scribes as the reader's experience: the experience of taking the 
first line "as a resolution bordering on a promise," anticipating 
"a call to action, perhaps even a program for the undertaking 
of a rescue mission," and then having that expectation and 
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anticipation disappointed. "The reader, having resolved a sense, 
unresolves it" (pp. 164-65). Fish's experience of these lines 
from Lycidas, if there is such a thing, is most likely divided: an 
experience of expecting resolved senses to come unresolved, 
yet also of confidently resolving a sense as though it could not 
be unresolved. Like Barthes's anti-hero, Fish lives in contradic­
tion without shame, playing a role with which he never coin­
cides, reading as a Fishian reader reading as a Fishian reader. 
... The repetition reveals an interval or division that has always 
been at work in the single term. 

To read is to play the role of a reader and to interpret is to 
posit an experience of reading. This is something that begin­
ning literature students know quite well but have forgotten by 
the time they get to graduat6 school and begin teaching litera­
ture. When student papers refer to what "the reader feels here" 
or what "the reader then understands," teachers often take this 
as a spurious objectivity, a disguised form of "I feel" or "I 
understand," and urge their charges either to be honest or to 
omit such references. But students know better than their teach­
ers here. They know it is not a matter of honesty. They have 
understood that to read and interpret literary works is precisely 
to imagine what "a reader" would feel and understand. 11 To 
read is to operate with the hypothesis of a reader, and there is 
always a gap or division within reading. 

Our most familiar versions of this division are the notion of 
"suspension of disbelief," or our simultaneous interest in char-

11John Reichert notes that "critics often argue in behalf of a response that no 
reader ever had" and infers from this, in the most interesting discussion of 
Making Strut of liltralurt, that statements about response are in fact claims 
about how we ought to understand a passage or a work (p. 87). Statements 
such as "The reader pities Macbeth" do genera~ly attempt to ~rsuade to a 
certain understanding of the play, and I take this as further evidence of the 
divided and deferred character of response: "The reader pities Macbeth" at­
tempts to produce the response to which it refers and on. whose authority 
it relies. Reichen, however, with his deep conviction that thmgs are unprol> 
lematical, dismisses such complications with the claim that "one always_ ~eels the 
~motion appropriate to one's understanding" (p. ~5>· But then the_crmc argu­
mg for a certain understanding of a play necessarily feels the emouon and has 
had the response appropriate to that understanding; his claim that the reader 
feels pity would in fact be a report of his own feeling of pity. As we have seen, 
this is not the way response functions, and Reichert recognizes this when he 
notes, more astutely than his theory will allow, that critics may argue for a 
response that no one-including themselves-has ever had. 
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acters as people and in characters as devices of the novelist's 
art, or our appreciation of the suspense of a story whose ending, 
in fact, we already know. The apparently more problematical 
structures of women reading as women and Fish reading as a 
Fishian reader are versions of the same kind of division, which 
prevents there from being experiences that might simply be 
grasped and adduced as the truth of the text. 

But we have a stake, it seems, in maintaining our belief in 
experience as foundation and thus in obscuring or displacing 
those divisions. A common way of dealing with them has been 
to draw upon the familiar and plausible notion that different 
readers or groups of readers read differently and to present 
divisions within reading as distinctions between readers. One 
might be tempted to argue, for example, that if some feminists 
claim to report the distinctive experience of women readers 
while others complain that women have not yet learned to read 
as women, it is doubtless because the two groups of critics are 
reporting on two different groups of readers. To argue thus 
would be to ignore the questions feminists debate-such as what 
it means for a woman to read as a woman-by assuming that 
the answer has been found by one group and not found by the 
other, instead of being problematically at stake in each reading. 

When Stanley Fish's claim to report the experience of all 
readers was challenged, he had recourse to the notion of "in­
terpretive communities": he was not, he admitted, reporting a 
universal experience but attempting to persuade others to join 
his interpretive community of like-minded readers (Is Thtre a 
!ext in This Class?, p. 15). Some have thought this an exceed­
ingly weak descriptive move, which leaves us with a large num­
ber of independent communities unable to argue whh one an­
other: some readers read one way--say, Fishian readers--others 
read another way--say, Hirschian readers-and so on, for as 
many different reading strategies as we can identify. But how­
ever fru~trating so~e may find this conception, which sepa­
rat~s us into n:ionad1c communities, it is in one way quite reas­
suring: by taking the differences and problems within reading 
and p~oje~ting them into differences between interpretive com­
mumues, It assumes the unity and identity of each reader's and 
each community's procedures and experiences. 

As we have seen, though, there are reasons to doubt whether 
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one can take for granted the unity and identity of one's nadin~ 
strategies and experiences. If even Fish reading does not coin­
cide with the Fishian reader, the problems are quite severe and 
suggest that reading is divided and heterogeneous, useful as a 
point of reference only when composed into a story, when 
construed or constructed as a narrative. 

There are, of course, many different stories of reading. Wolf­
gang Iser tells of the reader actively filling in gaps, actualizing 
what the text leaves indeterminate, attempting to construct a 
unity, and modifying the construction as the text yields further 
information. Michael Riff aterre's Semiotics of Poetry tells a more 
dramatic story: thwarted in the attempt to read everything in a 
poem as representations of a state of affairs, the reader under­
takes a second, retroactive reading in which the obstacles pre­
viously encountered become the clues to a single "matrix"-a 
minimal, literal sentence-of which everything in the poem can 
be seen as a periphrastic transformation. Suddenly, as one 
reads, "the puzzle is solved, everything falls into place" (p. 12). 
Stephen Booth tells a sadder tale of readers continually en­
countering patterns-phonological, syntactic, thematic-that 
suggest coherence, and repeatedly feeling poised on the thres­
hold of understanding, without ever quite being able to get 
their bearings or resolve multiple patterns into an order. "The 
mind of the audience [of Hamlet] is in constant but gentle flux, 
always shifting but never completely leaving familiar ground," 
so that the play allows them to "hold on to" but not to resolve 
"all the contradictions it contains" ("On the Value of Hamlet," 
pp. 287, 310). Norman Holland, on the contrary, tells of read­
ers merrily using the work "to replicate themselves." "The in­
dividual can accept the literary work only to the extent he 
exactly re-creates with it a verbal form of his particular pattern 
of defense mechanisms." After matching defenses, the reader 
derives from the work "fantasies of the particular kind that 
yield him pleasure," and finally justifies the fantasy by trans­
forming it "into a total experience of esthetic, moral, intellec­
tual, or social coherence and significance" ("Unity Identity Text 
Self," pp. 816-18). 

What do such narrative constructs reveal about reading? What 
problems emerge when we consider a corpus of stories about 
reading? One prominent variable in stories of response is the 
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issue of control. For Holland, of course, readers dominate the 
text as they construct works to match their own defenses. Other 
stories too celebrate the creative or productive role of the reader 
as a major insight of reader-oriented criticism and conclude, 
with Fish, that readers read the poem they have made (Is There 
a Text in This Class?, p. 169). But a curious feature of these 
narratives is how easily text and reader can switch places: a 
story of the reader structuring the text easily becomes a story 
of the text provoking certain responses and actively controlling 
the reader. This switch occurs when one moves from Bleich 
and Holland to Riff aterre and Booth, but it may also take place 
within a single critical article. In the entry on "Texte, theorie 
du" for the Encyclopaedia Universalis, Barthes writes that "the 
signifier belongs to everyone," but, he quickly continues, "it is 
the text which works untiringly, not the artist or the consumer" 
(p. 1015). On the next page, he reverts to the first position: 
"the theory of the text removes all limits to the freedom of 
reading (authorizing the reading of a past work from an en­
tirely modern standpoint ... ) but it also insists greatly on the 
(productive) equivalence of reading and writing" (p. 1016). 
Elsewhere Barthes's celebrations of the reader as producer of 
the text are matched by accounts of the text's disruption of the 
reader's most basic conceptions: "The orgasmic text [texte dt 
jouissance] dislocates the reader's historical, cultural, and psy­
chological assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, 
memories, and brings to a crisis his relation with language" (LI 
Plaisir du texte, pp. a5-a6/a4). 

Striking confirmation of the easy shift between freedom and 
co~straint c?mes in Umberto Eco's discussions of "open works," 
which. reqmre readers to write the text through their reading. 
Th~ ught st~uctures of "closed works" seem to give readers no 
options, whale the unrealized constructions of open works in­
vite creativity, but, Eco notes, the very openness of the latter 
forces a particular role on the reader more imperiously than 
d~s the closed work. "An open text outlines a 'closed' project 
of its Model Reader as a component of its structural strategy" 
(The R_o~ of the ll_~ader, p. 9). The reader is required to play an 
orgamzmg role: You cannot use the text as you want but only 
?5 the text wan.ts you to use it," while you can use closed works 
m numerous different ways. "The free interpretive choices elic-
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ited by a purposeful strategy of openness" (p. 40) can be con­
sidered or narrated as acts provoked by the manipulative strat­
egy of a scheming author. 

Fish's stories too switch back and forth between a reader who 
actively takes charge and a hapless reader buffeted by fierce 
sentences. Fish sets out to challenge the formalist notion of the 
text as a structure that determines meaning, contrasting his 
view of "human beings as at every moment creating the ex­
periential spaces into which personal knowledge flows" with the 
opposing view of "human beings as passive and disinterested 
comprehenders of a knowledge external to them" (Is There a 
Text in This Class?, p. 94); but when he narrates specific acts of 
reading, something peculiar occurs. Here is what happens when 
the reader, creator of meaning, encounters Walter Pater's sen­
tence "That clear perceptual outline of face and limb is but an 
image of ours." 

In terms of the reader's response, "that" generates an expectation 
that impels him forward, the expectation of finding out what "that" 
is .... The adjective "clear" works in two ways; it promises the 
reader that when "that" appears, he will be able to see it easily, 
and, conversely, that it can be easily seen. "Perceptual" stabilizes 
the visibility of "that" even btfore it is seen and "outline" gives it 
potential form, while at the same time raising a question. That 
question~utline of what?-is obligingly answered by the phrase 
"face and limb," which, in effect, fills the outline in. By the time 
the reader reaches the declarative verb "is" ... he is fully and 
securely oriented in a world of perfectly discerned objects and 
perfectly discerning observers, of whom he is one. But then the 
sentence turns on the reader, and takes away the world it has 
itself created .... "image" resolves that uncertainty, but in the 
direction of insubstantiality; and the now blurred form disappears 
altogether when the phrase "of ours" collapses the distinction be­
tween the reader and that which is (or was) "without" (Pater's own 
word). Now you see it (that), now you don't. Pater giveth and 
Pater taketh away. [P. 31] 

Despite the claims of Fish's theory, the reader becomes the 
victim of a diabolical author's strategy. In fact, the more active, 
projective, or creative the reader is, the more she is manipu­
lated by the sentence or by the author. 
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Fish later noticed that this shift had undermined his ostensi­
ble program. "The argument in 'Literature in the Reader,"' 
he noted in the introduction to this collection of papers, "was 
mounted (or so it is announced) on behalf of the reader and 
against the self-sufficiency of the text, but in the course of it 
the text becomes more and more powerful, and rather than 
being liberated, the reader finds himself more constrained in 
his new prominence than he was before" (p. 7). Fish is mistaken 
only i~ thinking this an error he can put right by arguing, as he 
does m. later .papers, that the formal features by which the 
reader is mampulated are the products of interpretive princi­
pl.es brought to bear by the reader. The story of manipulation 
will always rea~sert itself, first because it is a much better story, 
full of dramatic encounters, moments of deception, and rever­
~ls of ~ortune,. second, because it deals more easily and pre­
cisely with details of meaning, and third, because this sort of 
narrative confers value on the temporal experience of reading. 
A re~der who create$ everything learns nothing, but one who is 
contmually encountering the unexpected can make momen­
to~s, unsettling findings. The more a theory stresses the read­
~r ~ freedom, control, and constitutive activity, the more likely 
1t 1~ to lead to sto.ries of dramatic encounters and surprises 
which portray readmg as a process of discovery. 

The ree~ergence of th~ text's control, in stories that sought 
to reco~nt J~st th~ opposue, is a powerful illustration of the 
constramts d1scurs1ve structures impose on theories that claim 
to m~st~r or describe them. Theories of reading stories and 
descriptions of reading stories seem themselves to be governed 
by as~ects of s~ory. But there is another structural necessity at 
work m the switches back and forth between the reader's domi­
nanc~ and the tex~'s dominance. A study of reading would not 
~rm1t one to decide between these alternatives, for the situa­
tion can be ~heorized from either perspective, and there are 
reasons why 1t ~ust be t~eorized from both perspectives. The 
exampl~ of the Joke elucidates very nicely the curious situation 
~f readmg. The list~ner. is essential to the joke, for unless the 
hs~~~er laughs, the J~ke 1s not a joke. Here, as reader-response 
cr!t1~1sm would have 1t, the reader plays a decisive role in deter­
mmmg th~ structure and meaning of the utterance. As Samuel 
Weber wntes, explicating Freud's theory of Witz, "The third 
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person, as listener, decides whether or not tlw joke is success­
ful-Le. whether it is a joke or not-... And yet this decisive 
action of the third person lies beyond all volition-one cannot 
will to laugh-and outside of consciousness, insofar as one never 
knows, at the moment of laughter, what one is laughing at" 
("The Divaricator," pp. 25-26). The listener does not control 
the outburst of laughter: the text provokes it (the joke, one 
says, made me laugh). But on the other hand, the unpredictable 
response determines the nature of the text that is supposed to 
have produced it. No compromise formulation, with the reader 
partly in control and the text partly in control, would accurately 
describe this situation, which is captured, rather, by juxtaposi­
tion of two absolute perspectives. The shift back and forth in 
stories of reading between readers' decisive actions and read­
ers' automatic responses is not a mistake that could be cor­
rected but an essential structural feature of the situation. 

A second, closely related question that arises from stories of 
reading is what is "in" the text. Is it so rich a plenitude that no 
reader can ever grasp it all? a determinate structure with some 
gaps the reader must fill in? a set of indeterminate marks on 
which the reader confers structure and meaning? Stanley Fish, 
for example, has adopted a series of positions in trying to 
cope with this problem. Each change of position attributes to 
the constitutive activity of the reader something that had pre­
viously been located in the text. At first Fish argued that mean­
ing does not lie in the text but in the experience of the reader. 
The text is a series of formal structures on which readers con­
fer meaning, as in the Pater example cited above. Investigating 
stylistics, however, Fish decided that the reader's interpretive 
hypotheses determine which of many formal features and pat­
terns count as facts of the text. At the third stage he claimed 
that formal patterns are not in the text at all. Discussing the 
lines from Lycidas cited earlier, he writes, 

I appropriate the notion of "line ending" and treat it as a fact of 
nature; one might conclude that as a fact it is responsible for the 
reading experience I describe. The truth I think is exactly the 
reverse: line endings exist by virtue of perceptual strategies rather 
than the other way around. Historically the strategy that we know 
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as "reading (or'hearing) poetry" has included paying attention to 
the line as a unit, but it is precisely that attention which has made 
the line as a unit (either of print or of aural duration) available. 
... In short, what is noticed is what has been made noticeable, not 
by a clear and undistorting glass, but by an interpretive strategy. 
[Is There a Text in This Class1, pp. 165--66) 

The same argument can be repeated for the most basic phe­
nomena: any repetition of the same sound or letter is a func­
tion of phonological or orthographic conventions and thus may 
~ regarded as ~~e result of the interpretive strategies of par­
ticular coi:nmumues .. There is no rigorous way to distinguish 
~~ct fr~m mterpretauon, so nothing can be deemed to be defin-
1t1vely m the text prior to interpretive conventions. 

Fish takes or~e further step: like the text and its meanings, 
the read~r too 1s ~ product of the strategies of an mterpretive 
community, constituted as reader by the mental operations it 
makes available. "At a stroke," Fish writes "the dilemma that 
gave rise t~ the debate between the champions of the text and 
the c~a~p1ons of the reader (of whom I had certainly been 
one) ~s d1ssol~ed because the competing entities are no longer 
pe~ce1.v~d as independent. To put it another way, the claims of 
ObJecuv1ty can no lo~ger be debated because the authorizing 
ag~ncy, the center of mterpretive authority, is at once both and 
neither" (p. 14). "Many things look rather different" he claims 
"one~ the s~bject·o~ject dichotomy is eliminated" (~. 336). ' 
. This r~d1cal mo~1sm~ by wh~ch everything is the product of 
mterpret.1ve strategies, 1s a Iog1cal result of analysis that shows 
each entity to be a conventional construct· but the distinction 
between subject and object is more resili~nt than Fish thinks 
and will not be eliminated "at a stroke." It reappears as soon as 
one attempts to talk about interpretation. To discuss an experi­
ence of readi~g one must adduce a reader and a text. For every 
story of readmg there must be something for the reader to 
encoun~er, to be ~urprised by, to learn from. Interpretation is 
3:lways mterpre.tauo.n of something, and that something func­
tions as the object m a subject-object relation, even though it 
can be regarde~ as .th~ product of prior interpretations. 

What we see m Fish s turnings are the moments of a general 
struggle between the monism of theory and the dualism of 
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narrative. Theories of reading demonstrate the impossibility of 
establishing well-grounded distinctions between fact and inter­
pretation, between what can be read in the text and what is 
read into it, or between text and reader, and thus lead to a 
monism. Everything is constituted by interpretation-so much 
so that Fish admits he cannot answer the question, what are 
interpretive acts interpretations of? (p. 165). Stories of reading, 
however, will not let this question go unanswered. There must 
always be dualisms: an interpreter and something to interpret, 
a subject and an object, an actor and something he acts upon or 
that acts on him. 

The relation between monism and dualism is particularly 
striking in the work of Wolfgang Iser. His account of reading is 
eminently sensible, designed to do justice to the creative, partic­
ipatory activity of readers, while preserving determinate texts 
which require and induce a certain response. He attempts, that 
is, a dualistic theory, but his critics show that his dualism cannot 
be sustained: the distinction between text and reader, fact and 
interpretation, or determined and undetermined breaks down, 
and his theory becomes monistic. What kind of monism it be­
comes depends on which of his arguments and premises one 
takes most seriously. Samuel Weber argues in "The Struggle 
for Control" that in Iser's theory everything ultimately depends 
on the authority of the author, who has made the text what it 
is: the author guarantees the unity of the work, requires the 
reader's creative participation, and through his text "prestruc­
tures the shape of the aesthetic object to be produced by the 
reader," so that reading is an actualization of the author's in­
tention (TM Act of Reading, p. 96). But one can also argue 
convincingly, as Stanley Fish does in "Why No One's Afraid of 
Wolfgang Iser," that his theory is a monism of the other sort: 
the objective structures which Iser claims guide or determine 
the reader's response are structures only for a certain practice 
of reading. "Gaps are not built into the text but appear (or do 
not appear) as a consequence of particular interpretive strate­
gies," and thus "there is no distinction between what the text 
gives and what the reader supplies; he supplies everything; the 
stars in a literary text are not fixed; they are just as variable as 
the lines that join them" (p. 7). Iser's mistake is to take the 
dualism necessary to stories of reading as theoretically sound, 
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not realizing that the variable distinction between fact and in­
terpretation or text's contribution and reader's contribution will 
break down under theoretical scrutiny. 12 

The possibility of demonstrating that Iser's theory leads to a 
monism in which reader or author supplies everything helps to 
show what is wrong with his eminently sensible notion that 
something is provided by the text and something else provided 
by the reader, or that there are some determinate structures 
and other places of indeterminacy. Jean-Paul Sartre provides 
one of the best correctives when discussing, in Qu'est-ce que la 
litterature?, the way in which readers "create and disclose at the 
same time, disclose by creating and create by disclosing" (p. 
5sf30). "Ainsi pour le lecteur," Sartre writes, "tout est a faire 
et tout est deja fait" [Thus for the reader everything is to be 
done and everything is already done] (p. 58/32). For the reader 
the work is not partially created but, on the one hand, already 
complete and inexhaustible--one can read and reread without 
ever grasping completely what has already been made-and, 
on the other hand, still to be created in the process of reading, 
without which it is only black marks on paper. The attempt to 
~rod~c~ compro~ise formulations fails to capture this essen· 
llal, dlVlded quality of reading. 

St?ries of reading, however, require that something be taken 
as given so that the reader can respond to it. E. D. Hirsch's 
arguments about meaning and significance are relevant here. 
"Meaning," which Hirsch identifies with the author's intended 
meaning, "refers to the whole verbal meaning of a text, and 
:significance' t<~ textual meaning in relation to a larger context, 
•·~· another mmd, another era, a wider subject matter" (Tht 
A~"':5 of. lnterpret~tion, pp. 2-3). Hirsch's opponents reject the 
d1stmct1on, arguing that there is no meaning in the text except 

°'In a re~p<>nse to Fish, "Talk like Whales," Iser claims that "the words of the 
text are g_iven, the interpretati?n of the ~ords is determinate, and the gaps 
bet~i:en given elem«:nts and/or_mte~pretauons are the indeterminacies" (p. 83). 
This is _dear~y u_nsausfanory, smce m many cases the interpretation of certain 
wor~s is C)Ull~ m<letermmate, and often the question of what word one is 
~ea_h?g wath is a ~atter of interpretation, not a given. The hint of a more 
JU~1c1ous reply, which makes the distinction between determinate and indeter­
minate a variable and operational contrast, comes in his Diacritic.s interview, 
w~ere he spe'.lks_ i_>f "the dis_tinction between a significance which is to be sup­
phe~ an~ a s1gnihcance w~1ch ~as been supplied." "Once the reader supplies 
the lmk n becomes determinate (Interview, p. 7a). 
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in a context of interpretation; but Hirsch claims that the activ­
ity of interpretation depends on a distinction between a mean,. 
ing that is in the text (because the author put it there) and a 
significance that is supplied. "If an interpreter did not conceive 
a text's meaning to be there as an occasion for contemplation or 
application, he would have nothing to think or talk about. Its 
thereness, its self-identity from one moment to the next allows it 
to be contemplated. Thus, while meaning is a principle of sta­
bility in an interpretation, significance embraces a principle of 
change" (p. 80). The indispensability of this distinction is con­
firmed, for Hirsch, by his opponents' willingness to claim that 
he has misinterpreted them (and thus that their works do have 
stable meanings different from the significance interpreters 
might give them). But what Hirsch's arguments show is the 
need for dualisms of this kind in our dealings with texts and 
the world, not the epistemological authority of a distinction 
between the meaning of a text and the significance interpreters 
give it, or even the possibility of determining in a principled way 
what belongs to the meaning and what to the significance. We 
employ such distinctions all the time because our stories re­
q.Vre them, but they are variable and ungrounded concepts. 

This point is well made by Richard Rorty in a discussion of 
the problems raised by Thomas Kuhn's treatment of science as 
a series of interpretive paradigms. Are there properties in na­
ture that scientists discover, or do their conceptual frameworks 
product such entities as subatomic particles, light waves, etc.? 
Does science make or does it find? "In the view I want to rec­
ommend," writes Rorty, 

nothing deep turns on the choice between t~ese two phr~ses-­
between the imagery of making and of finding. . . It 1s less 
paradoxical, however, to stick to the classic notion of "better de­
scribing what was already there" for physics. !his ~ not beca~se 
of deep epistemological or metaphysical cons1derauons, but sim­
ply because, when we tell our Whiggish stories about how ~>Ur 
ancestors gradually crawled up the mountain on w~ose (possibly 
false) summit we stand, we need to keep som~ thmgs constant 
throughout the story. The forces of nature and the small bit~ of 
matter, as conceived by current physical theory, are good chmces 
for this role. Physics is the paradigm of "finding" simply because 
it is hard (at least in the West) to tell a story of changing physical 
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universes against the background of an unchanging Moral Law 
or poetic canon, but very easy to tell the reverse sort of story. 
Our tough-minded "naturalistic" sense that spirit is, if not reduci­
ble to nature, at least parasitic upon it, is no more than the insight 
that physics gives us a good background against which to tell our 
stories of historical change. It is not as if we had some deep 
insight into the nature of reality which told us that everything 
save atoms and the void was "by convention" (or "spiritual," or 
"made up"). Democritus's insight was that a story about the small­
est bits of things forms a background for stories about changes 
among things made of these bits. The acceptance of this genre of 
world-story (fleshed out successively by Lucretius, Newton, and 
Bohr) may be definatory of the West, but it is not a choice which 
could obtain, or which requires, epistemological or metaphysical 
guarantees. [Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, pp. 344-45) 

In much the same way, the notion of a given text with un­
changing, discoverable properties provides an excellent back­
ground for arguments about interpretation and accounts of 
changing interpretations. Reader-oriented critics have them­
selves fou~d that it makes a better story to talk of texts inviting 
or provo~1~g r~sponses than to describe readers creating texts, 
~ut the d1stmcuons that structure these stories are open toques­
u.on and ac~ounts that rely on them prove vulnerable to criti­
c~sm. The~>nes that make the text the reader's construct play a 
vita~ ro~e .m ~reventin~ a sol.idification of these variable, prag­
m~t1c d1stmcu.ons and m castmg light on aspects of reading that 
might otherwise go unnoticed. 

-!'- third important feature of stories of reading is the end­
mg .. Adventures of reading generally turn out well. Riffaterre's 
stones climax in a triumphant recovery of the matrix which 
masters and unifies the poem. Iser's also end in discovery: "At 
the ~nd of the seventeenth century discovery was a process 
?ffermg ~eassurances as regards the certitudo salutis, thus reliev-
1?g t.~e distress .caused by the Calvinist doctrine of predestina­
tion. In the eighteenth century, instead of discovering that 
t~ey were saved, readers discovered "human nature." In the 
nmeteenth century the reader "had to discover the fact that 
society imposed a part on him, the object being for him even­
tually to take up a critical attitude toward this imposition." In 
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the twentieth century, "the discovery concerns the functioning 
of our own faculties of perception" (The Implied Reader, p. xiii). 
The outcome of reading, it seems, is always knowledge. Read­
ers may be manipulated and misled, but when they finish the 
book their experience turns to knowledge-perhaps an under­
standing of the limitations imposed by familiar interpretive con­
ventions-as though finishing the book took them outside the 
experience of reading and gave them mastery of it. Critics such 
as Fish, who speaks of "the experience of a prose that under­
mines certainty and moves away from clarity, complicating what 
has at first seemed perfectly simple, raising more problems 
than it solves," nonetheless construct Bildungsromane (Self-Con­
suming Artifacts, p. 378). Their stories follow an innocent reader, 
confident in traditional assumptions about structure and mean­
ing, who encounters the deviousness of texts, falls into traps, is 
frustrated and dismayed, but emerges wiser for the loss of 
illusions." It is as though what permits one to describe reading 
as misadventure is the happy ending that transforms a series 
of reactions into an understanding of the text and of the self 
that had engaged with the text. The text's manipulation of the 
reader makes a good story only if it turns out well. 

Such optimistic conclusions are a questionable feature of 
stories of reading. Some critics, not surprisingly, have grown 
suspicious of the idealization by which reading is shown to lead 
to a morally productive self-consciousness. "Nothing is gained," 
Harold Bloom writes, "by continuing to idealize reading, as 
though reading were not an art of defensive warfare" (Kabba/ah 
and Criticism, p. 126). Where idealizing stories describe readers' 
submission to the text in order to posit a triumphant under­
standing of what has occurred, Bloom sees no escape or trans­
cendence. "Poetic language makes of the strong reader what 
it will, and it chooses to make him a liar." The best a reader 

"'This is a story I have myself told and by which I set some store. Flaubm:_Tht 
Uses of Uncertainty posits a reader who expects the novel to obey th~ conv~ntions 
of the Balzacian novel, and describes how Flauben's texts undermine this read­
er's assumptions about the function of description, the signify_in~ role of bina~y 
oppositions, the coherence of point of view, and th~ poss1b1ht!es of _themauc 
synthesis. The result for the reader of this u?setthng experience 1~ a self­
conscious understanding of the processes by which we con~truct l?,eamn~. For 
further discussion of some stories of reading, see Steven Mailloux, Learning to 
Read: Interpretation and Reader-Response Criticism," pp. 9g-107, and Didier 
Coste, "Trois conceptions du lecteur." 
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can achieve is a strong misreading-a reading that will in turn 
produce others. Most readings are weak misreadings, which 
also attain neither understanding nor self-knowledge but blindly 
trope upon the text while claiming not to trope. Bloom's ac, 
count of the reader's anxious and belated involvement with the 
text denies that one may achieve through reading a mastery of 
that experience or a grasp of the reading self, though strong 
readers struggle to master the text by misreading it. His hyper­
bolic account makes us aware of the tenuous grounds on which 
critics construct their optimistic conclusions. H Certainly when we 
stop describing what "the reader" does and consider what par­
ticular prior readers have achieved, we tend to conclude that 
they failed to understand what they were doing, were influ­
enced by assumptions they did not control, were misled in ways 
which we can describe but they cannot. Our dealings with prior 
readers reflect not the triumphant conclusions of most stories 
of reading but patterns of blindness and insight such as Paul de 
Man describes. 

Stories of reading that refuse the idealizing denouements stress 
instead the impossibility of reading. In his discussion of Rous­
seau, de Man writes, 

A text such as the Profession de Joi can literally be called "unread­
able" in that it leads to a set of assertions that radically exclude 
each other. Nor are these assertions mere neutral constatiomi [sic]; 
they are exhortative performatives that require the passage from 
sheer enunciation to action. They compel us to choose while de­
stroying the foundations of any choice. They tell the allegory of a 
judicial decision that can be neither judicious nor just. As in the 
plays of Kleist, the verdict repeats the crime it condemns. If, after 
reading the Profession de Joi, we are tempted to convert to "the­
ism," we stand convicted of foolishness in the court of the intel­
lect. But if we decide that belief, in the most extensive use of the 
term (which must include all possible forms of idolatry and ideol­
ogy), can once and forever be overcome by the enlightened mind, 
then this twilight of the idols will be all the more foolish in not 
recognizing itself as the first victim of its occurrence. One sees 
from this that the impossibility of reading should not be taken too 
lightly. [Allegories of Reading, p. 245] 

Mfrom a ~ifferent poin.t ~f ~i~w'. Bloom's a~count of reading might itself be 
regarded. as ~n_curably ~pum1suc m ns celebrauon of heroic struggles of the will 
between md1v1dual subjects. See Culler, Tht Pursuit of Signs, pp. 107-11. 
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Such unreadability does not result simply from a central am­
biguity or choice but from the way in which the system of 
values in the text both urges choice and prevents that choice 
from being made. The simplest examples of such unreadability 
are paradoxical injunctions such as "Don't obey me all the time" 
or "Be spontaneous," which establish a double bind: one must 
choose between obedience and disobedience, but one cannot 
choose, because to obey would be to disobey and to disobey 
would be to obey. In the Profession de Joi the theism which the 
text ostensibly promotes is defined as assent to an inner voice, 
which is that of Nature, and the choice one is urged to make 
lies between this voice and judgment; but the possibility of 
such a choice is undermined by the system of concepts within 
the text, for on the one hand assent to the inner voice is de­
fined as an act of judgment and, on the other hand, Rousseau's 
account of judgment defines it as a process of analogizing and 
substitution that is a source of error as well as of knowledge. 
In undoing the oppositions on which it relies and between 
which it urges the reader to choose, the text places the reader 
in an impossible situation that cannot end in triumph but only 
in an outcome already deemed inappropriate: an unwarranted 
choice or a failure to choose. 

Reading is an attempt to understand writing by determining 
the referential and rhetorical modes of a text, translating the 
figurative into the literal, for example, and removing obstacles 
in the quest for a coherent result, but the construction of texts­
especially of literary works, where pragmatic contexts do not so 
readily justify a confident distinction between the literal and 
the figurative or the referential and the nonreferential-may 
block this process of understanding. "The possibility of read­
ing," writes de Man, "can never be taken for granted" (Blind­
ness and Insight, p. 107). Rhetoric "puts an insurmountable ob­
stacle in the way of any reading or understanding" (Allegories of 
Reading, p. 131). The reader may be placed in impossible situa­
tions where there is no happy issue but only the possibility of 
playing out roles dramatized in the text. 

This possibility, discussed in Chapter Three below, is one 
aspect of texts that deconstruction investigates, but it arises 
from theories of reading that initially wish to give no such 
power to the text. One might say, in schematic summary, that 
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theories such as we have been discussing note that one cannot 
authoritatively determine, by reading a text, what is in it and 
what is not, and they hope, by turning to the experience of the 
reader, to secure another basis for poetics and for particular 
interpretations. But it proves no easier to say what is in the 
reader's or a reader's experience than what is in the text: "ex­
perience" is divided and deferred-already behind us as some­
thing to be recovered, yet still before us as something to be 
produced. The result is not a new foundation but stories of 
reading, and these stories reinstate the text as an agent with 
definite qualities or properties, since this yields more precise 
and dramatic narratives as well as creating a possibility of learn­
ing that lets one celebrate great works. The value of a work is 
related to the efficacy granted it in these stories-an ability to 
produce stimulating, unsettling, moving, and reflective experi­
ences. But these stories of provocation and manipulation lead 
one to ask what justifies the happy endings. Is it true that 
in completing a work readers transcend it and come to grasp, 
from a position outside it, what it did to them? Does the reader 
get outside the text or is the position of the reader, in which 
the attempt at understanding occurs, adumbrated in and by 
the text, which might create an untenable and inescapable 
position? 

Deconstruction also addresses other issues raised by stories of 
reading, such as the relation between the curious divided struc­
ture of "experience" and the value of presence involved in 
appeals to experience: what is at stake in the claim that mean­
ing is whatever is present in the reader's experience or in the 
notion that the end of reading is to make the reading self 
present to itself? Or why, to take one further issue, should we 
find an oscillation between the monism of theory and the dual­
ism of narrative, in which oppositions that break down under 
theoretical scrutiny reassert themselves in accounts of our ex­
perience? What sort of system prevents the working out of a 
noncontradictory synthesis? 

Taken together, these stories of reading adumbrate the par­
adoxical situation in which deconstruction operates. While ad­
dressing meaning as a problem of reading, as a result of apply­
ing codes and conventions, these stories come to rely on the 
text as a source of insight, suggesting that one must grant some 
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authority to the text so as to try to learn from it, even when 
what one learns about texts and readings puts in question the 
claim that anything in particular is definitively in the text. De­
construction explores the problematic situation to which stories 
of reading have led us. If it can be seen as the culmination of 
recent work on reading, it is because projects which began with 
something quite different in mind are brought up against the 
questions that deconstruction addresses. 



Chapter Two 

DECONSTRUCTION 

D ECONSTRUCTION has been variously presented as a philo­
sophical position, a political or intellectual strategy, and 

a mode of reading. Students of literature and literary theory 
are doubtless most interested in its power as a method of read­
ing and interpretation, but if our goal is to describe and eval­
uate the practice of deconstruction in literary studies, this is a 
good reason for beginning elsewhere, with deconstruction as a 
philosophical strategy .1 Perhaps we should say, more precisely, 
with deconstruction as a strategy within philosophy and a strat­
egy for dealing with philosophy, for the practice of deconstruc­
tion aspires to be both rigorous argument within philosophy 
and displacement of philosoph1i::al categories or philosophical 
attempts at mastery. Here is Derrida describing "une strate­
gie generale de Ia deconstruction"~ "In a traditional philo­
sophical opposition we have not a peaceful coexistence of fac­
ing terms but a violent hierarchy. One of the terms dominates 
the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), occupies the command­
ing posiLion. To deconstruct the opposition is above all, at a 
particular moment, to reverse the hierarchy" (Positions, pp. 
56--57/41). 

This is an essential step, but only a step. Deconstruction must, 
Derrida continues, "through a double gesture, a double sci­
ence, a double writing, put into practice a reversal of the clas-

1 I will not attempt to discuss the relationship of Derridian deconstruction 
!O the work of Hegel, Nietzsche, Husserl, and Heidegger. Gayatri Spivak's 
introduction to Of Grammatology provides much useful information. See also 
Rodolphe Gasche, "Deconstruction as Criticism." 
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sical opposition and a general displacement of the system. It is on 
that condition alone that deconstruction will provide the means 
of interoening in the field of oppositions it criticizes and which is 
also a field of non-discursive forces" (Marges, p. 392/SEC, p. 
195). The practitioner of deconstruction works within the terms 
of the system but in order to breach it. 

Here is another formulation: "To 'deconstruct' philosophy is 
thus to work through the structured genealogy of its concepts 
in the most scrupulous and immanent fashion, but at the same 
time to determine, from a certain external perspective that it 
cannot name or describe, what this history may have concealed 
or excluded, constituting itself as history through this repres­
sion in which it has a stake" (Positions, p. 15/6). 

To these formulations let us add one more: to deconstruct a 
discourse is to show how it undermines the philosophy it as­
serts, or the hierarchical oppositions on which it relies, by iden­
tifying in the text the rhetorical operations that produce the 
supposed ground of argument, the key concept or premise. 
These descriptions of deconstruction differ in their emphases. 
To see how the operations they invoke might converge in prac­
tice, consider a case that lends itself to brief exposition, the 
Nietzschean deconstruction of causality. 

Causality is a basic principle of our universe. We could not 
live or think as we do without taking for granted that one event 
causes another, that causes produce effects. The principle of 
causality asserts the logical and temporal priority of cause to 
effect. But, Nietzsche argues in the fragments of The Will to 
Power, this concept of causal structure is not something given as 
such but rather the product of a precise tropological or rhetor­
ical operation, a chronologische Umdrehung or chronological re­
versal. Suppose one feels a pain. This causes one to look for a 
cause and spying, perhaps, a pin, one posits a link and reverses 
the perceptual or phenomenal order, pain ... pin, to produce a 
causal sequence, pin ... pain. "The fragment of the outside 
world of which we become conscious comes after the effect 
that has been produced on us and is projected a posteriori as 
its 'cause.' In the phenomenalism of the 'inner world' we invert 
the chronology of cause and effect. The basic fact of 'inner 
experience' is that the cause gets imagined after the effect has 
occurred" (Werke, vol. 3, p. 804). The causal scheme is pro-
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duced by a metonymy or metalepsis (substitution of cause for 
effect); it is not an indubitable foundation but the product of 
a tropological operation. 

Let us be as explicit as possible about what this simple ex­
ample implies. First, it does not lead to the conclusion that the 
principle of causality is illegitimate and should be smtpped. On 
the contrary, the deconstruction itself relies on the notion of 
cause: the experience of pain, it is claimed, causes us to dis­
cover the pin and thus causes the production of a cause. To 
deconstruct causality one must operate with the notion of cause 
and apply it to causation itself. The deconstruction appeals 
to no higher logical principle or superior reason but uses the 
very principle it deconstructs. The concept of causation is not 
an error that philosophy could or should have avoided but is 
indispensable-to the argument of deconstruction as to other 
arguments. 

Second, the deconstruction of causality is not the same as 
Hume's skeptical argument, though they have something in 
common. When we investigate causal sequences, Hume claims 
in his Treatise of Human Nature, we can discover nothing other 
than relations of contiguity and temporal succession. Insofar as 
"causation" means more than contiguity and succession it is 
something that can never be demonstrated. When we say that 
one thing causes another, what we have in fact experienced is 
"that like objects have always been placed in like relations of 
contiguity and succession" (1, 111, vi). Deconstruction too puts 
causality in question in this way, but simultaneously, in a dif­
ferent movement, it employs the notion of cause in argument. 
If "cause" is an interpretation of contiguity and succession, then 
pain can be the cause in that it may come first in the sequence 
of experience.~ This double procedure of systematically employ-

20ne might object that sometimes we observe the cause first and then the 
effect: we see a baseball fly toward the window and then witness rhe breaking 
of the window. Nietzsche might reply that only the experience or expectation 
of the effect enables one to identify the phenomenon in question as a (possible) 
cause; but in any event, the p11.1.1ibilit_l of an ir:i'·erted tempo~al rel_arion suffices 
to scramble the causal scheme by putting m doubt the mferrmg of causal 
relations from temporal relations. For further discussion of this Nietzschean 
deconstruction, see Paul de Man, Allegories of RMd111g, pp. 107-10. For ex­
tended discussion of another example, Nietzsche"s deconstrunion of the prin­
ciple of identity, see de Man, pp. 11g-31 and Sarah Kofman, Nietz.1rlie ti la .1re11e 
philruophiqtu, pp. 137-63. 
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ing the concepts or premises one is undermining puts the critic 
in a position not of skeptical detachment but of unwarrantable 
involvement, asserting the indispensability of causation while 
denying it any rigorous justification. This is an aspect of decon­
struction which many find difficult to understand and accept. 

Third, the deconstruction reverses the hierarchical opposi­
tion of the causal scheme. The distinction between cause and 
effect makes the cause an origin, logically and temporally prior. 
The effect is derived, secondary, dependent upon the cause. 
Without exploring the reasons for or the implications of this 
hierarchization, let us note that, working within the opposition, 
the deconstruction upsets the hierarchy by producing an ex­
change of properties. If the effect is what causes the cause to 
become a cause, then the effect, not the cause, should be treated 
as the origin. By showing that the argument which elevates 
cause can be used to favor effect, one uncovers and undoes the 
rhetorical operation responsible for the hierarchization and one 
produces a significant displacement. If either cause or effect 
can occupy the position of origin, then origin is no longer 
originary; it loses its metaphysical privilege. A nonoriginary 
origin is a "concept" that cannot be comprehended by the for­
mer system and thus disrupts it. 

This Nietzschean example poses numerous problems, but for 
the moment it can serve as a compact instance of the general 
procedures we encounter in the work of Jacques Derrida. Der­
rida's writings consist of engagements with a series of texts, 
mostly by the great philosophers but also by others: Plato (la 
Disshnination), Rousseau (Dt la grammatologit), Kant ("Econo­
mimesis," La Vmtl en peinture), Hegel (Marges, Glas), Husserl 
(L'Origine de la geometrie, La Voix et le phinomene, Marges), Heid­
egger (Marges), Freud (L'Ecriture et la difference, La Carte postale), 
Mallarme (La Dissemination), Saussure (De la grammatologie), 
Genet ~Glas), ~vi-Strauss (L'Ecriture et la difference, De la gram­
matologie), .Austm (Marges). Most of these encounters display a 
con~em with a problem that he identifies succinctly in "La Phar­
mac1e de Platon" ("Plato's Pharmacy"): in writing philosophy 
Plato condemns writing. Why? 

Quel~e loi commande cette "contradiction," cette opposition a soi 
du d1t contre l'ecriture, dit qui se dit contre soi-m~me des tors 
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qu'il s'ecrit, qu'il ecrit son identite a soi et enleve sa propriete 
comre ce fond d'ecriture? Ceue "contradiction," qui n'est autre que 
le rapport a soi de la diction s'opposant a la scription, ... ceue 
contradiction n'est pas contingente. [la Dissemination, p. 182] 

What law governs this "contrad1ct10H," this opposiuon to itself of 
what is said against writing, of a dictum that pronounces itself 
against itself as soon as 1t finds its way into writing, as soon as it 
writes down its self-identity and carries away what is proper co it 
against this ground of writing? This "contradiction," which 1s noch 
ing other than the relation-to-self of diction as it opposes itself to 
scription, ... this contradiction is not contingent. [Dissemination, p. 
•58] 

Philosophical discourse defines itself in opposition to writing 
and thus in opposition to itself, but this self-division or self­
opposition is noc, Derrida claims, a mistake or accident that 
sometimes occurs in philosophical texts. It is a structural prop­
erty of the discourse itself. 

Why should this be? As a point of departure for the discus­
sion of Derrida, this cl;:tim poses several questions. Why should 
philosophy resist the idea that it is a kind of writing? Why 
should this question of che status of writing be important? To 
answer these questions we must cover considerable ground. 

I. WRITING AND LOGOCENTRISM 

In De la grammatologie and elsewhere, Derrida has documented 
the devaluation of writing in philosophical writings. The Amer­
ican philosopher Richard Rorty has s_uggested that we think of 
Derrida as answering the question, '"Given that philosophy is a 
kind of writing, why does this suggestion meet with such resis­
tance?' This becomes, in his work, the slightly more particular 
question, 'What must philosophers who object to this character­
ization think writing is, that they should find the notion that this 
is what they are doing so offensive?"' ("Philosophy as a Kind of 
Writing," p. 144). 

Philosophers write, but they do not think that philosophy 
ought to be writing. The philosophy they write treats writing as 
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a means of expression which is at best irrelevant to the thought 
it expresses and at worst a barrier to that thought. For philoso­
phy, Rorty continues, "Writing is an unfortunate necessity; what 
is really wanted is to show, to demonstrate, to point out, to 
exhibit, to make one's interlocutor stand at gaze before the 
world .... In a mature science, the words in which the investi­
gator 'writes up' his results should be as few and as transparent 
as possible .... Philosophical writing, for Heidegger as for the 
Kantians, is really aimed at putting an end to writing. For Der­
rida, writing always leads to more writing, and more, and still 
more" (p. 145). 

Philosophy characteristically hopes to solve problems, to show 
how things are, or to untangle a difficulty, and thus to put an 
end to writing on a topic by getting it right. Of course, philoso­
phy is by no means alone in this hope. Any discipline must 
suppose the possibility of solving a problem, finding the truth, 
and thus writing the last words on a topic. The idea of a disci­
pline is the idea of an investigation in which writing might be 
brought to an end. Literary critics, dismayed by the prolifera­
tion of interpretations and the prospect of a future in which 
writing will _bree~ ever more writing so long as academic jour­
~als and umvers1ty presses survive, frequently attempt to imag­
me ways of bringing writing to an end by reformulating the 
goals of literary criticism to make it a true discipline. Claims 
about the true purpose of criticism usually define tasks that 
could in principle b~ completed. They invoke the hope of saying 
the last word, arrestmg the process of commentary. In fact, this 
hope of getting it right is what inspires critics to write, even 
though th_er simultaneo_usly know that writing never puts an 
end to wntmg. Paradoxically, the more powerful and authori­
tative an int~rpr~tation, the more writing it generates. 
Wha~eve~ its d1scom~orts for critics, this is a particularly awk­

ward s1tuauon for philosophers. If they are seeking to solve 
problems about the conditions of truth, the possibility of knowl­
edge, and the relationship between language and the world, 
then t?e relation of their own language to truth and to the 
world_ 1_s part of the problem. To treat philosophy as a species 
of wntm_g would ~~eate difficulties. If philosophy is to define 
the ~elation of wntmg to reason, it must not itself be writing, 
for at wants to define the relation not from the perspective of 
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writing but from the perspective of reason. If it is to determine 
the truth about the relation of writing to truth, it must be on 
the side of truth, not of writing. To return to Derrida's remark 
quoted earlier concerning the dictum that pronounces against 
itself as soon as it writes itself or is written, it is precisely be­
cause it is written that philosophy must condemn writing, must 
define itself against writing. To claim that its statements are 
structured by logic, reason, truth, and not by the rhetoric of 
the language in which they are "expressed," philosophical dis­
course defines itself against writing. 

Writing, from this perspective, is the external, the physical, 
the nontranscendental, and the threat posed by writing is that 
the operations of what should be merely a means of expression 
might affect or infect the meaning it is supposed to represent. 
We can glimpse here the outlines of a familiar model. There 
is thought-the realm of philosophy, for example-and then 
mediating systems through which thought is communicated. 
In speech there is already mediation but the signifiers disap­
pear as soon as they are uttered; they do not obtrude, and the 
speaker can explain any ambiguities to insure that the thought 
has been conveyed. It is in writing that the unfortunate aspects 
of mediation become apparent. Writing presents language as a 
series of physical marks that operate in the absence of the 
speaker. They may be highly ambiguous or organized in artful 
rhetorical patterns. 

The ideal would be to contemplate thought directly. Since 
this cannot be, language should be as transparent as possible. 
The threat of nontransparency is the danger that, instead of 
permitting direct contemplation of thought, linguistic signs 
might arrest the gaze and, by interposing their material form, 
affect or infect the thought. Worse still, philosophical thinking, 
which should lie beyond the contingencies of language and 
expression, might be affected by the forms of the signifiers of a 
language, which suggest, for example, a connection between 
the desire to write and to get it right. Can we be certain that 
our philosophical thinking about the relation between subject 
and object has not been influenced by the visual or morpholog­
ical symmetry of these terms and the fact that they sound very 
similar? The extreme case, a sin against reason itself, is the 
pun, in which an "accidental" or external relationship between 
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signifiers is treated as a conceptual relationship, identifying 
"history" as "his story" or connecting meaning (sens) and ab­
sence (sans). We treat the pun as a joke, lest signifiers infect 
thought. 

The rejection of the signifier takes the form of the rejection 
of writing. This is the move by which philosophy constitutes 
itself as a discipline unaffected by the machinations of words 
and their contingent relationships-a discipline of thought and 
reason Philosophy defines itself as what transcends writing, 
and by identifying certain aspects of the functioning of lan­
guage with writing, tries to rid itself of these problems by set­
ting writing aside as simply an artificial substitute for speech. 
This condemnation of writing, in Plato and elsewhere, is of con­
siderable importance because the "phonocentrism" that treats 
writing as a representation of speech and puts speech in a 
direct and natural relationship with meaning is inextricably as­
sociat«d with the "logocentrism" of metaphysics, the orientation 
of philosophy toward an order of meaning-thought, truth, 
reason, logic, the Word-<:onceived as existing in itself, as foun­
dation: The problem Derrida identifies involves not only the re­
lation of speech and writing in philosophical discourse but also 
the claim that competing philosophies are versions of logocen­
trism. Indeed, Derrida might say, it is only because they are 
united in this search for a foundation, for something beyond 
which we need not go, that they can become competing philoso· 
phies. 

Philosophy has been a "metaphysics of presence," the only 
metaphysics we know. "It could be shown," Derrida writes, "that 
all names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the cen· 
ter have always designated the constant of a presence" (L'Ecri­
ture et la difference p. 411/279). Phonocentrism, the privileging 
of voice, 

merges with the determination through history of the meaning of 
being in general as pr.esence, with all the sub-determinations that 
depend on this general form and organize within it their system 
and their historical linkage (presence of the object to sight as eidos, 
presence as substance/essence/existence (ousia), temporal presence 
as the point (sligmt) of the now or the instant (nun), self-presence 
of the cogito, consciousn~ss, subjectivity, co-presence of the self 
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and the other, intersubjectivity as an intentional phenomenon of 
the ego, etc.). Logocentrism would thus be bound up in the de­
termination of the being of the existent as presence. [De la gram­
matologie, p. 2g/12] 

Each of these concepts, all of which involve a noti~n of pre~­
ence, has figured in philosophical attempts to ~escnbe wha~ is 
fundamental and has been treated as a centering, grounding 
force or principle. In oppositions such as meaning/form, souV 
body, intuition/expression, literaVmetaphorical, nature/cu~t~re, 
intelligible/sensible, positive/negative, transcendentaVempmcal, 
serious/nonserious, the superior term belongs to the logos and 
is a higher presence; the inferior term marks a fall. Logcx:en­
trism thus assumes the priority of the first term and con~e1ves 
the second in relation to it, as a complication, a negauon, a 
manifestation, or a disruption of the first. Description or anal­
ysis thus becomes 

the enterprise of returning "strategica~ly," in idealization, to an 
origin or to a "priority" seen as simple, m~ct, normal, pure, stan­
dard self-identical in order then to conceive of [pour pensor en­
suile]' derivation, ~omplication, deterioration, accident, etc. All 
metaphysicians have proceeded thus, from Plato to Rousseau, from 
Descartes to Husserl: good before evil, the positive before the 
negative, the pure before the impure, the simpl~ before the com­
plex, the essential before the accidental, the ~mnated before the 
imitation, etc. This is not just ~ metaphysical gesture among 
others; it is the metaphysical exigency, the most constant, pro­
found, and potent procedure. [limited Inc., P· 661236] 

Indeed, we generally assume that this is the procedure to fol­
low in any "serious" analysis: to describe, for exampl~, t~e 
simple, normal, standard case of deconstruction, ill~stratmg its 
"essential" nature, and proceeding from there to d1scu.ss ~ther 
cases that can then be defined as complications, denvat~o.ns, 
and deteriorations. The difficulty of imaging and pracucmg 
different procedures is an indication of the ubiquity of logo-
centrism. 

Among the familiar concepts that depend on the value ~f 
presence are: the i~mediacy .of sensation, the p~esence of uluf 
mate truths to a divme consciousness, the effective presence o 
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an origin "m a historical development, a spontaneous or un· 
mediated intuition, the transumption of thesis and antithesis in 
a dialectical synthesis, the presence in speech of logical and 
grammatical structures, truth as what subsists behind appear· 
ances, and the effective presence of a goal in the steps that lead 
to it. The authority of presence, its power of valorization, struc· 
tures all our thinking. The notions of "making clear," "gras~ 
ing," "demonstrating," "revealing," and "showing what is the 
case" all invoke presence. To claim, as in the Cartesian cogito, 
that the "I" resists radical doubt because it is present to itself in 
the act of thinking or doubting is one sort of appeal to pres· 
ence. Another is the notion that the meaning of an utterance is 
what is present to the consciousness of the speaker, what he or 
she "has in mind" at the moment of utterance. 

As t~ese ex~~ples indicate, the metaphysics of presence is 
pervasive: fam1har, a_n~ powerful. There is, however, a prob. 
lem that 1t charactenst1cally encounters: when arguments cite 
particular instances of presence as grounds for further devel­
opment, ~hese instan~es invariably prove to be already complex 
c~nstruct1ons. What 1s proposed as a given, an elementary con­
stituent, ~ro~es to be a product, dependent or derived in ways 
that depnve 1t of the authority of simple or pure presence. 
Co~s1der, for example, the flight of an arrow. If reality is 

what is presen~ at any given instant, the arrow produces a par· 
?dox. At ?ny given moment it is in a particular spot; n is always 
m a particular spot and never in motion. We want to insist 
quite justifiab.Iy, .that the arrow iJ in motion at every instan~ 
from the begmmng to the end of its flight, yet its motion is 
nev~r p_resent ~t any .moment of presence. The presence of 
~otlon is conce1vabl~, n turns out, only insofar as every instant 
1~ already marked wnh the traces of the past and future. Mo­
tion can be .prese.nt, that is to say, only if the present instant is 
not somethmg given but a product of the relations between 
past ~nd fu!ure. so.mething can be happening at a given instant 
only if the mstant 1s already divided within itself, inhabited by 
the nonpresent. 
T~is is o.n~ _of Zeno's paradoxes, purported to demonstrate 

t~e _imposs1b1hty of motion, but what it illustrates more con­
v1~cmgly are the difficulties of a system based on presence. We 
thmk of the real as what is present at any given instant because 
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the present instant seems a simple, indecomposable absolute. 
The past is a former present, the future an anticipated present, 
but the present instant simply is: an autonomous given. But it 
turns out that the present instant can serve as ground only 
insofar as it is not a pure and autonomous given. If motion is to 
be present, presence must already be marked by difference and 
deferral. We must, Derrida says, "penser le present a partir du 
temps comme differance" [think the present starting from/in 
relation to time as difference, differing, and deferral] (De la 
grammatologie, p. 2371I66). The notion of presence and of the 
present is derived: an effect of differences. "We thus come," 
Derrida writes, "to posit presence ... no longer as the absolute 
matrix form of being but rather as a 'particularization' and 
'effect.' A determination and effect within a system that is no 
longer that of presence but of differance" (Marges, p. 17/"Dif­
ferance," p. 147). 

Here the issue has been the hierarchical opposition presence/ 
absence. A deconstruction would involve the demonstration that 
for presence to function as it is said to, it must have the quali­
ties that supposedly belong to its opposite, absence. Thus, in­
stead of defining absence in terms of presence, as its nega­
tion, we can treat "presence" as the effect of a generalized 
absence or, as we shall see shortly, of difjirance. This operation 
may become clearer if we consider another example of the 
difficulties that arise within the metaphysics of presence. This 
one bears on signification and might be called the paradox of 
structure and event. 

