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oreword

Gayatri Spivak is often called a feminist Marxist deconstructivist. This might
seem a rebarbative mouthful designed to fit an all purpose radical identity. To
any reader of this remarkable book it will come to seem a necessarily complex
description, limning not an identity, but a network of multiple contradictions,
traces, inscriptions. The book does not merely state that we are formed in con-
stitutive contradictions and that our identities are the effects of heterogenous
signifying practices: its analyses start from and work towards contradiction and
heterogeneity. lllumination is a necessarily transitory and conjunctural moment.
Any foreword to this work is, of necessity, asked to address the three fields of
feminism, Marxism, and deconstruction. However, much of the force of Spivak’s
work comes from its reiterated demonstration that these fields can only be under-
stood and used in a constant attention to their interpenetration and re-articu-
lation. Any simplifying foreword thus runs the risk of reducing the potential of
this productive work. The task is, however, worth undertaking exactly because
these texts are of importance to anyone concerned with our understanding of
culture. Better: with the relation both of culture and its interpretation to the
other practices that shape our lives.

What aid to the reader, then, is proposed by a foreword? Lurking somewhere,
no doubt, is the fear that these essays are ““difficult.” Difficulty is, as we know,
an ideological notion. What is manually difficult is just a simple job, what is
easy for women is difficult for men, what is difficult for children is easy for
adults. Within our ascriptions of difficulty lie subterranean and complex eval-
uations. So if Spivak’s work is judged to be difficult, where is that difficulty
held to reside? Although these texts have been published in learned journals,
their effectivity to date has largely issued from their delivery as spoken ad-
dresses. Judgments of difficulty have thus tended to remain at the level of
speech, of rumor. It may be of use to dispel some of those rumors, to enable
the reader to engage more quickly with the pleasures and challenges of Spivak’s
inquiries.

Let us quickly enumerate the ways in which these texts are not difficult. They
are not difficult stylistically: this is periodic English at its most pleasurable, in-
terpolated with the occasional sharp American idiom, elegant and concise. Nor
is the difficulty that all too typical obscure, omniscient, and irritating academic
manner, which classes epochs and cultures with a whimsical aside and no ref-
erence to sources. Not for Spivak an analysis of Chinese culture based on a few
second-hand sources, nor the empty rhetoric of “’since Plato.” Every analysis is
carefully annotated, by someone who is, at least in this, a model product of an
Indian undergraduate and an American graduate education—probably the most
scholarly combination on this planet. Indeed one of the minor uses of this text
is the way the footnotes offer an annotated bibliography to several of the most
interesting Marxist and feminist debates of the past two decades.

There is another, more subtle way in which the whispered rumor of difficulty
is often intended. What we are talking of is a “difficult woman,” a “difficult
native.” Spivak, herself, describes so well what is at stake here in “Explanation
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and Culture: Marginalia” that I would find it impossible to improve on her acute
account of the structures of an academic conference, and the corridors of knowl-
edge and tables of learning where the marginal aside is made with central pur-
pose. All that is worth stressing here is that one doesn’t need the substantive,
carefully erased from the academic conscious, to grasp the meaning of the ad-
jective. What is at stake here is tone, gesture, style—a whole opera and ballet
of sexist racism which continues to dominate the academic theater and which
should be challenged every moment it appears—especially given the difficulty
that, when challenged, it vociferously denies its own existence. h

There remain, however, two real levels of difficulty in these texts, and al-
though these two levels cannot finally be theoretically separated they can be
differentiated at a practical level. The first is unavoidable—it is the difficulty
which is inevitably involved in any serious attempt to reflect and analyze the
world within publically available discourses. No matter how great the commit-
ment to clarity, no matter how intense the desire to communicate, when we are
trying ourselves to delineate and differentiate the practices and objects which
are crucial to understanding our own functioning and for which we as yet lack
an adequate vocabulary, there will be difficulty. Only those supremely confident
of their own understanding—those who would deny all reality to history or the
unconscious or matter—can bask in the self-satisfied certainty of an adequate
language for an adequate world. This should never be taken as a carte blanche
for a willed esotericism which figures an equally complacent certainty in the
inadequacy of language: the literary countersign of technocratic stupidity. How-
ever, there will be a certain difficulty in reading any work which is genuinely
trying to grapple with some of our most urgent problems which do not yet—
and this constitutes their most problematic intellectual aspect—have the clarity
of the already understood. To deny this real level of difficulty in Spivak’s work
would be misleading.

with much of such difficult work there are, however, immediate reference
points within existing disciplines and arguments, which easily serve as an initial
orientation. But this does not prove to be the case with Spivak’s essays. However
pleasurable the style and however detailed the references, Spivak’s texts radi-
cally transgress against the disciplines, both the official divisions of anthropol-
ogy, history, philosophy, literary criticism, sociology and the unofficial divisions
between Marxism, feminism, deconstruction. There are few ready-made cate-
gories or reading lists into which her arguments fall. This is no accident: one of
the major arguments of this book is that the academy is constituted so as to be
unable to address the most serious of global questions, and that, in fact, many
of the most radical critiques remain completely within terms set out by the con-
stituted academy. Spivak’s theme here is large: the micro-politics of the academy
and its relation to the macro-narrative of imperialism. But this is a theme without
a subject: one that lacks reading lists, introductory guides, and employment
opportunities. It is not easily located in relation to the established subject di-
visions (what is a literary critic doing discussing economic theory?) nor vis-a-
vis what are becoming the relatively well-mapped fields of Marxist, feminist,
and deconstructionist criticism.

There is, therefore, some point in providing crude categorizations of these
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three “oppositional” positions and locating Spivak’s work in terms of them. The
problem is also to stress the provisionality of this categorization; to remember/
encode the fact that this homogeneity is, in each case, wrested from a hetero-
geneity which is forever irreducible to it but which cannot be grasped except as
a limit, an excess beyond which, for a particular discourse, intelligibility fades.
Such a thought is indebted to the work of Jacques Derrida, and Gayatri Spivak
is still probably best known as the translator of his most famous work, Of Gram-
matology. She is, therefore, obviously a deconstructionist. She says so herself.
And yet this extraordinary collection of essays, gathering together some of her
most important work of this decade, lacks the defining features of deconstruction
in America.

This paradox is merely an index of the poverty with which Derrida’s thought
has been received in the US. Norman Mailer, in one of his characteristically
acute asides, remarked that Kerouac was an “Eisenhower kind of gypsy,” and
deconstruction-US style has been a “Reagan kind of radical theory.” Its signif-
icance and importance in the United States is entirely in terms of the devel-
opment of the academic discipline of literary criticism; indeed, it has become a
dominant method of contemporary literary education. It subjects texts to the
rigorous forms of analysis developed by Jacques Derrida, analyses which tease
out the fundamental oppositions which underpin and make possible any par-
ticular discourse and which show how those oppositions are always themselves
caught up in their own operations—how they become the vanishing point of a
discourse’s own intelligibility.

Derrida elaborated this work in the context of Heidegger’s meditation on Being
and in an attempt to recapture the revolutionary potential of a series of the key
texts of literary modernism——Mallarmé, Artaud, Joyce, a project which found
its rationale in the situation of France in the 1960s. An adequate account of that
period does not exist—we even lack the most banal elements of a positivist
cultural history. What can be said with some certainty, however, is that it was
in large part a reaction both to the sudden advent of consumer capitalism under
De Gaulle and the widely perceived exhaustion within the French Communist
Party. In the decade after 1956, France went through one of those periods of |
accelerated and overdetermined change which were, in retrospect, to be phe-
nomenally rich in social contradiction and cultural production. If one wanted to
emblematically grasp this commitment both to radical politics and the analysis
of the new and complex text of consumer capitalism, the preeminent theoretical
text would be Roland Barthes’s Mythologies (1957). Culturally one could gesture
towards Jean-Luc Godard and his films of the mid-sixties such as Deux ou trois
choses que je sais d’elle (1966). Politically one could think of the Situationists and
texts such as Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle and Raoul Van Eigen's The
Revolution of Everyday Life.

These are, admittedly, very disparate figures but all, at different levels, at-
tempted to grapple with the elaborate signifying systems of advanced capitalist
society—the immense network of significations, from advertising hoarding, to
magazine, to television--the circulation of signs in which the subject is con-
stantly figured and refigured. The concept of text developed in that period—
and associated concepts such as deconstruction—found a specific intellectual
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and political purpose in the attempt to both articulate the reality of the dominant
culture and to escape its stereotyped identifications.

It is easy, particularly for one who lived through its boundless excitement and
energy to recall this time as a simple golden age. To do so is to ignore its manifold
problems. It too simply assumed the intellectual arrogance of both vanguard
politics and vanguard art; and although I would argue that much of its initial{
emphases came from the explosion of consumer culture in France, it never ac-¢
tively engaged with that culture but instead postulated another radical cultural;
space constituted largely by a neo-surrealist canon. Its contemporary texts werg
theoretical rather than literary. Most importantly, it never really articulated a
new politics or that thoroughgoing revision of the Marxist heritage that it
promised.

By the time this project was transported to America in the 1970s—following
its dubious success in France—it was transported as an individual—Derrida—
and its terms were altered. The project was divorced from its attempt to refind
the revolutionary force of modernism, in which the institutions of art were al-
ways in question, and relocated within a much safer and domesticated Roman-
ticism, where art retained a clearly delineated institutional space. “Text,” far
from being a concept-metaphor with which to deconstruct both individual and
society in order to grasp their complex of contradictory determinations, became
a metonym for literature, conceived in all its exclusive and elitist forms: textuality
became little more than a fig-leaf behind which one could hide all difficult ques-
tions of education and class. Deconstruction came simply to name the last priv-
ileged defense of the canon in a way brilliantly described in the second essay
in this collection. It was reduced to a powerful method which would reveal the
sameness and the greatness of the major literary texts.

In her long third essay on Wordsworth, Spivak dots the i's and crosses the
t’s on this particular development within the literary academy, reintroducing
into one of the privileged texts of American deconstruction the sex and politics
that Wordsworth is at such pains to erase in his attempt to construct an art
which will be troubled by neither. But if Spivak is critical of the domestication
of deconstruction, she is not concerned with returning to its radical origins.
Independently of any deconstructionist doubt about the originality of origins,
Spivak shows no enthusiasm for the project of modernism or the attempt in the
sixties to revive its radical potential (she would probably want to criticize the
original project and its renewal in feminist terms). The enormous contemporary
interest of these essays is that they develop some of the concepts and approaches
of the sixties in the context of two concrete but very different dimensions: the
development of the university in the advanced world and the developing forms
of exploitation in the Third World. Spivak’s determination to hold both of these
situations, both of her situations, in constant tension, in a perpetual decon-
structive displacement, is what provides many of the astonishing insights and

pleasures of In Other Worlds. Deconstruction, for Spivak, is neither a conservative
aesthetic nor a radical politics but an intellectual ethic which enjoins a constant
attention to the multiplicity of determination. At the same time, Spivak is ab-
solutely committed to pinpointing and arresting that multiplicity at the moment
in which an enabling analysis becomes possible. The difference between Spivak
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and Derrida is best captured in their respective attitudes toward the pathos of
deconstruction: “the enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way falls
prey to its own work” writes Derrida in a comment which surfaces frequently
in these essays. But what has become for Derrida, the abiding question, is, for
Spivak, a limit which cannot obscure the value, however provisional, of the
rigorous analyses that deconstruction enables.

To grasp the interest of Spivak’s work necessitates going beyond the binary
opposition between First World intellectual production and Third World physical
exploitation. Running across both in further contradiction/production is her sit-
uation as a female academic and as one who has played a significant part in that
explosion of feminist theory and practice which has marked the last twenty
years.

Spivak’s feminism may well seem as initially unreadable as her deconstruc-
tion. This stems from her conjunction of a rejection of any essentialism with an
emphasis on the crucial importance of examining and reappropriating the ex-
perience of the female body. While Spivak avoids the sterile debates of decon-"
struction, or comments on them only obliquely, she is a willing participant in
feminist debates, but a participant who problematically combines positions
which are often held to be antithetical. Many feminists have wished to stress
an essential feminine, an area repressed by male domination but within which
it is possible to find the methods and values to build a different and better
society. The most notable opponents of such a view have been those influenced
by psychoanalysis, and specifically its Lacanian version, who stress sexuality as
a construction produced through familial interaction. Neither male nor female
sexuality can be understood as such, but only in their interdefinability as the
child seeks to locate itself in the complicated exchanges within the nuclear
family.

The psychoanalytic thesis thus proposes both a fundamental bisexuality, a
bisexuality which finds its primary articulation in the dialectic between béing
and having the phailus. All questions of direct access to the body are bracketed
for psychoanalysis by the need for the body to be represented or symbolised—
indeed, failure of such a representation entails psychosis. Thus for Lacan the
real is that to which we do not have access and whose disappearance from the
field of consciousness is the condition of intersubjectivity. Feminists who accept’
this account do not question political struggle and the need to supersede male
domination, but they argue that it must find its forms and aims in specific sit-
uations and cannot be elaborated in relation to an essential feminine nature.
Spivak’s opposition to essentialism is, in the first instance, deconstructive rather
than psychoanalytical. Woman, like any other term can only find its meaning
in a complex series of differentiations, of which the most important, or at least
the most immediate, is man. It is as ludicrous, in deconstructive terms, to talk
of an essential feminine as it is to talk of any other essence. It is not ludicrous,

however, on this account to talk of the specificity of the female body. If decon-
struction is critically sensitive to any account which bases itself on a privileged
moment of experience, it is exactly to allow full force to the heterogeneity of
experience. It follows that, for a woman, that heterogeneity must importantly
include the experience of her body. an experience which has been subiect to the
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most rigorous male censorship down the ages and finds a particularly shocking,
but for Spivak exemplary, form in the practice of clitoridectomy.
Spivak develops the experience of the female body in two radically different

directions. On the one hand she wishes to stress the clitoris as the site of a .
radical excess to the cycle of reproduction and production, and on the other, to:

emphasize that the reproductive power of the womb is crucially absent from

any account of production in the classical Marxist texts. Further she argues that

it is only when the excess of the clitoris has been taken into account that it will
be possible to situate and assess uterine social organisation. It would be'difficult
to overestimate the skill with which Spivak weaves these themes together in
relation to the classic Marxist theme of production.

Before moving on to Marxism, what of psychoanalysis? Only the briefest and
most provisional of answers is possible. This is partially because Spivak is never
interested in psychoanalytic theory as such but rather its use by literary theory

as a radical fabulation with which to explicate the functioning of texts. Spivak "

would seem to accept an account of the child’s acquisition of a sexual identity
which would place that acquisition in the social interplay of desire. She would,
however, explicitly, object to the phallus being made the crucial term in this
relation and, implicitly, to the description of the family as the only site of sig-
nificant desire. While it is clear that, for Spivak, the womb must be considered
in this exchange, she does not indicate how the relation to the clitoris would
figure, nor how she would displace the primacy of vision, which awards the
penis pride of visible place in any psychoanalytic account. But, as I have said,
psychoanalysis is not one of Spivak’s most urgent concerns, and it may remain
for others to develop further her extraordinarily suggestive comments in psy-
choanalytic terms.

Marxism is, however, an urgent concern, one that insists throughout these
pages. But it is a Marxism which will be alien to at least a few Marxist critics.
For this is a Marxism crucially grounded in Third World experience and is there-
fore a Marxism which concentrates on imperialism and exploitation, one that is
both critical of, and finds no use for, the normative narrative of the modes of
production. While most recent Marxist cultural criticism in the developed world
has been occupying itself with revising the crude economistic models of base
and superstructure, it has also been prone to a repression of economics; it has
conveniently forgotten the necessity of locating those cultural analyses within
the organization of production and its appropriation of surplus. Often Marxism
now means nothing more than a commitment to a radical or socialist politics
and the adoption of the classic mode of production narrative—the transitions
from slave, to feudal, to capitalist orders. This, it must be stressed, is not meant
simply as a condemnation but as a description of the difficulty of analyzing
contemporary developed countries in the terms elaborated in Capital: the prob-
lems posed by the analysis of the enormous middle class; the decline in factory
production; and, above all, the growth of computerized production in the last
tenn years. In this context the claim that labor power is no longer the major
productive element within the developed economies becomes plausible.

From a Third World perspective, however, such a plausibility is itself seen as
the management of a crisis and the classic Marxist analysis of exploitation, as
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expanded to account for imperialism, makes more sense—as Spivak indicates
in many telling asides. In the essay “Scattered Speculations on the Theory of
Value” these asides are located within a thoroughgoing argument which fully
retains Marx's account of exploitation grounded in the theory of surplus value.
The argument is both exiraordinarily complex and interesting, and all I can hope
to do here is indicate its major vectors.

Spivak clearly realizes that to retain the theory of surplus value it is necessary
to retain its basis, which Marx had adopted from classical economics: the now
much questioned labor theory of value. She accomplishes this by a thorough
re-reading of the first section of Capital volume I, supplemented by the Grun-
drisse. Her most audacious move is to deny that Marx ever adopted the labor
theory of value in that “continuist” reading which proceeds in relations of rep-
resentation and transformation from labor to value to money to capital. Instead,
Spivak argues, we have to understand Marx's account of value not as indicating
the possibility of labor representing itself in value but as an analysis of the ability
of capital to consume the use value of labor power. By concentrating on use-
value as the indeterminate moment within the chain of value-determinations,
Spivak breaks open that chain, redefining labor within a general account of
value, which makes labor endlessly variable both in relation to technological
change and to political struggles, particularly those around feminism. Even if {
have understood it correctly, the argument is too complex to do full justice to
it here. Suffice to indicate one reservation and one consequence. The reservation
is that in order to explain the continuing exploitation of the third world, Spivak
stresses the contradiction whereby capital has to produce more absolute and
less relative surplus value. But it is not clear to me that this distinction survives
her critique of the “continuist”” account of value. What is clear, however, is that
while Marx has perfectly grasped the constitutive crisis of capitalism, he has not
provided an account of any other mode of production; for if there is no fixed
relation between value and labor it is impossible to understand the appropriation
of surplus outside a full understanding of the organization of value within a
particular community. This consequence may be seen as endorsed by Spivak
because, for her, normative accounts of mode of production have impeded third
world struggles.

If she wishes to retain Marx as a theoretician of crisis she is happy to bracket
him as a philosopher of history. This is not simply because the Asiatic mode of
production offers a classically inadequate account of historical Asian societies
but because the notion of a “transition” to capitalism has crippled liberation
movements, forcing them to construe their struggles in relation to the devel-
opment of a national bourgeois class. For Spivak, the attempt to understand
subaltern classes only in terms of their adequation to European models has been
deeply destructive. The political project becomes one of letting the subaltern
speak—allowing his or her consciousness to find an expression which will then
inflect and produce the forms of political liberation which might bypass com-
pletely the European form of the nation. It is this momentous project that pro-
duces a context for Spivak’s final essays.

This work takes place in, and in relation to, the historical collective called
Subaltern Studies. While Spivak endorses the group’s abandonment of the modes
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of production narrative, she argues that such renunciation is not enough. As
long as notions of discipline and subjectivity are left unexamined, the subaltern
will be narrativized in theoretically alternative but politically similar ways. To
avoid this dominating disablement, historians must face the contemporary cri-

. tique of subjectivity both in relation to the subaltern (it cannot be a question of
restoring the subaltern’s consciousness but of tracing the subject effects of sub-
alternity) and in relation to themselves (as they recognize the subject effects of
their own practice). It is only when the full force of contemporary antihumanism
has met the radical interrogation of method that a politically consedizent his-
torical method can be envisaged.

It is such a method that Spivak employs in the final reading of Mahasweta
Devi’s magnificent and terrible story “Breast Giver.” Here Spivak demonstrates
the importance of undoing the distinction between literary criticism and history
or, which is the same undoing at another level, the distinction between imag-
inary and real events. This is not the aesthetic stupidity of “all history is liter-
ature.” Put crudely, the thesis is no more than Marx’s dictum that ideas become
a material force when they grip the masses. But what Spivak argues is that to
understand this process the analyst of culture must be able to sketch the real
effects of the imaginary in her object of study while never forgetting the im-
aginary effect of the real (the impossibility of fully grasping her situation) in her
own investigation. But where Lacan understands that real entirely in relation

to a castration which sets the imaginary in place, Spivak understands that real :
as the excess of the female body which has to be placed in its cultural and

economic specificity and only thus can an imaginary be figured.

The force of Mahasweta’s text resides in its grounding in the gendered sub-
altern’s body, in that female body which is never questioned and only exploited.
The bodies of Jashoda and Dopdi figure forth the unutterable ugliness and cru-
elty which cooks in the Third World kitchen to produce the First World feasts
that we daily enjoy. But these women’s bodies are not yet another blank signifier
for masculine signifieds, These women articulate (better construct) truths which
:speak of our as well as their situation. The force of Spivak’s reading resides in
its attention to the dialectic between real and imaginary which must be read in
these texts and in its attention to how that dialectic reflects back on the imaginary
and real of contemporary theory. Spivak’s courage lies in confronting both sides
of this dilemma-—reading Mahasweta’s text with the fuil apparatus of contem-
porary Western critical discourses while also, at the same time, using that text
to read the presuppositions of that critical apparatus. Any other position but
this would involve that simple acceptance of a subject-position which is, for
Spivak, the inevitable sign of bad faith. The force of Spivak’s work lies in her
absolute refusal to discount any of the multiplicity of subject-positions which
she has been assigned, or to fully accept any of them. In that sense Spivak is
always in “another world” —always allowing herself to be pulled out of the true,
This is the ever movable ground of these texts, and as one reads one is both
illuminated by the thought and moved by the exhilarating and painful adventure
that subtends it. But this text is not simply a personal odyssey, it is also the
trace of a series of struggles: of leftist politics in Bengal, of the sixties within the
American university system, of feminism worldwide. It is only insofar as these

Foreword Xxvii

texts can be useful to such struggles that they will be effective. No guarantees
for such effectivity can be given in advance. These essays on cultural politics
cannot be understood simply as a set of analyses; it is only insofar as they serve
as an aid to action that they could possibly complete their own undoing. That
action is multiple and heterogenous. I have not the competence to speak of India
or the Third World nor the scope to speak of the variety of political struggles
in the advanced world. Suffice to say the full significance of this work will rest
on events outside its control, and whether it will come to mean something for
what comes after is not in any individual’s power of choice.

It seems necessary for me, however, to end this foreword by going beyond
the limits of Spivak’s text, with some specific comments on the micro-politics
of the university in the developed world. It immensely diminishes the potential
of this book to limit it to the one world of the Western academy. But of course
itis not one world—any one world is always, also, a radical heterogeneity which
radiates out in a tissue of differences that undoes the initial identity. One could
perhaps talk here of the dialectic between theory and politics where theory (like
travel) pulls you out of the true and politics (like homecoming) is what pulls
you back. One could perhaps turn to Wittgenstein here and, misquoting, argue
that “differences come to an end”—in other words that particular identities,
whatever their provisionality, impose themselves in specific practices.

There is one formal identity and specific practice that I share with Spivak: it
is not simply that we are both university teachers, but that from this year we
are teachers in the same department of English in the same university of Pitts-
burgh. If one limits oneself to the simple and most obvious point, one might
begin by reflecting on the limitations imposed by the very notions of a discipline
of “English.” The construction of English as an object of study is a complex
history, but it relates to the academic division of the social world enacted by
capitalist imperialism in the nineteenth century and neo-colonialism in the twen-
tieth. You can study literature, primitive societies, advanced societies, past so-
cieties, foreign societies, economic forces, political structures. You can even, if
you move outside the vy League, study television and film. You are, however,
disciplinarily constrained not to presuppose a common subject matter. The
world automatically divides into these categories.

Of course, it is true that much vanguard research crosses disciplines, but this
is written out of the undergraduate and graduate curricula. If, however, the
humanities and social sciences are to get any serious grip on the world, if they
are to enable their students to use their studies, then it is imperative that there
is a general recasting of the humanities and social sciences. On the one hand
students must confront the enormous problems facing the world, on the other
they must understand the relation of their own situation to those problems. The
degree of micro-political resistance to any such educational reform will be con-
siderable. The individual fiefs that will fall, the networks of power and patronage
that will dissolve are not negligible. But daily such fiefs disappear, daily net-
works dissolve.

Underlying this resistance will be a genuine problem: has not knowledge ad-
vanced to the point where the data is so vast and the specialties so complex that
any possible program, which is not technically and specifically limited, will sim-
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ply produce graduates who know a little about everything but have mastered
nothing? This problem, however, carries with it the seeds of its own solution.
It is true that knowledge is expanding exponentially, but the problem then be-
comes one of training students in the use and analysis of data. Within the social
field it would become the task of confronting the organization of data that the
child/citizen is offered in the most unified way by television, and beginning to
consider the specific form of that organization. From that analysis it would then
be possible to chart a way through the various disciplines in relation to the
problems encountered and the questions produced. I am not proposiig a media-

studies for all in which pitifully thin analyses of pitifully thin programs become -

the privileged object of knowledge. I am, however, proposing a pedagogy which
would take as its starting point the public organization of social data as the way
to provide a possibility of judging and checking both the data and the organi-
zation. Such a pedagogy would be genuinely deconstructive in that the position
of the analyst would never be a given but the constantly transformed ground
of the inquiry. This would clearly break with many of the educational devel-
opments of the past few years in that the role of the individual teacher would
become much more important as the specific starting point of inquiry would be
negotiated between teacher and student. At the same time there would have to
be generally agreed and assessed levels of common competence attained within
these specific programs. Obviously this suggestion involves a detailed elabo-
ration of curricula and methods. It is a project to be counted in decades rather
than years, and it would be unwise to underestimate the time scale. One point

must be stressed again and again. If this critique is seriously to address education

then it will be crucial, as Spivak herself writes in this volume, that one qualifies
students to enter society at the same time as one empowers them to criticize it.

The most important problem is, however, neither the micro-political con-
servatism of any institution nor the genuine problem of elaborating an educa-
tional program which emphasized both individual specificity and public com-
petence. It is that such a project will encounter powerful macro-political
resistance. The accusation of “politicization”” and of “bias” will be made again
and again. It is a powerful accusation and one which when it refers to the in-
culcation of dogma, or the specific promotion of party position, finds a justifiably
large public response. What will be objected to, however, is the school and the
university carrying out their historically approved and socially sanctioned func-
tion of enabling students to think and empowering them to act. There are vast
interests who do not want a people educated about race or ecology or the media,
about the various forms of exploitation and domination. And these interests,
as Spivak constantly points out, are not forces to be located simply outside the
university; any First World university teacher must acknowledge a certain iden-
tification with those interests.

One of the great virtues of these essays is the commitment to teaching and
education that runs through them. Spivak is rare in combining an understanding
of many of the most crucial problems facing the globe and the species with an
interest in considering the detailed questions of specific educational situations.
From the lofty heights of the development of imperialism, the study of sexuality,
and the impossibility of representing Being to discussing the mundane merits
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of differing composition courses may seem like a fall from the sublime to the
ridiculous. It is one of the delights of this book that it shrinks from neither: “
think less easily of “’changing the world”” than in the past. I teach a small number
of the holders of the can(n)on male or female, feminist or masculist, how to read
their own texts, as best I can.” Any reader of these texts of Spivak will be better

able to construe and construct the contradictory texts that constitute their own
lives.

Colin MacCabe
University of Pittsburgh
14th February 1987
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There would have been no “other worlds” for me if something now called
deconstruction had not come to disrupt the diasporic space of a post-colonial
academic. I am, then, in Jacques Derrida’s debt.

Paul de Man blessed me with his encouragement at many stages of the writing
of most of these essays. The often conflictual companionship of Michael Ryan
during the earlier part of the decade had its own productive energy. It remains
for me to thank my students for their support and their persistence.

I am grateful to the following for permission to reprint in this volume essays
previously published: Yale French Studies for “The Letter as Cutting Edge” and
“French Feminism in an International Frame”’; Social Text for “Finding Feminist
Readings: Dante-Yeats”; Praeger Publishers for “‘Unmaking and Making in To
the Lighthouse,” originally published in Women and Language in Literature and Soci-
ety; Texas Studies in Literature and Language for “‘Sex and History in The Prelude
(1805), Books Nine to Thirteen”’; The University of lllinois Press for “Feminism
and Critical Theory,” originally published in For Alma Mater; College English for
“Reading the World: Literary Studies in the 80s”; Humanities in Society for “'Ex-
planation and Culture: Marginalia”; Critical Inquiry, published by the University
of Chicago Press, for “The Politics of Interpretations” and ““‘Draupadi’ by Ma-
hasweta Devi”’; Diacritics for “Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value”’;
and Subaltern Studies for ““Subaltern Studies; Deconstructing Historiography.”

As is customary for collections such as this one, I have made hardly any
changes.
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in Other Worlds

1. The Letter as Cutting Edge

If one project of psychoanalytical criticism is to “submit to this test [of the .
status of speaking] a certain number of the statements of the philosophic tra- = ™

dition,”! the American common critic might well fix her glance upon Chapters
Twelve and Thirteen of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Blogmphza Literaria. These two
chapters are invariably interpreted as an important paradigmatic statement of
the union of the subject and object in the act of the mind, of the organic Imag-
matlon and the autonomous self. Over the last fifty years New Criticism—the

Mfme of I. A. Richards, William Empson, and then of Brooks, Ransom, Tate, and
. Wimsatt has “founded [itself] on the implicit assumption that literature is an
{autonomous activity of the mind.”” It is not surprising that this School, which

has given America the most widely accepted ground rules of literary pedagogy,
is also often a running dialogue with the Coleridge who is taken to be the prophet
of the sovereign subject. I quote a passage from Richards, as he proposes to
discuss Chapters Twelve and Thirteen: “In beginning now to expound Cole-
ridge’s theory of the Imagination, I propose to start where he himself in the
Biographia . . . really started: that is, with a theory of the act of knowledge, or
of consciousness, or, as he called it, ‘the coincidence or coalescence of an OBJECT
with a SUBJECT.”"”?

The testing of these two chapters of the Biographia by the American common
critic by the rules of new psychoanalysis is therefore not without a certain plau-
sibility, not to say importance. As I describe that testing, I shall imply its ide-
ology—an ideology of ““applying” in critical practice a ““theory” developed under
other auspices, and of discovering an analogy to the task of the literary critic in
any interpretative situation inhabiting any “science of man.” At the end of this
essay, I shall comment on that ideology more explicitly. For reasons that should
become clear as the essay progresses, I shall make no attempt to “situate” Cole-
ridge within an intellectual set, nor deal with the rich thematics of his so-called
“plagiarisms.”

The Biographia Literaria is Coleridge’s most sustained and most important theo-
retical work. It is also a declared autobiography. The critic who has attended to
the main texts of the new psychoanalysis has learned that any act of language
is made up as much by its so-called substance as by the cuts and gaps that
substance serves to frame and/or stop up: “We can conceive of the shutting
[fermeture] of the unconscious by the action of something which plays the role
of diaphragm-shutter [obturateur]—the object 4, sucked and breathed in, just
where the trap begins.”* These problematics might play interestingly in a de-
clared autobiography such as Coleridge’s. Armed with this insight, the critic
discovers, in Coleridge’s text, logical and rhetorical slips and dodges, and what
looks very much like a narrative obturateur. The text is so packed, and thoroughly
commented upon, that here I outline the simplest blueprint of these moments.

The entire Biographia inhabits the narrative structure of pre-monition and post-
ponement (today we might say differance—certainly avoidance and longing) that
so many Romantic works share. “Intended in the first place as a preface to the ~
Sibylline Leaves (a collection of poems), it grew into a literary autobiography,
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which came to demand a preface. This preface itself outgrew its purposed limits
and was incorporated in the whole work, which was finally issued in two parts—'
the autobiography (two vols.) and the poems.’”?

The Biographia Literaria, then, is not a bona fide book at all, for it was intended
F)nl_y as a preface, pointing to what would come after it. Only because it failed
in its self-effacing task did it become a full-fledged book. Even as such it is un-
well-made, for, among other reasons, it contains within it its own failed preface.
One cannot situate the book in its own place. It looks forward to its promise
anc% backward at its failure and, in a certain way, marks its own absence: au-
tobiography by default, prefaces grown monstrous. And, e%;enfﬁeyond this, the
work as it stands is often still presented as a preface: “In the third treatise of
my Logosophia,” never to be written “announced at the end of this volurne, I
sha.nll give (deo volente) the demonstrations and constructions of the Dynan;ic
P.hllosophy scientifically arranged” (179-180). “Be assured, however,” Cole-
ridge writes to himself, “that I look forward anxiously to your great book on the
CONSTRUCTIVE PHILOSOPHY, Which you have promised and announced” (200).

The narrative declaration of the status of the Biographia Literaria is thus delib-
erately evasive, the writing reminder of a gap. Within such a framework, the
celebrated chapter on Imagination (XIII) declares its own version of absence.

Coleridge tells us that the burden of argumentation in that chapter has been’

suppressed at the request of a friend, (who is, as is well-known, “a figment of
Coleridge’s imagination,” another way of saying ““Coleridge himself”: “Thus
far had the work been transcribed for the press, when I received the following
lgtter from a friend, whose practical judgment I have had ample reason to es-
timate and revere. . . . In consequence of this very judicious letter, . . . [ shall
content myself for the present with stating the main result of the Chapter, which
I hzve re§erYed for that future publication, a detailed prospectus of which the
;Ealt_gg 2V)V.1H find at the close of the second volume [a fruitless promise]” (198,
It would perhaps be more precise to say that the chapter declares its own
Inaccessibility rather than its proper absence. For it is supposed to exist, and
_Coleridge’s friend, its privileged reader, has read it, but, because the BioGraPHIA
isan autobiography and a preface, it must be suppressed: “For who, he [your reader]
might t'ruly observe,” Coleridge’s “friend” observes, “could from your title-
page, viz. ‘My Literary Life and Opinions,’ published too as introductory to a
volume of miscellanecus poems, have anticipated, or even conjectured, a long
treatise on ideal Realism . . .” (200~201). We are assured of the chapter’s massy
presence in the least refutable way; in terms of money and numbers of pages:
‘I do not hesitate in advising and urging you to withdraw the Chapter from the
pre§ent work. . . . This chapter, which cannot, when it is printed, amount to
so little as a hundred pages, will of necessity greatly increase the expense of the
work” (200). Those paragraphs, beginning “The ImacaTioN then, I consider,”
that have been quoted so frequently as “Coleridge’s theory of the Imagination”’
are merely “‘the main result of the Chapter, which I have reserved [held baci<]
for the future publication, a detailed prospectus [which looks forward] of which
the reader will find at the close of the second volume” (201-202).
The greatest instrument of narrative refraction in these chapters, the obtura-

s
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teur, if you like, is, of course, the letter that stops publication of the original
Chapter Thirteen. The gesture is about as far as possible from “the eternal act
of creation in the infinite 1 am,” (202) the most abundantly quoted Coleridgean
formula, descriptive of the primary Imagination. It is a written message to one-
self represented as being an external interruption. And, the critic cannot forget
that it is this that is presented in the place of the organic process and growth of
the argument leading to the celebrated conclusions about the nature of the sov-
ereign imagination. Why should a false disowning (since the letter is by Coleridge
after all) of the name of the self as author, a false declaration of the power of
another, inhabit the place of the greatest celebration of the self? It is a question
that her psychoanalytical studies have prepared our critic to ask.

"I see clearly that you have done too much and yet not enough,” Coleridge
writes to Coleridge. In these chapters, in addition to the general narrative motif
of declared and stopped-up vacancy, the reader encounters this particular sort
of rhetorical oscillation between a thing and its opposite, sometimes displacing
that opposition (as here, what is too much is presumably what is not enough,
the two can never of course be the same), which artfully suggests the absence
of the thing itself, at the same time, practically speaking and thanks to the
conventions of rhetoric, suggesting its presence. The typical hiding-in-disclo-
sure, the signifier creating “the effect of the signified” by rusing anticipation—
that psychoanalysis has taught her to recognize. Here are some of these rhe-
torical gestures.

Consider the title of Chapter Twelve. “Requests’’—looking forward to a future
result—and “‘premonitions’ -—knowing the result beforehand, concerning the
“perusal” or “omission” of “the chapter that follows.” The first two pages are
taken up with “understanding a philosopher’s ignorance’”” or being “ignorant of
his understanding.” The connection between this and what follows is not im-
mediately clear in the text. The distinction seems to be invoked simply to rein-
force the rhetorical oscillation. We move next to the request that the reader “will
either pass over the following chapter altogether, or read the whole connectedly”
(162). Even if we overlook the fact that Coleridge will set up numerous obstacles
to reading these chapters connectedly, and that this request is advanced not in
its own proper place, but “in lieu of the various requests which the anxiety of
authorship addresses to the unknown reader,” (162) we might quite justifiably
ask, “which following chapter?”’ Chapter Twelve, the chapter that has just begun
and will immediately follow, or Chapter Thirteen, the chapter that comes after
this one? I am not suggesting, of course, that common-sensically, we cannot
make our choice; but that rhetorically, the request seems to blur the possibility
of the presence of the matter under discussion.

Upon the rhetoric of oscillation, Coleridge now imposes the rhetoric of con-
\di“tionj: He-tells us what kind of reader he does ot want. “If a man receives as
fundamental fact, . . . the general notions of matter, spirit, soul, body, action,
passiveness, time, space, cause and effect, consciousness, perception, memory
and habit,” et cetera, et cetera, “to such a mind I would as courteously as possible
convey the hint, that for him this chapter was not written”” (163). After this
sentence, with its significant breakdown in parallelism once it gets to “cause
and effect,” Coleridge plunges into the language of “more and less” where, if
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we read closely, we will see that the “not more difficult is it to reduce them”
and the “still less dare a favorable perusal be anticipated”” do not match: “Taking
[these terms] therefore in mass, and unexamined, it requires only a decent ap-
prenticeship in logic, to draw forth their contents in all forms and colours, as
the professors of legerdemain at our village fairs pull out ribbon after ribbon
from their mouths. And not more difficult is it to reduce them back again to
their different genera. . . . Still less dare a favorable perusal be anticipated from
the proselytes of that compendious philosophy . . .”" (163) The rhetoric of “more
and less” is there to beguile us. In itself a device to announce the absence of a
thing in its proper measure, here deflected and defective, it leads us iito further
dissimulative plays of presence and absence.

“But,” writes Coleridge in the next paragraph, “it is time to tell the truth.”
A negative truth, presented in halting alternatives: “it is neither possible or
necessary for all men, or for many, to be pHILOSOPHERS"" (164). After this divisive
move, Coleridge leaves the place of spontaneous consciousness vacant of or
inaccessible to human knowledge: “we divide all the objects of human knowl-
edge .into those on this side, and those on the other side of the spontaneous
consciousness” (164).

Coleridge then assumes what is recognizably the language of philosophical
exposition. And here the reader repeatedly meets what must be called fogical
slippages.

In Chapter Twelve, simply breaking ground for the grand demonstration of
Chapter Thirteen, Coleridge submits that “‘there are two cases equally possible.
EITHER THE OBJECTIVE 1S TAKEN AS THEFIRST, . . . OR THE SUBJECTIVE IS TAKEN AS THE FIRST.”
For “the conception of nature does not apparently involve the co-presence of
an intelligence making an ideal duplicate of it, i.e. representing it”” (175). So far
s0 good. Yet a few pages later, Coleridge designates the ground of the first
alternative as prejudice, and that of the second simply as ground. The reason
being one of compulsion; otherwise thought disappears.

THAT THERE EXIST THINGS WITHOUT US . . . remains proof against all attempts
to remove it by grounds or arguments . . . the philosopher therefore com-
pels himself to treat this faith as nothing more than a prejudice . . . The
other position . . . is groundless indeed. . . . It is groundless; but only
because it is itself the ground of all other certainty. Now the apparent
contradiction . . . the transcendental philosopher can solve only by the sup-
position . . . that it is not only coherent but identical . . . with our own
immediate self-consciousness (178; italics mine).

Upon this fundamental, compulsive, and necessary desire, the philosopher’s
desire for coherence and the possibility of knowledge—the desire for the One,
Coleridge lays the cornerstone of his argument. And then suggests that to dem-
onstrate the identity of the two positions presented in the passage above is “the
office and object of philosophy!” (175-178). An office and object, as the reader
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sees in the next chapter, that can only be performed by deferment and
dissimulation.

Indeed, in this section of Chapter Twelve, Coleridge is preparing us system-
atically for the analysis of Chapter Thirteen, the chapter to come, and giving us
the terms for its analysis—a chapter which he warns most of us against reading,
and which is not going to be there for any of us to read anyway. And ali through
Chapter Twelve, Coleridge grapples with the most patent contradiction in his
theory: The possible priority of the object must be rejected out of hand and the
identity of the subject and object, although it may be seen as no more than a
compulsive project, must be presented as the theorem of philosophy. This “iden-
tity” is itself an infinite and primary property of self-representation and self-sig-
nification, both concepts that are constituted by separation from the self. Yet,
despite all this, the identity must be seamless. Now this is of course not a con-
tingency peculiar to Coleridge. If confronted at random with “mind is only what
it does, and its act is to make itself the object of its own consciousness,” who
would assign a proper author? :

In the passage I cited above Coleridge comes close to suggesting that th
driving force of the philosopher’s project is desire. Elsewhere Coleridge will not
openly declare that the force that would bring the object and the subject, as well
as the divided ground of the self, into unity, is also desire, a desire that Lacan
will analyze into the desire of the other and the desire to produce the other as 7
well as to appropriate the other, the object, the object-substitute, as well as the
image of the subject or subjects—a play of all that masquerades as the “real.”
Yet Coleridge’s desire for unitary coherence seems constantly to be betrayed by
a discourse of division. First the division between a principle and its manifes-
tation. "“This principle [of identity] manifests itself . . .”” (183). The manifes-
tation of identity is itself given in two pieces, not one, connected by an alter-
native, supported by the possibility of translation, which would contradict its
uniqueness, and, given the multiplicity of languages, would make it in principle
open-ended. The first piece is the Latin word sum, suggesting on the page its
English graphic equivalent: “sum.” Its translated substitute breaks the unitary
sum into two: “I am.” ""This principle, and so characterized, manifests itself in
the sum or 1am.”

Soon Coleridge neatly turns the table. A few pages back, as we have noticed,
he was suggesting that the objective and the subjective positions are alternatives,
and “to demonstrate their identity is the office and object of . . . philosophy.”
Now, with the most sweeping of intermediate steps, and certainly nothing like
a demonstration, Coleridge asserts: “It may be described therefore as a perpetual
Self-duplication of one and the same power into object and subject’” (183). The
following THEsis, punctuated by “therefores” and “it follows”-es, does not in
fact depend upon or look forward to proofs presented in the text, and is stated
with such uncharged assurance that it has all the force of law:

for herein consists the essence of a spirit, that it is self-representative. . . .
It must follow that the spirit in all the objects which it views, views only
itself. . . . It has been shown, that a spirit is that, which is its own object,
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yet not originally an object, but an absolute subject for which all, itself
included, may become an object. It must therefore be an acr. . . . Again
the spirit . . . must in some sense dissolve this identity [of subject and
object], in order to be conscious of it. . . . But this implies an act, and it
follows therefore that intelligence or self-consciousness is impossible, ex-
cept by and in a will. . . . Freedom must be assumed as a ground of phi-
losophy, and can never be deduced from it (184-185).

I.n all this barrage of compulsive argumentation, one tends to forget what is
written three pages before, where Coleridge describes the strategy of the imag-
ination that might produce such arguments:

Equally inconceivable is a cycle of equal truths without a common and cen-
tral principle. . . . That the absurdity does not so immediately strike us,
that it does not seem equally unimaginable, is owing to a surreptitious act
of the imagination, which, instinctively and without our noticing the same,
not only fills up the intervening spaces, and contemplates the cycle . . .
as a continuous circle giving to all collectively the unity of their common
orbit; but likewise supplies . . . the one central power, which renders the
movement harmonious and cyclical (181).

Does it help our critic to speculate that the instinctive, surreptitious, and un-
noticed imagination, filling up the gaps in the centerless cycle of equal-—infi-
nitely substitutable—truths, each signifying the next and vice versa, might fol-
low the graph that Lacan has plotted in ‘“La Subversion du sujet et la dialectique
du désir?” Would Coleridge have welcomed Lacan’s notion of the points de cap-
iton—quilting buttons: “by means of which the signifier stops the otherwise
indefinite sliding of signification?”"®

The critic cannot know the answer to that question. But she can at least see
that for Coleridge, if the controlling imagination or self-consciousness is not
taken as performing its task of fixing those conditions of intelligibility, what
results is chaos, infinite way stations of sliding signification. Coleridge, in an
older language, calls this fixing or stabilizing the location of ground. “Even when
the Objective is assumed as the first, we yet can never pass beyond the principle
of self-consciousness. Should we attempt it, we must be driven back from
ground to ground, each of which would cease to be a Ground the moment we
pressed on it. We must be whirl'd down the gulf of an infinite series.”” But
whereas Lacan or Derrida would see the protective move against such a threat
as simply that, and perhaps as a “characteristic” of text or subject, Coleridge
speaks of it in the language of necessity and norm:

But this would make our reason baffle the end and purpose of all reason,
namely, unity and system. Or we must break off the series arbitrarily, and
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affirm an absolute something that is in and of itself at once cause and effect
. , subject and object, or rather the identity of both. But as this is in-
conceivable, except in a self-consciousness, it follows . . . that . . . we arrive at
. . a self-consciousness in which the principium essendi does not stand
to the principium cognoscendi in the relation of cause to effect, but both
the one and the other are co-inherent and identical (187).

Here Coleridge glosses over the possibility that if the principle of being (es-
sence, truth) is not the cause of the principle of knowing, the two principies
might very well be discontinuous rather than identical, simply on the ground
that such a discontinuity would be “inconceivable.” But in an argument about
knowing and being, inconceivability and unreasonableness are not argument
enough. One must allow the aporia to emerge. Especially since, a page earlier,
Coleridge had excused himself precisely on the ground of the difference, rather
than the identity, between these two principles: “We are not investigating an
absolute principium essendi; for then, I admit, many valid objections might be
started against our theory; but an absolute principium cognoscendi” (186). The
difference—at the sensible frontier of truth and knowledge”—that must be cov-
ered over by an identity worries Coleridge.

And it is this gap between knowing and being that the episode of the im-
aginary letter occludes. At the end of Chapter Twelve, Coleridge invokes, in a
sentence that seems strangely unrelated to the rest of the page, an overtly the-
ological rather than merely logicai authority for thinking unity rather than dif-
ference: “I will conclude with the words of Bishop Jeremy Taylor: he to whom
all things are one, who draweth all things to one, and seeth all things in one,
may enjoy true peace and rest of spirit” (194). But by the end of Thirteen, the
imaginary friend, the self’s fiction, takes the piace of God’s instrument, the good
Bishop. A fallen discourse of “being as mere existence,” the autobiographical
anecdote, a letter from the world of others, interrupts the discourse of knowing, :
and prevents the movement whereby its presentation would (if it could) be :
identical with its proof, and halts on a promise: a promise to read and to write.’

A reader of Lacan can interpret this textual gesture yet another way: the erup-
tion of the Other onto the text of the subject. Read this way, what is otherwise
seen as merely an interruption of the development of the argument about the
imagination may not only be seen as a keeping alive, by unfulfillment, of the
desire that moves the argument, but also as the ruse that makes possible the
establishment of the Law of the imagination. The author’s friend, the self split
and disguised as the Other, can in this view be called the “Legislator,” he who
at once dictates the author’s course of action and makes it possible for the law
to be erected. Seeking to bring his text to the appropriate conclusion——the ex
cathedra paragraphs on the Imagination—the subject in this view must ask the
Other (no longer the object but what seems another subject) “What is your
wish?” (My wish is that you should suppress this chapter.} By means of which
is yet more marked than revealed the true function of the Father which at bottom
is to unite (and not to oppose) a desire to the Law.”® Coleridge’s text desires
to be logically defective and yet be legislative. The path to such conclusions as
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“the MAGINATION, then . . .” and so forth, is paved with logical dissimulation.
By demanding that the path be effaced, the Lawgiver allows the unackpon—
ledgeable desire to be united with the Law (rather than the argument, wh}ch. is
the text’s ostensible desire) of the Imagination. The richness of the text is in-
creased when we realize that the Law in question is not any law, but the L-aw
of the sovereignty of the Self, and that Coleridge’s text narrates this legislahpn
in terms of an author who, rusingly, “fathers” the Legislator rather than vice
versa, and that that fathering is disavowed. A labyrinth of mirrors here . . .

In Coleridge our critic seems confronted with an exemplum. Mingling the

theory and the narrative of the subject, Coleridge’s text seems to engage most

profitably with the work of the new psychoanalysis. The d(.)uble-edged play of
the desire for a unitarian theory and a desire for discontinuity seems accessxble\;
to that work. .

If our critic does follow the ideology I have predicted for her, she will proceed
to search through the basic texts of Lacan for the meaning of her reading, an.d
realize that she has related Coleridge’s chapters to the two great psychoanalytic
themes: castration and the Imaginary, the second specifically articulated by
Lacan.

Although inevitably positioned and characterized by its place in the “sym,:
bolic” world of discourse, the subject nonetheless desires to touch the ‘“real
world by constructing object-images or substitutes of that “‘real” world and. of
itself. This is the place of the Imaginary, and, according to L'acan, all philo-
sophical texts show us its mark. “In all that is elaborated of being and even (?f
essence, in Aristotle for example, we can see, reading it in terms ofithe analytic
experience, that it is a question of the objecta.””® Coleridge, by declaring carefully
that he will write on knowing, not being, does not seem to have escaped that
mark. For all discourse, including the authors of discourses, are discoursgs of
being in a certain way, and must therefore harbor the fascinating anltlagomst of
discourse, the production of the Imaginary. Hence Lacan’s question: “Is to have
the 4, to be?”’®® .

The “friend” who shares in the responsibility of authorship might be a spec-
ular (thus objectified) as well as a discursive (thus subjectivized) image of t.he
subject. “The I is not a being, it is a presupposition with respect to that thch
speaks.”’!! “That subject which believes it can have access to [or accede to] 1.tself
by being designated in a statement [énoncé], is nothing (.)ther than such. an object.
Ask the person inflicted with the anguish of the white page, he will tell you
who is the turd of his fantasy.”"* o

The curious detail of the “friend’s” letter that suddenly describes the missing
chapter in terms of money and number of pages and reduces the great th.ought
on thought to a massy thing also fits into these thematics. Lacan says again apd
again that the imaginary is glimpsed only through its moments of contact with
the symbolic. That sentence in the letter might indeed be such a moment.

The letter as a whole is the paradigm of the “symbolic,” a message conveyed
in language—a collection of signifiers, a representative signifier, if such a thing

can be said. As we have seen, it halts the fulfillment of the author's apparent
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desire to present the complete development of his theory of the Imagination,
even as it encourages and promises further writing and reading. It is an instru-
ment with a cutting edge.

The critic knows that, in psychoanalytic vocabulary, all images of a cutting
that gives access to the Law is a mark of castration. It is the cut in Coleridge’s
discourse that allows the Law to spring forth full-fledged. The removal of the
phallus allows the phallus to emerge as the signifier of desire. “Castration means
that, in order to attain pleasure on the reversed scale of the Law of desire,
[orgasmic] pleasure [ jouissance] must be refused.”’® As subsequent critical re-
ception of Coleridge has abundantly demonstrated, the letter, by denying the
full elaboration of a slippery argument, has successfully articulated the grand
conclusion of Chapter Thirteen with what came before. Thus is castration, as a
psychoanalytic concept, both a lack and an enabling: “let us say of castration
that it is the absent peg which joins the terms in order to construct a series or
a set or, on the contrary, it is the hiatus, the cleavage that marks the separation
of elements among themselves.””14

As American common critics read more and more of the texts of the new
psychoanalysis, and follow the ideology of application-by-analogy, exegeses like
this one will proliferate.’® And so will gestures of contempt and caution against
such appropriations by critics closer to the French movement. I propose at this
point to make a move toward neutralizing at once the appropriating confidence
of the former and the comforting hierarchization of the latter and ask what this
sort of use of a psychoanalytic vocabulary in literary criticism might indeed
imply.