The meaning of a word, it is plausible to claim, is what speak· 
ers mean by it. A word's meaning within the system of a lan­
guage, what we find when we look a word up in a dictionary, is 
a result of the meaning speakers have given it in past acts of 
communication. And what is true of a word is true of language 
in general: the structure of a language, its system of norms and 
regularities, is a product of events, the result of prior speech 
acts. However, when we take this argument seriously and begin 
to look at the events which are said to determine structures, we 
find that every event is itself already determined and made 
possible by prior structures. The possibility of meaning some­
thing by an utterance is already inscribed in the structure of 
the language. The structures themselves are always products, 
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but however far back we try to push, even when we try to 
imagine the "birth" of language and describe an originary event 
that might have produced the first structure, we discover that 
we must assume prior organization, prior differentiation. 

As in the case of causality, we find only nonoriginary origins. 
If a cave man is successfully to inaugurate language by making 
a special grunt signify "food," we must suppose that the grunt 
is already distinguished from other grunts and that the world 
has already been divided into the categories "food" and "non­
food." Acts of signification depend on differences, such as the 
contrast between "food" and "nonfood" that allows food to be 
signified, or the contrast between signifying elements that al­
lows a sequence to function as a signifier. The sound sequence 
bat is a signifier because it contrasts with pat, mat, bad, bet, etc. 
The noise that is "present" when one says bat is inhabited by 
the traces of forms one is not uttering, and it can function as a 
signifier only insofar as it consists of such traces. As in the case 
of motion, what is supposedly present is already complex and 
differential, marked by difference, a product of differences. 

An account of language, seeking solid foundation, will doubt­
less wish to treat meaning as something somewhere present­
say, present to consciousness at the moment of a signifying 
event; but any presence it invokes turns out to be already in­
habited by difference. However, if one tries instead to ground 
an account of meaning on difference, one fares no better, for 
differences arc never given as such and arc always products. A 
scrupulous theory must shift back and forth between these per­
spectives, of event and structure or parol1 and langut, which 
never lead to a synthesis. Each perspective shows the error of 
the other in an irresolvable alternation or aporia. As Derrida 
writes, 

We can extend to the system of signs in general what Saussure 
says about language: "The linguistic system (/angue) is necessary 
for speech events (parole) to be intelligible and produce their ef­
fects, but the latter are necessary for the system to establish itself. 
. . . " There is a circle here, for if one distinguishes rigorously 
langue and parole, code and message, schema and usage, etc. and 
if one is to do justice to the two principles here enunciated, one 
does not know where to begin and how something can in general 
begin, be it langue or parole. One must therefore recognize, prior 
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to any dissociation of langue and parole, code and message, and 
what goes with it, a systematic production of differences, the pro­
duction of a system of differences--a differance among whose ef­
fects one might later, by abstraction and for specific reasons, dis­
tinguish a lingusitics of langue from a linguistics of parole. [Posi­
tions, pp. 3g-40/28] 

The term diffirance, which Derrida introduces here, alludes to 
this undecidable, nonsynthetic alternation between the perspec­
tives of structure and event. The verb differer means to differ 
and to defer. Differance sounds exactly the same as difference, 
but the ending ance, which is used to produce verbal nouns, 
makes it a new form meaning "difference-differing-defer­
ring." Differance thus designates both a "passive" difference al­
ready in place as the condition of signification and an act of 
differing which produces differences. An analogous English 
term is spacing, which designates both an arrangement and an 
act of distribution or arranging. Derrida occasionally uses the 
corresponding French term espacement, but differance is more 
powerful and apposite because difference has been a crucial term 
in the writings of Nietzsche, Saussure, Freud, Husserl, and 
Heidegger. Investigating systems of signification, they have 
been led to emphasize difference and differentiation, and Der­
rida's silent deformation of the term, as well as showing that 
writing cannot be seen as simply the representation of speech, 
makes apparent the problem that both determines and subverts 
every theory of meaning. 

Dijflrance, he writes, 

is a structure and a movement that cannot be conceived on the 
basis of the opposition presence/absence. Diffhance is the syst~m­
atic play of differences, of traces of differences, of th~ spac~ng 
[espacement] by which elements relate to one another. This spacmg 
is the production, simultaneously active and ~s~ive (the a o~ ~if­
ferance indicates this indecision as regards acuvity and passivity, 
that which cannot yet be governed and organized by that o.p~si­
tion), of intervals without which the "full" terms could not s1gmfy, 
could not function [Positions, pp. 38-1m/271 

These problems are explored further i~ Derrida's r~adi~~ of 
Saussure in De la grammatologie. Saussure s Cours de linguistiqut 
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generate, which has inspired both structuralism and semiotics, 
can be shown to contain, on the one hand, a powerful critique 
of the metaphysics of presence and, on the other hand, an 
explicit affirmation of Iogocentrism and unavoidable involve­
ment with it. Derrida thus shows how Saussure's discourse de­
constructs itself, but he also argues, and this is a point that 
must not be missed, that, far from invalidating the Cours, this 
self-deconstructive movement is essential to its power and per­
tinence. The value and force of a text may depend to a consid­
erable extent on the way it deconstructs the philosophy that 
subtends it. 

Saussure begins by defining language as a system of signs. 
Noises count as language only when they serve to express or 
communicate ideas, and thus the central question for him be­
comes the nature of the sign: what gives it its identity and en­
ables it to function as sign. He argues that signs are arbitrary 
and conventional and that each is defined not by essential prop­
erties but by the differences that distinguish it from other 
signs. A language is thus conceived as a system of differences, 
and this leads to the development of the distinctions on which 
structuralism and semiotics have relied: between a language as 
a system of differences (langue) and the speech events which 
the system makes possible (parole), between the study of the 
language as a system at any given time (synchronic) and study 
of the correlations between elements from different historical 
periods (diachronic), between two types of differences within 
the system, syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations, and be­
tween the two constituents of the sign, signifier and signified. 
These basic distinctions together constitute the linguistic and 
semiotic project of accounting for linguistic events by making 
explicit the system of relations that makes them possible. 

Now the more rigorously Saussure pursues his investigations, 
the more he is led to insist on the purely relational nature of 
the linguistic system. Sound itself, he argues convincingly, can­
not belong to the system; it permits the manifestation of units 
of the system in acts of speech. Indeed, he concludes that "in 
the linguistic system there are only differences, without positive 
terms" (Cours, p. 166/120). This is a radical formulation. The 
common view is doubtless that a language consists of words, 
positive entities, which are put together to form a system and 
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thus acquire relations with one another, but Saussure's analysis 
of the nature of linguistic units leads to the conclusion that, on 
the contrary, signs are the product of a system of differences; 
indeed, they are not positive entities at all but effects of differ­
ence. This is a powerful critique of logocentrism; as Derrida 
explains, to conclude that the system consists only of differ­
ences undermines the attempt to found a theory of language 
on positive entities which might be present either in the speech 
event or in the system. If in the linguistic system there are only 
differences, Derrida notes, 

the play of differences involves syntheses and referrals that pre­
vent there from being at any moment or in any way a simple 
element that is present in and of itself and refers only to itself. 
Whether in written or in spoken discourse, no element can func­
tion as a sign without relating to another element which itself is 
not simply present. This linkage means that each "element"­
phoneme or grapheme-is constituted with reference to the trace 
in it of the other elements of the sequence or system. This link­
age, this weaving, is the text, which is produced only through the 
transformation of another text. Nothing, either in the elements or 
in the system, is anywhere simply present or absent. There are 
only, everywhere, differences and traces of traces. [Positions, pp. 
37-38/116] 

The arbitrary nature of the sign and the system with no posi­
tive terms give us the paradoxical notion of an "instituted trace," 
a structure of infinite referral in which there are only traces-­
traces prior to any entity of which they might be the trace. 

At the same time, however, there is in Saussure's argument 
an affirmation of logocentrism. The concept of the sign itself, 
from which Saussure starts, is based on a distinction between the 
sensible and the intelligible; the signifier exists to give access to 
the signified and thus seems to be subordinated to the concept 
or meaning that it communicates. Moreover, in order to distin­
guish one sign from another, in order to tell when material 
variations are significant, the linguist must assume the possibil­
ity of grasping signifieds, making them his point of departure. 
The concept of the sign is so involved with the basic concepts of 
logocentrism that it would be difficult for Saussure to shift it 
even if he wished to. Though much of his analysis does work to 
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this end, he explicitly affirms a logocentric conception of the 
sign and thus inscribes his analysis within logocentrism. This 
emerges, most interestingly for Derrida, in Saussure's treat­
ment of writing, which he relegates to a secondary and deriv­
ative status. Although he had specifically excluded sound as 
such from the linguistic system and insisted on the formal char­
acter of linguistic units, he maintains that "the object of lin­
guistic analysis is not defined by the combination of the written 
word and the spoken word: the spoken word alone constitutes 
the object" (Cours, pp. 45/23-24). Writing is s1inply a means 
of representing speech, a technical device or external acces­
sory that need not be taken into consideration when studying 
language. 

This may seem a relatively innocuous move, but in fact, as 
Derrida shows, it is crucial to the Western tradition of thinking 
about language, in which speech is seen as natural, direct com­
munication and writing as an artificial and oblique representa­
tion of a representation. In defense of this ranking, one may 
cite the fact that children learn to speak before they learn 
to write or that millions of people, even entire cultures, have 
speech without writing; but when such facts are adduced they 
are taken to demonstrate not just a factual or local priority of 
speech to writing but a more portentous general and compre­
hensive priority. Speech is seen as in direct contact with mean· 
ing: words issue from the speaker as the spontaneous and nearly 
transparent signs of his present thought, which the attendant 
listener hopes to grasp. Writing, on the other hand, consists of 
physical marks that are divorced from the thought that may 
have produced them. It characteristically functions in the ab­
sence of a speaker, gives uncertain access to a thought, and can 
even appear as wholly anonymous, cut off from any speaker or 
author. Writing thus seems to be not merely a technical device 
for representing speech but a distortion of speech. This judg­
ment of writing is as old as philosophy itself. In the Phaedrus 
Plato condemns writing as a bastardized form of communica­
tion; separated from the father or moment of origin, writing 
can give rise to all sorts of misunderstandings since the speaker 
is not there to explain to the listener what he has in mind. 

Privileging speech by treating writing as a parasitic and im­
perfect representation of it is a way of setting aside certain 
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features of language or aspects of its functioning. If distance, 
absence, misunderstanding, insincerity, and ambiguity are fea­
tures of writing, then by distinguishing writing from speech 
one can construct a model of communication that takes as its 
norm an ideal associated with speech-where the words bear 
a meaning and the listener can in principle grasp precisely 
what the speaker has in mind. The moral fervor that marks 
Saussure's discussion of writing indicates that something im­
portant is at stake. He speaks of the "dangers" of writing, 
which "disguises" language and even on occasion "usurps" the 
role of speech. The "tyranny of writing" is powerful and insid­
ious, leading, for example, to errors of pronunciation that are 
"pathological," a corruption or infection of the natural spoken 
forms. Linguists who attend to written forms are "falling into 
the trap." Writing, supposedly a representation of speech, threat­
ens the purity of the system it serves (De la grammatologie, pp. 
51-63/34-43). 

But if writing can affect speech, the relationship is more 
complicated than it at first appeared. The hierarchical scheme 
that gave speech priority and made writing dependent upon it 
is further skewed by Saussure's recourse to the example of 
writing to explain the nature of linguistic units. How can one 
illustrate the notion of a purely differential unit? "Since an 
identical state of affairs is observable in writing, another system 
of signs, we shall use writing to draw some comparisons that 
will clarify the whole issue" (Cours, p. 165/119). The letter t, for 
example, can be written in various ways so long as it remains 
distinct from l, f, i, d, etc. There are no essential features that 
must be preserved; its identity is purely relational. 

Thus writing, which Saussure claimed ought not. to be ~he 
object of linguistic enquiry, turns out to be the best dlustrauon 
of the nature of linguistic units. Speech is to be understood as a 
form of writing, an instance of the basic lingui~tic mechanis~ 
manifested in writing. Saussure's argument brmgs about this 
reversal: the announced hierarchy that makes writing a deriva­
tive form of speech, a parasitic mode of representation added 
to speech, is inverted, and speech is presented, explained, as a 
form of writing. This gives us a new conce~t of writing:. a 
generalized writing that would have as subspeoes a vocal wnt­
ing and a graphic writing. 
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Pursuing the interplay of speech and writing in the texts of 
Plato, Rousseau, Husserl, Levi-Strauss, and Condillac, as well 
as Saussure, Derrida produces a general demonstration that if 
writing is defined by the qualities traditionally attributed to it, 
then speech is already a form of writing. For example, writing 
is often set aside as merely a technique for recording speech in 
inscriptions that can be repeated and circulated in the absence 
of the signifying intention that animates speech; but this iter­
ability can be shown to be the condition of any sign. A sequence 
of sounds can function as a signifier only if it is repeatable, if it 
can be recognized as the "same" in different circumstances. It 
must be possible for me to repeat to a third party what some­
one said. A speech sequence is not a sign sequence unless it 
can be quoted and put into circulation among those who have 
no knowledge of the "original" speaker and his signifying in­
tentions. The utterance "Ris-Orangis is a southern suburb of 
Paris" continues to signify as it is repeated, quoted, or, as here, 
cited as example; and it can continue to signify whether or not 
those who reproduce or quote it have anything "in mind." This 
possibility of being repeated and functioning without respect to 
a particular signifying intention is a condition of linguistic signs 
in general, not just of writing. Writing may be thought of as a 
material record, but as Derrida notes, "If 'writing' means in­
scription and especially the durable instituting of signs (and 
this is the only irreducible kernel of the concept of writing), 
then writing in general covers the entire domain of linguistic 
signs. . . . The very idea of institution, hence of the arbitrari­
ness of the sign, is unthinkable prior to or outside the horizon 
of writing" (De la grammatologie, p. 65/44). Writing-in-general is 
an archi-ecriture, an archi-writing or protowriting which is the 
condition of both speech and writing in the narrow sense. 

The relationship between speech and writing gives us a struc­
ture which Derrida identifies in a number of texts and which 
he calls, using a term that Rousseau applies to writing, a logic 
of the "supplement." A supplement, Webster's tells us, is "some­
thing that completes or makes an addition." A supplement to a 
dictionary is an extra section that is added on, but the possibil­
ity of adding a supplement indicates that the dictionary itself is 
incomplete. "Languages are made to be spoken," writes Rous­
seau; "writing serves only as a supplement to speech.'' And this 
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concept of the supplement, which appears everywhere in Rous­
seau, "harbors within it two significations whose cohabitation is 
as strange as it is necessary" (De la grammatologie, p. 208/ 144). 
The supplement is an inessential extra, added to something 
complete in itself, but the supplement is added in order to 
complete, to compensate for a lack in what was supposed to be 
complete in itself. These two different meanings of supplement 
are linked in a powerful logic, and in both meanings the sup­
plement is presented as exterior, foreign to the "essential" na­
ture of that to which it is added or in which it is substituted. 

Rousseau describes writing as a technique added to speech, 
foreign to the nature of language, but the other sense of sup­
plement also turns out to be at work here. Writing can be added 
to speech only if speech is not a self-sufficient, natural pleni­
tude, only if there is already in speech a lack or absence that 
enables writing to supplement it. This emerges strikingly in 
Rousseau's discussion of writing, for while he condemns writ­
ing "as a destruction of presence and disease of speech," his 
own activity as a writer is presented, quite traditionally, as an 
attempt to restore through the absence of writing a presence 
that has been missing from speech. Here is a succinct formula­
tion from the Confessions: "I would love society as others do if I 
were not sure of showing myself not just at a disadvantage but 
as completely different from what I am. The decision I have 
taken to write and to hide myself is precisely the one that suits 
me. If I were present people would never have known what l 
was worth" (De la grammatologie, p. 205/142). 

Writing can be compensatory, a supplement to speech, only 
because speech is already marked by the qualities generally 
predicated of writing: absence and misunderstanding. As Der­
rida notes, though speaking of linguistic theory generally rather 
than of Rousseau's argument, writing can be secondary and 
derivative "only on one condition: that the 'original,' 'natural' 
etc. language never existed, was never intact or untouched by 
writing, that it has itself always been a writing,'' an archi-writing 
(De la grammatologie, p. 82/56). Derrida's discussion of "this dan­
gerous supplement" in Rousseau describes this structure in a 
variety of domains: Rousseau's various external supplements 
are called in to supplement precisely because there is always a 
lack irr what is supplemented, an originary lack. 
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For example, Rousseau discusses education as a supplement 
to nature. Nature is in principle complete, a natural plenitude 
to which education is an external addition. But the description 
of this supplementation reveals an inherent lack in nature; na­
ture must be completed-supplemented-by education if it is 
to be truly itself: the right education is needed if human nature 
is to emerge as it truly is. The logic of supplementarity thus 
makes nature the prior term, a plenitude that is there at the 
start, but reveals an inherent lack or absence within it, so that 
education, the additional extra, also becomes an essential con­
dition of that which it supplements. 

Rousseau also speaks of masturbation as a "dangerous sup­
plement." Like writing, it is a perverse addition, a practice or 
technique added to normal sexuality as writing is added to 
speech. But masturbation also replaces or substitutes for "nor­
mal" sexual activity. To function as substitute it must resemble 
in some essential way what it replaces, and indeed the funda­
mental structure of masturbation-desire as auto-affection 
~ocusing on ~n imagined object that one can never "possess"-
1s repeated m other sexual relationships, which can thus be 
seen as moments of a generalized masturbation. 

H~we~er, it would be more exact to speak of a generalized 
substnuuon, for what Rousseau's supplements reveal is an end­
less chain ~f supplements. Writing is a supplement to speech, 
but speech is already a supplement: children, says Emile, quickly 
~earn to use speech "to supplement their own weakness .. for 
•t does not need much experience to realize how pleasant it is 
to act through the hands of others and to move the world 
simply by moving the tongue" (De la grammatologie, p. 211/ 147). 
In the absence of Madame de Warens, his beloved "Maman," 
Rousseau has recourse to supplements, as the Confessions de­
scribes: "I would never finish if I were to describe in detail all 
the follies that the recollection of my dear Maman made me 
c?mmit when I was no longer in her presence. How often I 
kissed my bed, recalling that she had slept in it, my curtains 
and all the furniture in the room, since they belonged to her 
and her beautiful hand had touched them even the floor on 
~.~ich I prostrated myself, thinking that she had walked u~n 
•! <f?e la grammatologie, p. 217/t 52). These supplements func­
tion m her absence as substitutes for her presence, but, the text 
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immediately continues, "Sometimes even in her presence I com­
mitted extravagances that only the most violent love seemed 
capable of inspiring. One day at table, just as she had put a 
piece of food in her mouth, I exclaimed that I saw a hair on it. 
She put the morsel back on her plate; I eagerly seized and 
swallowed it." Rousseau's passage astutely marks through the 
signifier the structure that is at work here. What he exclaims 
that he sees on the morsel of food is both something foreign 
and indifferent (un cheveu) and his own desire (un je veux}, 
which functions through contingent supplements. 

This chain of substitutions could be continued. Maman's 
"presence," as we have seen, does not arrest it. If he were to 
"possess her," as we say, this would still be marked by absence: 
"la possession physique," says Proust, "ou d'ailleurs l'on ne 
possede rien." And Maman is herself a substitute for an un­
known mother, who would herself be a supplement. "Through 
this sequence of supplements there emerges a law: that of an 
endless linked series, ineluctably multiplying the supplemen­
tary mediations that produce the sense of the very thing that 
they defer: the impression of the thing itself, of immediate 
presence, or originary perception. Immediacy is derived. Every­
thing begins with the intermediary ... " (De la grammatologie, p. 
226'157). 

Rousseau's texts, like many others, teach that presence is al­
ways deferred, that supplementation is possible only because of 
an originary lack, and they thus propose that we conceive what 
we call "life" on the model of the text, on the model of sup­
plementation figured by signifying processes. What these writ­
ings maintain is not that there is nothing outside the empirical 
texts--the writing~f a culture, but that what lies outside are 
more supplements, chains of supplements, thus putting in ques­
tion the distinction between inside and outside. The matrix of 
what we call Rousseau's real life, with its socioeconomic condi­
tions and public events, its privat~ sexual experiences and its 
acts of writing, would prove on examination to be constituted 
by the logic of supplementarity, as do the physical objects he 
invokes in the passage about Maman in the Confessions. Derrida 
writes, 

What we have tried to show in following the connecting thread of 
the "dangerous supplement," is that in what we call the real life 
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of these "flesh and blood" creatures, beyond and behind what 
we believe we can circumscribe as Rousseau's oeuvre, there has 
never been anything but writing, there have never been anything 
but supplements and substitutional significations which could only 
arise in a chain of differential references. The "real" supervenes 
or is added only in taking meaning from a trace or an invcx;ation 
of supplements [un appel de supplement]. And so on indefinitely, 
for we have read in the text that the absolute present, Nature, what 
is named by words like "real mother" etc., have always already 
escaped, have never existed; that what inaugurates meaning and 
language is writing as the disappearance of natural presence [De 
la grammatologie, pp. 228/158-59] 

This ubiquity of the supplement does not mean that there is 
no difference between the "presence" of Maman or Therese 
and their "absence," or between a real event and a fictional 
one. These differences are crucial and play a powerful role in 
what we call our experience. But effects of presence and of 
histori~al reality .arise within and are made possible by supple­
mentation, by difference, as particular determinations of this 
structur~. M~man's "presence" is a certain type of absence, and 
a real .h1stonca.l event, as numerous theorists have sought to 
show, 1s a particular type of fiction. Presence is not originary 
but reconstituted (L'Ecriture et la difflrence, p. 314/2 llil). 

The metaphysical strategy at work in Rousseau's texts, which 
~t the same time prove its undoing, has consisted "of exclud­
m~ m?n-presence br .determining the supplement as simple ex­
tenonty, pure adcht1on or pure absence .... What is added 
is no~hing because it is added to a full presence to which it is 
ext~nor. Speech comes to be added to intuitive presence (of the 
entity, of essence, of the eidos, of ousia, and so forth); writing 
comes to be added to a living self-present speech; masturbation 
comes to be added to so-called normal sexual experience; cul­
ture to nature, evil to innocence, history to origin, and so forth" 
(De la grammatologie, pp. 237-38/i67). The importance of these 
~tru.ctures and valuations in our thinking indicates that the priv-
1legmg of speech over writing is not a mistake that authors 
~ight h.ave .av?ided. The setting aside of writing as supplement 
is, Dernda ms1sts, an operation underwritten by the entire his­
tory of metaphysics and is even the crucial operation in the 
"economy" of metaphysical concepts. 
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The privilege of the phone does not depend upon a choice that 
might have been avoided. It corresponds to a moment of the 
system (let us say, of the "life" of "history" or of "being-as-self­
relationship"). The system of "hearing/understanding-oneself­
speak" [s'enlendre parler] through the phonic substance-which pre­
sents itself as a non-exterior, nc1-worldly and therefore non-em­
pirical or non-contingent signiftc!r-has necessarily dominated the 
history of the world during an entire epoch, and has even pro­
duced the idea of the world, the idea of world-origin, arising from 
the difference between the worldly and the non-worldly, the out­
side and the inside, ideality and non-ideality, universal and non­
universal, transcendental and empirical, etc. [De la grammatowgie, 
pp. 17/7-8] 

These are large claims. They become more comprehensible 
if one notes that the idea of the "world," as that which is out­
side consciousness, depends on distinctions such as inside/out­
side, and each of these oppositions depends upon a point of 
differentiation, a point where outside becomes differentiated 
from inside. The distinction is controlled by a point of dif­
ferentiation. Derrida's claim is twofold. First, the moment of 
speech, or rather the moment of one's own speech, where sig­
nifier and signified seem simultaneously given, where inside 
and outside, material and spiritual seem fused, serves as a point 
of reference in relation to which all these essential distinctions 
can be posited. Second, this reference to the moment of one's 
own speech enables one to treat the resulting distinctions as 
hierarchical oppositions, in which one term belongs to presence 
and the logos and the other denotes a fall from presence. To 
tamper with the privilege of speech would be to threaten the 
entire edifice. 

Speech can play this role because at the moment when one 
speaks material signifier and spiritual signified seem to present 
themselves as an undissociated unity, where the intelligible con­
trols the sensible. Written words may appear as physical marks 
which the reader must interpret and animate; one can see them 
without understanding them, and this possibility of a gap is 
part of their structure. But when I speak, my voice does not 
seem to be something external that I first hear and then under­
stand. Hearing and understanding my speech as I speak are 
the same thing. This is what Derrida calls the system of s'enten-
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dre parter, the French verb efficiently fusing the acts of hearing 
oneself and understanding oneself. In speech I seem to have 
direct access to my thoughts. The signifiers do not separate 
me from my thought, but efface themselves before it. Nor do 
the signifiers seem to be external devices taken from the world 
and put to use. They arise spontaneously from within and are 
transparent to the thought. The moment of hearing/under­
standing oneself speak offers "the unique experience of the 
signified producing itself spontaneously, from within the self, 
and yet nevertheless, as signified concept, in the element of 
ideality or universality. The unworldly character of this sub­
stance of expression is constitutive of this ideality. This experi­
ence of the effacement of the signifier in voice is not one illu­
sion among others-since it is the condition of the very idea of 
truth ... " (De la grammatologie, p. 33/20). 

The effacement of the signifier in speech is a condition of 
the idea of truth because it combines the possibility of objectiv­
ity-repeatable manifestation, a constant meaning present in 
numerous appearances-with dominance of meaning over ap­
pearance. Insofar as truth requires the possibility of a con­
stant signification which can manifest itself and remains un­
changed or unaffected by the vehicles that manifest \t, voice 
provides us with the necessary model. By this model in which 
the distinction between meaning and form is a hierarchical 
opposition, truth dominates the opposition between truth and 
appearances. 

But of course this model does involve an illusion. The eva­
n~scence of the si~nifier in speech creates the impression of the 
direct presence of a thought, but however swiftly it vanishes, 
the spoken word is still a material form which, like the written 
form, works through its differences from other forms. If the 
vocal signifier is preserved for examination, as in a tape record­
ing, so that we can "hear ourselves speak," we find that speech 
is a sequence of signifiers just as writing is, similarly open to the 
process_ of interpretation. Though speech and writing may pro­
duce different sorts of effects of signification, there are no 
grounds for claiming that voice delivers thoughts directly, as 
may seem to be the case when one hears oneself speak at the 
moment of speaking. A recording of one's own speech makes 
dear that speech too works by the differential play of signifiers, 
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though it is precisely this work of difference that the privileg­
ing of speech seeks to suppress. "Speech and the consciousness 
of speech-that is to say, simply consciousness as self-presence­
are the phenomena of an auto-affection experienced as the 
suppression of differance. This phenomenon, this presumed sup­
pression of differance, this lived reduction of the opacity of the 
signifier, are the origin of what we call presence" (De la gram­
matologie, p. 236/i 66). 

In seeing how the system of s'entendre parler serves as a model 
of presence and reveals the solidarity of phonocentrism, logo­
centrism, and metaphysics of presence, we have explored the 
reasons why speech has been set above writing. This opposition, 
in all its strategic importance, is deconstructed in the texts that 
affirm it, as speech turns out to depend upon those very quali­
ties that have been predicated of writing. Theories grounded 
on presence--whether of meaning as a signifying intention pres­
ent to consciousness at the moment of utterance or of an ideal 
norm that subsists behind all appearances-undo themselves, 
as the supposed foundation or ground proves to be the prod­
uct of a differential system, or rather, of difference, differ­
entiation, and deferral. But the operation of deconstruction or 
the self-deconstruction of logocentric theories does not lead to 
a new theory that sets everything straight. Even theories like 
Saussure's, with its powerful critique of logocentrism in its con­
cept of a purely differential system, do not escape the logocen­
tric premises they undermine; and there is no reason to be­
lieve that a theoretical enterprise could ever free itself from 
those premises. Theory may well be condemned to a structural 
inconsistency. . .. 

The question that now arises, especially for hte~ary cn~1cs 
wfio are more concerned with the implications of phdosoph1cal 
theories than with their consistency or affiliations, is what this 
has to do with the theory of meaning and the interpretation of 
texts. The examples we have examined so far pe~mit at least. a 
preliminary reply: deconstruction does not elu~1d~te texts m 
the traditional sense of attempting to grasp a umfymg content 
or theme; it investigates the work of metaphysical oppositions 
in their arguments and the ways in which te~tual figures and 
relations, such as the play of the supplement m Rousseau, p~o­
duce a double, aporetic logic. The examples we have cons1d-
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ered give no reason to believe, as is sometimes suggested, that 
deconstruction makes interpretation a process of free associa­
tion in which anything goes, though it does concentrate on 
conceptual and figural implications rather than on authorial 
intentions. However, the deconstruction of the opposition be­
tween speech and writing, by making central to language pred­
icates often associated with the written character alone, may 
have implications that we have not yet explored. If, for ex­
ample, meaning is thought of as the product of language rather 
than its source, how might that affect interpretation? A good 
way to approach the implications of deconstruction for models 
of signification is through Derrida's reading of J. L. Austin in 
"Signature evenement contexte" (Marges) and the subsequent 
dispute with the American theorist of speech acts, John Searle. 

2. MEANING AND ITERABILITY 

In the Saussurian perspective meaning is the product of a 
linguistic system, the effect of a system of differences. To ac­
count for meaning is to set forth the relations of contrast and 
the possibilities of combination that constitute a language. This 
procedure is essential to the analysis of signifying processes, 
but tw? ob~ervations must be made about the theory that pro­
poses It. First, as we have seen in following Saussure's self­
deconstruction, a theory based on difference does not escape 
logocentrism but finds itself appealing to presence, not only 
~cause concepts of analysis, demonstration, and objectivity 
mvolve such reference but also because in order to identify 
differences responsible for meanings one needs to treat some 
meanings as if they were given, as if they were somewhere 
"present" as a point of departure. 

Second, a t~eory t~at derives meaning from linguistic struc­
ture, though 1t contnbutes much to the analysis of meaning, 
does not account for it completely. If one conceives of mean­
ing as the effect of linguistic relations manifested in an ut­
terance, then one must contend with the fact that, as we say, 
a speaker c~n mean different things by the same linguistic se­
quence on different occasions. "Could you move that box?" may 
be a request, or a question about one's interlocutor's strength, 
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or even, as rhetorical question, the resigned indication of an 
impossibility. 

Such examples seem to reinstate a model in which the sub­
ject-the consciousness of the speaker-is made the source of 
meaning: despite the contribution of linguistic structure, the 
meaning of the utterance varies from case to case; its meaning 
is what the speaker means by it. Confronted with such a model, 
the partisan of structural explanation will ask what makes it 
possible for the speaker to mean these several things by the one 
utterance. Just as we account for the meaning of sentences by 
analyzing the linguistic system, so we should account for the 
meaning of utterances (or as Austin calls it, their illocutionary 
force) by analyzing another system, the system of speech acts. 
As the founder of speech act theory, Austin is in fact repeating 
at another level (though less explicitly) the crucial move made 
by Saussure: to account for signifying events (parole) one at­
tempts to describe the system that makes them possible. 

Thus Austin argues, for example, that to mean something by 
an utterance is not to perform an inner act of meaning that 
accompanies the utterance. The notion that I may mean differ­
ent things by "Could you move that box?" seems to urge that 
we explain meaning by inquiring what the speaker has in mind, 
as though this were the determining factor, but this is what 
Austin denies. What makes an utterance a command or a prom­
ise or a request is not the speaker's state of mind at the 
moment of utterance but conventional rules involving features 
of the context. If in appropriate circumstances I say "I promise 
to return this to you," I have made a promise, whatever was 
running through my mind at the time, and conv~rsely, when 
earlier in this sentence I wrote the words "I promise to return 
this to you" I did not succeed in making a promise, even if the 
thoughts in my mind were similar to those that occurred on an 
occasion when I did make a promise. Promising is an act gov­
erned by certain conventions that the theorist of speech acts 
attempts to make explicit. . 

Austin's project is thus an attempt at stru~tural e~planau~n 
which offers a pertinent critique of logocentnc prem1s~s, but m 
his discussion he reintroduces precisely those assumpuons that 
his project puts in question. Derrida outlines this self-decon­
structive movement in a section of "Signature evenement con-

J J J 



DECONSTRUCTION 

texte" (Marges), but John Searle's egregious misunderstanding 
in his "Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida" indi­
cates that it may be important to proceed more slowly than 
Derrida does, with fuller discussion of Austin's project and Der­
rida's observations. 

Austin begins How to Do Things with Words with the observa­
tion that "It was for too long the assumption of philosophers 
that the business of a 'statement' can only be to 'describe' some 
state of affairs, or to 'state some fact,' which it must do either 
truly or falsely" (p. 1). The normal sentence was conceived as a 
true or false representation of a state of affairs, and numerous 
sentences which failed to correspond to this model were treated 
either as unimportant exceptions or as deviant "pseudo-state­
ments." "Yet we, that is, even philosophers, set some limits to 
the amount of nonsense that we are prepared to admit we talk; 
so that it was natural to go on to ask, as a second stage, whether 
many apparently pseudo-statements really set out to be 'state­
ments' at all" (p. 2). 

Austin thus proposes to attend to cases previously ignored as 
marginal and problematic and to treat them not as failed state­
ments but as an independent type. He proposes a distinction 
between statements, or constative utterances, which describe a 
state of affairs and are true or false, and another class of utter­
ances which are not true or false and which actually perform 
the action to which they refer (for example, "I promise to pay 
you tomorrow" accomplishes the act of promising). These he 
calls performatives. 

This distinction between per/ ormative and constative has proved 
very fruitful in the analysis of language, but as Austin presses 
further in his description of the distinctive features of the per­
formative and the various forms it can take, he reaches a sur­
prising conclusion. An utterance such as "I hereby affirm that 
the cat is on the mat" seems also to possess the crucial feature 
of accomplishing the act (of affirming) to which it refers. I 
affirm X, like I promise X, is neither true or false but performs 
the act it denotes. It would thus seem to count as a performa­
tive. But another important feature of the performative, Austin 
has shown, is the possibility of deleting the explicit performa­
tive verb. Instead of saying "I promise to pay you tomorrow" 
one can in appropriate circumstances perform the act of prom· 
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ising by saying "I will pay you tomorrow"-a statement whose 
illocutionary force remains performative. Similarly, one can 
perform the act of affirming or stating while omitting "I here­
by affirm that." "The cat is on the mat" may be seen as a 
shortened version of "I hereby state that the cat is on the mat" 
and thus a performative. But, of course, "The cat is on the 
mat" is the classic example of a constative utterance. 

Austin's analysis provides a splendid instance of the logic of 
supplementarity at work. Starting from the philosophical hier­
archy that makes true or false statements the norm of language 
and treats other utterances as flawed statements or as extra­
supplementary-forms, Austin's investigation of the qualities of 
the marginal case leads to a deconstruction and inversion of the 
hierarchy: the performative is not a flawed constative: rather, 
the constative is a special case of the performative. The pos­
sibility that a constative is a performative from which one of 
various performative verbs has been deleted has since been 
entertained by numerous linguists. John Lyons notes, "It is 
natural to consider the possibility of deriving all sentences from 
underlying structures with an optionally deletable main clause 
containing a first person subject, a performative verb of saying, 
and optionally an indirect-object expression referring to the 
addressee" (Semantics, vol. 2, p. 778). 

This would be a way of extending grammar to account for 
part of the force of utterances. Instead of saying that speakers 
can mean different things by the sentence "This chair is broken," 
linguists can extend the linguistic system to account for certain 
variations in meaning. "This chair is broken" can have differ­
ent meanings because it can be derived from any of several 
underlying strings-strings which could be expressed as "I warn 
you that this chair is broken," "I inform you that this chair is 
broken," "I concede to you that this chair is broken," "I pro­
claim to you that this chair is broken," "I complain to you that 
this chair is broken." 

Austin does not cast his theory in this form and would be 
skeptical of such attempts to extend grammar. He cites rela­
tionships between such pairs as "I warn you that this chair is 
broken" and "This chair is broken" to show that illocutionary 
force does not necessarily follow from grammatical structure. 
Indeed, he proposes a distinction between locutionary and il-
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locution~ry acts. When I say "This chair is broken," I perform 
the locutionary act of uttering a particular English sentence and 
the illocutionary act of stating, warning, proclaiming, or com­
plaining. (There is also what Austin calls a perlocutionary act, the 
act I may accomplish by my performance of the Iocutionary 
an~ i~locutionar~ acts: by arguing I may persuade you, by pro­
cla1mmg something I may bring you to know it.) The rules of the 
linguistic system account for the meaning of the locutionary 
act; the goal of speech act theory is to account for the meaning 
of the illocutionary act or, as Austin calls it, the illocutionary 
force of an utterance. 

To explain illocutionary force is to set forth the conventions 
that make it possible to perform various illocutionary acts: what 
one has to do in order to promise, to warn, to complain, to 
command. "Besides the uttering of the words of the so-called 
performative," Austin writes, "a good many other things have 
as.a general rule ~o be right and to go off right if we are to be 
said to have happily brought off our action. What these are we 
may ~ope t? discover .by looking at and classifying types of 
case.s m which something goes wrong and the act-marrying, 
bettmg, bequeathing, christening, or what not-is therefore at 
least to. some extent a failure" (p. 14). Austin thus does not 
treat failure as an external accident that befalls performatives 
?nd has no bearing on their nature. The possibility of failure is 
l~te~nal .to the per~'ormative and a point of departure for inves­
tigating it. Something cannot be a performative unless it can go 
wrong. 

This approach may seem unusual, but in fact it accords with 
basic axioms of semiotics. "A sign," writes Umberto Eco in A 
Theory of S~iot~cs, "is everything which can be taken as signifi­
cant)~ s':1b~ututmg ~or something else. Semiotics is in principle 
the d1sc1plme studying everything which can be used in order 
to lie. If something cannot be used to tell a lie, conversely it 
cannot be used to tell the truth" (p. 7). The bat is on my hat 
woul~ not be a .si~nifying sequence if it were not possible to 
utter 1t falsely. S1mdarly, I now pronounce you man and wife is not 
a performative unless it is possible for it to misfire to be used 
in inappropriate circumstances and without the effect of per­
forming a marriage. 

For the smooth functioning of a performative, Austin says, 
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"(A.1) There must exist an accepted conventional procedure 
having a certain conventional effect, that procedure to include 
the uttering of certain words by certain persons in certain cir­
cumstances, and further, (A.2) the particular persons and cir­
cumstances in a given case must be appropriate for the invoca­
tion of the particular procedure invoked. (B.1) The procedure 
must be executed by all participants both correctly and (B.2) 
completely" (How to Do Things with Words, pp. 14-15). As this 
analysis suggests, to promise is to utter one of the conventional 
formulas in appropriate circumstances. It would be wrong, 
Austin argues, to think of the utterance "as (merely) the out­
ward and visible sign, for convenience or other record or for 
information, of an inward and spiritual act" (p. g). For ex­
ample, "the act of marrying, like, say, the act of betting, is at 
least preferably ... to be described as saying certain words rather 
than as performing a different, inward and spiritual action, of 
which these words are merely the outward and audible sign. 
That this is so can perhaps hardly be proved, but it is, I should 
claim, a fact" (p. 13). 

Austin refuses to explain meaning in terms of a state of mind 
and proposes, rather, an analysis of the conventions of dis­
course. Can such a program be carried out? Can his theory in 
fact avoid reinvoking the notion of presence? Saussure in his 
project reintroduces presence in his treatment of voice; can 
Austin proceed without also reinstating the notion of meaning 
as a signifying intention present to consciousness at the mo­
ment of utterance and thus treating the meaning of a speech 
act as ultimately determined by or grounded in a consciousness 
whose intention is fully present to itself? Derrida's reading fo­
cuses on the way in which this reintroduction occurs. An espe­
cially interesting moment in which the argument can be shown 
to involve such an appeal occurs in the opening pages of How to 
Do Things with Words, as Austin is staking out the ground for his 
enterprise. After chastising philosophers for treating as mar­
ginal any utterances that are not true or false statements and 
thus leading us to suppose that he himself will be concerned 
with such things as fictional utterances which are neither true 
or false, Austin proposes an objection to the notion of perfor­
mative utterance: "Surely the words must be spoken 'seriously' 
and so as to be taken 'seriously'? This is, though vague, true 
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enough in general-it is an important commonplace in discuss­
ing the purport of any utterance whatsoever. I must not be 
joking, for example, nor writing a poem" (p. 9). 

The rhetorical structure of this passage is itself quite reveal­
ing. Although he proposes to exclude the nonserious, Austin 
offers no characterization of it, presumably because he is par­
ticularly anxious at this point to avoid the reference to an inner 
intention that such description would doubtless involve. In­
stead his text posits an anonymous objection which introduces 
"seriously" in quotation marks, as if it were itself not altogether 
serious. Doubling itself to produce this objection whose key 
term remains unanchored, the text can then grant the objec­
tion as something to be taken for granted. 

Once, Austin has already told us, it was customary for phi­
losophers to exclude-unjustifiably-utterances that were not 
true or false statements. Now his own text makes it appear 
customary to exclude utterances that are not serious. We have 
here, as the remark about the vagueness of the "serious" indi­
cates, not a rigorous move within philosophy but a customary 
exclusion on which philosophy relies. Elsewhere Austin writes, 
in a comment that might pertain to the complexities of the 
nonserious and the perhaps-not-quite-serious, "it's not things, 
it's philosophers that are simple. You will have heard it said, I 
expect, that oversimplification is the occupational disease of 
philosophers, and in a way one might agree with that. But for a 
sneaking suspicion that it's their occupation" (Philosophical Pa­
pers, p. 252).' 

The exclusion of the nonserious is repeated in a longer pas­
sage that helps to indicate what is at stake. After listing various 
failures that may prevent the accomplishment of a performa· 
tive, Austin notes that performatives are subject 

' Of course, this simplification is designed 10 permit complex investigations. 
Austin's shrewd diagnosis captures the structure of supplemen1ari1y thal we 
have been discussing: the supposed occupational hazard-an external ailment 
that might afflict or infect the analyst-may prove lO be essemial, 10 be the 
occupation itself, without losing its quality of ailment. In fact, Austin's succes­
sors have auempted 10 improve his analysis by more radical exclusions and 
simplifications. Jerrold Katz, in Propolitio11al Structure a11d lllocutio11ary Force (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1977), undertakes lo show, in a chapter emitted "How 10 
save Austin from Austin," that a more thorough idealization will protect the 
distinction between performalive and conslative from the insightful self-de­
construction accomplished by Austin (pp. 184-85). See Shoshana Felman's ex­
cellent discussion in u Scandak du corpl parla11t, pp. 190-1101. 
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to certain other kinds of ill which infect all utterances. And these 
likewise, though again they might be brought into a more general 
account, we are deliberately at present excluding. I mean, for 
example, the following: a performative utterance will, for ex­
ample, be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor on the 
stage or introduced in a poem, or spoken in a soliloquy. This 
applies in a similar manner to any and every utterance-a sea­
change in special circumstances. Language in such circumstances 
is in special ways-intelligibly-used not seriously, but in ways 
parasitic upon its normal use-ways which fall under the doctrine 
of the etiolations of language. All this we are excluding from con­
sideration. Our performative utterances, felicitous or not, are to 
be understood as issued in ordinary circumstances. [How to Do 
Things with Words-, pp. 21-22] 

As the image of the parasite suggests, we have here a familiar 
relationship of supplementarity: the nonserious use of lan­
guage is something extra, added to ordinary language and 
wholly dependent upon it. It need not be taken into consider­
ation in discussing ordinary language use since it is only a 
parasite. 

John Searle argues in his reply to Derrida that this exclusion 
is of no importance but purely provisional. 

Austin's idea is simply this: if we want to know what it is to make a 
promise or to make a statement, we had better not start our inves­
tigation with promises made by actors on a stage in the course of a 
play or statements made in a novel by novelists about characters in 
the novel, because in a fairly obvious way such utterances are not 
standard cases of promises and statements .... Austin correctly 
saw that it was necessary to hold in abeyance one set of questions, 
about parasitic discourse, until one has answered a logically prior 
set of questions about "serious" discourse. ["Reiterating the Dif­
ferences," pp. 204-5] 

This may well have been "Austin's idea," but the appropriate­
ness of such an idea is precisely what is in question. "What is 
at stake," writes Derrida, "is above all the structural impossibil­
ity and illegitimacy of such an 'idealization,' even one which is 
methodological and provisional" (Limited Inc., p. 3g/206). In­
deed, Austin himself, who begins his investigation of perfor­
matives by looking at ways in which they can go wrong, contests 
Searle's notion of simple logical priority: "The project of clar-
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ifying all possible ways and varieties of not exactly doing things 
... has to be carried through if we are to understand properly 
what doing things is" (Philosophical Papers, p. 27, Austin's ital­
ics). To set aside as parasitic certain uses of language in order 
to base one's theory on other, "ordinary" uses of language is to 
beg precisely those questions about the essential nature of lan­
guage that a theory of language ought to answer. Austin ob­
jected to such an exclusion by his predecessors: in assuming 
that the ordinary use of language was to make true or false 
statements, they excluded precisely those cases that enable him 
to conclude that statements are a particular class of performa­
tive. When Austin then performs a similar exclusion, his own 
example prompts us to ask whether it is not equally illicit, espe­
c_ially since both he and Searle, by putting "serious" in quota­
tion marks, suggest the dubiousness of the hierarchical opposi­
tion, serious/nonserious. The fact that Austin's own writing is 
often highly playful and seductive, or that he does not hesitate 
to u_ndermine. distinctions that he proposes, only emphasizes 
the mappropnateness of excluding nonserious discourse from 
consideration. 4 

Searle uses his "Reply to Derrida" not to explore this prob­
le~ but dogmatically to reaffirm the structure in question. "The 
existence of the pretended form of the speech act is logically 
dependent on the possibility of the non pretended speech act in 
the same way that any pretended form of behavior is depen­
dent on non pretended forms of behavior, and in this sense the 
pretended forms are parasitical on the nonpretended forms" 
("Reiterating the Differences," p. 205). 

In what sense is the pretended dependent upon the nonpre-

·•Shoshana Felman, in a fascinating discussion, casts Austin in the role of a 
DonJ~an who ~duces reader~ and ~isrupts all norms. She attempts to set aside 
A~sun ~ exclusion of. no.nsenous discourse by suggesting that when Austin 
wrues,. I must not bejokmg, for example, or writing a poem," "cette phrase ne 
pourra1~-elle ~s etre consider~ elle-meme comme une denegation-comme 
!l~e flaisantene?" [Could not this sentence itself be considered as a denial-as a 

JFO le. I (~ Scantjale du corps parlant, p. 188). This is a clever suggestion part of 
e mans susta d "b ' [ De . '!le attempt to attn ute to Austin everything she has learned 
rom rnda, •.n order then to accuse Derrida of misreading Austin Still to 

treat the exclusion ofJ"okes · k · · · '. . , . as a JO e prevents one from explammg the logical 
economy of Ausun s project, which can admit infelicities and exploit them so 
profitab~y only by e~c!udi~g the fictional and the nonserious. This logic is what 
ts at sta e, not Ausun s atutude or his liking for what Felman calls "le fun." 
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tended? Searle gives an example: "there could not, for ex­
ample, be promises made by actors in a play if there were not 
the possibility of promises made in real lif~." We are ~ertainly 
accustomed to thinking in this way: a promise I make is real; a 
promise in a play is a fictional imitation of a real pro~ise, an 
empty iteration of a formula used to make real promises. But 
in fact one can argue that the relation of dependency works. the 
other way as well. If it were not possible for a. cha~cter 1? a 
play to make a promise, there could be no pro~1ses m re~l hfe, 
for what makes it possible to promise, as Austm tells us, 1s the 
existence of a conventional procedure, of formulas one can 
repeat. For me to be able to make a promise in "real life," there 
must be iterable procedures or formulas, such as ar~ used on 
stage. "Serious" behavior is a special case of role-pl~ymg. 

"Could a performative utterance succeed," Derrida asks or 
pretends to ask, "if its formulation did not repeat a 'coded' or 
iterable utterance or in other words, if the formula I pro­
nounce in order 'to open a meeting, to ~aunc~ a shi_p or a 
marriage were not identi_fiabl~ as corforming with ~n. 1t~ra~l~ 
model, if it were not thus 1denufiable m some way as c1tat1on ? 
(Marges, p. 389/SEC, pp. 191-g2). F~r the "standard c~~e" o~ 
promising to occur, it must be recogmzable as the repeuuon o 
a conventional procedure, and the acto~·~ performanc~ <;>?the 
stage is an excellent model of such repeuuon. Th~ ~<;>ss1b1hty of 
"serious" performatives depends upon the poss1b1l1tr of ~r­
formances, because performatives depend upon the 1terab1hty 
that is most explicitly manifested in performances.~ Just as Aus-

lSearle accuses Derrida of "confusing no less than three sepa.ratebaan~ ddi~ft~nct . . . .. "There IS a SIC I 1er-
phenomena: iterability, citationalny, and ~rasmsm. . ed tnJioned"-
ence in that in parasitic discourse the expression~ a~ bei~g us h' ~~~rences " p. 
a difference Derrida is said not to understand ( .Rei~eratm~l eon~ of the hier-
2o6). But the distinction between use and mention is pr~t t" y seems clear and 
archizations that Derrida's argument contests. The disunc ion d . 
. 1 8 · .,,,,,ulous uses the wor or expression 
important in the classic examp es: oston 15 rr h ion but mentions 
Boston, while "Boston" is disyllabic doe~ not use l e .expr~~ch is a metaname. 
it-mentions the word "Boston" by usmg ~n expressio~hw difference between 
Here the distinction seems c.lear becau~ it pomts to de B l when we turn to 
using a word to talk about a city and talkmg about a wor · l~ated If I write of 
other examples of citation the proble~ bec?mes ~~[;,~mp ~d inc~mpetent' or 
a scholar, "Some of my colleagues thmk his wor rmg.a wborin and in· 
'pointless,"' what have I done? Have I u~ ~e ~xpr~w0:; wish tog preserve 
competent" and "pointless" as well as ~enuohn l emhall fall back on those 
the distinction between use and menuon ere, we s 
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tin reversed his predecessors' hierarchical opposition by show­
ing that constatives were a special case of performatives, so we 
can reverse Austin's opposition between the serious and the 
parasitic by showing that his so-called "serious" performatives 
are only a special case of performances. 

This is a principle of considerable breadth. Something can be 
a signifying sequence only if it is iterable, only if it can be 
repeated in various serious and nonserious contexts, cited, and 
parodied. Imitation is not an accident that befalls an original 
but its condition of possibility. There is such a thing as an 
original Hemingway style only if it can be cited, imitated, and 
parodied. For there to be such a style there must be recogniz­
able features that characterize it and produce its distinctive 
effects; for features to be recognizable one must be able to 
isolate them as elements that could be repeated, and thus the 
iterability manifested in the inauthentic, the derivative, the im­
itative, the parodic, is what makes possible the original and the 
authentic. Or, to take a more pertinent example, deconstruc­
tion exists only by virtue of iteration. One is tempted to speak 
of an original practice of deconstruction in Derrida's writings 
and to set aside as derivative the imitations of his admirers, but 
in fact these repetitions, parodies, "etiolations," or distortions 
are what bring a method into being and articulate, within Der­
rida's work itself, a practice of deconstruction. 

notions of seriousness and of intention which Derrida claims are involved. I w1 
the expressions. insofar as I seriously intend the meanings of the sign sequences 
I utter; I menuon them when I reiterate some of these signs (within quotation 
mark~. f?r example), without committing myself to the meaning they convey. 
Menuonmg, for Searle, would thus be parasitic upon use, and the distinction 
~ould sepa~ate the proper use of language, where I seriously intend the mean· 
mg of the signs I use, from a derivative reiteration that only mentions. We thus 
have a distinction-am I "seriously" applying the expressions "boring," Mpoint· 
!ess,". and "incompetent," or only mentioning them?-between two sons of 
tterauon'.ap~aren.tly based o!' intention; and Derrida is quite right to claim that 
use/menuon ts ulumately a hierarchy of the same sort as serious/nonserious and 
speech/writ~ng._ All ~I.tempt to c~~trol language by characterizing distinctive 
aspects of us 11erab1hty as parasmc or derivative. A deconstructive reading 
would demonstrate that the hierarchy should be reversed and that wt is but a 
special case of mtntioning. 

The distinction i~ still useful: among other things it helps us to describe how 
language subvens n. Ho~ever much. I may wish only to mention to a friend 
what .others say a~ut ht~, I effecuvely use those expressions, giving them 
m.eanm~ an~ force. m my dt~oune. And no matter how wholeheancdly I may 
~tsh to use cei:ram expressions, I find myself mentioning them: "I love you" 
1s always something of a quotation, as many lovers have attested. 
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A deconstructive reading of Austin focuses on the way he 
repeats the move he identifies and criticizes in others and on 
the way in which the distinction between the serious and the 
parasitic, which makes it possible for him to undertake an anal­
ysis of speech acts, is undone by the implications of that anal­
ysis. Since any serious performative can be reproduced in var­
ious ways and is itself a repetition of a conventional procedure, 
the possibility of repetition is not something external that may 
afflict serious performatives. On the contrary, Derrida insists, 
the performative is from the outset structured by this possibil­
ity. "This possibility is part of the so-called 'standard' case. It is 
an essential, internal, and permanent part, and to exclude what 
Austin himself admits is a constant possibility from one's descrip­
tion is to describe something other than the so-called standard 
case" (Limited Inc., p. 61/231). 

Nevertheless, like Saussure's exclusion of writing, Austin's 
exclusion of the parasitic is not simply an error, an error he 
might have avoided. It is a strategic part of his cmterprise. As 
we saw above, for Austin an utterance can function as a per­
formative and thus have a certain meaning or illocutionary 
force when there exists a conventional procedure involving "the 
utterance of certain words by certain persons in certain circum­
stances" and when these specified conditions are actually ful­
filled. Illocutionary force is thus held to depend upon context, 
and the theorist must, in order to account for meaning, specif Y 
the necessary features of the context-the nature of the words, 
persons, and circumstances required. What happens when one 
attempts such specification? Marriage is an example Austin 
cites. When the minister says "I now pronounce you man and 
wife," his utterance successfully performs the act of uniting a 
couple in marriage if the context meets certain conditions. The 
speaker must be one authorized to perform weddings; the per­
sons he addresses must be a man and a woman who are not 
married, who have obtained a license to marry, and who have 
uttered the required phrases in the preceding ceremony. But 
when one formulates such conditions regarding the words, per­
sons, and circumstances that are necessary for an utterance 
to have a particular meaning or force, a listener or critic can 
usually without great difficulty imagine circumstances that fit 
these conditions but in which the utterance would not have the 
illocutionary force that is supposed to follow from them. Sup-
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pose that the requirements for a marriage ceremony were met 
but that one of the parties were under hypnosis, or again that 
the ceremony were impeccable in all respects but had been 
called a "rehearsal," or finally, that while the speaker was a 
minister licensed to perform weddings and the couple had ob­
tained a license, the three of them were on this occasion acting 
in a play that, coincidentally, included a wedding ceremony. 

When anyone proposes an example of a meaningless sen­
tence, listeners can usually imagine a context in which it would 
in fact have meaning; by placing a frame around it, they can 
make it signify. This aspect of the functioning of language, the 
possibility of grafting a sequence onto a context that alters its 
functioning, is also at work in the case of performatives. For 
any specification of the circumstances under which an utter­
ance counts as a promise we can either imagine further details 
that would make a difference or else place a further frame 
around the circumstances. (We imagine that the conditions are 
fulfilled on a stage or in an example). 

In order to arrest or control this process, which threatens the 
possibility of a successful theory of speech acts, Austin is led to 
reintroduce the notion, previously rejected, that the meaning 
of an utterance depends on the presence of a signifying inten­
tion in the consciousness of the speaker. First, he sets aside the 
nonserious-a notion not explicitly defined but which clearly 
would involve reference to intention: a "serious" speech act is 
one in which the speaker consciously assents to the act he ap­
pears to be performing. Second, he introduces intention as 
one feature of the circumstances by setting aside speech acts 
performed unintentionally-"done under duress, or by acci­
d~nt, o~ owin~ to this or that variety of mistakes, say, or other­
wise umntenuonally" (p. 21). 

. Ho~ever, this reintroduction does not solve the problem; 
mtenuon cannot serve as the decisive determinant or the ulti­
mate foundation of a theory of speech acts. To see this one 
nee~ only con~ider what would happen if after apparently com­
pletm? a .marnage ceremony one of the parties said that he had 
been JO.kmg when. he uttered his lines-only pretending, just 
re~ears1~g, or acung under duress. Assuming that the others 
believe his report of his intention, it will not in itself be decisive. 
What he had in mind at the moment of utterance does not 
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determine what speech act his utterance performed. On the 
contrary, the question of whether a marriage did indeed take 
place will depend upon further discussion of the circumstances. 
If the minister had said that there would be a full dress re­
hearsal immediately before the real ceremony, or if the groom 
can sustain his claim that throughout the ceremony the bride's 
father was threatening him with a pistol, then one might reach 
a different conclusion about the illocutionary force of their 
utterances. What counts is the plausibility of the description 
of the circumstances: whether the features of the context ad­
duced create a frame that alters the illocutionary force of the 
utterances. 

Thus the possibility of grafting an utterance upon a new con­
text, of repeating a formula in different circumstances, does 
not discredit the principle that illocutionary force is determined 
by context rather than by intention. On the contrary, it con­
firms this principle: in citation, iteration, or framing it is new 
contextual features that alter illocutionary force. We are here 
approaching a general principle of considerable importance. 
What the indissociability of performative and performance puts 
in question is not the determination of illocutionary force by 
context but the possibility of mastering the domain of speech 
acts by exhaustively specifying the contextual determinants of 
illocutionary force. A theory of speech acts must in principle be 
able to specify every feature of context that might affect the 
success or failure of a given speech act or that might affect 
what particular speech act an utterance effectively performed. 
This would require, as Austin recognizes, a mastery of the total 
context: "the total speech act in the total speech situation is the 
only actual phenomenon which, in the last resort, we are en­
gaged in elucidating" (p. 148). But total context is unmaster­
able, both in principle and in practice. Meaning is context­
bound, but context is boundless. Derrida declares, "This is my 
starting point: no meaning can be determined out of context, 
but no context permits saturation. What I am referring to here 
is not richness of substance, semantic fertility, but rather struc­
ture, the structure of the remnant or of iteration" ("Living 
On," p. 81). 

Context is boundless in two senses. First, any given context is 
open to further description. There is no Hmit in principle to 
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what might be included in a given context, to what might be 
shown to be relevant to the performance of a particular speech 
act. This structural openness of context is essential to all dis­
ciplines: the scientist discovers that factors previously disre­
garded are relevant to the behavior of certain objects; the his­
torian brings new or reinterpreted data to bear on a particular 
event; the critic relates a passage or a text to a context that 
makes it appear in a new light. Striking instances of the pos­
sibilities of further specification of context, Derrida notes, are 
the displacements permitted by the notion of the unconscious. 
In his Speech Acts Searle proposes, as one of the conditions of 
promising, that "if the purported promise is to be non-defective, 
the thing promised must be something the hearer wants done, 
or considers to be in his interest" (p. 59). If unconscious desire 
beco~es a contextual consideration, the status of some speech 
~cts will thus change: an utterance that promises to do what the 
listener apparently wants but unconsciously dreads might thus 
cease to be a promise and become a threat; conversely, an 
utterance that Searle would deem a defective promise, because 
it "promises" s~mething the listener claims not to want, might 
?ec~me a we~l-formed promise (Limited Inc., p. 47/215). Mean­
mg is ~etermmed by context and for that very reason is open to 
alteration when further possibilities are mobilized. 

Con~ext is also unmasterable in a second sense: any attempt 
to codify context can always be grafted onto the context it 
soug~t to describ~, yielding a new context which escapes the 
prev.10us for!11ulat1on. Attempts to describe limits always make 
poss1bl~ a displacement of those limits, so that Wittgenstein's 
suggestion that one cannot say "bububu" and mean "if it does 
not ~ain I shat~ go out for a walk," has, paradoxically, made it 
possible to do JUSt that. Its denial establishes a connection that 
can be exploited. Adepts of speech act theory interested in 
exclu~ing nonserious ~tterances_ from the corp~s they are at­
t~mpt1.ng to m~ster, m.1ght admITe the principle at work in a 
sign displayed m certam American airports at the spot where 
pass~ngers and hand luggage are searched: "All remarks con­
cerning bo~bs. and.weapons will be taken seriously." Designed 
to m~ster s1gmficat~on ~y specifying the illocutionary force of 
cert~1~ .statement~ m this context, it attempts to preclude the 
poss1b1hty of saymg in jest "I have a bomb in my shoe" by 
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identifying such utterances as serious statements. But this cod­
ification fails to arrest the play of meaning, nor is its failure an 
accident. The structure of language grafts this codification onto 
the context it attempts to master, and the new context creates 
new opportunities for obnoxious behavior. "If I were to re­
mark that I had a bomb in my shoe, you would have to take it 
seriously, wouldn't you?" is only one of the numerous remarks 
whose force is a function of context but which escape the prior 
attempt to codify contextual force. A metasign, "All remarks 
about bombs and weapons, including remarks about remarks 
about bombs and weapons, will be taken seriously" would escal­
ate the struggle without arresting it, engendering the possibility 
of obnoxious remarks about this sign about remarks. 

But if this seems a nonserious example, let us consider a 
more serious instance. What speech act is more serious than the 
act of signing a document, a performance whose legal, finan­
cial, and political implications may be enormous? Austin cites 
the act of signature as the equivalent in writing of explicit per­
formative utterances with the form "I hereby ... ," and indeed 
it is in appending a signature that one can in our culture most 
authoritatively take responsibility for an utterance. By signing a 
document one intends its meaning and seriously performs the 
signifying act it accomplishes. 

Derrida concludes "Signature evenement contexte" with what 
he calls an "improbable signature," the "reproduction" of a "j. 
Derrida" in script above a printed "j. Derrida," accompanied 
by the following "Remark": "(Remark: the-written-text of 
this-oral-communication should have been sent to the Associ­
ation des societes de philosophie de langue francaise before the 
meeting. That dispatch should thus have been signed. Which 
I do, and counterfeit, here. Where? There. J.D.)" (Marges, p. 
393/SEC, p. 196). Is the cursive ':J. Derrida!' a signature even 
if it is a citation of the signature appended to the copy of 
this text sent through the mails? Is it still a signature when 
the supposed signatory calls it counterfeit? Can one counterfeit 
one's own signature? What, in sum, is a signature? 

Traditionally, as Austin's remarks suggest, a signature is sup­
posed to attest to the presence to consciousness of a signifying 
intention at a particular moment. Whatever my thoughts be­
fore or after, there was a moment when I fully intended a 
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particular meaning. The notion of signature thus seems to im­
ply a moment of presence to consciousness which is the origin 
of subsequent obligations or other effects. But if we ask what 
enables a signature to function in this way, we find that effects 
of signature depend on iterability. As Derrida writes, "the con­
dition of possibility of those effects is simultaneously, once 
again, the condition of their impossibility, of the impossibility 
of their rigorous purity. In order to function, that is, to be 
readable, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable 
form; it must be able to be detached from the present and 
singular intention of its production. It is its sameness which, 
by corrupting its identity and its singularity, divides its seal" 
(Marges, pp. 391-2/SEC, p. 194). 

A proper signature, one that will validate a check or some 
other document, is one that conforms to a model and can be 
recognized as a repetition. This iterability, an essential feature 
of the st~cture of the signature, introduces as part of its struc­
t~re an mdependence from any signifying intention. If the 
signature on a check corresponds to the model, the check can 
be cashe~ w~atever my inte~ti.ons at the moment of signature. 
So true is this tha~ the empmcal presence of the signatory is 
not even an essential feature of the signature. It is part of the 
structure o~ the signature that it can be produced by a stamp or 
by a .machme. W~ can, fortunately, cash checks signed by a 
machme and receive a salary even though the signatory never 
saw t~e chec~ nor entertained a specific intention to pay us the 
sum m question. 

It is tempting to think of checks signed by a machine as 
~rverse exceptions irrelevant to the fundamental nature of 
signatures. Logocentric idealization sets aside such cases as ac­
cidents, "supp~ements," or "parasites" in its attempt to preserve 
a m~el predicated upon the presence of a full intention to 
conSCJousness at the moment of signature. But such cases could 
not occur. if they did not belong to the structure of the phe­
nomenon 1~ question, and .far ~rom being a perverse exception, 
the check signed by machme 1s a logical and explicit example 
of the ~undamental iterability of signatures. The requirement 
that .a .s_ignature be recognizable as a repetition introduces the 
poss1b1hty of a machine as part of the structure of the signature 
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at the same time as it eliminates the need for any particular 
intention at the point of signature. 

Signatures thus ought to be included in what Derrida calls "a 
typology of forms of iteration": 

In such a typology the category of intention will not disap­
pear: it will have its place, but from that place it will no longer be 
able to govern the entire scene and system of utterance. Above all, 
we will then be dealing with different kinds of marks or chains 
of iterable marks and not with an opposition between citational 
utterances on the one hand and singular and original event­
utterances on the other. The first consequence of this will be the 
following: given that structure of iteration, the intention animat­
ing the utterance will never be through and through present to 
itself and to its content. The iteration structuring it introduces 
into it a priori an essential dehiscence and deft [brisureJ. [Marges, p. 
38g/SEC, p. 192) 

It is not a matter of denying that signatories have intentions, 
but of situating those intentions. One way of doing this would 
be to take the unconscious, as Vincent Descombes has argued, 
"not as a phenomenon of the will but as a phenomenon of 
enunciation" (L'lnconscient malgre Lui, p. 85). The thesis of the 
unconscious "makes sense only in relation to the subject of 
enunciation: he does not know what he says" (p. 15). The un­
conscious is the excess of what one says over what one knows, 
or of what one says over what one wants to say. Either the 
speaker's intention is whatever content is present to his con­
sciousness at the moment of utterance, in which case it is vari­
able and incomplete, unable to account for the illoc~t.ionary 
force of utterances, or else it is comprehensive and d1v1ded­
conscious and unconscious-a structural intentionality which is 
never anywhere present and which includes impl.ication~ that 
never, as we say, entered my mind. This latter nouon o~ ·~~en­
tion, marked by what Derrida calls an essential cleft or ~1v1s1~n, 
is indeed quite common. When questioned about ~he 1~phca­
tions of an utterance I may quite routinely include m my mten­
tion implications that had never previou~ly occu~red t~ me. My 
intention is the sum of further explanauons I might give when 
questioned on any point and is thus less an origin that a prod-
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uct, less a delimited content than an open set of discursive 
possibilities linked to the consequences of iterable acts and to 
contexts that pose particular questions about those acts. 

The example of the signature thus presents us with the same 
structure we encountered in the case of other speech acts: ( 1) 
the dependence of meaning on conventional and contextual 
factors, but (2) the impossibility of exhausting contextual pos­
sibilities so as to specify the limits of illocutionary force, and thus 
(3) the impossibility of controlling effects of signification or the 
force of discourse by a theory, whether it appeal to intentions 
of subjects or to codes and contexts. Austin, like other philoso­
phers and literary theorists, attempts to make signification mas­
terable by defining what escapes his theory as marginal-by 
excluding it, Derrida says, "in the name of a kind of ideal 
regulation" (Marges, p. 385/ SEC, p. 118). Like other attempts 
at mastery, taken individually or collectively, Austin's oscillate 
between attempts to define determining contexts-his inven­
tory of the conditions for the performance of various speech 
acts-and recourse to versions of intention when the description 
of contexts fails to exhaust contextual possibilities. Our earlier 
formula, "meaning is context-bound but context is boundless," 
helps us recall why both projects fail: meaning is context­
bound, so intentions do not in fact suffice to determine mean­
ing; context must be mobilized. But context is boundless, so 
accounts of context never provide full determinations of mean· 
ing .. A.~a~nst any set of. formulations, one can imagine further 
poss1b1hues of context, including the expansion of context pro­
duced by the reinscription within a context of the description 
of it. 
. T~is acc~mnt o~ meaning and context can clarify deconstruc­

bon s dealings with the notion of history, which remain for 
many an obscure point. Those who invoke history adduce it as 
a gr?~nd ~at determines meaning, and since Derrida does not 
use it m thJS way, they see him as a "textualist" who denies that 
his~orical contexts determine meaning. But in its critique of 
phdoso~hy and of other essentializing theories, deconstruction 
emphasizes that discourse, meaning, and reading are historical 
~rough and through, produced in processes of contextualiza­
~on, dC:Contextualization, and recontextualization. When Der­
rida writes that we must attempt to think presence (including 
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meaning as a presence to consciousness) "a partir du temps 
comme differance" [starting from/in relation to time as differ­
ence, differing, and deferral], he makes clear both the historic­
ity of articulations and the impossibility of making this historic­
ity a ground or a foundation (De la grammatologie, p. 2371166). 
Time as differing and deferral undermines presence by making 
it a construct rather than a given, but time is not a foundation. 
"We shall distinguish by the term differance," Derrida writes, 
"the movement by which language, or any code, any system of 
reference in general, becomes 'historically' constituted as a 
fabric of differences." "If the word history did not carry with 
it the theme of a final repression of difference, we could say 
that differences alone could be 'historical' through and through 
and from the start" (Marges, p. 12/"Differance," p. 141). 

Those who champion a "historical approach" or chide decon­
struction for refusing to appreciate the historical determination 
of meaning offer a dubious alternative. A "historical approach" 
appeals to historical narratives-stories of changes in thinking 
and of the thoughts or beliefs appropriate to distinguishable 
historical periods-in order to control the meaning of rich and 
complex works by ruling out possible meanings as historica_lly 
inappropriate. These historical narratives are produced by in­

terpreting the supposedly less complex and ambiguous tex~s of 
a period, and their authority to authorize or control mea~mgs 
of the most complex texts is certainly questionable. Th~ h1sto~ 
invoked as ultimate reality and source of truth mamfests It­

self in narrative constructs, stories designed to yield meaning 
through narrative ordering. In Positions Derrida ~mphasizes h~s 
distrust of the concept of history, with its entire logocentnc 
system of implications, but notes that he. fr~ue~tly uses the 
term history in a critical way, in order to reinscri?e its force (pp. 
77-?8/56-57). Derrida uses history against ~hdosophy:_ when 
confronted with essentialist, idealizing theories and claims .to 
ahistorical or transhistorical understanding, he asserts the his­
toricity of these discourses and theoretical assu~ptions .. But 
he also uses philosophy against history and t~e clam_is of ~1~tor­
ical narratives. Deconstruction couples a philosophical cnuque 
of history and historical understanding with the specific~tion 
that discourse is historical and meaning historically determined, 
both in principle and in practice. 
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History is not a privileged authority but part of what Derrida 
calls "le texte general"-the general text, which has no bound­
aries ("Avoir l'oreille de la philosophie," p. 310). We are always 
engaged in interpreting this general text, making determina­
tions of meaning and halting, for practical reasons, the inves­
tigation and redescription of context. The meanings we deter­
mine in interpreting one another's speech, writing, and action 
are generally sufficient for our purposes, and some critics of 
deconstr1:1ction have argued that we should accept this relative 
determinacy as the nature of meaning. Meaning is what we 
understand; and instead of exposing its lack of foundation or 
decisive authority we should simply say, with Wittgenstein, "this 
langua~~~ game is played." 

In · sense this is an appropriate objection: we may quite 
reasonably deem the discussions of the preceding pages ir­
relevant to our concerns and try to ignore them (whether we 
will actually be able to ignore them is a different matter: a 
question of the historical force of these theoretical discourses). 
But those who offer this objection are seldom content just to 
ignore deconstruction. They begin by noting that we make de­
termina~ions of meaning all the time but are tempted to argue 
from this that therefore meaning is determinate. They begin by 
noting that, whatever philosophers say, we have experiences of 
determining and grasping meanings, but they then go on to 
treat this experience as if it were a ground for the philosophical 
refutation of skepticism.0 Wittgenstein asserts that "the lan­
guage game is so to say something unpredictable. I mean, it is 
not based on grounds. It is not reasonable (or unreasonable). It 
is there-like our life" (On Certainty, p. 73). His admirers speak 
as thoug? the langu~ge game were itself a ground-a true pres­
ence which determmed meaning. But when one attempts to 
fles~ out such an argument by setting forth the rules and con­
venuons of the language game, one encounters all the prob­
lems we have been _discussing. A Derridean would agree that 
the language game 1s played but might go on to point out that 
one can never be quite certain who is playing, or playing "seri-

."See Charles Altieri, Act and Qµa/ilJ, pp. 11s-511, and "Wittgenstein on Con­
;ic1ousness and_ Language: A Challenge to Derridean Literary Theory." A sim­
ilar argument IS suggested by M. H. Abrams, "How to Do Things with Texu," 
PP· 57C>-7•· 
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ously," what the rules are, or which game is being played. Nor 
is this uncertainty accidental or external. Those who cite Witt­
genstein are inclined to adduce the language game and its 
rules as a simple given. "But-it is just a fact," Wittgenstein is 
reported as saying, "that people have laid down such and such 
rules" (Lectures and Conversations, p. 6n). It is always possible, 
though, that redescription will alter rules or place an utterance 
in a different language game. Discussing a sentence that ap­
pears in quotation marks in Nietzsche's Nachlass, "I have for­
gotten my umbrella," Derrida writes, "a thousand possibilities 
will always remain open" (Limited Inc., p. 3sf201). They remain 
open not because the reader can make the sentence mean any­
thing whatever but because other specifications of context or 
interpretations of the "general text" are always possible. 

As should now be clear, deconstruction is not a theory that 
defines meaning in order to tell you how to find it. As a critical 
undoing of the hierarchical oppositions on which theories de­
pend, it demonstrates the difficulties of any theory that would 
define meaning in a univocal way: as what an author intends, 
what conventions determine, what a reader experiences. "There 
are two interpretations of interpretation," writes Derrida in a 
much-quoted passage of "La Structure, le signe, et le jeu dans 
le discours des sciences humaines." 

The one seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering a truth or an 
origin which escapes play and the order of the sign and which 
lives the necessity of interpretation as an exile. The other, which is 
no longer turned toward the origin, affirms play and tries to pass 
beyond man and humanism, the name of man being the name of 
that being who, throughout the history of metaphysics and of 
onto-theology-in other words, throughout his entire history­
has dreamed of full presence, of reassuring foundation, of the 
origin and the end of play .... We can see from various signs 
today that these two interpretations of interpretation-which are 
absolutely irreconcilable even if we live them simultaneously and 
reconcile them in an obscure economy-divide the field which we 
call, so problematically, the human sciences. 

I do not for my part believe, although these two. i~terpre~~~ns 
must accentuate their difference and sharpen their irreduc1b1hty, 
that there can today be any question of choosing-in the first place 
because here we are in a region (let us say, provisionally, of histor-
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icity) where the notion of choice is particularly trivial; and in the 
second place because we must first try to conceive of the com­
mon ground and the differance of this irreducible difference. 
[L'Ecrilure el la difference, pp. 427-28/292-g3] 

Derrida has often been read as urging us to choose the secol'!d 
interpretation of interpretation, to affirm a free play of mean­
ing;' but as he notes here, one cannot simply or effectively 
choose to make meaning either the original meaning of an 
author or the creative experience of the reader. As we saw in 
Chapter One, the attempt to make meaning the experience of 
the reader does not solve the problem of meaning but displaces 
it, producing a divided and deferred concept of experience, and 
the notion of the reader's creative freedom breaks down rather 
swiftly. One can, of course, choose or claim to have chosen this 
second interpretation of interpretation, but there is no guaran­
tee that such a choice can be effectively realized in the economy 
of one's discourse. The notion of choice here is "bien legere," 
as Derrida says, because whatever the theorist's choice, the 
theory seems to present a divided meaning or interpretation­
divided, for example, between meaning as a property of a text 
and meaning as the experience of the reader. What we call our 
experience is scarcely a reliable guide in these matters, but it 
would seem that in one's experience of interpretation meaning is 
both the semantic effects one experiences and a property of the 
text against which one seeks to check one's experience. It may be 
that what makes the notion of meaning indispensable is this di­
vided character and divided reference: to what one understands 
and to what one's understanding captures or fails to capture. 

This double character of meaning is effectively presupposed 
in most of our dealings with it. If we say that the meaning of a 
work is the reader's response, we nevertheless show, in our 
descriptions of response, that interpretation is an attempt to 
discover meaning in the text. If we propose some other decisive 
determinant of meaning, we discover that the factors deemed 

'Wayne Booth, for example, repons: "Jacques Derrida seeks a 'free play' 
amounting 10 a 'methodical craziness,' 10 produce a 'dissemination' of texts 
that, endless and treacherous and terrifying, liberates us 10 an trranct juyeuse" 
(Critical Understanding, p. 216). Booth may have been helped 10 his under­
standing of Derrida by Geoffrey Hanman's anicles, where similar formulations 
appear. 
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crucial are subject to interpretation in the same way as the text 
itself and thus defer the meaning they determine. What if, 
Derrida suggests, "the meaning of meaning (in the most gen­
eral sense of meaning and not of indication) is infinite implica­
tion? the unchecked referral from signifier to signifier? If its 
force is a certain pure and infinite equivocalness, which gives 
signified meaning no respite, no rest, but engages it within its 
own economy to go on signifying and to differ/defer?" (L'Ecri­
ture et la difference, p. 42/25). 

The combination of context-bound meaning and boundless 
context on the one hand makes possible proclamations of the 
indeterminacy of meaning-though the smug iconoclasm of 
such proclamations may be irritating-but on ~he other hand 
urges that we continue to interpr~t. texts, cl~ss1~y sp~ech acts, 
and attempt to elucidate the cond1uons of s1gn~ficat1~n. Even 
though one may have reasons to believe, as Dernda wntes, that 
"the language of theory always leaves a residue that is neither 
formalizable nor idealizable in terms of that theory of lan­
guage," this is no reason to stop work on theory (Limited Inc.: P· 
41/209).8 In mathematics, for example, Godel's .demo~s~r~uon 
of the incompleteness of metamathematics (the 1mposs1b1hty of 
constructing a theoretical system within which all true state­
ments of number theory are theorems) does not lead mathema­
ticians to abandon their work. The humanities, however, often 
seem touched with the belief that a theory which asserts the 
ultimate indeterminacy of meaning makes all effort pointless. 
The fact that such assertions emerge from discussio_ns that P!o­
pose numerous particular determinations of meamng, specific 
interpretations of passages and te~~s, shoul~ cast doubts upo~ 
an impetuous nihilism. An oppos1u~n th~t 1s deco~st.ruc~ed is 
not destroyed or abandoned but remscn~. Austm s discus­
sion of the performative and the. c~nst~uve demonstrates the 
difficulty of making a principled d1stmcuon betw~n t~o classes 
of utterance, but what this breakdown reveals is a d~fference 
within each speech act that had been treated as a difference 
between types of speech acts. The unstable diffe~ence ben~·een 
performative and constative becomes not the basis of a reliable 
typology but a characterization of language's unmasterable 

"fhe fint six words of this sentence are missing from th~ F~nch. text.!' line 
of typescript has been omiued al line 35 of page 41 following lOUJoun. 
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oscillation between positing and corresponding. "The aporia 
between performative and constative language," writes Paul de 
Man in an extended reinscription of this opposition, "is merely 
a version of the aporia between trope and persuasion that both 
generates and paralyzes rhetoric and thus gives it the appear­
ance of a history" (Allegories of Reading, p. 131 ). 

What deconstruction proposes is not an end to distinctions, 
not an indeterminacy that makes meaning the invention of the 
reader. The play of meaning is the result of what Derrida calls 
"the play of the world," in which the general text always pro­
vides further connections, correlations, and contexts (L'Ecriture 
et la difference, p. 427/292). The notion of the "free play of 
meaning" has had a fine career, particularly in America, but a 
more useful concept, which elucidates the processes of signi­
fication we have been discussing as well as providing an ap­
proach to the structure of Derrida's own writing, is that of the 
graft. Meaning is produced by a process of grafting, and speech 
acts, both serious and nonserious, are grafts. 

3· GRAFTS AND GRAFT 

In "La Double S~ance" Derrida offers grafting as a model 
for thinking about the logic of texts-a logic that combines 
graphic operations with processes of insertion and strategies 
for proliferation. 

<?ne ought to explore systematically not only what appears to be a 
simple etymological coincidence uniting the graft and the graph 
(both from the Greek graphion: writing instrument, stylus), but 
also the analogy between the forms of textual grafting and so­
cal~ed vegetal grafting, or even, more and more commonly today, 
anu?al grafting. It would not be enough to compose an encyclo­
pedic ca~alogue of grafts (approach grafting, detached scion graft­
mg; whip_ grafts, splice grafts, saddle grafts, cleft grafts, bark 
graft~; bnd~e graftin~, inarching, repair grafting, bracing; T­
bud~mg, shield buddmg, etc.); one must elaborate a systematic 
treatise on the textual graft. [La Disshnination, p. 23o/202] 

Such_ a !re~tise wo~ld resemble a systematic typology of speech 
acts m Its interest m what sorts of grafts will take-which will 
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succeed, bear fruit, disseminate. But a theory of speech acts 
aims to be normative. It aims to describe, for example, the 
conditions that must be fulfilled in order for an utterance to 
count as a promise and is thus committed to a certain decidabil­
ity: it seeks to draw a line between what is truly a promise and 
what is not. A treatise on textual grafting, on the other hand, 
would be probabilistic, an attempt to calculate probable forces. 

What would such a treatise describe? It would treat discourse 
as the product of various sorts of combinations or insertions. 
Exploring the iterability of language, its ability to function 
in new contexts with new force, a treatise on textual grafting 
would attempt to classify various ways of inserting one discourse 
in another or intervening in the discourse one is interpreting. 
The fact that one has only the vaguest ideas of how to organize 
a typology of grafts indicates the novelty of this perspective, 
and perhaps the difficulty of making it productive. 

It is clear, however, that deconstruction is, among other 
things, an attempt to identify grafts in the texts it analyzes: 
what are the points of juncture and stress where one scion or 
line of argument has been spliced with another? Suppleme~t 
in Rousseau is one such point, at which a graft of logocentnc 
and anti-logocentric arguments can be detected; the double 
treatment of writing in Saussure is another. Focusing on these 
moments, deconstruction elucidates the heterogeneity of the 
text. ("The motif of homogeneity," writes Derrida, "the theo­
logical motif par excellence, is what must be destroyed" [P?si­
tions, p. 86/64].) Writing on The Critique of judgment, Dernda 
speaks of Kant's theory as the product of grafts. "~~rtain of i_ts 
motifs belong to a long sequence, a powerful ~rad1~1onal cha!n 
stretching back to Plato or Aristotle. Woven m with them m 
a very strict and at first inextricable way are other, narrow~r 
sequences that would be inadmissible within a Platonic or Ans­
totelian politics of art. But it is not enough to sort or to mea­
sure lengths. Folded into a new system, the long sequences are 
displaced; their sense and function change" ("Economimesis," 
p. 57/3). If, in Derrida's aphorism, "tout~ these est u?e p~o­
these"-every thesis is an attached prothes1s-one must 1denufy 
grafts and analyze what they produce (Glas, P· 189). 

One could also describe Derrida's writings themselves in terms 
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of the techniques they employ for grafting discourses onto one 
another. A simple graft, though complex in its potential rami­
fications, binds two discourses side by side on the same page. 
"Tympan" (Marges, pp. i-xxv) grafts Michel Leiris's reflections 
on the associations of the name "Persephone" alongside Der­
rida's discussion of the limits of philosophy. This structure sets 
up reverberations, as does a tympanum: a membrane which at 
once divides and acts as a sounding board to transmit sound 
vibrations-connecting, by its transmission, the inside and the 
outside it separates. 

Glas employs similar techniques on a larger scale. In the left­
hand column of each page Derrida pursues an analysis of the 
concept of the family in Hegel (including the related questions 
of paternal authority, Absolute Knowledge, the Holy Family, 
Hegel's own family relations, and the Immaculate Conception). 
In the right-hand column, facing the author of The Philosophy of 
Right, is the thief and homosexual jean Genet. Citations and 
discussions of his writings are woven together with remarks on 
the literary significance of proper names and signatures, the 
structure of double binds, the deconstruction of classical sign 
the?ry, and explorations of signifying links between words as­
sociated by phonological resemblance or etymological chains. 
Constantly at work in this book is the problematical relation 
between the two columns or texts. "Why pass a knife between 
two texts?" asks Derrida. "Or at least, why write two texts at 
once?" "On veut rendre I'ecriture imprenable, bien sllr" (Glas, 
P· 76): Co_mmentators are indeed tempted to suspect that Gia.s's 
doublmg 1s a strategy of evasion, designed to make the writing 
u~masterably elusi~e. ~hile reading one column you are re­
mmded that the gist hes elsewhere, in the relation between 
columns if not in the other column itself. One effect of this 
graft, though, is to produce chiasmus. The division between 
columns accen_tuates the _most radical oppositions: between phi­
losophy and literature (1_n the figures of the sublime philoso­
pher and the obscene litterateur), spirit and body, orthodoxy 
and heterodoxy, paternal authority and maternal authority the 
eagle Cf!egel-aigle) and the flower (Genet-gen.it), right and its 
subversion, ~roperty and theft. But the exploration of relations 
and connections between columns brings about reversals, an 
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exchange of properties, not a deconstruction of oppositions but 
nevertheless a deconstructive effect.9 

A perspicuous typology would doubtless distinguish Gia.s's 
grafts from those of "Living On: Border Lines," which places 
one discourse above another and gives the lower something 
of the framing or parergonal character of commentary. The 
upper text, "Living On," is already a rather straggling graft of 
Blanchot's L'Arret de mort and "La Folie du jour" with Shelley's 
The Triumph of Life. The lower text, "Border Lines," in some 
ways a note on translation, effects in "telegraphic style" what it 
calls "a procession underneath the other one, going past it in 
silence, as if it did not see it, as if it had nothing to do with it" (p. 
78). But before one accepts this text's description of its own 
graft one ought to take note of the concluding remark: "Never 
tell what you are doing, and, pretending to tell, do something 
else that immediately crypts, adds, entrenches itself. To speak 
of writing, of triumph, as living on, is to enunciate or denounce 
the manic fantasy. Not without repeating it, and that goes with­
out saying" (p. 176). The complexity of grafts is indicated by 
this example: a graft that comments on another text and on 
itself, feigning or offering an explanation, is also an addition 
that exceeds that explanation. What goes without saying is said 
in the act of identifying it as what goes without saying, and a 
denunciation repeats what it denounces. 

If a text's description of its own procedures is al~ays a graft 
that adds something to those procedures, there 1s a relat~d 
graft whereby the analyst applies the text's statements to its 
own processes of enunciation. Asking how what the text -~oes 
relates to what it says, he often discovers an uncanny repetmon. 
A striking example is Derrida's reading of Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle in "Speculer-Sur 'Freud'" (La Carte postale, pp. 275-

"For a different account of Glas, see Geoffrey Hartman's Saving the Tat. "I 
have looked at Glas as a work of art and bracketed specific philosophical con­
c~pts developed by Derrida," Hartman writes. "Th~ pl~~e of the book in th.e 
hmory of art ... is the focus I have found most fr~uful .<P· go). The result ~s 
"Derridadaism" (p. 33), which Hartman, engaged ·~ Saving the Tat, can. ~lu­
mately reject as "somewhat self-involved" (p. 1111). St~ce many. may be: wdlmg 
to take Hartman's word about Glas, it is worth stressmg that It contams co~­
siderable straightforward exposition of Hegel, Genet, _and Sau.ssure. F?r.~ spec1-
~en reading of the relations between columns, see Michael R1ffaterre s Syllep­
SIS." 
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437). Since the matter Freud is discussing is the dominance 
of the pleasure principle-by what detours it dominates and 
wheth~r anything escapes it-the question arises whether Freud's 
own writing is dominated by, or an instance of, the processes he 
describes. This issue takes on special pertinence in the chapter 
concerning his grandson Ernst's now famous "game" of fort/da. 
"Repliez," writes Derrida, 

Superimpose what he says his grandson does earnestly on what he 
is doing himself in saying so, in writing Beyond the Pleasure Princi­
ple, in playing so earnestly (in speculating) at writing it. For the 
speculative hetero-tautology here is that this "beyond" is lodged ... 
in the repetition of repetition of the PP [Pleasure Principle and 
Pepe ("grandpa")]. 

Superimpose: he (the grandson of his grandfather, the grand­
father of his grandson) repeats repetition compulsively, but it all 
never goes anywhere, never advances by a single step. He repeats 
an operation that consists of dispatching, of pretending . . . to 
dispatch pleasure, the object of pleasure or the pleasure principle, 
represented here by the wooden reel that is supposed to represent 
the mother (and/or, we shall see, the father, in place of the son-in­
law, the father as son-in-law, the other family name), to bring it 
back a.gain and again. He pretends to dispatch the PP in order to 
make It return endlessly, ... and to conclude: it is always there-I 
am always there. Da. The PP retains total authority, has never 
been away. [La Carte postalt, p. gag/ "Coming into One's Own," pp. 
118-19) 

Freud:s spec~lative dealings with the pleasure principle, as 
he casts 1t away m order to make it come back, are described by 
a g.raft th~t applies to .them his remarks about his grandson. 
This relauonsh1p, J?~rnda continues, "is not strictly speaking a 
matt~r ~f superposmon, nor of parallelism, nor of analogy, nor 
of co1?c1dence. The necessity that links the two descriptions is 
of a d1ffere?t ~ort: we s~all ~ot find it easy to give a name to it, 
?ut clearly it is the mam thmg at stake for me in the sifting, 
mterested reading I am repeating here." 

Wh.a~ever we call i.t. we should beware of assuming that in 
explo1~mg the potenual self-referentiality of the text Derrida is 
repeaung the now familiar critical move in which the text is 
shown to describe its own signifying processes and thus said to 
stand free as a self-contained, self-explanatory aesthetic object 
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that enacts what it asserts. The possibility of including the text's 
own procedures among the objects it describes does not, Der­
rida shows, lead to a presentational coherence and transpar­
ency. On the contrary, such self-inclusion blurs the boundaries 
of the text and renders its procedures highly problematical, 
since it is no longer possible to determine whether Freud's own 
procedure is an uncanny, transferential repetition of the struc­
ture he is investigating or whether the structure appears as 
it does as the result of a particular practice of composition. 
"Alors," writes Derrida, "c;a boite et c;a ferme mal" (La Carte 
postale, p. 418). "It limps and closes badly." 

This sort of analysis, in which a discourse is shown to repeat 
the structures it is analyzing and in which the disruptive in­
sights of this transference are explored, has become one of the 
major activities of deconstruction (see pp. 202-205 and 270--72 
below). It is related to another graft involving the relation of a 
text's statements to its own procedures: the inversion of a pre­
vious interpretive graft. Where one text claims to analyze and 
elucidate another, it may be possible to show that in fact the 
relationship should be inverted: that the analyzing text is elu­
cidated by the analyzed text, which already contains an implicit 
account of and reflection upon the analyst's moves. Derrida's 
most graphic instance, "Le Facteur de la verite," inverts Lacan's 
reading of "The Purloined Letter" to show how Poe's story al­
ready analyzes and situates the psychoanalyst's attempt at mas­
tery (la Carte postale, pp. 43g-52ef'The Purveyor of Truth"). 
But like most grafts, this is subject to further grafts. So Barbara 
Johnson goes on to argue, repeating Derrida's graft, that. J?er­
rida's moves in his discussion of Lacan are already repeuuons 
of moves anticipated in the texts Derrida is reading and thus 
illustrate "the transfer of the repetition compulsion from the 
original text to the scene of its reading" ("The Frame of Refer­
ence," p. 154). "Each text," writes Derrida, "is a machine with 
multiple reading heads for other texts" (Living On," P· 107). 

Another common operation is that which takes a m1~~r, un­
known text and grafts it onto the main body of the trad1uon, or 
else takes an apparently marginal element of a text, such as a 
footnote, and transplants it to a vital spot. "Ousia et Gram~." 
an essay on Heidegger in Marges, is subtitled "Note sur une 
note de Sein und Zeit." The discussion of Kant's Critique of Judg-
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ment focuses on a passage where Kant discusses ornaments such 
as picture frames ("Le Parergon," in La Verite en peinture). The 
reading of. Foucault's L'Histoire de la Jolie works exclusively from 
a brief discussion of Descartes's treatment of madness ("Cogito 
et histoire de la folie," in L'Ecriture et la difference). "Freud et la 
scene de l'ecriture," an important and influential statement, 
deals with a previously ignored essay, Freud's "Note on the 
Mystic Writing Pad" (L'Ecriture et la difference). The discus­
sion of Rousseau concentrates on an obscure essay of uncertain 
date, the "Essai sur l'origine des langues," and there focuses on 
an "extra" chapter on writing. 

This concentration on the apparently marginal puts the logic 
of supplementarity to work as an interpretive strategy: what 
has been relegated to the margins or set aside by previous 
interpreters may be important precisely for those reasons that 
led it to be set aside. Indeed, the strategy of this graft is double. 
Interpretation generally relies on distinctions between the cen­
tral and the marginal, the essential and the inessential: to inter­
pret is to discover what is central to a text or group of texts. On 
the one hand, the marginal graft works within these terms to 
reverse a hierarchy, to show that what had previously been 
thought marginal is in fact central. But on the other hand, that 
reversal: attributing importance to the marginal, is usually con­
duct~d m such a way that it does not lead simply to the identi­
fication o~ a new cent~r (as would, for example, the claim that 
the truly important thmg about The Critique of judgment is the 
attempt ~o relate different kinds of pleasure to the inside and 
the outside of the work of art), but to a subversion of the 
distinctions between essential and inessential inside and out­
side. What is a center if the marginal can beco'me central? "Dis­
proJ><:>rtionate" interpretation is unsettling. 
. This. double practice of relying on the terms of an opposition 
1r;i ones ar~ment but also seeking to displace that opposition 
yields a specific graft that Derrida identifies in discussions of 
the logic of "paleonymics": the retention of old names while 
gr~~ting new meaning up~n them. Arguing that, given the way 
wnt1~g ~as been charactenzed, speech is also a form of writing, 
~ernd~ ~n effect produces a new concept of writing, a general­
ized wntmg that includes speech as well but he retains the old 
name as a "levier d'intervention"-to m~intain leverage for in-
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tervention, to keep a handle on the hierarchical opposition 
(speech/writing) that he wishes to transform (Positions, p. 96/71 ). 
Here is a broad conclusion about the importance of the paleo­
nymic graft for deconstruction. 

Deconstruction does not consist of moving from one concept to 
another but of reversing and displacing a conceptual order as well 
as the nonconceptual order with which it is articulated. For exam­
ple, writing, as a classical concept, entails predicates that have 
been subordinated, excluded, or held in abeyance by forces and 
according to necessities to be analyzed. It is those predicates (I 
have recalled several of them) whose force of generality, general­
ization, and generativity is liberated, grafted onto a "new" concept 
of writing that corresponds as well to what has always resisted the 
prior organization of forces, always constituted the residue ir­
reducible to the dominant force organizing the hierarchy that we 
may refer to, in brief, as logocentric. To leave this new concept 
the old name of writing is to maintain the structure of the lf'aft, 
the transition and indispensable adherence to an effective interven­
tion in the constituted historical field. It is to give everything at 
stake in the operations of deconstruction the chance, the force, 
the power of communication. [Marges, p. 393/SEC, p. 195) 

The graft is the very figure of intervention. . 
Finally, Derrida's writings employ grafts related to poetic 

techniques for disrupting traditional habits of thoug?t and for_g­
ing new connections: the exploitation of phoneuc, graphic, 
morphological, and etymological relations or of the semantic 
connections established by a single term. Glas explores the re­
lations among various terms in gland cl. La Vmte en peinture, 
which proposes to "abandon gl, deal with. [~railer ai:ec] tr" (~. 
195), explains what might develop from this interest m the trait 
("line," "feature," "connection," "stroke," "outline," "shaft," 
"projection," "stretch," "leash," "trace"): 

Plus tard, ailleurs, attirer tout ce discours sur les traits tires, l'at­
tirer du c<>te ou se croisent les deux "families," celle de Riss 
(Aufriss, l'entame, Umriss, le contour, le cadre, l'esquisse, Grundriss, 
le plan, le precis, etc.) et celle de Zug, d~ Zuhen, Entziehen, Gez~ge 
(trait, tirer, attirer, retirer, le contrat qui rassemble tous les trans: 
"Der Riss ist das tinheilliche GniJge von Aufriss und Grundriss, Durch-
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und Umriss," Heidegger, "L'Origine de l'oeuvre d'art"). [la Vlritl 
m peinlure, p. 222] 

Later, elsewhere, draw this whole discussion of drawn features 
[lines drawn through, run off], draw it toward the intersection of 
the two "families," that of Riss [rift] (Aufriss, draft, Umriss, outline, 
frame, sketch, Grundriss, plan, summary) and that of Zug, Ziehm, 
Entziehen, Gezilge (feature, draw, pull, withdraw, the contract that 
collects all features: "The rift is the unified drawing together of 
the draft and the plan, the breach and the outline," Heidegger, 
"The Origin of the Work of Art"). 

Linkings that stress the etymology or morphology of a word, 
bringing out the rift or gap at the heart of draft, outline, plan, 
are ways of applying torque to a concept and affecting its force. 
This is of particular interest when, as in the families cited here, 
the root element is a version of diff erance: the mark or feature 
as gap. Among the terms set in new perspective by their rela­
tion with other terms are marge, marque, marche (margin, mark, 
~tep), and perhaps most powerfully and appositely, the "fam­
ily" pharmakon, pharmakeus, and pharmakos in "La Pharmacie de 
Plat?"·'.' Th!s case merits description as an example of the logic 
of s1gmficauon revealed by deconstructive reading. 

In the Phaedrus writing is described as a pharmakon, which 
means both "remedy" (a remedy for weakness of memory, for 
example) and "poison." Offered to mankind by its inventor as a 
ren:iedy, writing i~ treated by Socrates as a dangerous drug. 
!his double meanmg of pharmakon proves essential to the log­
ical . ~lacem~nt of writing as a supplement: it is an artificial 
add1uon which c.u~es and infects. Pharmakon is closely related to 
fharma~ (mag1c1an, sorcerer, prisoner), a term that is applied 
m the dialogues to Socrates as well as to others. To his inter­
locutors Soc~ates is a magician who works by indirection and en­
chantment; m a strange town, it is suggested, he would swiftly 
be arrested as a sorcerer, and indeed, in Athens when he is 
arrested and led to drink poison (pharmakon) it is for seduction 
of youth. 

Bu~ s.ocrates' s.orcery is not a technique external to philoso­
phy.; n. is the philosophical method itself, and a prayer at the 
begm?mg of .~e Critias asks the gods to "grant us that most 
effecuve med1cme (pharmakon teleotaton), that most effective of 
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all medicines (aruton pharmakon), knowledge (epistimin)." The 
text thus presents "the philosophical, epistemic order of the 
logos as an antidote, as a force inscribed within the general, 
alogical economy of the pharmakon" (La Dissemination, p. 142/ 
124). Though writing and the pharmakon were presented as 
artifice marginal to the order of reason and nature, the signify­
ing relatio'ls imply a reversal of this order and the identifica­
tion of phdosophy as a particular determination of the phar­
makon. The pharmakon has no proper or determinate character 
but is rather the possibility of both poison and remedy (the 
poison Socrates takes is also for him a remedy). It thus be­
comes, Derrida argues, "the common element, the medium of 
any possible dissociation. . . . The pharmakon is 'ambivalent' 
because it constitutes the element in which opposites are op­
posed, the movement and play by which each relates back to 
the other, reyerses itself and passes into the other: (soul/body, 
good/evil, inside/outside, memory/forgetfulness, speech/writing, 
etc.). It is on the basis of this play or this movement that Plato 
establishes the opposititions or distinctions. The pharmakon is 
the movement, the locus, and the play (the production) of dif­
ference" (pp. 145-46/127). 

This role of pharmakon as a condition of difference is further 
confirmed by the link with pharmakos, "scapegoat." The exclu­
sion of the pharmakos purifies the city, as the exclusion of the 
phannakon of writing is meant to purify the order of speech and 
thought. The pharmakos is cast out as the representative of the 
evil that afflicts the city: cast out so as to make evil return to the 
outside from which it comes and to assert the importance of 
the distinction between inside and outside. But to play his role 
as representative of the evil to be cast out, the pharmakos must 
be chosen from within the city. The possibility of using the 
pharmakos to establish the distinction between a pure inside and 
a corrupt outside depends on its already being inside, just as 
the expulsion of writing can have a purificatory function only if 
writing is already within speech. "The ceremony of the ph.ar­
makos," Derrida writes, "is thus played out on the boundary hne 
between the inside and outside, which it has as its function to 
trace and retrace repeatedly. Intra murosl extra muros .. Origin _of 
difference and division, the pharmakos represents evil both m­
trojected and projected" (p. 153/ 133). And representation here, 
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as elsewhere, depends upon repetition. The significance of an 
expulsion depends upon the conventions of the ritual it re­
peats, and in Athens, Derrida notes, the ritual of expulsion was 
repeated every year, on the day that was also the birthday of 
that pharmakeus whose death by pharmakon made him a phar­
makos-Socrates. 

What is the status of such relations: the grafting onto one 
another of pharmakon, pharmakeus, and pharmakos, or the pun of 
diffirance, the play of supplement? Many might say that they are 
examples of graft in philosophy and that Derrida enjoys ill­
gotten gains. "The most shocking thing about Derrida's work," 
writes Rorty, "is his use of multilingual puns, joke etymologies, 
allusions from anywhere, and phonic and typographical gim­
micks" ("Philosophy as a Kind of Writing," pp. 146-47). They 
are shocking from a perspective that takes for granted the pos­
sibility of distinguishing on firm grounds between authentic 
philosophical operations and gimmicks, between show and sub­
stance, between contingent linguistic or textual configurations 
and logic or thought itself. The scandal of Derrida's writing 
would be the attempt to give "philosophical" status to "fortu­
itous" resemblances or connections. The fact that pharmakon is 
both poison and remedy, hymen a membrane and the penetra­
tion of that membrane, dissemination a scattering of semen, 
seeds, and shnes (semantic features), and s'entendrt parltr both 
hearing and understanding oneself speak-these are contin­
gent facts about languages, relevant to poetry but of no con­
sequence for the universal discourse of philosophy. 

It would be easy to answer that deconstruction denies the 
distinction between poetry and philosophy or between contin­
gent linguistic features and thought itself, but that would be 
wrong, a simplifying response to a simplifying charge and a 
re~ponSC: that would carry with it a certain impotence. One 
wntes with both hands, says Derrida. The answer, as one may 
by ~ow expect, is double. Let us consider the example of hymen, 
which appears in a rich discussion of mime by Mallarme: 

La sc~ne n'illustre que l'idtt, pas une action effective, dans un 
hymen (d'ou procMe le Reve), vicieux mais sacre, entre le desir et 
l'accomplissement, la perpetration et son souvenir: ici devam;ant, 
la rememorant, au futur, au passe, sow une apparrnct faWSt di 
prlmll. ("Mimique," quoted in La Disshllinalion, p. 1101) 
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The scene illustrates only the idea, not any actual action, in a 
hymen (out of which flows Dream) tainted with vice yet sacred, 
between desire and fulfillment, perpetration and remembrance: 
here anticipating, there recalling, in the future, in the past, under 
the false appearance of a present. [P. 175) 

"Hymen" is here a marriage between desire and its accomplish­
ment, a fusion that abolishes contraries and also the difference 
between them. But, Derrida emphasizes, a hymen is also a mem­
brane, and a hymen between desire and its accomplishment is 
precisely what keeps them separate. We have "an operation 
which 'at once' brings about a fusion or confusion between op­
posites and stands between opposites," a double and impossible 
operation which doubtless for that reason is "un hymen vicieux 
et sacre" (p. 240/2 1 2). 

After developing the implications of this undecidable hymen, 
Derrida comments on his procedure and its implications, devel­
oping what we· might call the right-handed reply to the charge 
of graft and frivolity: 

It is not a question of repeating- here with hymen what Hegel does 
with German words such as Aujhebung, Urteil, Meinen, Rei.spiel, etc., 
marveling at the happy accident that steeps a natural la~guage in 
the element of speculative dialectic. What counts here ~ not the 
lexical richness, semantic openness of a word or concept, its depth 
or breadth, or the sedimentation in it of two contradictory sig?i­
fications (continuity and discontinuity, inside and outside, idenu~y 
and difference, etc.). What counts here is the formal and syntacuc 
activity [pratique] that composes and decomposes it. We have cer­
tainly seemed to bring everything back to the word hrne"· T~~u~h 
everything seemed to make it an irreplaceable sig~1fi~r, th~ IS .m 
fact something of a trap. This word, this sylleps1s, IS not m~as­
pensable; philology and etymology interest us only secondarily, 
and "Mimique" would not be irreparably harmed by the loss of 
"hymen." The effect is primarily produced by the syntax that 
disposes the entre ("between") in such a way that the suspense 
is due only to the place and not to the content of the w~rd~. 
"Hymen" only marks again what the place of entre already md1-
cates and would still indicate even if the word "hymen" were not 
there. If one replaced "hymen" by "marriage" or "crime," "iden­
tity," or "difference," etc. the effect would be the sam~, except for 
the loss of an economic condensation or accumulauon that we 
have not neglected. [Pp. 1149-5ol1t1to) 
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Thus on the one hand, in keeping with the premises of phi­
losophical argument, Derrida answers, yes, the fact that hymen 
has these two opposed meanings is a contingent fact about 
French (and also, as it happens, about Latin and English), a fact 
which I exploit because it presents forcefully and economically 
an underlying structure of some importance. Diffirance happily 
combines a structure of difference and an art of differing, but 
the argument does not depend on this feature of French mor­
phology and lexis. The fact that Plato applies the term phar­
makon to writing and pharmakeus to Socrates or that Austin 
speaks of fictional discourse as "parasitic" is important as a 
symptom of a deeper logic at work in their arguments, a logic 
which would doubtless have manifested itself in other ways if 
these particular terms had been omitted, since it involves the 
most fundamental articulations of the sphere of discourse. 

On the one hand, deconstruction accepts the distinction be­
tween surface features of a discourse and its underlying logic 
or between empirical features of languages and thought itself. 
When it concentrates on the metaphors in a text or other ap­
parently marginal features, they are clues to what is truly im­
portant. When it cites the range of meanings listed for a word 
in dictionaries or assembled around it by morphological and 
etymological links, it is in order to dramatize, through these 
contingent associations, connections that repeat themselves in 
various guises and contribute to a paradoxical logic. Of disslmi­
nation Derrida remarks, "ce mot a de la chance": "This word 
has good luck .... It has the power economically to condense, 
while unwinding their web, the question of semantic diff erance 
(the new concept of writing) and seminal drift, the impossible 
(monocentric, paternal, familial) reappropriation of the con­
cept and of the sperm" ("Avoir l'oreille de la philosophie," p. 
309). Derrida is not playing with words, he is betting with words, 
employing them strategically with an eye on larger stakes. It is 
only by doing this that he engages with philosophical discourse. 

But on the other hand-the left hand-in relying on textual 
and linguistic configurations, as in "Plato's Pharmacy," one puts 
in question the possibility of distinguishing with surety between 
structures of language or texts and structures of thought, be­
tween the contingent and the essential. Might it not be that the 
relations identified and set aside as contingent also inhabit what 
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is deemed essential? In arguing for the revelatory importance 
of poetic or contingent elements in philosophical texts, one is 
adumbrating the possibility of treating philosophy as a specific 
form of a generalized poetic discourse, and indeed, deconstruc­
tive readings have done just that. Treating philosophical writ­
ings not as statements of positions but as texts--heterogeneous 
discourses structured by a variety of canny and uncanny ex­
igencies--they have taken seriously apparently trivial or gra­
tuitous elements that philosophers might have dismissed as 
accidents of expression and presentation, and have revealed 
surprising performative dimensions of these supposedly con­
stative writings. In analyzing the rhetorical strategies focused 
on supplement in Rousseau, pharmakon in Plato, and parergon in 
Kant, Derrida in effect makes philosophy a species of an archi­
literature, disrupting the hierarchy that treats literature as a 
nonserious margin of serious conceptual discourse. 

Some of the best evidence for this deconstructive inversion 
comes from the consideration of metaphor in philosophy. In 
theory, metaphors are contingent features of philosophical dis­
course; though they may play an important role in expressing 
and elucidating concepts, they ought in principle to be sepa­
rable from the concepts and their adequacy or inadequacy, and 
indeed separating essential concepts from the rhetoric in which 
they are expressed is a fundamental philosophical task. But 
when one attempts to perform this task, not only is it difficult 
to find concepts that are not metaphorical, but the very terms 
in which one defines this philosophical task are themselves 
metaphorical. In his Topics Aristotle provides various techniques 
for clarifying a discourse by identifying and interpreting met­
aphors, but as Derrida observes, "the appeal to criteria of clar­
ity and obscurity would be enough to establish the point made 
above: that this whole philosophical delimitation of metaphor 
is already constructed and worked upon by 'metaphors.' How 
could a piece of knowledge or language be clear or obscu~e 
properly speaking? All the concepts which have played a part m 
the delimitation of metaphor always have an origin and a force 
which are themselves 'metaphorical"' (Marges, p. 301/"White 
Mythology," p. 54). The very notions of what in a discourse 
might be nonmetaphorical are concepts whose force owes much 
to their figural attractions. 
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The values of concept, foundation, and theory are metaphorical and 
resist a meta-metaphorical analysis. We need not insist on the 
optical metaphor that opens under the sun every theoretical point 
of view. The "fundamental" involves the desire for firm and final 
ground, for building land, the ground as support for an artificial 
structure. The force of this metaphor has its own history, of which 
Heidegger has suggested an interpretation. Finally, the concept of 
concept cannot fail to retain, though it would not be reducible to, 
the pattern of that gesture of power, the taking-now, the grasping 
and taking hold of the thing as an object. [P. 267/23-24] 

Investigating Locke, Condillac, and Kant's attempts to identify 
and control figures (Kant notes that Grund, "ground," abhiingen, 
"to depend," and fliessen, "to follow from," are metaphors), 
Paul de Man shows that attempts to control metaphor cannot 
extract themselves from metaphor and that in each case a cru­
cial distinction between the literal and metaphorical breaks 
down. "The resulting undecidability is due to the asymmetry of 
the binary model" that opposes the figural to the literal or the 
literary to the philosophical ("The Epistemology of Metaphor," 
p. 28). The literal is the opposite of the figurative, but a literal 
expression is also a metaphor whose figurality has been forgot­
ten. The philosophical is condemned to be literary in its de­
pendence on figure even when it defines itself by its opposition 
to figure. 

Thus the second half of the answer to the charge of exploit­
ing contingencies would displace the opposition between the 
contingent and essential by arguing that the kind of relations 
identified as contingent and poetic already operate at the heart 
of the conceptual order. There may be no way for philosophy 
to free itself from rhetoric, since there seems no way to judge 
whether or not it has freed itself, the categories for such a 
judgment being inextricably entwined with the matter to be 
judged. Philosophical discourse has various particularities, 
which we invoke in labeling a text philosophical, but it occurs 
within a general textuality where the iterability of forms, their 
connections with other forms and contexts, and the extendibil­
ity of. context itself preclude the rigorous circumscription of 
meanmg. The pharmakos may be repeatedly cast out of the city 
to keep it ~ure, ~ut cas~ing out metaphor, poetry, the parasitic, 
the nonsenous, 1s possible only because they already dwell in 
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the heart of the city: and they are repeatedly discovered to 
dwell there, which is why they can be repeatedly cast out. 