It is conceivable that a psychoanalytic reading of a literary text is bound to
plot the narrative of a psychoanalytic scenario in the production of meaning,
using a symbological lexicon and a structural diagram. Literary critics with more
than the knowledge of the field normally available to the common critic, as well
as the great psychoanalysts using literature as example seem to repeat this pro-
cedure. As a matter of fact, Freud on The Sand-Man, or Lacan on “The Purloined
Letter” are more than most aware of this bind. The tropological or narratological
crosshatching of a text, given a psychoanalytic description, can be located as
stages in the unfolding of the psychoanalytic scenario. There are a few classic
scenarios, the most important in one view being the one our critic has located
in Coleridge: the access to law through the interdict of the father—the passage
into the semiotic triangle of Oedipus: “The stake [setting into play—en jeu] of
analysis is nothing else—to recognize what function the subject assumes in the
order of symbolic relations which cover the entire field of human relations, and
whose initial cell is the Oedipus complex, where the adoption of one’s sex is
decided.’*¢

To plot such a narrative is to uncover the text’s intelligibility (even at the
extreme of showing how textuality keeps intelligibility forever at bay), with the
help of psychoanalytic discourse, at least provisionally to satisfy the critic’s de-
sire for mastery through knowledge, even to suggest that the critic as critic has
a special, if not privileged, knowledge of the text that the author either cannot



12 in Other Worlds

have, or merely articulates. The problematics of transference, so important to
Freud and Lacan, if rigorously followed through, would dismiss such a project
as trivial, however it redefines the question of hermeneutic value. Lacan explains
the transference-relationship in terms of the Hegelian master-slave dialectic,
where both master and slave are defined and negated by each other. And of
the desire of the master—here analyst or critic—Lacan writes: “Thus the desire
of the master seems, from the moment it comes into play in history, the most
off-the-mark term by its very nature.””

What allows the unconscious of patient and analyst to play is not the desire
of the master but the production of transference, interpreted by master and slave
as being intersubjective. Lacan cautions as much against a misunderstanding of
transference as he emphasizes its importance in analysis. It is not a simple dis-
placement or identification that the neutral analyst manipulates with care. He
is as much surrendered to the process of transference as the patient. The analyst
can neither know nor ignore his own desire within that process: “Transference
is not the putting into action that would push us to that alienating identification
which all conformization constitutes, even if it were to an ideal model, of which
the analyst in any case could not be the support.”'® “As to the handling of
{ransference, my liberty, on the other hand, finds itself alienated by the doubling
that my self suffers there, and everyone knows that it is there that the secret
of analysis should be looked for.”*®

I do not see how literary criticism can do more than decide to deny its desire
as master, nor how it can not attend to the conditions of intelligibility of a text.
The text of criticism is of course surrendered to the play of intelligibility and
unintelligibility, but its decisions can never be more self-subversive than to ques-
tion the status of intelligibility, or be more or less deliberately playful. Even
when it is a question of isolating “’something irreducible, non-sensical, that func-
tions as the originally repressed signifier,” the analyst’s function is to give that
irreducible signifier a “’significant interpretation.”” “It is not because I have said
that the effect of interpretation is to isolate in the subject a heart, a Kern, to use
Freud’s expression, of non-sense, that interpretation is itself a nonsense.”? As
Serge Leclaire stresses in Psychanalyser, the psychoanalyst cannot get around
the problem of reference. On the other hand, it seems to me important that, in
the service of intelligibility, using a text as the narrative of a scenario or even
the illustration of a principle, the new psychoanalysis would allow us to doubt
the status, precisely, of the intelligence, the meaning of knowledge, the knowl-
edge of meaning. ““As it [the Hegelian dialectic] is deduced, it can only be the
conjunction of the symbolic with a real from which there is nothing more to be
expected. . . . This eschatological excursion is there only to designate what a
yawning chasm separates the two relations, Freudian and Hegelian, of the sub-
ject to knowledge.”

Like philosophical criticism, psychoanalytical criticism of this sort is in the
famous double bind. All precautions taken, literary criticism must operate as if
the critic is responsible for the interpretation, and, to a lesser extent, as if the
writer is responsible for the text. “If then psychoanalysis and philosophy both
find themselves today obliged to break with ‘sense,’ to ‘depart’ radically from
the epistemology of presence and consciousness, they both find themselves
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equally struggling with the difficulty (impossibility?) of placing their discourse
on a level with their discoveries and their programs.”’* What can criticism do?—
but name frontier concepts (with more or less sophistication) and thus grant itself
a little more elbow room to write intelligibly: Bloom’s Scene of Instruction, de
Man's Irony, Kristeva’s chora, Lacan’s réel. Or try frontier styles: Lacan’s Socratic
seminars of the seventies, Derrida’s “diphallic” Glas, and, alas, the general air

mof coyness in essays like this one. At least double-bind criticism, here” using a

psychoanalytic vocabulary, invites us to think—even as we timidly or boister-

ously question the value of such a specular invitation—that Coleridge was thus
double-bound: Imagination his frontier-concept, the self-effacing/affecting lit-

erary (auto)biography his frontier style.

There is yet another angle to the appropriation of the idea of transference to
the relationship between text and critic: It is fitting here then, to scrutinize the
fact—which is always dodged, and which is the reason rather than the excuse
for transference-—that nothing can be attained in absentia, in effigie. . . . Quite
on the contrary, the subject, in so far as it is subjected to the desire of the analyst,
desires to deceive him through that subjection, by winning his affection, by
himself proposing that essential duplicity [fausseté] which is love. The effect of
transference is this effect of deceit in so far as it is repeated at present here and
now.”” Philosophically naive as it may sound, it cannot be ignored that the
book cannot think it speaks for itself in the same way as the critic. Now Jacques
Derrida has shown carefully that the structure of “live” speech and ““dead”
writing are inter-substitutable.? But that delicate philosophical analysis should
not be employed to provide an excuse for the will to power of the literary critic.
After all, the general sense in which the text and the person share a common
structure would make criticism itself absolutely vulnerable. The Derridean move,
when written into critical practice, would mean, not equating or making ana-
logical the psychoanalytic and literary-critical situation, or the situation of the
book and its reader, but a perpetual deconstruction (reversal and displacement)
of the distinction between the two. The philosophical rigor of the Derridean
move renders it quite useless as a passport to psychoanalytic literary criticism.

Nor will the difference between text and person be conveniently effaced by
refusing to talk about the psyche, by talking about the text as part of a self-
propagating mechanism. The disjunctive, discontinuous metaphor of the sub-
ject, carrying and being carried by its burden of desire, does systematically mis-
guide and constitute the machine of the text, carrying and being carried by its
burden of “figuration.” One cannot escape it by dismissing the former as the
residue of a productive cut, and valorizing the latter as the only possible concern
of a “philosophical” literary criticism. This opposition too, between subject
“metaphor” and text “metaphor,” needs to be indefinitely deconstructed rather
than hierarchized.

And a psychoanalytic procedure, which supplements the category of substi-
tution with the category of desire and vice versa, is a way to perform that de-
construction. The transference situation will never more than lend its aura to
the practice of literary criticism. We know well that all critical practice will always
be defeated by the possibility that one might not know if knowledge is possible,
by its own abyss-structure. But within our little day of frost before evening, a
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psychoanalytical vocabulary, with its charged metaphors, gives us a little more
turning room to play in. If we had followed only the logical or “figurative’” (as
customarily understood) inconsistencies in Chapters Twelve and Thirteen of the
Biographia Literaria we might only have seen Coleridge’s prevarication. It is the

thematics of castration and the Imagination that expose in it the play of the

presence and absence, fulfillment and non-fulfillment of the will to Law. The
psychoanalytical vocabulary illuminates Coleridge’s declaration that the Biogra-
phia is an autobiography. The supplementation of the category of substitution
by the category of desire within psychoanalytic discourse allows us to examine
not only Coleridge’s declaration but also our own refusal to také it seriously.

In the Iong run, then, the critic might have to admit that her gratitude to Dr.
Lacan would be for so abject a thing as an instrument of intelligibility, a formula

that describes the strategy of Coleridge’s two chapters: I ask you to refuse what
I offer you because that is not it.”?

1977

2. Finding Feminist Readings:
Dante-Yeats

The fiction of mainstream literary criticism—so generally “masculist” that
the adjective begins to lose all meaning (on this level of generality you could
call it “capitalist,”” “idealist,” or “humanist,” as long as you show how)—is that
rigorous readings come into being in a scientific field, or in the field of legalistic
demonstration of validity. The other view, coming from a mind-set that has
been systematically marginalized, may just as well be calied ““feminist”’: that the
production of public rigor bears the strategically repressed marks of the so-called
“private” at all levels. It is not enough to permit the private to play in the
reservations marked out by the subdivisive energy of critical labor: the olympian
or wryly self-deprecatory touch of autobiography in political polemic or high
journalism. It might, on the contrary, be necessary to show the situational vul-
nerability of a reading as it shares its own provenance with the reader. This is
especially the case with feminist alternative readings of the canon that will not

_find their comfort in citing the demonstrable precedents of scientific specialism.

%, | Women must tell each other’s stories, not because they are simpleminded crea-
. tures, but because they must call into question the model of criticism as neutral
..theorem or science. This essay is an exercise in allegorizing such a situation. It

is hoped that the reader will learn the point of the awkward, elaborate yet mar-
ginal ““autobiography’” before he gets to the straight reading.

In the spring of 1977, I participated in a feminist literary criticism symposium.
One of the principal papers was an excellent scholarly presentation on Dante’s
La Vita nuova.! The paper took no stand on the brutal sexism of the tradition
within which that text is situated. A woman in the audience asked at the end
of the hour: “How can a woman learn to praise this text?”” Before the speaker
could answer, a distinguished woman present in the audience said, with au-
thority: “Because the text deconstructs itself, the author is not responsible for
what the text seems to say.”

I was deeply troubled by that exchange. Here is male authority, I thought,
being invoked by a woman to silence another woman'’s politics. Even at that,
the most plausible way of understanding, “'the text deconstructs itself” is surely
that the text signals the itinerary of its desire to be “about something,” and that
this itinerary must ruse over the open-endedness of the field of meaning; at a
certain point, it is possible to locate the moment when the rusing reveals itself
as the structure of unresolvable self-cancellings. Even if one honed a critical
methodology sensitive and vulnerable to this understanding, there would re-
main the articulated specificity of the “somethings” that the text wishes, on one
level, to mean, and with which it ruses. These are the “minimal idealizations”
which constitute the possibility of reading.2 Within a shifting and abyssal frame,
these idealizations are the “material” to which we as readers, with our own
elusive historico-politico-economico-sexual determinations, bring the machinery
of our reading and, yes, judgment. As the choice of the strategic moment of
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the reply from the audience amply demonstrated, to know the limits of judgment
is not to be able to help judging. “La Vita nuova should not be judged, for it,
like all poetic texts, deconstructs itself” is, after all, a judgment, even in the
colloquial sense; indeed, “the text deconstructs itself” is also a judgment, if only
in the philosophical sense.

I confess that I was preoccupied that evening with computing the “practical’”
reasons for making the judgment in the colloquial sense rather than the enclosure
of metaphysics that made philosophical judgments inescapable at the limit. Both
speaker and respondent were confronting tenure-decisions at the time. The in-
stitutional judgments involved in those decisions were carried out at least par-
tially (and crucially) in terms of that very field of poetic language where judg-
ment is supposed forever to be suspended or abandoned. As I walked out of
the lecture room, I recalled the arrogance and anguish of the two women’s
judgments—expressed often in conversation—of the judges of their worth as
judges of poetic texts.

“The poetic text should not be judged because it deconstructs itself,” when
used uncompromisingly to close rather than complicate discussion seemed, in
that light, a wholesale exculpation of the text of one’s trade, giving to the text
a way of saying “I am not what I am not what I am not what I am not”” and so
on indefinitely or until the moment of suspended animation. When used in this
way, the slogan seemed to fit only too well into the dreary scene of the main-
stream pedagogy and criticism of literature in the United States—hedged in as
it is by “the autonomy of the text,” “the intentional fallacy,” arid, indeed, “the
willing suspension of disbelief.” In such a case, the fear of what is taken to be
the vocabulary and presuppositions of deconstruction that pervades mainstream
American orthodoxy at the present time might be no more than a localized
historical paradox. Is this how the situation of deconstruction should be
understood?

All that summer and fall the problem haunted me, and that Christmas [
thought I had a formulation for it: deconstruction in the narrow sense domes-
ticates deconstruction in the general sense. It is thus that it fits into the existing
ideology of American literary criticism, which has already assimilated phenom-
enology’s privileging of consciousness and is about to assimilate structuralism’s
apparent scientism. Deconstruction in the general sense, seeing in the self per:
haps only a (dis)figuring effect of a radical heterogeneity, puts into question the
grounds of the critic’s power. Deconstruction in the narrow sense, no more than
a chosen literary-critical methodology, locates this signifying or figuring effect
in the “text’s” performance and allows the critic authority to disclose the econ-
_ omy of figure and performance.

7~ I'had read Derrida’s Glas from summer 1976 to spring 1977. I thought I saw
there a different way of coping with the sabotaging of deconstruction in the
general sense by deconstruction in the narrow sense. Since the two are complicit
and inseparably intermingled, the critic must write the theoretically impossible
historical biography of that very self that is no more than an effect of a structural
resistance to irreducible heterogeneity. I read Glas as an autobiography, “about”
Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Genet et al.” Since a faith in the autobiographical
self or in the authority of historical narrative is thoroughly questioned by the

deconstructive morphology, Derrida’s project was there taking the necessary
risk of “demonstrating” how theory is necessarily undermined—as it is oper-
ated—by practice.* Rather than disclaim responsibility, Derrida was, I felt, now
trying to write the limits of responsibility in different ways. He put it without
rancor, carefully preserving a legalistic metaphor of undisclosed hierarchies: *“As
always with a language, it is the marriage of a limitation with an opportunity.”

Most of Derrida’s work after Glas bears this mark of “historical” (auto)-bi-
ography. The essay from which I quote above begins: “I am introducing here—
me (into) a translation,” and ends: “not in order to decide with what intonation
you will say, in the false infinity so variously declined of I--me: ME—psycho-
analysis—you know.””

In my opening paragraph, I suggested that feminist alternative readings might
well question the normative rigor of specialist mainstream scholarship through
a dramatization of the autobiographical vulnerability of their provenance. It is
no surprise, then, that as I pondered the exchange between my two colleagues,
the “I/me” that I felt compelled to introduce in the space between deconstruction
in the narrow and in the general senses (in itself not a hard distinction) was the
subject of feminism. It is not one “subject’” among many. It is the “object par
excellence” as “subject.”” As such, the “gesture” of “reapply(ing) to a corpus
the law with which it constitutes its object” can have for a woman a certain
violence which is somewhat unlike the subtle language-displacement of the sub-
ject of psychoanalysis as critic.®

With the “subject’”” of feminism comes an “historical moment.” No doubt any
historical moment is a space of dispersion, an open frame of relationships that
can be specified only indefinitely. Yet, as I argue above, the practice of decon-
struction, like all practice and more so, undermines its theoretical rigor at every
turn. Therefore, the trace of the self that struggles to define a historical moment,
shoring up a space of dispersion even as that space gives the struggle the lie,
must also go willy-nilly on record.” The answer from the audience had decided
to reduce that struggle out of the ordered field of deconstructive literary criticism.
My task became to articulate a reading that was irreducibly marked and defined
by the subject and “historical moment” of feminism.

Thus it was that I came to teach La Vita nuova at a Summer Institute that year.
The specified title was “Recent Theories of Interpretation.” I remarked on the

- first day that my task was to articulate a reading that was irreducibly marked
z& and defined by the subject and historical moment of feminism. All but two of

the men sought their pleasure and instruction elsewhere and dropped the class.

Assisted by that group of enthusiastic young women and two men, I read La
Vita nuova, Yeats's ""Ego Dominus Tuus” (which takes its title from La Vita nuova),
and A Vision (which might recall The Divine Comedy in its title).® What we most’
especially remarked was that, apart from any tropological or performative de-
construction launched by the language of these writings, there was also a nar-
-rative of self-deconstruction as their scenario; and, curiously enough, woman
‘was often the means of this project of the narrative.’ ‘

As a group, the class agreed to produce papers that would fit together in a
collection. I wrote a paper (Sections I to V of this essay) for the same deadline
as the class, and it, like the rest of the papers, was subjected to class criticism.



18 in Other Worlds

Finding Feminist Readings: Dante-Yeats 19

The resolve to produce a collective volume came to nothing, of course. The
papers were too uneven, the participants without self-confidence, and I couldn’t

take “’being a leader” seriously. In a society and institution which systematically -

rewards individual rather than collective excellence and originality, such a pri-
vate act of utopian piety is, at any rate, useless. o

Yeats needed ideal others. We know he knew of this need, diagnosed it often,
made poetry, autobiography, and a vision out of it. “Say my glory was I had
such friends” (““The Municipal Gallery Revisited”). This Yeatsian sentiment ex-
pands until it takes in select inhabitants of history and myth, even wild swans
and saints in a mosaic. How and why this need was needed is a question I must
leave unanswered in this short piece. All I will say here is, that Dante was
perhaps the chief among these ideal others. Dante was a great nineteenth-cen-
tury vogue, of course. Emerson, Rossetti, Longfellow translated him; Blake,
Rossetti, and Gustave Doré illustrated him; Shelley, Matthew Arnold, and John
Symonds wrote upon him; but Yeats seems to have liked him most because he
loved the most exalted lady in Christendom. It was this love, thought Yeats,
more than anything else, that allowed Dante as poet, but not as human being,
to obtain “Unity of Being.” In A Vision, Yeats writes: “Dante suffering injustice
and the loss of Beatrice, found divine justice and the heavenly Beatrice.”'

How is the figure of the woman used to achieve this psychotherapeutic plen-
itude in the practice of the poet’s craft? This is the question I propose to consider.
A greater question is implied within it. In Dante, as in Yeats, woman is objec-
tified, dispersed, or occluded as a means; it is a reactionary operation that holds
the texts together. If, as a woman, I deliberately refuse to be moved by such
texts, what should I do with high art? As I have indicated, I am not unmindful
of the deconstructive cautions against the feasibility of monolithic analyses (of
“Dante,” “Yeats,”” ““myself,” “art”’): in Derrida the reminder that all unified
concepts such as these may be no more than textual ruses to postpone the
possibility of a radical heterogeneity; in Lacan that they are the symbolic mas-
querade of the Imaginary. (Imaginary “relationships are constructed out of im-
ages, imaginings, and fantasy, but they are constructed in such a commonly
unrecognized way that we are easily induced by our society to imagine them
to be real, and hence go on treating them as if they actually were.”’}"* Yet, as I
have also indicated, the conservatism that has developed out of these potentially
radical positions-—the unexamined use of the argument that great texts decon-
struct themselves, and thus that the canon might be preserved after all—will
also not suffice.

If, as a woman, I refuse to be moved by such texts, what should I do with
high art? That greater question I put aside as well, and come back to the lesser

question: How is the figure of the woman used to achieve this psychotherapeutic |

plenitude in the practice of the poet’s craft?

2.

The title of Yeats’s “Ego Dominus Tuus'* (1917) is taken from Section Three of
Dante’s auto-psychological tale La Vita nuova. The words are spoken by Love,
whose Dantean description Yeats satisfactorily translates as “Lord of terrifying
aspect.”

Throughout La Vita nuova, one of Dante’s strategies is the transference of
responsibility. He repeatedly reminds us of the fragmented quality of his text
and its inadequacy as a transcription of what really happened. In Section Three,
for example, Dante’s description of his first vision of Beatrice, we read: “He
[Love] spoke and said many things, of which I understood only a few; one was
Ego dominus tuus” (p. 5; D 37).

“In dreams begins responsibility” (epigraph to Responsibilities) and this par-
tially understood dream supposedly gives the first push to the previously com-
posed collection of poems for which the prose text of La Vita nuova is a frame.
Love and Beatrice may be dramatizations of the self-separation of auto-erotism.
For the vision in question resembles a wet dream. Dante sees Beatrice on the
street, becomes drunkenly ecstatic, seeks the loneliness of his room, thinks of
her, falls asleep, has a vision of fear and joy, and “a short time after this” —as
the romantic novels say—, though still within the dream, cannot bear the an-
guish, and his drowsy sleep is broken.

In the dream, Love shows the poet his own bleeding heart, and makes Be-
atrice, held half-naked in Love’s arms, eat it against her will. If I decide to
describe the events of this dream-vision through psychoanalytic structures, I
can treat it as telling the story of a fantasy where the woman allows the man
to acquire a “passivity” that would prohibit “activity.” By devouring Dante’s
phallus—the bleeding heart is a thin disguise—Beatrice “incorporates” him,
“identifies”” with him, acts for him."? It is, however, not a diadic but a trian-
gulated transaction. Love is the lord who gives Beatrice this dubious power by
showing Dante his heart as an already-severed “‘part object.”*® Through the
intermediary of Love, the scene of a fantasmatic exchange is opened.

Now that Beatrice has been unwillingly made to introject, Dante can project,
create the text as product, begin to search for significance, analyze his dream,
inaugurate a war against this integrated female (she’s filled with the phallus
now, after all). The war is also a self-glorification since it is his own phallus.
The responsibility rests elsewhere, with the Master who perpetrated the curi-
ously enabling castration of the poet. The woman'’s desire is nowhere in ques-
tion, she remains mute, acts against her will, and possesses the phallus by a
grotesque transplant.

Transferring responsibility, Dante allows himself a passive role. This particular
theme of the passive role or pre-determined victimage of the author is repeated
many times over in the text, although its credibility is much complicated.

In “The Seminar on The Purloined Letter,” Lacan, without questioning or in-
terpreting the Freudian suggestion that women hide their pubis by weaving a
pendant phallus, calls the Minister in Poe’s story “feminine” when he begins
to hide the letter in a certain way.'* In that unquestioning spirit, one might say
that Dante feminized himself as he chose for himself this passive role. If it is
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argued that tradition and convention allowed Dante to use this paradox of choos-
ing passivity, another greater question looms: Why such traditions and con-
ventions? A feminist-materialist analysis, menaced as it is constituted by de-
constructive erasures, seems called for.

Beatrice, then, is said to make Dante act so. The story of Dante’s extraordinary
self-indulgence thus fabricates an excuse. Yet Beatrice herself does not act: she
gives a greeting that is merely reported (sec. 3, p. 5; D 36). Her next gesture is
the withholding of a greeting, and this withholding, too, is bypassed in Dante’s
narrative (sec. 10, p. 16; D 55). She is Dante’s agent because she’s a non-agent;
by being an object who apparently regulates the subject’s action, she allows the
subject to deconstruct its sovereign motive and to disguise its masochism/
narcissism. ’

In the dream following Beatrice’s withholding of a greeting, Love appears
again, suggests in Latin that the Beatrice episode might be a simulacrum, and
tells Dante not to write her directly, but only through Love’s mediation, for it
is time to do away with simulacra (sec. 12, p. 17; D 58). Before the middle of
the book, and while Dante is engaged in writing a poem, Beatrice’s death is
reported (sec. 28, p. 60-61; D 125).

Her beatification is a reduction of her proper name to a common noun, a
possible word in the language, not necessarily indicating Miss Portinari, but
signifying “‘she who gives blessing.” (I interpret thus the ambivalent statement
that introduces her in La Vita nuova: “’[She] was called Beatrice even by those
who did not know what her name was” (sec. 2, p. 3), and the accompanying
disclosure of the poet's “‘animal spirit”: “Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra’’—now
your beatitude has appeared (sec. 2, p. 4; D 34).

The common signification of her name as meaning “she who gives blessing”
allows her to be placed within the anagogic Christian story, to be kicked upstairs
or sublated, so that she can belong to God, the absolute male who might seem
to stand outside the triangulated, analytical circuit of Love-Beatrice-Dante. The
deprivation of her proper-ty, to put it formulaically, is her beatification. Her
“proper name,” that which is most proper to her, is emptied of its proper sig-
nification as her index, and restored back to the “common” language, where,
miraculously, it becomes her definitive predication in terms of a non-indexical
meaning accessible to dictionaries. The work is completed by death; through a
numerological fantasy that does not resemble Schreber’s or Wolfson's merely
b})‘r virtue of the authority of the historical Imaginary of Christian doctrine; ending
thus:

This number was she herself—I say this by the law of similitudes [per
similitudine dico]. What I mean to say is this: the number three is the root
of nine for, without any other number, multiplied by itself, it gives nine:
as we see manifestly [come vedemo manifestamente] that three times three is
nine. Therefore, if three is by itself [per se medesimo] factor of nine, and
by itself the factor of miracles is three, that is, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
who are Three in One, then this lady was accompanied by the number
nine so0 that it might be understood that she was a nine, or a miracle,
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whose root, namely that of the miracle, is the miraculous Trinity itself.
Perhaps someone more subtle than I could find a still more subtle reason
[ragione], but this is the one which I see and which pleases me the most
(sec. 29, p. 62; D 127).

Dante cannot describe this deprivation of Beatrice’s property and identity in
her glorification. But he also cannot allow his passivity to remain a full mark.
The masculine figure of Love permits Dante to regain control. In Section Nine,
Love vanishes into him in a daydream. It is an unemphatic move, but it does
reverse the reverse identification that Beatrice is made to perform in the initial
dream.

It is, however, the play between Sections 24 and 25 that reflects the most
resolute refusal-recuperation of control on Dante’s part. In the former, Dante
places the simulacra within the letter of the true and divine text and associates
Beatrice with a Christ who is not named. “These ladies [Giovanna alias Pri-
mavera, and Beatrice] passed close by me, one of them following the other, and
it seemed that Love spoke in my heart and said: ‘The one in front is called
Primavera . . . meaning she will come first on the day that Beatrice shows herseif
after the fantasy {l'imaginazione] of the faithful (one). [Here too the proper name
Primavera— Spring—is rendered into the common language as prima verri—‘will
come first.”] And if you will also consider her first [primo] name, you will see
that this too means Primavera, since the name Joan (Giovanna) comes from the
name of that John (Giovanni) who preceded the True Light'” (sec. 24, p. 52; D
110-111).

This is a moment of name-changing, a reminder of similitude and the authority
of origins (as in Joan from John) rather than identity. “Love seemed to speak
again and say these words: ‘Anyone of subtle discernment, by naming Beatrice
would name Love [quella Beatrice chiamarebbe Amore], because she so greatly re-
sembles me.””

In Section 25, which immediately follows this magnificent sublation, Dante
asserts his own craftsmanly control. He places the figure of Love within the
poetic tradition. He has been speaking, he says, of Love as if it were a thing in
itself and a bodily substance. This is, of course, patently false. He cites examples
from Virgil, Lucan, Horace, and Ovid, and explains that the figure named Love
is allowed to exist, here as in any text, through poetic license. There is a further
twist of the screw: “The first poet to begin writing in the vernacular was moved
to 'do so by a desire to make his words understandable to ladies who found
Latin verses difficult to comprehend” (sec. 25, p. 54-55; D 115). This is an ar-
gument against those who compose in the vernacular on a subject other than
love, since composition in the vernacular was from the beginning intended for
the treatment of love. At one stroke, Love (Master) and women are both brought
under control. Some measure of superiority is still granted to the gentlemen’s
Latin club, for Love speaks to Dante, though not invariably, in Latin. We re-
member with chagrin that Beatrice’s august name had been given in the di-
minutive (“mona Bice'” rather than Beatrice) in the previous exalting section.

And indeed, it is in the profession of writing that Dante comes into his own.
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The story of The New Life is openly declared to be a frame for a collection of
poems previously composed, whose priority is, of course, deconstructed by
placing it within the book’s frame, and so on indefinitely.® The truth, or the
adequation to truth of the frame narrative is disclosed through the following
set: Memory is called a book whose privileged reader, though not the writer, is
the autobiographer. Yet, we are in his power, for what we read in La Vita nuova
is merely his own decision as to what is the gist of the pages in the book of
Memory. This is the deconstructor’s final gesture of retrieval. As author, he
almost (though not quite) abdicates his sovereignty. It is my intention to copy
into this little book the words I find written under that heading [Incipit vita nova—
the New Life begins]” (p. 3; italics mine; D 33). But the privilege of that collective
readership is still in effect precariously maintained when textuality is said to
extend beyond the bounds of the bound book. The very first poem within
Dante’s tale, and many of the others, are written for the brotherhood of fellow-
writers and the fellow-servants of Love. (In my opening pages, I suggest that
a certain use of the slogan ““the text deconstructs itself” is an example of this
abdication-recuperation topos, whereby the readership is recuperated even as
individual sovereignty is disclaimed.)

But even as author, rather than merely as one of many readers, Dante exercises
authority. It is of course abundantly clear that he is himself written into the
anagogic text, even as Beatrice is put in her place here. Yet without Dante’s
book in hand, that text cannot be evoked in this instance. Thus, although the
business of that higher text and Beatrice remains the first cause, nearly every
section of La Vita nuova begins with: “moved by this thought I decided to write
a few words.” In addition, Dante analyzes each of his poems very strictly before
or after he cites it, and when he does not, is careful enough to mention that
that is only because the poem is obviously clear to all readers. It is not surprising
that the book ends with a promise to write further: “I hope to write of her that
which has never been written of any other woman.” In Dante’s text, Beatrice
is fully sublated into an object—to be written of, not to.

And then the woman is promoted yet further. She contemplates the One, but
she does not understand him, for his predication is in Latin: “qui est per omnia
secula benedictus.” Thus, finally caught within the history of literary practice—
that entre-deux between Latin and the vernacular—He is allowed to remain the
agent. “And then it may please the One who is the Lord of graciousness that
my soul ascend to behold the glory of its lady” (sec. 42, p. 86; D 164).

From such a text does Yeats borrow the title of his poem. What does the title
conceal? Yeats’s poem breaks into two voices, each the other’s accomplice. Once
again the self-separation of auto-erotism, a longing for the self expressed in two
ways. I resist here the hermeneutic seduction to show how that is so. Are the
two together Ego? Does the title describe, rather, the relationship between those
two voices, each claiming lordship over the other? Or, is the title descriptive of
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the theme of the poem—the urge to seek either the self or its opposite. Clearly
all this and more.

As a female reader, I am haunted rather by another question: Why are the
names of the speakers, Hic and Ille, in Latin, not a very common thing in Yeats?
Is this Yeats’s version of Dante’s dream? Where then, apart from those two lines
in the poem:—""He found the unpersuadable justice, he found / The most exalted
lady loved by a man”—is the woman?

There are, as usual, at least two ways of constructing an answer to this ques-
tion, a long way and, not surprisingly, a short. A long answer would be to say:
it is indeed love that is Yeats’s lord, but a love as much launched into the sym-
bolic order of literary history—coming via Dante—as God, the true Lord, is at
the end of La Vita nuova. One could then begin to formulate a feminist-psycho-
analytic genealogy of the objectification of beloved (Maud Gonne), patroness
(Augusta Gregory), of the Mask and Anima as names for that mysterious female
“thing” fallen or raised into multiplicity, of all this as a refusal of action, the
broaching of an ideology of victimage, disappointment, deception, the slow
forging of a defeatist hero over against the folly of collective action, until the
foolish and cowardly demos is shown to triumph in the name of comfort and
brute loyalty in Yeats's very last poems.

The short way, on the other hand, would be to remember that ““Ego Dominus
Tuus” is the headpiece of a longer prose text, also with a Latin title—Per Amica
Silentia Lunae ("By the friendly silence of the moon”)—its two parts titled in
Latin as well—"’Anima Hominis” (man’s soul), “Anima Mundi” (world’s soul);
the whole text framed by two letters to a woman, her name disguised as a
masculine name, “Maurice,” within quotation marks. These letters are, indeed,
“purloined or prolonged,” as in Lacan’s etymological fantasy in the essay to
which I have already referred. I will not pursue that trajectory, for that will lead
us back to the long way. [ will propose rather that Yeats’s technique of allusion—
all that Latin is a sort of meta-narrative sign—here allows him to keep the woman
out, to occlude, to neutralize, and thus to continue that entire history of the
sublation and objectification of the woman.

To keep the woman out. Here the third woman in Yeats’s life plays a role.
She was caught on the rebound within the institution of marriage, and had a
masculine nickname, “Georgie Yeats.” She was the transparent medium
through which the voices of Yeats’s instructors, themselves at first dependent
upon his own text, travelled: “On the afternoon of October 24th 1917,” Yeats
writes in A Vision, “four days after my marriage, my wife surprised me by
attempting automatic writing. . . . The unknown writer took his theme at first
from my just published Per Amica Silentia Lunae” (p. 8). We are back to “Ego
Dominus Tuus.” Is it the unknown writer who is Yeats's lord, is it Yeats who is
his wife’s lord? We are caught in another labyrinth of “,” “you,” and mastery.

4.

The entire problematics of the objectification of woman is neutralized, en-
crypted, dispersed, and thus operated by the allusion in Yeats's title. In Dante,
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the point was not simply that the image came from outside, but that the image
was of an unwilling Beatrice eating the poet’s heart. Yeats’s poem silently points
to that image while ostensibly discoursing on the provenance of poetry.

It is not by chance that Per Amica Silentia Lunge is the agent, or non-agent, of
A Vision. Even the non-Latinist female reader recognizes that the moon in the
title is feminine, and remembers, of course, that the moon is Yeats’s celebrated
sign for subjectivity. This, then, is a subjective text, and the poet is of the moon/
woman's party! I seem almost to lose my argument. I recover it, in part, by
pointing out that it is when the moon is silent that the poet speaks. And then
I remind myself that Milton’s shadow is all over Yeats’s work. Milton’s Blind
Samson, absorbed with Delilah as Homer with Helen or Raftery with Mary
Hines—all those eyeball-less poets singing of women—sings:

The Sun to me is dark

And silent as the Moon,

When she deserts the night

Hid in her vacant interlunar cave.

(Samson Agonistes, 11. 86-89)

“Vacant” (meaning “vacationing’) is almost Latin here, and the silence of the
moon, within the outlines of Yeatsian allegory, is anything but friendly, for it
is the dark of the moon, close to pure objectivity, when what is not the self
takes over.’® Indeed, the objective sun is inaccessible, “the sun to me is dark.”
The Miltonic allusion carries a charge which complicates Yeats’s “/system.”” It is
as if the poet wishes to force a personal “meaning’ out of the impersonal truth
of “allegory,” to operate forcibly in spite of allegorical calculation. In these well-
known lines from “The Tower,” he repeats the gesture more openly:

But [ have found an answer in those eyes
That are impatient to be gone;

Go therefore; but leave Hanrahan,

For I need all his mighty memories.

(“The Tower,” 11. 101-104)

Why should we believe this declaration of “finding,” when all that the poet
shows himself as manipulating is his own past creation Hanrahan? He must
coax the fictive memory of his own creation to produce the desirable answer—
not a dismissal but a resignation (that was the point about the benighted in-
surrectionists at “Easter 1916” as well— “they resigned their part in the casual
comedy”’), not a rejection but a conscientious renunciation, not a fulfillment but
loss:
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Does the imagination dwell the most
Upon a woman won or woman lost?

If on the lost, admit you turned aside
From a great labyrinth out of pride,
Cowardice, some silly over-subtle thought
Or anything called conscience once.

(“The Tower,” 11. 113-118)

In Per Amica as well, it is literary history rather than allegoric system that
declares the silence of the moon to be friendly. The phrase is Virgilian, comes
from Dante’s guide. The Virgilian line is given in full within Yeats’s text, in the
opening sentence of “Anima Mundi,” after an invocation of ruins, broken ar-
chitraves: “A Tenedo tacitae per amica silentia lunae’’ (The Aeneid, 11, 255-256).

To read and undo that long problematic sentence in Yeats is another temp-
tation I resist. I ask instead, who came from Tenedos by the friendly silence of
the quiet moon? It is a moment of great cunning. The Argives arrive and free
the Greeks from the wooden horse. Troy is destroyed. It is this scene of carnage
in the name of the transgressing woman as sexual agent that is hidden behind
that line. Yet, Helen is mentioned only twice, and incidentally, in the second
book of the Aeneid. The hero recounts a dream of the mutilated Hector passing
the relay to himself, Aeneas. The audience of one is Dido, a “lady in love,”
dressed in Helen's clothes brought from Aeneas’s ship, caught in the in-fighting
(moderated by a benign Zeus) between spiteful Juno and Venus; part of the
story is a justification (provided by Aeneas’s dead wife in yet another dream)
for Aeneas’s desertion of his wife in the face of the advancing Greek army.
Whatever one makes of this mise-en-scéne, the matter is a transaction between
men, on the occasion here of a fallen woman, the harlot queen, as much a
stereotype as the virgin mother. It is a transaction from Homer to Virgil to Dante
to Milton to Yeats. Fill in the interstices and you have the Great Tradition of
European poetry."” It is not for nothing that Yeats, allowing textuality though
not ostensibly the sovereign author, to triumph, looks for a reader at the end
_ of “Ego Dominus Tuus.” What had been mere “magical shapes” has become,
through the poem, “characters” to be deciphered. The figure of writing passes
the relay to a mysterious future reader. And now,

I call to the mysterious one who yet

. . . standing by these characters, disclose[s]
All that I seek; and whisper it as though
He were afraid the birds, who cry aloud
Their momentary cries before it is dawn,
Would carry it away to blasphemous men.

Like Dante or Poe’s Minister, Yeats makes himself passive, ““feminizes” him-
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i Yeats writes, “I wonder will I
1t is clearer at the end of Per Amica where i
::llfe ‘30 f;‘te‘;m [my ‘barbarous words’] once more, for I am baff.led by thos&; voices
" or now that I shall in a little be growing old, to some kind of simple piety
like that of an old woman” (p. 366).

What have 1 performed here? Tried to read two version§ of the in—ll;\ailt ex-
ploitation of the figure of the woman in two aut.oblographlcz.il and self= 61!??12-
structive texts. What, then, must a woman do with the rea.ctlo’rlxary sexua txr >
ology of high art? It is not enough to substitute “low”’ for hlg}:l, and perpe i;n
an ideotogy of complacent rejectionism, or an academlctpoguhst reverse sefxcon.u
On the other hand, it is also not enough to search mightily for a way o

i i ts.
_ serving and excusing the canon at all cos )
° Is thgis dilemma itself symptomatic of the fear of the risks tha;\ aliigigatfc::gf;s'

ight i i he breach between “the field o

ht involve? Must one simply honor t . actio
:;12 “the field of art” and function by means of an ever—abr.eachvedmitoncal
analysis, and try to undo deliberately structures of fear, des;ire, and p e;\si\g;\ei
en i i : trol? Whatever the program
that, even if metaleptic, are beyond one’s con hateve ram mign:
iti isi _read, “as a feminist.” T am helpless be
be, it involves at least a decision to re-read, . ' e
the fact that all my essays these days seem to en<.i w1t.h projects for fut.ure wo.rtl;. .
I seem to be surrendered to the Great Tradition in closing my piece wi

promise.

Here ends the paper written in haste for a class deadline- with a Folle;nve
purpose out of a feminist anguish with academic decopstruc'tlve practice. Since
then I have read it four times for money, once for an interview, or-xcgzi 'at la 'COI;,-
ference, once at a women’s lunch. This is not to make a r(‘)n?an.tlc lls(t: mmh
against’what [minimal effectiveness the essay might have. This is simp 51; (o} eiog
wearily that old pedantic sentiment: “to make changes would have been
drastic; I have let it stand as it was.” . ‘

[ would Yike to touch, however, ina formal if not a substantive wa};; a fewt }?:
the unanswered questions left in the earlier paper:) g)r exam.ple. ZXS ey ;f;:—k ©

iti i brutally sexist? Here an imm
traditions and conventions of art 0 2 e work o
ical i igati i . Unfortunately, traditional positivis
enealogical investigation awaits us t ' :
%orical (ilr herstorical) work of documentation and restor;hon gemaénisntcgl,;ge{}t
i i ich catches us on the reboun -
in an ideology of cause and effect whic : nd & -
congratulatigr}\, and cannot touch those metaleptic ruses of psycho soc;\gi str}xcl
turing that represent themselves as the rigorous ipfal}lbﬂxty of that.ver_y 1Ztonc2_
method. [The dictionary meaning of “‘metalepsis nls ‘the S{ubsﬁ(ﬁx\:o; ggmrgnt
i i ther.” Following Marx

tonymy of one figurative sense for anothe !

fron\ thishization, the money-form, and ideology), Nietzsche (the arg;llment
from genealogy and the true-false fiction), Freud (the argument from the un
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conscious and irreducible distortion [Enstellung]), and Heidegger (the argument
from secondary dissembling and the double withdrawal), the post-structuralist
tendency (Lacan, the later Barthes, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida)
would present “‘cause” and “effect’” as two such “figures.” Thus the substitution
of “effect” for “cause’” which is one of the chief abuses of history would become
a special case of metalepsis.] The present essay is a brief analysis of the discursive
practice of two “literary’’ texts, an analysis permitted at least formally by the
definition of the field of “literary criticism.” The task is to analyze the discursive
practice of “documentary”’ texts, and not merely from the point of view of the
dominant “trope” or ‘“rhetorical figure.” (That would be to privilege the per-
missive discipline of “literary criticism’ and thus neutralize genealogical analy-
sis.) The task is to mark, rather, how “‘discursive practices are characterized by
the delimitation of a field of objects, the definition of a legitimate perspective
for the agent of knowledge, and the fixing of norms for the elaboration of con-
cepts and theories.”’® And to avoid the quick citing of slogans (as in the comment
from the audience at the feminist symposium) that wiil cut off such “nonliterary”

analyses, the following might be remembered: ““The movements of deconstruc-

tion [or genealogical analysis] do not destroy structures from the outside. They

are not possible and effective, nor can they take accurate aim, except by inhab-

iting those structures. . . . Operating necessarily from the inside, borrowing

them structurally, that is to say without being able to isolate their elements and

atoms, the enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its

own work.”* (In Glas Derrida undertakes such a complicit genealogical analysis
of the history of philosophy.) If all analysis is a shoring up of a self in the midst
of the irreducible and originary ruins of being, it seems necessary to acknowl-
edge that analyzing, we borrow structures from that which we analyze, that the
limits of judging can only be given in a judgment.

I had also not shown how Hic and Ille, the two choices of Yeats's poem, are
each other’s accomplice. Ezra Pound caught it in a jest when he called them Hic
and Willie.”* Here is a brief blueprint: Hic has arrived at llle’s “‘summons”’—he
is what Ille wants (11. 7-10). Looking for the real face rather than a mask-image,
Hic describes Dante as if Dante had made a mask: “he has made that hollow
face of his / More plain to the mind’s eye” (11. 21-22). Ille grants that original
face as the place of the hunger that motivates the making of the stone image
that Ille then presents as Dante’s face:

And did he find himself
Or was the hunger that had made it hollow
A hunger for the apple on the bough . . .

(11. 23-25)

What then, one might ask, is the difference between the psychological status—
this being a poem about the artist’s psychology—of Dante’s stone image and
Keats’s luxurious song? Ille does not deny Hic that Keats looked for happiness,
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but only that he found it. But Hic had already taken care of it in his adjective
“deliberate” (1. 54). All these slidings and blurrings of the two positions are

kept at bay by the authority of the sententious binary opposition:

The rhetorician would deceive his neighbours,
The sentimentalist himself; while art
Is but a vision of reality.

(11. 47-49)

The final lines of the poem, like lines 7-10, can in principle be a description of
Hic, in which case the aura of mystery is dramatic irony against the pompous
Ille, as the aura of oppositions in the poem might be dramatic irony against the
reader. Pound’s mistake, if that is what it was, had been to take this duplicitous
complexity for a mere failure of logic. Ours would be to take this labyrinth of
self-deconstruction to be free of the charge that “communicates” the topos of
the artist’s negative capability at the expense of the repression or occlusion of

the woman.
I shall end with the exquisitely orchestrated sentence in Per Amica that delivers

A Tenedo tacitae per amica silentia lunae:

I have always sought to bring my mind close to the mind of Indian and
Japanese poets, old women in Connacht, mediums in Soho, lay brothers
whom I imagine dreaming in some mediaeval monastery the dreams of
their village, learned authors who refer all to antiquity; to immerse it in
the general mind where that mind is scarce separable from what we have
begun to call “the subconscious”; to liberate it from all that comes of coun-
¢ils and committees, from the world as it is seen from universities or from
populous towns; and that I might so believe I have murmured evocations
and frequented mediums, delighted in all that displayed great problems
through sensuous images or exciting phrases, accepted from abstract
schools but a few technical words that are so old they seem but broken
architraves fallen amid bramble and grass, and have put myself to school
where all things are seen: A Tenedo tacitae per amica silentia lunae. (p. 343)

This attempt at reading will bring me back to some working hypotheses sub-
mitted at the opening of this essay: there remains the articulated specificity of
the “‘somethings” that the text might mean, and with which it ruses. These are
the “minimal idealizations” which constitute the possibility of reading. Within
a shifting and abyssal frame, these idealizations and things are the ““material”
to which we as readers, with our own elusive historico-politico-economico-sex-
ual determinations, bring the machinery of our reading and our judgment. The
machinery is to look for identities and differences—to make connections. To
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choose not to read is to legitimate reading, and i
of unrealidability is to ignore the heterogegneity otfot;\??’n?:tg;ic;?”than wlegories
i Yeats’s sentence states a program, but obstacles are placed, in a mood of self-
me:}g;sgtrg;:;x;é bem./eentthe sul?rect and his action. The program is, through
passive, to pass from a limited ani i
me(e;aphor. chosen to describe the program is that Zs’feaalttoh; gflrt‘re;aihtzh;roa;luswe
o ith Anima Vit ot e iy e iated 0 gt in
— exalted lady in creation”’—, Yeat:
:ﬁ unc.io the harfn that the language of abstraction and technique have Sdoh:s f;
e mind. He will, however, use that language, even if minimally and guarded
with the “[nothing] but” construction—a little abstraction, “a few t%gh ’el
worfis .. .80 old” (although “the subconscious” will hardly ;111 this bill)—’{uc;:
uralize”” it through an invocation of time’s tyranny and a metaphor of 1':111?15-
eta}rlr;ong b;ambles. Yet thos.e old words only “seem” broken architraves, just as
; wooden horse seerr‘ted innocent. We are free to imagine that Yeats dreams
of making them the chief beam (arch + trave) of an edifice associated with th
g(?a.l of all abstraction and technique: writing, “where all thin "a
Vision between covers. , B are seem” 4
fIth must be emphasized that Yeats’s sentence is a deliberate search for the areas
of the mind thought to be almost beyond deliberation. “I have sought to bri
my mind close to [certain kinds of mind]}, to immerse it [my mind] in the enelr'lagl
mind wherg that mind [we know the antecedent, but in this masterfull %lurn
prose the "1t’ and the ‘that’ begin a subtextual exchange, ‘my mind’ Zsu isy
genferal mind’ and vice versa) is scarce separable from what we have be r[:xrtlg
call ‘the sgbcoqscious’ " (italics mine). Indeed, the sentence moves towgll'ld in0~
c;eased dghbgrahon. From an image of ideal others (within the larger movement
the predlcanor} of these others rises in rank from racial, sex-class-based het:
::?ecll.(;-c}gotfgszgglﬂll tql_xalit}iles of r?qinill; to ftrained and truant dreaming; to le;rned
ence in chosen kinds of art to a judici i
culm.matmg, precisely, in a learned reference. Wh]at intz:'lesstcshr?::es::cliaflitgﬁagie
thz:lt in Yeats’s language, chosen from what is millenially available, the ani?nas
f}?e }31;3) rr;;z;;u;is ;)‘1; lth;re1 I;roﬁgram, is' eléborated into figures of woman; and tha;
e Virgiliaero;nericali Ii';,. and indirectly commanded by Dante, is that par-
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3. Unmaking and Making in To The
Lighthouse

This essay is not necessarily an attempt to illuminate To the Lighthouse and
lead us to a correct reading. It is rather an attempt to use the book by the
deliberate superimposition of two allegories—grammatical and sexual—and.by
reading it, at moments, as autobiography. This modeslt atterf}pt at understanding
criticism not merely as a theoretical approach to the trutl} of a text, but at the
same time as a practical enterprise that prod}xces a.readmg is part of a much
larger polemic.* I introduce To the Lighthouse into this pqlemlc l?y readlr}g it as
the story of Mr. Ramsay (philosopher-theorist) and Lily (artist-practitioner)
around Mrs. Ramsay (text).

Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse can be read as a project to catch the essence
of Mrs. Ramsay. A certain reading of the book would show how the project is
undermined; another, how it is articulated. I will suggest that the u’ndermmmg,
although more philosophically adventurous, is set asic'le by Woolf's book; that
the articulation is found to be a more absorbing pursuit.

On a certain level of generality the project to catch the essence of Mrs. Ramsay
is articulated in terms of finding an adequate language. The first part ?f ,t,he bf)o}f
("“The Window”") looks at the language of marriage: is Mrs. Rarf}say s “reality
to be found there? The third part of the book (“The Li.ghthouse ) uncovers the
language of art: Lily catches Mrs. Ramsay in her painting. Or at '1east,‘a.gesh.1re
on the canvas is implicitly given as a representation of a possible vision (im-
plicitly of Mrs. Ramsay or the picture itself):

With a sudden intensity, as if she saw it clear for a second, she drew a
line there, in the centre. It was done; it was finished. Yes, .sk.le tl'laought,
laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, 1 have had my vision.

The second part of the book couples or hinges I and IIl. I‘n I.’art L Mrs Ramsa}’:

is, in the grammatical sense, the subject. In Part 11, the painting predlc'ates her.
“T could make a grammatical allegory of the structure of the book: Subject (Mrs.
Ramsay)—copula—Predicate (painting). That would be the structure of the

* The simplest articulation of the polemic, which “'starts’”” with Martin Heidegger’s approach toktlhe
tradition of philosophy, is still Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatcglogy (Balltzmore: ]f)hns Iéop ins
University Press, 1976, pp. 157-64.1 have tried to follow Derrida’s srll.ggerz’stwn regarding productive
or “‘forced”" readings in my piece (in preparation) “Marx after'Derrzdlzlz. . -l
* This sort of allegorical fancy should of course not be confused with the *‘narrative typo.logy out med
in Tzvetan Todorov, “'Narrative Transformations,” The Poetics qf Pro§e, trans. Richard Howar
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), pp. 218-33. Todorov indicates in that essay the precursors
of his own approach.
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proposition, the irreducible form of the logic of non-contradiction, the simplest
and most powerful sentence. Within this allegory, the second part of the book
is the place of the copula. That too yields a suggestive metaphor. For the copula
is not only the pivot of grammar and logic, the axle of ideal language, the third
person singular indicative of “"to be”’; it also carries a sexual charge. “’Copulation”
happens not only in language and logic, but also between persons. The meta-
phor of the copula embraces Mr. Ramsay both ways. As the custodian of the
logical proposition (“If Q is Q, then R . . .”), he traffics in the copula; and, as
father and husband, he is the custodian of copulation. Lily seeks to catch Mrs.
Ramsay with a different kind of copula, a different bridge to predication, a
different language of “Being,” the language not of philosophy, but of art. Mr.
Ramsay has seemingly caught her in the copula of marriage.

A certain rivalry and partnership develop between Lily and Mr. Ramsay in
Part III. But this rivalry and partnership do not account for Part II, where the
search for a language seems strangely unattached to a character or characters.
One is tempted to say, this is the novel’s voice, or, here is Woolf. I will suggest
that, in this strange section, the customary division between work and life is
itself vague, that the language sought here is the language of madness.
Within the grammatical allegory of the structure of the book, it would run
thus: the strongest bond, the copula in the proposition, the bastion of language,
the place of the ““is,” is almost uncoupled in the coupling part of To the Lighthouse.
How does that disarticulation and undermining take its place within the artic-
ulation of the project to catch the essence of Mrs. Ramsay in an adequate
language?

1. The Window

The language of marriage seems a refusal of “"good” language, if a good lan-
guage is that which brings about communication. When she speaks, Mrs. Ram-
say speaks the “fallen” language of a civility that covers over the harshness of
interpersonal relations. (The most successful—silent—communication between
herself and her husband is to deflect his fury at Mr. Carmichael’s request for a
second helping of soup!) When she and Mr. Ramsay speak to each other or read
together, their paths do not cross. She knows marriage brings trouble, yet, when
she speaks of marriage, it is with complete and prophetic optimism. Her own
privileged moments are when words break down, when silence encroaches, or
when the inanimate world reflects her. In the end she turns her refusal of dis-
course into an exclamation of triumph, the epitome, in this book, of a successful
con-jugal (copulative) relationship.