The left- and right-hand sides of the answer to the philoso­
pher's charge are in some measure incompatible and cannot be 
brought together in a coherent synthesis. For this reason, it 
may not seem an answer at all to many, who would argue that 
logic forbids one to accept and employ a distinction on the one 
hand and to contest it on the other. The question then would 
be whether logic can enforce its interdiction and impose effec­
tive sanctions on deconstruction. Often, though, the objection 
to this double procedure is stated in a figure that invokes not 
the authority of a law or morality but a physical and empirical 
inappropriateness: deconstruction's procedure is called "sawing 
off the branch on which one is sitting." This may be, in fact, an 
apt description of the activity, for though it is unusual and 
somewhat risky, it is manifestly something one can attempt. 
One can and may continue to sit on a branch while sawing it. 
There is no physical or moral obstacle if one is willing to risk 
the consequences. The question then becomes whether one will 
succeed in sawing it clear through, and where and how one 
might land. A difficult question: to answer one would need a 
comprehensive understanding of the entire situation-the resil­
ience of the support, the efficacy of one's tools, the shape 
of the terrain-and an ability to predict accurately the conse­
quences of one's work. If "sawing off the branch on which one 
is sitting" seems foolhardy to men of common sense, it is not so 
for Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, and Derrida; for they suspect 
that if they fall there is no "ground" to hit and that the most 
clear-sighted act may be a certain reckless sawing, a calculated 
dismemberment or deconstruction of the great cathedral-like 
trees in which Man has taken shelter for millennia. 10 

I emphasize the double procedure of deconstruction since 
rumor is inclined to make every movement simple and treat 
deconstruction as an attempt to abolish all distinctions, leaving 
neither literature nor philosophy but only a general, undiffer­
entiated textuality. On the contrary, a distinction between liter-

"'I am grateful to William Warner for providing the formulations of this 
~~tence in response to my remarks on "sawing off the branch on which one is 
smmg"-an activity he relates to Nietzsche's injunction in TM Gay Scimct to 
"live dangerously!" 
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ature and philosophy is essential to deconstruction's power of 
intervention: to the demonstration, for example, that the most 
truly philosophical reading of a philosophical work-a reading 
that puts in question its concepts and the foundations of its 
discourse-is one that treats the work as literature, as a fictive, 
rhetorical construct whose elements and order are determined 
by various textual exigencies. Conversely, the most powerful 
and apposite readings of literary works may be those that treat 
them as philosophical gestures by teasing out the implications 
of their dealings with the philosophical oppositions that sup­
port them. 

To sum up, one might say that to deconstruct an opposition, 
such as presence/absence, speech/writing, philosophy/literature, 
literal/metaphorical, central/marginal, is not to destroy it, leav­
ing a monism according to which there would be only absence 
or writing or literature, or metaphor, or marginality. To de­
construct an opposition is to undo and displace it, to situate it 
differently. Schematically, this involves several distinguishable 
moves: (A) one demonstrates that the opposition is a meta­
physical and ideological imposition by ( 1) bringing out its pre­
suppositions and its role in the system of metaphysical values­
a task which may require extensive analysis of a number of 
texts-and (2) showing how it is undone in the texts that enun­
ciate and rely on it. But (B) one simultaneously maintains the 
opposition by (1) employing it in one's argument (the charac­
terizations of speech and writing or of literature and philoso­
phy are not errors to be repudiated but essential resources for 
a~gument) and (2) reinstating it with a reversal that gives it a 
~1ffe~ent status and impact. When speech and writing are dis­
tmgu1~~ed as two versions of a generalized protowriting, the 
?Ppos1uon does n~t have the same implications as when writing 
IS see~ ~a .technical and imperfect representation of speech. 
The. d1su~cuon between the literal and the figurative, essential 
to d1scuss1ons of the functioning of language, works differently 
when the deconstructive reversal identifies literal language as 
figures whose. fi~1irality has been forgotten instead of treating 
figures as dev1at1ons from proper, normal literality. 

Working in this way, with a double movement both inside 
3:nd ?utsid~ previous categories and distinctions: deconstruc­
llon IS ambiguously or uncomfortably positioned and particu-
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larly open to attack and misunderstanding. Relying on distinc­
tions that it puts in question, exploiting oppositions whose 
philosophical implications it seeks to evade, it can always be 
attacked both as an anarchism determined to disrupt any order 
whatever and, from the opposite perspective, as an accessory to 
the hierarchies it denounces. Instead of claiming to offer firm 
ground for the construction of a new order or synthesis, it 
remains implicated in or attached to the system it criticizes and 
attempts to displace. As we have seen in considering some Der­
ridean graftings, the writings of deconstruction have a par­
ticularly problematical relation to the distinction between the 
serious and the nonserious. Unwilling to renounce the possibil­
ities of serious argument or the claim to deal with "essential" 
matters, deconstruction nevertheless attempts to escape the con­
fines of the serious since it also disputes the priority accorded 
to "serious" philosophical considerations over matters of, shall 
we say, linguistic "surface." 

The implications of this ambidextrous relation to philosophy 
and philosophical projects are difficult to explicate, but they 
are essential to an understanding of deconstruction. In charac­
terizing philosophy as logocentric, Derrida identifies its basic 
project as that of determining the nature of truth, reason, be­
ing, and of distinguishing the essential from the contingent, the 
well-grounded from the factitious. Since Descartes, the logo­
centrism of philosophy has emerged particularly in its concen­
tration on epistemology. As Richard Rorty puts it in a powerful 
study of this tradition, 

Philosophy as a discipline thus sees itself as the attempt to under­
write or debunk claims to knowledge made by science, morality, 
art or religion. It purports to do this on the basis of its special 
understanding of the nature of knowledge and of mind. Philoso­
phy can be foundational in respect to the rest of culture because 
culture is the assemblage of claims to knowledge, and philosophy 
adjudicates such claims. It can do so because it understands the 
foundations of knowledge and it finds these foundations in a 
study of man-as-knower, of the "mental processes" or the "activity 
of representation" which make knowledge possible. To know is to 
represent accurately what is outside the mind; so to understand 
the possibility and nature of knowledge is to understand the way 
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in which the mind is able to construct such representations. [P/ai­
losophy and the Mirror of Nature, p. 3) 

Reality is the presence behind representations, what accurate 
representations are representations of, and philosophy is above 
all a theory of representation. 

A theory of representation that seeks to establish founda­
tions must take as given, must assume the presence of, that 
which accurate representations represent. There is thus always 
a question whether any supposed given may not in fact be a 
construct or product, dependent, for example, on the theory 
which it purports to support. Moreover, the characteristic prob­
lem of theories of truth or knowledge is why we should believe 
that we have more certain knowledge of the conditions of truth 
or of knowledge than we do of a particular truth. A pragmatic 
tradition has frequently argued that if we define truth as what 
simply is the case, then not only do we have no assurance that 
our present beliefs are true, since we must allow for the pos­
sibility that they will be invalidated by future discoveries, but 
we have no guarantee that our criteria for successful enquiry 
are the correct ones. Truth is better thought of, such thinkers 
have argued, as relative to a framework of argument and justi­
fication: truth, as john Dewey puts it, is "warrantable assertion." 11 

Truth consists of propositions that can be justified according to 
currently accepted modes of justification. Instead of correspon­
dence between propositions and some absolute state of affairs, 
we have a continuing conversation in which propositions are 
brought forth in defense of other propositions, in a potentially 
infinite process that is arrested only when those concerned are 
satisfied or become bored (Rorty, p. 159). For theorists who 

11Ci1ed by Ror1y in Philosophy and tN MirTor of Nntur~. p. 176. This book, 
especially chaplers 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8, proves very useful for undemanding 
Derrida, for il is an analy1ical philosopher's cri1ique of whal Derrida calls 1he 
logocemrism of Weslern philosophy. Using analy1ical argumenlS againsl 1he 
analy1ical enterprise, Rony goes on lo dis1inguish sys1ema1ic philosophers from 
"edifying .. philosophers" ~uch ~s Dewey, lhe la1er Wiugenslein, Gadamer, and 
Derrida. Greal sys1emauc philosophers are conslruc1ive and offer argumenlS. 
Greal edifying philosophers are reac1ive and offer sa1ires, parodies, aphorisms" 
(p. 36g). He recognizes that edifying philosophers do in facl propose argu­
ments but main1ains 1hat they should not do so. However, as Derrida argues, if 
one is lo eng-age with philosophy one must offer argument, and Rony himself 
finds analy1ical argument indispensable to his edifying project of promoting 
the edifying tradition. The edifying philosopher necessarily writes hybrid texts. 
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treat truth as correspondence, there is a truth but we can never 
know whether we know it. Pragmatists hold that we can know 
truth, since truth is whatever is validated by our methods of 
validation, and while truth is relative to a set of institutional 
procedures and assumptions that may change, there can be no 
more secure foundation, they argue, than the sort of truth we 
possess. 

One might be tempted to identify deconstruction with prag­
matism since it offers a similar critique of the philosophical 
tradition and emphasizes the institutional and conventional con­
straints on discursive enquiry. Like pragmatism in Rorty's ac­
count, deconstruction sees representations as signs that ref er to 
other signs, which refer to still other signs, and depicts enquiry 
as a process in which propositions are adduced to support other 
propositions and what is said to "ground" a proposition proves 
to be ifself part of a general text. But there are two major 
obstacles to identifying deconstruction with pragmatism. First, 
deconstruction cannot be content with the pragmatist concep­
tion of truth. The appeal to consensus and convention-truth 
as what is validated by our accepted methods of validation­
works to treat the norm as a foundation, and as Derrida's dis­
cussions of Austin and Searle suggest, norms are produced by 
acts of exclusion. Speech act theorists exclude nonserious ex­
amples so as to ground their rules on consensus and c~nven­
tions. Moralists exclude the deviant so as to ground their pre­
cepts cm a social consensus. If, as Rorty observes, to analyze 
propositions to determine their objectivity means "findin~ out 
whether there is general agreement among sane and rational 
men on what would count as confirming their truth" (p. 337), 
objectivity is constituted by excluding the views of ~hose who do 
not count as sane and rational men: women, children, poets, 
prophets, madmen. One frequently finds g~neral agreem.ent, 
but consensuses adduced to serve as foundations are not gtven 
but produced-produced by exclusions of this sort. 

Since deconstruction is interested in what has been excluded 
and in the perspective it affords on the consensus, t~e~e can be 
no question of accepting consensus as truth or resmctmg. truth 
to what is demonstrable within a system. Indeed, the notion of 
truth as what is validated by accepted methods of validation 
is used to criticize what passes for truth. Since deconstruc-
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lion attempts to view systems from the outside as well as the in­
side, it tries to keep alive the possibility that the eccentricity 
of women, poets, prophe:s, and madmen might yield truths 
about the system to which they are marginal-truths contradict­
ing the consensus and not demonstrable within a framework 
yet developed. 

Second, deconstruction differs from pragmatism in its at­
titude toward reflexive enquiry. At its most rigorous, prag­
matism argues that we cannot by an effort of self-scrutiny or 
theoretical enquiry get outside the framework of beliefs and 
assumptions within which we operate-we cannot get outside 
our institutions and beliefs to evaluate them-and so we should 
not worry about these matters but should go pragmatically about 
our business. Deconstruction is, of course, skeptical about the 
possibility of solving epistemological problems or of actually 
breaking out of the logocentrism of Western thought, but it 
repudiates the complacency to which pragmatism may lead and 
makes reflection upon one's own procedures and institutional 
frameworks a necessary task. The questioning of one's catego­
ries and procedures may, of course, be carried out with con­
siderable complacency, but the principle, the strategy, may be 
stated quite unequivocally: even if in principle we cannot get 
outside conceptual frameworks to criticize and evaluate, the 
practice of self-reflexivity, the attempt to theorize one's prac­
tice, works to produce change, as the recent history of liter­
ary criticism amply shows. Theoretical enquiry does not lead to 
new foundations-in this sense the pragmatists are right. But 
they are wrong to reject it on these grounds, for it does lead to 
changes in assumptions, institutions, and practices. 
~~e preservati~n o~ the notion that truth might emerge from 

p<>s1uons of margmahty and eccentricity is part of this theoret­
ical strategy, for while particular claims to have discovered a 
foundation or epistemologically authoritative position will be 
put. in question, t~e critical project depends on resisting the 
not10n that truth 1s only what can be demonstrated within an 
~cc~pted framewo~k. It may well be that "truth" plays such an 
md1s~nsable role m argument and analysis precisely because it 
has this persistent duplicity, a double reference that is difficult 
to erase. Truth is both what can be demonstrated within an 
accepted framework and what simply is the case, whether or 
not anyone could believe it or validate it. 
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The resilience of this double function or play of "truth" can 
~ seen in the fact that those who defend a pragmatist concep­
uon of truth do not generally maintain that their view is true 
because it is a warrantable assertion, demonstrable within the 
assumptions of our culture. They argue, on the contrary, that 
this is what truth is, that this is the truth about truth, even 
though people generally think truth is something else. 

There is a paradox here which we encounter frequently in 
the domains of philosophy, literary criticism, and history, and 
which can doubtless be found elsewhere. The champions of an 
absolutist, correspondence theory of truth defend their posi­
tion on pragmatic grounds: it has desirable consequences, is 
necessary to the preservation of essential values. We need not 
believe in the possibility of actually attaining truth, the argu­
ment runs, but we must believe that there is a truth-a way 
things are, a true meaning of a text or utterance--or else re­
search and analysis lose all point; human enquiry has no goal. 
The proponents of a pragmatist view reply that, whatever the 
consequences of their relativism, we must live with them be­
cause this is the truth, the way things are: truth is relative, 
dependent on a conceptual framework. Both attempts to main­
tain a position give rise to a deconstructive movement in which 
the logic of the argument used to def end a position contradicts 
the position affirmed. 

Deconstructive readings identify this paradoxical situation in 
which, on the one hand, logocentric positions contain their own 
undoing and, on the other hand, the denial of logocentrism is 
carried out in logocentric terms. Insofar as deconstruction main­
tains these positions, it might seem to be a dialetical synthesis, a 
superior and complete theory; but these two movements do 
not, when combined, yield a coherent position or a higher the­
ory. Deconstruction has no better theory of truth. It is a prac­
tice of reading and writing attuned to the aporias that arise in 
attempts to tell us the truth. It does not develop a new philo­
sophical framework or solution but moves back and forth, with 
a nimbleness it hopes will prove strategic, between nonsynthe­
sizable moments of a general economy. It moves in and out of 
philosophic seriousness, in and out of philosophical demonstra­
tion. Working in and around a discursive framework rather 
than constructing on new ground, it nevertheless seeks to pro­
duce reversals and displacements. We have encountered a num-
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ber of these reversals of hierarchies already but since there are 
several others of considerable practical and theoretical impor­
tance we might turn to them for an illustration of the implica­
tions of deconstruction before questioning the possible conse­
quences for literary criticism. 

4· INSTITUTIONS AND INVERSIONS 

In "The Conflict of Faculties" Derrida writes: 

What is somewhat hastily called deconstruction 1s not, if it is of 
any consequence, a specialized set of discursive procedures, still 
less the rules of a new hermeneutic method that works on texts or 
utterances in the shelter of a given and stable institution. It 1s 
also, at the very least, a way of taking a position, in its work of 
analysis, concerning the political and institutional structures that 
make possible and govern our practices, our competencies, our 
performances. Precisely because it is never concerned only with 
signified content, deconstruction should not be separable from 
this politico-institutional problematic and should seek a new inves­
tigation of responsibility, an investigation which questions the 
codes inherited from ethics and politics. This means that, too 
poli~ical fo.r. some, it will seem paralyzing to those who only rec­
ognize pohucs by the most familiar road signs. Deconstruction is 
n~ith.er ~ methodological reform that should reassure the orga­
mza~1on m place. nor a nourish of irre~ponsible and irresponsible­
makmg destruction, whose most certain effect would be to leave 
everything as it is and to consolidate the most immobile forces 
within the university. 

The claim is that because deconstruction is never concerned 
only with signified content but especially with the conditions 
and assumptions of discourse, with frameworks of enquiry, it 
engages t~e institutional structures governing our practices, 
competencies, performances. The questioning of these struc­
tures, whatever its consequences--and they have not proved 
easy to. calculate-can be seen as a politicizing of what might 
ot~erw1se be thought a neutral framework. Questions of insti­
tuuonal force and structure prove to be involved in the prob­
lems deconstruction addresses. Kant's "The Conflict of Facul­
ties," which Derrida analyzes in the essay of this name, discusses 
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the relation of the Faculty of Philosophy to the other university 
faculties (Law, Medicine, and Theology) and to state power. 
Kant's attempt to define the Philosophy Faculty's sphere of 
operations and the limitations others' rights and powers might 
impose, proves to turn on a distinction between constative and 
performative language: the former a realm with which philos­
ophy may make free, the latter reserved for the state and its 
university agents. And the problems that arise when a theory of 
speech acts attempts to define and sustain this opposition are 
precisely the issues that animate the institutional struggles of 
Kant's university and, in different forms, our own. "II n'y a pas 
de hors texte" in that the realities with which politics is con­
cerned, and the forms in which they are manipulated, are in­
separable from discursive structures and systems of significa­
tion, or what Derrida calls "the general text." Dependent upon 
the hierarchical oppositions of our tradition, they are liable 
to be affected by inversions and displacements of those hier­
archies, though such effects may be slow to work themselves 
out. 

Derrida's most public involvement with institutions and poli­
tics has been his work with the Groupe de recherches sur l'en­
seignement philosophique (GREPH), which has undertaken a 
broad struggle against educational reforms that would reduce 
the role of philosophy in French schools and orient education 
toward the supposed technological requirements of the future 
job market. GREPH's defense of philosophy includes a critique 
of the conception of philosophy promoted by various institu­
tions; a philosophical analysis of philosophy's involvement with 
interests and forces regarded as marginal to a purely philo­
sophical enquiry expands the notion of philosophy as a critical 
discourse explicitly concerned with the politics of knowledge, 
representation, learning, and communication. By contesting the 
hierarchical oppositions within which philosophy and its role 
have been conceived, GREPH attempts to alter the ground and 
the stakes of its struggle. As Christopher Fynsk writes in a 
review of GREPH's Qui a peur de la philosophie1, the issue is not 
just the status of a discipline called "philosophy" but "a struggle 
between more or less determinate forces working as philoso­
phies both inside and outside the institution" ("A Decelebration 
of Philosophy," p. 81 ). 

157 



DECONSTRUCTION 

The combination of sophisticated reflection on the nature of 
philosophy and the struggle for specific political goals is by no 
means easy to maintain, as the heterogeneity of contributions 
to Qui a peur de la philosophie? suggests. In an interview, "Entre 
crochets," Derrida emphasizes the paramount interest of this 
project "first because it is always difficult, because I don't know 
how to go about it: there is no program already constructed; it 
must be established or identified for each act; it can always fail; 
in each case, it does to some extent fail." But what interests me 
most, he continues, is to try to reduce a certain gap or delay: 

for example, between this work on or against the institution (to 
put. it simply) and on the other hand what I perceive (to simplify 
agam) as the most advanced version of philosophical or theo­
retical deconstruction .... We must take account of certain gaps 
a.nd try to reduce them even if, for essential reasons, it is impos­
sible to efface them: gaps, for example, between the discourses or 
practices of this immediately political deconstruction and a decon­
struction of theoretical or philosophical aspect. These gaps are 
often so large as to conceal the connections (les relais] or make 
them unrecognizable to many. [P. 113) 

Many .theorists have a st~ong desire to eliminate these gaps. 
I.n Ma~asm and. Deconstruchon, for example, Michael Ryan out­
lines, .with c.~ms1derable polemical verve, ways in which decon­
stru.cuon ~mght be harnessed directly to political ends. Such 
projects nsk bathos-does one need Derrida to unravel the 
contradictions of right-wing political rhetoric?-and, more im­
~rtant, beg numerous questions about what is truly progres­
sive ~nd what is not. There is no program already established, 
De~nda. says, ~cause attempts to reverse and thus displace 
~a~'?~ h1erarch1cal oppositions of Western thought open pos­
s1b1hues of change that are incalculable. What seem at one stage 
the ?'lost abstract or recondite problems may have more dis­
turbmg cons~quen.ces than immediate and intense political de­
bates, and this radical potential may depend on a willingness to 
p~rsue ~~eoretical investigations unchecked by the need to pre­
d1~t pohucal benefits. If, as Derrida argues in De la grammatol­
o~, the f~ture deconstruction glimpses-a future that breaks 
wuh constituted normality-"can only be proclaimed or pre­
sented as a sort of monstrosity" (p. 14'5), then theoretical pur-
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suits should perhaps be allowed to wax monstrous or grotesque 
and not be subjected to a teleology of political gain in the hope 
of eliminating the "gap" Derrida describes. Lest the necessary 
persistence of that gap excuse a conservative institutional com­
placency, one must, Derrida writes, continue "struggling as al­
ways upon two fronts, on two stages, and in two registers"­
the critique of current institutions and the deconstruction of 
philosophical oppositions-while nevertheless contesting the 
distinction between the two ("Ou commence et comment finit 
un corps enseignant," p. 67). 

Deconstructive analyses, the claim is, have potentially radical 
institutional implications, but these implications, often distant 
and incalculable, are no substitute for immediate critical and 
political action, to which they may seem only indirectly related. 
Their radical potential may depend on the surprising resources 
they reveal in an excessive, uncalculating theoretical pursuit. If 
the force of theory depends upon possibilities of institutionaliza­
tion-it becomes politically effective insofar as it can inform the 
practices by which we constitute, administer, and transmit a 
world-its most radical aspects are threatened by institutional­
ization and emerge precisely in a theoretical reflection that con­
tests particular institutionalizations of a theoretical discourse. 
This is what one finds, for example, in the case of Freudian 
theory: its power is linked to the ability of its hierarchical rever­
sals to transform thought and behavior, but the institutions of 
psychoanalysis have arguably been quite conservative, a.nd .the 
radical force of Freudian theory is linked not to those msutu­
tions but to the resources it provides for a continuing theoretical 
critique-a critique of institutions and assumptions, including 
those of psychoanalytic practice. 

Indeed, Freudian theory is an excellent example of the way 
in which an apparently specialized or perverse investigation 
may transform a whole domain by inverting and displacing the 
oppositions that made its concerns marginal. One of the most 
productive intellectual enterprises of the 1970s has been the 
study of Freud's writings-from a deconstru~t~ve perspecti.ve­
as theories and examples of textuality.'2 Detailmg the cons1der-

11In addition to Derrida's "Speculcr-sur 'Freud'". in LA Carte postale and 
"Freud ct la scene de l'ecriturc" in L"Ecriturt ti la diffhtnce, see Sarah Kof­
man, L"Enfanct di ['art, Qualrt Romaru a1ialytiques, and L"E11ig111.t dt la ftmmt; 
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able deconstructive and self-deconstructive force of his texts, 
these readings have given us a different view of Freudian 
theory. 

One way to understand Freud's achievement is in the terms 
we have been exploring in this chapter. Freud begins with a 
series of hierarchical oppositions: normaVpathological, sanity/ 
insanity, reaVimaginary, experience/dream, conscious/uncon­
scious, life/death. In each case the first term has been conceived 
as prior, a plenitude of which the second is a negation or 
complication. Situated on the margin of the first term, the sec­
ond term designates an undesirable, dispensable deviation. 
Freud's investigations deconstruct these oppositions by identify­
ing what is at stake in our desire to repress the second term 
and showing that in fact each first term can be seen as a special 
case of the fundamentals designated by the second term, which 
in this process is transformed. Understanding of the marginal 
or deviant term becomes a condition of understanding the sup­
posedly prior term. The most general operations of the psyche 
are discovered, for example, through investigations of patho­
logical cases. The logic of dreams and fantasies proves central 
to an account of the forces at work in all our experience. Inves­
tigation of neuroses is the key to the description of sane adap­
tation; it has even become something of a commonplace that 
"sanity" is only a particular determination of neurosis, a neu­
rosis that accords with certain social demands. Or again, instead 
of tre~ting sexuality as a highly specialized aspect of human 
~xpenence, a force at work at certain moments in people's 
hves, Freud shows its pervasiveness, making a theory of sexual-

jean-Michel Re>:, Parcoun de Freud; Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, "Note sur Freud 
~t !a ~epresentauon"; H~lene Cixous, "La Fiction et ses fantomes"; Peter Brooks, 
F1cu?ns of the ~olfman"; .Cynthia Chase, "Oedipal Textuality: Reading Freud's 
R~ad1~g of Oedipus"; Ned Henz, "Freud and the Sandman"; Jeffrey Mehl· 
man.. How to Read Freud on Jokes: The Critic as Schadchen" and "Trimeth· 
ylamin: Notes on Freud's Specimen Dream"; Rodolphe Gasch~ "La Sorciere 
~~tapsychologique"; David Ca~0roll, "F~eu~ and the Myth of Origins"; and 
~amuel. Weber, Frrod-ugnuk, The D1vancator: Remarks on Freud's Witz," 
.. The Sideshow, o~.: Remarks on a ~~ny ~oment," and "It." Although Lacan's 
r~turn to Fr~ud has been a decmve sumulus to research and discussion, 

fa1thful Lacamans, tax~ by the demands of discipleship, have not been the 
most astute and penuas1ve readen of Freud. The exception is of course jean 
Laplanche, author of the classic Vie et mort m FJclianalJSI. ' ' 
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ity a precondition for understanding what might seem emi­
nently nonsexual, such as the behavior of children. The "non­
sexual" becomes a particular version of what Freud calls an 
"enlarged sexuality" (Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, vol. 
7, p. 1 34). These deconstructive reversals, which give pride of 
place to what had been thought marginal, are responsible for 
much of the revolutionary impact of Freudian theory. To make 
that unique monster Oedipus the model for normal maturation 
or to study normal sexuality as perversion-a perversion of the 
instinctual-is a procedure which even today has not lost the 
force of scandal. 

The most general instance of Freudian deconstruction is, of 
course, the dislocation of the hierarchical opposition between 
the conscious and the unconscious. Freud writes: 

It is essential to abandon the overvaluation of the property of 
being conscious, before it becomes possible to form any correct 
view of the origin of what is mental ... the unconscious is the 
larger sphere, which includes within it the smaller sphere of the 
conscious. Everything conscious has an unconscious preliminary 
stage; whereas what is unconscious may remain at that stage and 
nevertheless claim to be regarded as having the full value of a 
psychical process. The unconscious is the true psychical reality. 
[The Interpretation of Dreams, vol. 5, pp. 6u-1s] 

For a powerful humanistic tradition, of which Descartes is only 
the most obvious representative, the human subject has been 
defined in terms of consciousness: the "I" is that which thinks, 
perceives, and feels. In revealing and describing the determin­
ing force of unconscious factors and structures in human life, 
Freud inverts the traditional hierarchy and makes conscious­
ness a particular derivative instance of unconscious processes. 

But there are two ways of thinking about this Freudian op­
eration. By the first, often preferred when discussing ~he psy­
choanalytic cure, we have an inversion that emphastzes the 
superior power of the unconscious but still defines it in terms 
of consciousness, as repressed or deferred consciousness. Ex­
periences are repressed, relegated to the unconscious, wher.e 
they exercise a determining influence. During a psychoanalysis 
their hidden presence is revealed; they are brought back to 
consciousness and, as the humanist tradition would have it, 
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analysands free themselves from the control of these previously 
repressed ideas through this new self-consciousness, in which 
the self becomes maximally present to itself. By this way of 
thinking, the Freudian inversion privileges the unconscious, 
but it does so only by making it a hidden reality that can in 
principle be unveiled, reappropriated in and by a superior 
consciousness. 

Freud's formulations are often open to this interpretation, 
but he also insists on a distinction between the psychoanalytic 
unconscious and what he calls the "preconscious," whose mem­
ories and experiences are not conscious at a given moment but 
can in principle be recovered by consciousness. The uncon­
scious, on the other hand, is inaccessible to consciousness. 1' More­
over, particularly in the works that elaborate theories of primal 
repression, primal fantasies, and Nachtriiglichkeit, or deferred 
action, Freud emphasizes that the unconscious is by no means 
simply a layer of actual experiences that have been repressed, a 
hidden presence. It is both constituted by repression and the 
active agent of repression. Like differance, which designates the 
impossible origin of difference in differing and of differing 
in difference, the unconscious is a nonoriginary origin which 
Freud calls primary repression (Uroerdriingung), in which the 
unconscious both initiates the first repression and is constituted 
as repression. If the discovery of the unconscious is a demon­
stration that nothing in the human subject is ever simple, that 
thoughts and desires are already doubled and divided, it turns 
out that the unconscious itself is not a simple hidden reality but 
always, in Freud's speculations, a complex and differential prod­
uct. As Derrida writes, 

the unconscious is not, as we know, a hidden, virtual, potential 
self-presence. It differs/defers itself [II se differe], which no doubt 
means that it is woven of differences and also that it sends out or 
delegates representatives, mandates, but that there is no way the 
mandator could "exist," be present, be "itself" somewhere, much 
less become conscious. In this sense ... the "unconscious" can no 
more be classed as a "thing" than as anything else; it is no more a 
thing than a virtual or concealed consciousness. This radical other-

"For discussion see Laplanche and Serge Leclaire, "The Unconscious: A Psy· 
choanalytic Study," p. u7. 
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ness with respect to every possible mode of presence can be seen 
in the irreducible effects of deferred action .... In the otherness 
of the "unconscious" we are dealing not with a series of modified 
presents--presents that are past or still to come--but with a "past" 
that has never been nor ever will be present and whose future will 
never be its production or reproduction in the form of presence. 
[Marges, pp. 21-22/"Differance," p. 152) 

Nachtriiglichkeit names a paradoxical situation that Freud fre­
quently encounters in his case studies, in which the determining 
event in a neurosis never occurs as such, is never present as an 
event, but is constructed afterwards by what can only be de­
scribed as a textual mechanism of the unconscious. In the case 
of the Wolfman, the analysis of key dreams leads Freud to the 
conclusion that the child had witnessed his parents copulating 
at age one-and-a-half. This "primal scene" had no meaning or 
impact at the time; it was inscribed in the unconscious like a 
text in an unknown language. When he was four, however, a 
dream linked to this scene by a chain of associations trans­
formed it into a trauma, though it remained repressed except 
as a displaced symptom: a fear of wolves. The crucial experi­
ence, the determining event in the Wolfman's life, was one that 
never occurred. The "original" scene was not itself traumatic, 
and it may even have been, Freud allows, a scene of copulating 
animals transformed by def erred action into a primal scene. 
One cannot track down and make present the event or cause 
because it exists nowhere. 

The case of "Emma" is another classic illustration of the tex­
tual, differential functioning of the unconscious. Emma traces 
her fear of shops to an incident at age twelve when sh~ ent~red 
a store, saw two shop assistants laughing, and fled m fnght. 
Freud traces it to a scene at age eight when a shopkeeper had 
fondled her genitals through her clothes. "Between the two 
scenes," writes Jean Laplanche, "an entirely ne'_V element h~ 
appeared-the possibility of a sexual reaction" (Life and Death zn 
Psychoanalysis, p. 40). The sexual content is neither in the first 
scene, when she was aware of no sexual implications, nor in the 
second scene. "Here," Freud writes, "we have an instance of a 
memory exciting an affect which it did not excite as an experi­
ence, because in the meantime changes produced by puberty 
had made possible a different understanding of what was re-
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membered ... the memory is repressed which has only become 
a trauma by deferred action ("Project for a Scientific Psychology," 
vol. 1, p. 356). 

"The irreducibility of the 'effect of deferral,'" writes Derrida, 
"such is no doubt Freud's discovery" (L'Ecriture et la difference, 
p. 303/203). "The unconscious text is already a weave of pure 
traces, differences in which meaning and force are united-a 
text nowhere present, consisting of archives which are always 
already transcriptions. Originary prints. Everything begins with 
reproduction. Always already: that is to say, repositories of a 
meaning which was never present, whose signified presence is 
always reconstituted by deferral, nachtriiglich, belatedly, supple­
mentarily: for nachtriiglich also means supplementary" (p. 3141'212). 
Further confirmation of the possibility of understanding Freud­
ian theory in terms of differance comes from Freud's various 
differential models of the psyche, which Derrida discusses in 
"Freud et la scene de l'ecriture," particularly the model of the 
mystic writing pad. In order to represent the paradoxical situa­
tion in which memories become inscribed or reproduced in the 
unconscious without ever having been perceived, Freud invokes 
a complex writing apparatus. Traces which never appeared 
on the perceptual surface are left beneath it, as reproductions 
without originals. In general, while emphasizing the hetero­
geneity of Freud's texts, deconstruction has found in his writ­
ings daring proposals that put in question the metaphysical as­
sumptions with which he is ostensibly operating. As Derrida 
writes, "that the present in general is not primal but rather 
reconstituted, that it is not the full, living, absolute, and con­
stitutive form of experience, that there is no purity of the living 
present-such is the theme, formidable indeed for the history 
of metaphysics, that Freud invites us to pursue, though in a 
conceptual framework inadequate to it" (p. 3141'212). 

A most striking instance of deconstructive speculation is the 
account in Beyond the Pleasure Principle of the death drive or 
death instinct. It might seem that if there is any clear binary 
opposition it ought to be life versus death: life is the positive 
term and death its negation. Yet Freud argues that the death 
instinct, the fundamental drive of every living thing to return 
to an inorganic state, is the most powerful life force; the orga­
nism "wishes only to die in its own fashion," and its life is a series 
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of deferrals of its life goal (vol. 18, p. 39). The death drive, as 
manifested in the repetition compulsion, makes the activity of 
life instincts a special case within the general economy of repe­
tition and expenditure. As Laplanche puts it, in this "carrying 
back of death into Hf e ... it is as though there were in Freud a 
more or less obscure perception of a necessity to refute every 
vitalistic interpretation, to shatter life in its very foundations" 
(Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, p. 123). The logic of Freud's 
argument effects a striking deconstructive reversal in which 
"the pleasure principle seems actually to serve the death in­
stincts" (Beyond the Pleasure Principle, vol. 18, p. 63). 

Readings of Freud have taken up a further opposition that is 
deeply sedimented in our thinking and the deconstruction of 
which may have more immediate social and political conse­
quences: the hierarchical opposition of man and woman. Some 
writers have claimed that this is the primordial opposition on 
which all others are based and that, as Helene Cixous puts it, 
the aim of logocentrism, though it could not admit it, has al­
ways been to found phallogocentrism, to assure a rationale for 
a masculine order ("Sorties," pp. 116-19). Whether or not it is 
the paradigm of metaphysical oppositions, man/woman is cer­
tainly a distinction whose hierarchical structure is marked in an 
endless number of ways, from the genetic account in the Bible, 
where woman is created from man's rib as a supplement or 
"helpmeet" to man, to the semantic, morphological, and ety­
mological relations of man and woman in English. 

This is a case where the effects of an imposed hierarchy are 
clear and the reasons for deconstructing that hierarchy pal­
pable. We can also see here how right Derrida is to insist th~t it 
does not suffice to deny a hierarchical relation. It does httle 
good simply to claim equality for writing ~gainst .speech .or for 
woman against man: even Reagan R~pubhc~ns.w1~ par hp ser­
vice to equality. "I strongly and repeatedly ms1st, ~ntes Der­
rida, "on the necessity of the phase of reversal, which people 
have perhaps too swiftly attempted to discredit .... To neglect 
this phase of reversal is to forget that the structure of the 
opposition is one of conflict and subordination and thus to pass 
too swiftly, without gaining any purchase against the ~orm~r 
opposition, to a neutralization which in practice leaves thmgs m 
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their former state and deprives one of any way of intervening 
effectively" (Positions, pp. 5fr7/ 41 ). 14 Affirmations of equality will 
not disrupt the hierarchy. Only if it includes an inversion or 
reversal does a deconstruction have a chance of dislocating the 
hierarchical structure. 

The deconstruction of this opposition requires investigation of 
the ways in which various discourses-psychoanalytical, phil­
osophical, literary, historical-have constituted a notion of man 
by characterizing the feminine in terms that permit it to be set 
aside. The analyst seeks to locate points at which these dis­
courses undo themselves, revealing the interested, ideological 
nature of their hierarchical imposition and subverting the basis 
of the hierarchy they wish to establish. Derridean deconstruc­
tion might assist these investigations since many of the opera­
tions identified, for example, in Derrida's study of the treat­
ment of writing also appear in discussions of woman. Like 
writing, woman is treated as a supplement: discussions of "man" 
can proceed without mention of woman because she is deemed 
to be automatically included as a special case; male pronouns 
exclude her without calling attention to her exclusion; and if 
she is considered separately she will still be defined in terms of 
man, as his other. 

Celebrations of woman, which seem to contradict this struc­
ture, turn out to obey the logic Derrida has discerned in cele­
brations of writing. When a text seems to praise writing instead 
of treating it as a supplementary technique, the object of praise 
proves to be a metaphorical writing, distinguished from ordi­
nary. lit~r~l writing. In the Phaedrw, for example, the writing 
or mscnpt1on of truth in the soul is distinguished from "sen­
sible" writing "in space"; in the Middle Ages God's writing in 
the ~oo~ ?f Nature, which is praised, is scarcely the same as 
mans wntmg on parchment (De la grammatologU, pp. 2fr27/ 15). 
Sim~la.rly, discussions of woman that appear to promote the 
femmme over the masculine-there are, of course, traditions of 
ela~~ate praise-celebrate the woman as goddess (the Ewig­
~eibliche, Venus, Muse, Earth Mother) and invoke a metaphor­
ical woman, in comparison with which actual women will be 
found wanting. Celebrations of woman or the identification of 

• 
1
4The fi~~ sentence of this quotation does not appear in the English transla­

tJon of Postlwnl. 
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woman with some powerful force or idea-truth as a woman, 
liberty as a woman, the muses as women-identify actual wom­
en as marginal. Woman can be a symbol of truth only if she 
is denied an effective relation to truth, only if one presumes 
that those seeking truth are men. The identification of woman 
with poetry through the figure of the muse also assumes that 
the poet will be a man. While appearing to celebrate the femi­
nine, this model denies women an active role in the system of 
literary production and bars them from the literary tradition.15 

Investigation of the place of women in various discourses will 
reveal the logic at work in these subtle and unsubtle oppres­
sions, but nowhere are the results more interesting and sugges­
tive than in the discourse of psychoanalysis, which has special 
importance since it has become our principal theory of sexual­
ity and authority on sexual difference. 

What does psychoanalysis have to say about the hierarchical 
opposition man/woman? Or rather, how is this opposition con­
stituted in psychoanalytic theory? It is not difficult to show that 
in Freud's writings the feminine is treated as supplementary, 
parasitic. To define the feminine psyche in terms of penis envy 
is an indubitable instance of phallogocentrism: the male organ 
is the point of reference; its presence is the. norm, a~d ~he 
feminine is a deviation, an accident or negative comphcation 
that has befallen the positive norm. Even Lacani.ans, who wou~d 
confute this charge by arguing that the phallus 1~ not the pems, 
reconfirm this structure by taking the male pems as th~ mod~l 
for their purely symbolic phallus. Woman, a.s Luce I~1ga~ay.s 
title has it, is Ce Sexe qui n'en est pas un-"th1s sex wh1c~ 1sn t 
one"-nothing but a negation of the masculine .. Woman is n?t 
the creature with a vagina but the creature without a pems, 
who is essentially defined by that lack. . . . 

In his account of infant sexuality Freud quite exphcatly pre­
sents the feminine as derivative. "We are now obliged to rec­
ognize," he writes, "that the little girl is a little man:" Boys 
learn "how to derive pleasurable sensatio!1s fro?1 t~ear small 
penis .... Little girls do the same thing with thear still smaller 

"For discussion and bibliographical leads, see chapt~rs '·and ~ of.?ilbert ~~d 
Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic. Derrida's Eptrons, m d1scu.ssmg_ woman m 
Nietzsche's writings, particularly explores those passages that 1denufy truth as a 
woman. 
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clitoris. It seems that with them all their masturbatory acts are 
carried out on this penis-equivalent, and that the truly f emi­
nine vagina is still undiscovered by both sexes" ("Femininity," 
vol. 22, p. 118). Femininity begins as an attenuated version of 
male sexuality; sexual distinction arises when the female iden­
tifies herself as an inferior version of the male. Freud speaks of 
"a momentous discovery which little girls are destined to make. 
They notice the penis of a brother or playmate, strikingly visi­
ble and of large proportions, at once recognize it as the supe­
rior counterpart of their own small and inconspicuous organ, 
and from that time forward fall a victim to envy for the penis" 
("Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction 
between the Sexes," vol. 19, p. 252). The girl is said to take the 
male as norm from the beginning. Without question she im­
mediately defines herself as an aberration: "She makes her 
judgement and her decision in a flash," Freud continues. "She 
has seen it and knows that she is without it and wants to have 
it." From this recognition follow dire consequences. "She ac­
knowledges the fact of her castration, and with it, too, the 
superiority of the male and her own inferiority" ("Female Sex­
uality," vol. u, p. 229). 

Later on, the discovery of the vagina will certainly have fur­
ther consequences, but the vagina is something of an extra; it 
supplements her inadequate organ and does not, in Freud's 
account, give her an autonomous or independent sexuality. 
~n ~e contr~ry, the structure of dependency and derivation 
JS s~11l operauv~. Mature feminine sexuality, focused on the 
va~na •. 1s con~ututed by the repression of clitoral sexuality, 
which .lS ~ssenually male. Woman is an inadequate male whose 
sexuality is ~e~ned as the repression of her original maleness, 
and the femmme psyche continues to be characterized above all 
by penis envy. 

Much can be and has been written about Freud's masculine 
bias. Hi~. language ~uggests where he stands: he speaks of the 
woman acknowledging the fact of her castration" and of her 
"~is~ov~. that sh~ is castrate~" and of her immediate "recogni­
tion of the boys far supenor equipment" ("Femininity," vol. 
22, P· 126). In ~peculum, de l'autre femme and Ce Seu qui n'en esl 
~ un ~uce Ingai;ay launches a vigorous attack, arguing that 
thIS radical theonst, whose discoveries disrupt fundamental 
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metaphysical schemes, is in his discussions of woman a prisoner 
of the most traditional philosophical and social assumptions. But 
rather than reject Freud one can, as Sarah Kofman does in 
L'Enigme de la femme: La femme dans les textes de Freud, take his 
writing seriously and see how this theory, which so clearly priv­
ileges male sexuality and defines woman as an incomplete man, 
deconstructs itself. To do this is not to trust Freud the man but 
to give oneself maximum opportunity to learn from Freud's 
writing by supposing that if this powerful and heterogeneous 
discourse is at one point operating with unjustified assump­
tions, these assumptions will be exposed and undermined by 
forces within the text that a reading can bring out. 

A first line of enquiry is to determine what Freud's theories 
have to say about the construction of theories of sexuality. In 
"Speculer-Sur 'Freud"' Derrida applies what Freud says about 
his grandson's play to Freud's own play with the Pleasure Prin­
ciple, but in the case that now concerns us the situation is 
somewhat different, for Freud's theories explicitly discuss the 
formation of sexual theories. Interestingly, the theory of the 
castrated woman and of penis envy is first presented, in an 
article "On the Sexual Theories of Children," as a theory de­
veloped by the male child: one of three "false theories which 
the state of his own sexuality imposes on him" (vol. 9, p. 2 15). 
In his "ignorance of the vagina" the child assumes that every­
one has a penis and that the girl's organ will grow bigger in 
time. "The woman's genitalia, when seen later on, are regarded 
as a mutilated organ" (p. 2 17). This infantile sexual theory later 
becomes Freud's own theory, and if one situates it within the 
psychic economy Freud describes, one can see, as Sarah Kof­
man argues, that the effect of a theory of woman's incompl~te 
sexuality is not just to make male sexuality the norm by ~h1ch 
everything is to be judged but specifically to make P?5s1ble a 
certain "normal" male sexuality. Given Freud's emphasis on the 
inexorable force of the castration complex and castration anx­
iety, woman would either be an object of horror and revulsion, 
living proof of the possibility of castration, or else, as "On Nar­
cissism" suggests, an altogether superior and autono'?ous be­
ing, complete in herself with nothing to lose or gam. :8?th 
possibilities are threatening to men. The theory of femmme 
sexuality and penis envy is a way of mastering woman: the 
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more woman envies the male penis, the more certain it is that 
the male penis is intact, that it is indeed "superior equipment." 
Woman's penis envy reassures man of his sexuality and makes 
woman desirable both as the repository of this reassurance and 
as a sexual object. Freud argues that "the curb put upon love 
by civilization involves a universal tendency to debase sexual 
objects" and that therefore the woman who is to be an object of 
sexual attentions must be debased. "As soon as the condition of 
debasement is fulfilled, sensuality can be freely expressed, and 
important sexual capacities and a high degree of pleasure can 
develop" ("On the Universal Tendency to Debasement in the 
Sphere of Love," vol. 11, pp. 187, 183). As Kofman explains, 
the castrating operation which ascribes to woman an incom­
plete sexuality and hence penis envy is the "solution" Freud 
proposes for restoring to civilized man his full sexual power 
(L'Enigme de la femme, pp. 97-103). 

One might argue, as Juliet Mitchell does in her pioneering 
Psych~analys~ and Feminism, that Freud is describing what is the 
case m relauons between the sexes. "That Freud did not more 
emp~atically denounce what he analysed is a pity .... However, 
I thmk we can only go further with analysis. That Freud's 
account of woman comes out pessimistic is not so much an 
index of his reactionary spirit as of the condition of women" (p. 
36'z). ~ut Freud's theory explicitly presents penis envy, the 
castrauon complex, and other elements of femininity as nec­
~ssary ra~~er than contingent, not as symptoms of the histor-
1c~l c~nd1uon of women but as ineluctable aspects of the con­
sutut1?n of human beings; and in that way his theory works 
to validate, as an ahistorical necessity, the debasement of wom­
en and the authority of the male. Moreover, since Freud's 
o~n acc?unt sh~ws that the male's own sexual situation gives 
him _an interest m formulating theories with this sort of hier­
archical structure, we have every reason to question the claim 
that Freud's account is a neutral description. 

Freud's t~eo.ry reveals itself as a male imposition motivated 
by ~orces wuhm the economy of sexual drives and anxieties, 
but 1t also undoes itself in another way. In order to make wom­
an's sexuality derivative and dependent, an attentuated version 
of male s~xuality and then a repression of phallic sexuality, 
Freud posits for the woman an original bisexuality. If "the little 
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girl is a little man" who has it in her to become a woman, she is 
from the beginning bisexual, and it is in these terms that Freud 
poses the question of femininity: psychoanalysis seeks to under­
stand "how a woman develops out of a child with a bisexual 
disposition" ("Femininity," vol. 22, p. 116). Without this origi­
nary bisexuality, there would be simply two separate sexes, man 
and woman. Only by positing such bisexuality can Freud treat 
feminine sexuality as derivative and parasitic: first an inferior 
phallic sexuality, followed by the emergence of femininity 
through the repression of clitoral (masculine) sexuality. But the 
theory of bisexuality--<>ne of the radical contributions of psy­
choanalysis-brings about a reversal of the hierarchical rela­
tion between man and woman, for it turns out that woman, 
with her combination of masculine and feminine modes and her 
two sexual organs, one "male" and one "female," is the general 
model of sexuality, and the male is only a particular variant of 
woman, a prolonged actualization of her phallic stage. Since 
woman has, as Freud says, a masculine and a feminine phase, 
instead of treating woman as a variant of "man," it would be 
more accurate, according to his theory, to treat man as a partic­
ular instance of woman. Or perhaps one should say, in keeping 
with the Derridean model, that man and woman are both vari­
ants of archi-woman. 

It is thus possible to show, through a careful and resourceful 
reading of Freud, that the moves by which psychoanalysis es­
tablishes a hierarchical opposition between man and woman 
rely on premises that reverse this hierarchy. A deconstructive 
reading reveals that woman is not marginal but central and 
that the account of her "incomplete sexuality" is an attempt to 
construct a male plenitude by setting aside a complexity that 
proves to be a condition of sexuality in general. The hier­
archical opposition implies the identity of each term, and par­
ticularly the coherent, unequivocal self-identity of the male; 
but, as Shoshana Felman argues, this male self-identity, and 
"the mastery to which it lays claim, turns out to be a sexual as 
well as a political fantasy, subverted by the dynamics of bisex­
uality and by the rhetorical reversibility of masculine and fem­
inine" ("Rereading Femininity," p. 31 ). Whether one concen­
trates on the texts that conceal an archi- or protowoman or, as 
Sarah Kofman does elsewhere in L'EnigrM de la femme, on those 
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that reveal under exegetical pressure the determining role of 
the mother, Freud's writings can be shown to disrupt the sexual 
hierarchy of psychoanalysis. 

In response to a question from Lucette Finas about "phal­
logocentrism" and its relation to the general project of decon­
struction, Derrida replies that the term asserts the complicity 
between logocentrism and phallocentrism. "It is one and the 
same system: the erection of a paternal logos ... and of the 
phallus as 'privileged signifier' (Lacan). The texts I published 
between 1964 and 1967 only prepared the way for an analysis 
of phallogocentrism" ("Avoir l'oreille de la philosophie," p. 
31 l ). In both cases there is a transcendental authority and 
point of reference: truth, reason, the phallus, "man." In com­
bating the hierarchical oppositions of phallocentrism, feminists 
confront in immediately practical terms a problem endemic to 
deconstruction: the relationship between arguments conducted 
in logocentric terms and attempts to escape the system of logo­
centrism. For feminists this takes the form of an urgent ques­
tion: to minimize or to exalt sexual differentiation? Does one 
concentrate on a range of attempts to challenge, neutralize, or 
transcend the opposition between "male" and "female," from 
demonstrating women's proficiency at "male" activities, to trac­
ing the ~istorical evolution of the distinction, to challenging the 
very nouon of an oppositional sexual identity? Or does one, on 
the contrary, accept the opposition between male and female 
and celebrate the feminine, demonstrating its power and inde­
pen.dence, its superiori~y to "male" modes of thought and be­
havior? To take a specific issue that American feminists have 
debated, when discussing women writers of the past and pres­
ent should one seek to identify a distinctively feminine achieve­
ment, at the risk of contributing to the isolation of a ghetto of 
:·w~men's writing" within the city of literature, or should one 
msISt. on the undesi_rability of categorizing authors by sex and 
descnbe the magnificent general achievements of particular 
women authors? For women writers the question has been 
whether to adopt "male" modes of writing and prove them­
~e~ves "masters" ~fit or whether to develop a specifically fem­
mme mode of discourse, whose superior virtues they might 
hope to demonstrate. Disagreements within feminist move­
ments have often reached the point of hostility, as is perhaps 
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inevitable, since choices must be made; but the example of de­
construction suggests the importance of working on two fronts 
at once, even though the result is a contradictory rather than 
unified movement. Analytical writings that attempt to neutral­
ize the male/female opposition are extremely important, but, as 
Derrida says, "the hierarchy of the binary opposition always 
reconstitutes itself," and therefore a movement that asserts the 
primacy of the oppressed term is strategically indispensable 
(Positions, p. 57/42). 

Many theorists influenced by deconstruction have worked to 
invert the traditional hierarchy and assert the primacy of the 
feminine. In "Sorties" Helene Cixous contrasts man's neurotic 
fixation on a phallic monosexuality with woman's bisexuality 
which, she argues, ought to give women a privileged relation to 
writing. Male sexuality denies and resists otherness, while bi­
sexuality is an acceptance of otherness within the self, as is 
writing. "To man it is much more difficult to let oneself be 
traversed by the other; writing is the passage, entrance, exit, 
sojourn in me of the other that I am and am not" (p. 158). 
Women's writing should affirm this relation to otherness; it 
should take strength from its more immediate access to literari­
ness and its ability to escape male desires for mastery and 
domination. Luce Irigaray urges women to recognize their 
power as "la terre-mere-nature (re)productrice" [the "(re)pro­
ductive earth-mother-nature"] and seeks to develop a new 
mythology linking these terms (Ce Sexe qui n'en est pas un, p. 99 
and passim). Julia Kristeva promotes the combination of the 
maternal and the sexual in the figure of the orgasmic mother 
("la mere qui jouit") and describes art as the language of la 
jouissance maternelle (Polylogue, pp. 4og-35). The feminine is the 
space not only of art and writing but also of truth, "le vreel" 
[the "trureal" or "shP.-truth" (vrai-elle)]: the unrepresentable 
truth that lies beyond and subverts the male orders of logic, 
mastery, and verisimilitude (Folle vmte, p. 11). Sarah Kofman ~n 
L'Enigme de la femme demonstrates the primacy of the mother m 
Freudian theory: she is not only the enigma to be deciphered 
but the teacher of truth, and Freud's "science" is devoted to 
attributing a lack to woman, who is seen as dangerously self­
sufficient. Taking up the Freudian and Nietzschean images of 
the woman as a narcissistic master-criminal or redoubtable bird 
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of prey, she develops the notion of the affirmative woman, 
unwilling to accept castration as decided or decidable but as­
serting her own double, undecidable feminine sexuality. 

Writers who celebrate the feminine in this way can always be 
accused of myth-making, of countering myths of the male with 
new myths of the female; and perhaps for this reason hier­
archical reversals are likely to be most convincing when they 
emerge from critical readings of major texts, as in Kof man's 
demonstrations that Freud's misogynistic writings covertly iden­
tify the threatening potency and primacy of the feminine. But 
the promotion of the feminine should also be accompanied by 
the deconstructive attempt to displace the sexual opposition. 
"Femininity," concludes Shoshana Felman in a reading of Bal­
zac's La Fille aux yeux d'or, "as real otherness, in Balzac's text, is 
un?'nny in that it is not the opposite of masculinity but that 
which subverts the very opposition of masculinity and feminin­
ity" ("Rereading Femininity," p. 42). The novel reveals this as 
the distinctive threat of femininity. Other analyses show how the 
feminine, or "woman," is identified with radical otherness-­
whatever lies outside or escapes the control of male-centered 
na~ratives and their hierarchical categories. Though woman is 
stnctl~ located and defined by the languages and ideological 
narratives of our culture, the coding of this radical otherness 
as feminine makes possible a new concept of "woman" that 
subverts the ideological distinction between man and woman, 
~uch as proto- or archi-writing displaces the ordinary distinc­
non ~tween speech and writing. 

This new concept of "woman" has little direct relation to 
wh~t feminists. identify as the problems of "real'' women. Julia 
Knsteva explams in an interview entitled "La Femme, ce n'est 
jamais ?" ["Woman is never that" or "can never be defined"]: 

The belief that "one is a woman" is almost as absurd and obscur­
antist as th~ belief that "one is a man." I say "almost" because 
there are sull many goals that women can achieve: freedom of 
~bonion a?d contraception, day-care centers for children, equal­
ity on the Job, etc. Therefore we must use "we are women" as an 
advertisement or slogan for our demands. On a deeper level, 
howeve~, a woman is not something one can "be"; it does not even 
belong m the order of being • ••• By "woman" I understand what 
cannot be represented, what is not said, what remains above and 
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beyond nomenclatures and ideologies. There are certain "men" 
who are familiar with this phenomenon; it is what some modern 
texts never stop signifying: testing the limits of language and 
sociality-the law and its transgression, mastery and (sexual) plea­
sure-withou~ reserving one for males and the other for females. 
•.. [Pp. 20-21'137-38] 

Feminists are rightly disturbed that in this deconstructive pal­
eonomy "woman" may no longer refer to actual human beings 
defined by historical representations of sexual identity but 
serves rather as the horizon of a critique identifying "sexual 
identity," "representation," and the "subject" as ideological im­
positions. But this is the other front of a struggle that also in­
volves celebration of the work and writing of women. In Chap­
ter One we encountered much the same division in feminist 
criticism: between those interested in promoting the distinctive 
experiences women readers have or can have and those con­
cerned to expose "male" or "female" readings as products of 
the ideology to be dismantled. The question, as Derrida says, is 
how to reduce the gap between these two unsynthesizable proj­
ects without sacrificing one to the other; as far as one can tell, 
it will be necessary for some time to continue the struggle on 
both fronts at once. 