All of section twelve presents conjugal non-communication with a light touch.
I'quote two moments: “All this phrase-making was a game, she thought, for if
she had said half what he said, she would have blown her brains out by now”
(106). “And,”

looking up, she saw above the thin trees the first pulse of the full-throbbing
star, and wanted to make her husband look at it; for the sight gave her
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such keen pleasure. But she stopped herself. He never looked at things.
If he did, all he would say would be, Poor little world, with one of his
sighs. At that moment, he said, “Very fine,” to please her, and pretended
to admire the flowers. But she knew quite well that he did not admire
them, or even realize that they were there (108).

If I were reading the relationship between her knowledge and her power, I
would remark here on her matchmaking, or her manipulation of men through
deliberate self-suppression. But I am interested only in establishing that she
relies little on language, especially language in marriage. Her privileged mo-
ments (a privilege that is often nothing but terror), are when words disappear,
or when the inanimate world reflects her. One such terrifying moment of priv-
ilege is when the men cease talking and the sea’s soothing song stops:

The gruff murmur, . . . which had kept on assuring her, though she could
not hear what was said . . . that the men were happily talking; this sound,
which had . . . taken its place soothingly in the scale of sounds pressing
on top of her . . . had ceased; so that the monotonous fall of the waves
on the beach, which for the most part . . . seemed consolingly to repeat
over and over again as she sat with the children the words of some old
cradle song . . . but at other times . . . had no such kindly meaning, but
like a ghostly roll of drums remorselessly beat the measure of life. . . .—
this sound which had been obscured and concealed under the other
sounds suddenly thundered hollow in her ears and made her look up with
an impulse of terror.
They had ceased to talk: that was the explanation (27-28).

Why should language be an ally for her, or promise any adequation to her
selfhood? Her discourse with “life,” her “old antagonist”’—her “parleying”
(92)—though not shared with anyone, is “for the most part” a bitterly hostile
exchange. Her sexuality the stage for action between son and husband, does
not allow her more than the most marginal instrument and energy of self-sig-
nification: “There was scarcely a shell of herself left for her to know herself by;
all was so lavished and spent; and James, as he stood stiff between her knees,
felt her rise in a rosy-flowered fruit tree laid with leaves and dancing boughs
into which the beak of brass, the arid scimitar of his father, the egotistical man,
plunged and smote, demanding sympathy” (60). It is not surprising that, when
she feels free (both to “go’ and “rest”), “life sank down for a moment,” and
not only language, but personality and selthood were lost: ““This core of darkness
could go anywhere. . . . Not as oneself did one find rest ever . . . but as a wedge
of darkness losing personality . . .”” (96).

Any dream-dictionary would tell us that knitting stands for masturbation. A
text-dictionary would alert us that one knits a web, which is a text. Woolf uses
the image of Mrs. Ramsay’s knitting (an auto-erotic textuality) strategically. It
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may represent a reflexive act, a discursivity. It emphasize i
anﬂeged moment that is Mrs. Ramsay’s ts};cretz wlilen shz ;?aenssetcc?vt:r(};nifagf
imate t}-lings, which reflect her. The structure of that reflection is indeed that of
sexual intercourse (copulation) and of self-mirroring in the other. Within that
Islt;r:;ure, §o¥§ver, she is, in this last move, the object not the subject, the other
pot 1 i,v sc:erlc.1 Ofihr:;:)g?ent of self-privilege is now its own preservative yielding
Imagining herself as a wedge of darkness, she “look

of the Lighthouse, the long st%ady stroke, the last of &iiﬁ;ﬁf&?ﬁ: (})11;?
stroke” (96). I must think of “stroke” as the predicate, the last stroke in the
three-stroke sentence (S is P} of the house of light, which, as any dictionary of
symbol.s will tell us, is the house of knowledge or philosophy. If Mrs. Rar;};a
recognizes her own mark in being predicated rather than in subjectivity, she i)s]
still caught within copulation. As Woolf knits into her text the image 01é a sus-
pended knitting she moves us, through the near-identification (“like,” “in a

sense’’) of mirroring, to deliver a satisfying i i
ense” , g image of the threshoid of
(“a bride to meet her lover”): s o copulation

She looked up over her knitting and met the third stroke and it seemed
to her like her own eyes meeting her own eyes. . . . It was odd, she
thought, how if one was alone, one leant to inanimate things; t’rees
streams, ﬂgwers; felt they expressed one; felt they became one; felt the);
kr}ew One, in a sense were one. . . . There rose, and she looked and looked
with her needles suspended, there curled up off the floor of the mind,

;(E)Se from the lake of one’s being, a mist, a bride to meet her lover (97~

f’One” can be both “identity” (the word for the unit}, and “difference” (an
}mper'sonal agent, not she herself); “in a sense” might be understood both “id-
lomatically” and “literally” (meaning ““within a meaning”).

But the-se are not the last words on Mrs. Ramsay in “The Window.” Mostly
she femams the protector (13), the manager (14), the imperialist governor of
men’s sterility (126). At the end of her section she mingles charmingly, as women
will, the.notions of love, beauty in the eye of the male beholder, alnd power
By .refu’smg to say “I love you,” she has taken away his power to deny it; b);
saying “you were right,” she has triumphed: T

She never could say what she felt. . . . He was watching her. She knew
what he was thinl.dng. You are more beautiful than ever. And she felt
hgrself very beautiful. . . . She began to smile, for though she had not
saldya word, he knew, of course he knew, that she loved him. . . .
“Yes, you were right.” . . . And she looked at him smilin I
' ; g. For she had
triumphed again. She had not said it: Yet he knew {(186).
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i flosophy, Mr. Ramsay’s tool for
d what of the language of academic phl. . -
mﬁlgng‘: connection between subject and predicate? Word.s come easﬂ¥ to hlm:f
Woolf shows him to us as he plans a lecture (67). He assm'}ﬂates tl;:iec ;.xes ;)0
i : “"Seei in the . . . geraniums w
trees into leaves of paper: “Seeing again t : .
g;:en decorated processes of thought, and borg, written up among t;\elfr lea;;s,
as if they were scraps of paper on which one scnbblgs notes in the rush of rea ng
7 (66). And he finds them dispensable: “He picked a leaf sharply. - . .
ay the leaf” (67). . .
th{l?;:: ms}t, celebrated formulation of Mr. Ramsay 1s thropgh tﬁhe image c;ﬁ,tii
keyboard-alphabet. Here is the traditional copula}r proposition in the* service:
the logic of identity and geometrical proof: If_ Qis 9, t.he-r; Ris. . . ..nd s e
“For if thought is like the keyboard of a piano, “—is 1t? neve{ mlth , his 'S
the exclusivist move, taking for granted a _prior prolp(})\sxgo:{ that gztg mea hc/:v e}; "
__ divided into so many notes, or like the alphabet 15 ran i :
I;ilj i’etters all in order, then his splendid mind had no sort of difficulty in ;u}:\rang
over those letters one by one . . . until it had I:eached, say, f,he let:ie;r D
an interesting letter, starting “questions,” “‘quid, quod,” “quantity, ) _E
ity,” and of course, “q.e.d.” “Qhe could demonstrate. If Q then is Q— ce
! R...” (54). . .
Tl}%ﬁt after Q"E V\Zhat comes next?”’ After the discourse of delglonst"}rlaﬁ?ré,o L}I\g
. i i ly he could reach Rl
of “g,”” comes the discourse of desire. If on y . ’
izgrg\:liaf}%ethe pgce in thought with the initial letter of his ovlv\n namT,tI:\xs fgftk:::rs
i ’ dly endorses the copulation -
name, and his son’s! If Mrs. Ramsay repeatedly pu 1
" as i — ke of a materialist genealogy,
\ace—as in the case of the Rayleys—for the sa ,
rI\I/Iarg eRamsay would exploit the copulation of philosophy for the s.ake of galt\i:
naﬁsﬁc appropriation.* But the Rayleys’ marriage comes to nothing, an .
Ramsay is convinced “he would never reach R” (55).

2. Time Passes

I do not know how to read a roman & clef, especially arfl ﬁuto;)iol%ra§}tii§e?:?é
i ’s life i t of her book. Ye
t know how to insert Woolf's life into the .tex . : ;
i\i(;sre‘eoto g: made here. I will present the material of a possible biographical

* It is not insignificant that he draws strength for his splend{'/t\i] 'lt);:rsi c;’fsﬁslr;ltc::ggu{rst;zl ; egiltahgehzzz
is wife-and-chi tioning unit: “"Without i i .
it e of i i ﬁ{nC isfied him and consecrated his effort to arrive
his wife, the sight of them fortified him and sat}ste im . ‘ .
Z(Znuo;er}ectlyf clear ufderstanding of the problem which now engaged the energies of his splendid
ind"’ (53). o
T;-rllgre fzre)bits of Mrs. Ramsay's maternalistic endorsement of nwhr;'ztage. hD‘;v;gr;ielt::zzz'he rhz;
i i hless feeling that one na
st, some deep, some buried, some quite speec ;  for 0 a
(I){ut;:e’zaage” (123). L?All this would be revived again in the lives of Paul and Mmta, ti;; Rayley; -
she tried the new name over. . . . It was all one strean. .. . Paul. and Mmta would carry it .
when she was dead”’ (170-71). As for Mr. Ramsay's enterprise, t'he irony is 'shzfrpened szwl\eI riin;ztal
ourselves that Virginia Stephen’s father was engaged in compiling The Dictionary ot Na

Biography.
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speculation, adumbrate a relationship between life and book that I cannot theo-
retically present, consider the case made, and give a certain reading.

Since the printing date inside the cover of To the Lighthouse is 1927, it seems
clear that the war in “Time Passes” is the Great War of 1914-1918. The somewhat
enigmatic sentence that begins its last section is, “‘then indeed peace had come’”
(213). Lily, the time-keeper of the book, tells us that the events of “The Window”’
were “ten years ago [in 1908].” Shortly thereafter, Mrs. Ramsay ‘“died rather
suddenly” (194).

The Stephen family (the “real” Ramsays) had visited Talland House in St.
Ives (the “real” location of To the Lighthouse) for the last time in 1894. Julia Ste-
phen (the “real” Mrs. Ramsay, Virginia Woolf's mother) died in 1895. In a certain
sense, “‘Time Passes”” compresses 1894—-1918—from Mrs. Stephen’s death to the
end of the war.

For Woolf those years were marked by madness. She broke down after her
mother’s death in 1895, after her father’s death in 1904, once again in 1910,
briefly in 1912, lingeringly in 1913, most violently in 1915 (as “Time Passes”
ostensibly begins). From 1917 on, there was a period of continued lucidity. In
1919 (as “Time Passes” ostensibly ends) Night and Day was published. In the
next section, I will argue that it is significant that Night and Day is “‘about’” her }(
painter-sister Vanessa Bell. ’

I should like to propose that, whatever her writing intent, “Time Passes”
narrates the production of a discourse of madness within this autobiographical
roman a clef. In the place of the copula or the hinge in the book a story of
unhinging is told.

Perhaps this unhinging or “desecrating” was not unsuspected by Woolf her-
self. One is invited to interpret the curious surface of writing of Virginia Ste-
phen’s 1899 diary as a desecration of the right use of reason. It was written in
“a minute, spidery, often virtually illegible hand, which she made more difficult
to read by gluing her pages on to or between Dr. Isaac Watt's Logick/or/the right
use of Reason/with a variety of rules to guard against error in the affairs of religion and

human life as well as in the sciences. . . . Virginia bought this in St. Ives for its
binding and its format: ““Any other book, almost, would have been too sacred
to undergo the desecration that I planned.’”?

At the beginning of “Time Passes,” the sense of a house as the dwelling-place
of reason and of light as the sign of reason are firmly implied. It s within this
‘ framework that /‘certain airs’ and an “immense darkness” begin to descend
- (189, 190). Human agency is attenuated as the house is denuded of human
occupancy. “There was scarcely anything left of body or mind by which one
could say, ‘This is he’ or ‘This is she.” Sometimes a hand was raised as if to
clutch something or ward off something, or somebody laughed aloud as if shar-
ing a joke with nothingness. . . . Almost one might imagine them’ (190). The
soothing power of Mrs. Ramsay’s civilized language is wearing away into in-
difference. The disintegration of the house is given through the loosening of
the shawl she had wrapped around the death’s head: “With a roar, with a rup-
ture, as after centuries of quiescence, a rock rends itself from the mountain and

hurtles crashing into the valley, one fold of the shawl loosened and swung to
and fro” (195-96).
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(The covering of the death’s head by the .shawl in “The erlld;)uv;rc'l’ i:n 5‘11 Sr;u;;
velous deceptive deployment of undeg’dablllﬁy. hiclzmx,1 ;?eMg;; -; ams,ay ust be
inded of the animal skull; James, the male chila, ot; - Rar
;-f Hc];;;s Cam’s attention to what is under, and James’s to what is over, and
: to sleep by weaving a fabulous tale.) ' o _
pu'lt";:}rl: x:re glimp}:esyof the possibility of an accession to tru?h in thl; .cunously
dismembered scene; but at the same time, a personal access is denied:

Tt seemed now as if, touched by human peni’;ex;ce;‘ .arzld. tall 1:12 lténléﬁ;\;ize
d the curtain and displayed behind it, single, "
e ot e s ing; the boat rocking, which, did we deserve
the hare erect; the wave falling; the oat rocking, , did
them, should be ours always. But alas, divine goodness tnriltct};mg t?:sc?;d;
’ in; i him; he covers his treasu
draws the curtain; it does not please ; . n a
i nfuses them that it seems im
drench of hail, and so breaks them, so co
i that we should ever compose
ible that their calm should ever return, or ; .
?rc(lsrf\l their fragments a perfect whole or read in the littered pieces the clear

words of truth (192-93).

1 cannot account for, but merely record that st;anc%e }twingi .of g:lllt;n glte rdi)ﬁ:
im.” i f the truth behind the veil is
not please him.” The guardian o e e
i i : it is rather the good God-father, for g
beautiful but lying mother; it is ra : : : [divine oot
isa “he” “ i s,”” hides his genitals, in wha
ness” is a “he’’ and he “covers his treasures, ' O
i “feminine” ges This sexual shift—for the author
customarily be a “feminine” gesture. ; o
] i indi denial of access. The next bit o: g
thouse is a woman—also indicates a deni bit of
gllaszlut a vision of truth is given as “imaginations of the sltlrafrllgest kltll:ld of ﬂ:;g
” dered to “gull, flower, tree, . . .
turned to atoms.” Man and woman are ren I, ’ !
the white earth itself” (199). “Cliff, sea, clotlild, ar;;lg;?yH mr::asrtl aags:szx;}bilse r(l)ct)).:v
isi ithin"” . Hum:
dly the scattered parts of the vision wi 15 : 2 .
gz;er}l’sable. And access to truth is still denied. For “if questioned,” the universe
seemed "“at once to withdraw.” 3 N
In another move within the same paragraph, h;he absoh.ltsegot(;:;t ‘1; ()s:le:in 51:1;
i i f domestic life,” proces ,
“something alien to the processes o . o yowe,
house of reason in order. Throug
the manner of Mrs. Ramsay, keep the ; o e o
tences, Woolf brings us back to those dom processes,
o ward off the , d t any price. By way of a logically
if to ward off the menace of madness at any price. By
f;;iceptable ““moreover,” “the spring,” one of t'he agents in the o;;er woxgi:(
constitutes a domestic and feminine image recalhr;g n(:lt onﬁrt Mlgt..ue n\l\(seatyhere
inti i i t sentence, to her daughter .
ointing genealogically, in the nex er ' :
foo onlgy gthe dark side of domesticity may I;e)e seen; “Prue died that summer in
! I s » . " 19 .
e illness connected with childbirth” ( ) . .
soglarlier in that paragraph “the minds of menh are called th‘osczu ;rr\llé‘;o;so wn
” And indeed, as human agency is ,
those pools of uneasy water.” An med dowr
i issisti i duces an extra-human text: “Now, day
ight begins a narcissistic troping that pro ‘ . :
gfgt};r da%rl light turned, like a flower reflected in water, 1ts sh:%rp image on t}?i
wall opprl)site" (194). Mrs. Ramsay’s shawl is changed into 2 silent writing tha
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envelops sound: “The swaying mantle of silence which, week after week in the
empty room, wove into the falling cries of birds, ships hooting, the drone and
hum of the fields, a dog’s bark, a man’s shout, and folded them round the house
in silence” (195). “The empty rooms seemed to murmur with the echoes of the
fields and the hum of the flies . . . the sun so striped and barred the rooms”
(200).

The last image brings us back to the vague imagery of guilt and torture, a
humanity-excluding tone that is also heard when the narcissism of light and
nature turns to masturbation: “The nights now are full of wind and destruc-
tion. . . . Also the sea tosses itself ['tossing off’ is English slang for masturba-
tion], and should any sleeper fancying that he might find on the beach an answer
to his doubts, a sharer of his solitude, throw off his bed-clothes and go down
by himself to walk on the sand, no image with semblance of serving and divine
promptitude comes readily to hand bringing the night to order and making the
world reflect the compass of his soul” (193). Nature is occupied with itself and
cannot provide a mirror or a companion for the human seeker of the copula,
the word that binds.

It is the War that brings this narrative of estrangement to its full destructive
potential: “Did Nature supplement what man advanced? . . . With equal com-
placence she saw his misery, his meanness, and his torture. That dream, of
sharing, completing, of finding in solitude on the beach an answer, was then
but a reflection in a mirror, and the mirror itself was but the surface glassiness
which forms in quiescence when the nobler powers sleep beneath? .
the beach was impossible; contemplation was unendurable” (201-2).

Before this large-scale estrangement, there was some possibility of truth in
the never-fulfilled always troping and uncoupling narcissism of the light, and
in the bodiless hand clasp of loveliness and stillness with their “scarcely dis-
turbed . . . indifference” and their “air of pure integrity” (195). There was com-
fortin the vouchsafing of an answer (however witless) to the questions of subject
and object: “The mystic, the visionary, walking the beach on a fine night . . .
asking themselves ‘What am I,” ‘What is this?’ had suddenly an answer vouch-
safed them, (they could not say what it was) so that they were warm in the frost
and had comfort in the desert” (197-98; italics are mine).

Indeed, “Time Passes” as a whole does not narrate a full encroachment of
the discourse of madness. Even in the passage that describes what I call a large-
scale estrangement, there is a minute trace of comfort, hardly endorsed by the
author. It is perhaps marked in the double-edged fact that in this woman'’s book,
complacent and uncooperating nature is feminine, and she shares with the
human mind the image of the mirroring surface. In the following passage, how-
ever, the absence of a copula between “nature” and “mind,” leading to a lustful

wantonness of blind copulation cum auto-eroticism, seems the very picture of
madness rampant:

. . to pace

Listening (had there been any one to listen) from the upper rooms of the
empty house only gigantic chaos streaked with lightning could have been
heard tumbling and tossing, as the winds and waves disported themselves
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like amorphous bulks of leviathans whose brows are pierced by no light
of reason, and mounted one on top of another, and lunged and plunged
in the darkness of daylight (for night and day, month and year ran shape-
lessly together) in idiot games, until it seemed as if the universe were
battling and tumbling, in brute confusion and wanton lust aimlessly by
itself. . . . The stillness and the brightness of the day were as strange as
the chaos and the tumult of night, with the trees standing there, looking
up, yet beholding nothing. The mirror was broken (202--3).

The disappearance of reason and the confusion of sexuality are consistently
linked: “Let the poppy seed itself and the carnation mate with the cabbage”
(208). Now all seems lost. “For now had come that moment, that hesitation
when the dawn trembles and night passes, when if a feather alight in the scale
it will be weighed down . . . the whole house . . . to the depths to lie upon the
sands of oblivion” (208-9).

But the feather does not fali. For in the long “wanton lust” passage it is a
coupling that only seems onanistic. The differentiation of night and day, if almost
obliterated (itself a possible copulation—night is day is night is day), is restored
in the last image of the eyeless trees. Further, the possibility of a perspective
from “‘the upper rooms of the empty house” of reason is broached. And Mrs.
McNab the charwoman is allowed the hint of a power to recuperate the mirror.
She stands in front of the looking glass, but we are not sure she contemplates
her image. The copula is uncertain. Does she say “1 am I [my image],” as Nar-
cissus said iste ego sum? All we have is a parenthesis: “(she stood arms akimbo
in front of the looking glass)” [203].

Thus Mrs. McNab halts disaster in the allegory of a reason menaced by mad-
ness, an ontology on the brink of disaster by the near-uncoupling of the copula.
She is related to ““a force working; something not highly conscious” (209). Once
again, the copula between her and this description is not given. They simply
inhabit contiguous sentences.

The house is rehabilitated and peace comes as “Time Passes” comes to an
end. But the coupling between “Window” and ““Lighthouse” (or the predication
of Mrs. Ramsay’s “is-ness”’) remains open to doubt. When “the voice of the
beauty of the world” now entreats the sleepers to come down to the beach, we
know that there are times of violence when a sleeper may entreat and be brutally
refused. And indeed the voice murmurs “too softly to hear what it said—but
what mattered if the meaning were plain?”’ (213). Is it? Woolf does not make
clear what the ““this” is in that further entreaty the voice “might resume’: “why
not accept this, be content with this, acquiesce and resign?”’ (214). We are free
to say that “this” is the limits of language.

3. The Lighthouse

In the third section Woolf presents the elaborate story of the acquisition of a
vision of art. We must compare this to the affectionately contemptuous and brief
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description of Mr. Ramsay preparing his lecture. Lily would create the copula
through art, predicate Mrs. Ramsay in a painting rather than a sentence. Before
reading that story, I must once again present certain halting conclusions that
would link life and book.

It seems clear to every reader that ““Virginia Woolf” is both Cam and Lily
Briscoe. In Cam at seven, as in “The Window,” she might see, very loosely
speaking, a kind of pre-Oedipal girthood: “I think a good deal about . . . how
I was a nice little girl here [at St. Ives]. . . . Do you like yourself as a child? I
like myself, before the age of 10, that is—before consciousness sets in.””*> Cam
is tied up with James (as Shakespeare with Shakespeare’s sister in A Room of
One’s Own), a shadow-portrait of Virginia’s brothers Thoby and Adrian. Together

Cam-James go through an Oedipal scene that involves both father and mother "

as givers of law and language, and thus they allow Virginia Woolf to question

the orthodox masculinist psychoanalytic position.* But that is not my subjeet””.

here. I must fix my glance on Lily.

Lily is the same age (43) as Woolf when she began To the Lighthouse. Lily has
just gone through the gestatory ten years taken over by “Time Passes,” and
Woolf has a special feeling for decades:

Every 10 years, at 20, again at 30, such agony of different sorts possessed
me that not content with rambling and reading I did most emphatically
attempt to end it all. . . . Every ten years brings, I suppose, one of those
private orientations which match the vast one which is, to my mind, gen-
eral now in the race. I mean life has to be faced: to be rejected; then
accepted on new terms with rapture. And so on, and so on; till you are .
40, when the only problem is to grasp it tighter and tighter to you, so |
quick it seems to slip, and so infinitely desirable is it. (L 11.598-99) v

But Lily is a painter. She “is” also Virginia’s artist-sister Vanessa Bell. There
is that curious incident between Lily and Mr. Ramsay, where, “in complete
silence she stood there, grasping her paintbrush’” (228). It is a situation often
repeated between Vanessa and Leslie Stephen.* There is also the fact that this
book is the laying of a mother’s ghost, and it is to Vanessa that Virginia directs
the question: “Why did you bring me into the world to go through these or-
deals?” (L II.458).

Lily begins or finishes her painting just after “‘peace had come.” At the “ac-
tual” time of the Armistice, Virginia was finishing a book about Vanessa: “The
guns have been going off for half an hour, and the sirens whistling; so I suppose
we are at peace. . . . How am I to write my last chapter in all this shindy? . . .
I don’t suppose I've ever enjoyed any writing so much as I did the last half of
Night and Day . . . Try thinking of Katharine [the heroine] as Vanessa, not me”

* The references to Freud are elaborated in my discussion of Luce lIrigaray's reading of Freud's
“Femininity”” later in this essay.

g
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(L 11.290, 295, 400). Lily, as she is conceived, could thus be both artist (Virginia)
and material (Vanessa), an attempted copula (“'the artist is her work”) that must
forever be broken in order that the artist survive.

If T knew how to manipulate erotic textuality, I should read the incredible
charge of passion in the long letters to Vanessa, addressed to “Dearest,” ““Be-
loved,” “Dolphin.” Is it too crude to say that the sane, many-lovered, fecund
Vanessa was a kind of ideal other for Virginia? She wrote that she wanted to
confuse the maternity of Vanessa’s daughter. And there are innumerable letters
where she asks Vanessa’s husband, Clive Bell, or her lover Duncan Grant, to
caress the beloved vicariously for her. I quote one of those many entreaties:
“Kiss her, most passionately, in all my private places—neck—, and army-and
eyeball, and tell her—what new thing is there to tell her? How fond I am of her
husband?”’ (L 1. 325). If indeed Lily, Mr. Ramsay’s contender and Mrs. Ramsay’s
scribe, is the name of Vanessa-Virginia, only the simplest genitalist view of
sexuality would call her conception androgynous. But, as I must continue to
repeat, 1 cannot develop that argument.

Let us talk instead of Lily’s medium: it is writing and painting. Always with
reference to Vanessa, Virginia wonders at the relationship between the two:
“How strange it is to be a painter! They scarcely think; feelings come only every
other minute. But then they are profound and inexpressible, tell Nessa” (L H.
541). And in the book: “If only she could . . . write them out in some sentence,
then she would have got at the truth of things. . . . She had never finished that
picture. She would finish that picture now” (219-20). “‘Her mind kept throwing
up from its depths, scenes, and names, and sayings . . . over that glaring, hid-
eously difficult white space, while she modelled it with greens and blues’ (238).
“How could one express in words these emotions of the body? . . . Suddenly,
... the white wave and whisper of the garden become like curves and ara-
besques flourishing round a centre of complete emptiness” (266). A script, half
design, half word, combining words and picturing, getting at the truth of things,
expressing the body’s feelings, this is Lily’s desired “discourse.” “But what she
wished to get hold of was that very jar on the nerves, the thing itself before it
had been made anything” (287). Woolf's language, or Lily’s, like all language,
cannot keep these goals seamless and unified. It is the truth of things, the feelings
of the body, and, as we can easily say since Derrida, “any” is always already
inscribed in “the thing” for it to be open to being “made anything."”* So she
too, like the philosopher, must search for a copula, for her goal, however con-
ceived, also splits into two. In a most enigmatic wish, perhaps she wishes beauty
to be self-identical, as Q is Q: “Beauty would roll itself up; the space would fill”
(268; italics are mine). She wants to bridge a gap and make a sphere, not merely
by a love of learning (philosophy) but a love of play, or a play of love: “There
might be lovers whose gift it was to choose out the elements of things and place
them together and so, giving them a wholeness not theirs in life, make of some

el

* ] am referring to the idea of supplementarity. Derrida has suggested that, if a hierarchical opposition
is set up between two concepts, the less favored or logically posterior concept can be shown to be
implicit in the other, supply a lack in the other that was always already there. See ““The Supplement
of the Copula,” Tr. James Creech and Josué Harari, Georgia Review 30 (Fall 1976):527-64.
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scene, or meeting of people (all now gone and separate), one of those globed
compacted things over which thought lingers, and love plays” (286). Perhaps
she wants to erase “perhaps” and make first and last coincide: “‘Everything this
morning was happening for the first time, perhaps for the last time” (288).

She grasps at two “visions” that ostensibly provide a copula, a bridge between
and beyond things. The first: “One glided, one shook one’s sails (there was a
good deal of movement in the bay, boats were starting off) between things,
beyond things. Empty it was not, but full to the brim. She seemed to be standing
up to the lips in some substance, to move and float and sink in it, yes, for these
waters were unfathomably deep” (285-86). Alas, since this is language, one carij
of course find traces of division here if one looks, if one wants to find them.
¥3ut even beyond that, this sense of plenitude is betrayed by a broad stroke, the
n'}cursion of “temporality,” and the rhetoric of measure, of the “almost.” For
“it was some such feeling of completeness perhaps which, ten years ago, standing
almost where she stood now, had made her say that she must be in love with
the place” (286; italics are mine).

The other vision is of Mrs. Ramsay. It is introduced gently, parenthetically,
on page 290. “A noise drew her attention to the drawing-room window—the
sq}1eak of a hinge. The light breeze {we are reminded of the émpty house of
leme Passes’] was toying with the window . . . (Yes; she realized that the draw-
ing-room step was empty, but it had no effect on her whatever. She did not
want Mrs. Ramsay now.)"” By means of a delicate workwomanlike indirection,

Lily makes the vision mature through eight-and-a-half pages. She is then
rewarded:

Suddenly the window at which she was looking was whitened by some
light stuff behind it. At last then somebody had come into the drawing-
room; somebody was sitting in the chair. For Heaven'’s sake, she prayed,
let them sit still there and not come floundering out to talk to her. Mer-
cifully, whoever it was stayed still inside; had settled by some stroke of
luck so as to throw an odd-shaped triangular shadow over the step. It
altered the composition of the picture a little. (299)

How is this indefiniteness (“somebody,” ““whoever,” “by a stroke of luck”)
transformed into the certitude and properness of a vision? Through declaring
this indefiniteness (a kind of absence) as a definiteness (a kind of presence), not
through the fullness of presence itself. It is, in other words, turned into a sign
of presence. The “origin of the shadow” remains “inside the room.” It is only
the shadow that is on the steps. Lily declares that the origin of the shadow is
not “somebody” but Mrs. Ramsay. And, paradoxically, having forced the issue,
she “wants” Mr. Ramsay, now, for he too reaches R only through a sign or
symbol. He gets to the Lighthouse, although he “would never reach R.” The
“n.letaphorical” language of art falls as short of the “true” copula as the “prop-
ositional” language of philosophy. As Woolf writes, “One wanted” the present
tense of “that’s a chair, that’s a table, and yet at the same time, It's a miracle,
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" they can’t paint”’—to keep herself going. And she uses Mrs. Ramsay’s imagining
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it’s an ecstasy.” But all one got was the past tense of “there she sat,”‘ the .in-
substantiated present perfect of I have had my vision,” the negative stllb]unctlve
of “he would never reach R,” the adverbial similetic clauses of “as if he were
saying ‘there is no God,” . . . as if he were leaping into space” (308). The pro-
visional copula, always a linear enterprise, a risky bridge, can only be' broach.ed
by deleting or denying the vacillation of ““Time Passes,” by d-rawm'g a hn.e
through the central section of To the Lighthouse. “With a sudden intensity, as if
she saw it clear for a second, she drew a line there, in the centre” (310).

It would be satisfying to be able to end here. But in order to add a postsc‘riI,Jt
to this allegorical reading of To the Lighthouse, 1 must dwell a moment on kLll‘y s
sexuality. Is she in fact androgynous, self-sufficient? :

1 would like to remind everyone who cites A Room of One’s Own that “one
must be woman-manly or man-womanly” is said there in the voice of Mary

i Beton, a persona.® Woolf must break her off in mid-chapter and resume in her

authorial voice. Who can disclaim that there is in her a longing for androgyny,
that artificially fulfilled copula? But to reduce her great texts to successful artic-
ulations of that copula is, I believe, to make a mistake in reading.

In an uncharacteristically lurid and unprepared for passage Lily holds the fear
of sex at bay:

Suddenly . . . a reddish light seemed to burn in her mind, covering Paul
Rayley, issuing from him. . . . She heard the roar and the craFkle. T.he
whole sea for miles round ran red and gold. Some winey smell mixed with
it and intoxicated her. . . . And the roar and the crackle repelled her with
fear and disgust, as if while she saw its splendour and power she saw too
how it fed on the treasure of the house, greedily, disgustingly, and she
loathed it. But for a sight, for a glory it surpassed everything in her ex-
perience, and burnt year after year like a signal fire on a desert island at
the edge of the sea, and one had only to say “in love” and instantly, as
happened now, up rose Paul’s fire again (261).

The erotic charge that I would like to see between Virginia and Lily-Vanessa
does not preclude the fact that Woolf makes Lily Briscoe repress, exclude, rather
than accommodate or transcend, this vision of Rayley as phallus in order to get
on with her painting. And the relationship she chooses—as Mr. Ramsay ch.ogses
to say “If Qis Q ... ,”"—is gently derided for its prim sensitive exclusivism:
“She loved William Bankes. They went to Hampton Court and he always left
her, like the perfect gentleman he was, plenty of time to wash her hands” (263).

Has she no use for men then? My point is precisely that she makes use of
them. They are her instruments. She uses Tansley’s goad—""They can’t write,

of Charles Tansley to change her own. “If she wanted to be serious about him
she had to help herself to Mrs. Ramsay’s sayings, to look at him t.hrough her
eyes’” (293). “Through William’s eyes” (264) she gets Mrs. Ramsay in grey. But
her most indispensable instrument is Mr. Ramsay.
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(Leslie Stephen died nine years after his wife, without ever returning to St.
Ives. One could almost say that he is brought back to life in To the Lighthouse
so that the unfinished business of life can be settled, so that he can deliver
Vanessa-Virginia’s vision.)

I'am thinking, of course, of the double structuring of the end of the book. As
Lily paints on the shore, Mr. Ramsay must sail to the lighthouse. “She felt
curiously divided, as if one part of her were drawn out there— . . . the light-
house looked this morning at an immense distance; the other had fixed itself
doggedly, solidly, here on the lawn’ (233-34). Mr. Ramsay on his boat is the
tool for the actualization of her self-separation: a sort of shuttling instrumental
copula. It is always a preserved division, never an androgynous synthesis. “So
much depends, Lily thought, upon distance” (284). With the same sort of modal
uneasiness as in “’I have had my vision,” she can only say “he must have reached
it” (308) rather than “he has,” when Mr. Ramsay springs upon the rock.

Let me say at once that I must read the alternating rhythm of Lighthouse-
canvas in the last part of the book as a copulation. To sleep with father in order
to make a baby (a painting, a book) is supposed to be woman’s fondest wish.

But, here as well, Woolf gives that brutal verdict a twist. For the baby is motherq Is |

it is a sublimated version of Mrs. Ramsay that Lily would produce—-whereasj ’
Freud’s point is that the emergence of this wish is to learn to hate the mother,
Woolf's emphasis falls not on the phallus that reappears every other section,
but on the workshop of the womb that delivers the work. In fact, in terms of
the text, Mr. Ramsay’s trip can begin because Lily “decides” it must. ““She de-
cided that there in that very distant and entirely silent little boat Mr. Ramsay
was sitting with Cam and James. Now they had got the sail up; now after a
little flagging and hesitation the sails filled and, shrouded in profound silence,
she watched the boat take its way with deliberation past the other boats out to
sea” (242).

4. Postscript

Knowledge as noncontradiction (identity) is put into question in “The Win-
dow”; it is shown to be based on nothing more immutable than “if Q is then
Q,” and Mr. Ramsay’s “Character” is shown to be weak and petulant. Marriage
as copulation is also devalorized in ““The Window”; it is shown to be a debili-
tating and self-deceived combat, and Mrs. Ramsay’s “character” is shown to be
at once manipulative and deceitful, and untrusting of language. “Time Passes”
allegorically narrates the terror of a (non-human or natural) operation without
a copula. “The Lighthouse” puts into question the possibility of knowledge (of
Mrs. Ramsay) as trope; for a metaphor of art is also a copula (the copula is, after
all, a metaphor) that joins two things.

Lily does not question this impasse, she merely fights it. She makes a copula
by drawing a line in the center, which can be both an invitation to fill in a blank
or a deliberate erasure. If the latter, then she erases (while keeping legible) that
very part of the book that most energetically desires to recuperate the impasse,
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to achieve the undecidable, to write the narrative of madness,—*Time

[ Passes”—for that section is “in the centre.”
“"But Lily’s “line in the centre” is also part of a picture, the picture is part of

_a book, there is a product of some kind in the story as well as in our hands. I
can read this more fully as an allegory of sexual rather than grammatical pro-
duction: it is not only that Lily decides to copulate, she also shows us her womb-
ing. A great deal of the most adventurous criticism in philosophy and literature
for the last 15 years has been involved with putting the authority of the prop-
osition (and, therefore, of the copula) into question.” This questioning has been
often misunderstood as an invitation to play with the copula. I reserve the oc-
casion for arguing that this “new criticism” in fact asks for what might be called
the “feminine mode of critical production.”’* Here I am reading To the Lighthouse
as if it corrects that possible misunderstanding. As if it suggests that, for anyone,
{(and the generic human examplar is a woman) to play with the copula is to go
toward the grim narrative of the discourse of madness and war. One must use
the copula as a necessarily limited instrument and create as best one can.

(This is not as far-fetched as it might sound. In a recent essay in Screen, Stephen
Heath collects once again the evidence to show how close the questioning of
the copula comes to the psychoanalytic description of hysteria, “the female ail-
ment,” where the patient is not sure if she has or has nota penis." And Derrida,
trying to catch Jean Genet's mother Mme. Genet in his book Glas, as Lily tries
to “catch” Mrs. Ramsay, stops at the fetish, of which no one may be sure if it
signifies the possession or lack of a penis.” In this part of my essay I am sug-

. gesting that To the Lighthouse, in its emphasis not merely on copulation but on
gestation, rewrites the argument from hysteria or fetishism.)

In her reading of Freud's late essay “Femininity” the French feminist Luce
Irigaray suggests that Freud gives the girl-child a growth (warped) by penis-
envy (pre-Oedipally she is a boy!) because the Father (a certain Freud) needs to
seduce through pronouncing the Law (42, 44), because once “grown,” she must
console and hide man’s anguish at the possibility of castration (6, 74) and because
she is made to pay the price for keeping the Oedipus complex going (98). And
then Irigaray asks, why did Freud not articulate vulvar, vaginal, uterine stages
(29, 59), why did he ignore the work of the production of the child in the womb?
(89).°

* Once again I am thinking of the-deconstructive criticism of Jacques Derrida. The proposition is
dismantled most clearly in Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory
of Signs, trans. David Allison (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973). Among other
texts in the field are Jacques Lacan, “"La Science et la vérité,” Ecrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966), pp. 855~
77 and Gilles Deleuze, Logique du sens (Paris: Minuit, 1969).

* It is from this point of view that the many helpful readers’ reports on this study troubled me as
well. They reflected the desire for theoretical and propositional explicitness that, via Woolf and the
“new criticism,”” I am combating here: ““There is something coy about this paper and all its ‘copulas,’
but at the same time, the reading of Wolf [sic] is genuinely suggestive and 1 found myself ever
convinced by the power of what seemed a pun [it is in response to this that I wrote my first paragraph].
1t is difficult to understand just what the author's interest in language (as a formal system, with
copulae, etc.) is concerned with, where it comes from and why she thinks it should lead to the sorts
of insights she discovers. Some sort of theoretical explicitness would help here!”
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presented as a sexist text, I

Irigaray’s reading of Freud.

not advance womb-envy as
Nietzsche, philosophers ha

of microscopic spermatozoa,
cycles of the woman. Freud

not discounting penis-envy,
womb. As Michel Foucault

the essay.
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To conclude, then, To the Lighthouse reminds me that the womb is not an

I know, of course, that the text of Freud has to be banalized in order to be

know also that, in that very text that Irigaray reads,

Ereud hin?s at his own fallibility in a sentence that is no mere rhetorical gesture:

If you reject this idea as fantastic and regard my belief in the influence of lacl;
of penis on the configuration of femininity as an idée fixe, I am of course def-
enceless.”” But I do not write to dispraise Freud, simply to take a hint from

I am proposing, then, that it is i i
’ , possible to think that texts such as Woolf’s
can allow us to develop a thematics of womb-envy. I hasten to add that I do

a “new” or “original” idea. From Socrates through
ve often wished to be midwives or mothers. [ am:

only placing it beside the definition of the ph sical womb as

that thg womb has always been defined asi lzck by man in 0:;:: l:o Iczseeslgsetfr!
a lack in man, .the lack, precisely, of a tangible place of production. Why does
man say he “gives” a child to a woman? Since we are in the realm of fanciful
sex-vocabularies, it is not absurd to suggest that the question of “giving” might
be re-formulated if one thought of the large ovum “selecting’”’ amonggmilligns

fiependent for effectiveness upon the physiological
finds the ovum “passive.”° It is just as appropriate

to poir}t out that, if one must allegorize, one must notice that the uterus “re-
leases, .’ “activates” the ovum. It is simply that the grave periodic rhythm of the
womb is not the same as the ad hoc frenzy of the adjudicating phallus. And so
forth. I hope the allegoric parallels with To the Lighthouse are clear. I am of course

but sirx}ply matching it with a possible envy of the
has written, “it's not a question of emancipating

truth from every system of power . .. but of detaching the power of truth from
the forms of hegemony (social, economic, and cultural) within which it operates
at the present time.””"" This might be the secret of “the rivalry and partnership”
between Lily Briscoe and Mr. Ramsay that I ment p

ion on the opening page of

i
i

emptiness or a mystery, itisa. place of production. What the hysteron produces ¢ ¥“/*
1S not simply the contemptible text of hysteria, an experimental madness that
 deconstructs the copula. As a tangible place of production, it can try to construct |
the copula,‘ however precarious, of art. I am not sure if this ennobling of art as
an alternative is a view of things I can fully accept. I can at least honor it as an
attempt to articulate, by using a man as an instrument, a woman’s vision of a'"f
woman;* rather than to disarticulate because no human hand can catch a vision, ~
ecause, perhaps, no vision obtains. .
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" This aspect of the book allows me to
dccident, by men.

Justify our use of theories <igenerated, surely in part by historical



4. Sex and History in The Prelude
(1805): Books Nine to Thirteen

Whatever the “truth” of Wordsworth’s long life (1770-1850), Books Nine
through Thirteen of the 1805 version of his autobiographical poem The Pre.lude
present the French Revolution as the major crisis of the poet’s poetic formation.
As one critic has put it, “’his allegiance to revolutionary enthusiasm was so strong
that, when, as he saw it, the revolutionary government resorted to nationalistic
war (and after he had set up residence with his sister, as they had-so:long
desired), Wordsworth was thrown into a catastrophic depression that has.lec%
many modern critics to treat the Revolution (or having a child by and ‘desertmg
Annette Vallon, one is never quite sure) as the trauma of his life.” As this
analysis reminds us, the “revolution” in Wordsworth’s life also involved two
women. As in the critic’s sentence, so also in The Prelude, the story of Annette
is in parenthesis, the desertion in quotation marks. “His sister’—and indeed
Wordsworth does not name her—is also in parenthesis.

The consecutive parts of The Prelude were not consecutively composed. T.he
account in the text is not chronological. I have taken the textual or narrative
consecutivity imposed by an authorial decision as given. Sucha decision is, after
all, itself part of the effort to cope with crisis.

As I read these books of The Prelude, 1 submit the following theses:

1. Wordsworth not only needed to exorcise his illegitimate paternity
but also to reestablish himself sexually in order to declare his
imagination restored.

2. He coped with the experience of the French Revolution by
transforming it into an iconic text that he could write and reaq.

3. He suggested that poetry was a better cure for the oppressmn'of
mankind than political economy or revolution and that his own life had
the preordained purpose of teaching mankind this lesson.

My critique calls for a much more thorough reading of the history and polit'ics
of the French Revolution and the English reaction than I am able to provide
here.

I sometimes use the Derridian words “trace” and “trace-structure” in the
following way. In our effort to define things, we look for origins. Everx origin
that we seem to locate refers us back to something anterior and contains the
possibility of something posterior. There is, in other words, a trace of something
else in seemingly self-contained origins. This, for the purposes of my argument,
“is' the trace-structure.

The trace, since it breaks up every first cause or origin, cannot be a transcen-
dental principle. It would thus be difficult to distinguish clearly between the
trace as a principle and cases of the trace, such as writing or a stream. Thf? trace-
structure does not simply undermine origins; it also disrupts the unified and
self-contained description of things. By isolating three theses in Wordsworth’s
work, I am inconsistent with the notion of the trace-structure. No discourse is
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possible, however, without the unity of something being taken for granted. It is
not possible to attend to the trace fully. One’s own self-contained critical position
as attendant of the trace also leads back and forward. It is possible to read them
as references, to consolidate them as one’s “history” and “politics.” Since the
trace cannot be fully attended to, one possible alibi is to pay attention to the
texts of history and politics as the trace-structuring of positions, knowing that
those two texts are themselves interminable.

Wordsworth's Exorcism of lilegitimate Paternity; Sexual Self-
Establishment to Restore Imagination

It is commonly acknowledged that the story of Vaudracour and Julia, as told
in Book Nine of The Prelude (1805), is a disguised version of the affair between
Wordsworth and Annette Vallon. The real story is much more banal: Annette
did not have a chance to begin with. She was romantic and undemanding. Plans
for marriage were tacitly dropped over the years. No money was forthcoming
even after Wordsworth received his modest legacy. Annette got deeply involved
in the Royalist resistance and died poor at seventy-five. The story is told in detail
in Emile Legouis’s William Wordsworth and Annette Vallon.* “It is only fair to add
that Wordsworth made some provision for his daughter from the time of her
marriage in February, 1816. This took the form of an annuity for £30, which
continued until 1835 when the annuity was commuted for a final settlement of
£400.” In “Vaudracour and Julia” the woman is in a convent, the child dead
in infancy, and the man insane.

It is not my concern in this section to decide whether Wordsworth can be
excused or if Annette was worth his attentions. It is rather to remark that, in
these books of The Prelude, one may find textual signs of a rejection of paternity,
of a reinstatement of the subject as son (rather than father) within Oedipal law,
and then, through the imagination, a claim to androgyny.

The acknowledgment of paternity is a patriarchal social acknowledgment of
the trace, of membership in what Yeats has called “those dying generations.”
Through this acknowledgment, the man admits that his end is not in himself.
This very man has earlier accepted sonship and admitted that his origin is. not
in himself either. This makes it possible for the man to declare a history. Words-
worth the autobiographer seems more interested at this point in transcending
or coping with rather than declaring history—in producing a poem rather than
a child. He deconstructs the opposition and cooperation between fathers and
sons. The possibility of his being a father is handled in the Vaudracour and Julia
episode. The rememoration—the symbolic reworking of the structures—of his
being a son is constructed in the famous “spots of time”” passages. Then, since
mothers are not carriers of names, by means of Nature as mother, Wordsworth
projects the possibility of being son and lover, father and mother of poems, male
and female at once.

I will try to show this projection through the reading of a few passages. But
first I should insist that I am not interested in a personal psychoanalysis of
William Wordsworth, even if I were capable of undertaking such a task. The
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thematics of psychoanalysis as a regional science should be considered as part
of the ideology of male universalism, and my point here would be that Words-
worth is working with and out of that very ideology. If indeed one wished to
make a rigorous structural psychoanalytic study, one would have to take into
account “the death of Wordsworth’s mother when Wordsworth was eight.” One
would have to plot not only “the repressions, fixations, denials, and distortions
that attend such traumatic events in a child’s life and the hysteria and uncon-
scious obsessions that affect the life of the grown man, and more than likely
his poetic practice”* but also the search for “the lost object” and the recourse |
to fetishism in the text as signature of the subject. e e

The story of Vaudracour and Julia begins as a moment of dissonance in the
story of the French Revolution, marking a deliberate postponement oOr
substitution:

I shall not, as my purpose was, take note

Of other matters which detain’d us oft

In thought or conversation, public acts,

And public persons, and the emotions wrought
Within our minds by the ever-varying wind
Of Record or Report which day by day

Swept over us; but I will here instead

Draw from obscurity a tragic Tale

Not in its spirit singular indeed

But haply worth memorial . . .

(IX, 541-50; italics mine)

Not only does the story not have its proper place or singularity, but its nar-
rative beginning is given as two random and not sufficiently differentiated
choices out of plural possibilities: “Oh/Happy time of youthful Lovers! thus/My
story may begin, Oh! balmy time . . .” (X, 554-55). In the final version of The
Prelude (1850), its revisions dating probably from 1828, the beginning is even
less emphatic: “(thus/The story might begin)” is said in parenthesis, and the
story itself is suppressed and relegated to the status of nothing but a trace of a
record that exists elsewhere: “So might—and with that prelude did begin/The
record” (IX, 557-58 [1850]). If in the serious public business of The Prelude such
a nonserious theme as love and desertion were to be introduced, the 1850 text
asks, “Fellow voyager! / Woulds’t thou not chide?”’ (IX, 563-64).

The end of Book Nine in both versions gives us an unredeemed Vaudracour,
who, situated in an indefinite temporality, remains active as an unchanging pre-
text at the same time as the prospective and retrospective temporality of Books
Ten to Thirteen puts together a story with an end. The mad Vaudracour is

“always there’”:

Thus liv'd the Youth
Cut off from all intelligence with Man,
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And shunning even the light of common day;

Nor could the voice of Freedom, which throulgh France
Soon afterwards resounded, public hope,

Or personal memory of his own deep wrongs

Rx?use him: but in those solitary shades '

His days he wasted, an imbecile mind.

(IX, 926-33)

Lt}stl'cxliasyasuttc})ll:ic;graphy gf é)rigins and ends, Vaudracour simply lives on, wasting
; pen-ended temporality does not bring his life t y i
story of the judgment of France, he remain ¢ oo o Fecodom,
. , s unmoved by the voice of Freed
In this account of the growth of a ’s mi o mind “becile. This
! poet’s mind, his mind remains imbecil i
is the counterplot of the origi e athor
. gin of the prelude, the author’s ali
stands in contrast to, yet in complici ith, ¢ o ares of the
: ’ plicity with, the testamentary figures of
eniltnghs of the later books, who are in fact sublated versions g Vagl?dr:cgurthe
" Vt ec1 end of Book Ten an acceptable alter ego is found. He is quite unl;ke
I r;ae 31,: racour who marks .the story of guilt. This is of course Coleridge, the
nd to whom The Prelude is addressed. Rather than remain suspended i’n an

indefinite temporali i
indefinte ¢ porality, this sublated alter ego looks toward a future shaped by

Thou wilt stand
Not as an Exile but a Visitant
On Etna’s top.

(X, 1032-34)

Unlike the fictive Vaudracour in his un
. ive Ve comfortable suspension, Colerid,
in degraded Sicily, is the parallel of Wordsworth, then in unruly Fram:e.g‘j'\;o‘;idz\i

worth had not been able to fi
worth h e to find a clue to the text of the September Massacres

u
And other sights looking as doth a m}a)rc:n these
Upon a volume whose contents he knows
Ar? memorable, but from him lock’d up,
Being written in a tongue he cannot read,
So that he questions the mute leaves with pain
And half upbraids their silence.

(X, 48-54)
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That failure seems recuperated in all the textual examples—-—Empedocles,‘ Ar-
chimedes, Theocritus, Comates—brought to bear upon contemporary ?mﬂy,
precisely to transform it to a pleasant sojourn for' ColeFidge.‘ Imagination, a
faculty of course denied to Vaudracour’s imbecile mind, is even further

empowered:

by pastoral Arethuse
Or, if that fountain be in truth no more,
Then near some other Spring, which by the name
Though gratulatest, willingly deceived,
Shalt linger as a gladsome Votary,
And not a Captive.

(X, 1034-38; italics mine)

As 1 will show later, the end of Book Eleven welcomes Col_eridge as a com-
panion in an Oedipal scene, and the end of Book Twelve cites Colendge.as
guarantor that in Wordsworth’s early poetry glimpses of a future world superior
to the revolutionary alternative are to be found. _

The end of Book Thirteen, the end of The Prelude as a whole, is a fully negating
sublation of Vaudracour. If his life was a waste of days, by trick of grammar
indefinitely prolonged, the poet’s double is here assured

yet a few short years of useful life,
And all will be complete, thy race be run,
Thy monument of glory will be raised.

(X111, 428-30)

If Vaudracour had remained unchanged by revolution as an imbecilic mind, here
the poet expresses a hope, for himself and his friend, that they may

Instruct . . . how the mind of man becomes

A thousand times more beautiful than

. . . this Frame of things

(Which, ‘mid all revolutions in the hopes

And fears of men, doth still remain unchanged)

(XIII, 446-50)

Julia is obliterated rather quickly from the story. By recounﬁng’ these succes-
sive testamentary endings and comparing them to Vaudracour's fate, which
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ends Book Nine, I have tried to suggest that Vaudracour, the unacknowledged
self as father, helps, through his disavowal and sublation, to secure the record
of the progress and growth of the poet's mind. Let us now consider Words-
worth’s use of Oedipal signals.

There is something like the use of a father figure by a son—as contrasted to
acknowledging oneself as father—early in the next book (X, 467-515). Words-
worth recounts that he had felt great joy at the news of Robespierre’s death. Is
there a sense of guilt associated with ecstatic joy at anyone’s death? We are free
to imagine so, for, after recounting this excess of joy, Wordsworth suddenly
recalls the faith in his own professional future felt by a father figure, his old
teacher at Hawkshead. (As is often the case in The Prelude, there is no causal
connection between the two episodes; however, a relationship is strongly sug-
gested.) The memory had come to him by way of a thought of the teacher’s
epitaph, dealing with judgments on Merits and Frailties, written by Thomas
Gray, a senior and meritorious member of the profession of poetry. This in-
vocation of the tablets of the law of the Fathers finds a much fuller expression
in later passages.

In a passage toward the beginning of Book Eleven, there is once again a scene
of disciplinary judgment. Of the trivium of Poetry, History, Logic, the last has,
at this point in Wordsworth's life, seemingly got the upper hand. As for the
other two—‘"their sentence was, I thought, pronounc’d” (XI, 94). The realization
of this inauspicious triumph of logic over poetry is given in a latent image of
self-division and castration:

Thus strangely did I war against myself

. . . Did like a Monk who hath forsworn the world
Zealously labour to cut off my heart

From all the sources of her former strength.

(X1, 74, 76-77)

Memories of the “spots of time” bring enablement out of this predicament.
The details are explicit and iconic.? The poet has not yet reached man’s estate:
“When scarcely (I was then not six years old)/My hand could hold a bridle” (XI,
280-81). As he stumbles lost and alone, he accidentally discovers the anonymous
natural inscription, sociglly preserved, of an undisclosed proper name, which is
all that remains of the phallic instrument of the law:

The Gibbet-mast was moulder’d down, the bones

And iron case were gone; but on the turf,

Hard by, soon after that fell deed was wrought

Some unknown hand had carved the Murderer’s name.
The monumental writing was engraven

In times long past, and still, from year to year,
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By superstition of the neighbourhood
The grass is clear’d away; and to this hour
The letters are all fresh and visible.

(X1, 291-99; italics mine)

At the time he left the spot forthwith. Now the memory of the lugubrious dis-
covery of the monument of the law provides

A virtue by which pleasure is enhanced
That penetrates, enables us to mount
When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen.

(XI, 266-68)

Many passages in these later books bring the French Revolution under control
by declaring it tobe a felix culpa, a necessary means toward Wordsworth’s growth
as a poet: this is such a suggestion. Nothing but the chain of events set off by
the Revolution could have caused acts of rememoration that would abreactively
fulfill memories of Oedipal events that childhood could not grasp.

As in the case of the memory of the teacher’s grave, a metonymic though not
logical or metaphoric connection between the second spot of time and the actual
father is suggested through contiguity. Here Wordsworth and his brothers perch
on a parting of the ways that reminds us of the setting of Oedipus’ crime: “One
of two roads from Delphi,/another comes from Daulia.”® Ten days after they
arrive at their father’s house, the latter dies. There is no logical connection be-
tween the two events, and yet the spiritual gift of this spot of time is, precisely,
that ““the event/With all the sorrow which is brought appear’d/ A chastisement”
(X1, 368-70).

One might produce a textual chain here: joy at Robespierre’s judgment (averted
by a father figure); the self-castrating despair at Poetry’s judgment at the hand
of Logic (averted by a historical reminder of the judgment of the Law); final
acceptance of one’s own gratuitous, metonymic (simply by virtue of temporal
proximity) guilt. Now, according to the canonical Oedipal explanation, ““Words-
worth” is a man as son. And just as the murderer’s name cut in the grass can
be seen to this day, so also this rememorated accession to manhood retains a
continuous power: “in this later time . . . unknown to me” (XI, 386, 388). Itis
not to be forgotten that the false father Vaudracour, not established within the
Oedipal law of legitimate fathers, also inhabits this temporality by fiat of
grammar.

Near the end of Book Eleven, Coleridge, the benign alter ego—akin to the
brothers at the recalled “original” event—is once again called forth as witness
to the Oedipal accession. Earlier, Wordsworth had written:
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. I shook the habit off
Entirely and for ever, and again
In Nature’s presence stood, as I stand now,
A sensitive, and a creative soul.

(XI, 254-57; italics mine)

Although the ”habi.t” has a complicated conceptual antecedent dispersed in the
argument of the thirty-odd previous lines, the force of the metaphor strongl

1suggests a sexual confrontation, a physical nakedness. One hundred fifty lir%e}s,
ater, Wordswoﬁh welcomes Coleridge into the brotherhood in language that
purging the image of all sexuality, still reminds us of the earlier passagge' '

Behold me then
Once more in Nature’s presence, thus restored
Or 'otherwise, and strengthened once again
(With memory left of what had been escaped)
To habits of devoutest sympathy.

(XI, 393-97; italics mine)

F—hstory and Paternity are here fully disclosed as mere traces, a leftover memory
19% )pxﬁr;glets'ls (1.396), or one among alternate methods of restoration (11.394
. at is certain i i front
o) I rtain is that a man, stripped and newly clothed, stands in front
It is interesting to note that Wordsworth's si i
: \ s sister provides a passage into th
rememoration of these Oedipal events, and finally into the acczssiof itc:‘:n(:cll'of-3
lgyny. Unlike the male mediators who punish, or demonstrate and justify the
aw—the teacher, the .murderer, the father, Coleridge—Dorothy Wordsworth
res{corgs her. brother" s imagination as a living agent. And, indeed, William, in-
te:fr arding his compliments with the patronage typical of his time, and per},laps
of ours, does call her “wholly free”” (XI, 203).” It is curious, then, that the predi-

cation of her relationship with Nature, strong] ini
, rem REL M ’
should be entirely in the conditional: Bly reminiscent of “Tintem Abbey:

Her the birds

And every flower she met with, could they but

Have known her, would have lov’'d. Methought such charm
Of sweetness did her presence breathe around

That all the trees, and all the silent hills

And every thing she look’d on, should have had
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An intimation how she bore herself
Towards them and to all creatures.

(XI, 214-21)

The only indicative description in this passage is introduced by a controlling
“methought.”

Although Wordsworth’s delight in his sister makes him more like God than
like her—"“God delights / In such a being” (XI, 221-22)—she providé a’pes-
sibility of transference for him. The next verse paragraph begins—"Even like
this Maid” (XI, 224). Julia as object of desire had disappeared into a convent,
leaving the child in Vaudracour’s hands. Vaudracour as the substitute of the
poet as father can only perform his service for the text as an awkward image
caught in an indefinitely prolonged imbecility. Dorothy as sister is arranged as
a figure that would allow the poet the possibility of a replaying of the Oedipal
scene, the scene of sonship after the rejection of premature fatherhood. If the
historical, though not transcendental, authority of the Oedipal explanation, es-
pecially for male protagonists, is given credence, then, by invoking a time when
he was like her, William is invoking the pre-Oedipal stage when girl and boy
are alike, leading to the passage through Oedipalization itself, when the object
of the son’s desire is legally, though paradoxically, defined as his mother.? Na-
ture sustains this paradox: for Nature is that which is not Culture, a place or
stage where kinships are not yet articulated. “One cannot confound incest as
it would be in this intensive nonpersonal régime that would institute it, with
incest as represented in extension in the state that prohibits it, and that defines
it as a transgression against persons. . . . Incest as it is prohibited (the form of
discernible persons) is employed to repress incest as it is desired (the substance
of the intense earth).”®

Wordsworth would here clear a space beyond prohibitions for himself. Dor-
othy carries the kinship inscription “sister” and provides the passage to Nature
as object choice; Wordsworth, not acknowledging paternity, has not granted
Annette access to a kinship inscription (she was either Madame or the Widow
Williams). The text of Book Eleven proceeds to inscribe Nature as mother and
lover. The predicament out of which, in the narrative, Dorothy rescues him,
can also be read as a transgression against both such inscriptions of Nature:

1 push’d without remorse
My speculations forward; yea, set foot
On Nature’s holiest places.

(X, 877-79)

The last link in this chain is the poet’s accession to an androgynous self-
inscription which would include mother and lover. Through the supplementary
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presence of Nature, such an inscription seems to embrace places historically
outside” and existentially “inside” the poet. We locate a passage between the

account of the discovery of the name of the murderer and the account of the
death of the father:

Oh! mystery of Man, from what a depth
Proceed thy honours! I am lost, but see

In simple childhood something of the base
On which thy greatness stands, but this I feel,
That from thyself it is that thou must give,
Else never canst receive. The days gone by
Come back upon me from the dawn almost
Of life: the hiding-places of my power

Seem open; I approach, and then they close;

I see by glimpses now; when age comes on,
May scarcely see at all, and I would give,
While yet we may, as far as words can give,
A substance and a life to what I feel:

I would enshrine the spirit of the past

For future restoration.

(XI, 329-43; italics mine)

We notice here the indeterminacy of inside and outside: “from thyself” probably
means “from myself,” but if addressed to “mystery of man,” that meaning is,
strictly speaking, rendered problematic; there are the “I feel”’s that are both
subjective and the subject matter of poetry; and, of course, the pervasive un-
certainty as to whether memory is ever inside or outside. We also notice the
double inscription: womb or depths that produce the subject and vagina where
the subject’s power finds a hiding place. Consummation is as yet impossible.
The hiding places of power seem open but, upon approach, close. It is a situation
of seduction, not without promise. It is a palimpsest of sex, biographic me-
morialization, and psychohistoriography.

Dorothy is in fact invoked as chaperon when Nature is his handmaiden (X,
236-46). And when, in the same penultimate passage of the entire Prelude, she =
is apostrophized, William claims for the full-grown poet an androgynous plen- »
itude which would include within the self an indeterminate role of mother as
well as lover:

And he whose soul hath risen

Up to the height of feeling intellect

Shall want no humbler tenderness, his heart
Be tender as a nursing Mother’s heart;

Of female softness shall his life be full,
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Of little loves and delicate desires,
Mild interests and gentlest sympathies

(XII, 204-10)

This intimation of androgynous plenitude finds its narrative opening in the
last book of The Prelude through the thematics of self-separation and autoero-
ticism, harbingers of the trace. The theme is set up as at least twofold, and
grammatically plural. One item is Imagination, itself “another name” for three
other qualities of mind, and the other is “that intellectual love” (XIII, 186), with
no grammatical fulfillment of the ““that’” other than another double construction,
twenty lines above, where indeed Imagination is declared to be another name
for something else. Of Imagination and intellectual love it is said that “they are
each in each, and cannot stand / Dividually” (XIII, 187-88). It is a picture of
indeterminate coexistence with a strong aura of identity (“each in each,” not
“each in the other”; ““dividually,” not “individually”). In this declaration of
theme, as he sees the progress of the representative poet’s life in his own, Words-
worth seems curiously self-separated. ““This faculty,” he writes, and we have
already seen how pluralized it is, “hath been the moving soul / Of our long
labour.” Yet so intrinsic a cause as a moving soul is also described as an extrinsic
object of pursuit, the trace as stream:

We have traced the stream

From darkness, and the very place of birth
In its blind cavern, whence is faintly heard
The sound of waters.

(XII, 172-75)

The place of birth, or womb, carries a trace of sound, testifying to some pre-
vious origin. The explicit description of the origin as place of birth clarifies the
autoerotic masculinity of “then given it greeting, as it rose once more / With
strength’” (XUI, 179-80). For a time the poet had “lost sight of it bewilder'd and
engulph’'d” (XIII, 178). The openness of the two adjective/adverbs keeps the
distinction between the poet as subject (inside) and Imagination as object (out-
side) indeterminate. The autoerotic image of the subject greeting the strongly
erect phallus that is his moving soul slides quickly into a logical contradiction.
No rising stream can “reflect” anything in its “solemn breast,” let alone “the
works of man and face of human life” (XIII, 180-81). It is after this pluralized
and autoerotic story of Imagination as trace that Wordsworth assures “Man”
that this “prime and vital principal is thine / In the recesses of thy nature’” and
follows through to the openly androgynous claims of lines 20410, cited above.

The itinerary of Wordsworth’s securing of the Imagination is worth recapi-
tulating. Suppression of Julia, unemphatic retention of Vaudracour as sustained
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and negative condition of possibility of disavowal, his sublation i i
rememorating through the mediatitg’n of the figure of Dorot}t:)(/J 1’11111: gzvio(l)e:c;‘igzi
. accession to the Law, Imagination as the androgyny of Nature and Man{—
,»'“Wonlla'n shut out. I cannot but see in it the sexual-political program of the Great
Tradlnon. If, in disclosing such a programmatic itinerary, I have left aside the
1rred.ucible heterogeneity of Wordsworth's text, it is also in the interest of a
certain politics. It is in the interest of suggesting that, when a man (here Words-
worth) addresses another man (Coleridge) in a sustained conversation on a

seemingly universal topic, we must learn to read the mj
’ microstruc
the woman'’s part. furel burden *.

Transforming Revolution into lconic Text

To help introduce this section, let us reconsider those lines from Book Ten:

upon these
And other sights looking as doth a man
Upon a volume whose contents he knows
Are memorable, but from him lock’d up,
Being written in a tongue he cannot read,
So that he questions the mute leaves with pain
And half upbraids their silence.

(X, 48-54)

The contents of the book of revolution must be transformed into a personal
meglory. The autobiographer assures us that, at twenty-two, he knew them to
be “memorable.” He uses strong language to describe the task of learning to
I:'f;cxl‘ t}}:i(;?. It would be to transgress an interdiction, for the book is “lock’d up”

In Book Nine help in reading the text of the landscape and, then, of the
landscape of revolution, comes from Tasso, Spenser, and the Milton of ’Pamdise
Lost. As h'is despair thickens, Wordsworth begins to identify with Milton’s per-
sonal position, as described, say, in Samson Agonistes. The sleepless city a}:ﬁc-
ulates its guilt through Macbeth. His own guilt by transference (including per-
h?ps the unacknowledged guilt of paternity) makes him echo Macbelzh's
x}lghtmares. He admires and sympathizes with the Girondists because they iden-
tified with the ancient Greeks and Romans. Y

A little over halfway through Book Ten, Wordsworth does a double take which
seems to purge the experience of the revolution of most of what one would
commonly call its substance. In line 658, he “reverts from describing the conduct
of the English government in 17934, to recount his own relation to public events
from the time of his arrival in France (Nov. 1791) till his return to England. He
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is therefore traversing again the ground covered by Books IX and X, 1-227 (de

i . 583). . _
Se'll{;::so gztsltgre of )distancing seems to mark an important advance in the chain
I am now describing. Instead of leaning on thg great masters of art and goetry
for models by means of which to organize the dlscontmuous'and alien lan scape
and events, in the latter half of Book Ten Wordsworth beg}r}s to compose icons
out of English and natural material. The vision of the sacrifice on Sarum Plain
can be seen as the last link in this chain. (The great icon of thg ascent of Mount
Snowdon in Book Thirteen triumphantly takes us back to a time before Wc.)rds-f
worth’s experience in France.) Since we have looked gt the occlut}led _ghax_x;f)o
the thematics of paternity, sonship, and androgyny, t.hls ox{erf and md.eed often
ostensive effort should not occupy us long. This section will involve little more
than fleshing out, through a reading of a few passages, of what.I -have sum-
marized in the last two paragraphs. It remains merely to add that this is of course
rather different from a consideration of Wordsworth’s olgvn declared political
allegiance at the time of the composition of these Boo.ks. ' ' .

The sensible or visible is not simply the given of immediate experience. It
carries the trace of history. One must learn to reac% it: \{V.ordsworth records tl'u}s\
impulse in a reasonable way when he judges his initial response to Frenc
events as follows:

I was unprepared
With needful knowledge, had abruptly pass'd
Into a theatre, of which the stage
Was busy with an action far advanced.
Like others I had read, and eagerly
Sometimes, the master Pamphlets of the day;
Nor wanted such half-insight as grew wild
Upon that meagre soil, help’d out by Talk
And public News; but having never chanced
To see a regular Chronicle which might shew,
(If any such indeed existed then)
Whence the main Organs of the public Power
Had sprung, their transmigrations when and how
Accomplish’d, giving thus unto events
A form and body . . .

(IX, 91-106)

As far as the record in The Prelude is concerned, Worc.lsxjvgrth never did go in
search of an originary, formalizing as well as substantializing chromclg of the
power structure of the French Revolution. Instead he soqght alternate lxtera.ry-
historical cases within which he could insert the histon.ca.l and geographical
landscape. If I quote Marx in his middle twentie‘s lj\ere, it is only be;cagse we
should then witness two textualist solutions to similar problems, going in Op-
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posed directions. Ludwig Feuerbach also seems not to have known how to read
a social text, and Marx proposes the following:

the sensuous world around [us] is not a thing given direct from all eternity,
remaining ever the same, but the product of industry and of the state of
society; and, indeed, in the sense that it is an historical product, the result
of the activity of a whole succession of generations, each standing on the
shoulders of the preceding one, developing its industry and its inter-
course, and modifying its social system according to the changed needs.
Even the objects of the simplest ““sensuous certainty” are only given [us]
through social development, industry and commercial intercourse. [Be-
cause he lacks this approach] Feuerbach sees [in Manchester] only factories
and machines, where a hundred years ago only spinning-wheels and
weaving-looms were to be seen, or in the Campagna of Rome he finds
only pasture lands and swamps, where in the time of Augustus he would
have found nothing but the vineyards and villas of Roman capitalists.”?

Confronted with a little-known historical text, Wordsworth’s solution is to
disavow historical or genealogical production and attempt to gain control
through a private allusive positing of resemblance for which he himself remains
the authority and source; at least so he writes almost a decade later. Most of
these “resemblances,” being fully implicit, are accessible, of course, only to a
reader who is sufficiently versed in English literary culture. For example, Words-
worth makes his task of describing the French experience “resemble” the open-

ing of Paradise Lost, Book IX, where Milton turns from the delineation of sinless
Paradise to describe

foul distrust, and breach
Disloyal on the part of Man, revolt,
And disobedience; on the part of Heav'n
Now alienated, distance and distaste,
Anger and just rebuke, and judgment giv'n.

(de Selincourt, p. 566)

It must be pointed out that the “/sin”” is not just France’s against Paradise, which
Wordsworth will judge. It could more “literally” be Wordsworth’s own carnal
knowledge, which this text must subliminally obliterate.

Michel Beaupuy makes an attempt to fill Wordsworth in on the sources of the

present trouble, and on the hope for the future. As Wordsworth commemorates
these conversations, which for him came closest to a “regular Chronicle” of the

times, he gives them apologetic sanction, for Coleridge’s benefit, in the name
f Dion, Plato, Eudemus, and Timonides, who waged a ““philosophic war / Led
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by Philosophers” (II, 421-22). Indeed, Wordsworth’s sympathies were with the
Cirondists because they ““were idealists whose speeches were full of references
to ancient Greece and Rome” (de Selincourt, p. 576). Here too it is interesting
to compare notes with Marx:

Luther put on the mask of the apostle Paul; the Revolution of 17891814
draped itself alternately as the Roman republic and the Roman empire;
and the revolution of 1848 knew no better than to parody at some points
1789 and at others the revolutionary traditions of 1793-5. In the same way;"
the beginner who has learned a new language always retranslates it into
his mother tongue: he can only be said to have appropriated the spirit of
the new language and so be able to express himself in it freely when he
can manipulate it without reference to the old, and when he forgets his
original language while using the new one.’?

A new and unknown language has been thrust upon William Wordsworth.
Even as its elements are being explained to him, he engages in a bizarre “re-
translation” into the old. What he describes much more carefully than the sub-
stance of the conversation is when “from earnest dialogues I slipp’d in thought
/ And let remembrance steal to other times” (IX, 444-45). In these interstitial
moments, the proferred chronicle is sidestepped through the invocation of
“straying’’ hermit and ““devious” travelers (IX, 446, 448). Next the poet reports
covering over the then present discourse with remembered stories of fugitive
maidens or of “Satyrs . . . / Rejoicing oer a Female” (IX, 460-61). Geography,
instead of being textualized as “the result of the activity of a whole succession
of generations, each standing on the shoulders of the preceding one,” is “re-
translated”’ into great literary accounts of the violation or flight of women. The
sight of a convent “not by reverential touch of Time / Dismantled, but by violence
abrupt” (IX, 469-70) takes its place upon this list and prepares us for Julia’s tale.
The verse paragraph that intervenes between the two does give us something
like an insight into Beaupuy’s discourse. Let us consider the strategy of that
paragraph briefly.

First, invocation of an unrememorated castle (third on the list after Romorentin
and Blois)—'‘name now slipp’d / From my remembrance” (IX, 483-84)—inhab-
ited by a nameless mistress of Francis I. This visual object, as Wordsworth re-
members, gives Imagination occasion to inflame two kinds of emotions: one
was, of course, “virtuous wrath and noble scorn” though less so than in the
case of “the peaceful House / Religious” (IX, 496, 492-93); the other was a

mitigat[ion of] the force
Of civic prejudice, the bigotry,
So call it, of a youthful Patriot’s mind
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and, Wordsworth goes on, “on these spots with many gleams {
chivalrous deligh.t!” (IX, 500-01). Beaupuy in the writterzl tgxt is ab%el?: I;r‘ic;u?ef
a summary of his argument only by metaphorizing the object of the French
Revolutlon as “‘a hunger-bitten Girl” . . . “'Tis against that / Which we are fight-
ing’” (IX, 510, 517-18). Here is the summary: &

All institutes for ever blotted out

That legalised exclusion, empty pomp
Abolish’d, sensual state and cruel power
Whether by the edict of the one or few,

And finally, as sum and crown of all,

Should see the People having a strong hand

In making their own Laws, whence better days
To all mankind.

(IX, 525-32)

Tl}ls admirable summary is followed by a proleptic rhetorical question that re-
mm'ds. us that due process was suspended under the Reign of Terror. As a
flewat{on from this theme, the story of Vaudracour and Julia is broache& One
is reminded that Beaupuy, the only good angel on the Revolutionary si;ie is
@mself a deviation, “‘of other mold,” and that his own retranslation of the eve;lts
into art an§l sexual courtesy (in an unwitting display of class and sex prejudice)
serves, as it were, to excuse his Revolutionary sentiments: :

He thro’ the events
Of that great change wander’d in perfect faith,
As through a Book, an old Romance or Tale
Of Fairy, or some dream of actions . . .

.. . Man he lov'd
As Man; and to the mean and the obscure . . .
Transferr'd a courtesy which had no air
Of condescension, but did rather seem
A passion and a gallantry, like that
Which he, a Soldier, in his idler day
Had pay’d to Woman[!]

(IX, 303-06, 311-12, 313~18; italics mine)

It is the passage through the long Book Ten that allows the poet of The Prelude
to represent himself as generative subject. The literary-historical allusions and
}'etranslatvlons of Book Nine change to icons of the poet's own making. In an
.intermediate move, Wordsworth tells the tale of lost control by interiorizing lit-
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erary analogues. We have seen how, in the final passages about the androgynous
Imagination, the distinction between inside and outside is allowed to waver. As
Wordsworth tries to transform revolution into iconic text, again the binary op-
position between the inside of literary memory and the outside of the external
scene is no longer sufficient. The distinction begins to waver in a use of Shake-
speare that has puzzled many readers.

Book Ten, lines 70-77, is worth considering in all its versions.

“The horse is taught his manage, and the wind

Of heaven wheels round and treads in his own steps,
Year follows year, the tide returns again,

Day follows day, all things have second birth;

The earthquake is not satisfied at once.”

And in such a way I wrought upon myself,

Until I seem’d to hear a voice that cried,

To the whole City, “Sleep no more.”

Most of it is within quotation marks, the poet “wrighting”” upon himself. About
two years after the completion of the 1805 Prelude, the quotation marks were
lifted, and thus the sense of a unique sleepless night was removed. As the
passage stands in 1805, the exigency seems to be more to invoke Shakespeare
than to achieve coherence. The lines begin with a peculiarly inapt quotation
from the lighthearted opening of As You Like It, where Orlando complains that
his brother’s horses are treated better than he. Wordsworth wrests the line from
its context and fits it into a number of sentences, all either quotations or self-
quotations (thus confounding the inside of the self with the outside), which
seem to echo two different kinds of sentiments: that wild things are tamed and
that things repeat themselves. The sentences do not seem to provide much solace
against the massacres, guaranteeing at once their taming and their return,
though perhaps the idea of a wild thing obeying the law of its own return is
itself a sort of taming.

In the allusion to Macbeth that follows,
agitated seems to be an acknowledgment of the guilt of the murder of a father/
king. The voice in Shakespeare had seemingly cried, ““Sleep no more!” to all the
house because Macbeth had murdered Duncan. Although in Wordsworth’s eyes
it is Paris who is guilty of killing the king, the Shakespearean reference where
the guilty Macbeth is himself the speaker implicates Wordsworth in the killing
of his own paternity through the rejection of his firstborn. A peculiar line in the
collection of sayings stands out: #All things have second birth.” When in an
extension of the Macbeth passage nearly two hundred lines later, he confides to
Coleridge that although the infant republic was doing well, all the injustices
involved in its inception gave him sleepless nights, an overprotesting paren-
thesis stands out in the same unsettling way:

however, the result of becoming so
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Most melancholy at that time, O Friend!

Were my day-thoughts, my dreams were miserable;
Through months, through years, long after the last beat
Of these atrocities (I speak bare truth,

As if to thee alone in private talk)

I scarcely had one night of quiet sleep

Such ghastly visions had I of despair

And tyranny, and implements of death,

And long orations which in dreams I pleaded
Before unjust Tribunals, with a voice

Labouring, a brain confounded, and a sense

of treachery and desertion in the place l

The holiest that I knew of, my own soul.

(X, 369-81; italics mine)

The image of the victorious republic is that of a Herculean female i
bore a Qaughter, Caroline) who had throttled the snakes aboulte}iglf'a;tafiin?eaﬁ;
sugg.estmg, of course, that even as Wordsworth seeks to control the h.ete
g}e\meﬁyl of' the revolution through literary-historical and then iconic textualili:;_
wsrlc().cc usion of the personal guilt of the unacknowledged paternity is still at
Shakespearean echoes are scattered through the pages
of the time, however, Milton helps Wordswcg)rth gef aggri; f):htehgrlilefgiuggst
I'have alreac}y mentioned that Book Nine opens with a Miltonic echo Words:
wgrth 'des:cnbes the beginning of the Reign of Terror in words recahin the
MlltOI,’uC l.mes, “So spake the Fiend, and with necessitie, / The Tyrant’sg le
excus d his devilish deeds” (Paradise Lost, IV, 394-95; de Selincourt, p 571;) X
thLllr.les 117-202 of Book Te.n are limpid in their conscious sanctityt These z;re
e lines that end in recounting that Wordsworth left France merely because he
was short of fund.s and that this was by far the best thing that could have hap-
Wned because this way his future contributions as a poet were spared HeIrDe
. ordsworth speaks of himself as comparable to an angel and of his coura.geous
opes fgr France, not in the voice of Shakespeare’s guilty Macbeth, but as Mil
ton’s saintly Samson, undone by a woman: ' =

But patience is more oft the exercise

Of saints, the trial of their fortitude,

Making them each his own Deliverer
And Victor over all

That tyrannie or fortune can inflict.

(Samson Agonistes, 1287-91; de
Selincourt, p. 577)
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Indeed, it is the language of Paradise Lost that helps give the joy at Robespierre’s
death the authority of just condemnation: “That this foul Tribe of Moloch was
o’erthrown, / And their chief Regent levell'd with the dust” (X, 469-70).

We have so far considered some examples of allusive textualization and also
of the interiorization of literary allusion. Let us now turn to the composition of
icons.

The point is often made that it was not so much the experience of the French
Revolution, but the fact of England’s warring with France, that finally brought
Wordsworth to despair. Wordsworth's initial reaction to the Revolution matched
a good English model: “There was a general disposition among the middle and
upper classes to welcome the first events of the Revolution—even traditionalists
argued that France was coming belatedly into line with British notions of the
‘mixed constitution.”’** In addition, Wordsworth claims three personal reasons
for sympathy: “born in a poor district,” he had never, in his childhood, seen

The face of one, who, whether Boy or Man,
Was vested with attention or respect
Through claims of wealth or blood

(X, 223-25)

At Cambridge he had seen that “wealth and titles were in less esteem / Than
talents and successful industry” (IX, 234-35). (A superficial but understandable
analysis.) And all along, “fellowship with venerable books . . . and mountain

liberty”” prepared him to

hail
As best the government of equal rights
And individual worth.

(X, 246-48)

Support for idealistic revolutionary principles based on such intuitive-patriotic
grounds would be ill prepared for England’s French policy. Fortunately for
Wordsworth's long-term sanity, the martial conduct of the French, the “radi-
calization of The Revolution,” and the fear of French invasion provided him
with a reason to withdraw into the ideology-reproductive “passive” politics that
is apolitical and individualistic, as it allowed Pitt to become “the diplomatic
architect of European counter-revolution.”™ If the reverence due to a poet is
laid aside for a moment and Wordsworth is seen as a human being with a superb |
poetic gift as defined by a certain tradition, then his ideological victimization

can be appreciated:
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The invasion scare resulted in a torrent of broadsheets and ballads

lll:ll f[lﬂl a ﬁth] g kaCkgIEUIld fCI NCIdShOIth s Snlug and sonorous
T

It is not to be thought of that the Flood

Of British freedom, which, to the open sea

Of the world’s praise from dark antiquity

Hath flowed, “with pomp of waters, unwithstood,” . . .

oi\lgltl {,(l)icb; glec;gght off’t'; .a:?d yet, at this very time, freedom of the press

ng, of trade union organisation, of political isation

and of election, were either severely fimj in abeyance, Wiat thor
r , ely limited or in abeyance. Wh

) sever . at, then,

did the common Englishman’s ‘birth-right’ consist in? “Security of prsg-

erty!” answered Mary W, DY ini
Sl Hoempy s ary Wollstonecraft: “Behold . . . the definition of En-

ITth m;ghlt be ?ememberefl that the elation of first composition at the inception of
e Prelude is not unmixed with the security of a lega d : !
e | gacy and a place of one’s
“revolutionary” nationalism articulates i i
. Y’ tes itself in
: i(aacfigedh{cons that will situate politics and history for Wordsworth, his select

ership, and students of the Romantic period. The components ’of the icon

‘ ;)li};cés;t;(;r; l?:t?amrfe ang antinature. Wordsworth uses the honorable but con
h On of patriotism as a “natural” sentiment, b i
tion of a “natural” tie betwee i indeed ha e Soump-
n man and the soil (as if indeed h
ather than an “ideological” i ' a politieal andt ae
. gical” connection needed to support liti
omic conjuncture bearing its own history.16 Th e initin feelimg momon
Engiangn bt et ry. us the initial feeling against
; y is already dubbed “unnatural strife /
as the icon is set up. And sinc ol justificatins o et
. e the so-called conceptual justificat; i
based on b E ptual justification for the icon
_ ¥y as well be called the “metaphoric” axj i
25 a tree, or an organism “literally”’ i ol etaphor which
‘ Y rooted in the soil, the metapho ich i
e first component of the icon has more than a sanction by z:malic))gyT which is

I, who with the breeze
Had play’d, a green leaf on the blessed tree
Of my beloved country; nor had wish’d
For happier fortune than to wither there,
Now from my pleasant station was cut off,
And toss'd about in whirlwinds. ’
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A limited and controlling play is changed by the war into an untimely death
which, in an induced motion, imitates life. Just as the subjectivistic element of
the anti-Vietnam War movement was not for communist principles but a cleaner
America, so also Wordsworth's icon casts a vote here not for revolutionary prin-
ciples but an England worthy of her name. .

The tree is a natural image. The next bit of the icon secures the social and
legal dimension. Although the situation is a church, the ico.nic .elements are
steeple, congregation, Father worship. Wordsworth's practice is dlfferen.t when
he wants to invoke transcendental principles. Here the preparation slides us
into a situation where Wordsworth feels alienated because, unlike the “simple
worshippers” (sharing in “mountain liberty””) who gave him his taste for rev-
olution, he cannot say, “God for my country, right or wrong.” The power of
the icon, with the status of conceptual-literal-metaphoric lines made indeter-
minate, wrests our support for Wordsworth’s predicament without que§tioning
its strategic structure; indeed indeterminacy is part of both the rhetorical and
the thematic burden of the passage, as the opening lines show:

It was a grief,
Grief call it not, "twas anything but that,
A conflict of sensations without name,
Of which he only who may love the sight
Of a Village Steeple as I do can judge
When in the Congregation, bending all
To their great Father, prayers were offer'd up,
Or praises for our Country’s Victories,
And ‘mid the simple worshippers, perchance,
I only, like an uninvited Guest
Whom no one own’d sate silent, shall I add,
Fed on the day of vengeance yet to come?

(X, 264-75; italics mine)

It is not by chance that the responsibility for such a mishap is thrown on an
unspecified “‘they”:

Oh much have they to account for, who could tear
By violence at one decisive rent

From the best Youth in England, their dear pride,
Their joy, in England.

(X, 276-79)

We are no longer sure whether the warmongers of England or revolution itself
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is to blame. The condemned gesture is still the act of cutting or rending. But
the icon ends with an ambiguous image. At first it is alleged that, at the time,
the French Revolution was considered a higher advent than nationalism—just
as Christ was greater than John the Baptist. Then this very thought is “judged”
in the following lines:

A time in which Experience would have pluck’d
Flowers out of any hedge to make thereof
A Chaplet, in contempt of his grey locks.

(X, 289-90)

This is indeed a contemptuous picture of a revolution that goes against any
established institution. The image of age pretending to youthful self-adornment
is unmistakable in tone. The force of the whirlwind has been reduced to weaving
a chaplet, cutting off a leaf to plucking flowers. The coherence of a historical or
revolutionary argument is on its way to being successfully rejected as mere folly.

I now turn to what in my reading is the place where the chain stops and the
mind triumphs over the French Revolution: Book Twelve, lines 298353, the
reverie on Sarum Plain.

The lines are addressed to that certain Coleridge who, as “Friend,” is witness,
interlocutor, and alter ego of The Prelude. They are an apology for a hubristic
professional concept of self: poets like prophets can see something unseen be-
fore. This is not a unique and self-generative gift, for poets are connected in “a
mighty scheme of truth”-—a “poetic history”’ that is presumably other and better
than “history as such,” which by implication here, and by demonstration else-
where in The Prelude, has failed in the task of prediction and prophecy. The gift
is also a ““dower” from an undisclosed origin, but the Friend is encouraged to
establish something like a relationship between that gift or “influx”” and @ work
of Wordsworth's (not necessarily The Prelude?), whose origin is caught in a neg-
ative which necessarily carries the trace of that which it negates. The thing ne-
gated (logically “prior”) would, in this case, seem paradoxically to imply a chron-
ological posteriority: ““the depth of untaught things.” This vertiginous

~deployment of indeterminacy and traces culminates in the hope that this work

will deconstruct the opposition between Nature and Art—"might become / A
power like one of Nature’s.” Yet to be like one of Nature’s powers, bringing in
the entire part-whole/identity problem, makes even that possible deconstruction
indeterminate. Such a collocation of indeterminacy, where nothing can be fixed,
is the antecedent of the deceptively simple and unified word “mood” to which

. Wordsworth was “raised”” and which is, presumably, both the origin and the

ubject matter of what I am calling an iconic recuperation of the events of 1791

193, (The date of the “actual” walk is July—August, 1793.)

It is by now no longer surprising that the immediate setting of the reverie is

_ also marked by tracings and alternations. The ranging walks took place either
 without a track or along the dreary line of roads. The trace-structure here is not
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the obstreperous heterogeneous material or opening of political history; a vaster
time scale seems to make the experience safe for poetry: “through those vestiges
of ancient times I ranged.” The disingenuous line I had a reverie and saw the
past’” carries this overwhelming and conditioning frame.

In his vision of Sarum Plain, the poet sees multitudes and “‘a single Briton.”
This Briton is a subject-representative or alter ego of great subtlety. He is also
the object of Wordsworth's attentive reverie. There is the same sort of self-de-
constructive ego splitting as in the autoerotic passage on the Imagination as
object of attention that I discussed earlier. He is not necessarily singular though
“single,” as the following words make clear: “Saw . . . here and there, /A single
Briton. . . .” The relationship between him and the prophetic voice is one of
metonymic contiguity, not of agency or production. The voice itself, though “of
spears” and thus war-making, is “heard’ like that prophetic “"voice of the turtle,”
announcing peace and safety from God's wrath: a revolution controlled and
soothed into the proper stuff of poetry. The consciousness that produced the
voice is itself undermined and dispersed into a compound image and common
nouns that hold encrypted the proper name of the leader of Wordsworth's cali-
ing, Shakespeare:

The voice of spears was heard, the rattling spear
Shakeniby arms of mighty bone, in strength
Long moulder’'d of barbaric majesty.

(XTI, 324-26)

I have already remarked upon Wordsworth’s use of a metonymic or sequen-
tial, rather than a metaphoric or consequential, rhetoric. Here that habit seems
specifically to blur the relationship between selves and voices. Imagination, or
Poetry, is presented as an august trace, other and greater than what can be
uttered by a mere individual. Since the poet carefully orchestrates this presen-
tation, the intolerable trace-structure of history as catastrophe can now be tamed.

The relationship between Shakespeare’s encrypted name and the poet’s suc-
cessful invocation of a darkness that took or seemed to take (the rhetoric of
alternation yet again) all objects from his sight to produce a highly precarious
“center” where the icon is finally visible is thus predictably metonymic: “It is
the sacrificial Altar.” At last the carnage of the French Revolution is recon-
structed into a mere image of a generalized “history”’ on the occasion of a highly
deconstructive and self-deconstructed Imagination. Wordsworth can now
“read” the September Massacres:

It is the sacrificial Altar, fed
With living men, how deep the groans, the voice
Of those in the gigantic wicker thrills
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Throughout the region far and near, pervades
The monumental hillocks.

(XI1, 331-35)

“History” has at last come alive and animated the native landscape. And indeed
the next few images are of a collective possibility of reading; no longer a reverie
but actual geometric shapes which figure over a precultural soil—the very image
of the originary institution of a trace, what Heidegger would call “the worlding
of a world.”"” The precultural space of writing is as carefully placed within a
mise-en-abime as the origin of Wordsworth’s unspecified work a few lines earlier:
“untill'd ground” matching “untaught things.” This particular inscription is not
a reminder of Oedipal law but a charming and pleasant access to science. The
principle of figuration is multiple: “imitative form,” “covert expression,” “im-
aging forth” of the constellations. This principle, the relationship between rep-
resentation and represented, is finally itself figured forth as that connection
among poets (the Druids and Wordsworth) with which the argument began:

1 saw the bearded Teachers, with white wands
Uplifted, pointing to the starry sky
Alternately, and Plain below.

(X1I, 349-51)

The icon is sealed at the beginning of the next verse paragraph: ““This for the
past” (XII, 356).

The intolerable trace-structure of history is thus brought under control by the
authorial positing of the elaborate trace-structure of the Imagination and the
brotherhood of poets. The control is emphasized all through the next verse
- paragraph, the closing lines of Book Twelve. Coleridge is called forth to testify
.that at this time Wordsworth began to produce good poetry. But even Coleridge
is superseded, for “the mind is to herself / Witness and judge.” Out of the self-
evidence of such supreme self-possession, and by way of an elaborate iconic
self-deconstruction, Wordsworth competes successfully with the revolution and

records the articulation of 2 new world; the double privilege matches the acces-
_ sion to androgyny:

I seem’d about this period to have sight
Of a new world, a world, too, that was fit
To be transmitted and made visible

To other eyes, as having for its base

That whence our dignity originates

(XTI, 370-74)
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and so on. Reading Romantic poetry will bring about w}}?,t the French- Revolltamon
could not accomplish. What we need to learn frorp is “’An unpgbhs’t1ed oem
on the Growth and Revolutions of an Individual Mind,""” as Coleridge’s Qe.scn'p-
tion of The Prelude has it ““as late as February 1804” (de Selincourt, p. >xvi; italics
ml{}zt) .a postscript must be added. These books of The Prelude have curious m}cly-
ments when what is suppressed projects into the scene. Vaudracour and the
murderer’s name operate unceasingly as textual time passes. And. elsewbere th;
poet apologizes most unemphatically for havi.ng neglected. defads of mi(;g ;m

place, and for not having given his sister her nghtfu.l place in his poem. If these
two items are seen as hardly displaced representatives of the ma.ttelj of France
and the matter of woman, the poet is here excusing the very constitutive burden

of these Books:

Since | withdrew unwillingly from France,

The Story hath demanded less regard

To time and place; and where I lived, and how
" Hath been no longer scrupulously mark’d.
Three years, until a permanent abode

Receiv'd me with that Sister of my heart

Who ought by rights the dearest to have been

Conspicuous through this biographic Verse,

Star seldom utterly conceal’d from view,

I led an undomestic Wanderer’s life

(XIIL, 334-43)

(The sister, incidentally, disappears completely from the 1.850 versim}.) I com-
ment on a comparable narrative intrusion at the end of this next section.

Poetry as Cure for Oppression: A Life Preordained to Teach This Lesson

Wordsworth offers his own poetry as a cure for human oppression and suf-
fering because it teaches one where to look for human value.

In lines 69-158 of Book Twelve the ostensible grounds for such a suggest_ion
are researched and presented. The narrative has just passed thro'u.gh the Oetfh.pal
encounters. Now Wordsworth is ready to undertake his own critique of political

economy. His conclusion is that the true wealth of nations is in

The dignity of individual Man,
Of Man, no composition of the thought,
Abstraction, shadow, image, but the man
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Of whom we read [a curious distinction!], the man whom we behold
With our own eyes.
(X11, 84-87)

Man as a category is of course always an abstraction, whether we see him, read
of him, or make him a part of ““public welfare,” which last, according to Words-
worth in this passage, is ‘‘plans without thought, or bottom’d on false thought
/ And false philosophy”’ (XII 74~76). Without pursuing that point, however, let
us insist that although, following his rhetorical bent, Wordsworth does not
equate the true wealth of nations with individual male dignity, but leaves them
suggestively contiguous on a list, there can be no doubt that he here recounts
the history of someone who seriously and with experience, knowledge, and wis-
dom confronts the problems of social justice and political economy. He refers
to “the Books / Of modern Statists” (XII, 77-78), most specifically, of course,
to Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776.'® (In the 1850
version of The Prelude, the phrase—"The Wealth of Nations”—is put within
quotation marks, as the title of a book.)

Quite appropriately, though always by implication, Wordsworth finds the
increasing of the wealth of nations, as understood by classical economists, to be
a hollow goal. Adam Smith was a proponent of the labor-command theory of
value: “The value of any commodity, therefore, to the person who possesses
it, and who means not to use or consume it himself, but to exchange it for other
commodities, is equal to the quantity of labour which it enables him to purchase
or command. Labour, therefore, is the real measure of the exchangeable value
of all commodities.”?® His method of increasing the wealth of a nation is there-
fore greater division of labor, greater specialization, deregulation of trade, eco-
nomic interaction between town and country, the establishment of colonies—
all based on a view of human nature reflected in the following famous passage:

Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is
in vain for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more
likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and shew
them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of
them . . . It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or
the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own
interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-
love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their
advantages.®

Wordsworth predictably does not concern himself with the practical possibilities
. of laissez-faire capitalism. He implicitly questions its presuppositions regarding
human nature—which he considers an aberration. He does not, however, sug-
. gest that the production of commodities requires and produces this aberrant
. version of human nature. He posits, rather, a subjective theory of human value,
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where the work of salvation would consist of disclosing that man’s essential
wealth lay inside him.

He therefore asks: Why is the essential individual who is the standard of
measurement of this subjective theory of value (yet, curiously enough, not an
abstraction) so rarely to be found? Wordsworth poses a rhetorical question: ““Our
animal wants and the necessities / Which they impose, are these the obstacles?”
(X1I, 94-95). If this question were answered in the affirmative, then the entire
occluded chain of the nonacknowledgment of paternity might, even in so seem-
ingly self-assured a passage, be making itself felt; in other words, Wordsworth
would then be in the most uncharacteristic position of “taking himself as an
example,” making of his animal nature the inevitable reason for the failure of
perfectibility. If in the negative, then Wordsworth’s case against political justice,
against Godwin, Adam Smith, and the French Revolution is won. As in all
rhetorical questions, the questioner obliquely declares for one alternative: “’If
not, then others vanish into air’”” (XII, 96). And the asymmetry of the rhetorical
question constitutes The Prelude’s politics as well as the condition of its
possibility.

The position, then, is that social relations of production cannot touch the inner
resources of man. The corollary: Revolutionary politics, seeking to change those
social relations, are therefore superfluous; poetry, disclosing man'’s inner re-
sources, is the only way. Although Wordsworth cannot ask how there will come
to pass a set of social relations in which everyone will have the opportunity and
education to value poetry for its use, he does ask a preliminary question that
seems appropriate if the poet is to disclose the wealth of man:

how much of real worth
And genuine knowledge, and true power of mind
Did at this day exist in those who liv'd
By bodily labour, labour far exceeding
Their due proportion, under all the weight
Of that injustice which upon ourselves
By composition of society
OCurselves entail

(XII, 98-105; italics mine)

If this question is asked rigorously, we arrive at the problem of human alien-
ation in the interest of the production of surplus-value:

The fact that half a day’s labour is necessary to keep the worker alive
during twenty-four hours does not in any way prevent him from working
a whole day. Therefore the value of labour-power and the value which
that labour-power valorizes [verwertet] in the labour-process, are two en-
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.tirely. different magnitudes; and this difference was what the capitalist had
in mind when he was purchasing the labour-power.?!

Whether he has stumbled upon the crucial question of social injustice or not,
Wordsworth'’s ideological preparation and predilection lead him to a less than
useful answer. The ground rules of the academic subdivision of labor would
make most of us at this point piously exclaim, “One does not judge poets in
!:his way! This is only Wordsworth’s personal story, and since this is poetry, it
is not even that—the ‘I’ of The Prelude is to be designated ‘the speaker,” not
‘Wordsworth.”” Suffice it to say that I am deliberately wondering seeing if in-
deed poetry can get away a posteriori with a narrative of political investigation

when it never in fact “irreducibly intends” anything but its own “constitution.”
Although

an intermixture of distinct regards
And truths of individual sympathy . . . often might be glean’d
From that great City,

(11, 119-20)
Wordsworth “to frame such estimate [of human worth],”

. . chiefly look’d (what need to look beyond?)
Among the natural abodes of men,
Fields with their rural works.

(X1, 105-08)

“What need,” indeed! Wordsworth is tracing out a recognizable ideological cir-
cuit here, deciding that the peculiarities of one’s own locale give the universal
norm. (In fact, even in terms of rural England, the situation in Cumberland and
Westmorland was not representative.)?? ““Feuerbach’s ‘conception’ of the sen-
-Suous world [in the Principles of A Philosophy of the Future] is confined on the one
hand to mere contemplation of it, and on the other to mere feeling; he posits
‘Man’ instead of ‘real historical man.” "Man’ is really ‘the German.' "%

There is something to admire in Wordsworth’s impulse. Not only does he ask
the question of disproportionate labor, he also emphasizes that the excluded
margins of the human norm are where the norm can be properly encountered;
-his own thematics are of depth and surface: ,

There [I] saw into the depth of human souls,
Souls that appear to have no depth at all
To vulgar eyes.

(XI1, 166-68)
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This is all the more laudable because of the deplorable consequences of the
vagrancy laws, some of them of Tudor origin, that began to be sharply felt as
a result of the rise of industrial capitalism. It is noteworthy, however, that at
the crucial moment of decision in The Prelude Wordsworth does not speak of the
dispossessed ‘’small proprietors” of the Lake Country, of whose plight he had
considerable knowledge, nor of “an ancient rural society falling into decay.”**

The ideologically benevolent perspective Wordsworth had on these vagrants
would not allow him to argue here for a fairer distribution of labor or wealth,
but would confine him to the declaration that virtue and intellectual strength
are not necessarily the property of the so-called educated classes—and hedge
even that declaration by an “if” and a personal preference:*®

§

If man’s estate, by doom of Nature yoked
With toil, is therefore yoked with ignorance,
If virtue be indeed so hard to rear,

And intellectual strength so rare a boon

I prized such walks still more.

(X1, 174-78)

It is of course worth noticing that the conditions for prizing the walk are askew.
In terms of the overt argument of this part of The Prelude, we are not sure whether
Wordsworth thinks the first “if”” is correct; this uncertainty makes the “there-
fore” rhetorically undecidable, since the declared charge of the argument sug-
gests that the last two “if's” are false suppositions. But I prefer to ask simpler
questions: Why is the doom of Nature not equally exigent upon everyone, and
why should a man who does not want to reduce Man (sic) to a homogenizing
abstraction be unable to entertain the question of heterogeneity?

If, indeed, one continues the analogy, it looks like this: Wordsworth will work
on the human wealth represented by the solitaries and produce poetry which
will teach others to be as wealthy as the originals. It should be repeated that
such an analogy ignores such questions as “Who reads poetry?” “Who makes
Laws?” “Who makes money?” as well as “What is the relationship between the
interest on Wordsworth's capital and the production of this theory?”” The great-
ness of Marx was to have realized that, within capitalism, that interest is part
of a surplus the production of which is the sole prerogative of wage labor and
that production is based on exploitation. “Productive labor” and “free labor”
in this context are not positive concepts; they are the bitter names of human
degradation and alienation: the ““‘productive’ worker cares as much about the
crappy shit he has to make as does the capitalist himself who employs him, and
who also couldn’t give a damn for the junk.”?® Within the historical situation
of the late eighteenth century, to offer only poetry as the means of changing.
this definition of “productive” is class-bound and narrow. Since it denies the
reality of exploitation, it need conceive of no struggle. An example of this attitude
can still be found in the official philosophy of current Departments of English

7" "We have so far considered Wordsworth’

\gure for human oppression or suffering tha

apology when all seemed to have been appeased (p. 350),
moment when, in this final book, something apparently suppressed juts into
the scene. Life is seen to have a telos or at least a place that
poet’s self. And such a.life is seen as capable of launching an unan
at least unanswered reproach. There is even a hint that The Prelu
but an excuse. If the passage [ quote above narrates a poetic career
narrates the career of The Prelude not just as text but as discourse:,
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"T}}e goal of ethical criticism is transvaluation, the ability to look at contempora
social values with the detachment of one who is able to compare them in son?e,
degree with the infinite vision of possibilities presented by culture.”?”
Wordsworth’s choice of the rural solitary as theme, then, is an ideologically
Symptomatic move in answer to a critical question about political economy. It
is neither to lack sympathy for Wordsworth’s predicament nor to underestiméte
‘the verbal grandeur” of the poetry to be able to recognize this program.
s sugg{esﬁon that poetry is a better
: n revolution. Hi ion '
is that his own life is preordained to teach this lesson. In r;:liicr?; fn;ugi?it;zrsl i
arguments, I have amply presented the elements of this well-known suggestion
So Ipuch s0, that I will not reformulate it here. Suffice it to mention that this.
particular chain of thought in The Prelude is rounded off most appropriately, in
a verse paragraph of exquisite beauty, where Wordsworth expresses an unc:m-
vincing uncertainty about that very telos of his life; even as he finds, in the
prlv‘:ate” memory of the “public” poetic records of his “private” exchan,ge with
Coleridge, a sufficient dialogic justification for The Prelude:

To thee, in memory of that happiness

It will be known, by thee at least, my Friend,
Felt, that the history of a Poet’s mind

Is labour not unworthy of regard:

To thee the work shall justify itself.

(XIII, 406-10)

Yet, just as there is a moment when France and Dorothy jut into the text as
so also is there a

is distinct from the
swerable or
de might be
this passage

O Friend! the termination of my course

Is nearer now, much nearer; yet even then

In that distraction and intense desire

I said unto the life which [ had lived,

Where art thou? Hear I not a voice from thee
Which “tis reproach to hear? Anon I rose

As if on wings, and saw beneath me stretch’d
Vast prospect of the world which I had been
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And was; and hence this Song, which like a lark
I have protracted . . .