A final hierarchical opposition with institutional implications 
is the distinction between reading and misreading or under­
standing and misunderstanding. The morphological system _of 
English makes the second term dependent or:i the first, a ~en~­
ative version in mis- of the primary term. M1sunderstandmg 1s 
an accident which sometimes befalls understanding, a deviation 
which is possible only because there is s~ch a thing as und.er­
standing. That accidents may befall readmg or understand1~g 
is an empirical possibility which does not affect the essenual 
nature of these activities. When Harold Bloom propounds a 
theory of "The Necessity of Misreading" and puts in circulation 
A Map of Misreading, his critics reply that a th~ory ~f nece.ss~ry 
misreading-a claim that all readi~gs .are .m1sreadmg~~s m­
coherent since the idea of misreading 1mphes the poss1b1hty of 
a correct' reading. A reading can only be a misreading if there 
is a true reading that it misses. 

This seems eminently reasonable, but when we press further 

J 75 



DECONSTRUCTION 

another possibility emerges. When one attempts to formulate 
the distinction between reading and misreading, one inevitably 
relies on some notion of identity and difference. Reading and 
understanding preserve or reproduce a content or meaning, 
maintain its identity, while misunderstanding and misreading 
distort it; they produce or introduce a difference. But one can 
argue that in fact the transformation or modification of mean­
ing that characterizes misunderstanding is also at work in what 
we call understanding. If a text can be understood, it can in 
principle be understood repeatedly, by different readers in dif­
ferent circumstances. These acts of reading or understanding 
are not, of course, identical. They involve modifications and 
differences, but differences which are deemed not to matter. 
We can thus say, in a formulation more valid than its converse, 
that understanding is a special case of misunderstanding, a 
particular deviation or determination of misunderstanding. It 
is misunderstanding whose misses do not matter. The interpre­
tive operations at work in a generalized misunderstanding or 
misreading give rise both to what we call understanding and to 
what we call misunderstanding. 

The claim that all readings are misreadings can also be justi­
fied by the most familiar aspects of critical and interpretive 
practice. Given the complexities of texts, the reversibility of 
tropes, the extendibility of context, and the necessity for a read­
ing to select and organize, every reading can be shown to be 
partial. Interpreters are able to discover features and implica­
tions of a text that previous interpreters neglected or distorted. 
They can use the text to show that previous readings are in fact 
misreadings, but their own readings will be found wanting by 
later interpreters, who may astutely identify the dubious pre­
suppositions or particular forms of blindness to which they 
testify. The history of readings is a history of misreadings, 
though under certain circumstances these misreadings can be 
and may have been accepted as readings. 

The inversion that treats understanding as a version of mis­
understanding allows one to preserve a variable distinction 
between two classes of misunderstandings, those whose mis­
matters and those whose does not, but it nevertheless has signif­
icant effects. It contests the assumption that misunderstanding 
arises as a complication or negation of the act of understand-
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in~, that m~s~nderstanding is an accident which in principle 
might be ehmmated, much as we might in principle eliminate 
automobile accidents and allow every vehicle to reach its cor­
rect destination. Wayne Booth, the great contemporary cham­
pion of understanding, defines it as follows: "Understanding is 
the goal, process, and result whenever one mind succeeds in 
entering another mind or, what is the same thing, whenever 
one mind succeeds in incorporating any part of another mind" 
(Critical Understanding, p. 262). In Booth's terms, misunder­
standing is simply negative, a failure to enter or to incorporate 
something which is there to be entered or incorporated. Mis­
understanding is to understanding as negative to positive. As­
sertions of the necessity of misreading, on the other hand, sug­
gest that the contrast is not of this sort but that both reading 
and misreading, understanding and misunderstanding are in­
stances of incorporation and penetration. The question of which 
misreadings or misunderstandings will be treated as acts of 
understanding is a complex one, involving a host of circum­
stantial factors not reducible to rules. What is accepted as an 
"understanding" of a particular biblical parable, for example, 
will vary immensely from one situation to another. 

Booth's own Critical Understanding provides an excellent illus­
tration of reading as misreading. To show what pluralism might 
be, Booth attempts to espouse and expound the critical prclctice 
of Kenneth Burke, R. S. Crane, and M. H. Abrams. He has a 
considerable stake in demonstrating the possibility of correctly 
adopting these contrasting approaches, and he spares no pains 
to achieve a sympathetic, accurate understanding; but Burke 
and Abrams both reject various aspects of his account. "If we 
cannot prove that even one critic has fully understood one 
other," writes Booth, "what are we to make of the pluralist's 
claim that he has understood and embraced more than one?" 
(p. 200). 

We might conclude, as Abrams and Burke suggest, that 
Booth's understanding is a form of misunderstanding: his read­
ing is a misreading, albeit a generous and scrupulous one. In 
some circumstances, confronted with other misreadings, one 
might credit Booth with one of those misunderstandings that 
count as understanding, but whether this happens depends 
upon a host of complex and contingent factors. We need not 
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conclude that understanding is impossible, for acts of interpre­
tation that seem perfectly adequate to particular purposes and 
circumstances occur all the time; but these readings could also 
be shown to be misreadings, had we reason to do so. My own 
misreading of Derrida may in some contexts pass as sufficient 
understanding, but it will also be attacked as a misreading. 
"The work," de Man writes, "can be used repeatedly to show 
where and how the critic diverged from it" (Blindness and In 
sight, p. 109). 

As Barbara Johnson puts it, 

The sentence "all readings are misreadings" does not simply deny 
the notion of truth. Truth is preserved in vestigial form in the 
notion of error. This does not mean that there is, somewhere out 
there, forever unattainable, the one true reading against which all 
others will be tried and found wanting. Rather, it implies 1) that 
the reasons a reading might consider itself right are motivated and 
undercut by its own interests, blindnesses, desires, and fatigue, 
and 2) that the role of truth cannot be so easily eliminated. Even if 
truth is but a fantasy of the will to power, something still marks the 
point from which the imperatives of the not-self make themselves 
felt. ["Nothing Fails like Success," p. 14) 

According to the paleonymic strategy urged by Derrida, "mis­
reading" retains the trace of truth, because noteworthy read­
ings involve claims to truth and because interpretation is struc­
tured by the attempt to catch what other readings have missed 
and misconstrued. Since no reading can escape correction, all 
readings are misreadings; but this leaves not a monism but a 
double movement. Against the claim that, if there are only 
misreadings, then anything goes, one affirms that misreadings 
are errors; but against the positivist claim that they are errors 
because they strive toward but fail to attain a true reading, 
one maintains that true readings are only particular misread­
ings: misreadings whose misses have been missed. This account 
of misreading is not, perhaps, a coherent, consistent position, 
but, its advocates would claim, it resists metaphysical idealiza­
tions and captures the temporal dynamic of our interpretive 
situation. 

Like other inversions, the reversal of relations between un-
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derstanding and misunderstanding disrupts a structure on 
which institutions have relied. Attacks on deconstructionists and 
on other critics as diverse as Bloom, Hartman, and Fish fre­
quently emphasize that if all reading is misreading, then the 
notions of meaning, value, and authority promoted by our in­
stitutions are threatened. Each reader's reading would be as 
valid or legitimate as another, and neither teachers nor texts 
could preserve their wonted authority. What such inversions 
do, though, is displace the question, leading one to consider 
what are the processes of legitimation, validation, or authoriza­
tion that produce differences among readings and enable one 
reading to expose another as a misreading. In the same way, 
identification of the normal as a special case of the deviant 
helps one to question the institutional forces and practices that 
institute the normal by marking or excluding the deviant. 

In general, inversions of hierarchical oppositions expose to 
debate the institutional arrangements that rely on the hier­
archies and thus open possibilities of change-possibilities which 
may well come to little but which may also at some point prove 
critical. Richard Rorty notes that we have not yet worked out 
the consequences for culture and society of Freud's massive yet 
detailed redescription of the human psyche and human be­
havior but are living uneasily with "the still unassimilated ef­
fects of psychoanalysis upon our attempts to think in moral 
terms" ("Freud, Morality, and Hermeneutics," p. 185). Freud's 
deconstruction of strategic oppositions has created problems 
for the logic of moral evaluation that uses categories such as 
"generosity"/"selfishness," "courage"/"cowardice," or "love"/ 
"hatred." It is not clear what adjustments in the language and 
institutions of morality will occur: "we are still in th.e stage of 
suspecting that something is going to ~ave to c~ange m our ~Id 
ways of speaking, but not yet knowmg what (p. 177). With 
deconstruction what is at stake, Derrida says, in "l'ebranlement 
actuel" [the current disruption] is the reevaluation of the rela­
tion between the general text and that ":hich might ha~~ been 
thought of as simply outside language, discourse, or wntmg, as 
realities of a different order (Positions, p. 126/91). The "appar­
ently local" conceptual disruptions thus have a more general 
bearing, though the effects are not immediately calculable. 
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5· CRITICAL CONSEQUENCES 

Despite the manifest relevance to literary studies of the rela­
tion between reading and misreading, the implications of de­
construction for the study of literature are far from clear. Der­
rida frequently writes about literary works but has not dealt 
directly with topics such as the task of literary criticism, the 
methods for analyzing literary language, or the nature of mean­
ing in literature. The implications of deconstruction for literary 
study must be inferred, but it is not clear how such inferences 
are to be made. The argument that all readings are misread­
ings, for example, does not seem to have logical consequences 
that would compel critics to proceed differently, yet it may well 
affect the way critics think about reading and the questions 
they pose about acts of interpretation. In this case as in others, 
that is to say, the deconstruction of a hierarchical opposition 
does not entail or compel changes in literary criticism, yet it 
can have considerable impact on how critics proceed. In par­
ticular, through its questioning of the philosophical oppositions 
on which critical thought has inevitably relied, deconstruction 
raises theoretical issues that critics must either ignore or pur· 
sue. By disrupting the hierarchical relations on which critical 
concepts and methods depend, it prevents concepts and meth· 
ods from being taken for granted and treated as simply reliable 
instruments. Critical categories are not just tools to be em· 
ployed in producing sound interpretations but problems to be 
explored through the interaction of text and concept. This is 
one reason why criticism seems so theoretical these days: critics 
more readily investigate how critical categories are affected by 
the works they are used to analyze. 

Before passing, in Chapter Three, to a discussion of the liter· 
ary criticism indebted to Derridean deconstruction, we should 
assess the consequences for literary theory and criticism of the 
deconstructive practice we have been expounding. One can dis­
tinguish four levels or modes of relevance. The first and most 
important is deconstruction's impact upon a series of critical 
concepts, including the concept of literature itself; but decon· 
struction also has effects in three other ways: as a source of 
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themes, as an example of reading strategies, and as a repository 
of suggestions about the nature and goals of critical inquiry. 

(1) The notion of literature or literary discourse is involved 
in several of the hierarchical oppositions on which deconstruc­
tion has focused: serious/nonserious, literal/metaphorical, truth/ 
fiction. We have seen how philosophers, to develop a theory of 
speech acts, construct a notion of "ordinary language" and "or­
dinary circumstances" by setting aside as parasitic exceptions all 
nonserious utterances, of which literature is the paradigm case 
Relegating problems of fictionality, rhetoricity, and nonserious­
ness to a marginal and dependent realm-a realm in which 
language can be as free, playful, and irresponsible as it likes-­
philosophy produces a purified language which it can hope to 
describe by rules that literature would disrupt if it had not been 
set aside. The notion of literature has thus been essential to the 
project of establishing serious, referential, verifiable discourse 
as the norm of language. 

Deconstruction's demonstration that these hierarchies are un­
done by the workings of the texts that propose them alters the 
standing of literary language. If serious language is a special 
case of the nonserious, if truths are fictions whose fictionality 
has been forgotten, then literature is not a deviant, parasitical 
instance of language. On the contrary, other discourses can be 
seen as cases of a generalized literature, or archi-literature. In 
"Qua! Quelle" Derrida quotes a remark of Valery's: if we can 
free ourselves from our habitual assumptions, we will note that 
"philosophy, defined by its opus, which is a body of writing, is 
objectively a special literary genre . . . which we must situate 
not far from poetry." If philosophy is a species of writing, then, 
writes Derrida, 

a task is prescribed: to study the philosophic text in its formal 
structure, its rhetorical organization, the specificity and diversity 
of its textual types, its models of exposition and production­
beyond what were once called genres-and, further, the space of 
its stagings (mists m scents] and its syntax, which is not just the 
articulation of its signifieds and its references to being or to truth 
but also the disposition of its procedures and of everything in­
vested in them. In short, thus to consider philosophy as "a par­
ticular literary genre," which draws upon the reserves of a lin-
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guistic system, organizing, forcing, or diverting a set of tropological 
possibilities that are older than philosophy. [Marges, pp. 348-49) 

Reading philosophy as a literary genre, Derrida has taught us 
to consider philosophical writings as texts with a performative 
as well as cognitive dimension, as heterogeneous constructs, 
organizing and organized by a variety of discursive forces, never 
simply present to themselves or in control of their implications, 
and related in complex ways to a variety of other texts, written 
and lived. If this constitutes treating philosophy as literature, it 
is only because, since romanticism, literature has been the po­
tentially most comprehensive mode of discourse. There is noth­
ing that might not be put into a literary work; there is no 
pattern or mode of determination that might not be found 
there. To read a text as philosophy is to ignore some of its 
aspects in favor of particular sorts of argument; to read it as 
literature is to remain attentive even to its apparently trivial 
features. A literary analysis is one that does not foreclose pos­
sibilities of structure and meaning in the name of the rules of 
some limited discursive practice. 

We have, therefore, an asymmetrical structure in which "lit­
erature" contrasts with "philosophy" or "history" or '1ournal­
ism" but can also include anything that is opposed to it. This 
corresponds to an experience of literature: we think we know 
what literature is but are always finding other elements in it, 
and it expands to include them; there is nothing so definitively 
unliterary that it may not turn up in a book of poems. This 
asymmetrical relation is also the general structure that emerges 
from Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe's and Jean-Luc Nancy's L'Ab­
solu litteraire, an analysis of the origins of modern notions of 
literature in German romantic theory. "The Literary Absolute" 
of their title is a reference to the self-transcending movement 
repeatedly built into different accounts of literature. Literature 
is a mode of writing distinguished by its quest for its own iden­
tity; the questioning of the literary thus becomes the mark of 
the literary. The novel includes the parody of the novel and the 
theory of the novel. The essence of literature fs to have no 
essence, to be protean, undefinable, to encompass whatever 
might be situated outside it. This strange relationship. in which 
literature transcends any account of it and can include what is 
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opposed to it, is partly reproduced in the notion of a general­
ized literature which would have literature as one of its species. 

One should not infer, however, that for deconstruction liter­
ature is a privileged or superior mode of discourse. Derrida 
notes that Valery's project of treating philosophy as a literary 
genre is an excellent strategy but that unless it is adopted stra­
tegically, as a reaction and intervention, it will lead one back in a 
circle, to the "place in question" (Marges, p. 350). Any claim for 
the superiority of literature to philosophy would presumably 
be based on the argument that philosophy deludedly hopes to 
escape fiction, rhetoric, trope, while literature explicitly an­
nounces its fictional and rhetorical nature. But to support this 
claim by demonstrating the rhetorical nature of a philosophical 
text, one would have to know what was literal and what was 
figurative, what was fictional and what nonfictional, what was 
direct and what was oblique. One would thus need to be able to 
distinguish authoritatively between essence and accident, form 
and substance, language and thought. An attempt to demon­
strate the superiority of literature would not be based on supe­
rior literary knowledge but would depend upon and lead back 
to these fundamental. philosophical difficulties. 

Treating philosophy as a literary genre does not, for Der­
rida, entail the superiority of literary discourse or of literary 
knowledge, neither of which can resolve or escape intractable 
philosophical problems. Moreover, it would be pre~ipitous ~o 
claim that philosophical texts are ignorant of somethmg-their 
own rhetoricity-which literary texts understand. Deconstruc­
tive readings that show philosophical texts deconstructing their 
own arguments and identifying their own strategies as rhetor­
ical impositions in effect credit these texts with what is better 
called knowledge than ignorance. When Derrida argues that 
Rousseau's Essai sur l'origine des langues "declares what he wants 
to say" yet "describes what he does not want to say" or inscribes 
a declared intention "within a system that it no longer con­
trols," he is not identifying some failing in this text .that might 
be made good in a literary work (De la grammatologie, PP· 3~6, 
345/229, 243). On the contrary, thi~ very self-deconstr~~uve 
structure, the text's difference from Itself, can be called liter­
ary," as Paul de Man does in arguing that in this text "Rousseau 
escapes from .the logocentric fallacy precisely to the extent that 
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his language is literary" (Blindness and Insight, p. 138). "Liter­
ary" seems to be a privileged category here, and such passages 
have led many theorists to assume that de Man and perhaps 
Derrida grant literature a special and authoritative epistemo­
logical status. But de Man applies the category "literary" to all 
language-philosophical, historical, critical, psychoanalytic, as 
well as poetic-that prefigures its own misunderstanding and is 
misread: "the criterion of literary specificity does not depend 
on the greater or lesser discursiveness of the mode but on the 
degree of consistent "rhetoricity" of the language" (p. 137). This 
scarcely helps one to recognize the literariness of a discourse, 
but it does help to indicate that deconstruction's production of 
an archi-literature provides no warrant for asserting the privi­
leged status of poems, novels, and plays over other works. 

Nor does the inversion of the hierarchical relation between 
literature and philosophy produce a monism that obliterates all 
distinctions. Instead of an opposition between a serious philo­
sophical discourse and a marginal literary discourse that takes 
fictional detours in the hope of attaining seriousness, we have a 
variable and pragmatic distinction within an archi-literature or 
general textuality. Philosophy has its distinctive rhetorical strat­
egies: "for example, the philosophical text includes, precisely 
as its philosophical specificity, the project of effacing itself in 
the face of the signified content it transports and in general 
teaches" (De la grammatologie, p. 1129'160). "Valery reminds the 
philosopher," Derrida notes, "that philosophy is written. And 
that the philosopher is a philosopher insofar as he forgets this" 
(Marges, p. 346). The distinctiveness of philosophy is thus main­
tained within the argument that seemed to obliterate distinc­
tions by treating philosophy as literature. To interpret Kant's 
Critique of judgment as if it were a work of art, as Derrida pro­
poses to do in La Vmte en peinture, or to discuss philosophically 
the implications of Artaud's theatrical project, as he does in 
L'Ecriture et la difference, is to maintain a variable distinction. 
The effect of deconstruction is to disrupt the hierarchical rela­
tion that previously determined the concept of literature by 
reinscribing the distinction between literary and nonliterary 
works within a general literarity or textuality, and thus to en­
courage projects, such as the literary reading of philosophical 
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texts and the philosophical reading of literary texts, that allow 
these discourses to communicate with one another. 

In addition to the notion of literature itself, deconstruction 
has an impact on a host of critical concepts through its disrup­
tion of underlying philosophical hierarchies. For example, the 
deconstruction of the opposition between the literal and the 
metaphorical, as noted earlier, accords a greater importance to 
the study of figures, which become the norm rather than the 
exception, the basis of linguistic effects rather than a special 
case. But at the same time deconstruction makes such studies 
more difficult by putting in question any attempt to distinguish 
rigorously between the literal and the metaphorical. If, as Der­
rida writes, "before being a rhetorical procedure within lan­
guage, metaphor were thus the emergence of language itself," 
then the critic cannot simply describe the functioning of figur­
ative language within the text but must also reckon with the 
possibility of the figurality of all discourse and thus with the 
figural roots of "literal" statements (L'Ecriture et la difference, p. 
166/i 12). As we shall see in the next chapter, this often involves 
reading literary works as implicit rhetorical treatises, which con­
duct in figurative terms an argument about the literal and the 
figural. 

Among the particular figures that have been affected by the 
questioning of philosophical categories are symbol and allegory, 
which romantic aesthetics contrasted as organic to mechanical 
and motivated to arbitrary. Paul de Man's essay "The Rhetoric 
of Temporality," in describing the symbol as a mystification 
and associating allegory with an "authentic" understanding of 
language and temporality, initiated a reversal which made al­
legory a primary mode of signification and left "symbol" a spe­
cial, problematical case. 

Another concept affected by deconstructive theory is the no­
tion of mimesis, which involves hierarchical oppositions between 
object and representation and between original and imitation. 
A long footnote in "La Double Seance" outlines an argument 
projected for an article on Plato's theory of mimesis and iden­
tifies a schema of two propositions and six possible conse­
quences said to form "a kind of logical machine; it programs 
the prototypes of all the propositions inscribed in Plato's dis-
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course and those of the tradition. This machine deals out all 
the cliches of criticism to come, according to a complex but 
implacable law" (la Dissemination, p. 2 13n/1 87n). Different val­
ues may be assigned to mimesis: it may be condemned as du­
plication that substitutes copies for originals, praised insofar as 
it accurately reproduces the original, or seen as neutral, with 
the value of the representation depending on the value of the 
original. 

A later aesthetic tradition which Derrida analyzes in "Econ­
omimesis" even allows imitations to be superior to the objects 
imitated, if the artist in his freedom and creativity imitates the 
creativity of Nature or God. In all these cases, Derrida argues, 
"the absolute discernibility of the imitated and the imitation" is 
maintained. There is a metaphysical stake in maintaining the 
distinction between the representation and what is represented 
and the priority of what is represented to its representation. 
Mimesis and mnbM (memory) are closely associated-memory 
is a form of mimesis or representation-and mimesis is articu­
lated upon the concept of truth. When truth is conceived as 
aletheia, the unveiling or making present of what has been hid­
den, then mimesis is the representation necessary to this pro­
cess, the doubling which enables something to present itself. 
When truth is not aletheia but homoiosis, adequation or corre­
spondence, then mimesis is the relation between an image or 
representation and that to which it may truly correspond. In 
both cases, Derrida writes, "mimesis must follow the process of 
truth. Its norm, its rule, its law, is the presence of the present" 
(la Dissemination, p. 220/193). 

There is a certain instability to this logocentric system. First, 
in distinguishing an original from its mimetic presentation and 
in ~aintaining the connection with truth, presentations of mi­
mesis get caught up in a proliferation of moments of mimesis. 
Jea.n-Luc ~ancy in his reading of Plato's Sophist describes a 
series of six stages of mimesis, between which are produced 
effects of ventriloquism; every presentation is a representation 
whose voice comes in truth from elsewhere ("Le Ventriloque," 
PP· 314-32). A simple example would be the mimetic chain 
engendered by, for example, a painting of a bed; if it repre­
sents~ b~d ?1ade by a carpenter, that bed may prove in turn to 
be an 1m1tat1on of a particular model, which can in turn be seen 
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as the presentation or imitation of an ideal bed. The distinction 
between a representation and what it represents may have the 
effect of putting in question the status of any particular bed: 
every supposed original may be shown to be an imitation, in a 
process that is arrested only by positing a divine origin, an 
absolute original. 

Moreover, texts such as Plato's, which insist on the derivative 
character of mimesis and set it aside as a supplementary activ­
ity, reintroduce mimesis in ways that make it central and essen­
tial. In the Philebus, for example, Socrates describes memory in 
specifically mimetic terms, as pictures painted in the soul. "If 
Plato often sets aside mimesis," writes Derrida, "and almost 
always the mimetic arts, he never separates the unveiling of 
truth, aletheia, from the movement of anamnesia [the return of 
memory]. There thus emerges a division within mimesis, a self­
duplication of repetition itself" (La Dissemination, 217/i 91 ). Im­
itation divides into an essential mimesis, inseparable from the 
production of truth, and its inessential imitation; and this later 
mimesis, found for example in the arts, will again be divided 
into acceptable forms and their imitations. There is a doubling 
of imitations of imitation, "ad infinitum," concludes Derrida, 
"for this movement nourishes its own proliferation." 

Just as Freud's account of Nachtriiglichkeit led to the notion of 
an originary reproduction, just as the work of supplementation 
in Rousseau revealed that there are only supplements, so the 
play of mimesis in theoretical texts suggests the (non)concept of 
an originary mimesis, which disrupts the hierarchy of original 
and imitation. Mimetic relations can be regarded as intertex­
tual: relations between one representation and another rather 
than between a textual imitation and a nontextual original. 
Texts that assert the plenitude of an origin, the uniqueness of 
an original, the dependency of a manifestation or derivation of 
an imitation, may reveal that the original is already an imitation 
and that everything begins with reproduc:tion. 

A concept closely related to representation, which has been 
affected in a similar way by deconstruction, is that of the sign. 
Deconstruction is frequently seen as one of the language-or­
iented or semiotic theoretical movements that treat literature as 
a system of signs; but, as Derrida notes in his reading of Saus­
sure, the notion of the sign, with its distinction between a con-
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tent or signified and a signifier which presents that content, is 
fundamentally metaphysical. Despite Saussure's insistence on 
the purely differential nature of the sign, 

maintenance of the rigorous distinction-an essential and juridical 
distinction-between the signans [signifier] and the signalum [sig­
nified] and the equation between the signalum and the concept 
leaves open in principle the possibility of conceiving of a signified 
concept in itself, a concept simply present to thought, independent 
from the linguistic system, that is to say from a system of signi­
fiers. In leaving this possibility open, and it is so left by the very 
principle of the opposition between signifier and signified and 
thus of the sign, Saussure contradicts the critical acquisition of 
which we have spoken. He accedes to the traditional demand for 
what I have proposed to call a "transcendental signified," which 
in itself or in its essence would not refer to any signifier, which 
would transcend the chain of signs and at a certain moment would 
no longer itself function as a signifier. On the contrary, though, 
from the moment one puts in question the possibility of such a 
transcendental signified and recognizes that every signified is also 
in the position of a signifier, the distinction between signifier and 
signified and thus the notion of sign becomes problematic at its 
root. [Positions, pp. 11g-3o/1g-110] 

This does not mean that the notion of sign could or should 
be scrapped; on the contrary, the distinction between what 
signifies and what is signified is essential to any thought what­
ever. But it follows from the purely differential, nonsubstantial 
nature of the sign that the difference between signifier and 
signified cannot be one of substance and that what we may at 
one point identify as a signified is also a signifier. There are 
no final meanings that arrest the movement of signification. 
Charles Sanders Peirce makes this structure of deferral and re­
ferral an aspect of his definition: a sign is "anything which 
determines something else (its interpretant) to refer to an object 
to which itself [sic] refers (its object) in the same way, the inter­
pretant becoming in turn a sign, and so on ad infinitum . ..• If 
the series of successive interpretants comes to an end, the sign 
is thereby rendered imperfect, at least" (Collected Papers, vol. a, 
p. 169). 

This formulation captures the claim encountered in discus­
sions of speech acts and of mimesis: that the possibility of end-
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less replication is not an accident that befalls the sign but a 
constitutive element of its structure, an incompletion without 
which the sign would be incomplete. However, literary critics 
should exercise caution in drawing inferences from this princi­
ple. While it does enjoin skepticism about possibilities of arrest­
ing meaning, of discovering a meaning that lies outside of and 
governs the play of signs in a text, it does not propose indeter­
minacy of meaning in the usual sense: the impossibility or un­
justifiability of choosing one meaning over another. On the 
contrary, it is only because there may be excellent reasons for 
choosing one meaning rather than another that there is any 
point in insisting that the meaning chosen is itself also a signi­
fier that can be interpreted in turn. The fact that any signified 
is also in the position of signifier does not mean that there are 
no reasons to link a signifier with one signified rather than an­
other; still less does it suggest, as both hostile and sympathetic 
critics have claimed, an absolute priority of the signifier or a 
definition of the text as a galaxy of signifiers. "The 'primacy' or 
'priority' of the signifier," writes Derrida, "would be an absurd 
and untenable expression .... The signifier will never by rights 
precede the signified, since it would no longer be a signifier 
and the signifier 'signifier' would have no possible signified" 
(De la grammatologie, p. 32n/324). The structural redoubling of 
any signified as an interpretable signifier does suggest that the 
realm of signifiers acquires a certain autonomy, but this does 
not mean signifiers without signifieds, only the failure of signi­
fieds to produce closure. 

There is one respect, however, in which Derrida's work leads 
to emphasis on the signifier. In his reading of Saussure, in De 
la grammatologie but especially in Glas, Derrida shows that to 
establish his doctrine of the arbitrary nature of the sign, Saus­
sure follows a procedure of exclusion that by now will be famil­
iar. There are onomatopoeic signs in languages, Saussure al­
lows, but they are "of secondary importance," not "organic ele­
ments of a linguistic system," and therefore need not be taken 
account of in formulating a theory of the linguistic sign. Be­
sides, he argues, these supposedly motivated signs are never 
purely mimetic but always partly conventional. "Words such as 
fouet [whip) or glas [knell] may strike [/rapper] some ears with 
suggestive sonority," but they do not originate as onomato-
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poeias: Fouet comes fromfagus, "beech-tree," and glas from clas­
sicum, "sound of a trumpet," so that the mimetic quality attrib­
uted to them is not an essential property but "a fortuitous result 
of phonetic evolution" (quoted in Glas, p. 106). As Derrida 
notes, this passage carries out an exclusion of the fortuitous 
that Saussure's reader, attuned to the promotion of the arbi­
trary at the expense of motivation, might find strange, but in 
order to define the linguistic system as essentially fortuitous, i.e., 
arbitrary, Saussure needs to exclude fortuitous motivation. 

If one granted Saussure's argument that onomatopoeias are 
never pure, never solidly grounded in resemblance, one might 
nevertheless still be interested in the contamination of arbitrari­
ness by motivation, including motivation that is the fortuitous 
result of linguistic evolution. Saussure, however, excludes this 
as an accident that does not affect essence. From the perspec­
tive of the linguistic system, this may be justified; the claim is 
that the structure of French or of English is not affected by the 
potential mimetic suggestiveness of various signifiers. But Der­
rida asks whether this contamination of arbitrary signs by sug­
gestions of motivation, by possibilities of remotivation, might be 
not accidental and excludable but inseparable from the work­
ing of language. "What if this mimesis meant that the internal 
system of the language does not exist or that one never uses it, 
or at least never uses it but in contaminating it, and that this 
contamination is inevitable and thus regular and 'normal,' be­
longs to the system and to its functioning, en fasse partie, that is 
to say, both is a part of it and also makes the system which is 
the whole, part of a whole larger than itself?" (Glas, p. 109). 
Arbitrary signs of the linguistic system may be elements of a 
larger literary or discursive system in which effects of motiva­
~on, ~emotiv~tion, and remotivation are always occurring, and 
m which relations of resemblance between signifiers or between 
signifiers and signifieds can always produce effects, whether 
conscious or unconscious. 

Literary critics have long been alert to this sort of motivation, 
~hich th~y have seen as a fundamental poetic or aesthetic de­
vice, but Its effects can be traced elsewhere. In "Fors" Derrida 
pre~nts the work of the psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and 
Mana Toro~ on t.he "Verbarium" of the Wolfman, the Joycean 
network of mterlmgual connections and mimetic relays of sig-
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nifiers that structure and generate the text of his psychic ex· 
perience: "The Verbarium shows how a sign, having become 
arbitrary, can re-motivate itself. And into what labyrinth, what 
multiplicity of heterogeneous places, one must enter in order 
to track down the cryptic motivation" ("Fors," pp. 7o-'7 •/114). 
In the dream from which the Wolfman gained his name, there 
were six wolves. 

Schematically: the six in the six wolves ... is translated into Rus­
sian (Chiest, perch, mast, and perhaps sex, close to Chiestero and 
Chiesterka, "the six," the "lot of six people," close to Siestra, sister, 
and its diminutive Siesterka, sissy, toward which the influence of 
the German Schwester had oriented the decipherment): thus, with­
in the mother tongue, through an essentially verbal relay this time, 
the sister is associated with the phobic image of the wolf. But the 
relay is nevertheless not semantic: it comes from a lexical con­
tiguity or a formal consonance. If one passes through the virtual 
expression Siesterka-Bouka (sissy-wolf), deformed, in the night­
mare of the star and the half moon, into Zvieula-Louna, one would 
perhaps begin to see a confirmation. [P. 6oflo6] 

The account of the Wolfman throws up numerous examples in 
which, one might say, motive turns out to be a motivation of 
signs. Though the motivating of signs is in a sense extraneous 
to the internal system of a language and thus available as a 
specific poetic technique for making symbols more persuasive 
or increasing the solidity of important thematic connections, it 
functions powerfully and covertly within the system of lan­
guage and now appears to be central to other textual constructs 
or discursive activities. 16 

The more pervasive the effects of motivation prove to be, the 
less it can be treated as a mastered or masterable technique and 
the more it must be analyzed as an uncanny feature of the 

1ijln addition to Derrida's "Fors" and Freud's extensive work on the decisive 
role of connections between signifiers, one might c<!nsult two studies t~at em­
ploy Abraham and Torok"s notion of incorporation: Nicolas Rand, "'Vousjoyeuse 
melodie-nourrie de crasse': A propos d'une transposition des Fkun du ~al 
par Stephan George," and Cynthia Chase, "Paragon, Parergon: Baudelaire 
:rranslates Rousseau." Jn Saving the Text, Geoffrey Hanma_n _s_peculate~ on var­
ious surreptitious motivations of ~h.e sign and on the pos.~1b1hty that hte~?ture 
may be the elaboration and repeuuon of what he calls a specular name (pp. 
97-117). 
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functioning of language and of the subject's investment in lan­
guage. Take the case of the proper name, for instance. Derrida 
suggests in Glas that "the great stake of literary discourse-and 
I mean discourse-is the patient, stealthy, quasi-animal or veg­
etable, tireless, monumental, derisory transformation of one's 
name, a rebus, into a thing or name of a thing" (p. i 1). And in 
his reading of the contemporary French poet Francis Ponge he 
focuses particularly on the movement of the sponge, the po­
rous logic of the sign, the signe "eponge," which is also an effect 
of signature, a signe Ponge, but a signature that disperses the 
subject in the text. Writing has frequently been treated as a 
process of appropriation, by which the author signs or signs 
for a world, making it his vision or his thing; but effects of 
signature, traces of the proper name/signature in the text, pro­
duce a disappropriation while they appropriate. The proper 
name becomes improprietary. "We encounter here the prob­
lem of the proper name as word, name, the question of its 
place in the system of a language. A proper name as mark 
ought to have no meaning, ought to be a pure reference; but 
since it is a word caught up in the network of a language, it 
always begins to signify. Sense contaminates this non-sense that 
is supposed to be kept aside; the name is not supposed to 
signify anything, yet it does begin to signify" ("Signeponge," 
part I, p. 146). 

The work of concealed or fragmented proper names in pro­
ducing a text problematizes the distinction between the rhetor­
ical and the psychological (the name is also the name of the 
father) and shows "thought" determined by surprising exigen­
cies, caught up in a play of language whose signifying ramifi­
cations it never masters: conventional linguistic signs may al­
ways be affected by motivation of various sorts. Andrew Parker 
suggests, for example, that Derrida's concern with marques, with 
the structure of marks, is an incorporation of Marx ("Of Poli­
tics and Limits: Derrida Re-Marx," pp. 95-g7). But the inscrip­
tion of the proper name in the text is above all a version of the 
signature. In theory signatures lie outside the work, to frame it, 
present it, authorize it, but it seems that truly to frame, to 
mark, or to sign a work the signature must lie within, at its very 
heart. A problematical relation between inside and outside is 
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played out in the inscription of proper names and their at­
tempt to frame from the inside. 

This p~oblem of the frame-of the distinction between inside 
and ou.tsi~e and of the structure of the border-is decisive for 
~estheucs m gen~ral. As Derri?a writes in a work of great per­
tinence for the literary theonst, "Parergon," aesthetic theory 
has been structured by a persistent demand: 

we must know what we are talking about, what concerns the value 
of beauty intrinsically and what remains external to an immanent 
sense of beauty. This permanent demand-to distinguish between 
the Internal or proper meaning and the circumstances of the ob­
ject in q~estion-organizes every philosophical discourse on an, 
the meanmg.of art, and meaning itself, from Plato to Hegel, Hus­
serl, and He~de~ger. It presupposes a discourse on the boundary 
~tween the ms1de and the outside of the an object, in this case, a 
discourse on the frame. Where do we find it? [la Vhill en pein­
ture, p. 53/"The Parergon," p. 12] 

Derrida finds it in Kant's Critique of judgment and, since Kant 
says that reflective judgment begins with examples, in the ex­
amples of a section of the "Analytic of the Beautiful" entitled 
:'Elucidation by Means of Examples." Kant is explaining that 
Judg_ments of taste Uudgments that something is beautiful) do 
not mvolve the purely empirical delight provoked by qualities 
or adornments which charm. In the visual arts the essential is 
~hat gratifies by its form. Other qualities such as color are 
important, Kant says, insofar as 

th~y make the form more clearly, definitely, and completely in­
tuuable, and besides stimulate the representation by their charm, 
as they excite and sustain the attention directed to the object itself. 

Even what is called ornamentation (parerga), i.e. what is only an 
adjunct, and not an intrinsic constituent in the complete represen­
tation of an object, in augmenting the delight of taste does so solely 
by means of its form. Thus it is with the frames of pictures or the 
draperies on statues, or the colonnades of palaces. [The Critique of 
Judgment, p. 68] 

The Greek parergon means "hors d'oeuvre," "accessory," "sup­
plement." A parergon in Plato is something secondary. "Philo-
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sophical discourse is always against the parergon . ... A parergon 
is against, beside, and above and beyond the ergo~, ~he w~rk 
accomplished, the accomplishment, the work, but 1t 1s not in­
cidental; it is connected to and cooperates in its inside opera­
tion from the outside" (La Vbite en peinture, p. 63/"The Parer­
gon," p. 20). Kant makes this clear when he uses the concept_ of 
parergon in Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone to descnbe 
four "adjuncts"-works of Grace, miracles, mysteries, and means 
of grace-which do not belong to a purely rational religio~ b~t 
border it and supplement it: they compensate for a lack w1thm 
rational religion. 

The examples offered in the Critique of judgment are sugges­
tive but strange. One can understand that garments or draper­
ies on statues might be additions which enhanced the figures 
but were not intrinsic to them, but this example already poses a 
problem of delimitation: is everything that is detachable from 
the human body a parergon? And how much is detachable? 
What about limbs-fragments of antique sculpture thought beau­
tiful in Kant's day as in ours? The example of columns makes it 
clear that detachability cannot be the decisive criterion, since 
the palace might well be supported by its columns. Rather, as 
the example of the picture frame suggests, the columns and 
drapery may be a boundary space between the work of art and 
its surroundings. "Parerga have a thickness, a surface which 
separates them not only, as Kant would have it, from the in­
side, from the body of the ergon itself, but also from the out­
side, from the wall on which the painting is hung, the space in 
which the statue or column stands, as well as from the entire 
historic, economic, and political field of inscription in which the 
drive of the signature arises" (p. 71/24). (To sign something is 
to attempt to detach it from a context and by so doing to give it 
a unity. The signature has, as Derrida suggests in Glas and in 
"Signeponge," the structure of a parergon, neither wholly in­
side nor outside the work.) 

The problem, then, is this: 

Every analytic of aesthetic judgment presupposes that we can rig­
orously distinguish between the intrinsic and the extrinsic. Aes­
thetic judgment must concern intrinsic beauty, and not the around 
and about. It is therefore necessary to know-and this is the fun-
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damental presupposition, the presupposition of the fundamen­
tal-how to define the intrinsic, the framed, and what to exclude 
as frame and as beyond the frame. . . . And since when we ask, 
"what is a frame?" Kant responds, it is a parergon, a composite of 
inside and outside, but a composite which is not an amalgam or 
half-and-half but an outside which is called inside the inside to 
constitute it as inside; and since he gives as examples of the parer­
gon, alongside the frame, the drapery and the column, we can say 
that there are indeed "considerable difficulties." [P. 741'26] 

To understand the workings of the parergon one can inves­
tigate the framing structure at work in the Critique of judgment 
itself, which is engaged in an attempt to frame or delimit pure 
judgments of taste, to separate them from what might sur­
round them or attach to them. In the "Analytic of the Beauti­
ful" the judgment of taste is examined from four sides: ac­
cording to quality, quantity, relation to ends, and modality. 
This categorical frame, Derrida notes, comes from the analysis 
of concepts in the Critique of Pure Reason, but since Kant insists 
that aesthetic judgment is not cognitive judgment, to use this as 
the frame of reference is something of a frame-up. This frame 
is convoked by and "because of the lack-a certain 'internal' 
indeterminacy-within that which it comes to frame," shall w~ 
say, the lack of concepts within aesthetic judgment for a cogni­
tive description of aesthetic judgment (p. Bg/33). This l~ck whic? 
produces the frame is also produced by the frame, m that it 
appears only when aesthetic judgment is c~:msidere~ from a 
conceptual perspective. Above all, the frame 1s what gives us an 
object that can have an intrinsic content or structure. Th~ pos­
sibility of determining what properly belongs to pur~ Judg­
ments of taste depends on a categorical frame~o.rk. !his fram­
ing analytic of judgment makes possible the d1stmcuo~s of the 
analytic of the beautiful, between formal and matenal, pure 
and impure, intrinsic and extrinsic. It is ~hat_ leads to th~ ~efi­
nition of the frame as parergon, thus defining its own subs1d1~ry 
externality. At the very moment that it is playing an essential, 
constitutive, enshrining and protecting role-vario~s as~cts of 
the Kantian Einfassung ("framing," etc.)-it undermines this ~ole 
by leading itself to be defined as subsidiary. or~aI?entauon. 
The logic of the parergon is, as one can see, qune s1m1lar to the 
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logic of the supplement, in which the marginal becomes central 
by virtue of its very marginality. 

If, Derrida continues, "the procedures initiated and criteria 
proposed by the analytic of the beautiful depend upon this 
parergonality, if all the oppositions which dominate the philos­
ophy of art (before and after Kant) depend on it for their 
pertinence, their rigor, their purity, their propriety, then they 
will be affected by this logic of the parergon which is more 
powerful than the logic of the analytic" (p. 85/33). The con­
sequence of this relation between frame and what it frames is a 
"certain repeated dislocation." 

One example is the dislocation of the opposition between 
pleasure and cognition. "The analytic of the beautiful warps," 
writes Derrida, "continually undoing the work of the frame, 
insofar as, while allowing itself to be framed by the analytic of 
concepts and by the doctrine of judgment, it describes the ab­
sence of the concept in the activity of taste" (p. 87/35). Al­
though the Critique is based on an absolute distinction between 
cognition and the pleasure or aisthesis accompanying the pure 
apprehension of the work of art, an analogy with the process of 
understanding is introduced at the moment when Kant is try­
ing to describe the distinctiveness of aisthesis. 

Another example might be what Derrida calls "the law of 
genre," or rather, "the law of the law of genre .... a principle 
of contamination, a law of impurity, a parasitical economy" 
("La Loi du genre," p. 17g/206). Though it always participates 
in genre, a text belongs to no genre, because the frame or trait 
that marks its belonging does not itself belong. The title "Ode" 
is not a part of the genre it designates, and when a text identi­
fies itself as a recit by discussing its recit, this mark of genre is 
about, not of, the genre. The paradox of parergonality is that a 
framing device which asserts or manifests class membership is 
not itself a member of that class. 

Framing can be regarded as a frame-up, an interpretive im­
position that restricts an object by establishing boundaries: 
Kant's framing confines aesthetics within the frame of a theory 
of the beautiful, the beautiful within a theory of taste, and taste 
within a theory of judgment. But the framing process is un­
avoidable, and the notion of an aesthetic object, like the con-
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stitution of an aesthetics, depends upon it. The supplement is 
essential. Anything that is properly framed-displayed in a 
museum, hung in a gallery, printed in a book of poems-­
becomes an art object; but if framing is what creates the aes­
thetic object, this does not make the frame a determinable en­
tity whose qualities could be isolated, giving us a theory of the 
literary frame or the painterly frame. "There is framing," as­
serts Derrida, "but the frame does not exist" (La Vmte en pein­
ture, p. 93/"The Parergon," p. 39). "II y a du cadre, mais le 
cadre n'existe pas." 

The parergon detaches itself both from the ergon and from the 
milieu; it detaches itself first as a figure against a background, but 
it does not set itself off in the same way as the work, which is also 
set off against a background. The parergonal frame detaches it­
self from two backgrounds, but in relation to each it backs into the 
other. In relation to the work, which serves as its background, it 
disappears into the wall and then by degrees into the general text 
[context]. In relation to the background of the general text, it 
backs into the work which is set off from the general background. 
Always a figure against a ground, the parergon is nevertheless a 
form that has traditionally been defined not as setting itself off 
but as disappearing, sinking in, effacing itself, dissolving just as it 
expends its greatest energy. The frame is never a background as 
the milieu or the work can be, but neither is its thickness of 
margin a figure, unless a self-razing figure [figure qui s'enleve 
d'elle-m~me]. [Pp. 71-73/iz4-iz6] 

This disappearing figure, this marginal suppleme_nt, is ~e~er­
theless in certain ways the "essence" of art .. In his punfy_mg 
account of beauty Kant proceeds by strippmg a~ay poss~ble 
qualities: the pulchritudo vaga or "free ~au~y'' t~at ~s th~ O~JeCt 
of judgments of pure taste is an orgamzauon which s1gmfies 
nothing, shows nothing, represents nothing.''. These st~uc~ures 
can al.so represent, indicate, signify; but their bea~ty is m~e­
pendent of any such functions, based on what Demda calls le 
sans de Ia coupure pure," the without of the pure break_ or 
distinction that defines aesthetic objects, as in Kant's "purposive­
ness without purpose.'' If the object of j~dgments of pure t~ste 
is an organization which signifies nothmg, refers to not_hmg, 
then the parergon, though Kant excludes it from the work itself, 
is in effect the very place of free beauty. 
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Take away from a painting all representation, signification, theme, 
text as intended meaning, take away also all the material (canvas, 
colored paint) which for Kant cannot be beautiful in itself, rub out 
any drawing oriented toward a determinable end, take away its 
background and its social, historical, political, and economic sup­
port, and what is left? The frame, the framing, a play of forms 
and lines which are structurally homogeneous with the structure 
of the frame. [P. 111] 

In fact, one of Kant's examples of free beauty is "Laubwerk zu 
Einfassungen,'' frames worked with leafy patterns. If, as Der­
rida says, "the trace of the 'without' is the origin of beauty," the 
frame may be or bear that trace. 
. In "The Question Concerning Technology" Heidegger iden­

nfies the essence of technology as a process of Enframing (Ge­
Stell), which is not itself technological but frames phenomena as 
a "standing-reserve" and which threatens to conceal the reveal­
ing or enframing he calls poiesis (pp. 301--9)· The problem of 
framing is indeed a general one, but its technological character 
already emerges in the stakes and procedures of a theory of art 
or literature as that theory attempts to construct a discipline. 
Debates about critical method turn on what is inside literature 
or inside a literary work and what is outside it. Wellek and 
Warren's authoritative Theory of literature organized itself and 
its field with a distinction between the inside and the outside: 
"The Extrinsic Approach to the Study of Literature," versus 
"The Intrinsic Study of Literature." 

What Derrida's analysis shows is the convoluted structure of 
parergonal divisions. On several occasions he uses the term 
"invagination" for the complex relation between inside and out­
side ("Living On," p. 97). What we think of as the innermost 
~paces and places of the body-vagina, stomach, intestine-are 
m fact .pock.ets of ~xternality folded in. What makes them quin­
tessenually mner 1s partly their difference from flesh and bone 
but especially the space they mark off and contain, the outside 
~he~ ~ake inner. An external frame may function as the most 
mtrms1c elemen~ of a work, folding itself in; conversely, what 
se~ms the most mner or central aspect of a work will acquire 
this role through qualities that fold it back outside of and against 
the work. The secret center that appears to explain everything 
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folds back on the work, incorporating an external position from 
which to elucidate the whole in which it also figures. 

The distinction between criticism and literature opposes a 
framing discourse to what it frames, or divides an external 
metalanguage from the work it describes. But literary works 
themselves contain metalinguistic commentary: judgments of 
their own plots, characters, and procedures. Curiously, the au­
thority of critics' metalinguistic position depends to a consider­
able extent on metalinguistic discourse within the work: they 
feel securely outside and in control when they can bring out of 
the work passages of apparently authoritative commentary that 
expound the views they are defending. When reading a work 
that apparently lacks an authoritative metalanguage or that 
ironically questions the interpretive discourses it contains, crit­
ics feel uneasy, as if they were just adding their voice to the 
polyphony of voices. They lack evidence that they are indeed in 
a metalinguistic position, above and outside of the text. 

This is a paradoxical situation: they are outside when their 
discourse prolongs and develops a discourse authorized by the 
text, a pocket of externality folded in, whose external authority 
derives from its place inside. But if the best examples of meta­
linguistic discourse appear within the work, then their author­
ity, which depends on a relation to externality, is highly ques­
tionable: they can always be read as part of the work rather 
than a description of it. In denying their externality we subvert 
the metalinguistic authority of the critic, whose externality had 
depended on the folds that created this internal metalanguage 
or pocket of externality. The distinction between language and 
metalanguage, like the distinction between inside and o~tsi~e, 
evades precise formulation but is always at work, comphcatmg 
itself in a variety of folds. 

The problem of the frame has a bearing on another c~ncept 
that has played a major role in critical thinking, the ~?uon ~f 
unity. Theorists have frequently suggested that the orgamc 
unity" of works of art is the product of framing, t~e effect. of 
what de Man calls "the intent at totality of the mterpreuve 
process" (Blindness and Insight, p. 31 ). In recent critical analyses, 
the celebration of heterogeneity, the description <;>f texts .as 
grafts or intertextual constructs, the interest m teasmg out m­
compatible strands of argument or logics of signification, and 
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the linking of a text's power to its self-deconstructive efficacy 
have all worked to deny to the notion of organic unity its for­
mer role as the unquestioned telos of critical interpretation. 
However, the critical writings that most vigorously proclaim 
their celebration of heterogeneity are likely to reveal, under 
exegetical scrutiny, their reliance on notions of organic unity, 
which are not easy to banish. Deconstruction leads not to a 
brave new world in which unity never figures but to the identi­
fication of unity as a problematical figure. 

Moreover, skepticism about organicist terms and categories is 
encouraged by analysis of the system in which such notions 
operate. In The Mirror and the Lamp, M. H. Abrams argued that 
contemporary organicist concepts belong to a system which is 
fundamentally a displaced theology. In "Economimesis" Der­
rida situates Kant's explicit rejection of a mimetic conception of 
art within an economy of mimesis. In this system, organicist 
descriptions of the aesthetic object work, paradoxically, to es­
tablish the absolute superiority of human art, freedom, and 
language to the natural activity of animals. Kantian theory 
makes a fundamental distinction between art and nature and is 
at pains to distinguish the mimetic activity of man from that of 
animals, the free creativity or productivity of man from the 
practical work of bees. It does so by stressing the freedom of 
art, which should be neither mechanical nor mercenary but as 
free as if it were a product of pure nature, a flower or tree. 
"Pure and free productivity," writes Derrida in a reproduction 
of Kant's argument, "should resemble that of nature. It does so 
precisely because, free and pure, it does not depend on natural 
laws. The less it depends on nature, the more it resembles her" 
("Economimesis," p. 67/9). To establish the absolute privilege 
of free human creation or imitation, one renaturalizes it with 
organicist language, as something natural and proper to man, a 
function which cannot be contaminated by animality, as can 
other human activities. 

Equally important but more frequently ignored is deconstruc­
tion's questioning of the association of self-referentiality with 
self-presence in discussions of the literary work's organic au­
tonomy. For New Criticism an important feature of a good 
poem's organic unity was its embodiment or dramatization of 
the positions it asserts. By enacting or performing what it as-
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serts or describes, the poem becomes complete in itself, accounts 
for itself, and stands free as a self-contained fusion of being 
and doing. "The poem is an instance of the doctrine which it 
asserts," writes Cleanth Brooks of his paradigm case, Donne's 
"The Canonization." "It is both the assertion and the realiza­
tion of the assertion. The poet has actually before our eyes 
built within the song the 'pretty room' with which he says the 
lovers can be content. The poem itself is the well-wrought 
urn which can hold the lover's ashes and which will not suffer 
in comparison with the prince's 'halfe-acre tomb"' (The Well 

Wrought Urn, p. 17). . 
What the poem says about tombs, urns, and rooms 1s taken as 

self-reference, and this self-reflexivity is seen as self-knowledge, 
self-possession, a self-understanding or presenc~ of the. poe~ 
to itself. Derridean analyses that we have considered m this 
chapter also exploit potential self-reference, applying ~reud's 
description of the Fort/Da game to Freud's own p_Iay with the 
Pleasure Principle or Kant's account of parerga. to his own fram­
ing procedures in the "Analytic of the B~au~iful." -i:he~e is a 
neatness in the relations that deconstrucuon s expl01tauon of 
self-reference reveals which must seem similar to the coinci­
dence of being and doing that Brooks and i~numerable cri~ics 
since have sought and valued. But the relau~n dec:onstrucuon 
reveals is not the transparency of the text to Itself m an act of 
reflexive self-description or self-possession; it is rather an un­
canny neatness that generates paradox, a self-reference that 
ultimately brings out the inability of any discourse t? account 
for itself and the failure of performative and constauve or do­
ing and being to coincide. In the domain of logic, self-refer­
ence has long been recognized as the major source of para­
doxes: Epimenides' Paradox, better known as the Paradox of 
the Cretan Liar, the paradox of the barber who shaves. all the 
men in the village who do not shave themselves, Russells para­
dox about sets which are not members of themselves, Grel­
ling's paradox of "heterologicality."11 When Russell an? White­
head attempted in Principia Mathematica to re~lve or dispose of 
such paradoxes, which threaten the foundauons o~ mathemat­
ics, they did so by outlawing self-reference. TheIT theory of 

''The most extensive and fa!ICinating recent exploration of paradoxes arising 
from self-reference is Douglas Hofstader"s GikUI, Esclin, Bach. 
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logical types makes it impossible for a statement to be about 
itself by placing any statement about an X in a higher logical 
category·than X. An assertion about poems is decreed to be of a 
different logical type from the poems it is about. This may be 
an_ a~propriat~ solutio? t~ the problems of set theory, but as a 
prmc1ple of discourse It simply begs the question of self-refer­
~nce i? language, treating even the most ordinary cases, such as 

I_n this ch~p.ter I attempt to show ... "as logical improprieties. 
~1sco~rse is Irredeemably, necessarily self-referential, but even 
In this chapter I attempt to show ... ," which situates itself 

both inside and outside what it frames, poses interesting prob­
lems of parergonality. 

Under exegetical pressure, self-reference demonstrates the 
im~ossibility of self:p~ssession. When poems denounce poetry 
~s hes, self:re~erenuahty is the source of undecidability, which 
is not amb1gmty but a structure of logical irresolvability: if a 
pcem_ speaks true in ~escribing poetry as lies, then it lies; but if 
its cl~1m that poems he is a lie, then it must speak true. It is also 
possible to show that poems which the New Critics have ana­
lyzed as instances of the doctrine they proclaim are in fact 
more c_omple~. and pro,blematic_ in their self-refe~entiality. "The 
Cano~1zauon, Brooks s canomcal example, begms its self-ref­
erential conclusion thus: 

Wee can dye by it, if not live by love, 
And if unfit for tombes and hearse 

Our legend bee, it will be fit for verse; 
And if no peece of Chronicle wee prove, 

We'll build in sonnets pretty roomes; 
As well a well wrought urne becomes 

The greatest ashes, as halfe-acre tombes, 
And by these hymnes, all shall approve 
Us Canoniz'd for Love: 

The narrator posits that the legend of his love will be fit for 
verse, sonnets if not chronicles, which will function as hymns 
for those who hear them. Moreover, listeners will be moved to 
speech upon hearing these verses: 
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And thus invoke us; You whom reverend love 
Made one anothers hermitage; 

You, to whom love was peace, that now is rage; 
Who did the whole worlds soule contract, and drove 

Into the glasses of your eyes 
(So made such mirrors and such spies, 

That they did all to you epitomize,) 
Countries, Townes, Courts: Beg from above 
A patterne of your love! 