(XIIL, 372-81)

No answer to Wordsworth’s question of the first six lines is arﬁcglated in t&e
next four; only a strategy is described. If one pgﬂed at a passage l}k;h th11>s’1 di
text could be made to perform a self-deconstruction, the‘a‘dequacy o 0 e Pre uld
as autobiography called into question. But then the politics of_ the pub;!r iviv)oued
insert itself into the proceeding. I have stoppe‘!d short of t.he impossibly 11’2}1
position that such a person with pull is politics free, o§c1.llat1ng freelylm the
difficult double bind”’ of an aporia, like the Cumaean sybil in a perpetual motion

n ) . .
m?ihtlh:se pages ] have read a poetic text attempﬁr}g to cope with a rgvo%;ht?:;
and paternity. I have not asked the critic to be hoshlg to poetry or to dou the
poet’s good faith; although I have asked her to examine the unquestioning r

o nity that seems,
erence or—on the part of the poets themselves—the credulous vanity 1 i

to be our disciplinary requirement. As a feminist reader of men on women, i
‘ thought it useful to point out that, in the texts of the Great Tradition, the moi

remotely occluded and transparently mediating figure is woman.

1981

5. Feminism and Critical Theory

What has been the itinerary of my thinking during the past few years about
the relationships among feminism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, and deconstruc-
tion? The issues have been of interest to many people, and the configurations
of these fields continue to change. I will not engage here with the various lines
of thought that have constituted this change, but will try instead to mark and
reflect upon the way these developments have been inscribed in my own work.
The first section of the essay is a version of a talk I gave several years ago. The
second section represents a reflection on that earlier work. The third section is
an intermediate moment. The fourth section inhabits something like the present.

1.

I cannot speak of feminism in general. I speak of what I do as a woman within
literary criticism. My own definition of a woman is very simple: it rests on the
word “man’’ as used in the texts that provide the foundation for the corner of
the literary criticism establishment that I inhabit. You might say at this point,
defining the word “woman” as resting on the word “man” is a reactionary
position. Should I not carve out an independent definition for myself as a
woman? Here I must repeat some deconstructive lessons learned over the past
decade that I often repeat. One, no rigorous definition of anything is ultimately
possible, so that if one wants to, one could go on deconstructing the opposition
between man and woman, and finally show that it is a binary opposition that
displaces itself.’ Therefore, “‘as a deconstructivist,” I cannot recommend that
kind of dichotomy at all, yet, I feel that definitions are necessary in order to
keep us going, to allow us to take a stand. The only way that I can see myself
. .making definitions is in a provisional and polemical one: I construct my defi-
nition as a woman not in terms of a woman’s putative essence but in terms of
words currently in use.?’Man’’ is such a word in common usage.; Not 2 word,
but the word. I therefore fix my glance upon this word even as I question the
enterprise of redefining the premises of any theory.

In the broadest possible sense, most critical theory in my part of the academic
establishment (Lacan, Derrida, Foucault, the last Barthes) sees the text as that
area of the discourse of the human sciences—in the United States called the
humanities—in which the problem of the discourse of the human sciences is made
| available. Whereas in other kinds of discourses there is a move toward the final
truth of a situation, literature, even within this argument, displays that the truth
of a human situation is the itinerary of not being able to find it. In the general
iscotirse of the humanities, there is a sort of search for solutions, whereas in
literary discourse there is a playing out of the problem as the solution, if you
like.

The problem of human discourse is generally seen as articulating itself in the
play of, in terms of, three shifting “‘concepts’”: language, world, and conscious-
ness. We know no world that is not organized as a language, we operate with

e



. granted. A safe figure, _ eeck
;‘);sitidﬁj is the text—a weave of knowing and not-knowing which is what know-
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no other consciousness but one structured as a language—languages that we
cannot possess, for we are operated by those languages as w‘.ell. The category
of language, then, embraces the categories of world and consciousness even as
it is determined by them. Strictly speaking, since we are'queshomng .the human
being’s control over the production of language, the figure th.::tt lel serve us
better is writing, for there the absence of the producer and receiver is t'aken for
' seemingly outside of the language-(speech)-writing op-
ing is. (This organizing principle—language, writin& or text'—might _i,tself })e a
way of holding at bay a randomness incongruent thh. consciousness.) .

The theoreticians of textuality read Marx as a theons,tmgf thg \yggrlc_i (hls_tory
and society), as a text of the forces of labor and produchon—lerculatlon-dlsm-
bution, and Freud as a theorist of the self, as a text of consciousness and the
unconscious. This human textuality can be seen not only as world and self, as
the representation of a world in terms of a self at play with oth(?r se%ves an‘d
generating this representation, but also in the world and self, all implicated in
an “intertextuality.” It should be clear from this that such a concept of text-u.a}xty
does not mean a reduction of the world to linguistic texts, bogks, or a tradition
composed of books, criticism in the narrow sense, and teac'hmg,‘. N

I am not, then, speaking about Marxist or psychoanalytic criticism as a re-
ductive enterprise which diagnoses the scenario in every book in terms of. w}.\ere
it would fit into a Marxist or a psychoanalytical canon. To my way of thinking,

“the discourse of the literary text is part of a general configurét.ion of te?ctuahty,
a placing forth of the solution as the unava.ail'abihty of a unified solution to a
unified or homogeneous, generating or receiving,
:‘Aability is often not confronted. It is dodged

consciousness. This unavail-
and the problem apparently solved,
in terms perhaps of unifying concepts like “man,” the uniYersal contours of a
sex-, race-, class-transcendent consciousness as the generating, generated, and
ivi nsciousness of the text.
feieclgléig ;c;vecb(;oached Marx and Freud more easily. I wanted to say all of the
above because, in general, in the literary critical establishment here, th(?se two
are seen as reductive models. Now, although nonreductive methods are implicit

in both of them, . i of
evidence and demonstration. They seem to bring forth evidence from the wor

of man or man’s self, and thus prove certain kinds of truths about world and
world and self are based on
I would like to fix upon the

self. T would risk saying that their descriptions of
inadequate evidence. In terms of this conviction, . '
idea of alienation in Marx, and the idea of normality and health in Freud.

‘One way of moving into Marx is in terms of use-\{alue, exc.hange-vallue, anfi
surplus-value. Marx’s notion of use-value is that which pertains to a thing as it
is directly consumed by an agent. Its exchange-value (after the emergence of th.e
money form) does not relate to its direct fulfillment of a.spe'mﬁc need, but is
rather assessed in terms of what it can be exchanged for in elthe{r labor-power
or money. In this process of abstracting through exchange, by making the wor?er
work longer than necessary for subsistence wages or by means of labor-saving
machinery, the buyer of the laborer’s work gets more (in exchange) than thef

Marx and Freud do also seem to argue in terms of a mode of
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worker needs for his subsistence while he makes the thing.? This ‘“more-worth”
(in German, literally, Mehrwert) is surplus-value.

One could indefinitely allegorize the relationship of woman within this par-
ticular triad—use, exchange, and surplus—by suggesting that woman in the
traditional social situation produces more than she is getting in terms of her
subsistence, and therefore is a continual source of the production of surpluses,
for the man who owns her, or by the man for the capitalist who owns his labor-
power. Apart from the fact that the mode of production of housework is not,
strictly speaking, capitalist, such an analysis is paradoxical. The contemporary
woman, when she seeks financial compensation for housework, seeks the ab-
straction of use-value into exchange-value. The situation of the domestic work-
place is not one of “pure exchange.” The Marxian exigency would make us ask
at least two questions: What is the use-value of unremunerated woman’s work
for husband or family? Is the willing insertion into the wage structure a curse
or a blessing? How should we fight the idea, universally accepted by men, that
wages are the only mark of value-producing work? (Not, I think, through the
slogan “Housework is beautiful.”) What would be the implications of denying
women entry into the capitalist economy? Radical feminism can here learn a
cautionary lesson from Lenin’s capitulation to capitalism.

These are important questions, but they do not necessarily broaden Marxist
theory from a feminist point of view. For our purpose, the idea of externalization
(EntiuBerung/VeriuBerung) or alienation (Entfremdung) is of greater interest.
Within the capitalist system, the labor process externalizes itself and the worker
as commodities. Upon this idea of the fracturing of the human being’s rela-
‘tionship to himself and his work as commodities rests the ethical charge of
Marx’s argument.®
I would argue that, in terms of the physical, emotional, legal, custodial, and
sentimental situation of the woman’s product, the child, this picture of the
human relationship to production, labor, and property is incomplete. The pos-
- session of a tangible place of production in the womb situates the woman as an
_ agent in any theory of production. Marx’s dialectics of externalization-alienation

followed by fetish formation is inadequate because one fundamental human
 relationship to a product and labor is not taken into account.*
This does not mean that, if the Marxian account of externalization-alienation
_ were rewritten from a feminist perspective, the special interest of childbirth,
hildbearing, and childrearing would be inserted. It seems that the entire prob-
lematic of sexuality, rather than remaining caught within arguments about overt
sociosexual politics, would be fully broached.
Having said this, I would reemphasize the need to interpret reproduction
within a Marxian problematic.’
. In both so-called matrilineal and patrilineal societies the legal possession of
the child is an inalienable fact of the property right of the man who “produces”
he child.® In terms of this legal possession, the common custodial definition,
at women are much more nurturing of children, might be seen as a dissi-
ulated reactionary gesture. The man retains legal property rights over the
product of a woman’s body. On each separate occasion, the custodial decision
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is a sentimental questioning of man’s right. The current struggle over abortion
rights has foregrounded this unacknowledged agenda.

In order not simply to make an exception to man’s legal right, or to add a
footnote from a feminist perspective to the Marxist text, we must engage and
correct the theory of production and alienation upon which the Marxist text is
based and with which it functions. As I suggested above, much Mandst feminism
works on an analogy with use-value, exchange-value, and surplus-value rela-
tionships. Marx’s own writings on women and children seek to alleviate their
condition in terms of a desexualized labor force.” If there were the kind of re-
writing that I am proposing, it would be harder to sketch out the rules of econ-
omy and social ethics; in fact, to an extent, deconstruction as the questioning
of essential definitions would operate if one were to see that in Marx there is a
moment of major transgression where rules for humanity and criticism of so-
cieties are based on inadequate evidence. Marx's texts, including Capital, pre-
suppose an ethical theory: alienation of labor must be undone because it un-
dermines the agency of the subject in his work and his property. I would like
to suggest that if the nature and history of alienation, labor, and the production
of property are reexamined in terms of women'’s work and childbirth, it can lead
us to a reading of Marx beyond Marx.

One way of moving into Freud is in terms of his notion of the nature of pain
as the deferment of pleasure, especially the later Freud who wrote Beyond the
Pleasure Principle.® Freud’s spectacular mechanics of imagined, anticipated, and
avoided pain write the subject’s history and theory, and constantly broach the
never-quite-defined concept of normality: anxiety, inhibition, paranoia, schiz-
ophrenia, melancholy, mourning. I would like to suggest that in the womb, a
tangible place of production, there is the possibility that pain exists within the
concepts of normality and productivity. (This is not to sentimentalize the pain
of childbirth.) The problematizing of the phenomenal identity of pleasure and
unpleasure should not be operated only through the logic of repression. The
opposition pleasure-pain is questioned in the physiological “normality” of
woman.

If one were to look at the never-quite-defined concepts of normality and health
that run through and are submerged in Freud’s texts, one would have to redefine
the nature of pain. Pain does not operate in the same way in men and in women.
Once again, this deconstructive move will make it much harder to devise the
rules.

Freud's best-known determinant of femininity is penis-envy. The most crucial
text of this argument is the essay on femininity in the New Introductory Lectures.’
There, Freud begins to argue that the little girlis a little boy before she discovers
sex. As Luce Irigaray and others have shown, Freud does not take the womb
into account.® Our mood, since we carry the womb as well as being carried by
it, should be corrective.”! We might chart the itinerary of womb-envy in the

production of a theory of consciousness: the idea of the womb as a place of

production is avoided both in Marx and in Freud. (There are exceptions to such
a generalization, especially among American neo-Freudians such as Erich
Fromm. I am speaking here about invariable presuppositions, even among such
exceptions.) In Freud, the genital stage is preeminently phallic, not

clitoral or -
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vaginal. This particular gap in Freud is significant. The hysteron remains the
place which constitutes only the text of hysteria. Everywhere there is a non-
confrontation of the idea of the womb as a workshop, except to produce a sur-
rogate penis. Our task in rewriting the text of Freud is not so much to declare
the idea of penis-envy rejectable, but to make available the idea of a womb-envy
as something that interacts with the idea of penis-envy to determine human
sexuality and the production of society.™?

These are some questions that may be asked of the Freudian and Marxist
“g_rounds" or theoretical ““bases” that operate our ideas of world and self. We
rr.ught want to ignore them altogether and say that the business of literary criti-
cism is neither your gender (such a suggestion seems hopelessly dated) nor the
theories of revolution or psychoanalysis. Criticism must remain resolutely neuter
and practical. One should not mistake the grounds out of which the ideas of
world and self are produced with the business of the appreciation of the literary
text. If one looks closely, one will see that, whether one diagnoses the names
or not, certain kinds of thoughts are presupposed by the notions of world and
consciousness of the most ““practical” critic. Part of the feminist enterprise might
well be to provide “evidence” so that these great male texts do not become great
adversaries, or models from whom we take our ideas and then revise or reassess
them. These texts must be rewritten so that there is new material for the grasping
of the production and determination of literature within the general production
and determination of consciousness and society. After all, the people who pro-
duce literature, male and female, are also moved by general ideas of world and
consciousness to which they cannot give a name.

If we continue to work in this way, the common currency of the understanding
f’f society will change. I think that kind of change, the coining of new money,
is necessary. I certainly believe that such work is supplemented by research into
vxfomen’s writing and research into the conditions of women in the past. The
kind of work I have outlined would infiltrate the male academy and redo the
terms of our understanding of the context and substance of literature as part of
the human enterprise.

2.

What seems missing in these earlier remarks is the dimension of race. Today
. I would see my work as the developing of a reading method that is sensitive
to gender, race, and class. The earlier remarks would apply indirectly to the
development of class-sensitive and directly to the development of gender-sen-
sitive readings.

_In the matter of race-sensitive analyses, the chief problem of American fem-
inist criticism is its identification of racism as such with the constitution of racism
in America. Thus, today I see the object of investigation to be not only the history
of “Third World Women” or their testimony but also the production, through
the great European theories, often by way of literature, of the colonial object.
As long as American feminists understand “history” as a positivistic empiricism
that scorns “theory” and therefore remains ignorant of its own, the “Third
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World"” as its object of study will remain constituted by those hegemonic First
World intellectual practices.'®

My attitude toward Freud today involves a broader critique of his entire
project. It is a critique not only of Freud’s masculism but of nuclear-familial
psychoanalytical theories of the constitution of the sexed subject. Such a critique
extends to alternative scenarios to Freud that keep to the nuclear parent-child
model, as it does to the offer of Greek mythical alternatives to Oedipus as the
regulative type-case of the model itself, as it does to the romantic notion that
an extended family, especially a community of women, would necessarily cure
the ills of the nuclear family. My concern with the production of colonial dis-
course thus touches my critique of Freud as well as most Western feminist chal-
lenges to Freud. The extended or corporate family is a socioeconomic (indeed,
on occasion political) organization which makes sexual constitution irreducibly
complicit with historical and political economy.' To learn to read that way is
to understand that the literature of the world, itself accessible only to a few, is
not tied by the concrete universals of a network of archetypes—a theory that
was entailed by the consolidation of a political excuse—but by a textuality of
material-ideological-psycho-sexual production. This articulation sharpens a gen-
eral presupposition of my earlier remarks.

Pursuing these considerations, I proposed recently an analysis of “‘the dis-
course of the clitoris.”*® The reactions to that proposal have been interesting in
the context I discuss above. A certain response from American lesbian feminists
can be represented by the following quotation: “In this open-ended definition
of phallus/semination as organically omnipotent the only recourse is to name the
clitoris as orgasmically phallic and to call the uterus the reproductive extension
of the phallus. . . . You must stop thinking of yourself privileged as a hetero-
sexual woman.”’*® Because of its physiologistic orientation, the first part of this
objection sees my naming of the clitoris as a repetition of Freud's situating of
it as a “little penis.” To the second part of the objection I customarily respond:
“You're right, and one cannot know how far one succeeds. Yet, the effort to
put First World lesbianism in its place is not necessarily reducible to pride in
fernale heterosexuality.” Other uses of my suggestion, both supportive and ad-
verse, have also reduced the discourse of the clitoris to a physiological fantasy.
In the interest of the broadening scope of my critique, I should like to reem-
phasize that the clitoris, even as I acknowledge and honor its irreducible phys-
iological effect, is, in this reading, also a short-hand for women’s excess in all

areas of production and practice, an excess which must be brought under control

to keep business going as usual.’”

My attitude toward Marxism now recognizes the historical antagonism be-:
tween Marxism and feminism, on both sides. Hardcore Marxism at best dismisses
and at worst patronizes the importance of women’s struggle. On the other hand, ..
not only the history of European feminism in its opposition to Bolshevik and
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work that sees that the “essential truth” of Marxism or feminism cannot be
separated from its history. My present work relates this to the ideological de-
velopr'nent of the theory of the imagination in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and
twenpeth centuries. I am interested in class analysis of families as it is I’aeing
practiced by, among others, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Heidi Hartman Nancy
Hal.'tsock, and Annette Kuhn. I am myself bent upon reading the text :)f inter-
national feminism as operated by the production and realization of surplus-
vz?lue. -My own earlier concern with the specific theme of reproductive (non)
alienation seems to me today to be heavily enough touched by a nuclear-familial
hysterocentrism to be open to the critique of psychoanalytic feminism that I
suggest above.

On the other hand, if sexual reproduction is seen as the production of a prod-
uct by an irreducibly determinate means (conjunction of semination-ovulation)
in an 1r.reducib1y determinate mode (heterogeneous combination of domestié
and po!lt.ico-civil economy), entailing a minimal variation of social relations, then
two original Marxist categories would be put into question: use-value a:s the
measure of communist production and absolute surplus-value as the motor of
primitive (capitalist) accumulation. For the first: the child, although not a com-
modity, is also not produced for immediate and adequate consumption or direct
exchange. For the second: the premise that the difference between subsistence-
~ wage 'and labor-power’s potential of production is the origin of original accu-

n.mlatlon can only be advanced if reproduction is seen as identical with sub-
sistence; in fact, the reproduction and maintenance of children would make
heterogeneous the original calculation in terms of something like the slow dis-
placement of value from fixed capital to commodity.’® These insights take the
critique of wage-labor in unexpected directions.

3 When [ earlier touched upon the relationship between wage-theory and
women’s work,” I had not yet read the autonomist arguments about wage and
v‘vo%ﬂk as best developed in the work of Antonio Negri."” Exigencies of work and
limitations of scholarship and experience permitting, I would like next to stud
he relationship between domestic and political economies in order to establjsl}\’
"he sub‘{ersive power of “women’s work” in models in the construction of a
. r_evolutxonary subject.” Negri sees this possibility in the inevitable consum-
erism th?t socialized capitalism must nurture. Commodity consumption, even
asit realizes surplus-value as profit, does not itself produce the value and Ithere-
Ore persistently exacerbates crisis.? It is through reversing and displacing this
endency within consumerism, Negri suggests, that the “revolutionary subject”’
can be released. Mainstream English Marxists sometimes think that such an
pheaval can be brought about by political interventionist teaching of literature
ome French intellectuals think this tendency is inherent in the “pagan tradi;
on,” which pluralizes the now-defunct narratives of social justice still endorsed

byntraditional Marxists in a post-industrial world. In contrast, I now argue as
ollows:

Social Democrat women, but the conflict between the suffrage movement and
the union movement in this country must be taken into account. This historical
problem will not be solved by saying that we need more than an analysis of
capitalism to understand male dominance, or that the sexual division of labor
as the primary determinant is already given in the texts of Marx. I prefer the

It i§ women’s Yvork that has continuously survived within not only the
 varieties of capitalism but other historical and geographical modes of pro-
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duction. The economic, political, ideological, and legal heterogeneity of
the relationship between the definitive mode of production and race- and
class-differentiated women's and wives’ work is abundantly recorded. . . .
Rather than the refusal to work of the freed Jamaican slaves in 1834, which
is cited by Marx as the only example of zero-work, quickly recuperated
by imperialist maneuvers, it is the long history of women’s work which
is a sustained example of zero-work: work not only outside of wage-work,
but, in one way or another, “outside” of the definitive modes of production.
The displacement required here is a transvaluation, an uncatastrophic im-
plosion of the search for validation via the circuit of productivity. Rather
than a miniaturized and thus controlled metaphor for civil society and the
state, the power of the oikos, domestic economy, can be used as the model
of the foreign body unwittingly nurtured by the polis.#*

With psychoanalytic feminism, then, an invocation of history and politics
leads us back to the place of psychoanalysis in colonialism. With Marxist fem-
inism, an invocation of the economic text foregrounds the operations of the New
Imperialism. The discourse of race has come to claim its importance in this way
in my work.

I am still moved by the reversal-displacement morphology of deconstruction,
crediting the asymmetry of the “interest” of the historical moment. Investigating
the hidden ethico-political agenda of differentiations constitutive of knowledge
and judgment interests me even more. It is also the deconstructive view that
keeps me resisting an essentialist freezing of the concepts of gender, race, and
class. 1 look rather at the repeated agenda of the situational production of those
concepts and our complicity in such a production. This aspect of deconstruction
will not allow the establishment of a hegemonic ““global theory” of feminism.

Over the last few years, however, I have also begun to see that, rather than
deconstruction simply opening a way for feminists, the figure and discourse of
women opened the way for Derrida as well. His incipient discourse of woman
surfaced in Spurs (first published as “La Question du Style” in 1975), which also
articulates the thematics of “interest” crucial to political deconstruction.? This
study marks his move from the critical deconstruction of phallocentrism to “af-
firmative” deconstruction (Derrida’s phrase). It is at this point that Derrida’s
work seems to become less interesting for Marxism.? The early Derrida can
certainly be shown to be useful for feminist practice, but why is it that, when
he writes under the sign of woman, as it were, that his work becomes solipsistic
and marginal? What is it in the history of that sign that allows this to happen?
I will hold this question until the end of this essay.

In 1979-80, concerns of race and class were beginning to invade my mind.
What follows is in some sense a check list of quotations from Margaret Drabble’s
The Waterfall that shows the uneasy presence of those concerns.”* Reading lit-
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erature “well” is in itself a questionable good and can indeed be sometimes
productive of harm and “aesthetic’”” apathy within its ideological framing. My
suggestion is to use literature, with a feminist perspective, as a “nonexpository”
theory of practice.

Drabble has a version of “the best education” in the Western world: a First
Fllass in English from Oxbridge. The tradition of academic radicalism in England
is strong. Drabble was at Oxford when the prestigious journal New Left Review
was being organized. I am not adverse to a bit of simple biographical detail: I
began to re-read The Waterfall with these things in mind as well as the worrying
thoughts about sex, race, and class.

Like many woman writers, Drabble creates an extreme situation, to answer,
pn-.:-sumably, the question “Why does love happen?”’ In place of the mainstream
objectification and idolization of the loved person, she situates her protagonist,
Jane, in the most inaccessible privacy—at the moment of birthing, alone b)i
choice. Lucy, her cousin, and James, Lucy’s husband, take turns watching over
her in the empty house as she regains her strength. The Waterfall is the story of
Jane’s love affair with James. In place of a legalized or merely possessive ardor
toward the product of his own body, Drabble gives to James the problem of
relating to the birthing woman through the birth of ““another man’s child.” Jane
looks and smells dreadful. There is blood and sweat on the crumpled sheets.
And yet “love” happens. Drabble slows language down excruciatingly as Jane
records how, wonders why. It is possible that Drabble is taking up the challenge
of feminine ““passivity’”” and making it the tool of analytic strength. Many an-
swers emerge. I will quote two, to show how provisional and self-suspending
Jane can be:

I'loved him inevitably, of necessity. Anyone could have foreseen it, given
those facts: a lonely woman, in an empty world. Surely I would have loved
anyone who might have shown me kindness. . . . But of course it’s not
true, it could not have been anyone else. . . . I know that it was not in-
evi_table: it was a miracle. . . . What I deserved was what I had made:
solitude, or a repetition of pain. What I received was grace. Grace and
miracles. I don’t much care for my terminology. Though at least it lacks
that most disastrous concept, the concept of free will. Perhaps I could
make a religion that denied free will, that placed God in his true place,
arbitrary, carelessly kind, idly malicious, intermittently attentive, and him-
self subject, as Zeus was, to necessity. Necessity is my God. Necessity lay
with me when James did [pp. 49-50].

And, in another place, the “opposite” answer—random contingencies:

Tloved Iamgs because he was what I had never had: because he belonged
to my cousin: because he was kind to his own child: because he looked
unkind: because I saw his naked wrists against a striped tea towel once,
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seven years ago. Because he addressed me an intimate question upon a
beach on Christmas day. Because he helped himself to a drink when I did
not dare to accept the offer of one. Because he was not serious, because
his parents lived in South Kensington and were mysteriously depraved.
Ah, perfect love. For these reasons, was it, that I lay there, drowned was
it, drowned or stranded, waiting for him, waiting to die and drown there,
in the oceans of our flowing bodies, in the white sea of that strange familiar
bed [p. 67].

If the argument for necessity is arrived at by slippery happenstanc_e fr.om thought
to thought, each item on this list of contingencies has a plausibility far from
random.

She considers the problem of making women rivals in terms of the man who
possesses them. There is a peculiar agreement between Lucy and herself before
the affair begins:

1 wonder why people marry? Lucy continued, in a tone of such academic
flatness that the topic seemed robbed of any danger. I don’t kI.IOW, said
Jane, with equal calm. . . . So arbitrary, really, said Lucy, spreading butter
on the toast. It would be nice, said Jane, to think there were reasons. . . .
Do you think so? said Lucy. Sometimes I prefer to think we are vic-
tims. . . . If there were a reason, said Jane, one would be all the more a
victim. She paused, thought, ate a mouthful of the toast. I am wounded,
therefore I bleed. I am human, therefore I suffer. Those aren’t reasons
you're describing, said Lucy. . . . And from upstairs the baby’s cry reached
them-—thin, wailing, desperate. Hearing it, the two women looked at each
other, and for some reason smiled [pp. 26-27].

This, of course, is no overt agreement, but simply a hint that the “reason” for
female bonding has something to do with a baby’s cry. For example, Jane re.cords
her own deliberate part in deceiving Lucy this way: “I forgot Lucy. I did not
think of her—or only occasionally, lying awake at night as the baby cried, 1 wou?d
think of her, with pangs of irrelevant inquiry, pangs endured not by me and in
me, but at a distance, pangs as sorrowful and irrelevant as another person’s
pain” [p. 48; italics mine].

Jane records inconclusively her gut reaction to the supposed natural connec-
tion between parent and child: “‘Blood is blood, and it is not good enough to
say that children are for the motherly, as Brecht said, for there are many ways
of unmothering a woman, or unfathering a man. . . . And yet, how can I deny
that it gave me pleasure to see James hold her in his arms for me? The man I
ioved and the child to whom I had given birth” [p. 48]. .

The loose ending of the book also makes Jane’s story an extreme case. Is this
love going to last, prove itself to be “true,” and bring Jane security ax'1d Jane
and James happiness? Or is it resolutely “liberated,” overprotesting its own
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impermanence, and thus falling in with the times? Neither. The melodramatic
and satisfactory ending, the accident which might have killed James, does not
in fact do so. It merely reveals all to Lucy, does not end the book, and reduces
all to a humdrum kind of double life.

These are not bad answers: necessity if all fails, or perhaps random contin-
gency; an attempt not to rivalize women; blood bonds between mothers and
daughters; love free of social security. The problem for a reader like me is that
the entire questioning is carried on in what I can only see as a privileged at-
mosphere. I am not saying, of course, that Jane is Drabble (although that, too,
is true in a complicated way). I am saying that Drabble considers the story of
so privileged a woman the most worth telling. Not the well-bred lady of pulp
fiction, but an impossible princess who mentions in one passing sentence toward
the beginning of the book that her poems are read on the BBC.

It is not that Drabble does not want to rest her probing and sensitive fingers
on the problem of class, if not race. The account of Jane’s family’s class prejudice
is incisively told. Her father is headmaster of a public school.

There was one child I shall always remember, a small thin child . . . whose
father, he proudly told us, was standing as Labour Candidate for a hope-
less seat in an imminent General Election. My father teased him unmer-
cifully, asking questions that the poor child could not begin to answer,
making elaborate and hideous semantic jokes about the fruits of labour,
throwing in familiar references to prominent Tories that were quite wasted
on such . . . tender ears; and the poor child sat there, staring at his roast
beef . . . turning redder and redder, and trying, pathetically, sycophant-
ically, to smile. I hated my father at that instant [pp. 56-57].

Yet Drabble’s Jane is made to share the lightest touch of her parents’ prejudice.
The part I have elided is a mocking reference to the child’s large red ears. For
her the most important issue remains sexual deprivation, sexual choice. The
Waterfall, the name of a card trick, is also the name of Jane's orgasms, James’s
gift to her.

But perhaps Drabble is ironic when she creates so class-bound and yet so
analytic a Jane? It is a possibility, of course, but Jane’s identification with the
author of the narrative makes this doubtful. If there is irony to be generated
here, it must come, as they say, from “outside the book.”

Rather than imposing my irony, I attempt to find the figure of Jane as narrator
helpful. Drabble manipulates her to examine the conditions of production and
determination of microstructural heterosexual attitudes within her chosen en-
closure. This enclosure is important because it is from here that rules come. Jane
is made to realize that there are no fixed new rules in the book, not as yet. First
World feminists are up against that fact, every day. This should not become an
excuse but should remain a delicate responsibility: “If I need a morality, I will
create one: a new ladder, a new virtue. If I need to understand what I am doing,
if I cannot act without my own approbation—and I must act, [ have changed,
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I am no longer capable of inaction—then I will invent a morality that condones
me. Though by doing so, I risk condemning all that I have been” [pp. 52—5??].

If the cautions of deconstruction are heeded—the contingency that the desire
to “understand” and “change” are as much symptomatic as they are revolu-
tionary—merely to fill in the void with rules will spoil the case aggin, for women
as for human beings. We must strive moment by moment to practice a taxonomy
of different forms of understanding, different forms of change, dependent per-
haps upon resemblance and seeming substitutability—figuration—rather than
on the self-identical category of truth:

Because it's obvious that I haven’t told the truth, about myself and James.
How could I? Why, more significantly, should I?. . . Of the truth, I h‘?ven't
told enough. I flinched at the conclusion and can even see in my hesxta.nce
a virtue: it is dishonest, it is inartistic, but it is a virtue, such discretion,
in the moral world of love. . . . The names of qualities are interchangeable:
vice, virtue: redemption, corruption: courage, weakness: and hence the
confusion of abstraction, the proliferation of aphorism and paradox. In
the human world, perhaps there are merely likenesses. . . . T.he qualities,
they depended on the supposed true end of life. . . . Salvation, dam.na-
tion. . . . I do not know which of these two James represented. Hysterical
terms, maybe: religious terms, yet again. But then life is a serious matter,
and it is not merely hysteria that acknowledges this fact: for men as well
as women have been known to acknowledge it. I must make an effort to
comprehend it. I will take it all to pieces. T will resolve it to parts, and
then I will put it together again, I will reconstitute it in a form that I can
accept, a fictitious form [pp. 46, 51, 52].

The categories by which one understands, the qualities of plus and minus, are
revealing themselves as arbitrary, situational. Drabble’s Jane’s way out—to re-
solve and reconstitute life into an acceptable fictional form that need not, per-
haps, worry too much about the categorical problems—seems, b}‘l itlself, a clas-
sical privileging of the aesthetic, for Drabble hints at the h¥mts of se'lf-
interpretation through a gesture that is accessible to the humamst.academ.lc.
Within a fictional form, she confides that the exigencies of a narrative’s unity
had not allowed her to report the whole truth. She then changes from the third
person to first. ) . '

What can a literary critic do with this? Notice that the move is ak?sgrdxty twice
compounded, since the discourse reflecting the constraints of fiction-making
goes on then to fabricate another fictive text. Notice further that the narrator
who tells us about the impossibility of truth-in-fiction—the classic privilege of
metaphor—is a metaphor as well.” . o

I should choose a simpler course. I should acknowledge this globa'\l dl‘sml'ss.al
of any narrative speculation about the nature of truth and then dismiss it in
turn, since it might unwittingly suggest that there is somewhere a way of spea}@
ing about truth in “truthful” language, that a speaker can somewhere get rid
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of the structural unconscious and speak without role playing. Having taken note
of the frame, I will thus explain the point Jane is making here and relate it to
what, I suppose, the critical view above would call “the anthropomorphic
world”: when one takes a rational or aesthetic distance from oneself one gives
oneself up to the conveniently classifying macrostructures, a move dramatized
by Drabble’s third-person narrator. By contrast, when one involves oneself in
the microstructural moments of practice that make possible and undermine
every macrostructural theory, one falls, as it were, into the deep waters of a
first person who recognizes the limits of understanding and change, indeed the
precarious necessity of the micro-macro opposition, yet is bound not to give up.

The risks of first-person narrative prove too much for Drabble’s fictive Jane.
She wants to plot her narrative in terms of the paradoxical category—‘'pure
corrupted love”’—that allows her to make a fiction rather than try, in fiction, to
report on the unreliability of categories: “I want to get back to that schizoid
third-person dialogue. I've one or two more sordid conditions to describe, and
then I can get back there to that isolated world of pure corrupted love” [p. 130].
To return us to the detached and macrostructural third person narrative after
exposing its limits could be an aesthetic allegory of deconstructive practice.

Thus Drabble fills the void of the female consciousness with meticulous and
helpful articulation, though she seems thwarted in any serious presentation of
the problems of race and class, and of the marginality of sex. She engages in
that microstructural dystopia, the sexual situation in extremis, that begins to
seem more and more a part of women’s fiction. Even within those limitations,
our motto cannot be Jane’s “I prefer to suffer, I think”’—the privatist cry of
heroic liberal women; it might rather be the lesson of the scene of writing of
The Waterfall: to return to the third person with its grounds mined under.

It is no doubt useful to decipher women'’s fiction in this way for feminist
students and colleagues in American academia. I am less patient with literary
texts today, even those produced by women. We must of course remind our-
selves, our positivist feminist colleagues in charge of creating the discipline of
women’s studies, and our anxious students, that essentialism is a trap. It seems
more important to learn to understand that the world’s women do not all relate
to the privileging of essence, especially through “fiction,” or “literature,” in /
quite the same way.

In Seoul, South Korea, in March 1982, 237 woman workers in a factory owned
by Control Data, a Minnesota-based multinational corporation, struck over a
demand for a wage raise. Six union leaders were dismissed and imprisoned. In
July, the women took hostage two visiting U.S. vice-presidents, demanding
reinstatement of the union leaders. Control Data’s main office was willing to
release the women; the Korean government was reluctant. On July 16, the Ko-
rean male workers at the factory beat up the female workers and ended the
dispute. Many of the women were injured and two suffered miscarriages.

To grasp this narrative’s overdeterminations (the many telescoped lines—
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sometimes noncoherent, often contradictory, perhaps discontinuous—that
allow us to determine the reference point of a single “event” or cluster of
#events’’) would require a complicated analysis.? Here, too, [ will give no more
than a checklist of the overdeterminants. In the earlier stages of industrial cap-
italism, the colonies provided the raw materials so that the colonizing countries
could develop their manufacturing industrial base. Indigenous production was
thus crippled or destroyed. To minimize circulation time, industrial capitalism
needed to establish due process, and such civilizing instruments as railways,
postal services, and a uniformly graded system of education. This, together with
the labor movements in the First World and the mechanisms of the welfare state,
slowly made it imperative that manufacturing itself be carried out on the soil
of the Third World, where labor can make many fewer demands, and the gov-
ernments are mortgaged. In the case of the telecommunications industry, mak-
ing old machinery obsolete at a more rapid pace than it takes to absorb its value
in the commodity, this is particularly practical.

The incident that I recounted above, not at all uncommon in the multinational
arena, complicates our assumptions about women'’s entry into the age of com-
puters and the modernization of “women in development,” especially in terms
of our daily theorizing and practice. It should make us confront the discontin-
uities and contradictions in our assumptions about women’s freedom to work
outside the house, and the sustaining virtues of the working-class family. The
fact that these workers were women was not merely because, like those Belgian
lacemakers, oriental women have small and supple fingers. It is also because
they are the true army of surplus labor. No one, including their men, will agitate
for an adequate wage. In a two-job family, the man saves face if the woman
makes less, even for a comparable job.

Does this make Third World men more sexist than David Rockefeller? The
nativist argument that says ““do not question Third World mores” is of course
unexamined imperialism. There is something like an answer, which makes prob-
lematic the grounds upon which we base our own intellectual and political ac-
tivities. No one can deny the dynamism and civilizing power of socialized cap-
ital. The irreducible search for greater production of surplus-value (dissimulated
as, simply, ““productivity”’) through technological advancement; the correspond-
ing necessity to train a consumer who will need what is produced and thus help
realize surplus-value as profit; the tax breaks associated with supporting hu-
manist ideology through “corporate philanthropy’”’; all conspire to “civilize.”
These motives do not exist on a large scale in a comprador economy like that

of South Korea, which is neither the necessary recipient nor the agent of so-
cialized capital. The surplus-value is realized elsewhere. The nuclear family does
not have a transcendent ennobling power. The fact that ideology and the ide-
ology of marriage have developed in the West since the English revolution of
the seventeenth century has something like a relationship to the rise of meri-
tocratic individualism.*

These possibilities overdetermine any generalization about universal parent-
ing based on American, Western European, or laundered anthropological
speculation.

Socialized capital kills by remote control. In this case, too, the American man-

Feminism and Critical Theory 91

agers watghed while the South Korean men decimated their women. The
agers denied charges. One remark made by a member of Control .Data xn_
agement, as reported in Multinational Monitor, seemed symptomatic in its sei}:
protective cruelty: “Although ‘it’s true’ Chae lost her baby, ‘this is not the first
miscarriage -sl}e's had. She’s had two before this’"?® However active in the rs—
duction of civilization as a by-product, socialized capital has not moved far flrjoo
tbe presuppositions of a slave mode of production. “In Roman theory, the am
ricultural slave was designated an instrumentum vocale, the speakin ry;,ool o s
grade away from the livestock that constituted an instrumentum semz‘%mcale’ ns
two from the implement which was an instrumentum mutum.”* o
One of Control Data’s radio commercials speaks of how its computers ope
fﬁ:& door to knowled'ge, at home or in the workplace, for men and women a}Ii)k:
thie acronym of this computer system is PLATO. One might speculate tha;
s noble name helps to dissimulate a quantitative and formula-permutational
vision of I.mowledge as an instrument of efficiency and exploitation with an
of the unique and subject-expressive wisdom at the very root of ”democraauri
The undoubted historical-symbolic value of the acronym PLATO shares inci’}'\
effacement of class-history that is the project of ““civilization” as such: “The s]av‘ee
mode of. p_rodt.lcﬁon which underlay Athenian civilization necessarii found it
most pristine ideological expression in the privileged social stratum }éf the ci ;
whose intellectual heights its surplus labour in the silent depths below th v
made possible.”* P ow the polis
“Why is it,”” I asked above, “that wh i i i
worr.lan'his work becomes solipsistic and E;:\lagfrl;l:gi vrtes under the sign of
His d}scover}f of the figure of woman is in terms of a critique of propriation—
ﬁi?gi;lilgt’) as in thg proper pame.(patronymic) or property.® Suffice it to say
here & é'ls/ fy thu'sddlff_erenhatmg himself lfrom the phallocentric tradition under
e il }?ha(n. i eahze(-i) woman who is the “sign” of the indeterminate, of
e which has im-propriety as its property, Derrida cannot think that the sign
theorr;zn 1sI:r}de;eirmmate by virtue of its access to the tyranny of the text of
t p bper. is this tyranny of the “proper”’—in the sense of that which pro-
¢ }Ixecessu oth ptjoperty and the proper name of the patronymic—that I have called
mustra}:&x‘ggsmn of the clitoris, and that the news item about Control Data
. Derrida has written a magically orchestrated book—La i
losophy as telecommunication (Control Data’s business) Slzsri:ng;mi)se:: }lhl:
namgd, and sexually indeterminate woman (Control Data’s victim) as a vel’ﬂcln
to reinterpret the relationship between Socrates and Plato (Control Data’s o
ronym) taking it through Freud and beyond. The determination of that booka?
a pa.ral.)le of my argument. Here deconstruction becomes complicit with an e ?
’slcgmahst bourgeois feminism. The following paragraph appeared recently in MSS'
1 ontrol Data. is among those enlightened corporations that offer social-sewicé
eavesf:u. .. Kit thchum, former treasurer of Minnesota NOW, applied for and
‘g;)lt a .l.l y'e?r with pay to work at NOW’s national office in Washington, D.C.
e writes: 1 commend’ Control Data for their commitment to employin,g and
gror.nc')tmg women. . . . Why not suggest this to your employer?”’*® Bourgeois
eminism, because of a blindness to the multinational theater, dissimulated by
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“clean” national practice and fostered by the dominant ideology, can participate
in the tyranny of the proper and see in Control Data an extender of the Platonic
mandate to women in general.

The dissimulation of political economy is in and by ideology. What is at work
and can be used in that operation is at least the ideology of nation-states, na-
tionalism, national liberation, ethnicity, and religion. Feminism lives in the mas-
ter-text as well as in the pores. It is not the determinant of the last instance. I
think less easily of “changing the world” than in the past. I teach a small number
of the holders of the can(n)on, male or female, feminist or masculist, how to
read their own texts, as best I can.

1986

two

into the World
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6. Reading the World: Literary Studies
in the Eighties

After my public lecture on “Literature and Life” in March 1980 at Riyadh
University Center for Girls (sic), a student asked me with some asperity: “It’s
all very well to try to live like a book; but what if no one else is prepared to
read? What if you are dismissed as an irresponsible dreamer?”” I found an answer
to her question at the tail end of a metaphor: “Everyone reads life and the world
like a book. Even the so-called ‘illiterate.” But especially the ‘leaders’ of our
society, the most ‘responsible’ nondreamers: the politicians, the businessmen,
the ones who make plans. Without the reading of the world as a book, there
is no prediction, no planning, no taxes, no laws, no welfare, no war. Yet these
leaders read the world in terms of rationality and averages, as if it were a text-
book. The world actually writes itself with the many-leveled, unfixable intricacy
and openness of a work of literature. If, through our study of literature, we can
ourselves learn and teach others to read the world in the ‘proper’ risky way,
and to act upon that lesson, perhaps we literary people would not forever be
such helpless victims.” It is difficult to say that very last bit to a woman in Saudi
Arabia. So I added, half to myself, and with a sense of failure: “Mere literary
studies cannot accomplish this. One must fill the vision of literary form with its
connections to what is being read: history, political economy—the world. And
it is not merely a question of disciplinary formation. It is a question also of
questioning the separation between the world of action and the world of the
disciplines. There is a great deal in the way.”

In that exchange I was obliged to stress the distinction between my position
and the position that, in a world of massive brutality, exploitation, and sexual
oppression, advocates an aesthetization of life. Here I must stress that I am also
not interested in answers to questions like “What is the nature of the aesthetic?”
or “How indeed are we to understand ‘life’?”” My concern rather is that: 1) The
formulation of such questions is itself a determined and determining gesture.
2) Very generally speaking, literary people are still caught within a position
where they must say: Life is brute fact and outside art; the aesthetic is free and
transcends life. 3) This declaration is the condition and effect of ““ideology.” 4)
. If “literary studies” is to have any meaning in the coming decade, its ideology
might have to be questioned.

If the student and critic of literature is made to believe in and to perpetuate
the received dogma of my second point, then the work of the ““world” can go
on without the interference suggested in my fourth point. But the disciplinary
situation of the teacher of literature is inscribed in that very text of the “world”
that the received dogma refuses to allow us to read. As a result, even as in
classroom and article we mouth the freedom of the aesthetic, in bulletin and
caucus and newspaper and meeting we deplore our attenuation and betrayal
by society. The effort to invite a persistent displacement of the bewildering
ntradiction between life and art relates to the displacement of the bewildering
ntradiction between the conditions of life and the professions of our
rofession.
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I have recently described our unwitting complicity with a world that efficiently
marginalizes us in the following way:

We are the disc jockeys of an advanced technocracy. The discs are not
“records” of the old-fashioned kind, but productions of the most recent
technology. The trends in taste and the economic factors that govern them
are also products of the most complex interrelations among a myriad of
factors such as foreign relations, the world market, the conduct of ad-
vertisement supported by and supporting the first two items, and s on.
To speak of the mode of production and constitution of the radio station
complicates matters further. Within this intricately determined and mul-
tiform situation, the disc jockey and his audience think, indeed are made
to think, that they are free to play. This illusion of freedom allows us to
protect the brutal ironies of technocracy by suggesting either that the sys-
tem nourishes the humanist's freedom of spirit, or that “technology,” that
vague evil, is something the humanist must transform by inculcating hu-
manistic “values,” or by drawing generalized philosophical analogies from
the latest spatio-temporal discoveries of the magical realms of “‘pure sci-
ence.” (“Explanation and Culture: Marginalia,” Humanities in Society, 2,

No. 3 (1979), p. 209; modified)

In the context of this marginalization our in-house disputes seem not only
trivial but harmful. I refer, of course, to the disputes between composition and
literature, and between practical criticism/literary history and “‘theory.”

In the case of the dispute between composition and literature, the bewildering
contradiction 1 speak of above is clearly to be seen. Teaching composition is
recognized inside and outside the academy to be socially useful. If indeed the
pages of the ADE Bulletin are to be believed, since 1976 the number of jobs in
composition has doubled, and the area has held steady as the largest provider
of jobs in the profession. Yet in terms of the politics and economics of the uni-
versity, the college, the department, and the profession, it is the composition
teacher whose position—with some significant exceptions—is less privileged
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miotics. “Psychological” and “Marxist” criticism, long accused of reductivism
and determinism, have entered “theory” through Jacques Lacan, Louis Al-
t}}usser, and the Frankfurt School. The preferred and ““American” side of the
dstute endorses “‘pluralism,” according to which some points of view are clearly
delineated as more equal and more fundamental than others. The terms can be
seen outlined in such exchanges as “The Limits of Pluralism,” M. H. Abrams
Wayne Booth, J. Hillis Miller, Critical Inguiry, 3 (1977), 407-447; such works a;
Gerald Graff's Literature Against Itself: Literary Ideas in Modern Society (Chicago:
UniYersity of Chicago Press, 1979); and such forums as most of the “theoretical';
sessions at annual conventions of national or regional literary organizations.)
. Unfortunately enough, what I call the received dogma of the discipline of
h?erary study affects the so-called theoretical field and the so-called practical-
hlstor_'ical. field equally. The two sides of the dispute in fact leave our general
marginalization intact. When “‘theory” brings up questions of ideological “in-
terest,” or the limitations of the merely aesthetic norm, the terminology becomes
fearfully abstract. On the other hand, when “theory’” seeks to undo this situation
by attempting a reading of a hidden ethical or ideological agenda in a literary
text, a curious topos rises up to resist: the critic is accused, if only by implication, »
of being a charlatan, of playing Pied Piper to the young, while mature wisdozr;
consists in leaving Business as Usual.
1 was troubled by this at our own conference when, after an excellent talkién
_ the resources and techniques for getting grants in our profession, Profesgers
Steven Weiland remarked about Robert Scholes’ performance the previcugnighi:
“I confess that the paragraph I am about to quote could perhaps be resd to'#iedns:
| quite another thing by a semiotician. I suppose I am just not yousigiehotigh 6=
be able to learn that sort of reading.” (I cannot quote his exact wiords;vé course.

masculist ideology as it operates in the discourse of Hemingway:
Short Story.”) B

e . - %etﬂ {’
gldered review of the most notorious “theory” stalkingtthechillsrof: Ameticin
hterary.cntmsm today—"“‘deconstruction’: *1 think Deconstractionappealsito.>
the clerisy of graduate students, who like to feel themselves stperior to'the Jaity:

common readers” (“Deconstructing Deconstruetion;': The: New-York Review of >
Books, 27, No. 10 (1980), p. 41). M .
The fear of a critical reading that would questior? the writer's direct actess o

s-or her meaning is related to the received dogmia:of the dllusion offreedoms!:

and more precarious. The culprit is not far to see. It is the received dogma of
the freedom of the aesthetic and literature’s refusal to soil itself by rendering
service to the state—when that very refusal is the greatest service that it can
render to a polity that must disguise the extraction of surplus value as cultural
dynamism.

Although my general argument and my metaphor of the humanist as disc
jockey directly question this illusion of freedom from the “world” and the state,
it is in the matter of the dispute between theory and practical criticism/literary
history that I find myself most directly touched. I shouid of course admit that
my concern reflects my own increasing speculation in “theory.” (By “theory”
is meant un-American activities that employ a vocabulary and sometimes meth-
ods belonging to the history of ideas rather than strictly to the domain of literary
criticism, such as those of phenomenology, structuralism, deconstruction, se-
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or critic. The fear of critical reading ill-concealed in the following words is wk.lat
an ideology-critical pedagogy would constantly question: “The wretched 51.de
of this is that Deconstruction encourages (graduate students) to feel superior
not only to undergraduates but to the authors they are reading” (D’onaghue, P
41). Wasn't it the “intentional fallacy’” that did that? “Wordsworth’s Prefacg to
the Lyrical Ballads is a remarkable document, but as a piece of Wordsworthian
criticism nobody would give it more than about a B p!us” gNorthrop Frye, Anat-
omy of Criticism: Four Essays [Princeton: Princeton University P'r('ess, 1957], p. 5).

A pedagogy that would constantly seek to undo the opposition bgtwgep the
verbal and the social text at the same time that it knows its own 1nab11'1ty to
know its own ideological provenance fully is perhaps better understood in the
American context as a de-archaeologized and de-teleologized version of the Ba-
conian project to discover the idols of the mind, which would constitu.te rather
than lead to, in a fragmented rather than a continuous way, a Nev{ Phl.losophy
or Active Science.! It is an experiment in using an expertise in readmg literature
to read the text of a world that has an interest in preserving that expertise merely
to propagate, to use the Baconian word, an idolatry of literature, perhaps even
a species of self-idolatry as the privileged reader.

iis

Rather than continue in this abstract vein, let me beguile you with some
examples. o

J#aught.a seminar for first-year Plan II students at the University of Te;xas
last fall:: Plan Il is an interdisciplinary, four-year honors program for exception-
ally gifted liberal arts undergraduates; everything else in the co_llege. is Plan 1.

At the first class meeting, the young men and women sat, as did I, in movable
chairs-around a hollow square of four oblong tables. I was a little late for the
semndélass,meeting,, The students had left the same chair empty, and Fhus
given me a:change tontroduce to them the theme that is my subject tonight.
Here is a gist of my homily: “You are amazingly intelligent young people of
unguestionable ;persorial.good will. The university has rightly rewarded your
outstanding merit-by adjudicating some extra freedoms for you. You have, for
example, been granted a-serious degree of freedom by the arrangement of fur-
niture.. You sit-with: your:teacher in a small group in movable chzfurs.around a
center; your-less-gifted peers are in large, well—monit(.)red. cla'sses in fixed seats
gazing upon authority on a dais. But history and the institutions of power and
authority.are-stronger than the limits of personal good will. If you c'leny then},
they will;get inthrough the back door. Because I warmed that particular ch‘:m*
with my-bottomr thelasttime; I seem to have baptized it as the seat of agthonty
and: you have left it empty for.me. Your historical-institutional imperatives are
proving, stronger-than:your persenal gobd will: Since our topic this seme’ster is
going tobe Images of Woman and:Man in-the Texts.of Men and Women,” what
I amu saying now might-be. useful: for :ysi;We:will;a;gac.l some great texts of the
past—such as:The; Eumenides, the Vita nuovas, anid:Emile—and see in them the
blueprints for rather questionable: sexuak.attitudes.. New:you must remember,
every day in class, and as you write your papers, that Qus is not to belittle
Aeschylus, Dante;-of:Rotisseatras individuals, but to seeihand through them
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something like their ‘age,” to take into account how we are ourselves caught in
a time and a place, and then to imagine acting within such an awareness.”