The speaker thus imagines that those who have heard the verse 
l~gend of his love will invoke the lovers in idealizing descrip­
tions that, more powerfully than anything in his own account, 
portray the lovers as triumphantly gaining the whole world's 
soul by seeking love alone. The response to the legend which 
the speaker imagines and represents is an invocation and rep­
resentation of the lovers that asks them to invoke God and to 
ask Him for a further representation of their love which could 
serve as pattern. We have, therefore, not so much a self-con­
tained urn as a chain of discourses and representations: the 
legend describing the lovers, the verse representation of this 
legend, the celebratory portrayal of the lovers in the response 
of those who have heard the legend, the request which the 
lovers are asked to formulate, and the pattern from above that 
will generate further versions of their love. 

The chain of representations complicates the situation Brooks 
describes, especially when one focuses on the question of self­
reference and asks what is the "pretty room," the "well wrought 
urn," or the "hymn" to which the poem refers. Brooks answers, 
the poem itself: "the poem itself is the well-wrought um which 
can hold the lovers' ashes." If this is so, if the poem is the um, 
then one of the principal features of this um is that it portrays 
people responding to the um. If the urn or hymn is the poem 
itself, then the predicted response to the hymn is a response to 
the representation of a response to the hymn. This is con­
firmed by the fact that by far the most hymnlike element of the 
poem is the invocation of the lovers by those who have heard 
the hymn or verse legend of their love. The earlier stanzas of 
the poem, in which the lover argues, as Brooks says, that "their 
love, however absurd it may appear to the world, does no harm 
to the world" (p. 13), can scarcely qualify as a hymn; so if the 
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poem refers to itself as a hymn it is including within itself its 
depiction of the hymnlike response-the response to the hymn 
it claims to be. 

This may seem a perverse description of what is happening 
in the poem, an excessive exploitation of the skewed tightening 
that self-reference brings; but this account gives us a surpris­
ingly apt description of what has happened. Brooks, after read­
ing the verse legend of these lovers, invokes them, celebrates 
them as saints of love: "the lovers in rejecting life actually win 
to the most intense life .... The lovers, in becoming hermits, 
find that they have not lost the world but have gained the 
world in each other .... The tone with which the poem closes is 
one of triumphant achievement" (p. 15). He responds much as 
the poem predicts, praising their exemplary love, and asking 
for a pattern of their love, which he interprets as "the union 
which the creative imagination itself effects" (p. 18). His book 
invokes "The Canonization" as canonical example, as pattern: 
his project, as he describes it, is an attempt to see what happens 
when one reads other poems "as one has learned to read Donne 
and the moderns" (p. 193). The saintly yet worldly union cele­
brated in the poem-the union effected by the creative imag­
ination-is taken as the pattern to be reproduced elsewhere. 
The phrase "well-wrought urn," which this exemplary exam­
ple, "The Canonization," applies to poems and to itself, is taken 
up and applied by the book to other poems, and also to itself. 
Brooks's own book is called The Well Wrought Urn: the com­
bination in his pages of Donne's urn and Brooks's response 
to it becomes itself an urn. 

This self-referential element in Donne's poem does not pro­
duce or induce a closure in which the poem harmoniously is 
the thing it describes. In celebrating itself as urn the poem 
incorporates a celebration of the urn and thus becomes some­
thing other than the urn; and if the urn is taken to include the 
response to the urn, then the responses it anticipates, such as 
Brooks's, become a part of it and prevent it from closing. Self­
refe~ence does not close it in upon itself but leads to a prolif­
eration of representations, a series of invocations and urns, 
including Brooks's The Well Wrought Urn. There is a neatness 
to this situation but it is the neatness of transference, in which 
the analyst finds himself caught up in and reenacting the drama 
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he thought he was analyzing from the outside. The structure 
is one of repetition and proliferation rather than crystalline 
closure. The structure of self-reference works in effect to di­
vide the poem against itself, creating an urn to which one re­
sponds and an urn which includes a response to the urn. If the 
urn is the combination of urn and response to the urn, then 
this structure of self-reference creates a situation in which re­
sponses such as Brooks's are part of the urn in question. This 
series of representations, invocations, and readings which, like 
moments of self-reference, are at once within the poem and 
outside it, can always be continued and has no end. 

As Rodolphe Gasche has emphasized in an important article, 
though deconstruction explores self-referential structures in 
texts, these structures mount a critique of the notion of self­
reflexivity or self-mastery through self-analysis ("Deconstruc­
tion as Criticism," pp. 181-85). The attempt to "know thyself," 
whether by a person or a poem, may produce powerful inter­
pretive discourse, but something crucial will remain unknown 
or unnoticed, and the relation between a text and its self­
description or self-interpretation will remain askew. As we noted 
when discussing parerga, the effect of self-reflexivity is pro­
duced by folds. When a text folds back upon itself it creates 
what Derrida calls an "invaginated pocket," in which an outside 
becomes an inside and an inner moment is granted a position 
of exteriority. Analyzing Blanchot's "La Folie du jour" in "La 
Loi du genre," Derrida investigates the way in which t~e wo~k's 
self-designations, far from producing a transparency 1~ which 
it accounts for itself, disrupt the very account they provide (pp. 
19C>-91/217-18). A text's attempt to frame itself produces warps 
and strains dislocations. Deconstruction emphasizes the self­
referential :noments of a text in order to reveal the surprising 
effects of employing a portion of a text to analyze the whole or 
the uncanny relationships between one textu~l level and an­
other or one discourse and another. The notion of a text ac­
counting for itself is another version of self-presence, ~nother 
avatar of the system of s'entendre parter. Texts wor~ m s~lf­
referential ways to provide concepts .that are strate~1cally im­
portant in reading them, but there 1s always, Dernda would 
say, a lag or a limp. "Ca boite et ~a ferme mal" (La Carte postale, 
p. 418). Boxing itself in, a text does not produce closure. 
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(2) In its second mode or level of relevance to literary criti­
cism, deconstruction makes itself felt not by disturbing critical 
concepts but by identifying a series of important topics on which 
critics may then focus in their interpretation of literary works: 
topics such as writing (or the relation between speech and writ­
ing), presence and absence, origin, marginality, representation, 
indeterminacy. In drawing attention to a number of themes 
or issues, deconstruction works as do other theoretical proj­
ects. Existentialism, by its account of the human condition, en­
couraged critics to study what literary works had to say about 
choice, the relation between existence and essence, revolt, and 
the creation of meaning in an absurd universe. Such disparate 
theoretical enterprises as psychoanalysis, feminism, Marxism, 
and the Girardian account of mimetic desire and the scapegoat­
ing mechanism identify certain questions as especially impor­
tant and lead critics to attend to their manifestation in literary. 
works. It is not surprising that powerful theoretical discourses 
should have this effect nor that literature should prove to have 
su~tle and revealing responses to the questions thus addressed 
to It. 

There is, however, considerable disagreement about the status 
and value of thematic criticism. For many students of litera­
ture, the value of deconstruction, like the value of existential­
i~m or Marxism before it, is determined by its ability to shed 
!1ght on works that contain its privileged themes. Much of what 
as ?ow thought of as deconstructive criticism is initially distin­
~mshed ~y the themes it discusses-speech and writing in Dante, 
mdetermmacy of representation in Dickens, the absence of the 
referent in William Carlos Williams-and it is characteristically 
accused of neglecting the major concerns of a work to focus on 
themes that may be only minimally present. By these lights, 
deconstruction would be deemed useful for understanding 
~ork~ such as Edmond Jabes's Le Livre des questions, which Der­
nda mterprets, thematically, as "the interminable song of ab­
sence and a book about the book" (L'Ecriture et la difference, 
P· 1041'69). Feminist theory would be relevant when one was 
st1;1dying ~ovels about t.he condition of women; psychoanalysis 
!111ght cl~nfy works of literature that were primarily psycholog­
ical studies, and Marxism would help the critic understand 
books focused on the effects of class difference and economic 
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forces on personal experience. Each theory sheds light on cer­
tain questions and the error would be to assume that these 
were the only questions. 

Since critics pref er a strong case to a weak one and like to 
adduce evidence that the work they are studying explicitly ad­
dresses the theme they are discussing, most criticism appears to 
operate on the assumption that the theme of the work studied 
does indeed determine the relevance of a theoretical discourse. 
However, the major theoretical and critical enterprises of our 
day have, in discovering their most powerful and revealing 
applications, rejected this assumption of thematic criticism 
which, in Derrida's words, "makes the text into a form of ex­
pression and reduces it to its signified theme" (La Dissemination, 
p. 27g/248). Some critics versed in psychoanalysis have at­
tempted to transform a criticism devoted to the study of psy­
choanalytic themes, such as Oedipus complexes, into an ex­
ploration through psychoanalytic theory of the working of texts, 
such as their ability to provoke in readers and critics an un­
canny transferential repetition of their most fundamental dra­
mas. Feminist criticism, as we noted in Chapter One, has not re­
stricted itself to the question of the depiction of women­
woman as theme-but has addressed more generally the issue 
of sexual difference in relation to literature. Works not specif­
ically about the condition of women nevertheless pose the ques­
tion of the relation of the female reader to sexual codes and 
offer the feminist critic an occasion to investigate the implica­
tions for literature and the role in the text of sexually-marked 
models of creativity. Marxist critics too have insis.ted that'. as 
Terry Eagleton puts it, Marxism is not a tool for mterpretmg 
novels with an explicit social content or th~me but an atte~pt 
"to understand the complex, indirect relauons between [l1ter­
ary] works and the ideological worlds they inhabi~-r~latio?s 
which emerge not just in 'themes' and 'preocc~pauons ~ut m 
style, rhythm, image, quality, and form" (Marxism and Literary 
Criticism, p. 6). In each case the theory claims to.be able to ~tudy 
with profit works other than those with a ~p~c1fic and su1ta.ble 
theme. What may often appear to be an ms1stence on posmg 
inappropriate questions and searching a work for the~es that 
are not evident may be a shift to another level of analysis where 
a theoretical discourse that makes claims about the fundamen-
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tal organization of language and experience attempts to pro­
vide insights into the structure and meaning of texts, whatever 
their ostensible themes. 

Since this move to another level of investigation may result in 
interpretations that treat the work as an allegory of Marxist, 
psychoanalytic, feminist, or deconstructive concerns, it may not 
always be easy to distinguish from the thematic criticism it aims 
to transcend; but the failure to grasp this distinction leads to 
misunderstandings. When considered at the first level, litera­
ture is remarkable for the diversity of its themes, and the critic 
generally seeks to articulate the distinctiveness of a particular 
work's concerns or to describe a common theme that distin­
guishes a group of works. At the second level, a powerful theory 
with literary implications seeks to analyze those structures which 
it takes to be most fundamental or characteristic and thus em­
phasizes repetition, the return of the same, rather than diver­
sity. Themes that appear at both levels often have the same 
names, a fact which produces confusion but which also, as Der­
rida's earlier remarks on paleonomy suggest, marks a crucial 
relationship. 

Derrida's own procedure in the Grammatology provides an 
excellent example. Chapter 1, "The End of the Book and the 
Beginning of Writing," could be described as an investigation 
of writing as a theme in works of the philosophical tradition; but 
Derrida moves from a discussion of what various works say 
about writing when they raise it as an issue to an analysis of a 
larger structure from which the theme of writing derives and 
which can be identified in texts that do not specifically discuss 
writing. At this second level writing is the name for a general­
ized writing, the condition both of speech and of writing. This 
archi-icriture is not a theme in the ordinary sense, certainly not 
a theme of the same order as the writing with which Derrida 
began. Although deconstructive readings work to reveal how a 
given text elucidates or allegorically thematizes this ubiquitous 
structure, they are not thereby promoting one theme and deny­
ing others but attempting at another level to describe the logic 
of texts. 
. we. return to this issue when discussing deconstructive criti­

cism m Chapter Three. What I emphasize here \s that decon­
struction inevitably gives rise to thematic criticism of differ-
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ent sorts even though it announces its suspicion of the notion 
of theme and on occasion attempts to define its procedures 
and preoccupations against those of thematic criticism. In "La 
Double Seance" Derrida takes issue with Jean-Pierre Richard's 
analysis of blanc and pli as themes in Mallarme. Richard himself 
notes that the diacritical nature of meaning prevents one from 
simply treating blanc or pli as a nuclear unit with a particular 
Mallarmean meaning, but while stressing their particularly rich 
and prolific plurivalency, he nevertheless assumes that "the 
multiplicity of lateral relations" creates "an essence" and that 
there emerges a theme which "is nothing other than the sum, or 
rather the arrangement [mise en perspective] of its diverse 
modulations" (quoted, La Dissemination, p. 282/250). Derrida 
suggests, on the contrary, that the inexhaustibility identified 
here is not that of richness, depth, complexity of an essence, 
but rather the inexhaustibility of a certain poverty. One aspect 
of this is the phenomenon which Nicolas Abraham calls "an­
asemia": a condition of "de-signification" produced, for exam­
ple, in Freud's writings, where metapsychological concepts such 
as the Unconscious, Death instinct, Pleasure, or Drive, con­
nect with the signs from which they derive but empty them of 
their meaning and oppose further semantic actualization. "Take 
any term introduced by Freud," writes Abraham, "whether he 
coined it or simply borrowed it from scientific or colloquial 
language. Unless one is deafto its meaning, one is struck by the 
vigor with which, as soon as it is related to the unconscious 
Kernel, it literally rips itself away from the dictionary and from 
language" (L'Ecorce et le noyau, p. 2og/20). The Pleasure Principle 
for example, evokes and is linked to pleasure, yet the syntax of 
Freudian theory empties it of that content when it posits plea­
sure experienced as pain. "Pleasure, Id, Ego, Economic, Dy­
namic," Abraham continues, "are not metaphors, metonymies, 
synecdoches, catachreses; they are, through the action of the 
discourse, products of de-signification and constitute new fig­
ures, absent from rhetorical treatises. These figures of an anti­
semantics, inasmuch as they signify nothing more than a going 
back to the [nonexperiential] source of their customary mean­
ing, require a denomination properly indicative of their status 
and which-for want of something better-we shall propose to 
designate by the coined name of ana.semia." Freud's discourse 
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does not produce a new and richer concept of pleasure that 
could be grasped as a theme; his theory develops syntactic re­
sources that produce accounts of a Pleasure experienced as 
suffering, displacing "pleasure" from a thematic level to an 
anasemic level. 

Another textual logic that undermines thematic organiza­
tion and produces complexity through a semantic impoverish­
ment is identified in Derrida's reading of Genet. Working as 
a "dredge"-Derrida's term (Glas, p. 229}-which sucks up 
roc~s, sludge, and algae, leaving the water behind, he takes up 
vanous elements and explores their semantic, phonetic, and 
morphological connections in the text: "Each word cited yields 
a key or grid that you can move through the text. . . . the 
difficulty is that there is no unit of occurrence: fixed form, 
identifiable theme, element determinable as such. [No themes 
but] Only anthems [anthemes], scattered throughout, collecting 
everywhere" (p. 233). He strategically chooses to pursue ele­
ments that can function as "greffes du nom propre," grafts of 
the proper name. Genet's "Le Miracle de la Rose cultivates grafts 
of the proper name. . . . By breaking it up, fragmenting it, 
making it hard to recognize through splintering blows, ... one 
makes it gain ground like a clandestine occupationary force. At 
the extreme limit-of the text, of the world-nothing would be 
left but ~n enormous signature, swelled up with everything it 
had previously swallowed up but pregnant only with itself" (p. 
48). Derrida posits here as the logic of Genet's text, not an 
an~semic operation, but a different process of de-signifying 
which one should call anathematic. 

~n one of those movements in ana, Genet has thus, whether know­
ingly or not-I have my own guess, but what matter-silently, 
laboriously, painstakingly, obsessionally, compulsively, with the 
stealt~ o_f a thi~f in the night, set his signatures in the place of all 
the m1ss1~g objects. In the morning, expecting to recognize all the 
~sual objects, you find his name everywhere, in huge letters, in 
httle letters, whole or in pieces, deformed or recomposed. He is 
gone, but you are living in his mausoleum or outhouse. You had 
t~ought you were deciphering, detecting, pursuing; you are taken 
(m). He has attached his signature to everything. He has sim­
u~ate~made gr.eat use of his signature. He has affected himself 
with ll (and will even, later on, have bedecked himself with a 
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circumflex). He has tried to write, properly, what happens be­
tween the affect and the signature. [P. 51) 

Derrida's account identifies meaning of a sort-a perverse if 
quintessentially literary project-but it does so in pursuing anti 
or anathematic connections. 

Thematic interpretation of Mallarme is troubled by anasemic 
and anathematic displacements, but what Derrida calls the 
"poverty" of blanc and pli's plurivalency also results, as he says, 
from syntactic connections with forms such as aile, plume, even­
tail, page, f r6lement, voile, pa pier: one can see fold fanning out, 
scattering itself among these figures and recomposing itself, or 
one may see any of these other elements opening into and 
expressing itself in fold. This structure Derrida describes as 
a fanning or folding movement: "la polysemie des 'blancs' et 
des 'plis' se deploie et se reploie en eventail" [the polysemy of 
"blanks" and "folds" both fans out and snaps shut, ceaselessly] 
(La Dissemination, p. 283/251). Blanc too becomes not just a 
theme but a textual structure or process: "To a phenomenologi­
cal or thematic reading blanc appears first as the inexhaustible 
totality of the semantic valences that have some tropological 
affinity with it (but what is 'it'?). But, in a repeatedly repre­
sented replication, blanc inserts (names, designates, marks, enun­
ciates, however you wish to put it, and we need here another 
'word') blanc as a blank between valences, as the hymen that 
unites them and distinguishes them in the series, the spacing of 
the 'blancs' which 'take on importance."' (pp. 283-8~252). The 
blank of a white space, spacing, empty paper is part of the 
Mallarmean thematic series of blanc, but it is also the condition 
of textual series, so that what one sought to describe as a theme 
exceeds the thematic; it folds back on it as it names it. 

Le blanc se plie, est (marque d'un) pli. II ne s'expose jamais a plate 
couture. Car le pli n'est pas plus un theme (signifie) que le blanc 
et si l'on tient compte des effets de chaine et de rupture qu'ils 
propagent dans le texte, rien n'a plus simplement la valeur d'un 
theme. [P. 285) 

The blank is folded (yields), is (marked with) a fold. It is never 
available for flat sewing. For fold is no more a (signified) theme 
than is while (blank), and if one takes account of the linkages and 
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rifts they propagate in the text, then nothing can simply have the 
value of a theme any more. [P. 253] 

This general critique of theme results from the strategic and 
temporary identification of a theme and the subsequent dis­
covery that it is also something other than-more or less than­
a theme. The thematic figure, such as pli, comes to describe the 
general series to which it belongs, or the logic of thematic con­
nection, or the condition of textuality. The pli is not a theme 
when it articulates, at another level, a general textual structure, 
just as writing is no longer a theme when it paleonymically 
becomes an archi-ecriture behind all thematic effects. Derrida 
writes: 

In certain respects the theme of supplementarity is doubtless no 
more than one theme among others. It is in a chain, carried by it. 
Perhaps one could substitute something else for it. But it happens 
that this theme describes the chain itself, the being-chain of a textual chain, 
the !tructure of substitution, the articulation of desire and of language, the 
l?gic of all conceptual oppositions taken over by Rousseau, and in par­
ticular the role and the function, in his system, of the concept of 
Nature. It tells us in the text what a text is; it tells us in writing 
~hat writing is; in Rousseau's writing it tells us jean-Jacques' de­
sire, etc. [De la grammatologie, p. 233/163] 

The theme of supplementarity thus emerges as an archi-theme 
or. ~u.ndamental structure that no longer belongs to a thematic 
cnuc1sm. 
. Like any theor~tical enterprise, deconstruction privileges var-
10us concepts which can be and are treated as themes, studied 
in literary works, but it is more distinctive in its critique of 
them.atics and its interest in the parergonal process by which 
certain t~emes define a figural or textual logic that produces 
them. It 1s not easy to distinguish the study of themes from the 
stu~y of structures or textual logics, especially since both may 
claim to reveal what the work is "really about," but an account 
of deconstruction must distinguish this second relation to liter­
ary criticism-deconstruction as a source of themes-from the 
t~ird, in which deconstruction encourages the study of par­
ticular structures. 
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(3) Derrida's own discussions of literary works draw attention 
to important problems, but they are not decon.struction.s as we 
have been using the term, and a deconstructive literary criti­
~ism will be primarily influenced by his readings of philosoph­
ical works. Beyond the modification of critical concepts and the 
identification of special themes, deconstruction practices a style 
of reading, encouraging critics to identify or produce certain 
types of structure. This aspect of deconstruction is what we 
have been describing in our analyses of deconstructive read­
ings-of Saussure, Rousseau, Plato, Austin, Kant, Freud-but it 
may be useful to sum up briefly what is involved, risking reduc­
tiveness for the sake of explicitness. 

If deconstruction is, in Barbara Johnson's happy phrase, "the 
careful teasing out of warring forces of signification within the 
text" (The Critical Difference, p. 5), the critic will be on the look­
out for different sorts of conflict. The first, and the most ob­
vious from our earlier discussions in this chapter, is the asym­
metrical opposition or value-laden hierarchy, in which one term 
is promoted at the expense of the other. The question for the 
critic is whether the second term, treated as a negative, mar­
ginal, or supplementary version of the first, does not prove to 
be the condition of possibility of the first. Along with the logic 
that asserts the preeminence of the first term, is there a con­
trary logic, covertly at work but emerging at some crucial mo­
ment or figure in the text, which identifies the second term as 
the enabling condition of the first? The relation between speech 
and writing, as Derrida has expounded it, is the best known 
version of this structure, but it can appear in numerous unpre­
dictable guises that may be difficult to detect and dissect. 

Second, the example of Derrida's readings leads the critic to 

look for points of condensation, where a single term brings 
together different lines of argument or sets of values. Such 
terms as parergon, phannakon, supplement, hymen figure in opposi­
tions that are essential to a text's argument, but they also func­
tion in ways that subvert those oppositions. These terms are the 
points at which the strains of an attempt to sustain or impose 
logocentric conclusions make themselves felt in a text, moments 
of uncanny opacity that can lead to rewarding commentary. 

Third, the critic will be alert to other forms of the text's lcart 
de soi or difference from itself. At its simplest and least specific-

fl l !J 



DECONSTRUCTION 

ally deconstructive, this involves an interest in anything in the 
text that counters an authoritative interpretation, including in­
terpretations that the work appears most emphatically to en­
courage. Whatever themes, arguments, or patterns are cited in 
defining the identity of a particular work, there will be ways 
in which it differs from the self so defined, systematically or 
obliquely putting in question the decisions at work in that def­
inition. Interpretations or definitions of identity involve the 
representation of a text within the experience of a person who 
writes or reads it, but says Derrida, "the text constantly goes 
beyond this representation by the entire system of its resources 
and its own rules" (De la grammatologie, p. 149/101). Any read­
ing involves presuppositions, and the text itself, Derrida sug­
gests, will provide images and arguments to subvert those pre­
suppositions. The text will carry signs of that difference from 
itself which makes explication interminable. 

Particularly important are the structures described in our 
discussions of parergonality and self-reference, when the text 
applies to something else a description, image, or figure that 
can be read as self-description, as a representation of its own 
operations. In treating such figures as moments of self-refer­
ence, one is often reading against the grain: the Freudian model 
that Derrida applies to the procedure of Freud's text is one 
Freud develops for the activities of a child, and the framing 
operations at work in Kant's text are identified by The Critique 
of Judgment as a specifically artistic process. A deconstructive 
reading of theoretical texts often demonstrates the return in a 
displaced or disguised form of a procedure that work claimed 
to criticize in others-as Austin is shown repeating the act of 
exclusion he had decried in his predecessors. In other cases, 
emphasis will fall on ways in which the devices that fold a 
text back on itself paradoxically dislocate its attempts at self­
possession. 

Fifth, there is an interest in the way conflicts or dramas with­
in the text are reproduced as conflicts in and between readings 
of the text. De Man's adage that literary language prefigures 
its own misunderstandings is in part a claim that texts dem­
onstrate allegorically the inadequacy of possible interpretive 
moves-the moves that their readers will make. Texts themat­
ize, with varying degrees of explicitness, interpretive opera-
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tions and their consequences and thus represent in advance the 
dramas that will give life to the tradition of their interpretation. 
Critical disputes about a text can frequently be identified as a 
displaced reenactment of conflicts dramatized in the text, so 
that while the text assays the consequences and implications of 
various forces it contains, critical readings transform this dif­
ference within into a difference between mutually exclusive 
positions. What is deconstructed in deconstructive analyses at­
tuned to this problem is not the text itself but the text as it is 
read, the combination of text and the readings that articulate it. 
What is put in question are the presuppositions and decisions 
that convert a complex pattern of internal differences into al­
ternative positions or interpretations. 

Finally, deconstruction involves attention to the marginal. We 
have already noted Derrida's concentration on elements in a 
work or a corpus that previous critics had thought unimpor­
tant. This is an identification of the exclusions on which hier­
archies may depend and by which they might be disrupted but 
it is also the beginning of an encounter with previous readings 
which, in separating a text into the essential and marginal el­
ements, have created for the text an identity that the text itself, 
through the power of its marginal elements, can subvert. Since 
concentration on the marginal is an identification of what in a 
text resists the identity established for it by other readings, it is 
part of an attempt to prevent the work one is studying from 
being governed or determined by other, less rich or. complex 
texts. Contextualist readings or historical interpretations gen­
erally rely on supposedly simple and unambiguous texts to ~e­
termine the meaning of passages in more complex and evasive 
texts. We have already noted Derrida's insistence on the un­
saturability of context and the concomitant possib~l~ty of ex­
tending context in ways that allow further complexme~ of t~e 
text one is studying to emerge. One could, therefore, 1denufy 
deconstruction with the twin principles of the contextual de­
termination of meaning and the infinite extendability <_>f c?n­
text. Derrida exploits the force of contextual determmauon 
whenever he reads a work in relation to the system of meta-
physical values from which it canno~ su~c~ in escaping. . 

However, to describe dcconstrucuon m this way begs certam 
questions about the status of "marginal" elements. When de-
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construct~ve readings attack contextualists' attempts to decide 
the ~eanmg of a complex work by referring to simpler and less 
ambiguous texts and when they continue to concentrate on 
elements that contextualists say are marginal in relation to a 
postulated. au~horia~ intention, are they denying the relevance 
of au~honal mtent1on to textual interpretation or are they 
adoptmg some other position? Since this is an issue that arises 
repeatedly in assessments of Derrida, we should not conclude a 
s~etch of the reading strategies encouraged by deconstruction 
w1tho~t f~cing it, especially since it provides a convenient way 
of rev1ewmg the methodological import of Derrida's readings 
of Austin, Plato, and Rousseau. 

In the case of Austin, a careful analysis of his procedure-­
one that. doe~ not, as is usual, skip over or ignore particular 
~ormulat1ons 1~ the name of an intention-shows him repeat­
ing the e~clus1onary move he criticized in his predecessors-a 
move which, one can argue, he is led to make for the same 
reason as they. But while refusing to discount formulations on 
t~e ~rounds .that they are tangential to Austin's intentions, Der­
nd~ s analysis does not dispense with the category of intention 
?r ignore textual marks of an intention. On the contrary, it is 
important for ~errida's. ~ccount that Austin is attempting to 
~e~edy and avoid the failmg he had identified in others, and it 
is significant that Austin presents or intends his exclusion of 
the nonserious as provisional and inessential. Austin's case is 
interesting, as Derrida says, precisely because by his refusal to 
take true a~d false p~opos~tions as the defining norm of dis­
course, he is attemptmg-mtending-to break with a certain 
l?gocentric concep!ion c;>f language in "an analysis which is pa­
tient, open, aporet1cal, m constant transformation often more 
f~uit~ul in the acknowledgement of its impasses th~n in its posi­
!1ons . (Marges, p. 383/SEC, p. 187). That an analysis with these 
mtent1ons sho.uld en~ by reintroducing the premises it has 
sought to pu.t m question reveals more about the inescapability 
of logocentnsm a~d the diffic~lties of a theory of language 
!han ~ould the. f~il.ure o.f a .discourse that implied different 
mtent1ons: Austm ~ mt~ntlon 1s not something that determines 
!he m.eamng of h1~ discourse, but there is in his writing an 
mtent1on-effect, which can play an important role in one's ac­
count of the drama of this text. 
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T~e role of such effects emerges more clearly in Derrida's 
readmg of Rousseau, where he does not hesitate to label a cer­
tain insistent thematic pattern in Rousseau's writings "what Rous­
seau wa~ts t~ say": "He ~~dares what he intends to say, namely, 
that art1culat1on and wntmg are a post-originary malady of 
lan~uage; he says or describes what he does not want to say: artic­
ulation and therefore the space of writing operate at the origin 
of language" (De la grammatologie, p. 326/229). Rousseau intends 
to define culture as the negation of a positive state of nature, 
with unhappiness replacing happiness, writing speech, har­
mony melody, prose poetry; but at the same time he character­
izes cultural supplementation in such a way as to reveal that the 
supposed negative complication has always already been at work 
in that upon which it is said to follow. This division of Rous­
seau's text into what Rousseau intends and what he does not 
intend is, of course, an artifice of reading (intention is always a 
textual construct of this sort). De Man would call this an exam­
ple of a misreading prefigured by the text-the text's insistence 
on these themes induces the reader to identify them as the 
intended meaning and to treat the subversion or complication 
as an unintended residue. But this operative notion of inten­
tion is important to Derrida's analysis, both for the story he 
tells about Rousseau and for his account, in the section "Ques­
tion of Method," of the writer's relation to language: 

This brings up the question of the usage of the word "supple­
ment": of Rousseau's situation within the language and the logic 
that assures this word or this concept sufficiently surprising re­
sources that the presumed subject of the utterance always says, 
when using "supplement," more, less, or something other than 
what he means [voudrait dire]. This is not only therefore a question 
of Rousseau's writing but also of our reading. We should begin by 
taking rigorous account of this being held or this surprise [de cette 
prise ou de cette surprise]; the writer writes in a language and in a 
logic whose own system, laws, and life his discourse by definition 
cannot dominate absolutely. He uses them only by letting himself, 
after a fashion and up to a certain point, be governed by the 
system. And reading must always aim at a cenain relationship, 
unperceived by the writer, between what he commands and what 
he does not command in the patterns of the language that he 
uses. This relationship is not a cenain quantitative distribution of 
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light and darkness, of weakness and force, but a signifying struc­
ture that critical reading must produce. [De la grammalologie, pp. 
226-2.7/157-58] 

The New Criticism rejected appeals to intention because the 
particular intentions of poets, as indicated by the documents 
apparently most relevant to this study, would prove narrow 
and limited in comparison with the rich and surprising re­
sources of the works poets had composed. If New Critics out­
lawed a concern with discoverable intentions, it was in order to 
appeal to an abstract and comprehensive intention. Cleanth 
Brooks rejects the suggestion that he is revealing complexities 
not intended by the poet, on the principle that "the poet knows 
precisely what he is doing" (The Well Wrought Urn, p. 159). The 
poet, like God the creator, is held to intend all that he makes. 
For Derrida, on the contrary, intention may be viewed as a 
particular textual product or effect, distilled by critical readings 
but always exceeded by the text. Intention, as indicated in sec­
tion 2 of this chapter, is not something prior to the text that 
determines its meaning but is an important organizing struc­
ture identified in readings that distinguish an explicit line of 
argumentation from its subversive other. The critic need not 
call one textual stratum the author's intention-the greater the 
author the less one may be inclined to limit authorial intention 
to one strand of the text-but to do this is a striking way of 
dramatizing the claim about the subject's relation to language 
and textuality-a relation of prise and surprise. 

In his reading of Rousseau Derrida posits an intended ar­
gument in order to identify the text's subversion of its explicit 
declarations, but in his reading of Plato he notes the derivative 
nature of this notion of conscious intention and its excessive 
simplification of textual relations. In Plato's text the word 
pharmakon 

is situated [pris] in a chain of significations. The play of this chain 
seems systematic. But the system here is not simply that of the 
intentions of the author known by the name of Plato. This system 
is not primarily that of an intended meaning. Finely regulated 
connections are established, by the play of the language, among 
different functions of the word and, within it, among diverse 
strata or regions of culture. Sometimes Plato may seem to declare 
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these connections, these channels of meaning, bringing them to 
light in playing on them "deliberately" .... Then again, in other 
cases, he may not see these links, may leave them in darkness or 
even interrupt them. And yet these links go on working by them­
selves. Despite him? Thanks to him? In his text? Outside his text? 
But then where? Between his text and the linguistic system? For 
what reader? At what moment? [La DisshninaJion, p. 1o8/96] 

One cannot, Derrida continues, give a general and principled 
reply to these questions, for they assume that there is a place 
where these relations and connections either are established or 
are not established and thus invalidated. One might, of course, 
argue that these connections were all established in Plato's un­
consicous or linguistic competence, but that would beg the ques­
tion at issue, which Derrida seeks not to beg but to pose and 
not answer. He is not, for example, championing a principle or 
rule that any word in a text has all the meanings ever recorded 
for it or for any signifier differing from it by no more than one 
phoneme. When he argues in "La Pharmacie de Platon" for t~e 
potentially powerful relations between words "presen~" in a ~1s­
course and all the other words of a lexical system, he 1s denymg 
that there are principles by which signifying possi~ilitie~ can. be 
excluded in advance and opening the way to the 1dent1ficauon 
of relationships of uncanny pertinence, as between the play of 
pharmalcon and pharmalcros in Plato's text and the fundamental 
cultural institution of the pharmalcos (see above, pp._ 142-44). 
Who is to say where this relation occurs, ex~ept that 1t must be 
produced by the critical reading? The .relauons deemed wo~h 
pursuing and producing are those which tum out to funcu?n 
in a parergonal way and to describe the structures of textuahty 
and the strategies of reading. 

(4) Finally, deconstruction has a bearing on li~erary criticism 
because, as a prominent theoretical moveme~t. m ~he ~uman­
ities it affects one's notion of the nature of critical mqmry and 
the goals appropriate to it. If we identify deconstr~ction as a 
leading form of post-structuralism a~d thus oppose It to str~~­
turalism, we may reach the conclusions o~thned by J. H~lhs 
Miller in the article quoted in the Introducuon: d~onstrucuo.n 
arrives in the wake of structuralism to frustrate its systematic 
projects. The scientific ambitions of structuralists are exposed 
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as impossible dreams by deconstructive analyses, which put in 
question the binary oppositions through which structuralists 
descri~e and master cultural productions. Deconstruction shat­
~ers their "faith in reason" by revealing the uncanny irrational­
ity of t~~ts and their ability to confute or subvert every system 
or pos.ltlon they are thought to manifest. Deconstruction, by 
these lights, reveals the impossibility of any science of literature 
or science of discourse and returns critical inquiry to the task of 
in~erpretation._ Instead of using literary works to develop a po­
etics of narrauve, for example, the critic will study individual 
novels to see how they resist or subvert the logic of narrative. 
Re~ea~ch in the humanities, which structuralism attempted to 
enlist ID broad, systematic projects, is now urged to return to 
dose reading, to "the careful teasing out of warring forces of 
signification within the text." 

One can certainly argue that American criticism has found in 
deconstruction reasons to deem interpretation the supreme task 
of critical inquiry and thus to preserve some measure of con­
tinuity between the goals of the New Criticism and those of the 
~ewer criticism. In the next chapter we will consider the prac­
tice of deconstructive criticism and its varied relations to so­
called "dose rea~ing." However, if one were to accept the view 
th~t deconstruction t~aches critics to reject systematic enter­
prises and devote their efforts to elucidating individual texts, 
one would be puzzled by Derrida's example. Readers who have 
assumed, on the A?1erican model of critical inquiry, that the 
goal of deconstruction is to illuminate individual works have 
found it wanti~g in numerous ways. They complain, for ~xam­
ple, of a certa1D monotony: deconstruction makes everything 
sound the same. Derrida and his cohorts do not, indeed, seem 
committed to identifying the distinctiveness of each work (or 
even its distinctive uncanniness), as becomes an interpreter. 
They seem preoccupied instead with questions about signatures, 
tro~es, frames, reading or misreading, or the difficulty of es­
cap1~g some system of assumptions. Moreover, deconstructive 
~ea?•!1gs show scant respect for the wholeness or integrity of 
1Dd1v1~ual wo.rks. They concentrate on parts, relating them to 
matenal of diverse sorts, and may not even consider the rela­
tion of any part to t~e whole. ~nterpreters are allowed to argue 
that a work lacks umty, but to ignore the question of unity is to 

aao 

CRITICAL CONSEQUENCES 

flout the obligations of their task. Third, Derrida's choice of 
works to discuss is hard to comprehend. Feminist critics write 
about no~canonical works in an attempt to change the canon; 
but when Derrida treats Warburton and Condillac instead of 
Leibniz and Hume, he does not seek promotions and demo­
tions. His choice of texts seems determined by issues they can 
illuminate, as when he spends time, in Glas and "L'Age de 
Hegel," on a number of Hegel's letters. He is patently not 
primarily engaged in reinterpreting or reforming the canon. 
Finally, the conclusions deconstructive readings reach are fre­
quently claims about structures of language, operations of rhet­
oric, and convolutions of thought, rather than conclusions about 
what a particular work means. For readings reputedly based on 
a renunciation of general theoretical projects, they seem suspi­
ciously interested in theoretical questions of the most general 
sort. 

The notion that deconstruction rejects systematic enquiry in 
order to elucidate individual works is based on an assumed 
opposition that itself requires deconstruction. One cannot con­
clude that because Derrida identifies the difficulties or aporias 
in structuralist projects- Saussure's, Uvi-Strauss's, Austin's, 
Foucault's-his own writings escape systematic and theoretical 
pursuits. In a similar way, he is critical of Marxism, especially of 
Marxism as a science attempting to ground itself on "history," 
but he is nevertheless engaged in the kinds of investigation 
Marxism encourages: a systematic, expanding analysis of the 
overt and covert relations between base and superstructure or 
institutions and thought. As may by now be evident, Derrida's 
works are particularly concerned with regularities: struc~ures 
that reappear in discourses of various sorts, wh~tever the.•~ os­
tensible preoccupations. In analyzing t~e way diverse wntlD~ 
are inextricably implicated in logocentnsm, f~r example, he ~s 
investigating the structural determinants of dISCourse-a topic 
pursued in other ways by many structuralists. . . 

The notion that the goal of analysis is to produce e~~1ch1Dg 
elucidations of individual works is a deep presupposltlon of 
American criticism. Its power appears in resistance to the s~s­
tematic projects of structuralism, ~arxism, ~n~ ps.ychoanalys1S, 
which are labeled "reductive," and ID the ass1milauon of decon­
struction to interpretation, despite the evidence that this is not 
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i~ goal. If inter~retation were its goal, then opponents might be 
nght to complam that deconstruction's stress on the indeter­
I?ina~y o~ ~eaning makes its work pointless. "If all interpreta­
u~~ .IS ma~mterpr~tation," writes M. H. Abrams, "and if all 
cnucasI? (lake all ~•story) of texts can engage only with a critic's 
?wn masco?strucuon, why bother to carry on the activities of 
mterpretauo? and criticism?" ("The Deconstructive Angel," p. 
~34). Assummg th~t the goal of criticism is interpretation, he 
Judges ~econstructa~n. ~o hav~ made its own activity pointless by 
precludmg the poss1b1hty of mterpretive conclusions. 

. To see that there ?tight nonetheless be a point, one needs to 
dispute the ~sumpuo? that opposes science to interpretation, 
":nd generala.ty .to panacularity, as the two alternative possibili­
ues, an~ assamdate:i any. critique of science to the interpretive 
cel~b~au?n of panaculanty. To escape this opposition and this 
ass1mdat1~n, we need a different description of the relation of 
structurahsm to deconstruction. 

If. st.ructuralist writings repeatedly appeal to linguistic mod­
~ls, at as because structuralism shifts the focus of critical think­
mg from subject.s to discourse. Structural explanation appeals 
not to the consca.ousness of subjects but to structures and sys­
tems .of conv~nuons operating within the discursive field of 
": social pracuce. Meaning is the effect of codes and conven­
taons-oft~n the result of foregrounding, parodying, flouting, 
or otherwise ~ubverting the relevant conventions. To describe 
these conven~aons, one posits various sciences-a science of lit­
era.ture, a science of mythology, a general science of signs­
~hach ~rve as ~he. methodological horizon of a range of analyt­
•c:al projects. Wathm each project interest often focuses on mar­
gmal or. problematical phenomena, which serve to indicate the 
convenuons t~at exclude them and whose force is a function of 
those convenuons. Structuralist literary criticism for example 
sho · · ' ' ~s more m.terest m avant-garde literature that violates con-
venuon than m well-formed examples of traditional literary 
genres. Sti:ucturalists celebrate the nouveau roman, the literature 
of surrealasm, and earlier anists deemed revolutionary-Mal­
~rme: Flauben, Sade, Rabelais-and when they do turn to clas­
sic wn!ers, who might be supposed to comply with conventions, 
~ey dasco~er an unsuspected radical force, as in Barthes's stud­
ies of Racme and Balzac. 

CRITICAL CONSEQUENCES 

~uch the ~ame happens in other structuralist writings: the 
notaon of a science or complete "grammar" of forms serves as a 
methodological horizon for research that often stresses the un­
grammatical or deviant, as in anthropological studies of pollu­
tion and taboo or Foucault's structuralist history of madness 
and recent work on prisons. One might argue that the notion 
of a science or grammar plays much the same role for structur­
alism as the notion of a systematic and comprehensive putting 
in question plays for deconstruction. Neither is a possible ac­
complishment but an imperative that brings into being projects 
which also accomplish something different. The deconstructive 
questioning of categories and assumptions leads back repeat­
edly to a small group of problems and gives conclusions that 
function as knowledge. Just as the structuralist study of rules 
and codes may focus on irregularities, so the deconstructive 
undoing of codes reveals certain regularities. And just as struc­
turalists argue that ungrammaticalities will prove grammatical 
at another level or by another code, so denizens of deconstruc­
tion note that the mastery implied by the regularities of decon­
structive results must be put in question by further analyses. 
If, as seems to be the case, structuralist science unearths sur­
prising anomalies, while deconstructive interpretation brings 
out inexorable regularities, one cannot rely on the oppositions 
between structuralism and deconstruction, science and inter­
pretation, or generality and particularity, except as guides to 
practices that subvert them. 

In focusing on language or discourse, structuralism makes 
consciousness or the subject an effect of systems operating 
through it. Foucault advised that "man" is but a fold in our 
knowledge-a pronouncement that is complicated by Derrida's 
work on folds and invagination. But to get its analytical projects 
underway, structuralism must provide a new center, a given 
that can serve as point of reference. This given is meaning. 
Barthes notes perspicaciously in Critique et veriti that a poetics 
or science of literature is founded not on literary works them­
selves but on their intelligibility, the fact that they have been 
understood (p. 62). Taking meanings as given, poetics tries to 
identify the system of codes responsible for thes~ ac~ept~d a~d 
acceptable meanings. Saussure's project of a scaenufic lmguas­
tics also depends on meaning-specifically, difference of mean­
ing-as a given point of reference. To determine what are the 
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signifying contrasts and thus the signs of a linguistic system one 
employs the commutation test: p and h are different phonemes 
and pat and bat different signs in English because the passage 
from h to p in the context -at produces a change in meaning. 
Reliance on this possibility of treating meaning of some kind as 
given creates a connection between structuralism and reader­
response criticism, which does not just treat meanings as given 
social facts but explicitly identifies them with the experience of 
the readef. The critic's task, then, is to describe and elucidate 
the meanings given in the reader's experience. 

l)econstruction attempts to show how this treatment of mean­
ing is undermined by the theory that relies on it. "The possibil­
ity of reading," de Man writes, "can never be taken for granted. 
It is an act of understanding that can never be observed, nor in 
any way prescribed or verified." The work gives rise to "no 
transcendental perception, intuition, or knowledge" that could 
serve as the secure foundation for a science (Blindness and In­
sight, p. 107). As we saw in Chapter One, the reader's experience, 
which must function as a given for reader-response criticism to 
get underway, proves to be not a given but a construct-the 
product of forces and factors it was supposed to help elucidate. 
Structuralism, like New Criticism, trying to link the poem's 
meaning directly to its structures, invariably discovers that it 
cannot rely on a given meaning but confronts problems of 
ambiguity, irony, and dissemination. Given meanings-from 
the identification of Balzac as a traditionally intelligible novelist 
to the usual interpretation of a rhetorical figure-are indispens­
able points of departure, but they are displaced by the anal­
yses that they make possible, as happens also in deconstructive 
readings. 

"The aspect of deconstructive practice that is best known in 
the United States," writes Gayatri Spivak, 

is its tendency towards infinite regression. The aspect that inter­
ests me most, however, is the recognition, within deconstructive 
pra~tic~, of provisi?nal .and intractable starting points in any in­
vesugauve effort; Its disclosure of complicities where a will to 
knowledge would create oppositions; its insistence that in disclos­
in~ complicities the critic-as-subject is herself complicit with the 
object of her critique; its emphasis upon "history" and upon the 
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ethico-political as the "trace" of that complicity-the proof that we 
do not inhabit a clearly defined critical space free of such traces; 
and, finally, the acknowledgment that its own discourse can never 
be adequate to its example. ['"Draupadi,"' pp. 382-83] 

The demonstration that structuralist "givens" are not founda­
tions but provisional starting points which the analysis must 
question is a powerful critique of structuralist projects, but it 
does not mean that deconstruction has other than provisional 
and intractable starting points. It appeals, for example, to at­
tested meanings and to the fundamental assumptions of the dis­
course to be deconstructed. The demonstration that critics at­
tempting to stand above or outside a literary domain in order 
to master it are caught up in the play of forces of the ob­
ject they seek to describe-its tropological and transferential 
ruses-does not imply that deconstructive readings can escape 
these intractable forces. Demonstrations of complicities be­
tween language and metalanguage, observed and observer, 
question the possibility of attaining a principled mastery of 
a domain but do not suggest that deconstruction has either 
achieved a mastery of its own or can ignore the whole problem 
of mastery from a secure position of externality. The effect 
of deconstructive analyses, as numerous readers can attest, is 
knowledge and feelings of mastery. In reading particular works 
and readings of those works, deconstruction attempts to under­
stand these phenomena of textuality- the relations of lan­
guage and metalanguage, for example •. or effects o.f ~xterna!ity 
and internality, or the possible interacuon of conflicung log.cs. 
And if the formulations produced by these analyses are them­
selves open to question because of their involvement with the 
forces and ruses they claim to understand, this acknowledg­
ment of inadequacy is also an opening to criticism, analysis, and 
displacement. 



Chapter Three 

DECONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM 

D 1scussmN of the implications of deconstruction for literary 
criticism has identified a range of possible strategies and 

concerns, from the austere investigation of philosophical hier­
archies as they are subverted in literary discourse to the pursuit 
of connections established by relays of signifiers in the manner 
of the Wolfman's cryptonyms. Since deconstructive criticism is 
not the application of philosophical lessons to literary studies 
but an exploration of textual logic in texts called literary, its 
possibilities vary, and commentators are irresistibly tempted to 
draw lines to separate orthodox deconstructive criticism from 
its distortions or illicit imitations and derivations. Taking Der­
rida and de Man as different but authoritative exemplars of 
true deconstruction, commentators can charge other critics 
either with diluting original deconstructive insights or with me­
chanically copying the procedures of these two masters. On the 
one hand, the opponents of deconstruction, writing in News­
week or the New York Review of Books, pluralistically allow de 
Man and Derrida a perverse originality but reproach graduate 
students for mechanically imitating what lies beyond their reach; 
on the other hand, defenders of deconstruction, writing in Glyph 
or Diacritics, reproach American deconstructive critics for dis­
torting and weakening the original formulations of Derrida 
and de Man. 1 

'Ntwswttlc praises the original "professorial practitioners of deconstruction" as 
"formidable men of letten who have bent deconstruction to their own in­
dividual-and practical-purposes," but warns of its influence on graduate 
students who may commit "the pedagogic error of allowing one theory of 
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This combination of reproaches is familiar: it is in these 
terms that writing is described as it is set aside-as a distortion 
of speech and mechanical repetition of speech. A concern for 
purity is understandable among defenders of deconstruction, 
who are dismayed at the reception accorded ideas they admire, 
but to set up Derrida's or de Man's writings as the original 
~ord. and t~eat other deconstructive writing as a fallen imita­
tion 1s precisely to forget what deconstruction has taught one 
about the relation between meaning and iteration and the in­
ternal role of misfires and infelicities. Deconstruction is created 
by. r.epetitions, ~eviations, disfigurations. It emerges from the 
wntmgs of Dernda and de Man only by dint of iteration: imita­
tion, citation, distortion, parody. It persists not as a univocal set 
of instructions but as a series of differences that can be charted 
on various axes, such as the degree to which the work analyzed 
is treated as a unit, the role accorded to prior readings of the 
text, the interest in pursuing relations among signifiers, and 
th~ source .of ~he metalinguistic categories employed in anal­
ysis. The hvelmess of any intellectual enterprise largely de­
pen~s on diff-erences which make argument possible while pre­
venting any definitive distinction between what lies within and 
what without this enterprise.' 

language to deter.mine their response to great literature" (n June 1981, p. 8lJ)· 
Tht Ntw YorA R1v.1tw of Boolcs, ~hrough Denis J?onoghue, complains of graduate 
students mechanically producing deconstrucuve readings "for the sake of the 
theory they are suppose~ to endorse:· <"J?econstructing Deconstruction," p. 41 ). 
At th~ Colloque d~ C~risy on Derrida m 1980, there were many complaints, 
especa.ally ~y Ame~1cans, ~bout the mechanical application of Derridean decon­
str~cuo~, !n Ame~1ca, to lnerary studies-an institutionalization that deprives it 
of its ongmal radical force (see, for example, us Fins di l'hommt, ed. Lacoue­
Labar~he and Nancy, pp. 278-a1). The theme has become a familiar one: 
Amenc~n deconst~uctive crit!cism is presented as repetition or application, a 
mechanical operation that distorts and destroys the force of the original it 
repeats. Rodolp~e pas~h.e's "De~onstr~ction as Criticism," complaining of dis­
to~uons of Dern~a s ongm~l ~htlosophical projects, speaks of "the all too often 
naive and .so~eumes even, m its uncontrolled and unwanted side effects, ridic­
ulous apphcauon of the results of philosophical debates to the literary field" (p. 
178~. T~e converg.er:ice of opponents and supporters in this intense concern to 
d1stmgu1sh the ongmal from the derivative is an intriguing symptom of the 
play of forces within critical institutions. 

2
In addition to wri~ings .of criti~s ~iscussed in this chapter, one might wi~ 

profit .consult works hsted m the babhography by the following: Timothy Bahu, 
Cynthia. Chase, Eugenio Donato, Rodolphe Gasch~. Carol Jacobs, Sarah Kof­
man~ R1cha~d ~and, Joseph Riddel, Michael Ryan, Henry Sussman, and An­
drzeJ Warmmski. 
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Not only does repetition produce what can then be regarded 
as a method, but critical writings that are said to imitate or 
deviate often provide clearer or fuller examples of a method 
than the supposed originals. De Man's own writings, for exam­
ple, frequently assert, with authoritative confidence, claims that 
require demonstration but instead are simply adduced in order 
to move on to more "advanced" reflections. His essays often 
assure the reader that demonstration of these points would not 
be difficult, only cumbersome, and they do provide much de­
tailed argument and exegesis, but these gaps in argumentation 
may be quite striking. Frank Lentricchia, reading de Man as an 
existentialist, complains that his essays are "marred at every 
point by the suggestion that he is in undisputed, authoritative, 
and truthful possession of the texts he reads," a position Len­
tricchia believes only a "historian" can occupy (After the New 
Criticism, p. 299). Though most critical prose seeks to suggest 
such authority, de Man's writing is special-and often especially 
annoying-in its strategy of omitting crucial demonstrations in 
order to put readers in a position where they cannot profit from 
his analyses without according belief to what seems implausible 
or at least unproven. As de Man says of Michael Riffaterre's 
"dogmatic assertions," "by stating them as he does, in the 
blandest and most apodictic of terms, he makes their heuristic 
function evident" ("Hypogram and Inscription," p. 19). 

An account of deconstructive criticism cannot, of course, ne­
glect de Man's writings, but his "rhetoric of authority" often 
makes them less exemplary than those of younger critics who 
must still try to demonstrate what they wish to assert and who 
therefore may provide a clearer view of important issues and 
procedures. A good point of departure is an elegant, relatively 
simple analysis by a critic whose practice is more insightfu! than 
his theory. Walter Michaels's "Walden's False Bottoms" gives. a 
deconstructive inflection to New Critical procedures and will 
thus help us to situate deconstructive criticism in a tradition of 
literary interpretation. . . . 

Emerson complained of Thoreau's "tnck of unhm1ted c~n: 
tradiction .... It makes me nervous and wretched to read it. 
Michaels addresses Walden's contradictions and the strategies 
readers adopt to avoid feeling wretched and nervous. Walden .is 
usually read as a quest for foundations, an attempt to stnp 
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away the superfluous and find hard bottom. In his Journal 
Thoreau records an emblematic project, whose results are later 
reported in Walden: "To find the bottom of Walden Pond and 
what inlet and outlet it may have." A famous passage of Walden 
urges us to find hard bottom: 

Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet downward 
through the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradi­
tion, and delusion, and appearance, that alluvion which covers the 
globe, ... through church and state, through poetry and philoso­
phy and religion, till we come to a hard bottom and rocks in place, 
which we can call reality, and say, This is, and no mistake; and 
then begin, having a poinl d'appui, below freshet and frost and 
fire, a place where you might found a wall or a state, or set a 
lamp-post safely, or perhaps a gauge, not a Nilometer, but a Real­
ometer, that future ages might know how deep a freshet of shams 
and appearances had gathered from time to time. [Chap. 2] 

This hard bottom is natural ground, a foundation in nature 
prior to or outside of human institutions, the reality we must 
attempt to grasp. But there is another hard bottom in Walden: 
"It af~ords me no satisfaction," Thoreau begins, "to commence 
to sprmg an arch before I have got a solid foundation. Let us 
not play at kittlybenders. There is solid bottom every where." 
And he proceeds with an illustrative anecdote, about a traveler 
who asked a boy "if the swamp before him had a hard bottom. 
The boy replied that it had. But presently the traveller's horse 
sank i~ up to th~ girths, and he observed to the boy, 'I thought 
you said that this bog had a hard bottom.' 'So it has,' answered 
the latter, 'but you have not got halfway to it yet.' So it is with 
the. bogs and quicksands of society;" Thoreau concludes, "but 
he ts an old boy that knows it" (chap. 18). 

As ~i~h~els o~serves, although the theme of the two pas­
sages ts similar- the explorer in search of a solid foundation­
the point has been rather dramatically changed" ("Walden's 
False ~ottoms," p. 136). Both passages contrast the hard bot­
tom With the mud and slush above it, but the structure of 
values shifts: in the first passage the sage works through mud 
and slush to get to the bottom; in the second the sage is one 
who knows e~ough to stay c.lear, and the heroic quester of the 
first passage is transformed mto the foolish, sinking traveler. A 
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further complication occurs in Thoreau's account of the quest 
for the bottom of Walden Pond. 

As I was desirous to recover the long lost bottom of Walden Pond, 
I surveyed it carefully, before the ice broke up, early in '46, with 
compass and chain and sounding line. There have been many 
stories told about the bottom, or rather no bottom of this pond, 
which certainly had no foundation for themselves. It is remark­
able how long men will believe in the bottomlessness of a pond 
without taking the trouble to sound it. I have visited two such 
Bottomless Ponds in one walk in this neighborhood. Many have 
believed that Walden reached quite through to the other side of 
the globe .... Others have gone down from the village with a 
"fifty-six" and a wagon load of inch rope, but yet have failed to 
find any bottom; for while the "fifty-six'' was resting by the war, 
they were paying out the rope in the vain attempt to fathom their 
truly immeasurable capacity for marvellousness. But I can assure 
my readers that Walden has a reasonably tight bottom at a not 
unreasonable, though at an unusual, depth. I fathomed it easily 
with a cod-line .... The greatest depth was exactly one hundred 
and two feet .... [Chap. 16] 

So far, the pattern is clear: Thoreau gives us the mu~ an_d sl~sh 
of opinion (the foolish belief in botto~lessness, wh1c_h 1s. with­
out foundation) and his own tough-mmded determmauo~ ~o 
get to the bottom of things, to ~roduce a ~act an~ sa~, !his is, 
and no mistake. But he immediately contmues: This is a re­
markable depth for so small an area; yet not an inch of it can 
be spared by the imagination. What if all ponds were shallow? 
Would it not react on the minds of men? I am thankful that 
this pond was made pure and deep for a symbol. While men 
believe in the infinite some ponds will be thought to be bottom­
less.'' The opposition between the !eality of a tigh_t bottom and 
a deluded belief in bottomlessness 1s transformed mto an oppo­
sition between a shallowness associated with bottoms and an 
infinity associated with bottomlessness. The depth of th~ pond 
is celebrated for the suggestion of bottomlessness that might be 
eliminated by discovery of an actual bottom. . . 

Michaels does not attempt to dispel these contrad1cuons but 
explores the way they are reproduced in Thoreau's further 
discussions of natural foundations and of Nature as founda-
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tion. The same movement that here eliminates bottom as a 
value as s~?n as it is found occurs when Thoreau repudiates 
any actual .tokens of natural value which his society provides." 
The attracuon of Nature as a firm bottom or bottom line de­
pends on its otherness, so that any particular bottom must prove 
shallow and prompt a wish for further depth. "The category 
of. the natural becomes an empty one," writes Michaels. But 
this doesn't mean that the distinction between the natural and 
t~e conv~ntional is abandoned. "Quite the contrary: the more 
d1~fi.cult It becomes to identify natural principles, the more 
pnvile~e attache~ ~o a position which can be defined only in 
theoretical o~pos1t1on to the conventional or institutional" (pp. 
14.0--41). This play of the bottom is confirmed in a passage 
M1cha~ls does not quote. In the paragraph following the ex­
h?rtau.on to work an~ wed~~ ?ur feet downward to a point 
d aPf>Ui • . Thorea':1 contmues, Time is but the stream I go a­
fishmg m. I drmk at it; but while I drink I see the sandy 
bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides 
away, but eternity ~emains. I would drink deeper; fish in the 
sky, whose ~ottom 1s pebbly with stars" (chap. 2). The bottom 
o~e can see 1~ too shallow. The figure of the sky as pond com­
bmes the desire for a bottom with depth of bottomlessness. The 
blackness of the sky is the best natural bottom. 

In th . f e senes o passages Michaels explores-about nature 
and foundations-"the desire for the solid bottom is made clear 
but th~ att~mpt to locate it or specify its characteristics involve~ 
the w.nter m a tangle of contradictions." "What I have tried to 
describe thus far," he continues, 

is a series of relationships in the text of Walden-between nature 
and culture~ the finite and the infinite, and (still to come) literal 
~?d figu.rauve language-each of which is imagined at all times 

ierarchically, that is, the terms don't simply coexist one is always 
thoug~t of as mo~e basic or more important than the other. The 
catch is .that the hierarchies are always breaking down. Sometimes 
nature 1s the ground h' h h · w 1c aut onzes culture, sometimes It 1s 
~erely another of culture's creations. Sometimes the search for a 

ard ~mom is presented as the central activity of a moral life 
sometimes that same h ·11 1 ' searc w1 on y make a Keystone-cop martyr 
ouht of the searcher. These unresolved contradictions are I think 
w at makes us d' ' • nervous rea mg Walden, and the urge to resolve 
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them seems to me a major motivating factor in most Waldtn criti­
cism. ["Walden's False Bottoms," p. 142] 

If the attempt to resolve the contradictions distorts Walden, 
one might be tempted to leave them unresolved in an aesthetic 
suspension and to appreciate the rich ambiguity of Thoreau's 
work. This is not, however, an innocent choice, for the pattern 
of contradictory valorization is extended in the work from bot­
toms and nature to reading. A chapter entitled "Reading" con­
trasts the epic (particularly the Ilia<!) with what Thoreau calls 
"shallow books of travel" (chap. 3). The epic is deep. Its words 
are "a reserved and select expression, too significant to be heard 
by the ear," and in describing them Thoreau takes up again the 
image used a few paragraphs earlier of "the sky whose bottom 
is pebbly with stars": "The noblest written words are commonly 
as far behind or above the fleeting spoken language as the 
firmament with its stars is behind the clouds. There are the 
stars, and they who can may read them." In contrast with shal­
low books of travel, the epic requires a figurative reading: the 
reader must be prepared to conjecture "a larger sense than 
common use permits." Thus, Michaels says, 

the opposition between the epic and the travelogue has modu­
lated into an opposition between the figurative and the literal and 
then between the written and the oral. In each case the first term 
of the opposition is privileged, and if we turn again to the attempt 
to sound the depths of Walden Pond, we can see that these are all 
values of what I have called "bottomlessness." A shallow pond 
would be like a shallow book, that is, a travel book, one meant to 
be read literally. Walden is written "deep and pure for a symbol." 

But this pattern of valorization, although convincing, is by no 
means ubiquitous or final. The chapter on "Reading" is followed 
by one called "Sounds," which systematically reconsiders the cat­
egories already introduced and which reasserts the values of the 
hard bottom. [P. 144) 

The figurative language of books is contrasted unfavorably ~ith 
the literal sounds of nature, "the language," Thoreau wntes, 
"which all things and events speak witho~t metaphor" (~hap. 
4), and whose reality, solidity, and literahty the reader 1s ~n­
joined to prefer, just as the earlier chapter extolled figurauve 
reading. 
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The reader cannot simply accept this contradiction, because 
to read at all is to choose, to choose between literal and met­
aphorical readings, for example, or between the quest for a 
hard bottom and the appreciation of bottomlessness. "Our whole 
life," Thoreau writes, "is startlingly moral. There is never an in­
stant's truce between virtue and vice" (chap. 11). He inveighs 
in particular against those who think they have no choice. Wal­
den attempts, Michaels says, "to show us that we do have choices 
left and, by breaking down hierarchies into contradictory alter­
natives, to insist upon our making them. But this breakdown, 
which creates the opportunity or rather the necessity for choos­
ing, serves at the same time to undermine the rationale we 
might give for any particular choice" (pp. 146--47). This is no 
less true of reading than of other choices. "If our reading claims 
to find a solid bottom, it can only do so according to principles 
which the text has both authorized and repudiated; thus we 
run the risk of drowning in our own certainties. If it doesn't, if 
we embrace the idea of bottomlessness ... , we've failed Wal­
den'.s first test, the acceptance of our moral responsibility as 
deliberate readers. It's heads I win, tails you lose. No wonder 
the game makes us nervous" (p. 148). 

Michaels's reading investigates Walden's treatment of several 
central and related issues and discovers, as critical interpreta­
tion usually does, complex ambiguities; but the ambiguities dis­
c~vered are of a more troubling kind than usual: not just divi­
s10.ns between alternative meanings but divisions between two 
attitudes toward meaning and toward difference of meaning. 
In insisting on the hortatory, ethical dimensions of the text, 
Michaels identifies the work's production of a double bind, in 
whi~h ?ne .is .urged to choose while the possibility of correct 
choice 1s ehmmated. His analysis also dissents from customary 
cri~ical notions of unity. "The essential structure of a poem," 
wrates Cleanth Brooks in The Well Wrought Urn, "is a pattern of 
resolve~ str~sses .... The characteristic unity of a poem lies in 
the umficat1on of attitudes into a hierarchy subordinated to a 
t~tal an~ governing attitude" (pp. 203, 207). Here, though, 
~1erarch1es are undone, and though the structure of contradic­
tions has a certain unifying effect, it produces not a total and 
g?verning. attitude but the division of any possible attitude. 
Fmally, this analysis raises the stakes of the reading by con-
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centrating on elements in the text with metalinguistic bearing, 
which provide matter and vocabulary-"hard bottom" and 
"bottomlessness"-for a discussion of meaning and interpreta­
tion. Instead of looking for symbols of poetry and the literary 
imagination-, the critic investigates what the work says, implic­
itly and explicitly, about reading. 

Many would argue, with some justification, that Michaels's 
reading, though interested in the breakdown of hierarchical 
oppositions, is not genuinely deconstructive but an exploration 
that leaves contradictions aesthetically unresolved and shows no 
effects of the nervousness it claims Walden creates. Though 
investigating the relations between what the work says about 
reading and the readings it elicits, Michaels's essay does not 
pursue the implications of language and rhetoric in ways char­
acteristic of much deconstructive criticism. Moreover, one might 
think Walden too easy a case for the seeker of contradictions. Its 
narrative line is relatively weak and critics have often thought it 
a series of spectacular fragments. For a deconstructive reading 
of a more tightly woven text that seems fully in control of 
its narrative and thematic structures, we can consider Barbara 
Johnson's discussion of Billy Budd, "Melville's Fist: The Execu­
tion of Billy Budd," in her book The Critical Difference. 

Billy Budd is the story of a beautiful, innocent young sailor on 
a British man-of-war. Falsely accused of mutinous plotting by 
Claggart, the devious master-at-arms, Billy, his speech i.mpeded 
by a stutter, strikes Claggart dead in front of Captam Vere. 
The captain, an honest, well-read, serious man, has much sym­
pathy for Billy but convinces his fellow officers that under the 
circumstances--Britain is at war and there have been other 
mutinies--Billy must hang, which he does, utterin~ as h~ 1.ast 
words, "God bless Captain Vere!" Each character 1s exphc1tly 
assigned moral qualities, but, Johnson notes, "the fat~ of each 
of the characters is the direct reverse of what one is led to 
expect from his 'nature.' Billy is sweet, innocent, an~ harmless, 
yet he kills. Claggart is evil, perverted, and .mendacious, yet he 
dies a victim. Vere is sagacious and responsible, yet he allows a 
man whom he feels to be blameless to hang" (The Critical Differ-
ence, p. 82). . . 

The issue in the story is thus not JUSt the relat1on between 
good and evil but rather between characters' natures and what 
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they do, between being and doing. "Curiously enough," writes 
Johnson, 

it is precisely this question of being versus doing that is brought 
up by the only sentence we ever see Claggart directly address to 
Billy Budd. When Billy accidentally spills his soup across the path 
of the master-at-arms, Claggart playfully replies, "Handsomely 
done, my lad! And handsome is as handsome did it too!" The 
proverbial expression "handsome is as handsome does " from which 
this ~xclamation springs, posits the possibility of ~ continuous, 
pred1c~b~e, t~ansparent relationship between being and doing. 
· · · But it is this very continuity between the physical and the moral, 
between appea~anc~ an~ action, or between being and doing, that 
Claggart questions m Billy Budd. He warns Captain Vere not to 

be taken in by Billy's physical beauty: "You have but noted his fair 
cheek. A mantrap may be under the ruddy-tipped daises." [Pp. 
83-84] 

His susp~cions are confirmed when he repeats his accusation 
before Billy and the ruddy-cheeked lad strikes him dead. 

To ~nvestigate what is at stake in this drama, Johnson gathers 
the evidence ~elville provides that the opposition between Billy 
and Claggart 1s an opposition "between two conceptions of lan­
g1:'age, or .betw~en two types of reading." Billy is a simple liter· 
alist, a believer m the transparency of signification. "To deal in 
~ouble ?1eanin~s and i~sinuations of any sort," writes Melville, 
was quue foreign to his nature." To him "the occasional frank 

air and P.leasant word went for what they purported to be, the 
youn~. sailor never h~ving heard as yet of the 'too fair-spoken 
man. He cannot believe that there might be a discrepancy be­
tween form and meaning. Claggart, on the other hand, is not 
~>nly a ~ersonification of ambiguity and duplicity but a believer 
m th~ d1scr~pancy between form and meaning. He has learned, 
M~lvdle writes, "to exercize a distrust keen in proportion to the 
fa1rne~s of the appearance." Claggart accuses Billy of duplicity, 
of_ a d1scr~~ancy between appearance and reality; Billy denies 
this by stnk1~g a blow, _which in fact illustrates the very discrep­
ancy he demes, revealing a fatal mantrap beneath the daises. 
He de~ons.trates the truth of Claggart's accusation by the act 
of denying u. 
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The story thus takes place between the postulate of continuity 
between signifier and signified ("handsome is as handsome does") 
and the postulate of their discontinuity ("a mantrap may be under 
the ruddy-tipped daises"). Claggart, whose accusations of incip­
ient mutiny are apparently false and therefore illustrate the very 
double-facedness they attribute to Billy, is negated for proclaim­
ing the lie about Billy which Billy's act of negation paradoxically 
proves to be the truth. [P. 86] 

This account of the opposition between the two characters 
and its articulation of contradictory models of signification and 
interpretation also identifies the two modes of reading involved 
in critical quarrels about the story. Some critics are suspicious 
interpreters, like Claggart, unwilling to accept Billy's goodness 
at face value. They may infer Claggart's latent homosexuality, 
interpreting his treatment of Billy as a repressed form of love. 
They frequently propose psychoanalytic descriptions of Billy's 
innocence as a pseudoinnocence and of his goodness as a re­
pression of his own destructiveness, which comes to the surface 
in the fatal blow. Indeed, in the confrontation scene Claggart is 
portrayed as a psychoanalyst, moving toward Billy "with the 
measured step and calm collected air of an asylum physician 
approaching in the public hall some patient beginning to show 
indications of a coming paroxysm." Other critics side with Billy 
as believers in the continuity between being and doing and 
accept the characters' moral designations: Claggart is evil, Billy 
is good, Vere is wise. Both groups have persuasive interpreta­
tions of the crucial event of the story, the fatal blow: "If Billy 
represents pure goodness, then his act is uninten~ional but syn:1~ 
bolically righteous, since it results in the destruction of the 'evil 
Claggart. If Billy is a case of neurotic repression, then his act is 
determined by his unconscious desires, and reveals the destruc­
tiveness of the attempt to repress one's ~wn destructive?e~s. In 
the first case, the murder is accidental; m the second, It 1s the 
fulfillment of a wish" (pp. 9o-g1). 

The crucial point here is that in each case t?e interpr~tation 
of the blow is based on premises that undermine the claim t~e 
interpretation supports: Billy and the literalists, belie~ers m 
continuity and motivation, must treat the blow as accidental 
and unmotivated in order to preserve Billy's goodness and the 
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b_low'~ symbolic righteousness. For Claggart and other suspi­
cmus mterpr~ters, believe~s in the discrepancy between appear­
~~ce an~ reality, the blow 1s proof of Billy's evil duplicity only if 
it 1s mo~1vated and thus an instance of continuity between being 
and domg. Thus, the coherence of each interpretive scheme is 
~ndone by t~e principle of signification to which it must appeal 
m order to mcorporate the blow into its account. The blow 
dest~oys each position-Billy's and Claggart's as well as the 
readmgs of literalists and ironists. It disrupts any interpretive 
account because what it means is undone by the way it means. 

If the critic attempts to adjudicate the dispute between Billy 
and Claggart or between literalists and ironists, she finds her­
self in the position of Captain Vere, who is described as a 
learr;ied and judicious reader. His "task is precisely to read the 
relation between naivete and paranoia, acceptance and irony, 
murder and error," and he reads in a different way from Billy 
and Cla~gart .. They ~re without pasts and futures, which play 
no role m the1r readmgs: they read for motive and meaning. 
yere focuses instead on precedent and conseqence: "Budd's 
mtent .or non-intent is nothing to the purpose," he declares. He 
reads m relation to political and historical circumstance and in 
relation to prior texts, the Bible and the Mutiny Law. Joining 
power and ~nowledge'. Vere determines the relationships be· 
t~een ot.her mte~pretat~ons and acts by that judgment. And for 
h1~ .to Judge Bdly gmlty is to kill him. Vere's reading is a 
pohucal act that works by converting 

an am~iguous. situation into a decidable one. But it does so by 
conv~n~ng a difference within (Billy as divided between conscious 
subm1ss1ven_ess and unconscious hostility, Vere as divided between 
understandmg father and military authority) into a difference be­
tween (between ~laggart and Billy, between Nature and the King, 
t>c;tween a~thonty and criminality) .... The political context in 
Billy Budd is ~uch that on all levels the differences within (mutiny 
or:i t~e w~~sh~p',the Frenc~ Revolution as a threat to "lasting in­
sutuuons, Billy s unconscious hostility) are subordinated to dif­
ferences between (the Bellipotenl vs. the Alhie, England vs. France, 
murderer vs. victim). [Pp. 105-6] 

:Readers and critics disagree violently in their judgments of 
this reader, Vere, who seems compelled by circumstance to err 

238 

0ECONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM 

in one way or another, and who is a partial reader precisely 
because he must in his judgment take account of the conse· 
quences of his judgment. Cannot we, as readers of a literary 
work, do better? Cannot we pass a more accurate and disinter· 
ested judgment than Vere? "If law is the forcible transforma­
tion of ambiguity into decidability, is it possible," Johnson asks, 
"to read ambiguity as such, without that reading functioning as 
a political act?" (p. 107). Even about this, she concludes, Mel­
ville has something to say, "for there is a fourth reader in Billy 
Budd, one who 'never interferes in aught and never gives ad­
vice': the old Dansker. A man of 'few words, many wrinkles' 
and 'the complexion of an antique parchment"' (p. w7). He 
sees and knows. Pressed by Billy for advice, he offers only the 
observation that Claggart is "down on" him; but this, along 
with his refusal to say more, has traceable consequences and 
contributes to the tragedy. The Dansker "dramatizes a reading 
that attempts to be as cognitively accurate and as performa­
tively neutral as possible," but "the attempt to know without 
doing can itself function as a deed." The Dansker, like Vere, 
illustrates both the inseparability of knowledge and action and 
the impossibility of their harmonious fusion, for in each case, 
as Johnson writes, "authority consists precisely in the impos­
sibility of containing the effects of its own application." Neither 
character can prevent unforeseen consequences that complicate 
and vitiate the acts of cognition and judgment. 

Billy Budd, Johnson concludes, is 

much more than a study of good and evil, justice and injustice. 
It is a dramatization of the twisted relations between knowing 
and doing, speaking and killing, reading and judging, which 
make political understanding and action so proble~atic .. · : The 
"deadly space" or "difference" that runs through Billy Budd is n~t 
located between knowledge and action, performance and co~n~­
tion. It is that which, within cognition, functions as an act; It IS 

that which, within action, prevents us from ever knowin~ ~hether 
what we hit coincides with what we understand. And this is what 
makes the meaning of Melville's last work so slri/cing. [Pp. 1<>8-9) 

This last phrase, from the concluding sentence of the a.rticle, 
illustrates a feature of this criticism not well represented m the 
passages I have cited: the use of expressions from the text, 
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often punningly, to connect events of the narrative with events 
of reading and writing. Billy's blow is a striking event in the 
story, a complex structure of meaning and an act of compelling 
consequences; the meaning of the work, as it has been eluci­
dated, also has a performative quality with consequences it is not 
easy to escape. A similar connection is made by the chapter's 
title, "Melville's Fist: The Execution of Billy Budd," which re­
lates three performative speech acts: Melville's act of writing 
("His [Claggart's] portrait I shall essay, but shall never hit it," 
he writes), Billy's pugilistic denial, and Vere's deadly judgment. 
In employing the language of the text as a metalanguage, crit­
ics continue a process that the text has already begun, but 
deconstructive readings vary considerably in their exploitation 
of this possibility. Derrida aggressively deploys signifiers from 
the text to describe a textual logic. De Man, on the contrary, 
avoids the categories offered by the text and swiftly relates the 
moments that interest him to metalinguistic terms from rhet­
oric and philosophy. Johnson's restrained exploitation of this 
textual resource produces what look like puns. 

The second aspect of deconstruction this example illustrates 
is a suspicion of critics' willingness to celebrate ambiguity as an 
aesthetic richness. When confronted with two interpretations 
or two possibilities, Johnson asks about the premises on which 
each relies and investigates the relation between premises and 
concl~sions, discovering that frequently the readings are un­
dermined by the very assumptions that make them possible. 
~uc~ discoveries then provide points of departure for an inves­
~1gat1on of the frameworks within which such readings are elic­
n.ed. Deconstructive readings may thus refuse to make aesthetic 
nchness an end. Whenever one comes to what might seem a 
stopping point-a nice paradox or symmetrical formulation­
one feeds this position back into the text, asking what the work 
~as to say about the conclusion reached. After analyzing Vere's 
judgment, Johnson asks what the text has to say about the act 
of judgment itself, and after drawing conclusions about judg­
~ent as an act of violence that attempts, impossibly, to master 
Its own consequences, she asks what the text might have to say 
about the. aesthetic critique of political judgment that seems to 
be emerging from her reading. She then analyzes the predica­
ment of the old Dansker as a further framing of the question 
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of interpretation. With its "invaginated pockets," the text has 
something to say about any conclusion one is tempted to draw 
from it. 

Third, Johnson's essay raises the stakes of "reading" by at­
tending to the impossibility of separating action and judgment 
from the question of reading. In one sense, Billy Budd demon­
strates that "ii n'y a pas de hors texte": political action is re­
vealed here as a particular type of reading, which vainly tries to 
make the consequences of a reading the grounds for it. Explor­
ing the connection between the violence of means and the pos­
iting of meanings (or between the assumption of continuity 
between means and ends and the assumption that everything 
must have a meaning), Billy Budd produces a critique of author­
ity as such-of law, for example, including the law of significa­
tion-and illustrates the textuality of judgment, much as de 
Man does in other terms in his reading of Nietzsche (Allegories 
of Reading, pp. I I 9-3 I). 

Finally, Johnson's essay shows us deconstructive criticism 
pursuing structures that seem to become progressively tighter 
and often prove to be double binds. In the opening essay of 
The Critical Difference she comments on Barthes's decision in SIZ 
to break up the text, to treat it as a "galaxy of signifiers" rather 
than a structure of signifieds: "The question to ask is whether 
this 'anti-constructionist' (as opposed to 'de-constructionist') 
fidelity to the fragmented signifier succeeds in laying bare the 
functional plurality of Balzac's text, or whether in the final 
analysis a certain systematic level of textual difference is not 
also lost and flattened by Barthes's refusal to reorder or recon­
struct the text" (p. 7). Summarizing her own procedure in the 
"Opening Remarks" to her book, Johnson writes: 

Reading, here, proceeds by identifying and dismantli~g di~fer­
ences by means of other differences that cannot be fully 1denufied 
or dismantled. The starting point is often a binary differen~e that 
is subsequently shown to be an illusion created ~y the workings of 
differences much harder to pin down. The differences between 
entities (prose and poetry, man and woman, literature and t~eory, 
guilt and innocence) are shown to be based on a repression of 
differences within entities, ways in which an entity differs from 
itself. But the way in which a text thus differs from itself is never 
simple: it has a certain rigorous, contradictory logic whose effects 
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can, up to a certain point, be read. The "deconstruction" of a 
binary opposition is thus not an annihilation of all values or dif­
ferences; it is an attempt to follow the subtle, powerful effects of 
differences already at work within the illusion of a binary opposi­
tion. [Pp. x-xi] 

If deconstructive criticism is a pursuit of differences-differ­
ences whose suppression is the condition of any particular en­
tity or position-then it can never reach final conclusions but 
stops when it can no longer identify and dismantle the differ­
ences that work to dismantle other differences. 

Johnson's reading of Billy Budd is distinctive in deconstruc­
tive criticism for its comprehensiveness-a virtue easily over­
valued-but she does not here explore, as she does in her Defi­
gurations du langage poetique, the detailed implications of rhetor­
ical figures. Introducing the collection on "The Rhetoric of 
Romanticism" in which her essay on Billy Budd first appeared, 
Paul de Man writes, "it is a common and productive gesture of 
all these papers to outdo the closeness of reading that has 
been held up to them and to show, by reading the close read­
ings more closely, that they were not nearly close enough" ("In­
troduction," p. 498). We can characterize deconstructive criti­
cism further by pursuing two questions this comment suggests: 
~hat makes a reading close? and what is the role of prior read­
ings for deconstructive criticism? Johnson reads most closely 
when detailing the logic of signification at certain key moments 
of the text. What more might closeness involve? 

Close reading, for de Man, entails scrupulous attention to 
what seems ancillary or resistant to understanding. In his fore­
word to Carol Jacobs's The Dissimulating Harmony he speaks of 
paraphrase as "a synonym for understanding": an act which 
c~nvert~ the strange into the familiar, "facing up to apparent 
d1fficulues (~e th~y of syntax, of figuration, or of experience) 
and · ... c~pmg with them exhaustively and convincingly," but 
subtly ehdmg, concealing, and diverting what stands in the way 
of meaning. "What would happen," he asks, "if, for once, one 
were to reverse the ethos of explication and try to be really 
preci~e," attempting "a reading that would no longer blindly 
submit to the teleology of controlled meaning" (pp. ix-x)? What 
would happen, that is, if instead of assuming that elements 
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of the text were subservient instruments of a controlling mean­
ing or total and governing attitude, readers were to explore 
every resistance to meaning? Primary points of resistance might 
be what we call rhetorical figures, since to identify a passage 
or sequence as figurative is to recommend transformation of 
a literal difficulty, which may have interesting possibilities, 
into a paraphrase that fits the meaning assumed to govern the 
message as a whole. As we have seen in our discussion of Der­
rida, rhetorical reading-attention to the implications of fig­
urality in a discourse-is one of the principal resources of 
deconstruction. 

Consider, for example, de Man's dealing with a passage in 
Proust's A la recherche du temps perdu, where Marcel resists his 
grandmother's request that he go out to play and remains in 
his room reading. The narrator claims that through reading he 
can have truer access to people and passions, just as by remain­
ing indoors he can grasp the essence of summer more inti­
mately and effectively than if he were actually outside: "The 
dark coolness of my room . . . gave my imagination the total 
spectacle of summer, whereas my senses, if I had been on a 
walk, could only have enjoyed it in fragments." The sensation 
of summer is conveyed to him "by the flies who were perform­
ing before me, in their little concert, the chamber music of 
summer: evocative not in the manner of a human tune which, 
heard perchance during the summer, afterwards reminds us of 
it, but united to summer by a more necessary link: born from 
beautiful days, resurrecting only when they return, containing 
something of their essence, it not only awakens their image in 
our memory, it guarantees their return, their actual.yersistent, 
immediately accessible presence." Proust's passage 1s m~tafig­
ural, de Man argues, in that it comments on figural relauons. 

It contrasts two ways of evoking the natural experience of sum­
mer and unambiguously states its preference f~r one of th~se 
ways over the other: the "necessary link" that unites t~e buzzing 
of the flies to the summer makes it a much more effecuve symbol 
than the tune heard "perchance" during the summer. The pref­
erence is expressed by means of a distinction that corres~nds to 
the difference between metaphor and metonymy, necessity and 
chance being a legitimate way to distinguish be~ween a?alogy ~nd 
contiguity. The inference of identity and totality that as consutu-
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tive of metaphor is lacking in the purely relational metonymic 
contact .... The passage is about the aesthetic superiority of meta­
phor over metonymy .... Yet, it takes little perspicacity to show 
that the text does not practice what it preaches. A rhetorical read­
ing of the passage reveals that the figural praxis and the meta­
figural theory do not converge and that the assertion of the mas­
tery of metaphor over metonymy owes its persuasive power to the 
use of metonymic structures. [Allegories of Reading, pp. i4-i5] 

To demonstrate that he can experience "the total spectacle of 
summer" through a metaphorical transfer of essence, Marcel 
must explain how the heat and activity characteristic of the 
scene outside are brought inside. The dark coolness of my 
room, he writes, "s'accordait bien a mon repos qui (grace aux 
aventures racontees par mes livres et qui venaient l'emouvoir) 
supportait, pareil au repos d'une main immobile au milieu d'une 
eau courante, le choc et !'animation d'un torrent d'activite" 
[suited my repose which (thanks to the adventures narrated in 
my bo~ks and which had stirred my tranquility) supported, like 
the qmet of a hand held motionless in the middle of a running 
stream, the shock and animation of a torrent of activity]. The 
~xpression "torrent d'activite," which brings in the heated activ­
ity of summer, works metonymically, not metaphorically, de 
Man argues. It exploits contiguity, or accidental as opposed to 
essential connections, in three ways: first, the image relies on 
the contingent association of the words torrent and activitl in a 
cliche or idiomatic expression (the literal and essential qualities 
of ".t~rrent" are ?ot important to the idiom); second, the juxta­
p<>sltlon of the chche torrent d'activitl with the image of the hand 
m the wate~ awakens, as an effect of contiguity, the association 
of torrent with water; and third, torrent helps to bring heat into 
the passage through its contingent association with the signifier 
torride. "Heat is therefore inscribed in the text" de Man writes, 
"in an u~derhand, secretive manner .... I~ a passage that 
abounds m successful and seductive metaphors and which, 
moreover, explicitly asserts the superior efficacy of metaphor 
?ver t~at of ~etonymy, persuasion is achieved by a figural play 
m which contingent figures of chance masquerade deceptively 
as figures of necessity" (pp. 66-67).' A rhetorical reading shows 

'One might ar_gu~ that the figure opposed to metonymy in the passage is not 
metaphor (subsmuuon on the basis of a similarity) but synecdoche (substitution 
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how the text relies on the contingent relations it claims to re­
ject: "precisely when the highest claims are being made for the 
unifying power of metaphor, these very images rely in fact on 
the deceptive use of semi-automatic grammatical patterns" (p. 
16). In a similar discussion of The Birth of Tragedy, de Man 
remarks that "the deconstruction does not occur between state­
ments, as in a logical refutation or in a dialectic, but happens 
instead between, on the one hand, metalinguistic statements [in 
the text] about the rhetorical nature of language and, on the 
other hand, a rhetorical praxis that puts these statements into 
question" (p. 98). 

Close reading here involves attention to the rhetorical mode 
or status of important details. A thematic reading of the pas­
sage from Proust would most likely comment on the splendid 
fusion of cool and heat in "torrent d'activite," without enquir­
ing into the rhetorical basis of that effect or its philosophkal 
implications. De Man does not, of course, attempt to show that 
every thematic statement is undermined by its means of ex­
pression; his close readings concentrate on crucial rhetorical 
structures in passages with a metalinguistic function or meta­
critical implications: passages which comment directly on sym­
bolic relations, textual structures, or interpretive processes, or 
which by their discussion of philosophical oppositions on which 
rhetorical structures depend (such as essence/accident, inside/ 
outside, cause/effect) have an indirect bearing on problems of 
rhetoric and reading. Many of de Man's analyses are directed 
against metaphorical totalization: the claim to master a domain 
or a phenomenon through a substitution that presents its es­
sence. Such moments can be shown to depend upon the sup­
pression of contingent relations, just as, in the terms of de 
Man's earlier book, critical insights result from critical blind­
ness. "Metaphor," he writes, "becomes a blind metony~y'' (Al­
legories of Reading, p. rn2). But de Man's demonstrauons of 

of part for whole): the flies evoke summer not because they resemble _it but 
because they are deemed an essential pan of it. What prev~n~ s':1ch considera­
tions from invalidating de Man's argument is t~e pa,gge s msment c~mt_rast 
between essential figures of substitution and conungent figures ?f subsmuuo~, 
a contrast generally identified, in the Recline~ as elsew~ere, wnh th~ opposi­
tion between metaphor and metonymy. That 15 to say, this passage assimilates a 
synecdoche to the model of metaphor (as the figure based on the capture of 
essences) that the work elaborates elsewhere. 
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the role of the mechanical processes of grammar, chance, and 
contiguity do not, he insists, yield knowledge that arrests the 
process of deconstruction. When we read this passage of the 
Recherche as deconstructing the hierarchical opposition of meta­
phor and metonymy, we must then note that "the narrator who 
tells us about the impossibility of metaphor is himself, or itself, 
a me~ph_or, the ~etaphor of a grammatical syntagm whose 
meanmg 1s the demal of metaphor stated, by antiphrasis, as its 
pri~rity" (p. 18). The assertion of the priority of metaphor 
(which prov~d on. analysis to demonstrate its dependency on 
metonymy) 1s attnbuted to a narrator that is a metaphorical 
construct, a grammatical subject whose properties are trans­
f erred from contiguous predicates. The ultimate result, de Man 
concludes, with great assurance, is "a state of suspended igno­
rance" (p. 19). 

_These readings move with unusual rapidity from textual de­
tails _to the most abstract categories of rhetoric or metaphysics. 
The~r. ·~~loseness" seems to depend on their investigation of 
p<>SSlb1ht1es that WOUid be neglected OT eliminated by other read­
mgs, and that are neglected precisely because they would dis­
rupt the f~us or continuity of readings which their elimination 
ma~es po~.s1ble. The concluding lines of Yeats's "Among School 
<;:hildren, for example, are generally read as a rhetorical ques­
tion that asserts the impossibility of telling the dancer from the 
dance. 

0 chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer, 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 
0 body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

'~It is equally possible," de Man writes, "to read the last line 
literally r:i-ther than figuratively, as asking with some urgency 
the question ... how can we possibly make the distinctions that 
~oul~ shelter us from the error of identifying what cannot be 
1dent1fied? . : . T~e figural reading, which assumes the question 
to be rhetoncal, 1s perhaps naive, whereas the literal reading 
leads to gr~ater ~omplication of theme and statement" (p. 11). 
~aced w1.th this suggestion, a critic may be inclined to ask 

which readmg better accords with the rest of the poem, but it is 
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precisely this move that is in question: our inclination to use 
notions of unity and thematic coherence to exclude possibilities 
that are manifestly awakened by the language and that pose a 
problem. If a reader heard "bowl" in "bole," that might not 
engage with the interpretation that was developing, but the 
literal reading of Yeats's concluding question cannot be dis­
missed as irrelevant. "The two readings have to engage each 
other in direct confrontation," de Man notes, "for the one read­
ing is precisely the error denounced by the other and has to be 
undone by it ... the authority of the meaning engendered by 
the grammatical structure is fully obscured by the duplicity of a 
figure that cries out for the differentiation that it conceals" (p. 
12). The problem of the relation between the dancer and the 
dance, or between the chestnut tree and its manifestations, is 
similar to and entangled with the problem of the relation be­
tween the literal, grammatical structure and its rhetorical use. 
To interpret "How can we know the dancer from the dance?" 
as a rhetorical question is to take for granted the possibility of 
distinguishing accurately between the form of an utterance (the 
grammatical structure of the question) and the rhetorical per­
formance of that structure here; it is to assume that we can tell 
the question itself from its rhetorical performance. But to read 
the question as a rhetorical question is precisely to assume the 
impossibility of distinguishing between an entity (the dancer) and 
its performance (the dance). The claim that the poem has been 
interpreted as making-the affirmation of fusion or continu­
ity-is subverted by the discontinuity that must be assumed in 
order to infer that claim. 

"Deconstruction," Derrida declares parenthetically in an in­
terview, "is not a critical operation. The critical is its object; the 
deconstruction always bears, at one mement or another, on the 
confidence invested in the critical or critico-theoretical process, 
that is to say, in the act of decision, in the ultimate possibility 
of the decidable" ("ja, ou le faux bond," p. 103). Decisions 
about meaning-necessary and inevitable-eliminate possibili­
ties in the name of the principle of decidability. "A deconstruc­
tion," writes de Man, "always has for its target to reveal the 
existence of hidden articulations and fragmentations within as­
sumedly monadic totalities" (Allegories of Reading, P· 249). 
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In the preceding chapter we identified some totalizing no­
tions that deconstructive readings work to undo. Deconstruc­
tive literary criticism, often focused on the literature of the 
romantic period, has posed particular challenges to the genetic 
patterns of literary history and the totalizations required by the 
organic models that genetic narratives usually employ. Critics 
make sense of literature by employing historical narratives, 
grouping works together in sequences through which some­
thing-a genre, a mode, a theme, a particular type of under­
standing-can be said to develop. Thus Rousseau's Julie, ou La 
Nouvelle Heloise is assimilated to the Confessions and the Reveries 
du promeneur solitaire and read as a novel of reflective inward­
ness, in order that it may function as the inauguration of an 
important novelistic type. "The historical investment in this in­
terpretation of Rousseau is considerable, and one of the more 
intriguing possibilities inherent in a rereading of Julie is a par­
allel rereading of the texts assumed to belong to the genea­
logical lin·e that is said to start with Rousseau. The existence of 
historical 'lines' may well be the first casualty of such a reading, 
which goes a long way to explaining why it is being resisted" 
(Allegories of Reading, p. 190). 

One of the principal effects of deconstructive criticism has 
been to disrupt the historical scheme that contrasts romantic 
with post-romantic literature and sees the latter as a sophisti­
cated or ironical demystification of the excesses and delusions 
of the former. Like so many historical patterns, this scheme is 
s~~u.c~ive, especially since, while providing a principle of intel­
hg1b1hty that seems to insure access to the literature of the 
past, it associates temporal progression with the advance of 
understanding and puts us and our literature in the position of 
greatest awareness and self-awareness. The strategy of many 
deconstructive readings has been to show that the ironic de­
~ystification supposedly distinctive of post-romantic literature 
is already to be found in the works of the greatest romantics-­
particularly Wordsworth and Rousseau-whose very force 
leads them to be consistently misread.4 The critical tradition 

.. 
4See de Man's si?' e~ays on Rousseau in Allegories of Reading, Ellen Burt's 

Rousseau the S<;nbe, Frances Ferguson's Wordsworth: Language as Counter­
Spint, an~ Cynthta Chase's "Accidents of Disfiguration," as examples of this 
reevaluauon. 
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has worked by transforming a difference within into a differ­
enc~ between, construing as distinctions between modes and 
penods a heterogeneity at work within texts. Within an or­
ganicist, periodizing literary history, for example, romanticism 
has ~en seen as the passage from a mimetic to a genetic or 
organic concept of art. If, as de Man suggests, romantic litera­
ture ~orks ~o under'!1~ne the system of conceptual categories 
associated with orgamc1sm and geneticism, "one may well won­
der what kind of historiography could do justice to the phe­
nomenon of Romanticism, since Romanticism (itself a period 
con.cept~ w~mld th~n be the m.ovement that challenges the ge­
netic prmc1ple which necessanly underlies all historical narra­
tive" (_P· 82). Deconstructive readings characteristically undo 
narrauve schemes by focusing instead on internal difference. 

Deconstructive readings also engage the simplifications ef­
fected by decisions about referentiality. The opposition between 
referential and rhetorical functions of language is persistent 
and fundamental, always at issue in the act of reading, which 
requires decisions about what is referential and what is rhetor­
ical. In novels, J. Hillis Miller argues in Fiction and Repetition, 
powerful thematic assertions of the mimetic function of lan­
guage urge readers to interpret details as representations of a 
world, but at the same time there are other indications, which 
vary in kind from one novel to another, that one cannot rely on 
the referentiality of any particular linguistic instance. The illu­
sions and delusions of characters, for example, are frequently 
presented by novels as the result of taking figures literally or of 
mistaking rhetorical fictions for reality. Miller analyzes Middle­
march in these terms as a case of "the self-defeating turning 
back of the novel to undermine its own grounds" by exposing 
the representational presumption on which it relies as an unre­
liable fiction ("Narrative and History," p. 462). 

"To understand primarily means to determine the referen­
tial mode of a text," de Man writes, "and we tend to take for 
granted that this can be done .... As long as we can distinguish 
between literal and figural meaning, we can translate the figure 
back to its proper referent." To identify something as a figure 
is to assume the possibility of making it referential at another 
level and thus to "postulate the possibility of referential mean­
ing as the telos of all language. It would be quite foolish to 
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assume that one can lightheartedly move away from the con· 
straint of referential meaning" (Allegories of Reading, p. 201). De 
Man's reading of La Nouvelle Heloise explores the complexity of 
this problem, showing how the novel undermines any partic­
ular determination of referentiality, and thus puts in question 
the possibility of distinguishing the referential from the rhetor­
ical, but does not by any means enable reading to dispense with 
referentiality, which always reappears. The Preface, for exam­
ple, debates the novel's referential status: is it a representation 
of real life-a series of actual letters, for instance-or is it a 
construction of fictional letters that works referentially at an­
other level, to describe love? Though the Preface leaves the 
question unresolved, readers are inclined to opt for the second 
solution, treating the characters, for example, as figures for 
love. But the account of love given in the Preface and in the 
work, de Man argues, undercuts this referentiality. "Like 'man' 
[in Rousseau's Discours sur l'origine de l'inegalite and Essai sur 
l'origine des langues], 'love' is a figure that disfigures, a metaphor 
that confers the illusion of proper meaning upon a suspended, 
open semantic structure" (p. 198). The novel says, for example, 
that "Love is a mere illusion: it fashions, so to speak, another 
Universe for itself; it surrounds itself with objects that do not 
exist or that have received their being from love alone; and 
since it states its feelings by means of images, its language is 
always figural." 

"It is not only possible but necessary," de Man writes, "to 
read Julie in this way, as putting in question the referential 
possibility of 'love' and as revealing its figural status" (p. 200) 

(which makes this another of Rousseau's "deconstructive nar­
ratives aimed at metaphorical seductions"). But as the work 
undermines the referential status of love, treating it as a trope, 
it lends an impressive pathos to desire and makes the pathos of 
love and the pathos of the author's desire to represent it into a 
referent. "The very pathos of the desire (regardless of whether 
it is valorized positively or negatively) indicates that the pres­
ence of desire replaces the absence of identity and that, the 
more the text denies the actual existence of a referent, real or 
ideal, and the more fantastically fictional it becomes, the more 
it becomes the representation of its own pathos" (p. 198). 

In the dialogue of Rousseau's Preface, one of the interlocu-
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tors seeks to arrest the deferral and reappearance of referen­
tiality by finding "some statement in the text that establishes a 
margin between text and external referent" and determines the 
text's referential mode. "Don't you see," says N., "that your 
epigraph gives it all away?" This decisive evidence is a quota­
tion from Petrarch, which is itself a free adaptation of the 
Bible, and whose mode is as problematic as any question it is 
used to resolve. It can be employed to establish intelligibility 
but possesses no special authority. De Man concludes: 

The innumerable writings that dominate our lives are made intel­
ligible by a preordained agreement as to their referential author­
ity; this agreement however is merely contractual, never constitu­
tive. It can be broken at all times and every piece of writing can be 
questioned as to its rhetorical mode, just as Julie is being ques­
tioned in the Preface. Whenever this happens, what originally ap­
peared to be a document or an instrument becomes a text and, as 
a consequence, its readability is put in question. The questioning 
points back to earlier texts and engenders, in its turn, other texts 
which claim (and fail) to close off the textual field. For each of 
these statements can in its turn become a text, just as the citation 
from Petrarch or Rousseau's assenion that the letters were "col­
lected and published" by him can be made into texts-not by 
simply claiming that they are lies whose opposites could be true, 
but by revealing their dependence on a referential agreement that 
uncritically took their truth or falsehood for granted. [Pp. ll<>4-S] 

The contrast is not between believing or denying something a 
text says but between granting this moment a referential func­
tion, so that it can be true or false, and treating it as figure, so 
that the inevitable moment of referentiality is postponed. 

Finally, deconstructive criticism attends to structures that re­
sist a text's unifying narrative scheme. This is the project of 
many of J. Hillis Miller's essays: after describing novels' relia?ce 
on narrative "lines" that connect origins and ends by revealing 
retrospectively a law that ties all together in a unified sequence, 
Miller goes on to explore the different ways in ~hich n?~els 
adumbrate contrary narrative logics or expose the1r organizing 
figures as unwarranted impositions.' We might take as our ex-

'See "Ariadne's Thread: Repetition and the Narrative Line." A coUcction of 
Miller's essays on this topic is scheduled for publication as Ariad111's Tlanad. 
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ample, however, john Brenkman's "Narcissus in the Text," an 
analysis of the disruption of narrative schemes in the Narcissus 
story of .Ovid's Metamorphoses. Ovid first presents a beautiful 
and proud Narcissus, then tells how the nymph Echo was re­
stricted to echoing other people's words-a punishment im­
posed by j uno. Echo is spurned by Narcissus and her body 
wastes away, leaving only her consciousness and voice; but Nar­
cissus meets his downfall when he falls in love with his own 
reflection. Realizing the impossibility of his desire, "he laid 
down his weary head and death closed the eyes which so ad­
mired their owner's beauty." 

We think of a successful literary form as a synthesis of mythos, 
dianoia, and ethos; thus critical interpretation seeks a unified 
totality in which plot, character, and meaning inform one an­
other. "It is clear," Brenkman writes, 

that describing the narrative organization (mythos) and its thematic 
unity (dianoia) will entail specifying the relation between Echo and 
Narcissus. Taken separately, their stories are related to one an­
other through a displaced parallelism-a parallelism in that each 
character is pushed toward death when desire is not reciprocated 
by another, a displaced parallelism in that for Echo the other is 
another like herself, while for Narcissus the other is his mirror 
image. In both instances sexual union fails to occur, first because 
Narcissus withholds it and then because it is impossible. Their 
stories intersect in a way that gives meaning to this difference. 
Narcissus's imaginary capture is presented as the "punishment" 
for his refusal to reciprocate the desire of others, and his en­
counter with Echo is obviously the narrative's most developed 
example of such a refusal. In short, the refusal to reciprocate 
desire is answered by the impossibility of having desire recipro­
cated. [P. 297] 

The narrative is quite explicit in designating Narcissus's fate as 
a structurally appropriate punishment. After interpreting the 
echoes of his own voice as expression of Echo's sexual desire, 
he rejects her. "Thereafter someone who had been shunned, 
raising his hands to heaven, said, 'So may he himself love and 

Meanwhile, Fiction and Repetition analyzes seven English novels as unravelings 
of their own continuities. 
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not possess what is loved!' Nemesis agreed with his just prayers. 
There was a pool. ... " 

The task of interpretation is to understand the displaced 
parallelism that the narrative establishes between Echo and Nar­
cissus. There are two punishments, Echo's and Narcissus's, two 
forms of repetition, the vocal repetition of Echo's speech and 
the visual repetition of Narcissus's reflection; two delusions, 
Narcissus's mistaking the echoes of his own voice for Echo's 
voice and his mistaking of his own reflection for another body; 
and two representations of death, the death of Echo's body, 
which leaves behind voice and consciousness, and the death of 
Narcissus, which removes him to the underworld. 

How does the narrative structure exploit the differences in 
these parallels, and what significance does it assign them? Con­
sider first the case of Echo. In condemning Echo to repetition, 
Juno's punishment might have destroyed the relation between 
self and language, made Echo unable to speak her desires, and 
made her wholly unintelligible as a character. By devising a set 
of utterances such that in echoing them Echo does in fact ex­
press her desires, Ovid's narrative intervenes to restore the 
relation between language and self. (For example, when Nar­
cissus cries "May I die first before my abundance is yours!" 
Echo repeats the final words, sit tibi copia nostri, "let my abun­
dance be yours!") "We can say," writes Brenkman, "that the 
story of Echo emerges within the larger narrative as the drama 
of the self's identity and integrity restored. What could have 
been the mere play of significations left unattached to a speaker, 
a character, a consciousness, becomes the other side of an ac­
tual dialogue between autonomous speakers, between two equal-
ly realized characters" (p. 301). . .. 

Though Echo's "voice" is only an empty, echomg repeu~o~ 
of Narcissus's words which he mistakes for another v01ce, tt IS , . . 
crucial to the thematic and structural umty of the narrauve to 
suppress the fact of delusion and empty repetition by telling us 
that Echo's echoes do express her desire,_ thus r_estorin~ h~r 
voice, selfbood, and intelligibility. It is crucial, for 1f Namssus s 
fate is to be an appropriate punishment, Echo ~ust be a char­
acter who has expressed her desire and been rejected. 

The suppression of the threat to selfbood posed by mer~ 
repetition depends on the contrast between the types of repeu-
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assume that one can lightheartedly move away from the con· 
straint of referential meaning" (Allegories of Reading, p. 201 ). De 
Man's reading of La Nouvelle Heloise explores the complexity of 
this problem, showing how the novel undermines any partic· 
ular determination of referentiality, and thus puts in question 
the possibility of distinguishing the referential from the rhetor· 
ical, but does not by any means enable reading to dispense with 
referentiality, which always reappears. The Preface, for exam­
ple, debates the novel's referential status: is it a representation 
of real life-a series of actual letters, for instance-or is it a 
construction of fictional letters that works referentially at an· 
other level, to describe love? Though the Preface leaves the 
question unresolved, readers are inclined to opt for the second 
solution, treating the characters, for example, as figures for 
love. But the account of love given in the Preface and in the 
work, de Man argues, undercuts this referentiality. "Like 'man' 
[in Rousseau's Discours sur l'origine de l'inegalite and Essai sur 
l'origine des langues], 'love' is a figure that disfigures, a metaphor 
that confers the illusion of proper meaning upon a suspended, 
open semantic structure" (p. 198). The novel says, for example, 
that "Love is a mere illusion: it fashions, so to speak, another 
Universe for itself; it surrounds itself with objects that do not 
exist or that have received their being from love alone; and 
since it states its feelings by means of images, its language is 
always figural." 

"It is not only possible but necessary," de Man writes, "to 
read Julie in this way, as putting in question the referential 
possibility of 'love' and as revealing its figural status" (p. 200) 
(which makes this another of Rousseau's "deconstructive nar· 
ratives aimed at metaphorical seductions"). But as the work 
undermines the referential status of love, treating it as a trope, 
it lends an impressive pathos to desire and makes the pathos of 
love and the pathos of the author's desire to represent it into a 
referent. "The very pathos of the desire (regardless of whether 
it is valorized positively or negatively) indicates that the pres· 
ence of desire replaces the absence of identity and that, the 
more the text denies the actual existence of a referent, real or 
ideal, and the more fantastically fictional it becomes, the more 
it becomes the representation of its own pathos" (p. 198). 

In the dialogue of Rousseau's Preface, one of the interlocu· 
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tors seeks to arrest the deferral and reappearance of referen­
tiality by finding "some statement in the text that establishes a 
margin between text and external referent" and determines the 
text's referential mode. "Don't you see," says N., "that your 
epigraph gives it all away?" This decisive evidence is a quota­
tion from Petrarch, which is itself a free adaptation of the 
Bible, and whose mode is as problematic as any question it is 
used to resolve. It can be employed to establish intelligibility 
but possesses no special authority. De Man concludes: 

The innumerable writings that dominate our lives are made intel­
ligible by a preordained agreement as to their referential author­
ity; this agreement however is merely contractual, never constitu­
tive. It can be broken at all times and every piece of writing can be 
questioned as to its rhetorical mode, just as Julie is being ques­
tioned in the Preface. Whenever this happens, what originally ap­
peared to be a document or an instrument becomes a text and, as 
a consequence, its readability is put in question. The questioning 
points back to earlier texts and engenders, in its turn, other texts 
which claim (and fail) to close off the textual field. For each of 
these statements can in its turn become a text, just as the citation 
from Petrarch or Rousseau's assertion that the letters were "col­
lected and published" by him can be made into texts-not by 
simply claiming that they are lies whose opposites could be true, 
but by revealing their dependence on a referential agreement that 
uncritically took their truth or falsehood for granted. [Pp. 1104-s] 

The contrast is not between believing or denying something a 
text says but between granting this moment a referential func­
tion, so that it can be true or false, and treating it as figure, so 
that the inevitable moment of referentiality is postponed. 

Finally, deconstructive criticism attends t~ st.ructures t~at re­
sist a text's unifying narrative scheme. This JS the project of 
many of J. Hillis Miller's essays: after describing novels' relia?ce 
on narrative "lines" that connect origins and ends by revealmg 
retrospectively a law that ties all together in a u?ified .sequence, 
Miller goes on to explore the different ways m ~h1ch n~~els 
adumbrate contrary narrative logics or expose their orgamzmg 
figures as unwarranted impositions.' We might take as our ex-

'See "Ariadne's Thread: Repetition and the Narr:tli".e Line."~ col!ection of 
Miller's essays on this topic is scheduled for pubbcauon u Ariadnu Tlirta4. 
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lion involved in the two punishments. In Echo's case, where 
voice repeats voice, the narrative can treat the second voice as 
independent (as of the same status as the first) and present the 
vocal repetition as a dialogue of independent subjects. When 
Narcissus's image is repeated in the pool, however, "it is by 
means of a delusion that the other appears as another like the 
self ... the reflected image and what it reflects are divided by 
an absolute difference." Echo's repetition is vox like the vox it 
repeats, while in Narcissus's case "the original is corpus, its re­
flection is but umbra or imago [Ovid's terms]. The other is not 
another like the self but the other of the self" (p. 306). The 
opposition between speech and visual reproduction, well estab­
lished by a tradition that Brenkman succinctly outlines, is es­
sential to the story's structural and thematic unity. "It regulates 
the narrative system and seals the unity of mythos, dianoia, ethos. 
Every aspect of the narrative depends on the possibility of the 
echo becoming speech: Echo's stability as a character or con­
sciousness; the determination of each element of the dianoia­
self and other, justice and the law, sexuality, death; the mean­
ing of Narcissus's imaginary capture; and the hierarchy voice­
consciousness/body/reflection" (p. 308). 

The decisive narrative intervention that makes Echo's echoes 
the expression of her thoughts suppresses, as we have said, the 
empty repetition of signifiers and transforms Narcissus's delu­
sion into correct understanding. 

These suppressions are integral to the narrative and thematic 
system that prepares for Narcissus's encounter at the pool by 
designating it as a punishment. That designation serves to prescribe 
the episode's meaning-that is, to orient its multiple significations 
toward a meaning that will remain consistent with the thematic 
constructs of the narrative. Does that gesture too entail a sup­
pression designed to secure the stability and values of the narra­
tive system? ... If the Narcissus scene produces significations that 
the narrative system must suppress, they can be triggered only if 
we actively ignore the designation and the prescription which 
orient that scene. [P. 310] 

If we do actively ignore the orienting designation, "what we do 
read is a text that exceeds the limits prescribed for it by the 
overt thematic system of the narrative." 
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There are two aspects to this further reading: the elaboration 
of what must be suppressed in order for the text to achieve its 
narrative and thematic unity, and the investigation of how these 
secondary or marginal elements disrupt the hierarchy on which 
the thematic structure depends by reinscribing the drama in 
displaced terms. "In designating the Narcissus scene as a pun­
ishment, the narrative would restrict it to being a secondary or 
even false drama of the self, a drama of mere entrapment, 
futility, and death" (pp. 3i6-i7). But when we look at what is 
presented as the moment of recognition, we find that Narcissus 
recognizes the reflection as an image of himself because he.sees 
the movement of its lips but does not hear speech: Narcissus 
says, "you return words that are not reaching my ears. I am 
that one." 