I made some good friends in that class—although I could not always be sure
of a chair if I was late—partly because they saw repeatedly that the readings
advanced by their teacher, that figure of authority, were not authoritatively
backed up by the traditional readings of, say, Aeschylus, or Dante, or yet Rous-
seau. There was, however, a certain problem the class could not get over.

Since our theme was so clearly socio-historical, I would often ask these stu-
dents to write their papers from a point of view that was not only that of private
but also of public individuals. After a variety of valiant efforts, nearly every
paper faced with that specific charge ended in variations of the following ar-
gument: In the final analysis, no public generalization of this question is possible
or even desirable, because we are all unique individuals.

I think T had made it clear to my students that, although I was often critical
of European or American ideology, I was in no way at all offering them, as a
native of India, a so-called “Indian spiritual” solution. I was able to talk to them
about the problem in their papers, therefore, in a dialogue resembling what
follows:

Do you know what indoctrination is?”

“Yes."”

“Do you know where it is to be found?”

“The Soviet Union and the Istamic world.”

“Suppose an outsider, observing the uniformity of the moves you have all
sketched in your papers, were to say that you had been indoctrinated? That you
could no longer conceive of public decision-making except in the quantified areas
of your economics and business classes, where you learn all about rational ex-
pectations theories? You know that decisions in the public sphere, such as tax
decisions, legal decisions, foreign policy decisions, fiscal decisions, affect your
private lives deeply. Yet in a speculative field such as the interpretation of texts,
you feel that there is something foolish and wrong and regimented about a public
voice. Suppose someone were to say that this was a result of your indoctrination
to keep moral speculation and decision-making apart, to render you incapable
of thinking collectively in any but the most inhuman way?”

For my second example I will go back to Saudi Arabia, this time to the male
faculty of the Riyadh University Faculty of Arts. I met a group of faculty members
twice—I think it was the first time a woman had run what amounted to a facuity
development seminar there. The impression I carried away strengthened my
conviction about not only literature, but the humanities in general in the service

of the state,

. Since 1973, Saudi Arabia has been one of America’s strongest allies among
OPEC countries. As a result of the incredible boom following the surprise defeat
of Israel that year, Saudi Arabia is “modernizing’” itself at an extremely rapid
pace. Part of the “modernizing” package is, quite properly, education; most of
it, for reasons much larger than individual enthusiasm for American education,
from the United States. As far as I could tell, the methodologies of the humanities
that were being imported through visiting or U.S. trained faculty sustain and
are sustained by the ideology or received dogma of disinterestedness and free-
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dom that I have been describing in the case of literatu're. I c'ompiled this ch?ck!lst
while I was there: analytical and speech act theory in phx'loso'phy; quantxt;tlve
analysis, structural functionalism, and objective structmjahsm in l'u.stolx"y an, t;mt
thropology; mathematization on a precritical psycholo-glc‘al model in IEgduxs csci
descriptive and biologistic clinical approaches, bel'}avmnsm, an.q c.le 1h .mtlze !
ego-psychology in psychology; objective gtruf:turahsm, New CrlthlSIIIl, is f)ryd
and ideology-transcendent aestheticism m.hterature—an.d SO on. (hrec;elKed
such lavish hospitality from my hosts that it seems churlish to add that tia
probably been invited to add to this package the message of Deconstruc on
i le.
Argoellilssvrilnsgtymy)general viewpoint, I would not fora moment suggest tl't\Iz:it onei
or more evil geniuses here or in Saudi Arabia are necessanly planmngh s e;::l
port-import business in methodologies. My entire p'edagog'u: approa.cal wou
then come to nothing. The point is, first, that the ideological/materi concaci .
tenation that produces this can be read and acted upon, although not once a?
for all, but rather constantly, persistently, like all repeated gestures f’f llfe-sgs Ei;
nance. Saudi Arabia, with American help, is in fact slowly fabncatlr_1g for. itsel
a “humanist” intellectual elite that will be unable to read the relahoxtlshlpif?eci
tween its own production and the flow of oil, money, and.arms-. A dlvoa-rs.n E
technocratic elite whose allegiance to humanism, if at all in evidence, will be
sentimental, will take care of those dirtier flows. The apparent lack qf contact
between rational expectations in the business world and freedom and dlsmte.relst
in the humanist academy will support each other, as here, anf:i to America’s
advantage. To call it “cultural imperialism” is to pass thg buc'k, in ev.ery‘ sensel;
I am attempting to suggest our pedagogic respons:bxht}f in t%us situation: 1th as ¢
not merely how literary studies, more correctly the universitarian discip nel(oi
English studies, can adjust to changing social Qemands, but also hpw vt\;:e couc1 .
by changing some of our assumptions, contribute toward changing those de
i ery long run.
milr? ;lrr;lﬂlz:n‘:erri};an 1§nguist trained on the American We_st Coast asked me at
one of the meetings in Riyadh, “How do you propose to fit, say, Sh_akesfpea're,
into this pedagogic program?” I did give him an answer, in some deta.xl, re Ntleiré);llg
to my experience as a student in India and a teacher in the American e
West and Texas. That reply will have to wait till next time. Let me, homlrever,
indicate that I have outlined an answer with reference to Wordswort%x s Ite
Prelude in an essay—"'Sex and History in Wordswqrth’s The Prelude ('1805). Bc;o 5
Nine to Thirteen””—forthcoming in Texas Studies in Language and Literature.

looking to buy out “35 percent of Diamond (International)’s stock.” He already
owned “nearly 6 percent.” This was in opposition to Diamond’s “proposed
acquisition of Brooks-Scanlon Inc., a forest products company”” (New York Times,
13 May 1980, Sec. 4, p. 4), because it would reduce Cavenham’s share to a much
smaller percentage. Diamond is a paper company.

"“As the battle intensified,” the Times reported next week, “Wall Street profes-
sionals eagerly watched the in-fighting on both sides. The highly respected Mer-
rill Lynch Whiteweld Capital Market Group had assured Diamond a month ago
that the merger terms were fair to Diamond's stockholders. The equally pres-
tigious house of Warburg Paribas Becker gave the same assurance to Brooks-
Scanlon investors.” In the same issue of the Times, an advertisement covering
an entire page exhorted Diamond’s stockholders to vote “no” on the merger,
assuring them that it would be to their benefit and advantage.

We have here what the latest literary theory would call-—borrowing a word
from the Greek—an aporia, an unresolvable doubt. We show our ideological
acceptance of error-as-truth when we say, no, one is a paid ad, the other is
news, the first therefore is more liable to be false. Is it? If the exchange of money
allows for lie-as-truth, what are Diamond, Brooks-Scanlon, Merrill Lynch, and
Warburg Paribas Becker working in the interest of? Where is there a decidable
truth free of the circuit of exchange to be found? What about the fact that most
people would rather read the full-page ad and believe it than read the details
of printed news and understand it? Has that fact anything to do with the self-
marginalizing dogma of the teaching of literature? Is there an active-philosoph-
ical (to remind you of the Baconian term) analysis of that? On May 14, Diamond’s
annual meeting took place in Bangor, Maine, where Cavenham'’s French Com-
pany Générale Occidentale, S.A., planned to oppose the Brooks-Scanlon-Dia-
mond merger. In nearby Orono, the International Association for Philosophy
and Literature met from May 8 to 11. Considerable amounts of paper—Dia-
mond’s direct and Brooks-Scanlon’s indirect product—were consumed. A con-
siderable amount of intellectual energy and acrimony were spent on the work
of a French philosopher who had suggested that “truth” is indeterminate and
always “interested”’; it was advanced that he and his followers were under-
mining the seriousness of the American academy. Would the assembled phi-
losophers and literary critics have been capable of drawing a lesson from the
accepted indeterminacy, conventionally and by tacit agreement presented as
factual truth, that operates and informs the “‘serious” business that determines
the “materiality”” of their existence?

 The after-dinner speech demands by definition a certain vague euphoria. If
you think I have fulfilled that demand only too well, let me hasten to assure
you that I am well aware of the complicated organizational assumptions un-
tlying my suggestions. To mention only a few of the heavies: faculty devel-
opment, fundamental curricular revision, overhauling of disciplinary lines until
the term “English literary studies” changes drastically in meaning. I am indeed
oolhardy enough to look forward to a struggle for such painstaking and painful
ransformations. But I do not suggest that the struggle should begin at the ex-

int of these far-flung digressions has been, then, that a l.iterar.y study
thzth:agoglfatdouate into the BOE miggrht teach itself to attend to the dialectical ang
continuous crosshatching of ideology and literary language. Further, that suc
an activity, learned in the classroom, should slide w1t1}01'1t a sense of rupture
into an active and involved reading of the social text within which the student

literature are caught.

an?ht:rf:?e?-;iiner speech as gengre allows me to add another story. Tcm_rard the
beginning of May this year, Sir James Cavenham, the English financier, was
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pense of our students’ immediate futures. I think rather that our efforts should
be on at least two fronts at once. We should work to impleglent the char}ges
even as we prepare our students to fit into the jqb market as it ct}rrently }Smsfts.
It is merely that we should not mistake thfe;teqmremtzglts of the job market for
i e determinants of the nature of literary studies.
theTéneifS:iIn what I mean, I will offer you a final example, a .diff-ident and humble
one, the description of a course that I found myself demgmng on my fIG:eF—
largely because of the predilections I have elaborated so leng.tl‘u!y above. Itis a
required course for incoming graduate students: Practical (.Zrma.sm.' o
You will have gathered that I am deeply doubtfulhof theulsola.txomst i eodog,}:
of practical criticism-—to explicate the text as such, with all outsui.e 1.<nowle ge
put out of play,® even as I think its strategies are extremely 1‘1seful m.l{lterpr(;t;r;lg
and changing the social text. How can one launch a persistent critique o te
ideology without letting go of the strategy? I put together a working answer to
the question while I taught the course for the fll‘St. time. 5 ticismm that
We begin with a situational definition of “practical criticism”: a crltlcxsrln a
allows for departmental qualification for the PhD. (My deP'artn'lent no longer
has the qualifying examination, but the standards for q.uahﬁ.ca.h'on reme;(mhxm—
plicitly the same.} A little over the first half of the. course is a criticism worksl op,1
where we read each other’s work and learn to write in the approvgd mstl’rutlonaf
way, trying to cope with its difficulties and to reveal its subtieties. The rest ol
the course is given to readings and discussion§ of texts that offer fund.azr.lerxtaf
critiques of the ideology that would present this tec.hruque as the descnptlo:; o
the preferred practice of the critic—the list can be wide enough to accomrn(})‘ date
Percy Shelley, Walter Benjamin, and Michel Foucault. What I hope to achieve
through such a bicameral approach is to prepare the studer\'t for the existing
situation even as I provide her with a mind-set to cha.nge it. A very minor
individual effort that looks forward to the major collective efforts that are on
3 4
m)II }I\I;T: so far tried to follow the notes of the taik I gave at the ADE Seminar
in lowa City. I would like to end by recalling a moment af.ter the talk. Ijawrence
Mitchell, chairman of the English department at the University of Mm.neso"ca,
and a friend of long standing from his graduate student days at the Umver]s;lkty
of Jowa, asked if perhaps my critical attitude did not reflect the fact that I, like
him--he was born in England—was an outsider? I have thought abOL.lt that
question. Even after nineteen years in this country, fifteen of t}}em spent in ;full—
time teaching, I believe the answer is yes. But th'en, where is th‘e- inside? Tg
define an inside is a decision, I believe I said that night, and the crmca} metho
I am describing would question the ethico—politica.i strategic exF1u§10ns’Ithat
would define a certain set of characteristics as an ““inside” at a certain time. Th.e
text itself,” “'the poem as such,” “intrinsic criticism,” are such strategic defi-

nitions. I have spoken in support of a way of reading that woulfi cor}tir\ue to
break down these distinctions, never once and for all, and actively interpret

5
“inside” and “outside” as texts for involvement as well as for change.

7. Explanation and Culture: Marginalia

1 tried writing a first version of this piece in the usual disinterested academic
style. T gave up after a few pages and after some thought decided to disclose a
little of the undisclosed margins of that first essay. This decision was based on
a certain program at least implicit in all feminist activity: the deconstruction of
the opposition between the private and the public.

According to the explanations that constitute (as they are the effects of) our
culture, the political, social, professional, economic, intellectual arenas belong
to the public sector. The emotional, sexual, and domestic are the private sector.
Certain practices of religion, psychotherapy, and art in the broadest sense are
said to inhabit the private sector as well. But the institutions of religion, psy-
chotherapy, and art, as well as the criticism of art, belong to the public. Feminist
practice, at least since the European eighteenth century, suggests that each com-
partment of the public sector also operates emotionally and sexually, that the
domestic sphere is not the emotions’ only legitimate workplace.!

In the interest of the effectiveness of the women’s movement, emphasis is
often placed upon a reversal of the public-private hierarchy. This is because in
ordinary sexist households, educational institutions, or workplaces, the sus-
taining explanation still remains that the public sector is more important, at once
more rational and mysterious, and, generally, more masculine, than the private.
The feminist, reversing this hierarchy, must insist that sexuality and the emo-
tions are, in fact, so much more important and threatening that a masculinist
sexual politics is obliged, repressively, to sustain all public activity. The most
“material” sedimentation of this repressive politics is the institutionalized sex
discrimination that seems the hardest stone to push.

The shifting limit that prevents this feminist reversal of the public-private
hierarchy from freezing into a dogma or, indeed, from succeeding fully is the
displacement of the opposition itself. For if the fabric of the so-called public
sector is woven of the so-called private, the definition of the private is marked
by a public potential, since it is the weave, or texture, of public activity. The
opposition is thus n t merely reversed; it is displaced. It is according to this
practical structure of deconstriiction as reversal-displacement then that I write:
the deconstruction of the opposition between the private and the public is im-
plicit in all, and explicit in some, feminist activity. The peculiarity of decon-
_structive practice must be reiterated here. Displacing the opposition that it ini-
tially apparently questions, it is always different from itself, always defers itself.
/Itis neither a constitutive nor, of course, a regulative norm. If it were either,
then feminist activity would articulate or strive toward that fulfilled displacement
of public (male) and private (female): an ideal society and a sex-franscendent hu-
Manity. But deconstruction teaches one to question all transcendental idealisms.
It'is in terms of this peculiarity of deconstruction then that the displacement of
ale-female, public-private marks a shifting limit rather than the desire for a -
complete reversal,

At any rate, this is the explanation that I offer for my role at the Explanation
.and Culture Symposium and for the production of this expanded version of my
essay. The explanatory labels are “feminist,” “deconstructivist.”
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We take the explanations we produce to be the grounds of our action; they
are endowed with coherence in terms of our explanation of a self. Thus willy-
nilly, the choice of these two labels to give myself a shape produces between
them a common cause. {Alternatively, the common cause between feminism
and deconstruction might have made me choose them as labels for myself.) This
comrmon cause is an espousal of, and an attention to, marginality—a suspicion
that what is at the center often hides a repression.

All this may be merely a preamble to admitting that at the actual symposium
I sensed, and sensing cultivated, a certain marginality. Our intelligent and con-
scientious moderator seemed constantly to summarize me out of the group.
After hearing us make our preliminary statements, he said that we were all
interested in culture as process rather than object of study. No, I would not
privilege process. After the next batch of short speeches, he said that it was
evident that we wanted to formulate a coherent notion of explanation and culture
that would accommodate all of us. No, I would not find unity in diversity;
sometimes confrontation rather than integration seemed preferable. Leroy
Searle, an old friend, spoke of the model of explanation having yielded to in-
terpretation and threw me a conspirator’s look. George Rousseau spoke of dis-
trusting the text, and I wondered if he had thought to declare solidarity with a

deconstructor by publicly aligning himself with what Paul Ricoeur has called -

“the hermeneutics of suspicion.”? But I ' was not satisfied with hermeneutics—
the theory of “interpretation rather than explanation”’—‘suspicious” or not, as
long as it did not confront the problem of the critic’s practice in any radical way.

| T'thought the desire to explain might be a symptom of the desire to have a self

/ that can control knowledge and a world that can be known; I thought to give

oneself the right to a correct self-analysis and thus to avoid all thought of symp--

tomaticity was foolish; I thought therefore that, willy-nilly, there was no way

out but to develop a provisional theory of the practical politics of cultural

explanations.
The group repeatedly expressed interest in my point of view because it ap-
peared singular. But the direct question of what this point of view was was
never posed or was posed at the end of a three-hour session given over to the
correct definition of the role, say, of cognition in aesthetics. Is a poem cognitive?

A picture? And so on. But I had no use for these phantasmic subdivisions (cog-
nition, volition, perception, and the like) of the labor of consciousness except

as an object of interpretation of which I was a part. A deconstructive point of
view would reverse and displace such hierarchies as cognitive-aesthetic. I would
bleat out sentences such as these in the interstices of the discussion. Kindly
participants would turn to me, at best, and explain what I meant or didn’t mean,

At worst, the discussion of cognition and aesthetics would simply resume. On
one occasion I had captured the floor with a rather cunning, if misguided series

. of illustrations from Nieizsche. The response was a remark that Nietzsche was
“. a worthless philosopher, although rather fun. I countered hotly that cheap der-
ision was out of place in a scholarly discussion. I was assured that fun was an
essential element in all proper philosophers, and no harm had been meant.
This exchange illustrates yet another way I had solidly put myself in the mar-

gin. I questioned the structure of our proceedings whenever I felt it to be nec:
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\:{jkmd of being-in-the world, which might as well be called our politics. The general
and specific levels are not clearly distinguishable, since the guarantee of sov-
he subject toward the object is the condition of the possibility of

ereignty in t
politics. Speaking for the specific politics of sexuality, I hoped to draw our at-

tention to the productive and political margins of our discourse in general. 1
hoped to reiterate that, although the prohibition of marginality that is crucial in
the production of any explanation is politics as such, what inhabits the prohib-
ited margin of a particular explanation specifies its particular politics. To learn
this without self-exculpation but without excusing the other side either is in my
view so important that I will cite here a benign example from Derrida before he
became playful in a way disturbing for the discipline.®

In Speech and Phenomena (1967), Derrida analyzes Edmund Husserl's Logical
Investigations 1. In the last chapter of the book, he produces this explanation:
“The history of metaphysics therefore can be expressed as the unfolding of the
structure or schema of an absolute will to hear-oneself-speak.”®

Now this is indeed the product of the careful explication of Husserl through
the entire book. This is also, as we know, one of the architraves of Derrida’s
thought. Yet if Speech and Phenomena is read carefully, by the time we arrive at
this sentence we know that the role of “expression’” as the adequate language

of theory or concept is precisely what has been deconstructed in the book. There- Ih
fore, when Derrida says, “can be expressed as,” he does not mean “is.” He , nave beef‘ attempting, not to win the center for ourselves, b i
proffers us his analytical explanation in the language that he has deconstructed. gre lity of the margin in all explanations. That w: v‘lecsil out to point af the
Yet he does not imply that the explanation is therefore worthless, that there is but displace the distinction between marginfé‘;d centerm]l; tl-mt g\er ely reverse
mnocence i : A . But in effect
(pushing all guilt to the margins) is not possible, and, parasn;ocfic}:)aﬁ;e

n be used. He reminds 4
wou .
put the very law of displacement and the irreducibility of the margin into

a “true” explanation where the genuine copula (“is”) ca
~ us rather that all explanations, including his own, claim their centrality in terms
question. The
8 by not rema?r%lri,gvi?’t SIl c‘;:ninh(t)}?e to suggest how the center itself is marginal
e margin and pointing m . .
y accusing finger at

of an excluded margin that makes possible the #can” of the “can be expressed” -
the center. i i T
what polirﬁésn;galllteqf . rather by.lmphcaﬁng myself in that center and sensi
it marginal. Since one’s vote is at the limit for oneself trfig
’ e

and allows “is” to be quietly substituted for it.
The implications of this philosophical position cannot remain confined to aca-
deconstructivist ca
n use herself (assumin i
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rrate

demic discourse. When all my colleagues were reacting adversely to my invo-
pla
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separate also: perhaps even as stronger than the}r,nselves 27‘1’)7 romen

In offeri i ;
acting oul::lfeme the1.r perplexxt‘y and chagrin, my colleagues on the panel
than oot tsl::narg) of tokemsr'n: you are as good as we are (I was lIt::ss leawerg
difference? The r::;aﬁut never mind), why do you insist on emphasizin rf;i
order better to : 1 dve center welcomes selective inhabitants of the maf Hge
explanation; or Etxhceuceitt(?reisfn c?;;:il n'olAnd it is the center that offers the ogflf;ilar; /
can express. ned and reproduced by the explanation that it .
I have so f; ini ’
called o masg;liie?eegllaimmg our symposium in terms of what had better be
ntralism. By pointing attention to a feminist marginality

performing another move within the

center (public truth)-margin (private emotions) set. They were inviting me into
the center at the price of exacting from me the language of centrality.

#Geveral of our excellent women colleagues in analysis,” Freud wrote, €x-
plaining femininity, “have begun to work at the question [of femininity]. . - ..
For the ladies, whenever some comparison seemed to turn out unfavourable to

their sex, were able to utter a suspicion that we, the male analysts, had bee

unable to overcome certain deeply rooted prejudices against what was feminine,
rches. We, on the

and that this was being paid for in the partiality of our resea
other hand, standing on the ground of bisexuality, had no difficulty in avoiding.
impoliteness. We had only to say: ‘This doesn’t apply to you. You're an excep-
tion, on this point you're more masculine than feminine.””’®

That passage was written in 1932. Adrienne Rich, speaking to the students

of Smith College in 1979, said:
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ctive ideological chaerfgea Tl?:zlggl?e;;}:::: i;i(')es no:l e of e ectenos It
. ring a flavor of pure science into

There’s a false power which masculine society offers to a few women who
old-fashi
oned chambers and become practicing humanists much more easily

“tthink like men’ on condition that they use it to maintain things as they
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than we could become practicing theoreticians of science. Together we represent
the humanist enclave in the academy.

Qur assigned role is, seemingly, the custodianship of culture. If as I have
argued the concept and self-concept of culture as systems of habit are constituted
by the production of explanations even as they make these explanations pos-
sible, our role is to produce and be produced by the official explanations in terms
of the powers that police the entire society, emphasizing a continuity or a dis-
continuity with past explanations, depending on a seemingly judicious choice
permitted by the play of this power. As we produce the official explanations,
we reproduce the official ideology, the structure of possibility of a knowledge
whose effect is that very structure. Our circumscribed productivity cannot be
dismissed as a mere keeping of records. We are a part of the records we keep.

It is to belabor the obvious to say that we are written into the text of tech-
nology. Itis noless obvious, though sometimes deliberately less well recognized
(as perhaps in our symposium), that as collaborators in that text we also write
it, constitutively if not regulatively. As with every text in existence, no sovereign
individual writes it with full control. The most powerful technocrat is in that
sense also a victim, although in brute suffering his victimhood cannot be com-
pared to that of the poor and oppressed classes of the world. Our own victim-

hood is also not to be compared to this last, yet, in the name of the disinterested
pursuit and perpetration of humanism, it is the only ground whose marginality
1 can share with the other participants, and therefore I will write about it, broadly

and briefly.

Technology in this brief and broad sense is the discoveries of science applied
to life uses. The advent of technology into society cannot be located as an
“event.” It is, however, perfectly “legitimate” to find in the so-called industrial
revolution, whose own definitions are uncertain, a moment of sociological rup-
ture when these applications began to be competitors and substitutes rather than
supplements of human labor. This distinction cannot be strictly totalized or mas-
tered by the logic of parasitism, by calling the new mode merely an unwelcome
and unnatural parasite upon the previous. But for purposes of a positivistic
tation of our marginalization, we can locate the moments spread out un-
evenly over the map of the industrial revolution, when what had seemed a
benign enhancement of exchange value inserted itself into circulation in such a
way as to actualize the always immanent condition of possibility of capital. In
terms of any of these crudely located moments, it is impossible to claim that
the priority of technological systems has been anything but profit maximization
disguised as cost effectiveness. It is indeed almost impossible not to recognize
everywhere technological systems where “sheer technological effectiveness”’—
whatever that might be, since questions of labor intensification introduce a pe
culiar normative factor—is gainsaid by considerations of the enhancement 0
the flow and accumulation of capital. No absolute priority can be declared, bu
technology takes its place with politics and economics as one of those “deter
minants” that we must grapple with if we wish to relate ourselves to any critiqu
of social determinacy.'® The production of the universities, the subdivision 0
their curricula, the hierarchy of the management-labor sandwich with the pe
culiarly flavored filling of the faculty, the specialization emphases, the grant

compu
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is in terms of this intricate interanimating relationship between margin and
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center that we cannot be called mere keepers of records. I would welcome a
metaphor offered by a member of the audience at the symposium.
"« We are, rather, the disc jockeys of an advanced capitalist ethnocracy. The
” discs are not ““records” of the old-fashioned kind, but productions of the most
recent technology. The trends in taste and the economic factors that govern them
are also products of the most complex interrelations among a myriad factors
such as international diplomacy, the world market, the conduct of advertisement
supported by and supporting the first two items, and so on. To speak of the
mode of production and constitution of the radio station complicates matters
further. Now within this intricately determined and multiform situation, the
disc jockey and his audience think, indeed are made to think, that they are free
to play. This illusion of freedom allows us to protect the brutal ironies of techn-
ocracy by suggesting either that the system protects the humanist’s freedom of
spirit, or that “technology,” that vague evil, is something the humanist must
confront by inculcating humanistic “values,” or by drawing generalized phil-
osophical analogues from the latest spatio-temporal discoveries of the magical
realms of “pure science,” or yet by welcoming it as a benign and helpful friend.
This has been a seemingly contextual explanation of our symposium. It should
be noted, however, that the explanation might also be an analysis of the pro-
/duction of contexts and contextual explanations through marginalization cen-
. tralization. My explanation cannot remain outside the structure of production
“of what I criticize. Yet, simply to reject my explanation on the grounds of this
theoretical inadequacy that is in fact its theme would be to concede to the two
specific political stances (masculist and technocratic) that I criticize. Further,
the line between the politics of explanation and the specific politics that my text
explains is ever wavering. If I now call this a heterogeneous predicament con-
/stititted by discontinuities, I hope I will be understood as using vocabulary rather
“.than jargon.'® This is the predicament as well as the condition of possibility of
all practice.

rr?;;};?;n;:ic; ir; Geffrinany between about 1850 and 1910 including both the pe
: cal unification and consolidation under Bj ; i :
ingly tension-ridden Wilhelmian eriod pri Firet Word e e
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P : . s and “general biographical inf -
On on approximately fifty people. Although the only limits%(l; sl;JeCSIalt;loﬁrtIII::t

tV}:’;stetflaenr:?e\;l;st,?ge a;e ”emp;lrical" rather than irreducibly structural, the idea
on of scientific ! istori b
appesting. ¢ “truths” can be historically vulnerable I find
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gap een mechanical reduction in biology and organic purposive actign

in the individual and the state.” Here i
edition of he e e St éap,'f :ll:'e 1s a passage from the preface to the first

The value-form, whose fully developed shape is the money-form, is very

simple and slight in content. Nevertheless, the human mind has sought
f it, while on the

geois society, the commodity form of
goots sodiet ommaniin ty torm of the product of labour

server, the analysis of th
in fact deal with minutia

: : , or the value-
is the economic cell-form. To the superficial ob-
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: tor;h sysdem pf ideas t'hat _takes material shape in social action) and extendgegil
€ production of scientific values. This is interesting because many con

The accounts of each other’s work that we had read before the symposium
can also be examined through the thematics of marginalization-centralization.
Writing today in Austin, Texas (typing the first draft on the way to Ann Arbor,
in fact), I cannot know what relationship those hastily written pre-symposium |

summaries will have with the finished essays for Humanities in Society nor if the socio-cultural ex i tico-economic and
participants will have taken into account the public session whose indescribable - tique, and that apiae?izt;o(; ;l::u?fug?oj: Clid tt};rough a.rigorous ideological cri-
context I describe above. The blueprint of an interminable analysis that [ include Another group of thinkers, generall ofp a gaff ons can l.r,'deed be ideology-free
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them a glimpse of the itinerary telescoped into the text they hold in their hands. remain ideological and interpretable and e‘c’len the methods of science must
A specific sense of the importance of politics was not altogether lacking in cessful.’” Wise’s study would therefore ber:e?ric;(:s ?feitri!:;): abtls ttedbe S}l:c_
situated within

these preliminary accounts. Norton Wise’s project description concerned an es-
pecially interesting period in modern political and intellectual history. “In my
present research I am attempting to draw connections between scientific and
social concerns for a particularly revealing historical case: the reception of ther

g
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tnitics of a value-free scientific discourse and method would not question th
e



112 in Other Worlds

plausibility of such a project, allowing for a system of compensations when the
object of study is human reality.'® The opening section of my essay should have
made clear that I would be most pleased if a powerful project such as Wise’s
questioned even this last assumption: that ““the sign” (in this case the various
documentary and other evidence of the reception of thermodynamics at a certain
period in Germany) is a “representation of the idea” (the basic assumptions of
sociopolitical reality) “which itself represented the object perceived” (both the
real truth of that sociopolitical reality and thermodynamics as such).” Not to be
open to such questioning is, in the long run, not merely to privilege a tran-
scendent truth behind words but also to privilege a language that can capture
{versions of) such a truth and to privilege one’s trade as the place whére such
a language can be learned.? I shall come back to this point.

I have a suspicion that the same sort of disciplinary vision that makes Wise
overlook the Marxian passage makes Hooker and Rousseau limit their political
concern in specific ways.

Rousseau speaks of the “politics of the academy’”: “yet ironically, only for a
brief moment during the late sixties was it apparent to most American academics
that the ‘politics of the academy’ count.” It seems to me, all structural analyses
aside, that it could just as easily be argued that a political activity often operating
out of an academic base had an apparent effect upon American foreign policy
in the sixties precisely because the academy began to see itself as the active
margin of a brutal political centralism. The politics of the academy ceased to be
merely academic. There are, of course, a good many problems with even this
convenient cultural explanation. Many of the workers in the political arena of
the sixties chose to step out of the academy. And even those workers have
increasingly come to express, if one could risk such a generalization, the struc-
ture and thematics of the technocracy they inhabit.?

These pages are obviously not the appropriate place for disputing such specific

issues. Yet, even as I applaud Rousseau’s introduction of the political into ow
agenda, I feel this particular myopia appears also in his definition of pluralism
“Pluralism, originally an economic and agricultural concept, is the notion of th
one over the many, as in pluralistic societies.” Nearly every survivor of the sixtie
would rather identify pluralism with “repressive tolerance.” ‘“Tolerance i
turned from an active into a passive state, from practice to non-practice: laissez
faire the constituted authorities.”*

Clifford Hooker, too, is concerned with the effect of social reality upon the

production of knowledge. His project is particularly impressive to me because

he is a “hard scientist,” a theoretical physicist. I am moved by his enquiry intg
science “‘as a collective (species) institutionalized activity.” I am disappointed

though when the emphasis falls in the very next sentence upon science as an

“epistemic institution.” The explanation of the production of scientific knowledge
is then to be explained, we surmise, in terms of abstract theories of how
abstractly defined human being knows. We are to be concerned, not with a cul-
tural, but a phenomenological explanation. No mention will be made of the
complicity of science and technology except by way of the kind of comment to
which I have already pointed: that the technocrats know nothing about the v;
changes in the concepts of space and time and knowledge that have taken pla
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thiest task to be performed towards any “‘phenomenon’”; it must be seen as the
best aid to enlightened practice and taken to be a universal and unquestioned
good. Only then can the operation of the binaries begin. It is this unspoken
premise that leads us to yet another “intellectual strategy,” not necessarily ar-
ticulated with the splitting into binaries: the declaration of a project to integrate
things into adequate and encompassing explanations. The integration is some-
times explicitly, and always implicitly, in the name of the sovereign mind. Thus
one project will work through ““a conflation of social, philosophical, and scientific
ideas,” refusing to recognize the heterogeneity of the nonsocial, the nonphi-
losophical, the nonspecific that is not merely the other of society, philosophy,
science. Another will attempt an “integrated view of human activity’” and place
the chart of this activity within a firmly drawn outline called a “consistency
loop,” banishing the risk of inconsistency at every step into the outer darkness.
It is thus not only the structure of marginalization centralization that assures
the stability of cultural explanations in general. The fence of the consistency
loop, as I argue, also helps. To go back to my initial example, in order to make
my behavior as a female consistent with the rest of the symposium, I would
have to be defined as a sexless (in effect, male) humanist—and the rest of me
would be fenced out of the consistency loop. The strongest brand of centrali-
zation is to allow in only the terms that would be consistent anyway, or could
be accommodated within an argument based on consistency. The consistency
loop also keeps out all the varieties of inconsistencies to which any diagram
plotted in language owes its existence. Every word, not to mention combinations
or parts of words, in a language, is capable of producing inexhaustible signi-
fications linked to contextual possibilities, possibilities that include citation or
fictionalization “‘out of context.” The strictly univocal or limited multivocal status
of the words in a diagram operates by virtue of their difference from all the rest
of this inexhaustible field. The field is kept out by reinterpreting the difference
as the unique and most viable identity of the word. litical allegiance ca
In a more specific way, the plan for sweeping integrations also assures the to centralize— the
stability of one specific kind of explanation, whose idealism would exclude all
inconsistencies of what had best be called class, race, sex; although, if the anal-
yses were taken far enough, even these names would begin to show the ragged
edges of their own limits as unitary determinations. Thus in the theoretical es-
tablishment of the establishment of theory, mind is allowed to reign over matter,
explanation, in a certain sense, over culture as the possibility of history, or as
the space of dispersion of the politics of class, race, and sex. All human activity
is seen as specifically integrative cognitive activity and the end becomes a ““theory
of theories.” “[Literary] critical theorizing” is, in one case, seen as the “central
discipline [the italics are presumably there to emphasize the sense of law and
ordering rather than that of academic division of labor] in what we loosely call
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well as unquestioning command and obedience, even the mass production of
consumer goods for no one’s particular use; and not merely for the sake of an
exercise in polysemic interpretation.

At a time when the rage for order defeminates the humanities from every
side, I can “make use” of such lines.? I have little interest in vindicating Wallace
Stevens or in disclosing a plethora of “valid” readings, where valid is a word
to dodge around the harsher and more legalistic correct. The line I am suggesting
I have called, in a feminist context, “scrupulous and plausible misreadings.”
Since all readings, including the original text, are constituted by, or effects of,
the necessary possibility of misreadings, in my argument the question becomes
one of interpretations for use, built on the old grounds of coherence, without
the cant of theoretical adequacy. And the emphasis falls on alert pedagogy.

It is not only poetry that can be taught in this way, of course. The eighteenth-
century historian Giambattista Vico had a theory of language that put metaphor
at the origin and suggested, I think, that first was best. It so happens that Vico
took this theory seriously and at crucial moments in his argument put the burden
of proof upon metaphorical production. In his speculation upon the principles
of the history of human nature, Vico suggested that the sons of Noah, terrified
by the first thunderclap, overcome by guilt and shame, hid in caves, dragging
with them the indocile women they had been pursuing. In those caves, “‘gentile
humanity” was founded. Although the place of guilt and shame in this story
is very important, the reason for those two emotions, unlike in the Adam and
Eve story, is not made clear. (Pursuing indocile women is clearly no grounds
for either.) “Thus it was fear which created gods in the world . . . not fear
awakened in men by other men, but fear awakened in men by themselves.” It
is because Vico was working his origin through metaphoric practice that this
curious lack of clarity is encountered. It cannot be caught within the discourse
of literalist explanations, where the adequation of cause and effect is the criterion
of success. According to the literalist view, the fear of the thunderclap is itself
produced through a metaphorical “mistake.” Thinking of nature as “a great

animated body,” our fathers (Noah’s sons) interpret the thunder as a threatening
growl, the response to an act that should bring guilt and shame. The figure is
metalepsis or prolepsis. The threat of the thunder, result of a transgression, is
seen as the cause of the flight into the caves; or, variously, the threatening thun-
der anticipates the guilt and shame that should have produced it. Whichever is
the case, the explanation hinges on a metaphor.
Again, speaking of legal marriage, or “solemn matrimony,” which imposes
civil status upon the patrician, Vico uses the metaphor of light. “[Juno] is also

known as Lucina, who brings the offspring into the light; not naturat light, for

that is shared by the offspring of slaves, but the civil light by reason of which

the nobles are called illustrious.” Now there is a previous invocation of light at

the beginning of Book I, Section III (*’Principles’’) which seems to anticipate the
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f(;rﬁ to be found with'ir} the modification of our human mind.” For the first figure
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re of figuration, to produce his theoreti i i ,
produced the e on, 1o p vt retical discourse, which, he argued,
If the discipline of literary criticism is m i
flitere erely permitted to indulge in the prai
;)lf_metaphor, 'th(‘? discipline of history is expected to eschew meft;aphor af l::SE—!
i ;nig but (;he u}gdental olmamentaﬁon of the reportage of fact. The sort of reax):ll
am aescribing would be dismissed by most self-respecti ic his-
torians as reading “Vico as literature.” Th Iution of a cotieal T
readi . e contribution of a critical humani
gfad:lg(l)gy ;nt ;hxs case would be to take the metaphors in Vico as yet anotl':cjrt
ple of the questioning of the supremacy of adequate th
relegate it to (or exalt it as) the semipoeti cocial philosaphy thar er
1o (c poetic free-style social philosophy th
ceded social science. Thus my two exam 20 ettty
. . ples would emphasize the co li
of poetic language and t ici istori i ped,
bl Sy guag he metaphoricity of historical language to similar peda-
These examples are not audacious and i i
ese e . revolutionary. It is not possible f
lﬁx:tet 1.nd1v}1\dulalhtodqlt‘1est10n her disciplinary boundaries without colIl)ective effcc))l;'ta
at 1s why I had hoped to hear some news of ped ium,
pedagogy at our symposium,
g\ot merely theory excl_la'nge. In the humanities classroom the ingr);dignt;ugr
me glethods of (the official) cultural explanation that fixes and constitutes “cul-
thre hare asseml?led. As a feminist, Marxist deconstructivist, I am interested in
. elt eory-practice qf Pedagogic practice-theory that would allow us construc-
w‘.’.r%}fﬁt,?,ﬂi!??mnP?“.’Fk&??l explanations even as explanations are generated
should be.cl'ear by now.that I could not be embarked up&l amere feversal~
amere c'ent}rallzlng of teaching-as-practice at the same time as research-as-theory
;fumargmahzed. That slog-an. has led to the idea of teaching as the creation of
o ‘r:alf: ragp(;)rt or the regevmg of anxiety and tension in the classroom that I
iy “25%{7}1 escribed as “pop ]:_szch” teaching and that I myself call “babysit-
by gt at I lc.)ok for rather is a confrontational teaching of the humanities
: ;m would question the gtudents’ received disciplinary ideology (model of le-
gitimate cultural explanations) even as it pushed into indefiniteness the most

; poYverful ideology of the teaching of the humanities: the unquestioned expli-

explanations that question the explanations of cultur

1979

light that can only come with marriage and render the one I quoted first (but
which comes later in the book) logically suspect. ““But in the night of thick dark-:
ness enveloping the earliest antiquity, so remote from ourselves, there shines
the eternal and never-failing light of a truth beyond all question: that the world
of civil society has certainly been made by men, and that its principles are there-




8. The Politics of interpretations

It is difficult to speak of a politics of interpretztioil withc?ut a ;Zr::;g v\t;ii)lmX;
i ts of individual consciousn .
of ideology as larger than the concepts of usnes i
implicati i i f ideology would undo the Opp
its broadest implications this notion 0 . 0 e o
ini i d between conscious choice a
between determinism and free will an nd uheor:
i ion i takes to be naturai an
i flex. Ideology in action is what a group ural : -
Z‘\:rli(::llcles;\: ) that of whi%:g:\ the group, as a gr(;?p, xrfu:}sl,t denyﬁ?l?t}ilo?cs);otgzaslu;ej:l;
i i iti d the effect of the cons
mentation. It is both the condition and the > con o o eren
i illing and consciously choosing in a wo 3 ;
(o ideology) o o, j f ideology are the conditions and effects
background. In turn, the subject(s) of ideology ;
aoi t}?:-:: sgf—identity of the group as a group. Ilt 1§ty unlz.)tohs.stlgz,egifocgoig;fgé;% irg(a)x:
i i haring complicity with 1 de .
off a group as an entity without sI ty with its 4o 0B fing spec-
istent critique of ideology is thus forever INCOMPIELe. : ‘
lt?'\y;rslizxeen squbject-constitution and grouptcon'stxtutlon are the ideological
that share the condition/effect oscillation. .
apIp:rr: Zixsffasys (?bliged to quote Stuart Hall's excellent hlstor‘*ixFal Stu(;lzrf of ldfg:;g;
ion i U.S. context: “two radically diiterent sty*
whenever I refer to the notion In the \ e o vig.
the concept [of ideology] has play
of thought—the European {(where 1 s Pl e
i t had up to [1949] been largely
nificant role) and the American (where it | B e, in
i i id be written on what concepts at .
sent). . . . An interesting essay cou ) e e
i t of ‘ideology’: for examp!e,
American social theory, for the absent concept of ; or eanp ¢ e
i i ;onalism, and of ‘values’ and the ‘cen
notion of norms in structural functionalism, f v e
" his list a concept of the "u
" in [Talcott] Parsons.”! I would add to t : of th C
Z)c,is(:z!sr’\’ :; :El Contin}uous and homogeneous part of the mind that is simply “not
Co?isli;)lu};re suggest the usefulness of a broader concept of i%?oli)gyxcalr;ii?\cg)tz
i : ing the sovereign subject; €
marks of ideology at work: conserving the 59 .
::)lefolit}lic Marx(ism); and excluding or appropr;a‘\itcllrég a .}(\jorzl(())ggei::;o;sl :}\:Ogi\;r;s
i i ide
t of the s osium does not contain a en i ‘ -
Z;Zret:gd (;)y as it};?cfrates an imperfectly hidden ideological agenda; that is one

of its structural alterities.

It is in Stephen Toulmin’s #The Construal of Reality” tba: the st:e;\;e d;)Sfda

i i t; for Toulmin’s project is to undo i-

ey O etogieal o1 B ition bet the human sciences and the natural sci-

“What P. F. Strawson calls

a ‘conceptual framework,’ and Bakhtin—a little misleadi.ngly——aq ‘ideolio{g)y, ag:; :
theoretical physicist thus calls a ‘treatment’”’ h(p. 107;1 1taclé(;fcér}1)1tr‘;ea)l . framlg,v der

i i ituate the merely

notion of ideology would of course sl : eptual framewor
field. The physicist's trea .

:thin a more extended and heterogeneous R e phy a
‘c/lveltcislir;r? where “the interpretive element is quite explicit,” would occupy a dif

linary-ideological opposition be;tween . an
Ie)ncesr,y between logic and rhetoric.” Toulmin writes:

field similarly heterogeneous and extended.

ferent place within a of ideology,

In the absence of a heterogeneous concept

and periphery, explanation and interpretation, cause and effect intact:

Toulmin’'s text pro-
duces definitions that keep the ideology-constitutive distinctions between center
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In dealing with [peripheral factors that may influence the work of profes-
sionals], we are centrally concerned with alarger and more turbulent world
of causes, for example, the interactions between the professionals and their
human contexts, as well as with any consequential influences that con-
textual factors may exert on the professional argument itself. [Pp. 104-5]

Accordingly, in both today’s postmodern natural and human sciences and
the critical disciplines of the humanities, we are concerned with a mix, or
blend, of explanation and interpretation. [P. 109]

A critical view of the subject of ideology would call the clarity of these dis-
tinctions into question and thus ask the critic to address a less simplified view
of the world. It would deconstitute and situate (not reject) the “we” who ex-
periences the productivity of alternative investigative postures, the “legi-
tima[cy]” and ““power” of the “acceptable standpoints.” Such a view does not
allow for a personal-subjective category to be set up over against an intellectual-
interpretive category either, since it would see complicity between the consti-
tution of subjectivity and the desire for objective identity.

These problematic distinctions are necessary for Toulmin’s argument because
it cannot accommodate the concept of ideology. The never fortuitous choice of
normative metaphors sometimes seems to suggest this necessity: “There is more
temptation to present all [author’s italics] interpretations in the human sciences
as being essentially political in character than there is in the physical sciences.
Still, it is a temptation that we ought to resist” (p. 102; italics mine). This resistance
wins a space for us where it is possible to overlook the tremendous ideological
over-determination of the relationship between the “pure” and “applied” sci-
ences, as well as their relationship with private- and public-sector technology
and the inscription of the whole into the social and material relations of pro-
duction. All is reduced to the classical split between subject and object—"two-
way interactions between the observer and the system being observed” (p. 106).
If the clarity of the theory is dependent upon so stringent a reduction, it loses
persuasive value when applied to the sociopolitical scene. A statement like the
following, concluded from the subject-object premises I quote above, remains
merely theoretical, normed into ethical decoration: “That being so, there is, a
fortiori, no longer any reason to assume that studying human beings from a
scientific point of view necessarily involves dehumanizing them” (p. 106).

Ronald Dworkin attempts to cut loose from the task of recovering the legis-
lator’s intention in the interpretation of the law. He takes literary interpretation
as a model, however self-divided, and offers us two interesting and related

ersions of the subject of lawmaking: a pluralized subject that is one link in a
chain of supplementations and a double subject who is at once writer and reader.
shall give a brief example of how a general theory of ideology would enhance
his argument.

Following through the notion of the pluralized subject in the interpretation
of the law, Dworkin is obliged to call a halt at a point which is worth remarking:
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Perhaps [putting together a collective novel sequentially] is an impossible
assignment . . . because the best theory of art requires a single creator or,
if more than one, that each have some control over the whole. But what
about legends and jokes? I need not push that question further because
I'am interested only in the fact that the assignment makes sense, that each
of the novelists in the chain can have some idea of what he or she is asked
to do, whatever misgivings each might have about the value or character
of what will then be produced. [P. 193]

That Dworkin has made fiction and the law each other’s tenor and vehicle is
in itself significant. In this passage yet another possibility is implicit. Legends
and jokes are phenomena where the condition-effect relationship with ideology
(in the U.S. the preferred word in this case is “culture”) is readily granted. The
point might be to see that the difference between these phenomena and the
novel is, in the ideological view, one of degree rather than of kind. The single
author also has only “some idea” of what he is asked to do, for the entire idea
is spread like a map across the text of ideology. The nonexhaustive constitution
of the subject in ideology (which is in turn constitutive of ideology) would in-
clude, in this revised version of Dworkin’s argument, the so-called ideology-
free language of Western European and U.S. law. It is only a homogeneous,
isomorphic, and adequate cause-and-effect view of social production that would
advance the doubtful claim that “liberalism can . . . be traced [to] . . . a discrete
epistemological base . . . [which] could be carried forward into aesthetic the(')ry
and there yield a distinctive interpretive style” (p. 200). The view I am desq:ibmg
would suggest that such items are related as the interanimating comphmt}_r'of
the shifting components of an ideological system. The productive undecidability
of the borderlines of politics, art, law, and philosophy, as they sustain and are

sustained by the identity of a composite entity such as the state, is operated by

the heterogeneous and discontinuous concept of ideology. Lacking such a con-
cept, Dworkin is obliged to indicate it in the name of a unifying philosgphy. It
is the strength of his essay that the unification is not seen as a necessar}ly sub-
lating synthesis: “I end simply by acknowledging my sense that politics, art,
and law are united, somehow, in philosophy” (p. 200).

If Dworkin, without pronouncing the word, seems to make room for a broader
concept of ideology, Donald Davie would choose to “bypass” its workings:
“‘Doubtless such interrelations exist, and doubtless they can be exploited to sin-
ister purpose. Rather than inveighing against this, or (with [Stanley] Fish) more
or less blithely acquiescing in it, we can best spend our time bypassing the
network altogether, as the truly independent and illuminating interpreters al-
ways have” (p. 43).

One cannot of course “choose” to step out of ideology. The most responsible
“choice” seems to be to know it as best one can, recognize it as best one can,
and, through one’s necessarily inadequate interpretation, to work to change it,
to acknowledge the challenge of: “Men make their own history, but they do not
choose the script” (italics mine).? In fact, I would agree with Edward Said that
the ideological system that one might loosely name as contemporary U.S.A.
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expects its poets to seem to choose to ignore it and thus allows its businessmen
to declare: “Solid business practices transcend ideology if you are willing to
work for it.””*

Both Hayden White and Said concentrate upon ideological formations—the
former with respect to a group identity called “a discipline,” the latter with
respect to the discipline in the service of the group identity called “the state.”
I shall not linger on their arguments here. It is my feeling, however, that in the
absence of an articulated notion of ideology as larger than and yet dependent
upon the individual subject, their essays sometimes seem a tirade against the
folly or knavery of the practitioners of the discipline. The relationship between
art and ideology—in this case, bourgeois ideology in the broader sense—is T. J.
Clark’s explicit subject matter. In his comments on Terry Eagleton, Clark sug-
gests that, “in the years around 1910, . . . it was possible for Marxist intellectuals
- - - to see themselves as bourgeois . . . [and oppose] the ideologies of a bour-
geois élite” (pp. 148-49, n. 6). The critical practice Clark describes is close to
what I suggest as an alternative to Davie’s conviction of “bypassing” the ide-
ological network or Said and White’s ideology-free accusations.

It is Wayne Booth who pronounces the word “ideology” most often; and in
his essay, it is the word “language” that performs the curious function of cov-
ering over the absence of a broader concept of ideology. In Mikhail Bakhtin’s
text, language is not immediately understood as verbal discourse. Ideology as
language is an effect that assumes a subject for its cause, defining it within a
certain convention of signification. For Booth, language as ideology is the expres-
sion of a (group) subject who must constantly assure us, and himself, that he
is not merely of the group but also unique. There is a moment in the essay when
Booth is almost within reach of Bakhtin’s position, a position that today would
call itself the politics of textuality, seeing that the network of politics-history-
society-sexuality, and the like, defines itself in ideclogy by acknowledging a
textual or weblike structure. Booth’s language, however, like Toulmin’s, artic-
ulates Bakhtin’s position within a vocabulary of free choice: “Each language we
take in is a language, something already blessed or cursed with symbolic richness,
with built-in effects of past choices, invitations to new choices, and a knowledge
that some choices are in fact better than the others” (I quote from an earlier
version of the essay). Bakhtin’s implicit dialectical hinging of subject and lan-
guage in/of ideology seems to elude Booth here.

When Booth thinks of ideology as beliefs and practices rather than, strictly
speaking, language or voice, it is possible for him to hint at this dialectical struc-
ture: “Ideology springs from and in turn influences systems of belief and human
practice” (p. 50).* Yet he constantly reduces the situation of art and ideology to
the conscious-unconscious opposition that I invoked at the outset as one of the
substitutes for ideology upon the Anglograph scene. Bakhtin is laudable because
he “plac[es] as high a value as he does on the deliberate introduction of counter-
ideologies,”” whereas ““conventional Marxists [hold that] . . . selves and societies

* Booth has since changed the word “ideology” to “art” in this sentence.—Editor’s note, Critical
Inquiry
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are radically dependent on the ideologies of art” (earlier version). Here con-
sciousness and the unconscious are understood with reference to a pre-psy-
choanalytic model, as if they belonged to a continuous system where the mark
of good practice was to raise the unconscious into consciousness. Thg stronge:est
diagnosis of ideological victimization in this view is: “I confess, with con51.d-
erable diffidence, that I think the revelation [of Rabelais’ df)ub!e standard] gmte
unconscious” (p. 65). The sense of ideology as free choice is the'goal: Th'e
question we now face, then, as believers in feminist (or any other) ideology, is
this: Am I free, in interpreting and criticizing a work of art, to employ”that
ideology as one element in my appraisal of the artistic value of that work? (p.
56%’( is not too far from the truth to suggest that this freedom of choice by: a
freely choosing subject, which operates the essays of Toulmin, I?avie, Dwor%q‘n,
and Booth, is the ideology of free enterprise at work—recognizably a politics
of interpretation. That is why we accepted as common sense that the best thepry
of art required a single author. Within a broad concept of {deology, the subject
does not lose its power to act or resist but is seen as zrrefrzevably plgral. In that
perspective, all novels are seen to be composed as ser{als by various 1.1ands.
Dworkin’s analogy between literature and the law can, in that perspective, be
read differently as a case of this politics of interpretation, just as the nove,hst a_nd
his reader, requiring a single creator and therefore overlooking the noyel s being
an effect within a larger text, are another case. In a serial novel by various ham.:ls
of the kind Dworkin presupposes, the narrative is suppo_sed to adv_ance while
preserving some presumed unity, whereas in a series of mtel:p}'etahons of the
same law, we have not progress but repetition—each 1:epehh0{1 presumably
claiming to be most adequate to the ipseity of the la?v in gueshon. Ijawyers,
even when they, like Dworkin, grant the actual plurality of 1nterpret’:i1t§ons, are
bent on the search for the “real” law, the “proper” law, the “‘best }nterpre-
tation, its single true intention. As cases of ideology formation, chl)lrkms af}al-
ogy and its attendant definition of authorship seem to betray their “politics”—
free enterprise and the rule of law. . o
“Betray their ‘politics.’”” A better formulation of this is to be found in Pierre
Macherey: “We always eventually find, at the edge of the text, thﬁslanguage of
ideology, momentarily hidden, but eloquent by its very absence. Ijet us con-
sider moments on the edges or borders of some of these essays, the ideological

traces that allow them to define their interiors. Such a gesture will yield. a h'int
of their politics as well, a politics of the freely choosing subject who, divining

his own plurality, breaks his theory as he takes a stand.