"lste ego sum"-marking the moment in whic~ N~rcissus n?t only 
recognizes the image as image but also recognizes himself (as image), 
opening the way to the fulfillment of Tiresias' prophecy that he 
would live to an old age "si se non noveril'' ["if he does not know 
himself"]-that articulation entangles the self with the other and 
with the spatial. This entanglemen~ is her~ irreducible since self­
recognition does not occur except m relauon to the other and to 
the spatial. . . , 

It is precisely this moment m Narossus s drama of the self that 
the metaphysical description of the self must exclude. [P. 316) 

However Ovid's text not only tells us that the self is known as 
other in ~ mirror stage but also presents th~s. cognition as ?e­
pending on the silent, spatial, visible r~petmon _of the v01ce. 
"Grouped around the reflected image 1s. an entire ~l~ster of 
predicates that have traditionally been ass1~ned t?. wn~mg. · · · 
As the non-living representation of the voice, wntm~ mstalls a 
relation to death within the processes of langu.age <p· 3i.7). 
Thus, "the drama of Narcissus-if deprived of its de~1gnauon 
as a punishment, as the ironic reenactment of a cnme th~t 
abolishes itself and read as a drama of the self-puts the self ~n 

' . r d h t 'wnt-primordial relation to its other, to ~paua ~ty, to ~~t • 0 

ing'" (p. 320). The other that Narcissus discovers I~ a nonsub-

J.ect that affects the self, a nonsubject without which the se~f 
· . If" (p 32i) This could not appear to itself or recogmze 1tse · . · 

account of the self, which the narrative and thematic s~ructu~e 
suppresses in determining the meaning of the final episode, 15 
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not simply an interesting complication that inhabits the mar­
gins of the text; it reactivates the suppressed elements of the 
earli~r epis~de and shows that for Echo too, Isle ego sum: the 
self is c_onstit_uted by a purely mechanical repetition (here, of 
sound) 10 which Echo knows or recognizes herself. 

Brer:ikman explores further consequences-moments of the 
narrative _that are reinscr~bed with a different force by this 
~ransgress1on of the narrative and thematic structure. His read-
10g shows. the text deconstructing the model of dialogue which 
t~e narrative promotes, a model "which would protect the iden­
tity of t~e self and the primacy of voice"; but the result is not a 
new umfied reading or an alternative unity. Brenkman writes 
"th_e Narcissus episode ruptures the self-enclosure of the nar~ 
rat1ve system-mythos, dianoia, ethos-which then becomes not 
the formal unity that masters all the significations of the 'text 
but t~e limi~ perpetually transgressed by them" (p. 326). ' 

This read10g confirms what we have seen earlier: the "close­
~ess" o~ deconstructive readings lies not in word-by-word or 
hne-by-hne commentary but in attention to what resists other 
modes ~f understandi~g. We find, for example, an emphasis 
on. th_e literal formul~t1ons employed at points in a text where 
~mfy10g u.nderstand10g encourages paraphrase or figurative 
10terpretat1on. De Man takes literally the question that con­
cludes "Among School Children"; Brenkman emphasizes the 
letter of Narcissus's exclamation: lstt ego sum, rather than "That's 
not another person" or "That is my reflection," both of which 
~ould suffice f~r th~ unifying thematic interpretation. Ovid's 
hteral formulation, ITrelevant to the interpretation the work 
seems .to encourage, is exploited by deconstructive criticism be­
ca~se. it engages with the hierarchical oppositions on which the 
umfy10g understanding depends. To calculate the nature and 
cor:1seque~ces of tha~ ~ngagement, the critic must bring out the 
philos~ph1cal oppositions on which the work relies and the 
exegetical ~abor th.is inv~lves will vary considerably. As it hap­
~r:1s• ~ox is prom10ent 10 Ovid's text, but the hierarchies in 
w 1ch it figures and the stakes of those hierarchies are brought 
out by _following various strands of the text and drawing upon 
the philosophical tradition. (Brenkman provides a succinct ac­
coun~ of relevant moments in Kant, Husserl, Heidegger and 
Dernda.) ' 
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In having Narcissus punished for self-love, the story of Nar­
cissus presupposes the self, but, as Brenkman shows, it identi­
fies the self as a tropological construct, a substitutive denomina­
tion based on resemblance: Iste ego sum. Ovid's text would thus 
be what de Man calls a "parable of denomination" or tropolog­
ical narrative (Allegories of Reading, p. 188). "The paradigm for 
all texts consists of a figure (or a system of figures) and its 
deconstruction." "Primary deconstructive narratives centered 
on figures, and ultimately always on metaphor," are tropolog­
ical narratives which tell the story of denomination and its un­
doing (p. 205). The passage from Proust analyzed earlier is a 
story of metaphor and its subversion. Billy Budd uses Billy's 
blow to narrate the deconstruction of a logic of signification. 
The story of Narcissus portrays self-recognition as a deluded 
denomination. "A narrative," writes de Man, "endlessly tells the 
story of its own denominational aberration" (p. 162). 

Such deconstructive narratives seem "to reach a truth, albeit 
by the negative road of exposing an error, a false pretense .... 
We seem to end up in a mood of negative assurance that is 
highly productive of critical discourse" (p. 16). In fact, how­
ever, this model of a figure and its deconstruction "cannot be 
closed off by a final reading" and "engenders, in its turn, a 
supplementary figural superposition which narrates the unread­
ability of the prior narration." Such narratives to the second 
degree are allegories of reading-in fact, allegories of unread­
ability. "Allegorical narratives tell the story of the failure to 
read, whereas tropological narratives, such as [Rousseau's] Sec­
ond Discourse, tell the story of the failure to denominate" (p. 
205). Primary deconstructive narratives cannot be closed off at 
a point of negative assurance as the exposure of a tro.pe. be­
cause, de Man suggests in remarks on Proust and on Jul~ cited 
above, the story of the deconstruction-the deconstruction of 
metaphor or of "love"-is produced by the work's narra~or, 
and this narrator is the metaphorical product of a grammatical 
system. The story unmasking a tropological construct thus de­
pends on a trope, leaving not negative assurance but unwarra~t­
able involvement or as de Man calls it, perhaps less happily, 
"suspended ignoran~e" before an allegory of unreadabili.ty. 

De Man claims that the move from the deconstruction of 
figure to allegories of reading is inherent in the logic of figures 
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but that some texts, such as Rousseau's, actively and brilliantly 
provide allegories of their unreadability. Julie is a good exam­
ple. Halfway through the book, Julie writes a decisive letter to 
Saint-Preux rejecting love and adumbrating the deconstruction 
of love as a figure, a mystified exchange of properties between 
inside and outside, body and soul, self and other. The first half 
of the narrative has rung the changes on possible substitutions 
within a system of specular oppositions, and Julie announces 
that all these substitutions were grounded on an aberration 
now past. She writes, for example, "I thought I recognized in 
your face the traces of a soul which was necessary to my own. It 
seemed to me my senses acted only as the organs of nobler 
sentiments, and I loved you, not so much for what I thought I 
saw in you as for what I felt in myself." This language of 
exalted sentiment offers in fact a precise analysis of the figural 
logic of love, elucidates the process of substitution on which the 
story has so far depended, and thematizes the work's decon­
structive unmasking of a figure. 

The narrative also draws conclusions from this discovery of 
aberration. "In the place of 'love,' based on the resemblances 
and substitutions of body and soul or self and other, appears 
the contractual agreement of marriage, set up as a defense 
against the passions and as the basis of social and political order" 
(p. 216). But, as de Man also argues in his reading of Proust, 
the lucidity of the deconstruction of figure produces greater 
problems. "At the moment when Julie acquires a maximum of 
insight, the control over the rhetoric of her own discourse is 
lost, for us as well as for her" (p. 216). 

The result is an unreadability that emerges in several ways: 
thematically for characters, linguistically and allegorically for 
readers and "authors." First, there is Julie's inability to under­
stand her own deconstruction. She immediately begins to re­
peat the same deluded figural involvement she has so lucidly 
exposed, this time substituting God for Saint-Preux. ''Julie's 
language at once repeats the notions she has just denounced as 
errors. . . . she is unable to 'read' her own text unable to 
recognize how its rhetorical mode relates to its m~aning" (p. 
217). Second, there is an insistent ethical discourse that readers 
and .critics hav.e found hard to read: the moralizing tone of 
portions of Julie and R's lengthy discussion in the second Pref-
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ace of the good his book will do readers are indications of the 
allegory of reading. "Allegories are always ethical,'' de Man 
writes. "The passage to an ethical tonality does not result from 
a transcendental imperative but is the referential (and there­
fore unreliable) version of a linguistic confusion,'' the inability 
to read and calculate the force of a deconstructive narrative (p. 
206). Third, R's claim in the Preface not to know whether he 
wrote the work or not allegorizes, de Man claims, "the rigorous 
gesture ... by which the writer severs himself from the intel­
ligibility of his own text" (p. 207). "R's statement of helplessness 
before the opacity of his own text is similar to Julie's relapse 
into metaphorical models of interpretation at her moments of 
insight" (p. 217n). The aspects of Julie that readers have often 
found tediously unreadable function in an allegory of unread­
ability, a combination of epistemological refinement and utili­
tarian naivete that is itself hard to read and results from charac­
ters' and author's inability to read their own discourses. 

One might say, more generally and more crudely, that works 
that turn boring and sentimental or moralistic in their second 
halves, such as Julie, Either/Or, or Daniel Deronda, and seem to re­
gress from the insights they have attained, ar~ allegories ?f 
reading which, through ultimately incoherent ethical moves, dlS­
play the inability of deconstructive narratives to produce settl~ 
knowledge. "Deconstructions of figural texts er:igender l.uc~d 
narratives which produce, in their turn and as at were wathm 
their own texture, a darkness more redoubtable than the error 
they dispel" (p. 217). The problem, it seems, is "that a total.ly 
enlightened language ... is unable to cont~ol the r~~rrence, m 
its readers as well as in itself, of the errors at exposes (p. 2 1 gn). 

My account of de Man's criticism, like all accoun~ of d~con~ 
struction, is misleading, not because it misses some 1e ne sais <fUOI 
of deconstructive criticism or heretically commits paraphrase ~f 
complex writings but because the l~gic of s~mmary an.d exposi­
tion leads one to focus on conclusions, pomts of arrival-and 
thus on self-subversion, or aporia, or suspended ignorance-~s 
if they were the payoff. Since deconstruc.tion treats any posi­
tion, theme, origin, or end as a construcuon ~nd an~~yzes t~e 
discursive forces that produce it, deconstrucuve wn~a~gs wall 
try to put in question anything that might se~m a ~sltlv~ ~on­
clusion and will try to make their own stoppmg pomts dasunc-
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tively divided, paradoxical, arbitrary, or indeterminate. This is 
to say that these st~pping points are not the payoff, though 
they may be emphasized by a summary exposition, whose logic 
leads one to reconstruct a reading in view of its end. The achieve­
ments of deconstructive criticism, as most appreciative readers 
~ave seen, lie in the delineation of the logic of texts rather than 
m the postures with which or in which critical essays conclude. 

It is easy to take critical conclusions as statements of the 
meaning of a work when, as in the examples so far considered, 
the essay addresses a particular work, drawing occasionally on 
theoretical discourses to identify the stakes of certain hier­
archical oppositions, but exploring how, in a particular text, 
elements that a unifying understanding has repressed work to 
undo .the stru~tures to which they seem marginal. But decon­
strucuve r~admgs can be conducted in an intertextual space, 
and there It becomes clearer that the goal is not to reveal the 
meaning of a particular work but to explore forces and struc­
tures that recur in reading and writing. 

Thus deconstructive criticism can analyze one work as a read­
ing of another-in Derrida's words, as "a machine with multi­
pl~ reading h~ads for other texts" ("Living On," p. 107)- pur­
smng the logic of a signifier or signifying complex as it oper­
ates through a number of works or using the structures of one 
work to reveal a radical energy in apparently stultifying pas­
~ages of a~other. "We would suggest," writes Jeffrey Mehlman 
m Revolu~zon and Rep~tition, "that a reading of a text be valued 
above.all m terms of us capacity to 'read' other texts, to liberate 
energies otherwise contained elsewhere. Moreover, to the extent 
that a ~eading is radical, the quality of that energy should be 
determmable. as a multiplicity of entirely local surprises" (p. 69). 
In. a?, analysis that he calls "resolutely and perversely super­
ficial (p. 117), Mehlman plays surface against surface to pro­
~uce a convergence of the revolutionary Marx and the reac­
uo~ary Hu~o in their writings on revolution. Elements such as 
tocsin (warnmg bell) and its homophones and the imagery of 
moles and subterranean tunnels establish connections between 
~he tw~ disc'?u~ses that prove surprisingly productive in awaken­
mg or. 1~ent1f ymg comparable logics, by which the fundamental 
oppositions and the movement of dialectical synthesis in each 
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work are subverted. The application of these surfaces to one 
another releases a bizare yet comparable affirmation of heter­
ogeneity from each of two works that seem resolutely devoted 
to totalization. 

Reading Marx with Kant as Mehlman reads Marx with Hugo, 
Richard Klein uses Marx's analysis of gold and of "equivalent 
form" to discover that the most prominent moment of bad taste 
in Kant's aesthetic theory, the sycophantic celebration of the 
sublime beauty of a poem by Frederick the Great, in which the 
king compares himself to the sun, has the same structure as the 
"sublime infinity of equivalent form" in Marx, and thus is not 
an unfortunate lapse to be disregarded but the key to the econ­
omy that aesthetics presupposes ("Kant's Sunshine"). Shoshana 
Felman's Le Scandale du corps parlant: Don Juan avec Austin ou 
I.a seduction en dew: 1,angues sets up a complex interplay of texts, 
reading Moliere's Don Juan as a more perspicacious theory of 
speech acts than J. L. Austin's and exposing Austin as an arch­
seducer. But if Austin seduces, Lacan captivates, as Felman 
finds Austin saying "a peu pres la meme chose" as Lacan_ a~d 
inscribing the projects his followers attempt to complete wrthm 
a general economy that prevents their completion. 

Addressing a different sort of problem by st~dying closely 
related works whose relations have been reducuvely defined, 
Barbara Johnson reads Baudelaire's prose poems a~ain~t thei_r 
verse equivalents. Her Difigurations du langage poitique ~nvesu­
gates how the prose poems internalize and problemau~~ the 
supposed differences between prose and poetry. The code 
struggle" between verse and prose is staged within the prose 
poems themselves in a series of complex movements that she 
expertly traces. . . 

But rather than summarize such discussions one might con­
sider a different sort of essay, remarkable for its tact-no d~­
larations that this deconstructs that-and for its success. m 
including in the textual series some ~ascinati~g biogi;a~h1cal 
material and a network of human relauons. Ned Hertz s mt~r­
textual reading of "Freud and the Sandman" takes as its pomt 
of departure the section of ''The Uncanny" where Freud ana­
lyzes Hoff mann's novella, linking its literary power to the_ repe­
tition compulsion he has recently posited and thus ~s~bltshmg 
a relation between the sorts of parallelisms and repeuuons com-
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monl~ at work in literary compositions and a powerful, mobile 
psyc~1c force. Hertz's materials for exploring the conjunction of 
the_ bterary and the psychological include Hoffmann's novella, 
which becomes an agent of illumination as well as an object of 
st1;1c;lY, Freud's ~ssa~, the metapsychological account of the rep­
euuo~ com~uls1on m Beyond the Pleasure Principle, and the bio­
graphical evidence that tells the story of Freud's relations with 
hi~ disciple Victor Tausk and two women: first, Freud's ad­
mrrer and Tausk's sometime lover, Lou Andreas-Salome and 
then Tausk's analyst and Freud's analysand, Helene Deu~h. 
. The opening paragraph of Freud's essay identifies the sub­
ject of the uncanny as a remote province of aesthetics, of the 
so~ that. a psyc~oanalyst may on rare occasions feel impelled 
to mvest1gate. Smee Hoffmann is the "unrivalled master of 
the uncanny in literature," his stories offer the material for a 
psychoanaly~ic inve~tigation of the basis of certain literary ef­
f ec~. Freud s readmg focuses on a pattern of repetition in 
which a father-figure (the Sandman/Coppelius/Coppola) blocks 
Nathan~el's attempts at. l~1ve (with Klara and Olympia). Na­
thanael s sense that he 1s the horrible plaything of the dark 
powers," and the r~ader's sense of the uncanny, are identified 
as e_ffects of the v~aled but insistent castration complex. "The 
feebng of somethmg uncanny," Freud writes, "is directly at­
ta~hed to the figure of the Sand-Man, that is, to the idea of 
bemg ~obbed of. on~'s eyes"; and elements of repetition that 
otherwise seem arbitrary and meaningless" become intelligible 
as soon as we connect the Sandman with "the dreaded father at 
whose hands castration is expected" ("The Uncanny," vol. 17, 
PP· 230, 232). 

The writing of "The Uncanny" is itself entangled with the 
problem of repetition. In May 1919, Freud reports, he re­
turned to and rewrote an earlier draft, and he is thought to 
~~ve done so ~ a result of the new understanding of the repe­
uuon. compuls1on he gained in March or April of 1919 while 
work1~g. on ~ dra~t o~ Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Moreover, 
Freud s 1dent1fica~1on m "!he Sandman" of a repeated triangle 
based on castration anxiety (Coppelius/Nathanael/Klara and 
C?ppola/Nathan.a~l/Olympia) suggests a tantalizing parallel to a 
t~aan~l.ar repet1t1on that emerges in Freud's own relations to 
has d1sc1ple Tausk, where there seem to be powerful feelings 
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of oedipal rivalry at work. In the first triangle (Freudffausk/ 
Salome), Salome and Freud had long talks about Tausk's feel­
ing of rivalry and Freud's uneasiness about originality and dis­
cipleship. In the second (Freudffausk/Deutsch), Freud refused 
to take Tausk for a training analysis (lest Tausk imagine that 
the ideas he had picked up in his sessions with Freud were his 
own) and sent him to Helene Deutsch, who was herself in anal­
ysis with Freud. Tausk talked about Freud in his sessions with 
Deutsch and Deutsch talked about Tausk in her sessions with 
Freud, until Freud demanded that she break off Tausk's anal­
ysis. Three months later, on the eve of his marriage, Tausk 
killed himself, leaving a note for Freud full of expressions of 
respect and gratitude. 

Three points which tempt one to superimpose these triangles 
are, first, the combination of Freud's anxiety about originality 
and plagiarism with his effective intervention in Tausk's rela­
tions with women; second, the "coincidence" whereby Freud, as 
he put it, "stumbled upon" a new theory of the death instinct 
just at the time of Tausk!s suicide; and third, the fact that 
"Freud's removing himself from a triangular relation with 
Tausk and Deutsch coincides with his beginning work on the 
first draft of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, that is, on the text 
in which he first formulates a puzzling theory of repetition" 
("Freud and the Sandman," pp. 316-17). Freud then turns back 
to his work on the uncanny and rewrites it, proposing "the dis­
covery that whatever reminds us of this inner repetition-com­
pulsion is perceived as uncanny" and citi~g, as an ins~nce ?f 
this sort of compulsion, the sequence of tnangular re~t1ons m 
"The Sandman." Here, Hertz continues, "one may began to feel 
the pull of the interpreter's temptation": can we superimpose 
these two series of triangles? 

And if we think we can-<>r wish we could-what then? Can we 
make a story out of it? Might we not feel "most strongly co~­
pelled" to do so [as the narrator of "The Sandman" says of ~1s 
impulsion to tell Nathanael's story], to arrange these elements m 
temporal and causal sequences? For exampl~, could we say that 
the theory of repetition Freud worked out m March 1919 fol­
lowed close upon-was .a conseq~ence o~-h~ realization ,that he 
was once again caught m a certain relat1~nsh1p to Ta~sk. Could 
we add that Freud was bound to perceive that relauon as un-
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canny-not quite literary but no longer quite real, either, the work­
ings of the compulsion glimpsed "through" an awareness of some­
thing-being-repeated? [P. 317] 

Hertz's formulation alludes to Freud's claim that the uncanny 
results not from being reminded of whatever it is that is being 
repeated but from glimpsing or being reminded of this repeti­
tion compulsion, which would be most likely to happen in cases 
where whatever is repeated appears particularly gratuitous or 
excessive, the result of no cause but a bizarre manifestation of 
repetition itself, as if for the sake of literary or rhetorical effect. 
Part of the uncanniness of the case before us--the relations of 
repetition between the structures of the novella, the processes 
and conclusions of Freud's writing, and the patterns of his 
relations with others--may come from the fact that it feels 
like a literary pattern that would be violated by a quest for a 
psychological cause, for an original of which these repetitions 
were repetitions. To the degree that this pattern still solicits us 
and still resists solution, Hertz writes, "we are kept in a state 
somewhere between 'emotional seriousness' and literary fore­
pleasure, conscious of vacillating between literature and 'non­
fiction,' our sense of repetition-at-work colored in with the lurid 
shades ?f aggression, madness, and violent death" (pp. 317-18). 

The mterpreter's temptation, in such situations, is to master 
these effects of repetition by casting them into a story, deter­
mining origins and causes, and giving it dramatic, significant 
colori?,~· Thus. Freud ~ad spoken of Tausk making an "un­
can~y 1mpress1on on him; for us to define and explain this as, 
specifically, a fear of plagiarism-a fear that Tausk would steal 
an~ repeat his id~as--is to focus and control repetition with a 
lund tale. One might expect, then, that an interpreter of the 
uncanny in "The Sandman,'' such as Freud, would also find a 
way .of co.ntrolling repetitions that through their rhetoricity 
provide ghm pses of repetition itself. 

What Hertz shows, in fact, is that Freud's neglect of the 
?arra.tor. and narrat.ive frame in his reading of "The Sandman" 
is a s1gmficant evasion, for the self-conscious acrobatics of the 
na~rator at the beginning of the story establish a puzzling paral­
lelism between "the forces driving Nathanael and whatever is 
impelling the narrator" to try to repeat or represent the story. 
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The activities of the characters and of the narrator, including 
those of Nathanael when he tries to write about or represent 
his condition, are linked by a series of images involving the 
transmission of energy. "As a result of Hoffmann's manipula­
tions," Hertz writes, "a reader is made to feel, confusedly, that 
Nathanael's life, his writings, the narrator's storytelling, Hoff­
mann's writing, and the reader's own fascinated acquiescence 
in it, are all impelled by the same energy, and impelled pre­
cisely, to represent that energy, to color in its barely discerned 
outlines" (pp. 3og-10). The story, in short, presents a tantaliz­
ing range of repetitions, situating Nathanael's plight in the con­
text of a generalized repetition; but that which is repeated here 
and which thus represents or colors in repetition, is precisely 
the impulse to represent energy, to color in its outlines. In 
turning aside from the "literary" repetitions within the work to 
concentrate on repetitions within Nathanael's story-repetitions 
that he ascribes to the castration complex-Freud is following a 
pattern repeated in the story: representing energy, coloring it 
in a lurid way (as fear of castration). Avoiding the most puzzl­
ing and evasive repetition-which may provide glimpses of rep­
etition itself-and adducing fear of castration to lend a power­
ful emotional coloring to the repetition he analyzes, Freud 
focuses and circumscribes repetition, thus "domesticating the 
story precisely by emphasizing its dark, daemonic side" (p. 313). 

In each of these cases we encounter the notion of coloring-­
that which lends visibility, definiteness, or intensity to the i~­
definite, much as figurative language is said to color, make vis­
ible, and intensify concepts that are difficult to grasp.6 Freud 
notes, for example, that the fundamental drives he posits, sue~ 
as the death instinct, are visible only when "tinged or co.lored 
by sexuality. Similarly, what is repeated works to co~o.r m and 
make visible (and give affective coloring ~o) the repe.uuon com­
pulsion. Freud also identifies his theoreucal categones, ~uch as 
the notion of the repetition compulsion itself, as .fi~r~uve Ian· 
guage which makes visible what it names. Apologizmg m Beyond 

6Readers may deem my stress on coloring. ~n attempt to lll<!ke Hem's ad­
mirable essay mv own by signing its most deos1ve moments. I will d~ub~ess do 
nothing to dispe'l this belief by reponing that it took me an ~xtraordmanly lo.ng 
time to discover that coloring was in fact the key to Hem s subtle and elusave 
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the Pleasure Principle for "being obliged to operate with the sci­
entific terms, that is to say with the figurative language peculiar 
to psychology," he notes that "we could not otherwise describe 
the processes in question at all, and indeed we could not have 
become aware of them" (vol. 18, p. 60). The most striking 
reference to coloring-conferring visibility, intensity, and def­
initeness-comes in the conclusion of Freud's analysis of "The 
Sandman." We may try to deny that fears about loss of an eye 
are fears about castration, Freud writes, but rational argument 
about the value of sight does not account for the substitutive 
relation between the eye and the penis in dreams and myths; 
"nor can it dispel the impression that the threat of being cas­
trated in especial excites a particularly violent and obscure emo­
tion, and that this emotion is what first gives the idea of losing 
other organs its intense coloring" (vol. 17, p. 231). Just as fear 
of castration provides intense coloring, so the invocation of 
castration provides intense coloring and drama for a story of 
repetition. 

It seems that in the different sorts of material Hertz has 
assembled we have a series of colorings that represent or give 
definiteness and intensity to forces that might otherwise be 
indefinite, or at least less intense and graspable. Elsewhere, 
Hertz has written of the way in which, when confronted with 
proliferation of any sort, we are tempted to dramatize and 
exacerbate our predicament so as to produce a moment of 
blockage-what Kant in his account of the mathematical sub­
lime. calls ."a momentary checking of the vital powers"-so that 
prohferat1on or repetition or an indefinite sequence is resolved 
mto an obstacle that produces something like a one-to-one con­
fron.tation-a confrontation that assures the identity and in­
tegnty of the self that experiences blockage. Indefiniteness, 
proliferation, repetition, become less threatening if they are 
concentrated into a threatening adversary or powerful force, 
s~ch as the castrating father; for this concentration makes pos­
sible a specular confrontation which, even though it bring ter­
ror <;>r de~eat, confirms the status of the self that repetition and 
P.rohferat1~n threatened. "The goal in each case," Hertz writes, 
is the oedipal moment .... when an indefinite and disarrayed 

sequence is resolved (al whatever sacrifice) into a one-to-one 
confrontation, when numerical excess is converted into that 
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supererogatory identification with the blocking agent that is 
the guarantor of the self's integrity as an agent .... A passage 
to the limit may seem lurid, but it has its ethical and meta­
physical uses" ("The Notion of Blockage in the Literature of 
the Sublime," p. 76). The demonic or the oedipal-the coloring 
of castration, for example-can in fact be reassuring through 
its focusing and domesticating (bringing back to the father) 
of repetition that otherwise might seem indefinite, rhetorical, 
uncanny, gratuitous. For example, Freud's interpretation of 
Tausk's uncanniness as a threat of plagiarism, when taken with 
other passages where Freud claims or modestly disclaims orig­
inality, suggests 

that more fundamental "doubts" and "uncertainties"-doubts 
about the grasp any figurative language has on first principles, 
especially when the first principles include a principle of repe­
tition-may be at work generating the anxiety that is then acted 
out in the register of literary priority. The specificity of that r~n~e 
of wishes and fears-the wish to be original, the fear of plagianz­
ing or of being plagiarized-would act to .structur~ and render 
more manageable, in however melodram~t~c a fash1~n, the more 
indeterminate affect associated with repeuuon, mark.mg or color­
ing it, conferring "visibility" on the forces of repetition and at .the 
same time disguising the activity of those forces from the subject 
himself. ["Freud and the Sandman," p. 320] 

In the case of the repetitions linking Freud's relations with 
Tausk, his writings, and his reading of "T~e Sand~a~," we 
would be domesticating the curiously threatening, q~as1-hterary 
.:haracter of these patterns if we were to make the~ mto a s~ory 
of a deadly oedipal rivalry, much as Fre~d se~ aside the liter­
ary repetitions of "The Sandman" to attnbute its effect to cas­
tration anxiety. The more intense the coloring of these dr~~as, 
the more successfully they avoid the problem of re~uuon, 
whose uncanniness may make itself felt better in les~ mouvated, 
more "rhetorical" moments: what seems "merely" literary may 
bring one in touch with repetition more profoundlY: But what 
is most wishful in the dramatic colorings of repeuu.o.n, Hertz 
argues is the attempt "to isolate the question of repeuuon fro~ 

' l ·tsetf" (p Q20) Freud s the question of figurative anguage 1 • ;;J • • 

discussions, which treat sexuality, what is repeated, castrauon 
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anxiety, and his own technical terms as coloring, suggest the 
impossibility of disentangling these two questions: "in trying to 
come ~o terms with the repetition-compulsion one discovers 
that the irreducible figurativeness of one's language is indis­
tinguishable from the ungrounded and apparently inexplicable 
notion of the compulsion itself. At such moments the wish to 
put aside the question of figurative language might assert itself 
as a counterforce to one's most powerful apprehension of the 
compulsion to repeat, and it might take the form it does in 
Freud's reading of 'The Sandman,' the form of a wish to find 
'no literature' there" (p. 3 2 1 ). Hertz reads this neglect of the 
literary and ultimately of the intertextual aspects of repetition 
(the repetition brought out by inscribing Freud's personal rela­
tions and his own acts of writing within this peculiar textual 
series) as a defense against or compensation for the adumbra­
tion of such relations by Freud's theory of repetition. His essay 
is a subtle example of the way deconstructive criticism can ex­
plore the stakes of intertextual repetition. 

The final axis on which to plot versions of deconstructive 
criticism is the use of prior readings. De Man speaks of his 
followers reading previous close readings to show that they 
were not nearly close enough, and we have seen how decon­
structive analyses undo positions or conclusions apparently as­
serted by a work and conveniently manifested in prior readings 
of it. Yet most criticism does something similar, contrasting a 
work with prior readings to show where they erred and seeking 
to correct or complete. How is deconstruction different, if it is 
different? 

Some of the examples we have discussed suggest that the 
attempt to correct prior readings is a version of the general 
tendency to convert a difference within to a difference be­
tween: a problem within the text is transformed into a dif­
ference between the text and the critical interpretation of it. 
Though deconstructive analyses draw heavily upon prior read­
ings and may diverge strikingly from those readings, they may 
treat these readings less as external accidents or deviations to 
be rejected than as manifestations or displacements of impor­
tant forces within the work. Essays such as Barbara Johnson's 
"The Frame of Reference" suggest the infinite regress of cor-
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rection and make critics more inclined to situate readings than 
to correct them. Derrida and de Man make considerable use of 
prior readings of Rousseau so as to identify inescapable strands 
or problems within Rousseau's writings. 

Nevertheless, the way in which prior readings are situated by 
deconstructive essays varies considerably. J. Hillis Miller, for 
example, often speaks of the relation between the deconstruc­
tive reading and what he sometimes calls the "metaphysical" 
reading or, following M. H. Abrams, "the obvious or univocal 
reading,'' as a relation of tense coexistence. Shelley's The Tri­
umph of Life, he writes, "contains within itself, jostling irrec­
oncilably with one another, both logocentric metaphysics and 
nihilism. It is no accident critics have disagreed about it. The 
meaning of The Triumph of Life can never be reduced to any 
'univocal' reading, neither the "obvious" one nor a single­
minded deconstructionist one, if there could be such a thing, 
which there cannot" ("The Critic as Host," p. 226). "Great works 
of literature," Miller writes in another essay, "are likely to be 
ahead of their critics. They are there already. They have antic­
ipated explicitly any deconstruction the critic can achieve. A 
critic may hope, with great effort, and with the indispensable 
help of the writers themselves, to raise himself to the level of 
linguistic sophistication where Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, 
Milton, Wordsworth, George Eliot, Stevens, or even Williams 
are already. They are there already, however, necessarily in 
such a way that their works are open to mystified readings" 
("Deconstructing the Deconstructors,'' p. 3 1 ). The critic's task, 
then, is "to identify an act of deconstruction which has always 
already, in each case differently, been performed by the text on 
itself." Prior readings and deconstructive readings both focus 
on meanings and operations "thematized in the text itself in the 
form of metalinguistic statements" which wait there, in tense 
coexistence, for acts of identification that will bring them out. 

In his reading of Die Wahlverwandtscha~en, for exa~ple: Mil­
ler outlines a traditional "religio-aestheuc-metaphys1cal mter­
pretation of the novel,'' which Goethe himself seems to have 
authorized, but then argues that certain "features of the text 
lead to an entirely different reading of it" and prod~ce an 
irreducible heterogeneity, as these readings, .both ~f which .are 
thematized in the work, articulate "two entirely mcompauble 

a6g 



DECONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM 

notions in our tradition"' about selves and personal relations 
("A 'Buchsta.bliches' Reading of The Elective Affinities," p. 11). 
What he calls the "ontological reading" and the "semiotic read­
ing" are both "woven into the text, articulated there, a black 
thread intertwined with the red one. The text is heterogeneous. 
The novel's lines of self-interpretation contradict one another. 
The meaning of the novel lies in the necessity of this contra­
diction, in the way each of these readings generates its sub­
versive counterpart and is unable to appear alone" (p. 13). This 
relation of tense coexistence makes "Die W ahlverwandtschaften 
another demonstration of the self-subverting heterogeneity of 
each great work of Western literature. This heterogeneity of 
our great literary texts is one important manifestation of the 
equivocity of the Western tradition generally" (p. 11). Here the 
meaning of the work is seen as the unsynthesizable combina­
tion of prior readings and the new reading Miller offers-a 
combination that represents the heterogeneous combinations 
of our tradition. 

Other deconstructive analyses situate these prior readings 
somewhat differently. Shoshana Felman's discussion of James's 
The Tu~. of the_ Screw ~ndertakes to show, for example, that 
~hen cnt1.cs cla1~ to be mterpreting the story, standing outside 
~t and ~ellmg ~s Its tru~ meaning, they are in fact caught up in 
1t, playmg an mterpreuve role that is already dramatized in the 
story. Quarrels between critics about the story are in fact an 
uncanny transferential repetition of the drama of the story, so 
that the m~s.t powerful structures of the work emerge not in 
what the critics say about the work but in their repetition of or 
implication in the story. The reader of The Tum of the Screw, 
writes Felman, "c:an choose either to believe the governess, and 
thus to behave hke Mrs. Grose, or not to believe the governess, 
and thus to behave precisely liu the governess. Since it is the 
governess who, within the text, plays the role of the suspicious 
reader, occup~es t~e place of the interpreter, to suspect that place 
and. that pos1t1~n IS, thereby, to tau it. To demystify the govern­
ess is only possible on one condition: the condition of repeating 
th~ go~erness's very gesture" ("Turning the Screw of Interpre­
tat~o~, P· 190). Thus, for example, "it is precisely by pro­
da1mmg that the governess is mad that [Edmund] Wilson in­
adv~r.tently. imitates the very madness he denounces, unwittingly 
partzcipates an it" (p. 196). 
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According to the psychoanalytic account of transference and 
countertransference, the structures of the unconscious are re­
vealed not by the interpretive statements of the analyst's meta­
linguistic discourse but by the effects perceived in the roles 
analysts find themselves playing in their encounters with the 
patient's discourse. "Le transfert," says Lacan, "est la mise en 
acte de la realite de l'inconscient" [Transference is the enact­
ment of the reality of the unconscious] (Les Quatre Concepts 
fondamentaux de la psychanalyse, pp. 133, 137). The truth of the 
unconscious emerges in the transference and the countertrans­
ference, as the analyst gets caught up in a repetition of key 
structures of the patient's unconscious. If transference is a 
structure of repetition linking analyst and the analyzed dis­
course-the patient's or the text's-we have something com­
parable in the situation Felman describes: the interpreter re­
plays a pattern in the text; reading is a displaced repetition of 
the structure it seeks to analyze. In that case, the prior readings 
an interpreter confronts are not errors to be discarded, nor 
partial truths to be complemented by contrary truths, but re­
vealing repetitions of textual structures. The value of these 
readings emerges when a later critic-here Felman-transfer­
entially anticipating a transferential relation between critic and 
text, reads The Turn of the Screw as anticipating and dramatizing 
the quarrels and interpretive moves of earlier critics. 

Analysis of what Barbara Johnson calls "the transferential 
structure of all reading" has become an important aspect of 
deconstructive criticism. In "Melville's Fist" Johnson finds that 
the contrast between Billy and Claggart is also an opposition 
between two models of interpretation, and that the tradition of 
interpretations for this story is a displaced reenactment of the 
story. The conflicting interpretations, relying on the conflicting 
assumptions that produce the confrontation between Billy and 
Claggart, come to blows over the blow, which not only destroys 
Claggart and condemns Billy but also strikes the two critical 
positions since, as we saw, the way it means for each interpreta­
tion contradicts what it means for each interpretation. Further 
interpretive moves also repeat positions inscribed in the story, 
as when critics attempt-like Vere-to adjudicate the question 
of innocence or guilt or when they try to achieve a detached, 
ironic vision, in a replaying of the Dansker's role. The r~ading 
of this text in the context of its interpretations permits the 
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analyst to discover certain regular effects of the sort that John­
son describes in a spectacular discussion of a nested series of 
readings: Derrida on Lacan on Poe. Detailing Derrida's repeti­
tion of the moves he analyzes and criticizes in Lacan, Johnson 
brings out what she calls "the transfer of the repetition compul­
sion from the original text to the scene of its reading" ("The 
Frame of Reference," p. 154). The transferential structure of 
reading, as deconstructive criticism has come to analyze it, in­
volves a compulsion to repeat independent of the psychology 
of individual critics, based on a curious complicity of reading 
and writing. 

The most complex relation to prior readings, however, 
emerges in the writings of Paul de Man. Readers have been 
struck by the way his essays tum against readings they have 
convincingly expounded, with phrases such as "Before yielding 
to this very persuasive scheme, we must ... " (Allegories of Read­
ing, p. 147). This formulation suggests that we will necessarily 
or inevitably yield to this scheme but that to yield is still an 
error. We are not dealing here, it would seem, with the tense 
coexistence of partial truths but with a combination of error 
and necessity that is difficult to describe. In de Man's earli­
est writings, the errors of prior readings were seen as insight­
ful and productive. "Les Ex~g~ses de Hmderlin par Martin 
Heidegger" praises the insight of Heidegger's reading, despite 
the fact that Heidegger got H(}lderlin precisely backwards, find­
ing in his poems a naming of Being instead of the repeated 
failure to capture Being. "H61derlin says exactly the opposite of 
what Heidegger makes him say." But "at this level of reflec­
tion," de Man remarks, "it is difficult to distinguish between 
a proposition and what constitutes its opposite. To say the op­
posite is still to talk about the same thing, though in the op­
~site way, and it is already quite something in a dialogue of 
this order when two speakers succeed in speaking of the same 
thing." The great merit of Heidegger's readings of Holderlin 
"is to have identified with precision the central concern of his 
oeuvre" (p. 809). What permits this insight is "the blind and 
violent passion with which Heidegger treats texts" (p. 817), and 
thou~h d~ Man's essay may suggest that Heidegger's error can 
be d!al~cu~lly reve~d _into truth, the solidarity of blindness 
and ms1ght IS clearly md1cated. De Man's praise of Heidegger's 
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"erroneous" reading is explicable only if the error is in some 
way necessary to the insight. 

The dependency of insight on error is more extensively dis­
cussed in Blindness and Insight, where de Man analyzes readings 
by a number of critics-Lukacs, Blanchot, Poulet, certain New 
Critics-and concludes that in each case "the insight seems ... 
to have been gained from a negative movement that animates 
the critic's thought, an unstated principle that leads his lan­
guage away from its asserted stand, perverting and dissolving 
his stated commitment to the point where it becomes emptied 
of substance, as if the very possibility of assertion had been put 
into question. Yet it is this negative, apparently destructive labor 
that led to what could legitimately be called insight" (p. 103). 
The stated commitment, asserted stand, or methodological prin­
ciple plays a crucial role in producing the negative ~~vement 
of insight that undermines it. It is because the New Cm1cs were 
committed to a Coleridgian notion of organic form, with its 
celebration of the poem as an autonomous harmoni~at~on of 
contraries, that they were able to arrive at a descnpuon _of 
literary language as inescapably ironic and ambigu<;>us-an m­
sight which "annihilated the premises that led up to at" (p. 104). 
"All these critics," de Man concludes, 

seem curiously doomed to say something quite different fro~ 
what they meant to say. Their critical stan.c~Lukci.cs's pmphet~­
cism, Poulet's belief in the power of an ongmal cogato, Bla~chot s 
claim of meta-Mallarmean impersonality-is defeated by their own 
critical results. A penetrating but difficult insight into t~e ?a~ure 
of literary language ensues. It seem~ •. howeve~, that th~s ms1g~t 
could only be gained because the cnucs were m the gnp of t~is 
peculiar blindness: their language could grope t~wards ~ ~ertam 
degree of insight only because their. m~thod ~emamed obhv1ous to 
the perception of this insight. The ms1ght extsts only fo~ a reader 
in the privileged position of being able to ?bserve .the bhn~ness as 
a phenomenon in its own right-the quesuon of his own blindness 
being one which he is by definition incompetent to ~sk-and so 
being able to distinguish between statement and meaning. He has 
to undo the explicit results of a vision ~hat ~ able to move toward 
the light only because, being already bhnd, It does not have to fear 
the power of this light. But the vision is unable to report c~rrec.tly 
what it has perceived in the course of iu joumey. To wnte cnu-
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cally ~bout critics th?s becor:n~s a way to reflect on the paradoxical 
eff~ct~veness of_a blmded v1smn that has to be rectified by means 
of ms1ghts that It unwittingly provides. (Pp. 105-6] 

The_ r~f eren~e to "_rectifying" the blinded vision by means of 
th~. ms1ghts 1t provides may seem to suggest that the superior 
cnt1c-here de Man-can have the insights without the blind­
ness, correcting error into truth, but when he extends this 
pattern to Derrida's reading of Rousseau, de Man makes it 
cl~ar that the l?attern of blindness and insight should be con­
ceived as appl~1~g to the most careful and astute readings, even 
~.hose that ,deCIS1vely rectifr the blindness of previous readings. 
Rousseau s best modern mterpreter," de Man writes, "had to 
~o o~t ~f his way not to understand him" (p. 135). The bril­
l~ant ms1g~ts of Derrida's reading of Rousseau are made pos­
~1ble by ~1s erroneous identification of Rousseau with a period 
m the history of Western thought and thus with the meta­
phys~cs of that period. "He postulates within Rousseau a meta­
physics of presence which can then be shown not to operate, 
or _to b~ depen?ent upon the implicit power of a language 
which d1sr_up~s It a~d tears it away from its foundation" (p. 
1 19). ~ernda. s read.mg of Rousseau is, in the end, comparable 
to Heidegger s readmg of H6lderlin: "Derrida's version of this 
misunder~tanding comes closer than any previous version to 
Rousse~u s actu~I statement because it singles out as the point 
of maximum blindness the area of greatest lucidity: the theory 
of rhetoric and its inevitable consequences" (p. 136). 

!here a~e several important features to de Man's account of 
pnor readmgs. Fi.rst, it is striking in its emphasis on truth 
and . error; there is no question of trying to stand above or 
outside the play ?f truth ~~d falsity and pluralistically allow 
each com ~tmg v_1~w a vahd1ty of sorts, as in Miller's account 
of comp~~mg pos1t1ons capaciously contained within the West­
er~ tradition. Such attempts to avoid truth and falsity are mis-
gmded "~ d. · · · . • or no rea m~ is conceivable m which the question of 
its t~uth or falsehood 1s not primarily involved" ("Foreword," 
P· x1). Wher~. Derrid~ _is cagey and oblique, de Man writes in 
a '!1°re. trad1t1onal cnucal role, didactically asserting what he 
clai_ms Is tr~e, confidently advising us of what texts truly say, 
while knowmg, as critics have always known in their hope that 
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it might be otherwise, that the temporality of reading and un­
derstanding makes each statement subject to rereading and 
exposure as error. Critics who find de Man's lordly assurance 
irritating and argue that his recognition of blindness should 
bring modesty to his own assertions have failed to understand 
that critical assertions will still claim to speak the truth, how­
ever hedged about they may be with qualifications and modest 
disclaimers. 

Second, while implicitly claiming to present the insights 
others have reached through error, de Man identifies the struc­
ture into which his own discourse fits. As Derrida's reading of 
Rousseau makes it possible for de Man to use Rousseau to 
identify Derrida's misreadings, so de Man's account will enable 
later critics to use Derrida and Rousseau against de Man. This 
is a complicated situation that is not well understood. We are 
often inclined to deny that any reading has a special status 
authorizing it to judge another: the reading that claims to rec­
tify a prior interpretation is only another reading. But at other 
times we want to claim that a particular reading does have a 
privileged status and can identify the successes and failures of 
other readings. Both these views assume an atemporal frame­
work-a reading either is or is not in a position of logical supe­
riority with respect to other readings. But the fact is, as we 
show when we are ourselves so engaged, interpretation occurs 
in historical situations created in part by prior readings and it 
works by framing or situating those readings, whose blindness 
and insights it may thus be able to judge. Resourceful readings 
frequently prove able to use the text to show where prior inter­
pretations went wrong and thus to make claims about the limi­
tations of their methods or the relation between their theory 
and their practice. As de Man notes in an introduction to Hans 
Robert Jauss's criticism, "the horizon of Jauss's methodology, 
like all methodologies, has limitations that are not accessible to 
its own analytical tools." In general, one should notice that 
the distinctions between truth and falsity, blindness and insight, 
or reading and misreading remain crucial, but they are not 
grounded in ways that might permit one definitively to estab­
lish the truth or insight of one's own reading. 

Third, de Man's account of the relation between readings 
and prior readings enables him to continue participating in one 
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?f the t~aditional activities of literary criticism, that of celebrat­
~.ng the msights ~nd achievem~~ts of great writings of the past. 
.. The more a~b1valent th~ ongmal utterance," de Man writes, 
. the more umform and umversal the pattern of consistent error 
m the followers ~nd commentators" (Blindness and Insight, p. 
111). In the readmg of the greatest works there is a transfer­
ence of blindness from author to readers. "The existence of a 
particularly rich aberrant tradition in the case of the writers 
who can les:itimately be called the most enlightened, is there­
for~ ~o accident. but a constitutive part of all literature, the 
basis, m f~ct, of literary history" (p. 141 ). The greater the text, 
the more It can be used to undo the unavoidable aberrations of 
prior readings, and in treating such works the critic is in "the 
most favorable ~f all critical positions: . . . dealing with an 
author as dear-sighted as language lets him be who, for that 
very reason, i~ being systematically misread; the author's own 
works, newly mterpreted, can then be played off against the 
m?st talented of his deluded interpreters or followers" (p. 139). 
Nietzsche, Rousseau, Shelley, Wordsworth Baudelaire and 
Holderlin are celebrated for the truths-albeit negativ~that 
their writings tell. 
. Fourth, de Man's account represents the irreducible iterabil­
uy of the cri_tical process. Just as Julie cannot avoid repeating 
th~. tro~olog1~al moves she has so lucidly denounced, so the 
cnu~ skilled. m det~ting the blindness of prior readings (in­
clud1D~, at times! his ~wn. prior readings) will produce similar 
erro~s ID turn. D1scussmg ID Allegories of Reading the traditional 
readmgs of Rousseau's political and autobiographical writings, 
de ~an notes that_ "the rhetorical reading leaves these fallacies 
behmd by accountmg, at least to some degree for their predict-
ahl " ' e occurrence (p. 258), but such predictability extends, to 
some degree,_to the ~nalysis that exposes prior fallacies. "Need­
!ess to say, this ne~ mterp~etation will, in its turn, be caught in 
Its own_ form of blmdness -that is the argument of Blindness 
and Insight (p. 139). 

But Alleg?ries of !leading goes further in describing how a 
deconstruct1ve readmg that identifies the errors of the tradition 
and s?ows the te~t ex~~ing its own founding concepts as tro­
polog1cal ~berr~uons 1s itself put in question by the further 
moments ID which the text adumbrates an allegory of unread-
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ability. In this account the terms "blindness" and "insight," with 
their references to acts and failures of perception, no longer 
appear, for what is involved here are aspects of language and 
properties of discourse which insure that critical writings, like 
other texts, will end up doing what they maintain cannot be 
done, exceeding or falling short of what they assert by the very 
act of asserting it. In discussing Rousseau, de Man stresses the 
mechanical and inexorable processes of grammar and discur­
sive organization in remarks that also apply to critical attempts 
to master Rousseau's writings. The Social Contract, for example, 
discredits promises, yet it promises a great deal. 

The reintroduction of the promise, despite the fact that its impos­
sibility has been established, does not occur at the discretion of the 
writer .... The redoubtable efficacy of the text is due to the 
rhetorical model of which it is a version. This model is a fact of 
language over which Rousseau himself has no control. Just as any 
other reader, he is bound to misread his text as a promise of 
political change. The error is not within the reader; language 
itself dissociates the cognition from the act. Die Sprache verspricht 
(sich) [Language promises]; to the extent that it is necessarily mis­
leading, language just as necessarily conveys the promise of its 
own truth." [Pp. 276-77) 

Misreading here is a repeated result of the problematical rela­
tion between the performative and constative functioning of 
language. 

The uncomfortable situation we have been describing, where 
misreading is both an error to be exposed and the unavoidable 
fate of reading, emerges most dramatically in the conclusion of 
"Shelley Disfigured," where de Man is both using the text to 
characterize other readings as errors and indicating the way 
in which his own text must inevitably figure among the ob­
jects so denounced. There is no more striking way to end our 
discussion of deconstructive criticism than with this passage 
which repeatedly includes itself in the inevitable aberrations 
it denounces. 

De Man has been discussing the way in which our readin~s of 
romantic literature aestheticize fragments and representations 
of death, transforming the dead into historical and aesthetic 
monuments. "Such monumentalization is by no means neces-
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sarily a naive or evasive gesture, and it is certainly not a gesture 
that anyone can pretend to avoid making." Whether it fails or 
succeeds, this gesture becomes a 

challenge to understanding that always again demands to be read. 
And to read is to understand, to question, to know, to forget, 
to erase, to deface, to repeat-that is to say, the endless proso­
popoeia by which the dead are made to have a face and a voice 
which tells the allegory of their demise and allows us to apos­
trophize them in our turn. No degree of knowledge can ever stop 
this madness, for it is the madness of words. What would be naive 
is to believe that this strategy, which is not our strategy as subjects, 
since we are its product rather than its agent, can be a source of 
value and has to be celebrated or denounced accordingly. 

Whenever this belief occurs-and it occurs all the time-it leads 
to a misreading that can and should be discarded, unlike the 
coercive "forgetting" that Shelley's poem analytically thematizes 
al)d that stands beyond good and evil. It would be of little use to 
enumerate and categorize the various forms and names which this 
belief takes on in our present critical and literary scene. It func­
tions along monotonously predictable lines, by the historicization 
and the aesthetification of texts, as well as by their use, as in this 
essay, for the assertion of methodological claims made all the 
more pious by their denial of piety. Attempts to define, to under­
stand, or to circumscribe romanticism in relation to ourselves and 
in relation to other literary movements arc all part of this naive 
belief. Tht Triumph of Lift warns us that nothing, whether deed, 
~ord, though~, or text, ever happens in relation, positive or ncga­
uvc, to anything that precedes, follows, or exists elsewhere, but 
only as a random event whose power, like the power of death, is 
due to the randomness of its occurrence. It also warns us why and 
how th~se events then have to be reintegrated in a historical and 
aestheuc system .of recuperation that repeats itself regardless of 
the exposure of its fallacy. ["Shelley Disfigured," pp. 68-69] 

If nothing else, passages such as this would indicate that 
those critics who write of "the pleasure-oriented formalism of 
the ~ale cri~ics''. are caught up in a pattern of systematic mis­
readmg.7 It 1s difficult to imagine a critic more obsessively con-

" 
7
Frank Le!ltri~chia, Afttr ''!! Nn» <;:riti~'!'· p. 176. Lentricchia also speaks of a 

new hedonism suggested pervasively m the work of Hartman Miller and 
de Man, whom he believes to form a school (p. 16g). ' ' 
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cerned with truth and knowledge, in the face of structures that 
would make the denial of truth and knowledge a tempting 
alternative. But this passage also illustrates one of the most 
problematical aspects of deconstructive criticis~: the.identifica­
tion of what texts say about language, texts, art1culauon, order, 
and power as truths about langu~ge, text~, articulation, order, 
and power. If The Triumph of Life. does m fact. warn us that 
nothing ever happens in any relauon to anythmg el~e, w?~t 
reason have we for thinking this true? The deconstrucuve cnuc 
is frequently accused of treating the te~t being an~~yzed a~ an 
entirely self-referential play of forms with no cogi:i1uve, e~h1cal, 
or referential value but this might be one more 1llustrauon of 
the way in which, a~ de Man says, a trul~ mo?ern writer will be 
"compulsively misinterpreted and overs1mphfied and made to 
say the opposite of what he actu~lly said'.' (Blindness and Inszl?ht, 
p. 186). For in fact, deconstrucuve readmgs draw far~reachmg 
lessons from the texts they study. Allegories of R~admg reads 
Rousseau's texts as telling us the truth about a wide range of 

matters. 

What the Discourse on Inequality tells us, and what the d~ssical 
interpretation of Rousseau has stubbornly .refused to ~ear, is that 
the political destiny of man is structured hke and derive~ from a 
linguistic model that exists indcpen~ently of ~ature and m~~p~n­
dcntly of the su~jcct: it coincides wtt.h t~e b~md meta~hom~uon 
called "passion," and this mctaphonzauon is not an. mtent1onal 
act .... If society and government derive from a tension ~etwee~ 
man and his language, then they are not natural (dependm~ on 
relationship between man and things), nor ethical (dependi~g on 

. . ) h I · al since language 1s not a relauonsh1p among men , nor t eo ogic • . . . f 
conceived as a transcendental principle but as the possibility 0 

I. · 1 h be mes a burden for man contingent error. The po 1ttca t us co 
rather than an opportunity .... [pp. 156-57] 

Conclusions about knowledge, speech acts, guilt, and the se~f 
are presented in much the same way in other e_s~ays: aAs tdrudt s 

d b Rousseau's wnungs. n e-
stated suggested, or enacte Y ' . . · 1. d to find statements not about 
construcuve readmgs are me me h 

f h S but about what must ap-
what may happen or o ten appen . . h k· 
pen. Billy Budd does not show us how .author~ty mzg t. wor.' 
"Melville shows in Billy Budd that authority consists precisely m 
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the impossibility of containing the effects of its own applica­
tion" (Johnson, The Critical Difference, p. 108). And indeed, for 
Johnson Billy Budd's authority extends so far that its insights 
are stated as necessities: "the legal order, which attempts to 
submit 'brute force' to 'forms, measured forms,' can only elimi­
nate violence by transforming violence into the final authority. 
And cognition, which perhaps begins as a power play against 
the play of power, can only increase, through its own elabora­
tion, the range of what it tries to dominate" (pp. 108--9, my 
italics). 

In numerous cases critic and work argue well for the truths 
derived from the work; they sometimes explain the nature of 
the necessity that makes the truth hold for all language, all 
speech acts, all passions, all cognitions. In other cases, as in de 
Man's account of the warning of The Triumph of Life, one can­
not even imagine how the critic might argue for the truth in 
question, such as the claim that nothing ever happens in any 
relation to anything that precedes, follows, or exists elsewhere; 
and one is led to suspect that a certain faith in the text and the 
truth of its most fundamental and surprising implications is 
the blindness that makes possible the insights of deconstructive 
criticism, or the methodological necessity that cannot be justi­
fied but is tolerated for the power of its results. The strategic 
role of this commitment to the truth of the text when exhaus­
tively read doubtless helps to explain why American decon· 
structive criticism has concentrated on major authors of the 
canon: if such analysis requires the presumption that truth will 
emerge from a resourceful, high-pressured reading, one will 
feel less need to defend that presumption when one reads 
Wordswonh, Rousseau, Melville, or Mallarme than when one 
reads noncanonical authors. Rumors that deconstructive criti­
cism denigrates literature, celebrates the free associations of 
readers, and eliminates meaning and referentiality, seem com­
ically aberrant when one examines a few of the many examples 
of deconstructive criticism. Perhaps these rumors are best under­
stood as defenses against the claims about language and the 
world that these critics reveal in the works they explicate. 
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