Such a definitive moment comes at the end of Stanley Cavell’s piece: “'If 'de—
construction, as in de Man’s recommendation of it, is to disilllusion us, itis a
noble promise and to be given welcome. Disillusion is what fits us for reality,
whether in Plato’s terms or in D. W. Winnicott’s. But then we must be assured

that this promise is based on a true knowledge of what our illusions are” (p.

178). I am not altogether convinced by Cavell’s reading.of deFonstrucﬁon in this
essay, especially when he associates de Man and Derrida w1§hout much differ-
entiation.® I will merely remark that the assurance to th'e sub)egt of true kno?vl-
edge, a self-evident ideological requirement for self-evidence, is the one thing
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deconstruction cannot promise. A number of arguments that Cavell undoubt-
edly can anticipate might be advanced here: there is no disillusion without il-
lusion; a true knowledge of illusions can lead to a knowledge of reality only as
that which is not illusion; to predicate reality as the death of illusion is to ignore
the syntax or practice that passes from illusion to reality via dis-illusion; not to
acknowledge that deconstruction distinguishes itself from dialectics precisely by
this attention to the syntax that is otherwise ignored in the interest of the se-
mantics of reality is not to speak of deconstruction at all.” I shall not dwell upon
these arguments here but suggest that Cavell’s interpretation of voice and writ-
ing is also in the interest of this ideological requirement.

Cavell writes: “For me it is evident that the reign of repressive philosophical
systematizing—sometimes called metaphysics, sometimes called logical analy-
sis—has depended upon the suppression of the human voice. It is as the re-
covery of this voice (as from an illness) that ordinary language philosophy is
. . . to be understood” (p. 173). Derrida admires this project and relates it to
Nietzsche’s attention to the force of language rather than its signification alone.
What Derrida critiques is what Cavell seems to be showing here: the tendency
common to most radical philosophies, including speech-act theory, to perceive
their task as the restoration of voice. The systematic philosophies, on the other
hand, although their aura seems to be altogether mediated and therefore akin
to the common understanding (here Cavell’s) of writing, develop systems which
depend upon phonocentrism as their final reference. Thus the commonsense
perception—that systematic philosophies suppress and radical philosophies re-
store voice—depends upon varieties of phonocentric assumptions. “Writing’’
in this view becomes the name for that which must be excluded so that the
interiority of a system can be defined and guarded. “The essential predicate of
[the] specific difference’” between writing and the field of voice is seen in such a
reading as “‘the absence of the sender [and] of the receiver (destinateur), from
the mark that he abandons.””® The place of such an understanding of writing
within a self-professed project of the restoration of speech should be clear.

Writing as the name of that which must be excluded as the other in order to
conserve the identity of the same can be related to Macherey’s other formulation:
“What is important in the work is what it does not say. This is not the same as
the careless notation ‘what it refuses to say,” although that would in itself be
interesting. . . . But rather than this, what the work cannot say is important
because there the elaboration of the journey is acted out, in a sort of journey
to silence.””? It is not surprising that, within a definition of writing as a deliberate
withholding of voice, the one sense of “turn”-—in Thoreau’s “You only need
sit still long enough in some attractive spot in the woods that all its inhabitants
may exhibit themselves to you by turns”—that Cavell does not {cannot?) men-
tion is “trope,” the irreducible turn of figuration that is the condition of (im)-
possibility of any redemption of voice.

It is in terms of saving the freely choosing subject whose concept insinuates
itself into the most radical commun(al)ist politics of collectivity that Said uses
écriture as a code word suggesting (I cannot be sure, since the word hangs unex-

plained on the borders of his essay) linguistic reductionism at a second remove.
- The thumbnail explanation of écriture as the excluded other that I have given
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above would have helped his general argument: ““A principle of silent exclusion
operates within and at the boundaries of discourse; this has now become so
internalized that fields, disciplines, and their discourses have taken on the status
of immutable durability” (p. 16).

Since I find myself more than usually sympathetic with Said’s position, I must
point out another mark of ideology at work in his essay. The essay is written
by a subject who is not only freely choosing but is also a star within a star system.
There is no recognition or support here for the thousands of teachers and stu-
dents across the country who are attempting to keep alive a critical cultural
practice. Their track is to be picked up not only in journals such as Radical Teacher
or Radical America but in course syllabi, in newsletters, and increasingly"on the
rolls of young teachers denied tenure. In order fo recognize these workers, pe-
dagogy as political interpretation must be seriously considered. A phenomenon
cannot be nonexistent when a political spectrum extending from Michael Har-
rington to U.S. News and World Report accounts for its workings.'® Said's state-
ment that “the Left [is] in a state of intellectual disarray” is indeed true with
respect to political sectarianism (p. 3). But if our own field of work is seen as
outside of generalizations such as “high culture here is assumed to be above
politics as a matter of unanimous convention” and also outside of the perspective
of self-described Marxist ““celebrities” (the third item in the title of Regis Debray’s
Teachers, Writers, Celebrities, which Said cites) who seem obliged to hear them-
selves as lonely personalities proselytizing in the wilderness, then the extent of
our predicament, that all this effort goes awry, is seen as a much more menacing
problem.

An awareness of solidarity with the ongoing pedagogic effort would have
allowed Said to step out of the chalk circle of the three thousand critics and
recognize that the task—""to use the visual faculty (which also happens to be
dominated by visual media such as television, news photography, and com-
mercial film, all of them fundamentally immediate, ‘objective,” and ahistorical)
to restore the nonsequential energy of lived historical memory and subjectivity
as fundamental components of meaning in representation’’—is attempted every
day by popular-culture teachers on the Left (p. 25). I quote Tabloid as a metonym:
“Many of our articles over the past months have given examples of this daily
subversion—women in the home mutating the ‘planned’ effect of TV soap op-
eras, political activists creating pirate radio stations, the customization of cars,
clothing, etc.”’*!

One of the most productive moments at the “Politics of Interpretation” sym-
posium as an exchange between Davie and Said. Davie singled out Said’'s work
for Palestine (Lebanon in Davie’s script) as an example of patriotism. Said ap-
propriately amended that praise by suggesting that he was working for the
Palestinian state to establish itself so that he could then become its critic. Con-
sciousness of national identity is marked by the use to which it is put. The thin
line between national liberation and maintenance of the ideology of the state
must be kept clean by the critic’s vigilance. Otherwise, Davie’s endorsement of
patriotism becomes the condition and effect of a political ideology that denies
the workings of an economic multinationalism. The production of archaic pol-
itico-nationalist explanations, irreducibly asymmetrical with the economico-mul-

tingly inhabits a country different from
ment at the way he outlines that country
borders of discourse where metaphor an
ideology breaks through.

The point is not that the case would be altered (as i i
' . (as indeed it would,
. ways) if th.e Caribbean, the Indian subcontinent, and Kenya
(the colonial name for Tanzania)—also English speaking-—
the company. The po
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tinationalist network, shows itself mo
lthe indoctrination of the labor force.
in Davie’s lament:

st brutally as war and most divisively as
The mechanics of that denial are implicit

By thus loftily declaring ourselves “citizens of the world”" [which is of
course not what I suggest above] we cut ourselves off not just from the
majority of our fellow-citizens at the present day but from the far more
numerous multitude of the dead. For there can be no doubt that to Virgil
and Dante and Machiavelli, to Milton and Wordsworth, to Washin. tgn
and Jefferson and Walt Whitman, the patria was meaningful, and its clagims
upon us were real and must be honoured, in just the ways that this sort
of modern enlightenment refuses to countenance. [P. 29]

Th(_e march of capital has cut Davie off fro
sustained by a full-fledged patriotic ideology. He undoubtedly has no objection
to the mode of sociomaterial production (since his deliberate stance is to 113 ass
it) Fhat shores him up in Tennessee or in front of a high-toned audien}::l; in
Chicago. Nearly all the candidates on his list had intervened in rather tha
bypasse'd social relations of production in their time. At any rate, it was withi2
that entire network that the “patriotism” of earlier generations!could find its
function and place. Davie as expatriate, consumer, taxpayer, voter, and investor
.has (been) mpved into so different a network that merely to hang ’on to the one
item on the list that seems sentimentally satisfying will produce, at best, a self-
congratulatory simulacrum of community with the illustrious déad. ’

By force of the ideology appropriate to his place in the world, Davie unwit-
merely England. Let us look for a mo-
» reminding ourselves that it is at those
d example seem arbitrarily chosen that

m the network that sustains and is

For when a poet or a literary scholar, British or Americ 7
adc!resses not his fellow-Britons or his fellow-Americangnof rf:ill;iif_ﬁlﬁ’;:
tralians but the international community of literary scholars, that intention
shows up at once in the sort of English that he uses. [P. 29, italics mine]
Must we assume that British English, American English, and New Zea-
land English are on the way to becoming distinct language’s, as Romanian
and Portuguese once became distinct languages by diverging differentl
from the parent stock of Roman Latin? [P. 35] Y

in interesting
-Uganda-Tanganyika
Tan were introduced into
int is that a discourse such as Davie's, ignoring the dif-
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ference between the linguistic self-concept of national liberation and patrictism,
‘maturally’” or “only by chance” excludes them from the English-speaking
Union. Indeed, to alter one of Davie's sentences a little: “[my] suggestion will
seem bizarre except to those . . . who [are involved with admission into and
granting degrees from U.S. English departments]” {(p. 35). Davie's entire ar-
gument would have to be recast if the candidate were not “Georges [from]
Bucharest” or ‘Lucille in Vincennes” but Echeruo from Nigeria or Towheed in
Pakistan. Of course “all the languages are precious, every one is unique, and
so no one is replaceable by any other” (p. 29). But if one examines the figures
of foreign-language enrollment in the Chronicle of Higher Education or comparable
journals, one knows instantly that they are not in fact equally precious, and the
demand depends on the politico-economic text. One need only think of the case
of Japanese, Arabic, and Persian in recent years. From a somewhat different
point of view, one might think of the status of a Shakespeare scholar who has
read all of his Shakespeare in Bengali and a scholar of Bengali culture who has
had a semester’s Bengali in 2 U.S. graduate school. (This is not an imaginary
example, although it “will seem bizarre except to those of us who [are involved
in judging fellowship applications on the national level].”)

There is disciplinary ideology in Davie's certainty of the secure role of the
poet in contemporary society; in Said’s conviction that the literary critic rather
than the other human scientists are the custodians of sociopolitical interpreta-
tion; and, malgré tout, in White’s admonition that ““to appeal to sociology, an-
thropology, or psychology for some basis for determining an appropriate per-
spective on history is rather like basing one’s notion of the soundness of a
building’s foundations on the structural properties of its second or third story”
(p. 130).

But the most interesting sign of disciplinary privileging is found in Julia Kris-
teva’s “Psychoanalysis and the Polis.” At the end or center of delirium, ac-
cording to Kristeva, is that which is desired, a hollow where meaning empties
out in not only the presymbolic but the preobjective, “the ab-ject.” (A decon-
structive critique of thus “naming’ an undifferentiated telos of desire before the

beginning of difference can be launched but is not to my purpose here.) The
desire for knowledge involved in mainstream interpretation (which Kristeva calls
“Sioic’” by one of those undocumented sweeping generalizations common toa
certain kind of “French” criticism) shares such a hollow center and is thus linked
with delirium. Certain kinds of fiction writers and, one presumes, analysands
and social engineers try to dominate, transform, and exterminate improper "“ob-
jects” awakened in the place of the abject. The psychoanalyst, however, wins-
out over both mad writer and man of politics. “Knowing that he is constantly
in abjection [none of the problems of this position is discussed in Kristeva's |
text]'? and in neutrality, in desire and in indifference, the analyst builds a strong
ethics, not normative but directed, which no transcendence guarantees” (p. 92

italics mine). This is the privileged position of synthesis within a restrained

dialectic: the psychoanalyst persistently and symmetrically sublates the contra
diction between interpretation and delirium. To privilege delirium (interpreta

tion as delirium) in the description of this symmetrical synthesis is to misrepresent
the dialectic presented by the essay, precisely in the interest of a politics that
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its own) truth. . . . Of course, no political discourse can pass into nonmeaning,.
Its goal, Marx stated explicitly, is to reach the goal of interpretation: interpreting
the world in order to transform it according to our needs and desires” (pp. 86—
87). One might of course wonder if leading a subject to truth is not a species
of transformation of the subject or, yet, if what Marx says about politics is nec-
essarily the truth of all political discourse.

Let us rather investigate Marx’s “explicit statement.” Is it the eleventh of
Marc’s Theses on Feuerbach that Kristeva quotes in the epigraph? “Up until now
philosophers have only interpreted the world. The point now is to change it [Die
Philosophen haben die Welt nur verschieden interpretiert, es kommt drauf an,
sie zu verindern]” (italics mine). As close a reader as Kristeva should n6te that
the relationship between interpretation and change in that statement is exceed-
ingly problematic. Ankommen auf in this context probably means what matters”
(within philosophic effort). Even in the most farfetched reading, such as “‘ad-
vent” (ankommen, or arrival), a contrastive juxtaposition can hardly be avoided.
#To interpret . . . il order to transform’” (italics mine) seems wishful thinking.
The point can also be made that these theses, aphoristic statements parodying
and imitating Luther, were written in 1845. Marx had not yet seena “revolution,”
not even 1848. It would be like taking an epigraph from Studies in Hysteria, basing
an entirely unfavorable comparison upon it, and clinching the case with “Freud
has explicitly stated. . . .”

I have suggested that in Kristeva’s essay psychoanalysis is shown to sublate
the contradiction between interpretation and delirium. When Kristeva claims
that political discourse cannot pass into nonmeaning, it remains to be asked how
it can be posited that the Hegelian dialectic—Marx’s morphology—does not
accommodate a negative moment, a passing into nonmeaning, in order to accede

to truth. I have suggested elsewhere that Marx's theory of practice goes beyond
this restrained dialectic.”® But I have tried to show here that even if Marx is
not given the benefit of that doubt and even on Kristeva's own terms, it would
be inadvisable to attempt to critique Marx with so little textual evidence. If one

wishes to support a major component of one’s argument on Marx, he demands

at least as much attention as Céline.

I am not altogether comfortable with Louis Althusser's theory of the episte-
mological cut in Marx's work, although I am moved by his explanations in Essays
in Self-Criticism. It is, however, well known that the generation influenced by
Althusser's teaching, dissatisfied with the failure of 1968 and the subsequent
move on the French Left toward a nonrevolutionary Eurocommunism, turned
away from the Capital and Marx’s later writings as endorsed by Althusser and
toward, especially, the 1844 manuscripts, as had Jean-Paul Sartre an intellectual
half-generation before Althusser; unlike Sartre, this younger generation sought
to find in these manuscripts negative proof of an irreducible will to power. When
Kristeva writes “this abject awakens in the one who speaks archaic conflicts with
his own improper objects, his ab-jects, at the edge of meaning, at the limits of
the interpretable [and] it arouses the paranoid rage to dominate those objects,
to transform them,” she is writing not only of Céline’s anti-Semitism but also
of the revolutionary impulse (p. 91). What is at stake here is a politics of

interpretation.
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The ideological exclusion of a “Marx” as other operate i ite”
Althougl.l no textual analysis is forthcoming, thepasserficfxllsct);:tvly/g:i iveasss?iL
terested in mal‘dng sense out of history seems to be indisputable. But I am troz-
bled when White submits that this urge to explain history arose in the nineteenth
century, that Marx was caught up in that specific moment of historiography’s
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until .the establishment of Israel. Surely the grand plans of ]udeo-ChristiE;n s ?
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gesting, as Knsi'keva does for psychoanalysis, that the discipline of histo: 1gn
E.ur(.)pe? is a fulfillment of these earlier plans. I am merely indicatin thax;yth
discipline of history did not suddenly fall upon previously virgin grogund )

.Whatever the truth of the assertion that the pursuit of meaning links Marx
with the bf)urgeois historian (as it links him with the anti-Semitic w%iter in “Psy-
choanalysis ar.\d the Polis”’), it seems bizarre to place him within the chany
from the su}?hme to the beautiful without some textual consideration. On tﬁe
other ha?nc.l, if one sees White’s and Kristeva’s moves as part of a conte.m ora ,
aFademlc-ldeological network of explaining Marx away by the most genergl 0ry
sible means as a foreclosure of exclusion, it becomes less odd. Some uestforz
remain. Does the sublime historian’s promise of a perception of meanir?glessness
not assume a preliminary understanding of what meaning in/of history might
be? Accordl.ng to White, “the theorists of the sublime had correctly divirxi,ed tlglat
whatever dignity and freedom human beings could lay claim to could come onl
by way of what Freud called a ‘reaction-formation’ to an apperception of histo ’};
r;lieanmglessness”.(p..1?8). I will not bring up once again the vexed ques‘riorr\y of
the passage from‘ individual to group psychology here. I will sum up this part
of my reading with the following suggestion: If, for political reasons toucied
upon by Clark and Said in their different ways, it is expedient to valorize the
savant who can apperceive meaninglessness, then both Kristeva and White, in
their different ways, claim “‘meaninglessness” too easily. I have tried to indi(;ate

this in my discussio i i i
y n of Kristeva. In White, “confusion,” “uncertainty,” and

moral anarchy” are equated with meaninglessness. Such a loose colloquial use

deprives the word of any theoretical value.

By way of conclusion I will consider woman as the ideologically excluded
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vliolated by the 1mp1.'egnable agent of an apparently benign statement such as
the following by White: “But imagination is dangerous for the historian, because
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he cannot know that what he has imagined was actually the case, that it is not
a product of his ‘imagination’ in the sense in which that term is used to char-
acterize the activity of the poet or writer of fiction” (p. 123; italics mine). The
masculist critic might well say, What am I going to do if an objection is brought
against the very grain of my prose? Indeed, the feminist critic would urge, if
he became aware that the indefinite personal pronoun is “produced-producing”
rather than “natural,” then he would also realize that, in this specific case, for
example, since woman'’s place within the discipline and as subject of history is
different from man’s all along the race-class spectrum, and since a woman’s right
to “imagine’ history is fraught with perils of a different kind, the validity of the
critic’s entire argument is put into question by that objection. As long as fem-
inism is considered a special-interest glamorization of mainstream discourse (and
I am grateful again to Booth for revealing the way feminist appproaches are
discussed in “academic locker rooms”), this problem will go unrecognized. And
within the tacitly acknowledged and bonded enclosure of masculist knowledge-pro-
duction, a partial (masculist) account of intellectual history will, even as it cri-
tiques the narrative mode of “doing history,”” persistently imply that it is larger
than the “whole”—the latter being an account that will confront the funda-
mental problem of sexual difference in material and ideological production. No
history of consciousness can any longer be broached without this confrontation.

The problem cannot be solved by noticing celebrated female practitioners of
the discipline, such as Hannah Arendt. The collective situation of the ideolog-
ically constituted-constituting sexed subject in the production of and as the sit-
uational object of historical discourse is a structural problem that obviously goes
beyond the recognition of worthy exceptions. This critique should not be under-
stood as merely an accusation of personal guilt; for the shifting limits of ideology,
as I have suggested earlier, are larger than the “individual consciousness.”
Understood as such, my desperation at the smooth universality of Dworkin’s
discussion of law as interpretation will not seem merely tendentious. For it is
not a questioning of the power of Dworkin’s thesis; it is an acknowledgment
that, if woman as the subject in law, or the subject of legal interpretation, is
allowed into the argument in terms of the differential ethico-political dimension
of these relationships, then the clarity might have to be seen as narrow and
gender-specific rather than universal. (I am of course not mentioning the pos-
sibility that the eruption of Judeo-Christian sanctions within the recent debate
on abortion shows how questions of sexual difference challenge the secular foun-
dation of Western law.™

Let us consider Davie’s two quick stabs at feminists before turning to woman
in the essays by Kristeva, Said, and Booth. By way of introduction, let us insist
that the word ““patria” is not merely masculine in gender but names the father
as the source of legitimate identity. (The appropriation of mother figures into
this naming is similarly related to the place of Arendt in White's essay.) One
way of explaining this would be to look again at Vico's fable of the origin of
civil society—the patricians—in The New Science.’® Here I shall point at the ac-
companying “hieroglyph or fable of Juno hanging in the air with a rope around
her neck and her hands tied by another rope and with two heavy stones tied
to her feet. . . . (Juno was in the air to signify the auspices essential to solemn

IfI may descend into unseemi
deceased father: *“If Grandmoth
the point is precisely that in a

struggle for power” (p. 14). At its best, feminist herm
this. Part of the attempt has been to articulate the
locracy and capital, as well as that between phalloc
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Davie’s first stab comes when he re
among women of different countries:

ecall the violence used by the
nd in token of the subjection of
- - The heavy stones tied to her feet denoted the

proaches feminists for not differentiating

Where is it acknowledged, for instance, in th
“woman,” as conceived by an American
help but be significantly different from “w
looking at Americans? Or again, an Italian woman may well, we must
suppose, be an Italian patriot; but where, in the current voclabula of
feminists, is that dimension of her “woman-ness” allowed for? Let?t, be

acknowledged only so as to be de ; it i
plored; but let it in -
knowledged. At the moment, it isn't. [P. 34] ny event be ac

e vocabulary of feminism that
writing about Italians, cannot
oman” as conceived by an Italian

. _Thls is of course a ridiculous mistake. The heterogeneity of international fem-
Inisms and women’s situations across race and class lines is one of the chief
concerns of. feminist practice and theory today. To document this claim woul?i
be to ccgmpxle a volume of bibliographical data.’” And no feminist denies that
women'’s as well as men’s consciousness can be raised with reference t ?1
notions as patriotism or total womanhood. crose

The second stab is with respect to Said’s mother:

When his Palestinian parents married, they had t i i
wifh the authorities of what was at that timeya Bn'tis(;x l:glr?(tiftéh’?}i:?}rggsgs
ofﬁcer., 1.1aving registered the marriage, then and there tore up.Mrs Said’s
Palesh.man passport, explaining that by doing so he made one m;)re va-
cancy in the quota of permitted immigrants to Palestine from among the
lclhspos§essed of war-devastated Europe. The feminist response to t]%is-

Aha, it was the wife’s passport that was destroyed, not the husband’s”—
wholly fails to recognize the outrage that Mrs. Said felt, which her son
now fe‘els on her behalf. For if the law had been such that the husband
took his bride’s name, so that it was the man’s passport that was de-
stroyed, the outrage would have been just the same. [P. 34]

y levity for a moment, I will quote my long-
er l'fad a beard, she would be Grzndfathe};.’? Fgr
¢ point is p y th patriarchal society there are no such laws. 8

aid calls for a criticism that would account for “quotidian politics and the
eneutics attempts precisely
relationship between phal-
racy and the organized Left.
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I refer Said to two representative titles: Zillah R. Eisenstein’s Capitalist Patriarchy
and the Case for Socialist Feminism and the collection Beyond the Fragments: Feminism
and the Making of Socialism.

I have been commenting on the politics of exclusion. The deliberate politics
of inclusion can also turn into an appropriative gesture. We see it happen in
Terry Eagleton’s Walter Benjamin; or, Towards a Revolutionary Criticism. “Let us

briefly imagine,” Eagleton writes,

what shape a “revolutionary literary criticism” would assume. It would
dismantle the ruling concepts of “literature,” reinserting “literary”” texts
into the whole field of cultural practices. It would strive to relate such
“cultural” practices to other forms of social activity, and to transform the
cultural apparatuses themselves. It would articulate its “cultural” analyses
with a consistent political intervention. It would deconstruct the received
hierarchies of “literature” and transvaluate received judgments and as-
sumptions; engage with the language and “unconscious’ of literary texts,
to reveal their role in the ideological construction of the subject; and mo-
bilize such texts, if necessary by hermeneutic “violence,” in a struggle to
transform those subjects within a wider political context. If one wanted a
paradigm for such criticism, already established within the present, there
is a name for it: ferninist criticism."

Just as Eagleton earlier accommodates deconstruction as a property of the
dialectic, so does he accommodate feminism as a movement within the evolution
of Marxist criticism.2® The vexed question of how to operate race-, class-, and
gender-analyses together is not even considered, for the safe space of feminist
critique within “cultural practice” is assured even as that critique is neutralized
by such a situating gesture. Ina moment, however, the motives for this accom-
modation may themselves be situated within an ideological ground. Having
praised feminist criticism (carrying his own name on the list by proxy; see n.
20) for its revolutionary-Marxist potential, Eagleton proceeds to trash it in three
paragraphs: his main contention, feminism is theoretically thin, or separatist.
Girls, shape up!

If T were writing specifically on Eagleton on feminism, I should question this
unexamined vanguardism of theory. In the present context, other questions
seem pertinent. First, where does this undifferentiated, undocumented, mon-

olithic feminist criticism hang out? The gesture of constituting such an object in
order that it may be appropriated and then devalued has something like a re-
lationship with the constitution of a monolithic Marx, Marxism, Marxist critics
that we have encountered in most of these essays. Davie’s reprimand that we
risible in this context.
Even to Booth’s benevolent impulse one must add the cautionary word, lest it
share a niche with Eagleton’s strategy here: womarn’s voice is not one voice to

do not distinguish among women becomes all the more

be added to the orchestra; every voice is inhabited by the sexual differential.

Why is it that male critics in search of a cause find in feminist criticism their
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best hope? Perhaps because, unlike the race and class situations, where academic
people are not likely to get much of a hearing, the women’s struggle is one the
can support “from the inside.” Feminism in its academic inceptions is accessiblz
ansi subject to correction by authoritative men; whereas, as Clark has rightl
pointed out, for the bourgeois intellectual to look to join other politico-econorni}c,
struggles is to toe the line between hubris and bathos.

Perhaps a certain caution can be recommended to Kristeva as well. I have
suggested that she lacks a political, historical, or cultural perspective on psy-
Chganalysis as a movement. I would also suggest that the notion that the ultirF\aSt,e
qb]ect—before-objecﬁty is invariably the Mother is fraught with the monolithic
ﬁgx.ne of Woman rather than women heterogeneously operating outside of mas-
culist kl.nship inscriptions. No neologism is merely etymological. No nomen-
clature is ideologically pure. It is therefore necessary to question, paleonymi-
cally, why the archaic mother is called, precisely, ab-ject. (The arg;ment tlz’a?it
can mean “thrown away from’”’——as “object’” means “‘thrown toward”—Dby its
Latin derivation is not enough.) ¢

I have tried to read some aspects of the interpretive politics that seemed to
Rrod'lllce and was produced by the symposium on “The Politics of Interpreta-
tion.” I have pointed first at the usefulness of a broader notion of ideology and
then pfoceeded to notice some of the marks of ideology at work: conserving the
sovereign subject; excluding a monolithic Marx(ism); and excluding or appro-
i}::l:lhgg atxhho.r‘ri\oglengo%s won:lan. But perhaps the strongest indicator of another

n the ideological agenda—the implici idi iti i
oot e faii - togiu nda plicit race idiom of our politics—is the

In a report on our symposium in the Chicago Grey City Journa i
said about my inclusion in the panel: “She %Nas gerefyljassurﬁeKzzc‘;\gzzo;(}f;
translated Derrida’s Of Grammatology.””** Reading those words, Elizabeth Abel’s
lqng and gracious letter of invitation to me came to mind. It was my point of
view as a Third World feminist that she had hoped would enhance the pro-
ceedings. Apart from a pious remark that the maids upstairs in the guest quar}:ers
were women of color and a show of sentiment, involving Thomas Macaula
whe‘m Said and I held the stage for a moment, the Third World seemed eii
or_bltant to our concerns. As I reflect upon the cumulative politics of our gath-
ering, that seems to strike the harshest note, &
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9. French Feminism in an International
Frame
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stitches. The result is that on the marriage night it is nece;sary widen
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think of so-called Third World women in a broader scope, one found oneself
caught, as my Sudanese colleague was caught and held by Structural Function-
alism, in a web of information retrieval inspired at best by: “what can I do for
them?”

I sensed obscurely that this articulation was part of the problem. I re-articu-
lated the question: What is the constituency of an international feminism? The
following fragmentary and anecdotal pages approach the question. The com-
plicity of a few French texts in that attempt could be part both of the problem—
the “West” out to “know” the “East” determining a “westernized Easterner’s”

{symptomatic attempt to “know her own world?; or of Something like a solu-
tion,—reversing and displacing (if only by juxtaposing “some French texts” and
a “certain Calcutta”) the ironclad opposition of West and East. As soon as I
write this, it seems a hopelessly idealistic restatement of the problem. [ am not
in a position of choice in this dilemma.

To begin with, an obstinate childhood memory.

I am walking alone in my grandfather’s estate on the Bihar-Bengal border one
winter afternoon in 1949. Two ancient washerwomen are washing clothes in the
river, beating the clothes on the stones. One accuses the other of poaching on
her part of the river. I can still hear the cracked derisive voice of the one accused:
“You fool! Is this your river? The river belongs to the Company!”—the East
India Company, from whom India passed to England by the Act for the Better
Government of India (1858); England had transferred its charge to an Indian
Governor-General in 1947. India would become an independent republic in 1950.
For these withered women, the land as soil and water to be used rather than a
map to be learned still belonged, as it did one hundred and nineteen years before
that date, to the East India Company.

I was precocious enough to know that the remark was incorrect. It has taken
me thirty-one years and the experience of confronting a nearly inarticulable
question to apprehend that their facts were wrong but the fact was right. The
Company does still own the land.

I should not consequently patronize and romanticize these women, nor yet
entertain a nostalgia for being as they are. The academic feminist must learn to
learn from them, to speak to them, to suspect that their access to the political
and sexual scene is not merely to be corrected by our superior theory and en-
lightened compassion. Is our insistence upon the especial beauty of the old
necessarily to be preferred to a careless acknowledgment of the mutability of
sexuality? What of the fact that my distance from those two was, however mi-
crologically you defined class, class-determined and determining?

How, then, can one learn from and speak to the millions of illiterate rural and

urban Indian women who live “in the pores of” capitalism, inaccessible to the
_ capitalist dynamics that allow us our shared channels of communication, the
definition of common enemies? The pioneering books that bring First World
feminists news from the Third World are written by privileged informants and
can only be deciphered by a trained readership. The distance between “the
informant’s world,” her “own sense of the world she writes about,” and that
of the non-specialist feminist is so great that, paradoxically, pace the subtleties
of reader-response theories, here the distinctions might easily be missed.
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individualistic rather than systematic subverters in order to summon timeless
“truths” resembles the task of the literary critic who explicates the secrets of
the avant-garde artist of western Europe; the program of “symptomatic and
semiotic reading”—here called “listening”’—adds more detail to that literary-
critical task.® The end of this chapter reveals another line of thought active in
the group I mention above: to bring together Marx and Freud: “An analyst
conscious of history and politics? A politician tuned into the unconscious? A
woman perhaps . . .” (p. 38).

Kristeva is certainly aware that such a solution cannot be offered to the name-
less women of the Third World. Here is her opening description of some women
in Huxian Square: “An enormous crowd is sitting in the sun: they wait for us
wordlessly, perfectly still. Calm eyes, not even curious, but slightly amused or
anxious: in any case, piercing, and certain of belonging to a community with
which we will never have anything to do”” (p. 11). Her question, in the face of
those silent women, is about her own identity rather than theirs: “Who is speak-
ing, then, before the stare of the peasants at Huxian?” (p. 15). This too might
be a characteristic of the group of thinkers to whom I have, most generally,
attached her. In spite of their occasional interest in touching the other of the
West, of metaphysics, of capitalism, their repeated question is obsessively self-
centered: if we are not what official history and philosophy say we are, who
then are we (not), how are we (not)?

It is therefore not surprising that, even as she leaves the incredibly detailed
terrain of the problem of knowing who she herself is exactly—the speaking,
reading, listening “I"” at this particular moment—she begins to compute the real-
ity of who “they’” are in terms of millennia: “One thing is certain: a revolution
in the rules of kinship took place in China, and can be traced to sometime around
B.C. 1000” (p. 46).

The sweeping historiographical scope is not internaily consistent. Speaking
of modern China, Kristeva asserts drastic socio-sexual structural changes
through legislation in a brisk reportorial tone that does not allow for irony (p.
118; p. 128). Yet, speaking of ancient China, she finds traces of an older ma-
trilineal and matrilocal society (evidence for which is gleaned from two books
by Marcel Granet, dating from the twenties and thirties, and based on “folk
dance and legend” [p. 47]—and Lévi-Strauss’s general book on elementary
structures of kinship) lingering through the fierce Confucian tradition to this
very day because, at first, it seems to be speculatively the more elegant argument
(p. 68). In ten pages this speculative assumption has taken on psychological
causality (p. 78).

In another seventy-odd pages, and always with no encroachment of archival
evidence, speculation has become historical fact: “The influence of the powerful
system of matrilinear descent, and the Confucianism that is so strongly affected
by it, can hardly be discounted” (p. 151). Should such a vigorous conclusion
not call into question the authority of the following remark, used, it seems,
because at that point the author needs a way of valorizing the women of the
_countryside today over the women of the cities: “An intense life-experience has
_ thrust them from a patriarchal world which hadn’t moved for millennia into a modern
universe where they are called upon to command” (p. 193; italics mine)? Where
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then are those matrilocal vestiges that kept up women'’s strength all through
those centuries?”

It is this wishful use of history that brings Kristeva close to the eighteenth-
century Sinophiles whom she criticizes because “‘they deformed those systems
in order to assimilate them into their own” (p. 53). In the very next page, “the
essential problem” of the interpretation of Chinese thought, defined (under
cover of the self-deprecatory question) as a species of differential semiotics: “The
heterogeneity of this Li [form and content at once] defies symbolism, and is
actualized only by derivation, through a combination of opposing signs (+ and
-, earth and sky, etc.), all of which are of equal value. In other words, there
is no single isolatable symbolic principle to oppose itself and assert itself as
transcendent law.” Even as the Western-trained Third World feminist deplores
the absence of the usual kind of textual analysis and demonstration, she is
treated to the most stupendous generalizations about Chinese writing, a topos
of that very eighteenth century that Kristeva scorns: “Not only has Chinese
writing maintained the memory of matrilinear pre-history (collective and indi-
vidual) in its architectonic of image, gesture, and sound; it has been able as well
to integrate it into a logico-symbolic code capable of ensuring the most direct,
‘reasonable,” legislating—even the most bureaucratic—communication: all the
qualities that the West believes itself unique in honouring and that it attributes
to the Father” (p. 57). Kristeva’s text seems to authorize, here and elsewhere,

the definition of the essentially feminine and the essentially masculine as non-
logical and logical. At any rate, this particular movement ends with the conclu-
sion that “the Chinese give us a ‘structuralist’ or ‘warring’ (contradictory) por-
trait” {p. 57).

Kristeva prefers this misty past to the present. Most of her account of the
latter is dates, legislations, important people, important places. There is no tran-
sition between the two accounts. Reflecting a broader Western cultural practice,

the “classical” East is studied with primitivistic reverence, even as the “con-

temporary’’ East is treated with realpolitikal contempt.

On the basis of evidence gleaned from lives of great women included in trans-
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As we come to the literatures of modern China, all the careful apologies of

the opening of the book seem forgotten: “Let us examine the findings of a few

lated anthologies and theses of the troisiéme cycle (I take it that is what “’third
form thesis” p. 91] indicates) and no primary research; and an unquestioning ac-
ceptance of Freud’s conclusions about the “pre-oedipal” stage, and no analytic
experience of Chinese women, Kristeva makes this prediction: “If the question [of
finding a channel for sexual energy in a socialist society through various forms
of sublimation outside the family] should be asked one day, and if the analysis
of Chinese tradition that the Pi Lin Pi Kong [against Lin and Kong] Campaign
seems to have undertaken is not interrupted, it's not altogether impossible that
China may approach it with much less prudishness and fetishistic neurosis than
the Christian West has managed while clamouring for ‘sexual freedom’” (p. 90).
Whether or not the “Christian West” as a whole has been clamoring for sexual
freedom, the prediction about China is of course a benevolent one; my point is
that its provenance is symptomatic of a colonialist benevolence.

The most troubling feature of About Chinese Women is that, in the context of
China, Kristeva seems to blunt the fine edge of her approach to literature. She
draws many conclusions about ‘‘the mother at the centre” in ancient China from
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140 in Other Worlds

questions: What is the relationship between myth (the story of Electra), the socio-
literary formulation of myths (Aeschylus’s Oresteia, written for a civic compe-
tition with choruses, owned by rich citizens, playing with freelance troupes) and
“the immutable structures” of human behavior? What hidden agenda does
Freud's use of Greek myth to fix the father-daughter relationship—specially at
the end of “Analysis Terminable and Interminable”’—contain? Although Kris-
teva sometimes speaks in a tone reminiscent of Anti-Oedipus, she does not broach
these questions, which are the basis of that book.*

This principled “anti-feminism,” which puts its trust in the individualistic
critical avant-grade rather than anything that might call itself a revolutionary
collectivity is part of a general intellectual backlash-—represented, for instance,
by Tel Quel’s espousal of the Chinese past after the disappointment with the
Communist Party of France during the events of May 1968 and the movement
toward a Left Coalition through the early 1970s.

The question of how to speak to the “faceless” women of China cannot be
asked within such a partisan conflict. The question, even, of who speaks in front
of the mute and uncomprehending women in Huxian Square must now be ar-
ticulated in sweeping macrological terms. The real differences between “our
Indo-European, monotheistic world . . . still obviously in the lead” (p. 195) and
the Chinese situation must be presented as the fact that the “Chinese women
whose ancestresses knew the secrets of the bedchamber better than anyone . . .
are similar to the men” (p. 198). Thus when Chinese Communism attacks the
tendencies—"‘pragmatic, materialistic, psychological”—that “are considered
‘feminine’ by patriarchal society,” it does not really do so; because in China the
pre-patriarchal society has always lingered on, giving women access to real
rather than representative power. I have indicated above my reasons for thinking
that the evidence for this lingering maternal power, at least as offered in this
book, is extremely dubious. Yet that is, indeed, Kristeva’s “reason” for sug-
gesting that in China the Party’s suppression of the feminine is not really a
suppression of the ““feminine”’: “By addressing itself thus to women, [the Party]
appeals to their capacity to assume the symbolic function (the structural con-
straint, the law of the society): a capacity which itself has a basis in tradition,
since it includes the world prior to and behind the scenes of Confucianism’’ (p. 199;
italics mine).

My final question about this macrological nostalgia for the pre-history of the
East is plaintive and predictable: what about us? The “Indo-European” world
whose “‘monotheism’” supports the argument of the difference between China
and the West is not altogether monotheistic. The splendid, decadent, multiple,
oppressive, and more than millennial polytheistic tradition of India has to be
written out of the Indo-European picture in order that this difference may stand.

The fact that Kristeva thus speaks for a generalized West is the “naturalization
transformed into privilege” that I compared to my own ideological victimage.

As she investigates the pre-Confucian text of the modern Chinese woman, her

own pre-history in Bulgaria is not even a shadow under the harsh light of the
Parisian voice. 1 hold on to a solitary passage:

For me-—having been educated in a “popular democracy,” having ben-

book such as this has an interdisciplinary accessi
the case in England, where Marxist feminism has
French “theory”— at least Althusser and Lacan
the subject (of ideology or sexuality)
critique of Marx's theories of ideology and reproduction.!?

texts that seems most relevant and urg
course. At the crossroads of sexuality
(if that is the word) as object. As subj

. wise,”” or “make audible [what] . . . suff i i i ”
Saviere Cacti e ] sutfers silently in the holes of discourse

Proje.ct of “listening”’ {reading) is clear. Such a writing
1nva1:1ab1y attempted in feminist fiction or familiar
as Cixous’s Préparatifs de noces au dely de I'abime
Body.™® As such it has strong ties to the *

French Feminism in an international Frame 147

efited from its advantages and been subi i

d an i jected to its censorship, havi
left it masmuch.as it is possible to leave the world of one’s childlfood valgg
probably not without bearing its “birthmarks”—for me what seems ’to be

“missing” in the system is, indeed, the stubb : .
is missing (p. 156). ubborn refusal to admit anything

Who is speaking here? An effort to an
more about the mute women of H
“the incursion of the West.”

inswer that question might have revealed
uxian Square, looking with qualified envy at

'I am sugggsting, then, that a deliberate application of the doctrines of French
High “Feminism” to a different situation of political specificity might misfi ;
If, however, Interna.tional Feminism is defined within a Western Eu;:opean c:)rri
;ext,. t.he heterogenmty bec_om.es manageable. In our own situation as academic
eminists, we can begin thinking of planning a class. What one does not kn
can be V\{orked up. There are experts in the field. We can work by the pra tiov;
assumption t.hat there is no serious communication barrier bethen thpemC Cad
us. No anguish over uncharted continents, no superstitious dread of m, ifin
false. st:.arts, no questions to which answers may not at least be entertain a::l "8
) Wltbln sgch a context, after initial weeks attempting to define and narile; an
;Amerlce}n anfi‘an “English” feminism, one would get down to the question
of what is sPec1ﬁc about French feminism. We shall consider the fact that th
most accessible strand of French feminism is governed by a philosophy th :
argues the impossibility of answering such a question. P Py et

We now 'ha.we the indispensable textbook for this segment of the course: New
I-?rench Iiel'mmzsms: An Anthology, edited by Elaine Marks and Isabelle de C o
?e\;;ci);.st t ;n the }?nitedetabtes, French feminism or, more specifically Fre(;:g;

N€0ry, has 50 far been of interest to a “radical” fri i ;
Comparative Literature departments rather than to the flemﬁi;xrl}sgtes ?r: fl:?}icgda nde

bility. This is somewhat unlike
used mainstream (or masculist)
—to explain the constitution of
—to produce a more specifically *“feminist”
Because of a predominantly “literary”” interest, the question in French feminist
ent is that of a specifically feminine dis-
and ideology, weman stands constituted
ect, woman must learn to “speak ‘other-

The relationship between this project of “speaking’” (writing) and Kristeva’s

is generally though not
-essay-cum-prose-poem such
or Monique Witting’s Lesbign
evocative magic” of the prose poem



142 in Other Worlds

endorsed by Baudelaire—the power of indeterminate suggestion rather than
determinate reference that could overwhelm and sabotage the signifying con-
ventions. Baudelaire is not often invoked by the French theorists of feminist or
revolutionary discourse. Is it because his practice remains caught within the
gestures of an embarrassingly masculist decadence (linked to “high capitalism”
by Walter Benjamin, A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism?)!*

The important figures for these theorists remain Mallarmé and Joyce. Julia
Kristeva and Hélene Cixous, the two feminist discourse-theorists who are most
heard in the U.S., do not disavow this. Kristeva seems to suggest that if women
can accede to the avant-garde in general, they will fulfill the possibilities of their
discourse (p. 166). Cixous privileges poetry (for “the novelists [are] allies of
representation” [p. 250]) and suggests that a Kleist or a Rimbaud can speak as
women do. Older feminist writers like Duras (““the rhetoric of women, one that

_is anchored in the organism, in the body” [p. 238]—rather than the mind, the

place of the subject) or Sarraute are therefore related to the mainstream avant-
garde phenomenon of the nouveau roman.

In a certain sense the definitive characteristic of the French feminist project
of founding a woman'’s discourse reflects a coalition with the continuing tradition
of the French avant-garde. It can be referred to the debate about the political
potential of the avant-garde, between Expressionism and Realism.?®

It is also an activity that is more politically significant for the producer/writer
than the consumer/reader. It is for the writer rather than the reader that Herbert
Marcuse’s words may have some validity: “There is the inner link between di-
alectical thought and the effort of avant-garde literature: the effort to break the
power of facts over the word, and to speak a language which is not the language
of those who establish, enforce and benefit from the facts.””!® As even a quick
glance at the longest entries for the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries in
the PMLA bibliographies will testify, the “political” energy of avant-garde pro-
duction, contained within the present academic system, leads to little more than
the stockpiling of exegeses, restoring those texts back to propositional discourse.
In fact, given this situation, the power of a Les Guérilléres or a Tell Me a Riddle
(to mention a non-French text)—distinguishing them from the “liberated texts’”
supposedly subverting “the traditional components of discourse,” but in fact
sharing “all the components of the most classic pornographic literature” (Benoite
Groult, p. 72)—is what they talk about, their substantive revision of, rather than

. their apparent formal allegiance to, the European avant-garde. This differential
“will stubbornly remain in the most “deconstructive’”” of readings.

The search for a discourse of woman is related not merely to a literary but
also the philosophical avant-garde which I mentioned with reference to About
Chinese Women. The itinerary of this group is set out in Jacques Derrida’s “The
Ends of Man.”" Louis Althusser launched a challenge against Sartre’s theory
of humanistic practice and his anthropologistic reading of Marx with his own
“Feuerbach’s ‘Philosophical Manifesto’”” in 1960.® Althusser’s position was sci-
entific anti-humanism. The challenge in French philosophy described by Derrida
in his essay (which makes a point of being written in 1968), again largely in
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terms pf S.a.rtre and his anthropologistic reading of Heidegger, can be called an
anti-scientific anti-humanism. (Sartre does not remain the butt, of the attack for
long. A.n echo of the importance of Sartre as the chief philosopher of French
hu.mamgm., however, is heard in Michele Le Doeuff's ““Simone de Beauvoir and
Emstenhall.sm," presented on the occasion of the thirtieth anniversa of The
Secc.md Sex in New York.* Le Doeuff’s essay reminds us that, just as th:eycurrent
lalnh-humanist move in French philosophy was “post-Sartrean” as well as
post-structuralist,” so also the discourse-theorists in French feminism marked |
a rup’ture, precisely, from Simone de Beauvoir.)
In “Ends of Man,” Derrida is describing a trend in contemporary French phi-
losophy rather than specifically his own thoughts, though he does hint howphis
own approach is distinct from the others’. “Man” in this piece is neither dis-

tinguished from woman nor specifically inclusi “ " is si
hew of philosaply, P ally inclusive of her. “Man” is simply the
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Any extended consideration of Derrida’s description would locate the land-
rr.lark texts. Here suffice it to point at Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s Economie libidinale
since 1t establishes an affinity with the French feminist use of Marx.? ’

For Lyotard, the Freudian pluralization of “the grounds of man’.’ is still no
more than a “political economy,” plotted as it is in terms of investments (German
Besetzung, English “cathexis,” French investissement—providing a convenient
la/n‘al'ogy) of the libido. In terms of a “libidinal”’ economy as such, when the

hb1d1nal. Marx” is taken within this “libidinal cartography”’ (p.’ 117) what
emerges is a powerful “literary-critical” exegesis under the governing allego
of the libido, cross-hatched with analogies between “‘a philosophy of glienagtigx}']l
t:?ind a p’s’ychoanalysis. of the signifier” (p. 158), or “capitalist society” and "“pros-
: rt::{h;)}t"tifﬁ(r{)g. igz)ci‘gglgssh;;’t liu:ln}lttedly, very ]ittle.to do with the micrological
ot iing spe world-markei_ 2c1 ass-struggle and its complicity with the eco-

[ have already spoken of the “New Philosophical” reaction to the possibili
of a Left Coaliﬁon in 1978. Within this capsule summary such a reaction can l?e’

called antx.—humanist (against the privileged subject), anti-scientific (against psy-
c‘hoanalysw and Mandsm as specific or “regional” practices) and anti-revply
nolnary (a;glainst collectivities). o
It i‘s within this context of the deconstruction of the i “man” 2

it ex1fts within the “metaphysical” tradiﬁ-o“r-lu(la. delc"ongse::cleoigtr;l;f ca?ag ri(a:
duce”—Derrida commenting on Blanchot—*"a ‘female element,’ which doespnot
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coupled with the son).” Later, Cixous deploys the Derridian notion of restance _

' i Kristeva about the ce
signify female person ) that the following statements by Kris (remains) or minimal idealization, giving to woman a dispersed and differential '

specific sign “woman’ should be read:

On a deeper level [than advertisements or slogan.s for our demands]{) I;ow—
ever, a woman cannot “‘be”’; it is something which does not even be t(i)ng
in th’e order of being. It follows that a feminist practice can only be negative,

i “ ” thing that
i Iready exists. . . . In ““woman I see some
B O vesented], sor hing above and beyond nomenclatures and

cannot be represented, some : ' . L
ideologies. . . . Certain feminist demands revive a kind of naive roman

ticism, a belief in identity (the reverse of phallocentrism), if we compare

theul to t}le expexlellce Of boﬂ:l pOleS Of Sexual dlffe]:erl found m
ce as 18

the economy of Joycian or Artaudian prose. . close on to
the particula}n,r aspect of the work of the avant-garde which fl1ssoIlves 1tden0
tity, even sexual identities; and in my theoretical fﬁrmullat}or;s lat;zle(zl ga
; i i what 1 jus
ainst metaphysical theories that censure
?’%voman”—t}f’at)i,s what, T think, makes my research that of a woman (pp-

137-38).

I have already expressed my dissatisfaction with t};le presuppo}siii‘;ioosrcx, };)}fu z}a\le
] i ial of the avant-garde, literary or p ical.
necessarily revolutionary potentia e, o
i i i ical about Joyce rising above sexu
There is something even faintly comica ; N
i ind-set to the women’'s movement. p
_and bequeathing the proper min e e docs
' mi if one knows how to undo iden ,
might be to remark how, even 1 vs b 0 e, O oo
i istori terminations of sexism.
ot necessarily escape the historical de 0 of sext
Ee acknowled}éed that there is in Kristeva’s text an implicit double program for

women which we encounter in .
. women unite as a biologically : .
‘;\Ill;r(::n beings train to prepare for a transformation of consciousness. Demida
Within this group of male anti-humanist avant-garde philosophers, fr:s 2
has most overtly investigated the possibilities ?f “the r;amoef (grgn(x?;;ogy 2
j ing “the ends of man.” In
corollary to the project of charging ™! : O ocenism
< ivilegi f the sovereign subject not only with p
/télates the privileging 0 : ; b )
! (pri ice- i d logocentrism (primacy o .
! (primacy of voice-consciousness) an > o e iden
; i i the phallus as arbiter ot |1€g
but also with phallocentrism (primacy 0 e : of e e
ot ” ble séance”? (the figure of the hyme
tity).?* In texts such as “La double . the hymen a5 bo
insi i f philosophy as desire for ,
“inside and outside), Glas (the project of p. 4 onen
{ i i “The Law of Genre” (the female
X oman as affirmative deconstruction), of G . ale
flpeer'::rit(; double affirmation) and “Living On: Bordt'er Lines” (d(:iuble invagin
ation as textual effect) a certain textuality ;)f h‘;volxinrfm olfs te;;zbgl;zl’lii - errida. She
Heélene Cixous is most directly aware of this ine ot & rida, She
i ida’ i lin her influential “Laugh of the Medu
mentions Derrida’s work with approvalin i v O i
“Sorties” (p. 91). Especially in the latter, she use I
(B O o ot rove _(P i ing hierarchized binary oppositions. The
methodology of reversing and displacing hiera : : > e
i i i d Cixous says of women: s
s with a series of these oppositions an . '
fieg(;sbre\anenter into the oppositions, she is not coupled with the father (who is

oppressed caste; and for feminism, where

the best of French feminism: against sexism;

identity: “’She does not exist, she may be nonexistent; but there must be some-_
thing of her” (p. 92).% She relates man to his particular “torment, his desire to
be (at) the origin” (p. 92). She uses the theme of socio-political and ideological
“textuality” with a sureness of touch that places her within the Derridian-Fou-
cauldian problematic: “men and women are caught in a network of millennial
cultural determinations of a complexity that is practically unanalyzable: we can
no more talk about ‘woman’ than about ‘man’ without being caught within an
ideological theater where the multiplication of representations, images, reflec-
tions, myths, identifications constantly transforms, deforms, alters each person’s
imaginary order and in advance, renders all conceptualization null and void”
(p. 96).7 “We can no more talk about ‘woman’ than about ‘man.”’! This sen-
timent is matched by the passage from Kristeva'l quote above—to make my
point that the decision not to search for a woman’s identity but to speculate
about a woman's discourse by way of the negative is related to the deconstruc-
tion—of man'’s insistence upon his own identity as betrayed by existing models
of discourse—launched by mainstream French anti-humanism.

Cixous relates the idea of this over-determined ideological theater to the im-
possible heterogeneity of “each person’s imaginary order.” She is referring here
to the Lacanian notion of the “irremediably deceptive” Imaginary, a “basically
narcissistic relation of the subject to his [sic] ego”’; a relationship to other subjects
as my “‘counterparts”; a relationship to the world by way of ideological reflexes;
a relationship to meaning in terms of resemblance and unity.?® To change the
stock of Imaginary counterparts which provides the material for sublation into
the symbolic dimension is an important part of the project for a woman’s dis-
course: “Assuming the real subjective position that corresponds to this discourse
is another matter. One would cut through all the heavy layers of ideology that
have borne down since the beginnings of the family and private property: that
can be done only in the imagination. And that is precisely what feminist action
is all about: to change the imaginary in order to be able to act on the real, to
change the very forms of language which by its structure and history has been
subject to a law that is patrilinear, therefore masculine” (Catherine Clément,
pp. 130-31).% In the following remark by Antoinette Fouque, the space between
the “ideological” and the “symbolic” is marked by the Imaginary order:
“Women cannot allow themselves to deal with political problems while at the
same time blotting out the unconscious. If they do, they become, at best, fem-
inists capable of attacking patriarchy on the ideological level but not on a sym-
bolic level” (p. 117).

Now Cixous, as the most Derridian of the French “anti-feminist” feminists,
knows that the re-inscription of the Imaginary cannot be a project launched by
a sovereign subject; just as she knows that “it is impossible to define a feminine
practice of writing, and this is an impossibility that will remain” (p. 253). There-
fore, in Cixous the Imaginary remains subjected to persistent alteration and the
concept’s grasp upon it remains always deferred. This is a classic argument
within the French anti-humanist deconstruction of the sovereignty of the subject.
1t takes off from Freud’s suggestion that the I (ego) constitutes itself in obligatory
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“] am’’ must be read as an anaseme of “where it was t?etre
shall 1 become” {wo es war soll ich werden]. Most obviously, of c;)}llgs:t,ulf’cf rsfat :l(se
¢ iti bolic order’s grasp upon ;
to Lacan’s admonition that the Sym ’ o amiton]
i i intillist: like buttons in upholstery [po
Imaginary is random and pointillist oL L e
i i f “The Laugh of the Me ;
Yet as Cixous begins the peroration 0 : _ S etin
, i ice of deciphering every code as g
take on Lacan. She questions the practice 0 e e
its alias, the mother-who-has-the-phallus:
to the Name-of-the-Father or its alias, ; “who-has- e allue
ibi / d [Lacan’s] the Signification o i
what about the libido? Haven't Irea A e
ivi to create outside the theoretical,
30 1f the New Women, arriving now, dare . 4 ot
the: i ignifier, fingerprinted, remonstrated,
re called in by the cops of the Signifier, remo te v
g;zi;;t into the lize of order that they are supposed to know; assflgniﬁ bg efg:xf:;
of trickery to a precise place in the chain that’s alv;ays éorm:a;li t(izad : e
ivi ‘signifier.’ -membered to the string tha ,
of a privileged ‘signifier. We are re-me the string that o0 he phailic
-of-the Father, then, for a new twist, to place of t lic
no(:tﬁ;}}e(;én;;—&).“ As she exposes the phallus to be the inlc;g(ild 51gs
rrxl‘ifier " she takes her place with Derrida’s critique; ;f tk;:: }acglarilt }Fh?s 1;iﬁac
¢ ignifier” in Purveyor of Truth,” an rtic-
the “transcendental signifier” in The . ’ R ehieve
i i limit of man’s enterprise in GLas.
ulation of the phallic mother as the . > e he
i i dox or neo-Freudian psychoanaiys
she is not speaking only of ortho ! 0 e et
i ““Dorn’ in withi hoanalytic enclosure” (p- . .
writes: ““Don’t remain within the psyct tic bptat
"th i derisive takeoff on the notio
{"tfie choice of the Medusa as her logo is a gt
‘5 j ire does not relate to the subject-ob)
" woman as object of knowledge or desire ’ elate Lo e e Medusa
'3 -obiect dialectic. When she writes: Ygu only hav d
vm“‘,”[sc;rg;eligimﬁ t]0 see her” (p. 255), I believe she is rewriting the arrogancedof yo;
onlyghave to go and look at the Bernini statue in RorfnT1 to u‘;xgers;airrxw 0:2;;, -
i i ing.”” For the passage is followed by a
diately she [St. Teresa] is coming. : 3 AT
i id i . “It’s the jitters that give them
le member in splendid isolation: “It's t .
gif}flsrT}?emselves! They need to be afraid of us. Look at the trembling Perseuses
ing backward toward us, clad in apotropes. . ]
m?l"gggdisi;nce between a Cixous, sympathetic to thﬁ decoqsmcnzeanggs‘?;
i i fore critical of Lacan’s phallocentrism an .
O e Fren e ism i 1, may be measured, only half
athetic to French anti-humanism in general, may be Fr#=0 ,
.,?z:;ﬁully, by a juxtaposition like the follqwmg. III<r1steva. 11:1 worr;a:N 0I lslie—
something that cannot be represented”;' (.leous:” i\/[er;;sz;y there ar
p table things: death and the feminine sex™ {p. . o
l‘e}()lrs Sfgrclt aKristevags association with Derridian thought dates baclf to tt;le sxxtx: .
Derrida vlvas a regular contributor to the early Tel Quel. Her project, hOWever,
has been, not to deconstruct the origin, but rather to recuperate,

pursuit of the it (id):

sign. Over the years,

guistics, the Platonic chora;
Baroque, Christian theology through t.he ages, &
cope with the mystery of pregnancy-infancy.)

i me “men,”
i i i seems not to ask what it means to say sO :
e e, g in this special sense. In this

bisexuality,” she is sometimes rem-

especially of the avant-garde, can be “‘women
respect, and in much of her argument for

archeologically
i igi ce before the
i hat she locates as the potential originary spa
e yours, this space has acquired names and inhabitants relatecli to
é - jent Asiatic lin-
ific i i . geno-text, Mallarméan avant garde, ancient

B e tanic and now the European High Art of Renaissance and
and personal experience, as they
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iniscent of the Freud who silenced female psychoanalysts by calling them as
good as men.* The question of the political or historical and indeed ideological
differential that irreducibly separates the male from the female critic of phal-
locentrism is not asked.* And, occasionally the point of Derrida’s insistence
that deconstruction is not a negative metaphysics and that one cannot practice
free play is lost sight of: “To admit,” Cixous writes, “that to write is precisely
to work (in) the between, questioning the process of the same and of the other
without which nothing lives, undoing the work of death—is first to want the
two [le deux] and both, the ensemble of the one and the other not congealed in
sequences of struggle and expulsion or some other form of death, but dynamized
to infinity by an incessant process of exchange from one into the other different
subject”” (p. 254). Much of Derrida’s critique of humanism-phallocentrism is con-
cerned with a reminder of the limits of deconstructive power as well as with the
impossibility of remaining in the in-between. Unless one is aware that one can-
not avoid taking a stand, unwitting stands get taken. Further, “writing” in Der-
rida is not simply identical with the production of prose and verse. It is the
name of “structure” which operates and fractures knowing (epistemology),
being (ontology), doing (practice), history, politics, economics, institutions as
such. It is a ““structure’” whose “origin” and ““end” are necessarily provisional
and absent. “The essential predicates in a minimal determination of the classical
concept of writing’’ are presented and contrasted to Derrida’s use of “writing”
in “Signature Event Context.””*” Because Cixous seems often to identify the Der-
ridian mode of writing about writing with merely the production of prose and
verse, a statement like “. . . women are body. More body, hence more writing’”
(p. 258) remains confusing.

In a course on International Feminism, the question of Cixous’s faithfulness
to, or unquestioning acceptance of, Derrida, becomes quickly irrelevant. It suf-
fices here to point out that the sort of anti-feminism that has its ties to anti-
humanism understood as a critique of the name of man or of phallocentrism is
to be distinguished from the other kinds of French anti-feminism, some of which
the editors of New French Feminisms mention on page 32. Of the many varieties,

I would mention the party-line anti-feminism with which Communist Parties
associate themselves: ““The ‘new feminism’ is currently developing the thesis
that no society, socialist or capitalist, is capable of favorably responding to the
aspirations of women. . . . If we direct against men the action necessary for
women’s progress, we condemn the great hopes of women to a dead end” (p.
128). Here the lesson of a double approach—against sexism and for feminism—
is suppressed. I feel some sympathy with Christine Delphy’s remark, even as
she calls for ““a materialist analysis of the oppression of women,” that “the’
existence of this Marxist line had the practical consequence of being a brake on
the [women’s] movement, and this fact is obviously not accidental.”3®

Another variety of anti-“feminism’ that should be yet further distinguished: -,
“The social mode of being of men and women and of women is in no way linked ~
with their nature as males and females nor with the shape of their sex organs”
(p. 215; italics mine). These are the “radical feminists”” who are interested in
shaping a feminist materialism and who are not programmatically or method-
ologically influenced by the critique of humanism. Unlike them, I certainly
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arch for a woman’s discourse out of hand. But 1 have,

not reject the se
;:]12:11::15 certair’tly, attended to the critique of such a search as expressed by the

“radical feminists”:

C. It can appear attenuated, especially if one is bludgeoned into thinking
so. But there is a considerable lag between the reality of the class strug-
gle and the way in which it is lived mythically, especially by intellectuals

The so-called explored language extolled by some women v;nt:z;s aseie:tr(x;csl
to be linked, if not in its content at least by its style, to Ta tr(zln ! C}; te;; girect
by literary schools governed by its male ma‘sters. . c‘)ta. ve e o
language of the body is . . . not subversive because it is ?hat alent ¥
denying the reality and the strength of social mediations . . . PP

us in our bodies (p. 219).

. s h
It would be a mistake (at least for those of us no}t dlrec;‘ly ei?brglclgi ::etl;:of;fr;cu :
i i i lthough we shouid, O ,
d) to ignore these astute warnngs, a ‘ :
?lf;t )the ;gadical feminists’ credo—""1 will be neither a woman nor a man in the

present historical meaning;: I shall be some Person in the body of a woman” (p-

226)—can, if the wonderful deconstructive potential of gersor}tlne in frefmg'\s ésst;rir(z)er-‘
I i is not attended to, lead to the sort oI 0
one and, at the same time no one) is nO . ¢ g
i ! i i that is both the self-duping an P
with one’s proper identity as propeyty ; e e R in France
i ¢ humanism. This is particularly so because, 1
D the U S.. i example of Derrida, has mainstream
nor in the U.S., apart from the curious exal P : " o
i i i h to do with the practical critique of p
academic anti-humanism had muc . : of phe
i i to be the indeterminacy of m g
trism at all. In the U.S. the issue seems 10 D¢ : : neaning
:::i linguistic determination, in France the critique of identity and varieties 0
micrological and genealogical analyses of the struct.ure;sﬂczi3 22:8& alic it
igi i to me, agains
We should also be vigilant, it seems ‘ : 50 B
inizi in Anglo-American literary criticism s
dinizing that has been a trend in ter since e
ican- “French” feminist, eager to Ins .
of the century. An American style . e s
i t remind one of the tone of 17e JY
himself into a Star Chamber, can at wors re _ Symbor
in Li .3 It can emphasize our own y
Movement in Literature by Arthur Symons.™ . iph: ' <y
to offer grandiose solutions with little political specificity, couched in the stra
. . 0
tegic form of rhetorical questions.”
I can do no better than quote here part of t
Clément and Hélene Cixous in La jeune nee,

he final exchange between Catherine
an exchange that is often forgotten:

H. The class struggle is this sort of enormous r.nachine whose.sys]fier::}\1 :1
" described by Marx and which therefore functions tqday. But.lts rhy )
is not always the same, it is a rhythm that is sometimes moS

attenuated.

One can sense the frustration in Clément’s response, which could be directed

equally well at a Lyotard or all of the ““poetic revolutionaries’:

for whorm it is hard to measure the reality of struggles directly, because
they are in a position where work on language and the imaginary has
a primordial importance and can put blinkers on them (pp. 292, 294~
95).

Cixous answers with a vague charge against the denial of poetry by advanced
capitalism.

In the long run, the most useful thing that a training in French feminism can
give us is politicized and critical examples of “Symptomatic reading” not always
following the reversal-displacement technique of a deconstructive reading. The
method that seemed recuperative when used to applaud the avant-garde is pro-
ductively conflictual when used to expose the ruling discourse.

There are essays on Plato and Descartes in Irigaray’s Speculum de I'autre femme,
where the analysis brilliantly deploys the deconstructive themes of indetermi-
nacy, critique of identity, and the absence of a totalizable analytic foothold, from
a feminist point of view.** There are also the analyses of mainly eighteenth-
century philosophical texts associated with work in progress at the feminist
philosophy study group at the women's Ecole Normale at Fontenay-aux-Roses.
There is the long running commentary, especially on Greek mythemes—marked
by an absence of questioning the history of the sign “myth,” an absence, as I
have argued in the case of About Chinese Women, which in its turn marks a
historico-geographic boundary—to be found in La jeune née. The readings of
Marx, generally incidental to other topics, suffer, as I have suggested above,
from a lack of detailed awareness of the Marxian text. The best readings are of
Freud. This is because Freud is at once the most powerful contemporary male
philosopher of female sexuality, and the inaugurator, in The Interpretation of
Dreams, of the technique of “symptomatic reading.” Irigaray’s “‘La Tache aveugle
d’un vieux réve de symétrie” (Speculum) has justifiably become a classic. More
detailed, more scholarly, more sophisticated in its methodology, and perhaps
more perceptive is Sarah Kofman's L'énigme de la femme: la femme dans les textes
de Freud.®

This book exposes, even if it does not theorize upon, the possibility of being
a deconstructor of the metaphysics of identity, and yet remaining caught within
a masculist ideology; an awareness that I have found lacking in Kristeva and
Cixous. Kofman comments on Freud's ideological betrayal of his own sympathy
for women’s mutism. She reveals the curious itinerary of Freud's progress to-
wards his final thoughts upon female sexuality: three moments of the discovery
of woman as the stronger sex—three subsequent long movements to sublate
that strength into its unrecognizable contrary: the demonstration that woman
is indeed the weaker sex. She deconstructs the “fact” of penis-envy through an
analysis of the self-contradictory versions of the pre-oedipal stage. How is a sex
possible that is despised by both sexes? This is the masculist enigma to which
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Freud, like Oedipus, sought a solution. Like Oedi{)us’s mask of blindness, bi-

, i i ! -solution.

, reduced to penis-envy, 15 Freud's s.c1:een solu o . o
Ologsying Freud's osvn method of oneirocritique to show its ﬁdeolt(;glcalp(l;lxir‘:il‘t::l
i i i i ts to demonstrate the ethico-

olating seemingly marginal moments e ; . !
1asgendagin Freudi };ttempts at normalization, L'énigme de ?ul lfem'me ;\s a h?: 3);
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constructive—reading. If we can move the te o ity
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French feminists and relate the morpho : pectticlty
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ill i i t strategy for undermining tne ma
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comgpuarison with the world’s women at large, are alre'a(.:ly mflmte.ly pn\é .etget S
And yet, since today the discourse of the world’s pnyﬂeged societies dic .z; ea
the configuration of the rest, this is not an inconsiderable gift, even I

classroom.

As soon as one steps out of the classroom, if indeed'a.“teacher ! 1-:ever tfﬁllr}i
can, the dangers rather than the benefits of academic fem{nlsm, F.renchor 0 re.m
wis’e become more insistent. Institutional changes ag?mst sexism 3:: ;hird

’ i indirectly, further harm for women in
France may mean nothing or, indirectly, . .
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initi ‘nsist that here, the difference between g
my initial concerns, let me insis °I¢ e e ctont
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vanguardist class fix, the liberties it fig /
”frege sex’’ of one ki’nd or another. Wrong, of course. My point hai been tl;z:
there is something equally wrong in our most sophisticated research, our m
benevolent impulses. . o

“One of thepareas of greatest verbal concentration among French fen;lms(t;) )1(5_
the description of women'’s pleasure” (New French Feminisms, P. 317)f dara I~
ically enough, it is in this seemingly esoteric area of concerlfl that I 1fn gon o};
of re-affirming the historically discontinuous yet common “object”-ifica
the sexed subject as woman. o ‘

If it is inde:ed true that the best of French feminism encourages us t(; thml;
of a double effort (against sexism and for femim'sm, xjv1th the lmesl ore\;i
shifting), that double vision is needed in the cons@erahor} of women ; rep )
ductive Ereedom as well. For to see women’s liberation as identical w1}t‘ re}:rg_
ductive liberation is to make countersexism an epd in itself, to s-eedt 3 es tato
lishment of women’s subject-status as an unquestioned good and indeed no
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heed the best lessons of French anti-humanism, which discloses the historical
dangers of a subjectivist normativity; and it is also to legitimate the view of
culture as general exchange of women, constitutive of kinship structures where
women’s object-status is clearly seen as identified with her reproductive
function.*

The double vision that would affirm feminism as well as undo sexism suspects
a pre-comprehended move before the reproductive coupling of man and woman,
before the closing of the circle whose only productive excess is the child, and
whose “outside” is the man’s “active” life in society. It recognizes that ‘‘nature
had programmed female sexual pleasure independently from the needs of pro-
duction” (Evelyne Sullerot, p. 155).
Male and female sexuality are asymmetrical. Male orgasmic pleasure “nor-
mally” entails the male reproductive act—semination. Female orgasmic pleasure
(it is not, of course, the “same” pleasure, only called by the same name) does
not entail any one component of the heterogeneous female reproductive sce-
nario: ovulation, fertilization, conception, gestation, birthing. The clitoris es-
capes reproductive framing. In legally defining woman as object of exchange,
‘passage, or possession in terms of reproduction, it is not only the womb that /
is literally “appropriated”; it is the clitoris as the signifier of the sexed subject -
that is effaced. All historical and theoretical investigation into the definition of
woman as legal object—in or out of marriage; or as politico-economic passageway
for property and legitimacy would fall within the investigation of the varieties
of the effacement of the clitoris.
Psychological investigation in this area cannot only confine itself to the effect
of clitoridectomy on women. It would also ask why and show how, since an at
least symbolic clitoridectomy has always been the “normal” accession to wom-
anhood and the unacknowledged name of motherhood, it might be necessary
to plot out the entire geography of female sexuality in terms of the imagined
possibility of the dismemberment of the phallus. The arena of research here is
not merely remote and primitive societies; the (sex) objectification of women by
the elaborate attention to their skin and fagade as represented by the immense
complexity of the cosmetics, underwear, clothes, advertisement, women’s mag-
azine, and pornography networks, the double standard in the criteria of men’s
and women’s aging; the public versus private dimensions of menopause as op-
posed to impotence, are all questions within this circuit. The pre-comprehended
suppression or effacement of the clitoris relates to every move to define woman
as sex object, or as means or agent of reproduction—with no recourse to a
subject-function except in terms of those definitions or as “imitators” of men.
The woman’s voice as Mother or Lover or Androgyne has sometimes been
caught by great male writers. The theme of woman’s norm as clitorally ex-centric
from the reproductive orbit is being developed at present in our esoteric French
group and in the literature of the gay movement. There is a certain melancholy
exhilaration in working out the patriarchal intricacy of Tiresias’s standing as a
prophet-—master of ceremonies at the Oedipal scene—in terms of the theme of
the feminine norm as the suppression of the clitoris: ““Being asked by Zeus and
Hera to settle a dispute as to which sex had more pleasure of love, he decided
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for the female; Hera was angry and blinded him, but Zeus recompensed him
by giving him long life and power of prophecy”” (Oxford Classical Dictionary).*

Although French feminism has not elaborated these possibilities, there is some
sense of them in women as unlike as Irigaray and the Questions féministes group.
Irigaray: “In order for woman to arrive at the point where she can enjoy her
pleasure as a woman, a long detour by the analysis of the various systems of
oppression which affect her is certainly necessary. By claiming to resort to plea-
sure alone as the solution to her problem, she runs the risk of missing the
reconsideration of a social practice upon which her pleasure depends” (p. 105).
Questions féministes: “What we must answer is—not the false problem . . . which
consists in measuring the ‘role’ of biological factors and the ‘role’ of social factots
in the behavior of sexed individuals—but rather the following questions: (1) in
what way is the biological political? In other words, what is the political function
of the biological?” (p. 227).

If an analysis of the suppression of the clitoris in general as the suppression
of woman-in-excess is lifted from the limitations of the “French” context and
pursued in all its “historical,” “‘political,”” and “‘social” dimensions, then Ques-
tions féministes would not need to make a binary opposition such as the following:
“It is legitimate to expose the oppression, the mutilation, the “functionalization’
and the ‘objectivation’ of the female body, but it is also dangerous to put the
female body at the center of a search for female identity”’ (p. 218). It would be
possible to suggest that, the typology of the subtraction or excision of the clitoris
in order to determine a biologico-political female identity is opposed, in dis-
continuous and indefinitely context-determined ways, by both the points of view
above. It would also not be necessary, in order to share a detailed and ecstatic
analysis of motherhood as “ultimate guarantee of sociality,” to attack feminist
collective commitments virulently: /A true feminine innovation . . . is not pos-
sible before maternity is clarified. . . . To bring that about, however, we must
stop making feminism a new religion, an enterprise or a sect.”*’

.+~ The double vision is not merely to work against sexism and for feminism. It

is also to recognize that, even as we reclaim the excess of the clitoris, we cannot
fully escape the symmetry of the reproductive definition. One cannot write off
what may be called a uterine social organization (the arrangement of the world

in terms of the reproduction of future generations, where the uterus is the chief _
agent and means of production) in favor of a clitoral. The uterine social orga- |
“hization should, rather, be “situated” through the understanding that it has so..;

far been established by excluding a clitoral social organization. (The restoration

-of a continuous bond between mother and daughter even after the ““facts” of

gestation, birthing, and suckling is, indeed, of great importance as a persistent
effort against the sexism of millennia, an effort of repairing psychological dam-
age through questioning norms that are supposedly self-evident and descriptive.
Yet, for the sake of an affirmative feminism, this too should be “situated”: to
establish historical continuity by sublating a natural or physiological link as an end
in itself is the idealistic subtext of the patriarchal project.) Investigation of the
effacement of the clitoris—where clitoridectomy is a metonym for women's defi-

"' nition as “legal object as subject of reproduction”—would persistently seek to

. de-normalize uterine social organization. At the moment, the fact that the entire
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complex network of advanced capitalist economy hinges on home-buying, and
that the philosophy of home-ownership is intimately linked to the sanctity of
the nuclear family, shows how encompassingly the uterine norm of womanhood
supports the phallic norm of capitalism. At the other end of the spectrum, it 'fs"":’"’
thlS. ideologico-material repression of the clitoris as the signifier of the s'exed
subject that operates the specific oppression of women, as the lowest level of
f:he cheap labor that the multi-national corporations employ by remote control
in the extraction of absolute surplus-value in the less developed countries
%ether the “social relations of patriarchy can be mapped into the social re;
lations characteristic of a mode of production” or whether it is a “relatively
autonomous structure written into family relations”; whether the family is a
place of the production of socialization or the constitution of the subject of ide-
o}ogy; what such a heterogeneous sex-analysis would disclose is that the repres-
sion of the clitoris in the general or the narrow sense (the difference cannot be
absolute) is presupposed by both patriarchy and family.*® (

I emphasize discontinuity, heterogeneity, and typology as I speak of such a
sex-analysis, because this work cannot by itself obliterate the problems of race
and‘qass. It will not necessarily escape the inbuilt colonialism of First World
femu'usm toward the Third. It might, one hopes, promote a sense of our common
yet history-specific lot. It ties together the terrified child held down by her grand-
mother as the blood runs down her groin and the “liberated” heterosexual
woman who, in spite of Mary Jane Sherfey and the famous page 53 of Our Bodies
Ourselves, in bed with a casual lover—engaged, in other words, in the ”freest’;
of “free’” activities—confronts, at worst, the “shame” of admitting to the “ab-
normality”” of her orgasm: at best, the acceptance of such a “special” need; and
the radical feminist who, setting herself apart from the circle of reproduc’ﬁon
systematically discloses the beauty of the lesbian body; the dowried bride——a,l
boc‘iy fgr burning—and the female wage-slave—a body for maximum exploi-
tation. There can be other lists; and each one will straddle and undo the ide-
ploglcal—material opposition. For me it is the best gift of French feminism, that
it cannot itself fully acknowledge, and that we must work at; here is a tileme

that can liberate my colleague from Sudan, and a theme the old washerwomen
by the river would understand.

1981




10. Scattered Speculations on the
Question of Value'

One of the determinations of the question of value is the predication of the
subject. The modern “idealist” predication of the subject is consciousness.
Labor-power is a ‘“materialist”” predication. Consciousness is not thought, but
rather the subject’s irreducible intendedness towards the object. Correspond-
ingly, labor-power is not work (labor), but rather the irreducible possibility that
the subject be more than adequate-—super-adequate—to itself, labor-power: “it
distinguishes itself [unterscheidet sich] from the ordinary crowd of commoditiés
in that its use creates value, and a greater value than it costs itself” [Karl Marx,
Capital, Vol. 1, 342; translation modified].

The “idealist” and the “materialist” are both exclusive predications. There
have been attempts to question this exclusivist opposition, generally by way of
a critique of the “idealist” predication of the subject: Nietzsche and Freud are
the most spectacular European examples. Sometimes consciousness is analogized
with labor-power as in the debates over intellectual and manual labor. Althus-
ser’s notion of “theoretical production” is the most controversial instance [For
Marx 173-93]. The anti-Oedipal argument in France seems fo assume a certain
body without predication or without predication-function. (The celebrated
“body without organs” is one product of this assumption—see Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia.) I have not yet been
able to read this as anything but a last-ditch metaphysical longing. Since I remain
bound by the conviction that subject-predication is methodologically necessary,
I will not comment upon this anti-Oedipal gesture. The better part of my essay
will concern itself with what the question of value becomes when determined
by a “materialist”” subject-predication such as Marx's.? This is a theoretical en-
terprise requiring a certain level of generality whose particular political impli-

cations [ have tabulated in passing and in conclusion. Here it is in my interest
to treat the theory-politics opposition as if intact.

Before I embark on the generalized project, I will set forth a practical decon-
structivist-feminist-Marxist position on the question of value in a narrow dis-
ciplinary context. The issue of value surfaces in literary criticism with reference
to canon-formation. From this narrowed perspective, the first move is a counter-
question: why a canon? What is the ethico-political agenda that operates a canon?
By way of a critique of phallogocentrism, the deconstructive impulse attempts
to decenter the desire for the canon. Charting the agenda of phallocentrism
involves the feminist, that of logocentrism the Marxist interested in patterns of
domination. Yet for a deconstructive critic it is a truism that a full undoing of the
canon-apocrypha opposition, like the undoing of any opposition, is impossible.

(“The impossibility of a full undoing” is the curious definitive predication of
deconstruction.) When we feminist Marxists are ourselves moved by a desire
for alternative canon-formations, we work with varieties of and variations upon
the old standards. Here the critic’s obligation seems to be a scrupulous decla-
ration of “interest.”

We cannot avoid a kind of historico-political standard that the “disinterested”
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iﬁadeﬁny dllsmisses as “pathos.” That standard emerges, mired in overdeter-
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finished Capital I. It is a secondary revision of this version that yields the standard
of measurement, indeed the calculus that emerges in the move from Capital I
to Capital III. Vestiges of the “primary’ continuist version linger in Derrida,
whose version clearly animates Jean-Joseph Goux's Numismatigues, where most
of the supporting evidence is taken from Capital I. Goux's reading, squaring the
labor theory of value with the theories of ego-formation and signification in
Freud and the early Lacan, is a rather special case of analogizing between con-
sciousness and labor-power. Since my reading might seem superficially to re-
semble his, I will point at the unexamined presence of continuism in Goux in
the next few paragraphs.
Goux’s study seems ostensibly to issue from the French school of thought
that respects discontinuities. Derrida gave Numismatiques his endorsement in
“White Mythology,” itself an important essay in the argument for discontinuity
(see Margins of Philosophy 215 and passim). Goux takes the continuist version of
the value-schema outlined above as given in Marx, though of course he elab-
orates upon it somewhat. Within that general continuist framework, then, Goux
concentrates upon a unilinear version of the development of the money-form
and draws an exact isomorphic analogy (he insists upon this) between it and
the Freudian account of the emergence of genital sexuality. He concentrates next
on Marx’s perception that the commodity which becomes the universal equiv-
alent must be excluded from the commodity function for that very reason. Here
the analogy, again, resolutely isomorphic, is with Lacan’s account of the emer-
gence of the phallus as transcendental signifier. (For an early succinct account
see Jacques Lacan, “The Signification of the Phallus.”’) Here is the claim: “It is
the same genetic process, it is the same principle of discontinuous and progressive
structuration which commands the accession to normative sovereignty of gold,
the father and the phallus. The phallus is the universal equivalent of subjects;
just as gold is the universal equivalent of products” [Goux 77; translation mine}.
Goux’s establishment of a relationship between Marx and Lacan in terms of gold
and the phallus is based on his reading of exchange as mirroring and thus a
reading of the origin of Value in the Lacanian “mirror-phase.” Goux does notice
that exchange value arises out of superfluity, but the question of use-value he
leaves aside, perhaps even as an embarrassment.

Goux’s argument is ingenious, but in the long run it seems to be an exercise
in the domestication of Marx’s analysis of Value. No doubt there are general
morphological similarities between centralized sign-formations. But in order to
see in those similarities the structural essence of the formations thus analogized,
it is necessary to exclude the fields of force that make them heterogeneous,
indeed discontinuous. It is to forget that Marx's critique of money is functionally
different from Freud’s attitude toward genitalism or Lacan’s toward the phallus.
It is to exclude those relationships between the ego/phallus and money that are
attributive and supportive and not analogical. (Inheritance in the male line by
way of patronymic legitimacy, indirectly sustaining the complex lines of class-
formation, is, for example, an area where the case of the money-form, and that
of the ego-form in the dialectic of the phallus, support each other and lend the
subject the attributes of class- and gender-identity.) It is also to overlook the
fact that Marx is a materialist dialectical thinker when he approaches the seem-
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ingly unified concept-phenomenon money. It is not the unilin
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the former and the insurmountable difficulties of the latter that led Marx to
question philosophical justice itself.) Keeping this in mind, let us flesh the see-
thing chain with names of relationships:

V alue representation — Money transformation — Capital.

(My account here is a rough summary of “The Chapter on Money,” and sgction
1 of “The Chapter on Capital” in the Grundrisse.) This chain is “textual’ in the
general sense on at least two counts.® The two ends are open, and the unified
names of the relationships harbor discontinuities.

Exigencies of space will not permit elaboration of what is at any rate obvious—
from the details of everyday life, through the practical mechanics of crisis-man-
agement, to the tough reasonableness of a book like Beyond the Waste Land (eds.
Samuel Bowles, et al.)—that the self-determination of capital as such is to date
open-ended at the start. That moment is customarily sealed off in conventional
Marxist political economic theory by extending the chain one step:

Labor representation — Value representation Money transformation — Capital.

In fact, the basic premise of the recent critique of the labor theory of value is
predicated on the assumption that, according to Marx, Value represents Labor.”

Yet the definition of Value in Marx establishes itself not only as a represen-
tation but also a differential. What is represented or represents itself in the
commodity-differential is Value: “In the exchange-relation of commodities their
exchange-value appeared to us as totally independent of their use-value. But if
we abstract their use-value from the product of labor, we obtain their value, as
it has just been defined. The common element that represents itself (sich darstellt)
in the exchange-relation of the exchange-value of the commodity, is thus value”
[Capital I 128; translation modified]. Marx is writing, then, of a differential rep-
resenting itself or being represented by an agency (“we”’) no more fixable than
the empty and ad hoc place of the investigator or community of investigators
(in the fields of economics, planning, business management). Only the contin-
uist urge that I have already described can represent this differential as repre-
senting labor, even if “labor” is taken only to imply “‘as objectified in the com-
modity.” It can be justly claimed that one passage in Capital I cannot be adduced
to bear the burden of an entire argument. We must, however, remember that
we are dealing here with the definitive passage on Value upon which Marx placed
his imprimatur. For ease of argument and calculation, it is precisely the subtle
open-endedness at the origin of the economic chain or text seen in this passage
that Marx must himself sometimes jettison; or, for perspectivizing the argument,
must “transform.” (For a consideration of the “‘transformation” problem in this
sense, see Richard D. Wolff, et al., “Marx’s (Not Ricardo’s) ‘Transformation
Problem’: A Radical Conceptualization,” History of Political Economy 14:4 [1982].)
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I will presently go on to argue that the complexity of the notion of use-value
also problematizes the origin of the chain of value. Let us now consider the
discontinuities harbored by the unified terms that name the relationships be-
tween the individual semantemes on that chain. Such resident discontinuities
also textualize the chain.

First, the relationship named “representation” between Value and Money.
Critics like Goux or Marc Shell comment on the developmental narrative entailed
by the emergence of the Money-form as the general representer of Value and
establish an adequate analogy between this narrative on the one hand and nar-
ratives of psycho-sexuality or language-production on the other. (See Marc Shell,
Money, Language, and Thought: Literary and Philosophical Economies From the Me-
dieval to the Modern Era. It should be remarked that Shell’s narrative account of
the history of money is less subtle than Marx’s analysis of it.) My focus is on
Marx’s effort to open up the seemingly unified phenomenon of Money through
the radical methodology of the dialectic—opening up, in other words, the seem-
ingly positive phenomenon of money through the work of the negative. At each
moment of the three-part perspective, Marx seems to indicate the possibility of
an indeterminacy rather than stop at a contradiction, which is the articulative
driving force of the dialectical morphology. Here is the schema, distilled from
the Grundrisse:

Position: The money commodity—the precious metal as medium of universal
exchange—is posited through a process of separation from its own being as a
commodity exchangeable for itself: “From the outset they represent superfluity,
the form in which wealth originally appears [urspriinglich erscheint] [Grundrisse
166; translation modified].” As it facilitates commodity exchange “the simple fact
that the commodity exists doubly, in one aspect as a specific product whose
natural form of existence ideally contains (latently contains) its exchange value,
and in the other aspect as manifest exchange value (money), in which all con-
nection with the natural form of the product is stripped away again—this dou-
ble, differentiated existence must develop into a difference [147].” When the traffic
of exchange is in labor-power as a commodity, the model leads not only to
difference but to indifference: “In the developed system of exchange . . . the
ties of personal dependence, of distinctions, of education, etc. are in fact ex-
ploded, ripped up . . .; and individuals seem independent (this is an inde-
pendence which is at bottom merely an illusion, and it is more correctly called
indifference [ Gleichgiiltgkeit—im Sinne der Indifferenz—Marx emphasizes the phil-
osophical quality of indifference]”’[163].

Negation: Within circulation seen as a constantly repeated circle or totality,
money is a vanishing moment facilitating the exchange of two commodities.
Here its independent positing is seen as “‘a negative relation to circulation,” for,
“cut off from all relation to [circulation], it would not be money, but merely a
simple natural object” [217]. In this moment of appearance its positive identity
is negated in a more subtle way as well: “If a fake £ were to circulate in the
place of a real one, it would render absolutely the same service in circulation
as a whole as if it were genuine” [210]. In philosophical language: the self-
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adequation of the idea, itself contingent upon a nf:gaﬁve rela'tionshlp, here l:;e-
tween the idea of money and circulation as totality, works in the service of a
ional in-adequation (fake = real).

furltﬁzZation of negtg‘ion: Re:ftlization, where the actual quant@ty of money matters
and capital accumulation starts. Yet here too .the substa’rlltlve‘speaﬁc:lty is h;gn-
tradicted (as it is not in unproductive hoarding). For, ’to dissolve the things
accumulated in individual gratification is to realize them’ [234]: In other words,
logical progression to accumulation can only l?e operated‘ by.lts own ruphtlire,
releasing the commodity from the circuit of capital production into consuTnp on
i imulacrum of use-value. .

" Iaa?:l suggesting that Marx indicates the possibility of an indeterrpxn.acy ra;thlf
than only a contradiction at each of these three moments constitutive of the

chain

Value representation __ Money transformation — Capltal

This textualization can be summarized as follows: the utopian socia_lists seel‘rn'ed
to be working on the assumption that money is the root of all evil: a posmv;z
origin. Marx applies the dialectic to this root and brea}<s it up through thef fv«{or
of the negative. At each step of the dialectic son}ethlng seems to lead o Hmto
the open-endedness of textuality: indifference, 1r}adequat10n, rupture, ( fere
Derrida’s implied critique of the dialectic as organized by ﬂ,l,e movement o se-
mantemes and by the strategic exclusion of sync)ategoremes [“White Mythology
ould support the conduct of Marx’s text.
27[Iilezv usu movepr}:ext to the relationship named “transform§tion Petween. Money
and Capital,” a relationship already broached in the previous h.nk. (This is not
identical with the “transformation problem” in econgmxcs.) An important locxfs
of discontinuity here is the so-called primitive or or.igmary accumulation. Malrx s
own account emphasizes the discontinuit}.r i'n comical terms, and then resolves
it by invoking a process rather than an origin:

We have seen how money is transformed into capital; how surplus-value
is made through capital, and how more capital is made from surplus-value.
But the accumulation of capital presupposes surplus-.value; surplus-vatue
presupposes capitalist production; capitélist production pres?.xppos;s tge
availability of considerable masses of capital and labor-power in the hands
of commodity producers. The whole movement, therefore, seems to tl'xrn
around in a never-ending circle, which we can only get out of Py assuming
a “primitive” [urspriinglich: originary] accumulati.on . . . which precedes
capitalist accumulation; an accumulation which is not the re.esult‘of. t.he
capitalist mode of production but its point of de.partuxje.. This primitive
accumulation plays approximately the same role in political economy as
original sin does in theology. Adam bit the apple, and thereupon sin fell
on the human race. [Capital I 873]
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Marx’s resolution:

The capital-relation presupposes a complete separation between the work-
ers and the ownership of the conditions for the realization of their
labor. . . . So-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than
the historical process of divorcing the producer from the means of pro-
duction. Capital I 874-75]

This method of displacing questions of origin into questions of process is part
of Marx’s general Hegelian heritage, as witness his early treatment, in the Eco-
nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts, of the question: “Who begot the first man,
and nature in general?” [Early Writings 357].

When, however, capital is fully developed—the structural moment when the
process of extraction, appropriation, and realization of surplus-value begins to
operate with no extra-economic coercions—capital logic emerges to give birth
to capital as such. This moment does not arise either with the coercive extraction
of surplus-value in pre-capitalist modes of production, or with the accumulation
of interest capital or merchant’s capital (accumulation out of buying cheap and
selling dear). The moment, as Marx emphasizes, entails the historical possibility
of the definitive predication of the subject as labor-power. Indeed, it is possible
to suggest that the “freeing” of labor-power may be a description of the social
possibility of this predication. Here the subject is predicated as structually super-
adequate to itself, definitively productive of surplus-labor over necessary labor.
And because it is this necessary possibility of the subject’s definitive super-
adequation that is the origin of capital as such, Marx makes the extraordinary
suggestion that Capital consumes the use-value of labor-power. If the critique
of political economy were simply a question of restoring a society of use-value,
this would be an aporetic moment. “Scientific socialism” contrasts itself to a
“utopian socialism’ committed to such a restoration by presupposing labor out-
side of capital logic or wage-labor. The radical heterogeneity entailed in that
presupposition was dealt with only very generally by Marx from the early Eco-
nomic and Philosophical Manuscripts onwards. Indeed, it may perhaps be said that,
in revolutionary practice, the “interest” in social justice “unreasonably” intro-
duces the force of illogic into the good use-value fit—philosophical justice—be-
tween Capital and Free Labor. If pursued to its logical consequence, revolu-
tionary practice must be persistent because it can carry no theoretico-teleological
justification. It is perhaps not altogether fanciful to call this situation of open-
endedness an insertion into textuality. The more prudent notion of associated
labor in maximized social productivity working according to “those foundations
of the forms that are common to all social modes of production” is an alternative
that restricts the force of such an insertion [Capital 111 1016].

In the continuist romantic anti-capitalist version, it is precisely the place of
use-value (and simple exchange or barter based on use-value) that seems to offer
the most secure anchor of social “value” in a vague way, even as academic
economics reduces use-value to mere physical co-efficients. This place can hap-
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pily accommodate word-processors (of which more later) as well as independent
commodity production (hand-sewn leather sandals), our students’ complaint
that they read literature for pleasure not interpretation, as well as most of our
“creative’” colleagues’ amused contempt for criticism beyond the review, and
mainstream critics” hostility to “theory.” In my reading, on the other hand, it
is use-value that puts the entire textual chain of Value into question and thus
allows us a glimpse of the possibility that even textualization (which is already
an advance upon the control implicit in linguistic or semiotic reductionism) may
be no more than a way of holding randomness at bay.

For use-value, in the classic way of deconstructive levers, is both outside and
inside the system of value-determinations (for a discussion of deconstructive
“levers,” see Derrida, Positions 71). It is outside because it cannot be measured
by the labor theory of value—it is outside of the circuit of exchange: “A thing
can be a use-value without being a value” [Capital I 131]. It is, however, not
altogether outside the circuit of exchange. Exchange-value, which in some re-
spects is the species-term of Value, is also a superfluity or a parasite of use-
value: “This character (of exchange) does not yet dominate production as a
whole, but concerns only its superfluity and is hence itself more or less super-
fluous . .. an accidental enlargement of the sphere of satisfactions, enjoy-

.ments. . . . It therefore takes place only at a few points (originally at the borders
of the natural communities, in their contact with strangersy’ [Grundrisse 204].

The part-whole relationship is here turned inside out. (Derrida calls this “in-
vagination.” See “The Law of Genre,” Glyph 7 [1980]. My discussion of “in-
vagination” is to be found in Displacement: Derrida and After, ed. Mark Krupnick
186-89). The parasitic part (exchange-value) is also the species term of the whole,
thus allowing use-value the normative inside place of the host as well as ban-
ishing it as that which must be subtracted so that Value can be defined. Further,
since one case of use-value can be that of the worker wishing to consume the
(affect of the) work itself, that necessary possibility renders indeterminate the
““materialist’”’ predication of the subject as labor-power or super-adequation as
calibrated and organized by the logic of capital. In terms of that necessarily
possible “special case,” this predication can no longer be seen as the excess of
surplus labor over socially necessary labor. The question of affectively necessary
labor brings in the attendant question of desire and thus questions in yet another
way the mere philosophical justice of capital logic without necessarily shifting
into utopian idealism.

If a view of affectively necessary labor (as possible within the present state of
socialized consumer capitalism) as labor as such is proposed without careful at-
tention to the international division of labor, its fate may be a mere political
avant-gardism. This, in spite of its sincere evocations of the world economic
system, is, I believe, a possible problem with Antonio Negri's theory of zero-
work.? The resistance of the syncategoremes strategically excluded from the
system so that the great semantemes can control its morphology (Derrida) can
perhaps be related to the heterogeneity of use-value as a private grammar. For
Derrida, however, capital is generally interest-bearing commercial capital. Hence
surplus-value for him is the super-adequation of capital rather than a “materi-
alist”” predication of the subject as super-adequate to itself. This restricted notion
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can only lead to “idealist” analogies between capital and subject, or commodity
and subject.

The concept of socially necessary labor is based on an identification of sub-
sistence and reproduction. Necessary labor is the amount of labor required by
the worker to “reproduce” himself in order to remain optimally useful for capital
in terms of the current price-structure. Now if the dynamics of birth-growth-
family-life reproduction is given as much attention as, let us say, the relationship
between fixed and variable capitals in their several moments, the “materialist”
predication of the subject as labor-power is rendered indeterminate in another
way, without therefore being “refuted” by varieties of utopianism and “ideal-
ism.” This expansion of the textuality of value has often gone unrecognized by
feminists as well as mainstream Marxists, when they are caught within hege-
monic positivism or orthodox dialectics.® They have sometimes tried to ciose off
the expansion, by considering it as an opposition (between Marxism and fem-
inism), or by way of inscribing, in a continuist spirit, the socializing or ideology-
forming functions of the family as direct means of producing the worker and
thus involved in the circuit of the production of surplus-value for the capitalist.
They have also attempted to legitimize domestic labor within capital logic. Most
of these positions arise from situational exigencies. My own involvement with
them does not permit critical distance, as witness in the last page of this essay.
That these closing off gestures are situationally admirable is evident from the
practical difficulty of offering alternatives to them.

Let us consider the final item in the demonstration of the “textuality” of the
chain of value. We have remarked that in circulation as totality, or the moment
of negation in Marx’s reading of money, money is seen as in a negative relation
to circulation because, “cut off from all relation to (circulation) it would not be
money, but merely a simple natural object.” Circulation as such has the mor-
phological (if not the “actual”’) power to insert Money back into Nature, and to
banish it from the textuality of Value. Yet it is also circulation that bestows tex-
tuality upon the Money-form. Textuality as a structural description indicates the
work of differentiation (both plus and minus) that opens up identity-as-ade-
quation. Circulation in the following passage does precisely that with the re-
stricted circuit of adequation within the money-form itself: ““You may turn and
toss an ounce of gold in any way you like, and it will never weigh ten ounces.
But here in the process of circulation one ounce practically does weigh ten
ounces.” Marx describes this phenomenon as the “Dasein” of the coin as “value
sign” [Wertzeichen]. “The circulation of money is an outer movement [auBere
Bewegung]. . . . In the friction with all kinds of hands, pouches, pockets, purses
- - . the coin rubs off. . . . By being used it gets used up” [A Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy 108; the translation of *’Dasein’ as “the work it per-
forms” seems puzzling].

If in its first dialectical “moment,” circulation has the morphological potential
of cancelling Money back into Nature, in its third ““moment” it is shown to run
the risk of being itself sublated into Mind: ‘“The continuity of production pre-
supposes that circulation time has been sublated [aufgehoben]. The nature of
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capital presupposes that it fravels through the different phases of circulation not
as it does in the idea-representation [Vorstellung] where one con‘cept turns into
the other at the speed of thought [mit Gedankenschnellel, in no time, but ratber
as situations which are separated in terms of time” [Grundrzss.e 548; translation
modified]. By thus sublating circulation into Mind, production (of Value). as
continuous totality would annul Value itself. For Value wm{ld not be va'lue'1f it
were not realized in consumption, strictly speaking, ou.tsxde of the Slucult of
production. Thus capital, as the most advanced articulatlop of value “presup-
poses that it travels through different phases.” The §chgme is made problematic
by the invagination of use-value, as discussed earlier in this essay.

Has circulation time of capital been sublated into the speed of Mind (and morg)
within telecommunication? Has (the labor theory of) Value becpme obsolete in
micro-electronic capitalism? Let us mark these tantalizing questions here. I shall
consider them at greater length below. .

The consideration of the textuality of Value in Marx, predicated upon Fhe
subject as labor-power, does not answer the onto-phenom.enological question
What is Value?,” although it gives us a sense of the complexity of t_he mechanics
of evaluation and value-formation. It shows us that the Value-form in the genc?ral
sense and in the narrow—the economic sphere as commonly und.ers’.coqd being
the latter—are irreducibly complicitous. It implies the vanity of dl.snussmg con-
siderations of the economic as “‘reductionism.” I have already indicated various
proposed formulations that have the effect of neutralizing these suggestions: to
find in the development of the money-form an adequate analogy to the psy-
choanalytic narrative; to see in it an analogy to metaphor or langt%age; to sub-
sume domestic or intellectual labor into a notion of the production of value
expanded within capital logic. What narratives of value-formation emerge when
consciousness itself is subsumed under the “materialist” predication of the
subject? . ‘

If consciousness within the “idealist” analogy is seen as necessarily super-
adequate to itself by way of intentionality, we can chart the emergence of ad
hoc universal equivalents that measure the production of value in w.hat we may
loosely call “thought.” Like the banishment of the money-commodity from the
commodity-function, these equivalents can no longer thenllselves be treated as

“matural examples.” (Because these analogies are necessanly loose, one cannot
be more specific in that last phrase.) One case of such a universal equivalent is
“universal humanity”’—both psychological and social—as the touchstone of
value in literature and society. It is only half in jest that one would propose tbat
the “credit” of certain “major” literatures is represented by capital-accumulation
in terms of the various transformations of this universal equi.valent, ““Pure the-
ory,” within the Althusserian model of “theoretical production,” may be seen
as another case of a universal equivalent. The relativization of Value as a ,regres-
sion into the narrative stage where any commodity could be “‘cathected” as the
value-form is, to follow Goux's analogy, the Freudian stage of polymorphpus
perversion, and can be channeled into aesthetics as varied as those of symbolism
and post-modernism. . .

I have already commented on Goux’s gloss on the Freudo-L.acaman na}'rauve
of the emergence of the phallus-in-the-genital-stage as the universal equivalent
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of value. Nietzsche in The Genealogy of Morals gives us two moments of the
separation and transformation of an item from within the common circuit of
exchange. They are worth mentioning because The Genealogy of Morals is
Nietzsche’s systematic attempt at a “critique of moral values,” a “put[ting] in
question [in Frage stellen]” of “the value of these values” {Grundrisse 348; trans-
lation modified]. The Nietzschean enterprise is not worked out on what I call
a “materialist” subject-predication as labor-power, but rather by way of a critique
of the “idealist” subject-predication as consciousness, through the double de-
terminants of “philology’” and “physiology”” [Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Mor-
als and Ecce Homo 20]. Because it is a reinscription of the history of value as
obliterated and discontinuous semiotic chains—ongoing sign-chains—discon-
nected references to money (guilt and punishment as systems of exchange), and
to the inscription of coins, abound. The more crucial moment, the separation of
the money-commodity, is touched upon once at the “beginning” and once at
the inauguration of the “present,” as the separation of the scapegoat and the
sublation of that gesture into mercy respectively. That sublation is notoriously
the moment of the creditor sacrificing himself for the debtor in the role of God's
son in the Christ Story [On the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce Homo 77, 72). (Any
notions of “beginning’” and “present” in Nietzsche are made problematic by the
great warning against a successful genealogical method: ““All concepts in which
an entire process is semiotically concentrated elude definition; only that which
has no history is definable” [ibid. 80].)

I think there can be no doubt that it is this separation rather than inscription
or coining that is for Marx the philosophically determining moment in the dis-
course of value. Attention to Marx’s concept-metaphor of the foreign language
is interesting here. Often in our discussion of language the word seems to retain
a capital “L"” even when it is spelled in the lower case or re-written as parole.
Using a necessarily pre-critical notion of language, which suggests that in the
mother tongue “word” is inseparable from “reality,” Marx makes the highly
sophisticated suggestion that the development of the value-form separates
“word”” and “reality” (signifier and signified), a phenomenon that may be ap-
preciated only in the learning of a foreign language: “To compare money with
language is . . . erroneous. . . . Ideas which have first to be translated out of
their mother tongue into a foreign language in order to circulate, in order to
become exchangeable, offer a somewhat better analogy; but the analogy then lies
not in language, but in the foreignness of language” [Grundrisse 163. If this were
a technical discussion where it was necessary to respect the specificity of the
vocabulary of linguistics, I would not of course, equate word/reality and signifier/
signified.] It is certainly of interest that, using a necessarily post-monetary notion
of Value-in-exchange, which must suggest that “political economy [is}] . . . con-
cerned with a system of equivalence [systéme d'équivalence] . . . [between a spe-
cific] labor and {a specific] wage [un travail et un salaire],” Saussure shows us
that, even in the mother tongue, it is t